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omprehensive analyses of the prospects for nuclear terrorism nev-
itably address two major considerations technological and psycho-
logical What s striking about these analyses, however, 15 the great
disparity between the scrupulous attention devoted to technological consid-
erations and the cursory attention given to psychological ones An example
of this disparity 1s the frequently cited study Nuclear Theft Risks and Safe-
guards by Mason Willrich and Theodore Taylor, prepared for the Energy
Policy Project of the Ford Foundation The authors provide rigorous analyses
of the materials, technology, skills, and resources necessary to construct a
crude fisston bomb or radiological weapon They also give thorough attention
to the requirements and elements of nuclear safeguards systems Their at-
tention to detai 1s scrupulous In contrast, only 10 of the book’s 252 pages
are devoted to examining terronst motivations and mtentions, and even that
imited treatment 1s descriptive and superficial
Thus, we are 1n the paradoxical position of having a clearer understanding
of the interior of the atom than we do of the interior of the mind of the
terrorist As 1s the case i the broader area of nuclear strategy, absent a clear
understanding of the adversary's intentions, the tactics and stratcgies devel-
oped are based primarity on knowledge of terrorists technological capabul-
ities and give insufficient weight to psychological motivations

Irrational Act or Rational Choice?

In considering the potenual for nuclear terrorism, Brian Jenkins observes
that the historical record does not contain mcidents in which terrorist groups
have attempted to acquire fissile material for use in a nuclear device ' More-
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be suffering from major psychopathology, such as paranoid psychotic states,
15 incompatible with being able to work effectively with a small group

On the basis of my understanding of terrorist psychology, 1 agree with
Jenkins's observation that the psychouc individuals most strongly motivated
to commit acts of nuclear terrorsm would be the least able to carry them
out, although psychotic individuals could be—and have been—responsible
for nuclear hoaxes

Psychosoctal Vulnerabilities

Although there 1s no umque terrorist mund-set, there 1s a pattern of psycho-
social vulnerabilittes that renders those who become terrorists particularly
suscepuble to the powerful influences of group and organizational dynamics
In particular, some data suggest that the act of joining a terrorist group
represents an attempt to consolidate an incomplete psychosocial identity
Within the broad array of terrorist groups with thewr disparate causes, a
common feature 15 an unusually strong motivation to belong that 1s coupled
with a tendency to externalize by secking outside sources for personal
inadequacies

A major study sponsored by the Ministry of the Interior of the Federal
Republic of Germany is illustrative * The study of the epidemiology of ter-
rorism found that one-fourth of terrorists had lost one or both parents by
age 14, that a thuird had been convicted in juvenile court, and that those
studied evinced a high frequency of job and educattonal failure The lives of
the terrorists before joining were characterized by social 1solation and pet-
sonal fallure For these lonely, alienated individuals on the margins of society,
the terrorist group was to become the family they never had

Alienation from the family 1s characteristic of a major class of terrorists
whom I term the anarchic ideologues * This class, of which the Red Army
Faction and the Red Brigades are examples, have turned against the generation
of their parents, which 15 identified with the establishment They are dissident
to parents loyal to the regime

In apparent contrast, the nationalst separatists, such as ETA of the Basques
and the Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA), are
carrying on a family mission they are loyal to families dissident to the es-
tablishment They are not, however, at one with their socicties i spite of
their famuly identification Thus they too have fragmented psychosocial iden-
tities, and for them too, joining a terrorist group 1s an attempt to consohidate
therr 1dentities

To recapatulate, from the perspective of individual psychology, terrorists
are not in the main suffering from serious psychopathology They do not
suffer from mental dlness that could lead to the profound distortions of
motivation and reality-testing one would expect to be associated with the
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driven desire to carry out an act of mass destruction At the same time, they
suffer from psychosocial wounds that predispose them to seek affiliation with
like-minded individuals Thus strong affihative need, coupled with an incom-
plete personal idenuty, provides the foundation for especally powerful group
dynamics

If this hine of reasoming 1s correct, 1t suggests that the terrorist group 1s
an unusually powerful setting for producing conforming behavior Insofar as
the individual psychosocial identity 1s incomplete or fragmented, the only
way the member feels reasonably complete is in relation to the group Be-
longing to the terrorist group for many becomes the most important com-
ponent of their psychosocial identity Indeed, data from terrorist memoirs
and from interviews with terrorists suggest that individuals have a tendency
to submerge their personal identity into a group idenuty The fact that in-
dividual terrorists subordinate their own judgment to that of the group has
major umplications for the question of whether a terrorist group would engage
in an act of nuclear terrorism

A summary review of the evidence, direct and indirect, bearing on the
group dynamics of political terrorism helps clarify thus issue The strong need
to belong becomes a major lever for ensuring the compliance of group
members Andreas Baader, a founder of the Baader-Memhof gang, used the
threat of expulsion to ensure compliance In response to members who
expressed doubt about the group’s violent tactics, he indicated that “whoever
15 in the group simply has to be tough, has to be able to hold out, and if one
1s not tough enough, there 1s not room for him here ”* Wanda Baeyer-Kaette,
who had unusual access to members of the Heidelberg cell of the Red Army
Faction, cites the example of a new recruit discussing an operatton that had
a high probability of producing a high casualty rate > When he questioned
whether 1t was 1deologically proper to conduct an operation where innocent
blood would be shed, a heavy silence fell over the room It quickly became
apparent that to question the decision was to be seen as disloval Moreover,
to question the group judgment was to risk losing his newly won place in
the group

The risks may be much more consequential than the mere loss of one’s
membershup Several conveyed the fear that to disagree actively with the
group and be perceived as dissident was to risk not just membership but life
itself Baumann stated that withdrawal was umpossible except “by way of the
graveyard "¢ Boock, a former Red Army Faction member, commented that
the intensity of the pressures “can lead to things you can’t imagine the
fear of what 1s happening to one when you say, for example, ‘No, I won’t do
that, and for these and these reasons’ What the consequences of that can
be.””

Thus there are great pressures for comphance and conformity that mute
dissent Consider the dilemma of the doubting group member, at once de-
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sirous of belonging yet uncomfortable about an action that runs counter to
his or her principles For this person, ideological rhetoric plays an especially
important role, providing the justification for the contemplated antisocial
act Indeed, as Baeyer-Kaette has noted, a remarkable upside-down logic
characterizes terrorist group discussions But there 1s a psycho-logic to the
reasonng if one accepts the basic premuse that what the group defines as
good 1s desirable and what the group defines as bad 1s evil If the group cause
is served by a particular act, no matter how hemous, the act 1s good by
defimition

Absolutist Rhetoric

The rhetoric of terrorism 1s absolutst, 1dealizing, and devaluing, polarizing
“us versus them,” good versus evil What 1s within the group 1s ideal and not
to be questioned. What 1s without—the estabhshment—is the cause of so-
ciety’s ills and is bad

Throughout the broad spectrum of terrorist groups, no matter how di-
verse their causes, the absolutist rhetoric 1s remarkably similar The absolutist
rhetoric is characterized by sphitting,® an important psychological character-
istic of the borderline personality, a personality disorder disproportionately
represented 1n the terrorist population Lorenz Bollinger, who has had the
unusual opportunity of conducting in-depth psychoanalytic interviews of Red
Army Faction terronsts, found a striking preponderance of borderline mech-
amsms, especially splitung and projecting onto the establishment the deval-
ued aspects of the self while concomitantly 1dealizing the group® To the
extent that the terrorist ideology devalues and dehumanizes the establishment
and identifies it as the cause of soctety’s (the terrorists’) problems, it 1s not
only not immoral to attempt to destroy the establishment, 1t 15 indeed the
highest order of morality By the terronsts’ upside-down logic, destroying
the establishment 1s destroying the source of evil, and only good can result

A brief excursion mto indirect evidence s also in order Studies of the
membership of the Unificaton church of Reverend Sun Yung Moon are par-
ticularly instructive '* They indicate that the more 1solated and unaffiltated
the individual was 1n terms of family and friends before joining, the more
likely he or she was to find membership 1n the church attracive And the
greater was the emotional relief the new member found, the more likely he
or she was to accept instruction to participate in antisocial acts For the
purposes of this comparison, recall the remarkable mass engagement cere-
mony 1n Madison Square Garden, where Reverend Moon assigned fiancés to
1,410 members The individuals who found in the Unification church their
entire sclf-definition were the individuals willing to accept blindly an assigned
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marital partner, a step contrary to the social mores to which these individuals
had been sociahzed

A further major contribution to the power of the group over its members
derives from the relationship between the group and its surrounding society
For the underground group solated from society 1n particular, group cohe-
ston develops n response to shared danger In the words of a member of
the Red Army Faction, group sohdarity was “compelled exclusively by the
illegal situation, fashioned into a common desuny """ According to the tes-
umony of another member, “the group was born under the pressure of
pursuit” and that pressure was “the sole link holding the group together ™2

Thus, the terrorist group represents an almost caricature version of the
fight-flight group Bion described '* The fight-flight group acts in opposition
to the outside world, which both threatens and justifies its existence The
group perceives that the only way 1t can preserve itself 1s to fight against or
flee from the enemy seeking to destroy it This belief that the enemy 1s out
to destroy it 1s not merely a paranoid delusion Although imnally it may
derive from internal psychological assumptions, as a consequence of terrorist
acts, the psychological assumption becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy The
terronist group successfully creates an outside world that indeed 1s out to
destroy 1t

The psychological pressures within the individual terrorists and the psy-
chological tensions within the group are externahized Terrorist groups re-
quire encrmes in order to cope with themselves If such enemies do not
exist, they create them, for if they cannot act against an outside ecnemy, they
will tear themselves apart

The evidence on terrorists thus indicates a pattern of behavior 1n which
the predommant determunant of terrorist actions 1s the internal dynamucs of
the terrorist group If the terrorist group does not achieve recognition as a
feared opponent of the estabhishment, 1t loses its meaning If the terrorist
group does not commt acts of terrorism, 1t loses its meamng A terrorist
group needs to commut acts of terrorism to justify 1ts existence, and 1t needs
to be recognized as a feared opponent in 1ts fantasy war against society

Terrorist Decision Making

If this characterization of terrorist group psychology 1s correct, what are the
implications for group decision making? Would a group able to rationahize
that its causes justify—indeed require—wreaking violence on mnocent vic-
tims be simularly able to rationalize the mass destruction of nuclear terrorism?
Is it a2 quantum leap, an unbnidgeable gulf, or merely an incremental and
inevitable step as terrorist acts escalate mn magnitude? Can we construct a
terrorist psycho-logic that not only permuts but requires nuclear terrorism?
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In addressing this question, 1t s tmportant to emphasize that more than
most other decision-making groups, individual judgment i terronst groups
tends to be suspended and subordinated to the group process Thus the focus
of this inquiry 1s not whether individual terrorists could make such a cata-
strophic decision but whether a group deciding as a group could do so

This approach requires us to address the phenomcnon Janss 1dentified
as groupthink '* Occurring when groups make decisions in tiumes of criss, 1t
1s defined as

high cohesiveness and an accompanying concurrence-seeking tendency
people engage in when they are deeply mnvolved i a cohesive n-group,
when the members’ strivings for unanimity overtide their motivation to
realistically appraise alternative courses of action a detenoration of
mental efficiency, reality testing, and normal judgment that results from 1n-
group pressures '°

Groupthink 1s the characterized by the following features

Ilusions of nvulnerability leading to excessive optumusm and excessive
risk taking

Collective rationalization efforts to dismuss challenges to key assumptions
Presumption of the group’s morality

Unidimensional perception of the encmy as evil (thereby denying the
feasibility of negotiation) or incompetent (thereby justifving  risky
alternatives)

Intolerance of challenges by a group member to shared key beliefs

Unwillingness to express views that deviate from the perceived group
consensus

A shared dlusion that unanimity 1s genuine

The emergence of members who withhold adverse information con-
cermng the mstrumental and moral soundness of 1ts decision from the

group

This cluster of traits would seem to epttomize the decision making of the
terrorist group Of particular importance are the reduction of critical judg-
ment, the assumption of the group’s morality, and the dlusion of invulnera-
bility leading to excessive risk taking

Semel and Minix have nvestigated the effects of group dynamics on risk
taking '¢ In a group problem-solving task, they found that US Army groups
shifted in the direction of riskier policy choices than individual members



98 « Background Papers

preferred privately Individual tendencies were strongly reinforced and in-
tensified as a result of interactions within the group Also, the tendency of
group members to conform to the preferences of the group was found to
increase with the length of their interaction with the group

The phenomena described by Jams and by Semmel and Minix occur with
psychologically healthy mature adults If mature adults with healthy self-
esteemn and appreciation of their own individuality ¢an slip into such flawed
decision making under the pressures of group dynamics, what of groups
composed of individuals with weak self-esteem who depend on the group
for their sense of significance? Does this circumstance not suggest that these
groups would be subject to distorted decision making to 2 magnified degree?

Distorted decision making 1s not equivalent to total irrationality, however
Looking at the world through distorted lenses 1s not equivalent to being blind
or being subject to visual hallucinations Is there a psycho-logic that, under
the pressure of distorted decision-making processes, could lead a terrorist
group to opt for weapons of mass destruction? Jenkins has noted that “ter-
rorists want a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead Mass
casualuies may not serve the terrorist goals and could alienate the popula-
tion ”’!” But are there circumstances in which the upside-down logic of ter-
rorists could lead them to want a lot of people dead, where they could be
drawn to conclude that mass casualties could serve their goals and could do
so without alienating the population? If there 1s a psycho-logic that could
lead a group down that path, might not the distorted decision making make
the difference in a close decision?

It 1s useful to invoke here a proposttion advanced by Ariel Merar:, who
has made an important distinction between domestic tefrorsts acung on
their own territory and those acting on the soil of other nations '8 Such groups
as the Red Army Faction and the Red Brigades believe they are in the vanguard
of a social-revolutionary movement They aspire to persuade their country-
men to join their fantasy war against the estabhishment, and they depend on
their countrymen for both active and passive support In attempting to draw
attention to their cause through acts of terrorism, 1t 1s their countrymen they
are trying to influence The same ts true for the terronst group ETA when 1t
1s acting n the Basque region

In vivid contrast, when a group operates across borders, the rules of the
game in terms of the target of influence are quite different As Merar1 has
emphasized, when Palestiman terronsts operate in Isracl, the horror and
disapprobation of the population 1n the target country are not a disincentive,
they are a reward

The 1ssue of audience comes into play too In the media age, each act
has multuple audiences If a group of moderate Palestimans, 1in considering a
particular action, comes to believe that the act would invoke internationat
opprobrium, that belief would mitigate against the action, for they much
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value and need Western approval and would see the act as having the potential
for being a setback to the Palestinian cause In contrast, for radical Shute
terrorism, different weights are probably attached to the reactions of different
sectors of the international audience The degree to which the West 1s al-
ienated by a particular act is probably not a major dissncentive The key point
1s that a group acting across borders 1s significantly less constrained than one
operating within its own national boundaries I beleve it 1s with these groups
that the greatest dangers lie

The Potential for Nuclear Terrorism

An examination of the historical record provides some comfort However
distorted their reasoning, their special psychological calculus, thus far ter-
rorist groups have concluded that nuclear terrorism would not advance their
cause and have rejected that option Lest we draw false comfort from that
historical record, however, let me suggest a scenario where a group might
well have concluded that honor compelled 1t to perpetrate an act of mass
violence and that such an act would advance 1ts just cause Indeed the scenario
15 not a product of fantasy but might have occurred had 1t not been for the
alertness of the Israeli counterintelligence forces In the spiraling cycle of
violence begetting violence that characterizes the Middle East, an act of
terrorism was planned and set into motion that, had 1t succeeded, would
have had catastrophic consequences and could easily have provided a plau-
sible rationale for nuclear terrorist response

When we think of Middle East terrorists, we are pronge to think of radical
Palestinian groups or Shute groups such as Amahl or Hizballah In this case,
the terrorists were zealous Jewish fundamentalists—mnullenarian Kabbalists—
who had formed a cell within Gush Emunim '* Reasoning with a fundamen-
talist logic that has been analyzed by Ehud Springzak, an Israch political
scientist, they planned to destroy the two holest Islamic mosques n Jeru-
salem—in fact, two of the holiest sites in the Islamic world—the El Aksa
Mosque and the Mosque of Omar (the Dome of the Rock) # Only the holy
sites in Mecca and Medina are more mmportant than the El Aksa Mosque,
which is described 1in the Koran as the site at which Mohammed began hus
ninth journey Built in 732 A D, 1t has been the scene of violence 1n the past,
for 1t was on its steps that King Abdullah of Trans-Jordan was assassinated in
1951, to be succeeded after a brief interregnum by his grandson King Hussein,
who was at his side Built in 1691, the Mosque of Omar 1s constdered by
many to be the most magnificent shrine mn Jerusalem

The logic of the Jewish terrorists 1s an example—and a horrifying one—
of the psychological biinders that terrorists can wear, of the twisted psycho-
logic that can lead to actions that can shape history In planning the destruc-
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tion of the holy sites, these Jewish terrorists did not consider the holiness
of the sites, nor did they define therr planned action as an anti-Arab act Nor
did they dwell on the consequences i the Arab world to any significant
degree Their perspective was quite simple The El Aksa Mosque stood on
the temple mount, the holiest place 1n Judassm The mosque was behieved
to stand on the very place where Abraham was instructed to sacrifice his son
Isaac and was the site of the First Temple (built by Solomon 1n 970 B € ) and
of the Second Temple

The millenarians believe that redemption and the coming of the messiah
are due for the year 6000 (1n the Jewssh calendar) The Kabbalist mullenarians
feel that they can help these events occur, and 1If they do not, the coming of
the Messiah may be postponed for another thousand years This 1s why the
Kabbalist band thought they had to help by removing the Mushim shrines,
since according to their belief, the Messiah will rebuild the Jewsh temple
For the fundamentalist Jewish terrorists, the planned destruction of the Is-
lamic holy sites was necessary to restore the temple mount to its original
form Had they succeeded, there 1s hittle doubt that a yibad of worldwide
proportions would have resuited In that climate, nuclear terrorism against
Israel would have been considered fully justified by many i the Islamic
world

There 1s another scenario worth considering—perhaps less extreme but
potentially as far-reaching 1n 1ts consequences Is it beyond the pale to imagine
a terrorist cell in West Germany, obsessed with an escalating arms race,
persuading tself that the only way to avoid a nuclear holocaust would be
forcibly to call attention to its humanitanian cause, and that the most effective
way to do that would be to seize a nuclear weapon, not for the purpose of
detonating it but as a means of capturing the world’s attention? Such an event
could have profoundly destabihzing effects on the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) and the polities of the NATO countries most concerned
with the forward deployment of Pershing IIs

In the two examples considered above, [ have moved from considernng
terrorists’ actually detonaung a nuclear device to therwr seizing a device 1n
order to dramatize a cause The next logical step 1n thas progression is one
that, from the point of view of the terrorst group, would involve even less
profound consequences and hence would be more readily considered the
nuclear terrorist hoax If it s technically feasible for a group with a certain
range of scientific and engineering abilities to construct a primitive nuclear
device, 1t is certainly much less complicated for 1t to mount a plausible hoax

Although there have been a number of such episodes, it 1s puzzling that
they have not been more frequent A highly persuasive nuclear terronst threat
can have major consequences The probability may be judged quute low, but
were a group to provide plausible evidence that 1t had fissile materal, could
decision makers afford to ignore its demands? One of the major difficulues
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with the low probabihity—high consequence act of high-technology terrorism
1s that 1t tends to throw normal procedures out the window It 1s generally
recommended that senior policy makers should avoid becoming involved in
terrorist tncidents But should a plausible nuclear terrorism threat be raised,
it would be difficult, f not impossible, for them to avoird becoming actively
involved 1in dealing with the crisis High-level involvement automatically
changes the nature of the crisis and would 1n itself consutute success from
the terrorists’ perspective

The possibility of nuclear terrorism 1s usually discounted because of the
historical record and the logic that it would not serve the terrorists’ goals |
believe 1t 1s hughly likely that plausible nuclear hoaxes will occur with 1n-
creasing frequency It 1s a contingency that requires more active planning
and preparation than it has been given

One final class of actors must be considered terrorist losers Despite a
stated commitment to various causes, the central priority for any terrorist
group or orgamzation 1s to survive And surviving means committing acts
that justify and call attention to 1ts existence What can be said of the terronst
group or faction on 1ts way out, that has lost its support and 1ts headlines,
and, 1n a factional struggle, has lost 1ts influence to a rival group? Desperate
for success, might not such a group ask, “What have we got to lose?” Could
the pressures of group decision making coupled with the requirement for
organizational survival not argue for a nuclear spectacular as a way of re-
gaining prominence? While the constraints raised earhier would continue to
operate, n this case, I would suggest they would be significantly weakened

Summary

To understand the psychological motivations and constraints of terrorists
considering nuclear terronsm, tt 15 necessary first to identfy the important
features of their individual, group and organizational psychology Although
there 1s no one terrorst mind-set, there 1s a pattern of psychosocial vulner-
abilities that renders terrorists especially susceptible to the powerful 1nflu-
ences of group and organizational dynamics In particular, the act of joining
a terrorist group represents for many an attempt to consolidate an incomplete
psychosocial identity A common feature 1s an unusually strong motivation
to belong, coupled with a tendency to externalize, 1o blame the establishment
for personal falures

These characteristics set the stage for terrorist group members to be
unusually susceptible to the forces of group dynamics As a consequence,
there 1s a tendency for individual judgment to be suspended so that con-
forming behavior results Many of the features of “groupthink™ are present,
with 1ts accompanying tendency toward risky deciston making



102 * Background Papers

In considering the implications of these psychological understandings to
the specific case of nuclear terrorism, 1t 1s emphasized that distorted decision
making does not equate to totally irrational decision making In certain cir-
cumstances, however, the distorted individual and group decision-making
psychology could influence the group toward a high-nsk opuon such as
nuclear terrorism

For terrorists operating within thewr own national boundaries, a terrorist
act producing mass casualties would generally be counterproductive For
groups acting across national boundanies, however, this constraint does not
apply to nearly the same degree Although the opprobrium of the West will
be a constraint for some, 1t will not be equally so for all terrorist groups The
degree of disincentive will relate in particular to the major audience of
influence Thus, Shute fundamentalist terrorists would be less constrained
than radical Palestinians, who would 1n turn be less constraimned than more
moderate Palestinian groups Finally, there are the terronst losers who are
being shunted aside and losing the recogmtion they seek Such a group could
justify a terrorist spectacular in order to regain influence on the basis of a
“what have we got to lose” rationale Other scenarios are possible 1n which
terrorist groups could conclude that an act of nuclear terrorism was required

In thuinking about the possibility of nuclear terrorism, it 18 important to
distinguish between the actual detonation of a device and the use of a device
for extortion and influence The constraints against the latter are significantly
reduced m contrast to acts producing mass casualties The constraints are
even more reduced 1n the case of the plausible nuclear hoax, an option that
can be expected to become more frequent
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