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To foster a more in-depth understanding of the psycholog- A better understanding of terrorism is essential to the
ical processes leading to terrorism, the author conceptu-development of more effective policies to combat this
alizes the terrorist act as the final step on a narrowing global problem. Critical assessment of the available evi-
staircase. Although the vast majority of people, even wheulence suggests that there is little validity in explanations of
feeling deprived and unfairly treated, remain on the groundterrorism that assume a high level of psychopathology
floor, some individuals climb up and are eventually re-among terrorists (Crenshaw, 1981; Ruby, 2002) or that
cruited into terrorist organizations. These individuals be- terrorists come from economically deprived backgrounds
lieve they have no effective voice in society, are encourer have little education (Atran, 2003). Attempts to profile
aged by leaders to displace aggression onto out-groupsterrorists (e.g., Fields, Elbedour, & Hein, 2002) and to
and become socialized to see terrorist organizations asdentify demographic and socioeconomic factors associ-
legitimate and out-group members as evil. The currentated with terrorism (e.g., Ehrlich & Liu, 2002) can yield
policy of focusing on individuals already at the top of the greater benefits when incorporated within a broader con-
staircase brings only short-term gains. The best long-ternteptual account of processes leading to terrorist acts. The
policy against terrorism is prevention, which is made pos-present discussion is intended as a contribution to a more
sible by nourishing contextualized democracy on thedynamic, comprehensive account of the social and psycho-
ground floor. logical processes leading to terrorism. A central proposi-
tion is that terrorism can best be understood through a focus
on the psychological interpretation of material conditions
espite disagreements about the definition of ter-and the options seen to be available to overcome perceived
rorism (Cooper, 2001) and claims that “one per-injustices, particularly those in the procedures through
son’s terrorist is another person’s freedom Which decisions are made (Tyler & Huo, 2002).
fighter,” there is general agreement that terrorism has b?he Staircase to the Terrorist Act
come a monstrous problem in many parts of the world an _ _ ) _
that all efforts must be made to end it. For the purpose off 0 provide a more in-depth understanding of terrorism, |
this discussionterrorismis defined as politically motivated have used the metaphor of a narrowing staircase leading to
violence, perpetrated by individuals, groups, or state-sporthe terrorist act at the top of a building. The staircase leads
sored agents, intended to instill feelings of terror and helpto higher and higher floors, and whether someone remains
lessness in a population in order to influence decisiorPn @ particular floor depends on the doors and spaces that
making and to change behavior. Psychologists have a viPerson imagines to be open to her or him on that floor. The
tally important responsibility to combat terrorism becausefundamentally important feature of the situation is not only
(a) subjectively interpreted values and beliefs often serve aie actual number of floors, stairs, rooms, and so on, but
the most important basis for terrorist action (Bernholz,how people perceive the building and the doors they think
2004); (b) the actions of terrorists are intended to bringare open to them. As individuals climb the staircase, they
about specific psychological experiences—that is, terropee fewer and fewer choices, until the only possible out-
and helplessness (Moghaddam & Marsella, 2004); and (c§ome is the _d_estructlon of others, or Qneself, or bo_th. This
terrorism often has extremely harmful psychological con-kind of “decision tree” conceptuallzatmn of behavior has
sequences (Schlenger et al., 2002). Psychologists are coproved to be a powerful tool in psychology. For example,
tributing in important ways to a better understanding oflLataneand Darley (1970) conceptualized helping behavior
terrorism and are providing more effective approaches t@s the outcome of five ch0|pes that lead an individual either
coping with its individual and communal health conse-to help or not help others in an emergency. _
quences (Danieli, Brom & Waizer, in press; Horgan & The staircase to terrorism is co_ncelved as having a
Taylor, 2003; Moghaddam & Marsella, 2004; North & ground floor and five higher floors, with behavior on each
Pfefferbaum, 2002; Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg,
2003; Silke, 2003; Silver, Holman, Mcintosh, Poulin, & _ - ,
Gil-Rivas, 2002: Stout, 2002). However, there is an urgerﬁ‘orrespondence concerning this article should be addressed to Fathali M.

. . . oghaddam, Department of Psychology, White Gravenor Building, 3rd
need for greater attention to the social and psychologicaoor, Georgetown University, Washington, DC 20057. E-mail: moghaddf@
processes that lead to terrorist acts. georgetown.edu
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The wider context of the staircase metaphor is the
internationalization of trade and mass communications,
with the consequent vast movement of people and infor-
mation around the globe. The rapidly increasing flow of
people and information across national borders has greatly
extended the global influence of the West generally and the
United States specifically (including in the realm of psy-
chology; Moghaddam, 1987). The spread of American and
Western values and lifestyles has had two broad and in
some ways contradictory consequences. On the one hand,
major segments of societies in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America are strongly attracted to the affluent lifestyle and
political and social freedoms associated with the United
States and the West. On the other hand, there is growing
frustration and anger in many non-Western societies that
their higher expectations for improved economic condi-
tions and greater political freedom are not being met. In
addition, there is deep anxiety in many societies that local
cultural and linguistic systems are being swept away and
that traditional identities and allegiances are threatened by
the massive sweep and reach of “Americanization.” Au-
thoritarian forces have attempted, sometimes with consid-
erable success, to harness this widespread discontent and to
use it opportunistically to bolster both dictatorial rule and
anti-American sentiments, particularly in a number of Is-
floor characterized by particular psychological processedamic societies.

On the ground floor, perceptions of fairness and feelings of ~ Two points need to be clarified at the outset about the
relative deprivation dominate. In conditions in which the staircase metaphor. First, the metaphor is intended to pro-
millions of people who occupy the ground floor perceivevide a general framework within which to organize current

injustice and feel relatively deprived, some individuals psychological knowledge and to help direct future research
from among the disgruntled population will climb to the and policy; it is not intended as a formal model to be tested
first floor in search of solutions. Those who reach the firstagainst alternatives. Metaphors have proved highly useful
floor seek ways in which to improve their situation andin psychological science (see discussions in Leary, 1990)
achieve greater justice. But if they do not see possibilitiesand can serve a constructive role in helping to better
for individual mobility and do not feel that they can ade- explain the roots of terrorism. Second, the staircase meta-
quately influence the procedures through which decisionghor is intended to apply only to behavior encompassed by
are made, they are more likely to keep climbing. terrorism as defined earlier in this discussion; it is not

Individuals who reach the second floor but still per-intended to apply to other types of minority influence
ceive grave injustices experience anger and frustration, ant@ctics. | briefly discuss the policy implications of the
in some circumstances they are influenced by leaders tstaircase metaphor at the end of this article.
displace their aggression onto an “enemy.” Individuals who,
are more prone to physically displace aggression ont
enemies climb further up the staircase.

The most important transformation that takes placeThe vast majority of people occupy the “foundational”
among those who reach the third floor is a gradual engageground floor, where what matters most are perceptions of
ment with the morality of terrorist organizations; thesefairness and just treatment. To understand those who climb
individuals now begin to see terrorism as a justified stratto the top of the staircase to terrorism, one must first
egy. Those who become more fully engaged with thecomprehend the level of perceived injustice and the feel-
morality of terrorist organizations and keep climbing up theings of frustration and shame among hundreds of millions
staircase are ready for recruitment as active terrorists. of people down at the ground floor. The central role of

Recruitment to terrorist organizations takes place orpsychological factors is underlined by evidence that mate-
the fourth floor, where potential terrorists learn to catego+ial factors such as poverty and lack of education are
rize the world more rigidly into “us-versus-them” and to problematic as explanations for terrorist acts. In the West
see the terrorist organization as legitimate. Bank and Gaza, support for armed attacks against Israeli

On the last floor—the fifth—specific individuals are targets tends to be greater among Palestinian individuals
selected and trained to sidestep inhibitory mechanisms thatith more years of education (Krueger & Maleckova,
could prevent them from injuring and killing both others 2002). A British army document discussing the Provisional
and themselves, and those selected are equipped and sentrish Republican Army (PRIA) in 1978, at a time when
carry out terrorist acts. armed attacks by the PIRA had reached a peak, stated that
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there is a stratum of intelligent, astute and experienced terroristmodern times (Moghaddam, 2002), it is perceived injus-
who provide the backbone of the organization. . . . Our evidencejces and relative rather than absolute deprivation that co-
of the calibre of_ rank and fll_e terrorists does not support the viewincide with collective nonnormative action (Miller, 2000).
that they are mindless hooligans drawn from the unemployed a”ﬁ’erceptions of injustice may arise for a variety of reasons,
unemployable. (Coogan, 2002, p. 468) including economic and political conditions and threats to
Similarly, low levels of education and impoverished personal or collective identity (D. M. Taylor, 2003). Per-
backgrounds were not found to be characteristic of capeeived threat to identity is of central importance in the case
tured terrorists associated with al Qaeda in Southeast Asief religious fundamentalists because of the unique ability
(Singapore Ministry of Home Affairs, 2003) nor of Bin of religion to serve identity needs (Seul, 1999) and the
Laden or the al Qaeda members who perpetrated the trageeling that increasing globalization, secularization, and
edy of September 11, 2001 (Bodansky, 2001). ClearlyWesternization are undermining traditional non-Western
absolute material conditions do not account for terrorismways of life. Identity threat is also of deep concern to
otherwise, acts of terrorism would be committed more bybroader segments of non-Western populations, particularly
the poorest individuals living in the poorest regions, andthe youth, who often grapple with the “good-copy prob-
this is not the case. lem” (Moghaddam & Solliday, 1991), that is, the feeling
Psychological research points to the fundamental imthat the very best they can achieve is to become a good
portance operceiveddeprivation. The seminal research of copy of the Western model of women and men propagated
Stouffer, Suchman, De Vinney, Star, and Williams (1949)as “ideal” by the international media—a good copy that can
on military personnel during World War Il demonstrated never be as good as, or better than, the original.
that there is not necessarily an isomorphic relationship ~ Among the vast populations who occupy the ground
between material conditions and subjective experience. Fdtoor, then,perceptionsof fairness are what matter most.
example, members of the Air Corps expressed less satign individual may be living in extremely poor, crowded
faction with military life than did members of some other conditions in Bombay and not feel unjustly treated despite
units despite the higher rate of promotions in the Air Corpsthe opulent living conditions of others around him or her in
(Stouffer et al., 1949). The concept of relative deprivationthe city; however, another individual may be living in
was introduced to explain such trends: The higher rate ofelatively comfortable conditions in Riyadh but feel very
promotions in the Air Corps raised expectations and creunjustly treated. In recent decades, rapidly rising expecta-
ated more dissatisfaction for those who were not promotedions, nourished by images of affluence and demaocratic
Half a century of psychological research underlines thdifestyles spread by the international mass media, have
important role of subjective perceptions on feelings offueled feelings of deprivation among vast populations, par-
deprivation (Collins, 1996). ticularly in Asia, Africa, and parts of Eastern Europe. This
Particularly relevant to terrorism is Runciman’s groundswell of frustration and anger has given rise to
(1966) distinction betweeegoisticaldeprivation, where an greater sympathy for extremist “antiestablishment” tactics
individual feels deprived because of his or her positionamong the vast populations on the ground floor. Every
within a group, andraternal deprivation, involving feel- year, a number of those who feel unjustly treated are
ings of deprivation that arise because of the position of ai€motivated to march along alternative paths, even desperate
individual's group relative to that of other groups. Researchand radical ones, to address their grievances.
evidence suggests that fraternal deprivation is, under cer-, . . . .
tain conditions, a better predictor of feelings of discontentFirst Floor: Perceived Options to Fight Unfair
among minorities than is egoistical deprivation (Guimond Treatment

& Dubé-Simard, 1983), and in some cases such feelinggngjviduals climb to the first floor and try different doors in
translate into collective action (Martin, Brickman, & Mur- gagrch of solutions to what they perceive to be unjust
ray, 1984). Gurr's (1970) theoretical formulation and sub-yreatment. Two psychological factors shape their behavior
sequent research (e.g., Crosby, 1982) suggest that fraterng} the first floor in major ways: individuals’ perceived
deprivation is more likely to arise when group membersyossibilities for personal mobility to improve their situation
feel their path has been blocked to a desired goal that thefpy . Taylor & Moghaddam, 1994) and their perceptions
group deserves and that others possess. For example, in Eprocedural justice (Tyler, 1994).

case of terrorism, especially important could be a perceived = key question is whether there are doors that could
right to independence and the retention of indigenous culpe opened by talented persons motivated to make progress
tures for a _society, a percept_ion that other societies hav_gp the societal hierarchy. he RepublidD. Lee, Trans.,
achieved this goal, and a feeling that under present condirgg7)! plato warned of the inevitable collapse of a society
tions, the path to this goal has been blocked (e.g., b¥hat does not allow for the rise of talented individuals in the
Americans ). Of course, such perceptions may be influsgcial hierarchy and, correspondingly, the downward mo-
enced by deep prejudices (see Moghaddam, 1998, chagjjity of those who lack talent but are the offspring of those
10). in power. The idea of “free circulation” of individuals is

_ The literature on collective mobilization also empha- 55 central to modern psychological theories of intergroup
sizes the importance of subjective perceptions (D. M. Tay-

lor & Moghaddam, 1994). From the French revolution to
the Iranian revolution and other collective uprisings in 1 Book Three, 415b—415d.
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relations (D. M. Taylor & Moghaddam, 1994). A variety of This is not, of course, a justification for attempting a
research evidence suggests that when paths to individusdansplantation of Western-style democracy to non-West-
mobility are seen to be open, there is far less tendency tern societies. But there is a need to supporitextualized
attempt nonnormative actions (e.g., Tyler, 1990), probablydemocracy—that is, sociopolitical order that allows partic-
because of a strong human tendency to want to believe thitation in decision making and social mobility through the
the world is just and that one’s personal efforts will be utilization of local, culturally appropriate symbols and
fairly rewarded (Lerner, 1980). Research on equity theorystrategies. Contextualized democracy needs to proceed
endorses the view that people strive for justice and feelvith attention to the details of the cultural context in
distressed when they experience injustice (Brockner &non-Western societies (see Moghaddam, 2002, particularly
Wiesenfeld, 1996; D. M. Taylor & Moghaddam, 1994, chaps. 2 and 3), such as that of Shi’a Islam (Moghaddam,
chap. 5). But the equity tradition also underlines the vital2004). A challenge is to avoid violent and highly disruptive
role of psychological interpretations of justice and the needgolitical revolutions, such as the 1978—-1979 revolution in
for policymakers to understand local cultural practices andran, that tend to perpetuate dictatorships under different
ideas—"the native’s point of view"—in justice. When local guises rather than lead to genuinely open societies. Violent
cultural interpretations lead to a view that the in-group isrevolutions can best be avoided through measured and
being treated fairly, there is greater likelihood of supporttangible progression toward contextualized democracy.
for central authorities. The implementation of contextualized democracy should
The availability of options for participating in decision be given the highest priority in countries such as Saudi
making is a key factor in perceived justice and support forArabia, where a combination of repression and corruption
authorities (Tyler, 1994). Tyler and Huo (2002) demon-(see, e.g., Aburish, 1995) leaves minimal options available
strated that independent alistributive justice-the out-  for any kind of public expression of dissatisfaction and
comes of justice processes—ainteractional justice-the  participation in meaningful decision making. Some psy-
explanations that authorities provide for their decisions an@hological theories (see, e.g., D. M. Taylor & Moghaddam,
the considerations they show to the recipients of deci1994) suggest that a range of possible interpretations will
sions—the key factor in perceived legitimacy and willing- arise among people in this situation, including displace-
ness to abide by government regulationspi®cedural  ment of aggression: Those who vehemently blame “others”
justice—how fair people see the decision-making procesge.g., “America—the Great Satan”) for their perceived
to be. Although much of the research on procedural justicgroblems climb the stairs to the second floor.
has been conducted in Western societies, there is solid
evidence in support of a few basic universals in perceiveecond Floor: Displacement of Aggression
rights and duties (Moghaddam & Riley, 2004) and strong
reasons to believe that procedural justice also plays dhe idea that at least some acts of terrorism involve dis-
central role in many and perhaps all major non-Westerrplaced aggression (as the concept is discussed by Freud,
societies. 1921/1955, 1930/1961, and contemporary researchers, e.g.,
A key influence on procedural justice is participation Miller, Pederson, Earlywine & Pollock, 2003) is well
in decision making (Tyler & Huo, 2002). Opportunities for known. What remains less understood is the complex re-
voicing opinions and participating in decision making arelationship between some movements and leaders in Asia
lacking in many parts of the world, as evidenced by receneind Africa who are supported by the United States and
United Nations Human Development reports: other Western powers and who at the same time directly
and indirectly use anti-Americanism to bolster their own
The spread of democratization appears to have stalled, with manyositions. As Rushdie (2002) and others (e.g., Atran, 2003,
countries failing to consol_ida_te and deepen the f_irst_ st(_aps towarg_ 1538) have noted, anti-Americanism is serving to deflect
ggmocretlc_y and .Stﬁ"zgi‘/' s"fptﬂng bal‘a'f Into aﬁthor'tfﬁrﬁ‘”'srﬂ'hs?én%riticism from governments in the Middle East, even
countries—wi (N0 € world's peoplie—st 0 not no .
free and fair elections, and 106 governrﬂen?s still restrict civil andthOngh without U.S. support, a numbe_r of such govern-
political freedoms. (United Nations Development Programme,mems_ would probably coIIapse_. The dlsplacer_nent of ag-
2002, p. 13) gression onto out-groups, particularly the United States,
has been channeled through direct and indirect support for
It is clear that low income is no obstacle to democracyinstitutions and organizations that nurture authoritarian
and that regions with an enormous deficit in democracy arattitudes (see Altemeyer, 1988, for a discussion) and ex-
the Middle East and North Africa. The democratic move-tremist behavior. This includes educational systems that
ments that have improved the lives of hundreds of millionsencourage rigid, us-versus-them thinking, and fanatical
of people in Latin America and in some parts of Africa and movements, including violent Salafis, whose fundamental-
Asia have yet to have a serious impact on Islamic societiesst movement originates in and still receives support from
of the Middle East and North Africa. There is general Saudi Arabia.
agreement that options for voice, mobility, and participa- In this context, individuals who develop a readiness to
tory democracy are particularly lacking in Saudi Arabia, physically displace aggression and who actively seek out
the country of origin for many of the most influential opportunities to do so eventually leave the second floor and
terrorist networks currently active on the world stageclimb more steps to try to take action against perceived
(Schwartz, 2002). enemies. As they move up the staircase, these individuals
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become more deeply engaged in a morality that condoneBourth Floor: Solidification of Categorical
terrorism. Thinking and the Perceived Legitimacy of the
Terrorist Organization

Third Floor: “Moral Engagement” _
After a person has climbed to the fourth floor and entered

Terrorist organizations arise as a parallel or shadow worldthe secret world of the terrorist organization, there is little
with a parallel morality that justifies “the struggle” to or no opportunity to exit alive. In most cases, the first
achieve the “ideal” society by any means possible. Frontategory of new recruits consists of those who will be
the perspective of the mainstream, terrorists are “morallyelatively long-term members and who become part of
disengaged,” particularly because of their willingness tosmall cells, each typically numbering four or five persons,
commit acts of violence against civilians. However, from with access to information only about the other members in
the perspective of the morality that exists within terroristtheir own cells. In the case of the second category of
organizations, terrorists are “morally engaged,” and it isrecruits—the “foot soldiers” who are recruited to carry out
“enemy” governments and their agents who are mora||wi0|ent attacks and to become suicide bombers—the entire
disengaged. The terrorist organization becomes effectiveperation of recruitment, training, and implementation of
by mobilizing sufficient resources to persuade recruits tghe terrorist act in some operations may take no more than
become disengaged from morality as it is defined by gov24 hours. Within those 24 hours, f[he recruitgd individual is
ernment authorities (and often by the majority in society)typically given a great deal of positive attention and treated
and morally engaged in the way morality is constructed byas & kind of celebrity, particularly by the recruiter (who
the terrorist organization (for a related discussion, seétays by his or her side constantly) and by a charismatic cell
Bandura, 2004). In the context of the Islamic world, ter-leader. _ o

rorist organizations have fed on interpretations of Islam_ 1he cell structure of terrorist organizations may have
that laud what outsiders see as acts of terrorism but thd{'St Peen widely adopted among guerilla forces fighting
terrorists depict as martyrdom toward a just goal (DavisdiCtatorships in Latin America in the mid-20th century and
2003). Although the struggle for control of the “correct” IS designed to limit infiltration and discovery by antiterror-
interpretation of Islam is for the most part public, the ISt agents. By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the cell
terrorist organizations that have incorporated an ideologyUcture was being copied by most terrorist organizations,
of martyrdom are secretive. npludmg tho_se operating in Western societies (e.g., the

Recruits are persuaded to become committed to th ish Republican Army [IRA]; Coogan, 2002, p. 466).

morality of the terrorist organization through a number ofb;}gg' 'tth'zt'ngﬁ]r(;galiggﬁ/?gjglf Ejet;VUOJESCZHg ?Sgeg?n;?]
tactics, the most important of which are isolation, affilia- 9 9 !

) . . Do 004). Immersion in secret, small-group activities leads to
tion, secrecy, and fear. Studies of terrorist organlzatlong . : ' o L0 =Y
and their networks (e.g., Alexander, 2002; Alexander &changes in perceptions among recruits: a legitimization of

. ; the terrorist organization and its goals, a belief that the ends
tShWtetnslar;, v%goﬁ th?prci)ptort, Zn%?]Z StaglliE\inatr;; izr()‘%‘l)rr;evlf stify the means, and a strengthening of a categorical
i at eve E € fo StS co it uetho_ € I'e ; 3 6} us-versus-them view of the world.

IVES as mempers of communities, their goaris 1o develop g .ig)| categorization is a powerful psychological pro-

their parallel lives in complete isolation and secrecy. Re-ass (McGarty, 1999), which can lead to in-group favorit-

- ; _ f5m and out-group discrimination even when the basis of
from their wives, parents, and closest friends. The illega ategorization is trivial in a real-world context (D. M.
nature of their organization, perceived harsh government aylor & Moghaddam, 1994, chapter 4). A categorical
measures against them, and perceived lack of openness g yersus-them view of the world is one of the hallmarks of
society all contribute to their continued isolation and theie(rorist organizations and the individuals attracted to them
sense of absolute affiliation with other in-group members pearistein, 1991; M. Taylor, 1988). The Western psycho-
In essence, terrorist organizations become effective by pQpgical literature has identified right-wing authoritarians as
sitioning themselves at two levels: (a) the macro level, agaying a categorical viewpoint (Altemeyer, 1988), but in
the only option open toward reforming society, and theythe global context, religious fundamentalism may be more
point to (alleged) government repression and dictatorshipjirectly related to an us-versus-them viewpoint among both
as proof of their assertion; and (b) the micro level, as &asterners (Alexander, 2002) and Westerners (Booth &
*home” for disaffected individuals (mostly young, single punne, 2002). Just as Islamic fundamentalists have labeled
males), some of whom are recruited to carry out the mosfhe United States the “Great Satan,” leading evangelical
dangerous missions through programs that often have verghristians in the United States have backed the view that
fast turnaround. “Islam was founded by . .. a demon-possessed pedophile”
Having started from the ground floor, where they (Cooperman, 2002). This us-versus-them thinking from the
share feelings of frustration, injustice, and shame with vasWest has played into the hands of fundamentalists abroad,
populations, potential terrorists now find themselves enparticularly some strands within Saudi Wahhabism (Gold,
gaged in the extremist morality of isolated, secretive orga2003) and the radical form of Shi'a Islam, as represented
nizations dedicated to changing the world by any meandy Hizballah in Iran and Lebanon, for example (Shapira,
available to them. 2000). Of course, a categorical us-versus-them viewpoint is
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not sufficient to lead to terrorism; another important ele-“inhibitory mechanisms.” Lorenz argued that inhibitory
ment is a belief in the terrorist organization as a just meansnechanisms serve to limit intraspecies killing. For exam-
to an ideal end. ple, when two wolves fight, it usually becomes clear fairly
Commitment to the terrorist cause strengthens as theoon that one of them is stronger, with the result that the
new recruit is socialized into the traditions, methods, andveaker wolf signals defeat by moving back and showing
goals of the organization. Over a century of research omsigns of submission. The aggression of the winner is in-
social influence (see Moghaddam, 1998, chaps. 6 and Hjibited by the signals of submission, so that the winner
suggests that conformity and obedience will be very high indoes not continue to attack and attempt to seriously injure
the cells of the terrorist organization, where the cell leadeor Kkill the loser. Inhibitory mechanisms also evolved to
represents a strong authority figure and where nonconfoiimit the aggression of humans against one another and can
mity, disobedience, and disloyalty receive the harshesbe triggered through eye contact, pleading, crying, and
punishments. The recruits at this stage face two uncomprasther means when an attacker is in close proximity to a
mising forces: From within the terrorist organization, theyvictim. Crime statistics (Federal Bureau of Investigation,
are pressured to conform and to obey in ways that will lead2002) show that humans often kill other humans by means
to violent acts against civilians (and often against them-of guns and other weapons that allow killing from a dis-
selves); from outside the terrorist organization, especiallance and enable inhibitory mechanisms to be sidestepped.
in regions such as the Middle East and North Africa, theyThis is in line with Lorenz’s argument that among humans,
face governments that do not allow even minimal voice andnhibitory mechanisms have been sidestepped through the
democratic participation in addressing perceived injusticesuse of modern weapons, which allow an attacker to destroy
These dictatorial governments are seen as puppets of workliltarget from a distance.
powers, primarily the United States—a perception en- Because terrorists, particularly suicide bombers, often
dorsed by a variety of international critics (Scranton, 2002).operate in very close physical proximity to at least some of
During their stay on the fourth floor, then, individuals their human targets, they could potentially be influenced by
find that their options have narrowed considerably. Theythe kinds of pleading and other signals that typically trigger
are now part of a tightly controlled group from which they inhibitory mechanisms. But two key factors enable inhib-
cannot exit alive. itory mechanisms to be sidestepped during terrorist attacks:
1. By categorizing the target, including civilians, as
the enemy and exaggerating differences between the in-
group and the out-group, terrorists psychologically distance
Terrorism involves acts of violence against civilians, oftenthemselves from the other humans they intend to destroy.
resulting in multiple deaths. The experience of professionaPsychological distancing is achieved in part through the
military units demonstrates the intensive programs require@doption of terrorist myths, such as the idea that by attack-
to train soldiers to kill enemy soldiers (Grossman, 1995)ing civilian targets, social order will be disrupted and the
and raises the question as to how terrorist organizationterrorist act can serve as a “spark” to get people to “rec-
train their members to carry out the terrorist acts that killognize truth” and revolt against authorities (such a terrorist
innocent civilians. The answer is to be found in two psy-myth was even shared by the Oklahoma City bombers; see
chological processes that are central to intergroup dynami-inenthal, 2001). This is perhaps similar to the distancing
ics (Brown & Gaertner, 2001): The first involves social that takes place between a rapist and the victim, particu-
categorization (of civilians as part of the out-group), andlarly through the rapist's adoption of cultural myths about
the second involves psychological distance (through exag-ape (see readings in Searles & Berger, 1995).
gerating differences between the in-group and the 2. The victims seldom become aware of the impend-
out-group). ing danger before the attack actually occurs, so they do not
The categorization of civilians as part of the out-grouphave an opportunity to behave in ways that might trigger
matches the pattern of secrecy practiced by terrorist orgdanhibitory mechanisms.
nizations; recruits to terrorist organizations are trained to  Thus, individuals who reach the fifth floor become
treat everyone, including civilians, outside their tightly knit psychologically prepared and motivated to commit acts of
group as the enemy (Sageman, 2004). Newspaper headlinesrorism, sometimes resulting in multiple civilian deaths.
announcing that a terrorist blast has killed innocent by-But in order to understand the actions of the few who climb
standers have little meaning to terrorist organizations beto the top of the staircase to terrorism and plunge into
cause of the particular way in which they have categorizederrorist acts, one must begin by considering the conditions
the world into “us” and “them” and their perception that of life and the perceptions of justice among the millions on
anyone who is not actively resisting the government is ahe ground floor. A solid body of psychological research
legitimate target of violence. Thus, from the point of view (see Moghaddam, 1998, chap. 7) demonstrates that under
of the members of terrorist organizations, acts of violencecertain conditions, some individuals will probably climb
against civilians are justified because civilians are part ofrom the ground floor and wind their way up the staircase
the enemy, and only when civilians actively oppose theto terrorism. Of course, certain individuals are more likely
targeted “evil forces” will they not be the enemy. than others to become terrorists, but it would be short-
The perception of civilians as part of the enemy helpssighted to base policy entirely or mainly on identifying
explain how terrorists sidestep what Lorenz (1966) termegbrofiles of likely terrorists. It is conditions on the ground

Fifth Floor: The Terrorist Act and Sidestepping
Inhibitory Mechanisms
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floor that lead to terrorism, and removing one set of indi-2. Support Contextualized Democracy
viduals will only make room for another set to step forward Through Procedural Justice
and climb to the top. Only by reforming conditions on the

ground floor can societies end terrorism. Psychological research clearly highlights the important role

procedural justice can play in bringing about contextual-
Some Policy Implications ized democracy. Local cultural practices and symbolic sys-
tems need to be incorporated and used to enable greater

In this final section I highlight four important policy rec- !egal opportunities for voice and mobility, as well as to

ommendations arising from the staircase metaphor. influence perceptions of available opportunities. Such pol-
icies must include women and other minorities in the
1. Prevention Must Come First decision-making process. The experiences of numerous

countries demonstrate that the full and equal participation

The staircase metaphor has an overarching policy implicaef women in all domains of life, including social, eco-
tion that is familiar to psychologists researching and pracnomic, and political spheres, is a prerequisite for healthy
ticing in mental health: Prevention is the long-term solutionnational development. Strong support is needed for demo-
to terrorism. This is in line with a model of mental health cratic processes even when they contradict local traditions,
that is integral to a larger public health care system and thaguch as a tradition of allowing only a very limited role for
provides broad-based services. women in the public sphere (as is still the case in much of

But why should policymakers be expected to “gothe Middle East and North Africa). In this regard, special
preventive” in the terrorism domain when they have notattention must be given to equal opportunities for voice and
shown much enthusiasm to do so in other domains? Andnobility in educational as well as professional and political
what role is there for psychologists? In response to the firstomains. As is clear from the case of Iran, where the
guestion, policymakers have no choice but to adopt avomen are now the majority of undergraduate students in
preventive approach to terrorism because the survival ofajor universities, women can gain access to higher edu-
the United States as a democratic superpower is at stakeational opportunities by successfully competing in open
This is not an exaggeration. The psychological, socialacademic examinations but still be prevented from fulfill-
political, and economic costs of the tragedy of Septembeing their potential role in national development because of
11 are too high to be repeated, and the continued risk oftate-sponsored barriers against women at work and in
repeated attacks of the same or even greater magnitude pslitics.
too high for the United States and its allies not to adopt
preventive policies. Some measures have already be
taken toward at least initiating preventive policies through
tentative steps in support of contextualized democracy inn order to influence greater voice and mobility in societies
parts of the Middle East (e.g., in Bahrain), but in somesuch as those in the Middle East and North Africa, an
Islamic countries (e.g., Pakistan, Egypt), democracy hamportant step concerns the framing of the fight against
been taking significant steps backward, and dissatisfactioterrorism, particularly in how the social world is catego-
among millions on the ground floor is increasing. rized. As individuals climb the staircase, their categoriza-

The message of psychological science should be extion of the world into us-versus-them, the forces of good
pounded clearlyunder certain conditionsome individuals  versus the forces of evil, and so on, becomes more prom-
will more likely be influenced to harm both others andinent and rigid. The challenge is to prevent such a rigid
themselves. As long as conditions are perceived to bstyle of categorization from becoming the norm at the
unjust and hopeless by vast populations on the grounébundational level, where most of the people are situated. A
floor, some individuals will very likely be influenced to starting point for implementing this policy is to avoid, and
climb the staircase to terrorism. The conditions on theindeed to combat, a categorization of the world into us-
ground floor must be improved if terrorism is to diminish. versus-them, good versus evil, and so forth. Such catego-

Second, psychologists should articulate the limitedrization only endorses the views of fundamentalists and
effectiveness of short-term strategies that have dominateiticreases the probability that more individuals will climb
policy in this area for decades: secretive “counterterrorist’the staircase to commit terrorist acts.
units and measures, a total concern to hunt for the so—calle% . .. .
bad apples or needles in a haystack, and a naive reliance gt Promote Interobjectivity and Justice
improved technology and superior military might as theln addition to providing treatment for the victims of terror-
solution to defeating terrorism. The strategy of identifyingism (Moghaddam & Marsella, 2004), psychologists must
and eliminating individual terrorists is extremely costly and help to mentally and emotionally prepare the U.S. popula-
counterproductive, becauses long as conditions on the tion and other “victim societies” to enter into dialogue with
ground floor remain the same, every terrorist who is elim-and achieve better understanding of those who have
inated is quickly replaced by other®bviously, long-term  climbed the stairway to terrorism. Dialogue with extremist
and short-term policies can be implemented hand-in-handyroups intent on attacking the United States is presently
but psychologists have an important role in helping to turnunthinkable for perhaps most Americans, but it must be
policies toward foundational long-term solutions. kept in mind that there are numerous historical examples of

. Educate Against Categorical Us-Versus-
em Thinking
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former terrorist groups being brought into mainstream po- quences(pp. 121-150). Washington DC: American Psychological
litical processes (a recent example is the IRA in Northern_Association.

. . g . . Bernholz, P. (2004). Supreme values as the basis for teftmopean
Ireland, whose political wing now participates in main- == ' o o5 Economy, 2(817-333.

stream _politics). Greater intemational dialogue and im-godansky, Y. (2001)Bin Laden: The man who declared war on America.

proved intercultural understanding must come about as part New York: Random House.

of a long-term solution. Booth, K., & Dunne, T. (Eds.). (2002)Vorlds in collision: Terror and the
PSyChOIOgiStS have a unique role to play in formulat- Brgu(:tzrqirgl\(])bl?lll ogj\e/\r/}zgzvnf\;?(;k:BP?}Igra\gegf’\sﬂ)agr?”ilrigérative framework

!ng am_j mplementmg 'ntemat'(_)nal pOIIC|eS to ,'nﬂuence for explaining reactions to decisions: Interactive effects of outcomes

interobjectivity—the understandings shared within and and proceduresychological Bulletin, 120189 —208.

between cultures (Moghaddam, 2003)—to strengthen @&rown, R., & Gaertner, S. L. (Eds.). (200Blackwell handbook of social

shared worldview on justice, rights, and duties. Such pol- psychology: Intergroup processeSxford, England: Blackwell. _

icies can build on a foundation of probable psychologicalco”'”s' R. L. (1996). For better or worse: The impact of upward social

- S - - - comparison on self-evaluatiorBsychological Bulletin, 116457—475.
universals in justice but must also take into consideration.,,..n "1 p. (2002)the IRANew York: Palgrave

the perceptions among many non-Western people that the#fooper, H. H. A. (2001). The problem of definition revisiténerican
indigenous identities are threatened as a result of in- Behavioral Scientist, 4481-893.
creasing globalization and Western, particularly AmericanCooperman, A. (2002, June 20). Anti-Muslim remarks stir temJese.

influence. Washington Postp. A3.
Crenshaw, M. (1981). The causes of terrori€omparative Politics, 13,
Conclusion 379-399.

Crosby, F. (1982)Relative deprivation and working womedew York:

The staircase metaphor directs us to build a solid foundal-jaagﬁrdYU”é"rgfrf]”pr”i:Swaizer 3. (Eds). (in pressihe trauma of
tlo,n. of gontex_tuallzeq d.e.mocracy S_O that there will be terrolr: Syharing’knoywledge ana sharing carblew York: Haworth
minimal incentive for individuals to climb to higher floors  press.

in order to join terrorist organizations. Ultimately, terror- Davis, J. (2003)Martyrs: Innocence, vengeance, and despair in the
ism is a moral problem with psychological underpinnings; Middle East.New York: Palgrove Macmillan. _ _

the challenge is to prevent disaffected youth and other§"rich P. F R ATes (8002). Some roots of terforisRepulation and
fr_om_becomlng engaged In the morallty of _teerrISt Org?"Federal Bureal,J of Investigation. (2002)niform crime reports for the
nizations. A lesson from the history of terrorism Is that t_h|S United StateswWashington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
moral problem does not have a technological solutionFields, R. M., Elbedour, S., & Hein, F. A. (2002). The Palestinian suicide
this lesson is at odds with the contemporary tendency to bomber. In C. E. Stout (Ed.Fhe psychology of terrorisifol. 2, pp.

try to find technological solutions to moral dilemmas r;gg‘ézi)isg’g)ﬂ‘g’gh ﬁgiﬁi?fgy and the analysis of the ego. In J
_(MOQhaddam_’ 1997). More soph|st|cated. tec_hnOIOQy andF Stra’chey (Ed. & Trans.)lhe standard edition of the complete psycho-
increased military force will not end terrorism in the Iong— logical works of Sigmund FreugVol. 18, pp. 69—143). London:
term. Over at least the last few decades, policies for ending Hogarth Press. (Original work published 1921)

terrorism have tended to be short-term, often driven by:reud, S. (1961). Civilization and its discontents. In J. Strachey (Ed. &
immediate political demands rather than by scientific un- Trans.),The standard edition of the complete psychological works of

- . e - Sigmund FreudVol. 21, pp. 59-145). London: Hogarth Press. (Orig-
derstanding. The necessity of shifting to long-term policies mgl work pub”cs(hed 1938;0 ) 9 (orig

is Und?rscored by pSyCh0|Ogica| researCh on populationgold, D. (2003) Hatred's kingdom: How Saudi Arabia supports the new
most directly affected by the fight against terrorism, such as global terrorism.Washington, DC: Regnery.
those in Afghanistan and Iraq (e.g., Wessells, 2004). Thé&rossman, D. (1995Dn killing: The psychological cost of learning to kill

i PRSP in war and societyNew York: Little, Brown.
fOr(;,ushOf pO“FIeE f(ojr ﬂl1|e rr]nOSt part haﬁ been_ on IndlVltjjuaISGuimond, S., & DubeSimard, L. (1983). Relative deprivation theory and
who have climbed all the way up the staircase and are the Quebec nationalist movement: The cognition—emotion distinction

already com.mitted to carrying out tG_YI’OI’iSt acts. Policies and the person—group deprivation issdeurnal of Personality and

must be revised to address foundational problems at the Social Psychology, 4426-535. _ o

bottom of the staircase and to encourage the developmeﬁv”r T. R. (1970)Why men rebelPrinceton, NJ: Princeton University
ress.

. . P
of contextualized democracies. Horgan, J., & Taylor, M. (2003)The psychology of terrorisni.ondon:

Frank Cass.
Krueger, A., & Maleckova, J. (2002Education, poverty, political vio-
lence, and terrorism: Is there a causal connectigNational Bureau of
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