




l?.VOT.UTIONARY SCIENCE OF H U MAN BEHAVIOR: AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH 

In this chapter we explore some of the darker aspects of human nature. This is appropriat 
since our goal in this book is to provide a comprehensive view of human behavior, not ius~ 
a "feel good" theory. First we present a widely acknowledged view of the evolutionary 
basis of human aggression and then we proceed towards a more focused account of the 
evolution of coalitionary violence, before tackling the difficult topic of suicide terrorism 
Asserting an evolved basis for human aggression is much the same as asserting an evolved 
basis for human empathy, attachment or play. It relies upon the same logic and considers 
the same type of evidence. Such ideas should not come under special attack simply because 
the behavior being investigated is unpleasant Nor is our view of aggression somehow 
more deterministic than our view of empathy; all human behavioral systems show a high 
degree of plastici ty and cultural influences. We begin our analysis by acknowledging 
the widespread scope of violence and terrorism and how important they are from the 
standpoint of preventing human suffering and death worldwide. 

More than 113,000 terrorist attacks took place between 1970 and 2012 that re
sulted in more than 243,000 deaths and more than 324,000 injuries according to the 
National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START) 
Global Tenorism Database (GTD), based at the University of Maryland. These attacks are 
defined as the threatened or actu a! use of illegal force and violence by a non-state actor 
to attain a political, economic, religious or social goal through fear, coercion or intimida
tion. There has been an increase in the number of such attacks and fata lities over the past 
decade, with more than 8,400 terrorist attacks killing more than 15,400 people in 2012. 
Although suicide Lerrorist attacks represent Jess than 1% of all terrorist incidents, they 
occur almost daily and are much more fatal, accounting for almost 25% of all fatalities 
due to terrorism of any kind. Approximately 93 to 97% of aiJ suicide terrorist attacks are 
carried out by males, mostly young males between the ages of 18 and 28 [CPOST, 2011). 
In this chapter we discuss these phenomena within the larger question of male violence, 
particularly male bonded coalitionary violence, and address the question: How can an 
evolutionary analysis shed light on these related phenomena? 

ORIGINS OF MALE AGGRESSION 

The Young Male Syndrome 

In any given year, the vast majority of homic ides (85-90%) are committed by males, 
mostly young males. In 2012 an estimated 1,214,462 violent crimes occurred in the US. 
Aggravated assaults accounted for62.6%, while murder accounted for just 1.2%. (Uniform 
Crime Reporting Program Data, 2009). Despite such a low percentage of all violent 
crime, 14,827 reported murders in the US indicates that every day over 40 murders are 
committed in the US. In 2010 the male homicide rate was highest for ages 20 to 24 years 
with 22.6 deaths per 100,000 compared to same-age females with 3.4 deaths per 100,000 
(CDC, 2013).Jn urban Western societies the widespread phenomenon of juvenile street 
gangs and other violent contexts have led evolutionary psychologists Margo Wilson and 
Martin Daly (1985) to refer to the higher levels of risk-taking, violence and aggression 
commonly observed among late adolescent males as the "young-male syndrome":_An 
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males than females in primates and mammals in general. This universal fact derives 
from simple logic: Unlike females, males can increase their reproductive success greatly 
through multiple matings (Daly & Wilson, 1978; Triver~. 1972) creating the conditions 
for male competition throughout the animal world. 

As is true for animals in general. much greater variability among males in reproduc
tive success was true for humans during the long fo rmative period of our evolution, as 
supported by historical evidence and contemporary studies of pre-industrial societies. 
For example, the anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon reports far higher variablity in re
productive success among males than females among the Ya nomamo. The most repro
ductively successful man had 43 children, and his father had over 400 great-great grand
children (Chagnon, 1983). In contrast, many Yanomamo men in this highly polygynous 
society have had few or no children or grandchildren. Moreover, Chagnon provides sup
port for a positive relation between fighting prowess and reproductive success. Young 
men who have killed a man had almost 4 times the number of wives of similar aged men 
who have not (Chagnon, 1988). 

These are modest attainments compared to one of h istory's most reproductive 
kings, a Sharfian emperor of Marrocco who had 888 direct descendants (Daly & Wilson, 
1978). More remarkable still is the genetic imprint of a highly successful male on fu ture 
generations. Zerjal et al. (2003) identified a Y-chromosomallineagc present in about 8% 
of the men in a large region of Central Asia. They estimate that this particular Y chromo
some is present in about 16 million men living in the region of Asia that correspond to 
the ex tent of Genghis Khan's empire. This biological marker originated in Mongolia about 
1,000 years ago was likely carried by the male-line descendants of Genghis Khan who 
established the largest land empire in history and initiated a male dynasty that remained 
in ascendance from his death in 1227 to th e mid 17th century. 

To summarize, the number of potential offspring is far greater in males than fe
males and male variation in reproductive success is related to dominance sta tus and ag
gression. Throughout human history, inter-male competition and coalition based aggres
sion has been related to reproductive success. In her historical analysis of the first six 
great civilizations, Laura Betzig makes the fo llowing generalization: "powerful men mate 
with hundreds of women, pass thei r power on to a son by one Jegitmatc wife, and take the 
lives of men who get in their way" (Betzig, 1993, p. 37). According to Betzig, the motives 
for the high levels of intergroup conflict and violence among men in these societies in
cluded retaliation, economic gain, political power, territorial conquest, capture of women 
and personal prestige, all of which could potentially enhance their reproductive success. 

It may be that the introduction of guns into the dynamics of inter-tribal warfare has 
destabilized traditional cultures and eliminated the association between male violence 
and reproductive success, particularly when inclusive fitn ess spanning generations is 
considered. In modern Western societies the link may be even more tenuous, as li fe in 
prison or an early death from gang violence are hardly conducive to one's inclusive fit
ness. Pinally, when male violence is linked with suicide, the link to reproductive success 
and inclus ive fitness becomes even ~1 ore tenuous. Despite the reduced gains in repro· o ductive advantage. the male propenstty for violence, having once evolved by such means. 
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remains in place. We next consider the evolution of a specific form of aggression that is 
much more restricted within the primate family. 

ORIGINS OF MALE BONDED COALITIONARY VIOLENCE 

Coa litionary violence and warfare seem to be at least as old as our species and likely 
older. We see a continuous record of warfare in human history and in the time before 
recorded history (Keeley, 1996; Wrangham, 1999). In War Before Civilization: the Myth 
of the Peaceful Savage, Keeley (1996) compiled extensive archaeological evidence fo r 
prehistoric violence and current data from small scale societies to estimate that 90-95% of 
societies engage in warfare, with the great majority engaging in military activities at least 
once per year (Keeley, 1996). 1:3ecause of its frequency, primitive warfare is estimated to 
have been 20 times more deadly than 20th century warfare. Most adult males in primitive 
and pre-historic societies engaged in warfare and saw combat repeatedly in a lifetime 
(Keeley, 1996). 

Therefore, one must dis pel certain myths: that the past was peaceful and that peace
ful societies prevailed in antiquity and in the time before history; that violent conflict 
was infrequent; that the basic causes of war were colonialism and capitalism; and that 
violence is a modern phenomenon. The reality is that war, in the form of lethal raiding 
against innocents hy male bonded coalitions, is widespread. During the brief one hun
dred fifty thousand year.s of Homo sapiens' history men have been ruthlessly violent. Le
thal raids arc the essence of primitive war; 20 to 400f<, of male deaths in the few remain
ing hunter-gatherer societies arc at the hands of other men in leth£ll raids. The equivalent 
death rate, if the world's population were still hunter-gatherers, would be well over a 
billion war deaths in the 20th century (Keeley, 1996). 

In lethal raids, a party of allied men collectively seeks a vulnerable neighbor, as
sesses the probabili ty of success, and conducts a surprise attack. This complex behavior 
arose in our ape ancestors prior to the chimp/human split. Male bonded coalitionary 
violence dates back to our common ancestor about five to seven million years ago and 
bloodies all hominid species. Some evolutionary psychologists believe that men evolved 
brain mechan isms to assess and seek out opportunities to impose deadly violence in spe
cific contexts that led to an adaptive advantage (Wrangham and Peterson, 1996; Wrang
ham, 1999; Buss & Duntley, 2000; Buss, 2005). 

Why would violence, and particularly lethal raiding and coalitionary violence, be 
adaptive in evolutionary tenns'? Lethal raiding permits men to successfully attract or se
cure reproductive-age females, weaken neighbors, inspire fear, protect themselves from 
incurs ion, expand their safe borders and incur very little risl< when they attack in over
powering numbers (Wrangham, 1999). Buss and colleagues suggest a number of benefits 
including co-opting the resources of others, defending oneself and one's kin, inflicting 
costs on male rivals, negotiating status and power hierarchies, and deterring rivals from 
fu ture aggression (Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Russ, 2005). Buss also notes that if you 
eliminate a rival, you eliminate his future descendents who would compete with your 
fu ture descendents in an ancestral world of scarce resou rces. A murder of a competitor 
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paves a long, ever widening future road of reproductive success for your offspring and 
their offspring. 

THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 

There are at least three types of evidence that male bonded coalitionary violence is an 
evolved species-typical characteristic: the comparative evidence with other species, the 
paleontological evidence, and the cross-cultural evidence. 

In 1971·, in Jane Goodall's preserve in Africa. one of the field workers watched as <l 

group of 8 male chimpanzees came together and with coordination, stealth and surprise 
moved through a neighboring community, sought out a lone male chimpanzee and killed 
him. Over the course of the next few weeks, they watched the same group repeatedly at
tack the neighboring community until they had destroyed all the males. Since then, this 
violent raiding has been observed repeatedly in chimpanzees (Wrangham and Peterson, 
1996). Such complex behavior requires considerable cognitive sophistication that may 
not be present in many species of primates. However, chimpanzees have the ability to 
form a group, to move with stealth to another area, to wait, to pick out a victim and then 
to kill him. In chimpanzees there are no reports of one-on-one male killing: all such mur
derotls violence occurs in male bonded coalitions. This is the strongest evidence that 
this deadly terrorism existed in our common ancestor. Moreover, the only documented 
evidence of male coalitionary killing in more than ten million animal species has been in 
chimpanzees and humans. 

The paleontological evidence is also clear, from the distant past to the near pres
ent. Violent death at the hands of other men speaks out through the nature of fractured 
bones, the frequency of cranial trauma, the presence of arrow wounds, the predominance 
of male skeletons, and the rate of left sided wounds, which one would expect from being 
struck by a predominantly right handed species (Keeley, 1996). In addition, archaeologi
cal evidence from around the world reveals ancient weapons and defensive structures 
designed to kill or avoid being killed. As T. S. Eliot (1942) wrote: 

What the dead had no speech for, when living 

They can tell you, being dead: the communication 

Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language of the living. 

Through the few existing hunter-gatherer tribes, we can see into deep time and 
catch a glimpse of how we lived for most of our evolutionary history as fully modern 
Homo sapiens. Careful study of the Yanamamo reveals that such murderousness is adap
tive, even to the present day. Men who had killed had more wives and far more children 
(Chagnon,198B). The traits that promote reproductive success are the ones that prosper 
in a population. The psychological mechanisms that provide such reproductive advan
tages, and the behaviors they initiate, become embedded in the human organism. 

Still warfare is an extremely risky strategy that is likely to impose substantial costs 
• of its own. Any presumed beneflts must more than_offset these risks and costs on uver-
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age for such a strategy to evolve. Tooby & Cosmides (1988) addressed this question in 
their analysis of the "risk contract of war". They describe four essential conditions for the 
evolution of warfare. 

1. The average long-term gain in reproductive resources must be sufficiently large to 
outweigh costs. 

2. Members of coalitions must believe that their group will emerge victorious. 

3. The risk and contribution of each member must correspond to their share of the 
benefits. 

4. Men who go into battle must be cloaked in a veil of ignorance about who will live or 
die. 

If it is persuasive to argue that context-specific male coalitionary violence evolved 
because it conferred adaptive advantages on average even though some individuals 
would perish, this is not the case for individuals or coalitions engaged in suicide terror
ism. As Buss summarizes this issue, "If you know that death is certain before you go into 
battle, you have nothing to gain by doing so. Selection would operate strongly against 
any psychological propensity to go into battle when death is certain" (Buss, 2012, p.316). 
Why then do men, and occasionally women, engage in suicide terrorism? How is it pos
sibly adaptive? 

EVOLUTIONARY DYNAMICS OF SUICIDE TERRORISM 

Pirst, we must acknowledge two distinct modalities of suicide terror ism, one that 
characterizes female suicide terrorism, and the other male. The evidence suggests two 
types of evolved suicide potentials: negative inclusive fitness (de L:1tanzaro, 1995), and 
retaliation bargaining (llagen, 2004 ). The first arises from a sense ofburdensomeness and 
animates female suicide bombers. The second originates from positions of humiliation 
and powerlessness and characterizes male suicide bombers. 

Negative Inclusive Fitness 

lf an individual imposes high costs on kin, then inclusive fitness is negative and suicide ca n 
become an end in itself. These individuals fail to give much warning. An initial attempt is 
usually effective.Ifthe individual is older or ilJ, kin arc sometimes relieved (de Catanzaro, 
1995). De Catenzaro's view of suicide suggests a feeling of burdensomeness in depressed 
patients. That such patients will not readily report it goes along with the silent nature of 
these suicides. This mechanism can be triggered at all ages, but is more likely when the 
individual is older. If one feels like a burden, that increases the likelihood of no warning 
and a lethal suicide. 

This suicide dynamic can be shown to charClcterize women suicide bombers if the 
necessary biographical details are ava ilable. For instance, on August 22, 2004 Amant 
Nagayeva bro ught down flight TU-131 from Moscow to Vologograd, and a fellow 
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Ch echen, Satshita Dzhhirkhova, killed herself and the other passengers on flight l'U. 
151 from Moscow to Sopchi. Amant's s ister Rosa kill ed herself and ten other people 
at a Mnscow su bway. Not all these Chechen "Black Widows" have been widows. The 
Nagayeva sisters' b rother Uvays was beaten to death by Russian soldiers so revenge 
also may have been a motive. I3ut both had been divorced because they were infer. 
tile, a major stigma in Chechen society (I3loom, 2005). That may have permitted theit 
wish to revenge their brother to take the form of suicide murder. There is evidence 
that Chechen women who were raped a nd previously would have ki lled themselves to 
keep from br inging shame onto their famili es were funnel ed into the Chechen "Blnck 
Widows" (Bloom, 2005). 

The Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka have also become known for women suicide bomb
ers. Since 1999 35% of 210 suicide attacks of this group were committed by women. 
In the llindu fai th a raped woman can neither marry nor have children. The women 
ranks of the Tamil Tigers increased in the 1980s with alleged rape victims of either the 
Sinhalese or the Indian peacekeeping troops. Family members encouraged rape victims 
to join. And, Tamil suicide attackers were often chosen by recruiters and could notre
fuse without fear of retaliation against their families (1\tran, 2006). The most famous of 
them, Dhanu, killed herself and Prime Minister Rajivf Gandhi on May 20, 1991. Allegedly 
the victim of a gang rape, unmarried and childless, she hid the explosive device under 
her sari and appeared pregnant when she clasped Gandhi's hand, kneeled, and deto
nated the bomb. 

Wafa ldris, one of the first Palestinian suicide bombers, was divorced nine year.s 
after marriage by her husband for infertility and fel t like a hurden to her family. The first 
Hamas woman suicide bomber, Reem Riashi, was coerced by her husband and lover to 
save face after her extramarital affair (Rloom, 2005; Victor, 2003). These women suicide 
bombers were all recruited, trained, directed or in some manner controlled by men. 

Shame may precipitate suicide. A rejection or failure induces shame and threatens 
to lower an individual's status and social value. The shamed individual s till provides ben
efits to others, bu t may receive less in return or fear further loss. A suicide threat or non
lethal attempt elicits clear signals from kin and friends abou t the person's value to oth
ers. The suicide threat functions (1) to threaten others that if others lower the person's 
status too much, they will lose the individu<ll and the benefits he or she provides and (2) 
to assess how much status the person has lost. If the crucial partners fa il to respond, the 
person knows all is lost. If there is an outpouring of support, care and concern, the person 
knows the shameful event is not as bad as feared (Hagen, 2004). 

Consistent with this analysis, suicide bombers, male and female, are recruited by 
constant emphasis on the shame and humiliation suffered by Muslim "brothers" and 
"sisters" at the hands of the West and Israel (Atran, 2003). Many are already feeling 
humi liated, part of the Musli m diaspora in Europe where they have little access to jobs 
commensurate with their educations and can be the objects of scorn and racism. Anger 
is generated, but from a relatively powerless position relative to Israel and the West 
Anger from a powerless position forms the basis of the retaliation bargaining form of 
suicide. 
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Retaliation Bargaining 

Anthropologist Edward Ilagen believes that anger prepares the individual to imp 
costs on other people. It functions to influence or deter their actions and inclucl ose 
credible si~nal of threa~. H?~ever,. there are a number of situations where anger w~~~~ 
be ineffective: when an tndivldualts opposed by someone more powerful: a child versus 
an adult, a female versus a male, and someone weak versus someone strong, or when a 
individual is in opposition to a group. An alternative strategy would be to retaliate in th n 
form of withholding the benefits one provides. e 

Hagen's hypothesis is that suicide is a form of retaliation. It is a credible threat to 
permanently remove oneself as a source of benefit to others as a strategy to impose costs 
on them. He notes that it is more than a threat, however. The parties usually are in are
lationship and need to make the relationship work. The desired outcome is to change the 
social contract in the suicidal individual's interest. Thus it is better described as a form 
of bargaining. 

This analysis also applies to his labor strike/depression model. Hagen points out 
that a worker does not go on a strike simply to hurt the boss, but to compel improvement 
in the work situation. There is a New Yorker cartoon that illustrates this. A woman chef 
stands on the ledge of the roof of a restaurant. Cameras are focused on her. She is about 
to jump. A news reporter leans out the window and says to her, "They are going to print 
a retraction, your desserts are not inconsistent.'' This cartoon beautifully captures a sui
cide threat as an attempt to compel a change from a more powerful other. 

This is a very compelling model; clinicians see it apply over and over again. Patients 
with borderline personality disorder are quite explicit. They rarely disguise their emo
tions as others often do. They will say, "If you don't do X, I am going to go kill myself." Jlow 
can we explain completed suicides with this form of threat? In these situations suicides 
are an unfortunate by-product of the need to mainta in a credible threat. Some of 
these suicide attempts become fatal "accidents" out of ignorance. 

Bobby Sands and the jailed IRA hunger strikers illustrate retaliation bargaining sui
cide in the political arena. They were in a powerless position relative to Margaret Thatch
er and the British government. Their suicide threat was an attempt to bargain with her, 
force her to make concessions. They had to make it a credible signal. Sands and several 
others died as a result. Mahatma Gandhi repeatedly used the strategy of a threat to fast to 
the death as an effective weapon against the British. Shortly before his assassination he 
went on a fast to the death to force an end to sectarian violence and to make the Indian 
government pay promised funds to the new Pakistan. Hagen's ethnographic research on 
suicide indicates that they are often committed by relatively powerless individuals who 
suffered a cost and wish to retaliate. 

Most suicide bombers are healthy males, bonded together, and their suicides are 
designed to force change in the enemy. The most common change demanded or implied 
is the removal of foreign occupation. The terrorists who hijacked the four planes on Sep~ 
tember 11 were nineteen young men, all but one unmarried, bonded together by their ~ 
faith in Islam and their loyalty to al Qa'eda. At a strictly behavioral level, this is unam- ~ 
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biguously male-bonded coalitionary violence and a lethal raid that killed thousands of 
innocents. 

Since 9/11/2001 scores of articles and books have been written about suicide ter
rorism. This attention is well justified. Over 90% of all suicide attacks since 1968 have 
occurred after 9/11, the overwhelming majority of these have been carried out by fs
lamic militants. Annual rates of suicide attacks have been rising steadily over the past 
three decades. Between 1981 and 1990 there were 4.7 suicide attacks per year. From 
1991 to 2000 there were 16 per year. From 2001 to 2005 there were 180 per year. From 
2006 to 2011 there were 311 per year. Consistent with terrorist attacks in general, the 
number of suicide attacks appears to have peaked in the year 2007 at 462 attacks, result
ing in over 5500 deaths (The Chicago Project on Security and Terrorism, CPOST, 2011). 
Islamic jihad groups represent 31 of the 35 groups responsible for all suicide bombings 
(Bruce Hoffman cited in Atran 2006). Sunni extremists accounted for the greatest num
ber of terrorist attacks and fatalities in 2009, 2010, and 2011. More than 5,700 incidents 
were attributed to Sunni extremists, accounting for nearly 56% of all attacks and about 
70% of all fatalities. Among this group, al-Qa'ida and its affiliates were responsible for at 
least 688 attacks that resulted in almost 2,000 deaths, while the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan conducted over 800 attacks that resulted in nearly 1,900 deaths (Office of 
the Coordinator for Counterterrorism, Country Reports on Terrorism, 2011). 

Many investigators have interviewed potential suicide bombers, failed suicide 
bombers, and the families of successful suicide bombers, including those motivated by 
secular as well as religious ideologies. The assumption has been that these individuals 
must be irrational or emotionally disturbed. However, there are consistent findings of no 
psychopathology in male suicide bombers (Atran, 2003, 2006; Sageman, 2004). lnstead, 
the evidence for male suicide bombers indicates they arc better educated, wealthier, and 
healthier than their peers. The current jihadist martyrs are frequently middle class, well 
educated horn again radicals who have embraced the lslamic militant movement (Atran 
2006, Sageman 2005). This pattern stands in marked contrast with the usual pattern 
of violent criminality, which is disproportionately committed by impoverished young 
males. Why would such apparently well·adjusted young men sacrifice their lives for the 
jihadist agenda? 

BETWEEN GROUP CONFLICT AND MULTI-LEVEL SELECTION 

"Darwin (1871) was the first to propose that sacrificing one's life for the benefit 
of the group could evolve as the result of natural selection at the level of the 
group." 

lt must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives but a slight 
or no advantage to each individual man and his children of the same tribe, yet an increase 
in the number of well-endowed men and advancement in the standard of morality will 
certainly give an immense advantage to one tribe over another. A tribe including many 
members who, possessing in a high degree the spi rit of patriotism, fidelity, obed ience, 

• courage, and sympathy, who were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrifice them-
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selves for the common good (italics added), would be victorious over most other tribes; 
and this would be natural selection (1871/1981, p. 166) 

This quote is the starting point for most arguments in favor of Multilevel Selection 
Theory. It is universally recognized that the chief difficulty with the spread of altruistic 
genes within any group of individuals is that genes for group advantageous behavior are 
seldom advantageous for the individual who acts to benefit the group and consequently 
they arc generally selected against within groups. Of course this problem was recognized 
by Darwin, revealing that he was not a "naive group sclectionist". He stated, "He who was 
ready to sacrifice his life, as many a savage has been, rather than betray his comrades, 
would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature ... Therefore it seems scarcely 
possible (bearing in mind that we are not here speaking of one tribes being victorious 
over another) that the number of men gifted with such virtues ... could be increased by 
natural selection, that is, by the survival of the fittest (1871/19H1, p.Hi3). 

For Darwin, the solution was to recognize that natural selection can operate at 
more than one level, including the level of selection between competing groups. fn short, 
Selfishness beats altruism within groups. Altruistic groups IJeat selfish groups. For a more 
detailed discussion of the scientific basis of contemporary views on multi-level selection 
see Maynard-Smith & Szathm ary, 1995: Wilson, 2006: Wilson & Sober, 1994; or D. S. 
Wilson & E.O. Wilson, 2007). 

Unlike Darwin, who saw self-sacrifice in tribal warfare as the root of moral virtue, 
the American sociologist William Graham Sumner put forward an alternative vision, not
ing the darker side of such sacrifice. Summer stated a clear argument for the connection 
between religion and extreme antagonism toward the "outgroup" as early as 1906. His 
work is often considered to be the foundation of contemporary views on ethnocentrism 
and xenophobia in social psychology. This early statement by Sumner (1906, p. 13) ex
presses ideas that would become a cornerstone for social identity theory. 

Loyalty to the group, sacrifice for it, hatred and contempt for outsiders, brother
hood within, warlikeness without- all grow together, common products of the same sit
uation. It is sanctified by connection with religion. Men of an others-group are outsiders 
with whose ancestors the ancestors ofthe we-group waged war .. . . Each group nourishes 
its own pride and vanity, boasts itself superior, exalts its own divinities, and looks w ith 
contempt on outs iders. Each group thinks its own folkways the only right ones, and if it 
observes that other groups have other folkways, these excite its scorn. 

SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY 

This recognition that people in general are highly prone to identifying themselves with 
groups is currently explored in detail by social identity theorists. Their insights regarding 
the social-cognitive mechanisms that lead to ingroup and outgroup distinctions provide 
a promisi ng foundation for an evolutionary theory of groups (MacDonald, 2001). In our 
context this theory provides a background to the social identity of suicide terrorists as 
members of a group. Central to understanding the role of ethnic ity, religion or politics in 
dividing humans into groups is our inability to appreciate groups as collections of distinct ~ 

v 
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individuals. That is we tend to discount variation within groups and conceptualize both 
ingroups and especially outgroups as more homogeneous than they really are. We very 
easily usc group tags and explain complicated groups in a singular, reductionist way. 
"The French feel anger ot .. :·or "the Russians think that..." are examples of this thinking. 
Religion historically has served as one of the crucial tags that instantly distinguish a group, 
dividing the world into us and them (Boyer, 2001). Throughout recorded history, as on 
September 11, religion has served as a tag for "death-deserving" enemies. For instance: 
"It was not Seamus who blew up my house in Northern Ireland; it was the Catholics." 

Groupishness is one of the mo.st robust findings in social psychology. If one takes a 
room of people, divides it arbitrarily into two groups, and gives each group tasks, members 
of each group quickly feel loyalty towards their group, idealize it and devalue the capacities 
of the other group. Social psychologist Muzafer Sherif pioneered research on this topic in the 
1 YSO's. He saw group conflict, negative prejudices, and stereotypes as arising from the inevi
table competition between groups for desirable resources. His theory is supported by evi
dence from the classic study investigating group conflict: the Robbers Cave (Sherif, 1961 ). 

The events at Robbers Cave seemed to mimic contlicts that plague people world
wide. Once formed, ingroup vs outgroup tendencies can be exacerbated by real conflicts 
of interest between groups (Triandis, 1990). When people compete for scarce resources 
(e.g. jobs, land etc.) hostility often rises between groups. Social identity processes are 
exacerbated in times of resource competition or other perceived sources of threat (e.g., 
Hogg and Abrams, 1 987; Hewstone, Rubin and Willis, 2002), suggesting that this is an 
adaptation for between-group conflict. 

Following Sherif, later studies have shown that stcreotypic behavior and attitudes 
of the ingroup arc positively valued, while outgroup behavior and attitudes are nega· 
tively valued (Fiske, 1998; Hogg and Abrams, 1987). These effects can be reduced by 
normative prohibitions against harming outgroup members (Hewstone, Rubin, and Wil· 
lis, 2002). However such norms are not in place in many societies, so thCJt in one coun· 
try after ;mother, other ethnic groups are described in unflattering or disparaging terms 
(Horowitz, 1985). Religious or political leaders can prey upon this ethnocentricity to in
sure loyalty to the faith and in-group patriotism. In the case of modern Islamic terrorists 
waging a holy war against the invading infidel, the ingroup should not be defined solely 
by religion, but rather as the fusion of intense religious, political and ethnic identity. 

A common source of ethnic cont1ict is fear of being dominated by ethnic strangers 
(Horowitz, 1985). Keeley (1996) has found that "hard times" are often associated with 
warfare. As emphasized by Alexander (1979) and Johnson (1995), external threat tends to 
reduce internet! divisions and maximize perceptions of common interest among ingroup 
members. Resource scarcity increases the benefits of successful warfare and plunder. 

In the absence of threat, people are more individualistic, but in times of threat, 
group anti individual interests increasingly coincide and group members have more of 
a sense of shared fate. Pearl Harbor in one generation and the 9/11 attack in another 
provide excellent examples ofthis among Americans. Shared fate in all human groups is 
most likely to occur during situations such as warfare or intense between-group compe-

• ti ~on in which defection is not individut:~lly advantageous, or is not an option at all. 
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Shared fate would be likely in situations where potential defectors were summar
ilY executed, or in situations where survivors were summarily executed by a conquering 

0 utgroup or lost Clcccss to women and resources. There is little evidence for high levels 
of discipline and coercion in triba l warfare (Turney-High, 1971). Nevertheless, cowards 
were often shamed and courage was a highly valued trait (Keeley, 1996; Turney-High, 
1971 ), so that defection from the fighting group did indeed have co.sts as a resul t of socidl 
pressure. These powerful em otional components of social identity processes are very 
difficult to explain except as an aspect of the evolved modules of the human mind. 

However, it is not necessary, or even reasonable, to propose tha t the extreme lev
el of self-sacr ifice involved in suicide terrorism is a universal psychologicCll adap tCltion 
fixed in the human genotype. We do not propose tha t it is "built into all male minds", 
as some do, nor does this fit the evidence. After all such behavior occurs rarely, and is 
concentrated in certain groups at certain times. As such this behavior fits the profile of a 
context-sensitive condi tional strategy tha t wou ld only be manifest in certain individuCll$ 
under extreme conditions. It is reasonable to suppose that, like other psychological ad
aptations related to personali ty traits, there are important individual differences (Mac
Donald, 1991, 20()1). At one end of this varia tion, it appea rs that there are a significant 
number of humans who are willing t o suffer martyrdom to benefit their group. These 
individuals may be more common in cultural/ethnic groups that are more oriented to
ward collectivism, with extend ed kinship groups, strongly patricentric social organiza
tion, endogamous marriage, ethnocentrism, and xenophobia (Burton et al., 1996 ). Such 
groups with a strong sense of group identity and relatively impermeable group boundar
ies would he more likely to spawn suicide terrorists, under conditions of extreme exter
na l threat, than individ ualistic societies. Moreover, a religious or government controlled 
media could insure that these conditions of external threat remain heightened through 
propaganda and indoctrination. And, as we have seen throughout history, a particula r 
group's leader or leader$ may exert a decis ive effect. 

THE ROLE OF LEADERS IN MALE COALITIONARY VIOLENCE 

Adept leaders can exploit the evolved emotional components of social identity processes 
to their own ends. The 201

" century provides a ready testament to the powerful influence 
for violence or peace of religious and political leaders such as Gandhi, Hitler, Churchill, 
Stalin, Mandcla and Rin Laden. The thesis explored in this section is that the influence 
of a powerful leader is made possible by an evolved susceptibility to indoctrination 
and obedience to authority, key ingredients of male coalitiona ry violence, warfare and 
terrorism. 

Obedience to Authority 

Some of the most famous and disturbing experiments in the history of psychology were 
conducted by Stanley Milgram and sum marized in his classic work, Obedience to authority: 
An experimental view (1 Sl74). This work was initially motivated by Milgram's refl ections 
on the step-wise progression by which many German people obeyed increasingly brutal e 
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Nazi commands, eventually allowing Hitler's "Final Solution" to be enacted during the 
Holocaust. He introduced this work by explaining this context: 

It has been reliably established that from 1933-45 millions of innocent persons 
were systemically slaughtered on command. Gas chambers were built, death camps 
were guarded, daily quotas or corpses were produced with the same efficiency as 
the manufacture of appliances. These inhumane policies may have originated in the 
mind of a s ingle person, but they could only be carried out on a massive scale if a 
very large number of persons obeyed orders" (Milgram, 1963, p. 371). 

Milgram's research explored what can happen when a powerful individual com
mands another person to behave in ways that challenged his or her conscience and mo
rality. His experiments demonstrated the extent to which human behavior can be shaped 
by social pressures within a social hierarchy. The results of his initial experiment 
showed that 26 of the 40 subjects (65%) obeyed the orders ofthc experimenter and ad
ministered shocks oflethal voltage (450 volts) to a person they thought was an innocent 
victim. Not one of the 10 participants ceased to administer the shocks before 300 volts 
or bothered to inquire afterwards about the fate of their victims. Instead they continued 
to administer shocks despite their own misgivings and displays of tension and emotional 
strain. For example, one participant muttered: "Oh God, let's stop it," and yet continued 
to follow the experimenter's instructions until the end of the experiment. 

This behavior is truly remarkable given that the authority figure in this study had 
no leverage over the participant who had already received payment, and was told at the 
outset that their participation was voluntary. The lessons derived from Milgram's re
search changed how we think about the nature of human goodness or evil. They provide 
evidence of the extent to which behavior can be altered, even controlled by, social forces 
external or alien to the individual's personality. Recent comments to the effect that the 
results were sensationalized and that not everyone performed the shocks, ignore the fact 
that the results of this initial experiment surprised everyone. Subsequently Milgram con
ducted nineteen separate experimental versions, involving a thousand participants, male 
and female, ages twenty to fifty. Later replications across many cultures and time periods 
reveal the robustness of these basic results. 

Zimbardo views Milgram's experiments as essential evidence for the situationist 
view of behavioral determinants. He comments, "It is a study of the failure of most people 
to resist unjust authority when commands no longer make sense given the seemingly 
reasonable stated intentions of the just authority who began the study". 

Zimbardo's own research on situational power in the Stanford Prison Experiment 
both complements and extends that of Milgram. Whereas Milgram explored the direct 
power of authority on individuals, Zimbardo and colleagues (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 
1973) explored institutional power over all those within its domain - the power of the 
system. Zimbardo's Stanford Prison Experiment examined the destructive behavior of 
groups of men over an extended period of time in a mock prison. Together the research 
of Milgram and Zimbardo provided evidence of a strong pressure for compliance with 
the requests of authority figures. This "conformity bias'' has heen challenged by empirical 
work informed by social identily theorizing. They suggest that an individuals' willingness 
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to follow authorities may be conditional on identification wit h the authority and <m as
sociated belief that the authority is right (Haslam & Reicher, 2012). Nevertheless, many 
people show a tendency to r espond emotionally to symbols and s igns of authority. Sym
bols of authority that effectively promote compliance may be titles, clothing (expensive 
suits, uniforms, authority symbols, medals, hats, etc.), an au thority location (office, carpet 
on floor, etc. for mal stationary), automobiles or other tangible signs of wealth, privilege, 
power, and author ity. 

susceptibility to Indoctrination 

According to Eibi-Eibesfeldt (1998), this human responsiveness to the sym bols and 
trappings of authority is equally evident in tribal societies throughout the world. Based 
on three decades of cross-cultural ethological research he argues that indoctrinability is a 
basic aspect of our human nature that evolved to elicit bonding and in-group identification . 
One me<lns by which group solidarity is achieved is by extending kinship principles 
beyond the close family circle or even creating fictive kin fro m mythical ancestors and 
creators (god the fath er, mother earth, fatherland). By such fictive relationships, distant 
kin arc reclassified as close k in and tribes and clans are united. They arc further bonded by 
common cultural practices, including shared myths, sacred rituals, styles of clothing and 
body ornamentation, and ways of dancing and feas ting. All of these familiar particulars of 
everyday life help create a feeling of family and togetherness. 

Generally the primary bond to one's real fa mily remains strongest. However indoc
tri na tion involving separation from family members and initiation to the grou p can even
tually lead the individual to favor group loyalty over family ties. This may be particularly 
true of religious or military indoctrination. As Darwin observed, young males often will
ingly fight and risk death in combat for their t ribe. Since mechanisms supporting group 
inte rests were especially advantageous during between group conflicts such as war, se
lection favored a predisposition fo r indoctrination, perhaps especially in young males 
(Eibi-Eibesfeldt, 1998). 

In many h uman societies the consequences of disobed ience to authority are formi
dable. Religious or patriotic myths, parables, and military trai ning convey the essential 
idea that di rectives from an authority should be followed without dissent or challenge. 
Religious and political leaders can effectively exploit an evolved human predisposition 
to indoctrination and love of one's people and native land in times of intense between
group conflict. Recall the images that reveal the mechanisms employed at va rious times 
by Adolf Hitler: mass demonstrations, martial music, soldiers goose-stepping in unison, 
the flag and swastika, mil itary uni forms and rank insignia, the nazi salute, and incendi
ary speeches to protect the Fatherland. Eibl-Eibesfeldt, Milgram and Zimbardo inform us 
that under the right conditions rna ny of us may be susccpti ble to such forces. 

Finally we note that the use of social media in the 21st century has ratcheted up the 
speed of mobilizi ng coalitionary violence in political conflicts. This is strikingly evident in 
recent violence in the Arab world from Egypt to Syria. Another example of social media 
intluencc is on- line terror magazines. In March of ~0 14 AI Qacda produced a video with @ 
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audio from Malcolm X to announce the launch of a new English-language on-line rnaga. 
zine promoting terrorist activities called "Resurgence. " The brief video combines audio 
from a 1965 Malcolm X speech justifying violence with images of U.S. soldiers, Islamic 
m ilitants and the 2013 Boston Marathon bombings (NBC News, 3-9-14). 

This new development appears to be a retaliation as al Qaeda has been devastated 
by recent drone strikes on al Qaeda targets in Pakistan and the U.S. commando raid that 
killed the group's founder and leader, Osama bin Laden. Evan Kohlmann, a terrorism 
analyst fo r NBC News, said the video's production style suggests the new magazine has 
been int1uenccd by AQAP's inspire magazine which was edited by American-raised jihadi 
Samir Khan, who was ki1led in a U.S. strike in Yemen in 2011. 

inspire's most notorious article was called, "How To Make A Bomb in the Kitchen 
of Your Mom." It provided a recipe for explosives using ingredients that could be pur
chased easily. It was allegedly the source of the Tsarnaev's plans to build the explosive 
devices that killed three and wounded 264 at the 2013 Boston Marathon. It would ap
pear that al Qaeda's latest strategy is to try to recruit Americans from within U.S. borders 
via the internet. This scenario illustrates how an ancient evolutionary mechanism for 
coalitionary violence can be tied to modern technology to produce ever more costly re
sults on humans. Of course the same technology can be used to produce equa lly dramatic 
positive results relying on our evolved capacity for empathy and care. Any given culture 
can choose to emphasize either tendency. This underscores the increasing importance 
of leadership and the media in a troubled world that is likely to remain troubled for the 
foreseeable fu ture. 

THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN SUICIDE TERRORISM 

To understand the volatile mix of religion and suicide terrorism that is so prevalent 
today in the Middle-East, one must first see the psychological mechanisms that generate 
religious belief and give it universa l appeal. 

"On the dogma of religion . . . all mankind, from the beginning of the world to 
this day, have been quarreling, fighting, burning, and torturing one another; for 
abstractions unintelligible to themselves and to all others and absolutely beyond 
the comprehension of the human mind." 

Thomas Jefferson 

If one steps back and thinks about it, the laws of the universe are the same in Nepal 
and Nigeria, in Turkey, Tibet and Texas. Yet, if one is religious, the one true God, in all 
likelihood, is the God of your fath er, your mother, your grandfather, and your grand
mother (Dawkins, 1994). Your religion is large ly an accident of geographical birth. 

Were Thomas Jefferson alive today, we could tell him that religion is now compre~ 
hensible to the human mind. Whether one wants to accept it or not, through a combina~ 
tion of psychology, the revolution in the cognitive sciences and an thropology, we now 0 have some plausible explanations for why religion evolved, why particular religious 
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ideas evolved, why they are widespread, why they are recurrent features of human minds 
and human societies, why they are attractive to human minds and why they are related 
to survival and deadly violence (Atran, 2003, 2006; Boyer, 1994, 2001; Dennett, 2005; 
Gu thrie, 1993; Humphrey, 1996; Kriegman and Kriegman, 1998). 

All individuals are susceptible to religious beliefs. More than RO percent of people 
worldwide identify with a religious group, according to 2011 survey by the Pew Forum 
on Religion and Public Life. Of those, 2.2 billion, or 32 percent, identified themselves ns 
Christians, followed by 1.6 billion Muslims (23 percent) and 1 billion Hindus (1 5 per
cent). 

Evolved Mechanisms that Support Religious Belief 

from an evolutionary perspective, r eligion can be viewed as a cultural byproduct of many 
different cognitive and behavioral mechanisms that evolved to promote survival. There 
are no uniquely religious components to the mind (Boyer, 2001). Similarly, reading and 
writing are cultural byproducts, not biological adaptations. That is, they are derived from 
the biological adaptations of vision, symbolic capacity, fine motor movement, speech and 
so forth. 

A partial list of these cognitive devices begins with the mechanism of decoupled cog
nition. This ability arises in childhood and is seen vividly in pretend play. A more sophis
ticated aspect of such cognitive abilities is seen when one can think about a conversation 
from a previous week. One can decouple one's cognition from the present and call up 
that conversation, and yet know where one is in the present. One can also think about a 
future discussion with someone without losing the sense of being in the present. Future 
planning depends on such cognitive ability. Such a mechanism easily comes into play in 
religion when one engages unseen figures, whether gods or ancestors. 

The attachment system plays a central role in religion. When we are distressed, we 
turn towards a caretaker, usuaJ ly a parent or parent substitute. A parallel is found with 
religion. When one is in distress, one turns toward an attachment figure. Whichever god 
or ancestor to whom a religious person appeals, it is often a caretaker figure. This utilizes 
our evolved attachment system to convey a sense of reality and reassurance. Gods are su
per parents who can provide reassurance beyond any mortal parent (Humphrey, 1996). 

The concept of transference is particularly useful in understanding aspects of reli
gion. One must fi r st ask why the capacity for transference evolved in the human mind. 
What adaptive function docs it serve? Early relationships are the grammar for conduct
ing later relationships. One need only think what it would be like if we had to learn anew 
how to relate to people with each new relationship as our lives unfolded. Basing present 
relationships on past relationships-rea\, imagined or wished for-i s an efficient way of 
anticipating outcomes. 

The capacity for transference evolved as a crucial aspect of the human mind (Ne.sse 
and Lloyd, 1992). Disturbed early relationships distort present relationships. When that 
transference is repea ted in therapy, the details of the transference itself become the arc- o 
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na for treatment Think of all the potentjal transferences mobilized in religions betwee 
believers and their gods: God the father, God the mother, etc. and all that we may bring 0~ 
ou~ personal relationships with our fathers, mothers, and significant others into religious 
beliefs. 

Humans are born with exquisite mechanisms to identity and relate to kin. That is 
crucial to not just our survival, but to the survival of copies of our genes that res ide in our 
kin. We evolved to favor those with our genes over those without. Religions evoke and 
exploit our kin emotions. Catholicism offers a superb example. The nuns a re s isters, the 
priests are fathers, the monks are brothers, and the Pope is the Holy Father. 

Kin emotions constitute the Achilles heel of potential suicide terrorists. Charismatic 
recruiters and trainers create cells of fictive kin, brothers who will be sacrificing for each 
other a nd the "family" future. Kinship cues are manipulated. Importantly young males 
must separated from actual kin, who have a vested interest in preserving their lives 
There is not only the lure of virgins in paradise, but a martyr is also able to take kin with 
him providing the chosen relatives a punched ticket to paradise. 

Humans have evolved complex cognitive software for reciprocal exchange. What 
one gives and what one receives are kept in strict account. Sacrificial offerings are just 
one place where this capacity is used by religions: for example, sacrificing a pig to bring 
a good harvest. Often prayer is an explicit plea for reciprocity. If the supplicant promises 
something, he hopes to be rewarded in return. "Spite" is another form of altruism, hurt
ing rival genes at the expense of oneself. This makes the evolution of suicide easier to 
understand. 

Humans have evolved theory of mind modules. They are often taken for granted, and 
people experience them as a seamless part of the conscious mind. But they are hardly 
simple. People know without being taught that other people have minds like ours, with 
wishes, beliefs, desires and passions. We can read others' mental s ta tes with eye cues. 
In an intensely social species like ours, a theory of mind is crucial to working with other 
people, anticipating or reading their thoughts, their wishes and their des ires. Religious 
beliefs utilize this capacity. Gods have thoughts, wishes, desires and memories. Gods usu
ally have a human mind with all the possibilities. 

Human brains are equipped with person-file systems. We are born with them, and 
we store information ahout people in them. Person-file systems stay there, even when 
the person is dead or long absent. It permits us to "talk," in the privacy of our own minds, 
with those close to us who have died. That is just one step away from formal ancestor 
worship. 

Humans have moral feeling systems. One frequent argument is that morality re
quires religion. Not so. We might not have formal explici t moral systems, but we are oil 
born with moral inferential systems (Alexander, 1987). This is clear in young children 
who know the basic difference between right and wrong. Religions hijack this capacity 
for their purposes and to ju sti fy their existence. Scott Atran (2006) has interviewed sui
cide te rrori sts and those who take care of them. In his opinion, individuals who decide to e become .suicide bombers seem motivated by values and small group dynamics thClt over-
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ride rational self-interest. Violation of such values leads to moral outrage and irrational 
vengeance. "Get the offender even if it kiJis us.'' 

Why are religions so s uccessful? Supernatural beliefs become religions when they 
start to serve important social functions, such as effectively labeling a group. One way to 
think of one social fu nction of religion is as a technique for success over uncontrollable 
forces. What are some other social uses of religion? Religions are useful in acquiring re
sources. Think of the untaxed wealth of the current religions in our world. Religion as
sists men in attracting mates. Osama bin Laden, sometime before September 11, took a 
fourth legal wife, and there might have been many such women eager to bear his children 
in the Islamic world. It is na"ive to think such polygamous behavior represents only the 
extreme end of the spectrum, such as Jim Jones and David I<oresh. One can visit Salt Lake 
City, Utah, and visit the house ofthe Mormon founder, Rrigham Young. A large dormitory 
extension was necessary fo r his nineteen wives. 

Religions are very effective at thwarting competition- most obviously, by religious 
wars, but also by proselytizing or forced conversion. The rea lity is that no religion ever 
became successful by tolerating its competitors within its midst. Rel igions must redirect 
other competing loyalties to succeed. Various ethnic, racial, and diverse linguistic groups 
can fall under th e umbrella of one religion. We tend to think of rel igions as promoting 
family values, but one of their main functions is to override those loyalties. Families con
stitute rival coalitions. They have the advantage of being bound together by kin emotions. 
People favor and forgive family members before they do others. Men arc also quicker to 
seek revenge when their kin are harmed (Pinker, 1997]. This antipathy toward family 
values is nicely illustrated in the Bible: 

"I came not to send peace, but a sword. For I am come to set a man at variance 
against his father, <md the daughter against her mother, and the daughter-in-law 
against her mother-in-law. And a man's foes shall be they of his own household. 
He that lovcth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that 
loveth son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me (Matt. lO::)IJ·-37)." 

The man speaking was fesus. 

RELIGIOUS INSPIRED TERRORISM 

The above arc just some of our evolved capacities that make us all susceptible to religious 
beliefs. But here we are concerned about terrorism and group violence. Gods personify, 
control and appease the unpredictable. Gods also induce a fear of higher authority and 
insure subordination. "They see you when you're sleeping and know when you're awake. 
They know when you've been bad or good". People turn over the fruits of their labor to 
invisible gods, no t just to the current king or tax collector. 

Religions played a role in the evolution of larger human groups well beyond the 
maximum size of any other primate. Selection favors larger, more powerful groups as 
long as they remain manageable. Wha t happ ens in any social grou p if it becomes too 
large? Must the group splinter? Over our long evol ution.ary history, group dissolution @ 
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happened many times before innovations arose that allowed larger groups to stabiliz 
One probable innovation was the discovery was that there is greater safety in declarine. 
oneself to be a mere messenger who represents the power of a divinity. The messenge; 
God's representa tive on earth, has authority without having to take the chance of full 
responsibility. The leader who accepts inferior status to a deity chooses a brilliant and 
cunning strategy. As every subordinate knows, one's commands carry weight when they 
are accompanied by the threat of a greater power (Dennett, 1999, 2005). 

Religious groups turn up the volurne fo r any social endeavor, be it war or peace, love 
or hatred. Religions are very effec tive at guiding in-group morality and guiding out-group 
hatred. Thus religions can sometimes function to facilitate terrorism and war against 
the ou t-group. Belief in an afterlife and a reward for dying in a holy war help minimize 
the fear of death in the pursuit of conquests. Religious adherence turns off mechanisms 
of compassion and turns on and maximizes dehumanization. They give followers the 
ability to assess others' commitments to dangerous tasks and to maximize the commit
ment to those potentia1ly lethal endeavors. Oaths have the imprint of psychic terror and 
serve as costly advertisements. They broadcast the superiority and commitment of those 
who swear allegiance. Religions often guarantee warriors their share of the spoils and 
are very useful in preparing for war to exterminate out-groups (Kri egman & Kriegman, 
1996; Hartung, 1995). The body count from religious wars throughout human history 
and the current tally of suicide bombers is the blood-soaked proof. 

On September 11, 2001, the United States was attacked and 3,000 people died in the 
name of Islam. The genteel distinction between fundamental Islam and moderate Islam 
came down with the twin towers (Dawkins, 2001). Who could ignore the widespread 
cheering in the Islamic world? But, while one is quick to point the finger at Islam, many 
forget that historically Christianity was often imposed by the sword. The cross has ac
companied the sword everywhere. Before Christianity, the Torah contained instructions 
on stealing from, enslaving and murdering outsiders (Hartung, 1995). Parts of the Old 
Testament are a blueprint for murder and genocide. In the Bible, Deuteronomy 20:16 
instructs the Jews entering the cities promised to them by God to "leave alive nothing 
that breatheth.'' 

The three monotheistic religions preach that death is not the end of an individual's 
existence, which enables religious warriors to minimize the fear of death. What is more 
ludicrous and debasing to women than when a religion promises seventy-two virgins, 
eager and exclus ive, in paradise for those who die "martyr" deaths for the faith (Dawkins, 
2001). As long as such beliefs flourish with Islam, so will terrorists. More tangibly, po
tential terrorists may understand that their survivors will be amply respected and sup
ported by the religious body. 

September 11 presents us with these ancient mechanisms in full, unobscured vieW· 
Nineteen young men, bonded together in the name of God, plotted and conducted the 
suicidal lethal raid on New York and the Pentagon. Three thousand innocent people were 
murdered. This event seems to have opened a floodgate of suicide terror. 

A few months late r, the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem was under siege. People o talked about how terrible and hlasphemous thi s was. It was certainly terrible, but it was 
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00r blasphemous; it wCls emblematic. The siege represents the fundamental points of 
tnis essay. Religion is a cultural invention that often promotes the groups collective well 
)Jeing. But it can also hijack men's and women's suicidal capacities and men's propen
sitY for coalitionary killing to further the perogatives of religious leaders. To understand 
suicide terrorism at its most fundamental level we have to face our evolutionary history 
and the potential for violence it has left embedded in the human mind. With respect to 
suicide terrorism, this includes our vulnerability to suicide, our obedience to authority 
and susceptibility to indoct rination, and the outgroup violence that resides at the core of 
fanatical religious beliefs. 
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