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Abstract

Evolutionary theories of religion and sacred valaesessential for understanding current trends
in terrorist activity. We clarify religion’s rolenifacilitating terror and outline recent theoretica
developments that focus on four cross-culturalbureent features of religion: communal
participation in costly ritual, belief in supernedliagents and counterintuitive concepts,
separation of the sacred and the profane, and smiee as the critical life phase for the
transmission of religious beliefs and values. THese characteristics constitute an adaptive
complex that evolved to solve problems of grouppssation and commitment, problems faced
by all terrorist organizations. We examine howdgsts employ these features of religion to
achieve their goals and describe how terroriste@tcostly rituals to conditionally associate
emotions with sanctified symbols and signal groommitments. These sanctified symbols are
emotionally evocative and motivationally powerfigistering in-group solidarity, trust, and
cooperation. Religious beliefs, including promisedards in the afterlife, further serve to
facilitate cooperation by altering the perceivegigits of costly actions, including suicide
terrorism. Patterns of brain development uniquadolescence render this the ideal
developmental stage to attract recruits, inculsateed beliefs, and enlist them in high-risk
behaviors. We conclude by offering insights, basedur evolutionary analysis, concerning
conflict resolution when sacred values are in dispu
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In recent years there has been a rise in the propaf terrorists motivated by religious
concerns. This trend is particularly troubling hesmthere is a significant correlation between
religious motivation and the lethality of terroragtacks (Benjamin and Simon, 2002; Hoffman,
2003). Data collected by the U.S. State Departrarrg,932 terrorist attacks between 1968 and
2007 indicate that attacks by religious groups Weue times as lethal as attacks by secular
groups (Berman, 2009). One reason religious temois so deadly is the increased use of
suicide attacks, which have risen from an averdde/oper year from 1981-1990 to 16 per year
from 1991-2000 to an average of 180 per year frO61.22005 (Atran, 2006). At least 70% of
suicide attacks from 2000-2003 were religiouslyiraied (Atran, 2004). From 1980 to 2003
suicide attacks accounted for only three perceatldérrorist incidents, but (excluding 9/11)
inflicted 48% of the fatalities, and 73% if 9/11lingluded (Pape, 2005).

Some scholars have argued that secular state-gponsororism is somewhat
constrained since states do not want to undereut¢taims of legitimacy and alienate potential
supporters who would revile indiscriminate violegginst civilians (Richardson, 2006). In
contrast, “religious terrorists often seek the @limtion of broadly defined categories of enemies
and accordingly regard such large-scale violen¢®nly as morally justified but as a necessary
expedient for the attainment of their goals” (Haodim 2006:88-89). Religiously motivated
terrorists, “want a lot of people watching and tadbpeople dead” (Simon and Benjamin,
2000:71). Why would religious terrorists not fesl@nstrained as secular political actors? Why
would they want more people watching? Why is religly motivated terrorism becoming more
common? Why would anyone become a suicide bombedavhat governmental policies can
stem religiously motivated violence?

In this chapter we explore how the evolutionargsces can inform us about religious



terrorism. The dominant approach to the study wbtesm, by academic, intelligence, and
military researchers, is grounded in rational chomodels. We argue, however, that rational
actor approaches cannot explain why individualsifsae their lives for lands lacking material
wealth, abstract ideological causes, insults tangible values such as honor, and other
seemingly irrational motivations. We believe etmoary research on religion and sacred values
can explain such sacrifices.

This chapter will proceed as follows. We begin lefiming religious terrorism. Then we
clarify religion’s role in causing, motivating, af@kilitating terror. Next we examine how recent
work on the evolution of religion and sacred valoas help us address the questions posed
above. We conclude with a discussion about thetataipy of religion and how our approach

can inform conflict resolution.

What isReligious Terrorism?

Religious terrorism is a concept not without com&isy. The controversy concerns
whether religious terrorism exists at all. Someuarthat terrorism is never religious per se
because political motives are always the root cafiserrorist activity (Bloom, 2005; Pape,
2005). Moreover, it is unclear how to distinguigtvieeen secular and religious terrorism
(Nardin, 2001). Others, such as terrorist expeucBrHoffman, maintain that the “radically
different value systems, mechanisms of legitimaéiod justification, concepts of morality, and
worldview” (2006:88) explain why religiously motited terrorism is so lethal, and thus justifies
distinguishing religious terrorism as a distinctegry. While Hoffman is likely correct, those
who emphasize that it is difficult to distinguig#igious terrorism from other types of terrorism

are also justified in their concern; religious ¢tgrsm is an ambiguous category, consisting of two



words that are both notoriously difficult to defil® demarcate the scope of our inquiry into
religious terrorism we begin by clarifying what sieeconcepts, religion and terrorism, mean. We
believe that our definitions, derived from an evimoary approach, can help distinguish
religious terrorism from other forms of violencedagast light on specific elements of religion

that render it particularly efficacious for achiegiterrorists’ objectives.

Defining Terrorism

What constitutes terrorism is not straightforwand ahay depend on one’s vantage point;
there is truth to the adage “one person’s terregianother’s freedom fighter.” Not surprisingly,
many definitions of terrorism have been offerede ThS. Department of State defines terrorism
as, “Premeditated, politically motivated violencpetrated against noncombatant targets by
subnational groups or clandestine agents” (wwveggat/s/ct/). The Federal Research Division
of the Library of Congress considers terrorismedthe calculated use of unexpected, shocking,
and unlawful violence against noncombatants (inalgdn addition to civilians, off-duty
military and security personnel in peaceful sitoias) and other symbolic targets perpetrated by a
clandestine member(s) of a subnational group d¢aradestine agent for the psychological
purpose of publicizing a political or religious sguand/or intimidating or coercing a
government(s) or civilian population into acceptdegnands on behalf of the cause” (Hudson,
1999:164).

There are four prominent features that recur istrdefinitions of terrorism (Jongman
and Schmid, 1983). First, terrorism involves vidaermand/or destruction. Second, the attack has a
political motive. Third, there is an intention tiwikke widespread fear in the attacked community.

Fourth, the victims of the attack are civilians. W consider terrorism to be attacks which



exhibit these four features.

Defining Religion

Similar to ‘terrorism,’ there are likely as manyfidéions of ‘religion’ as those who study
it. Even the Latin origins of the English word ramabscure and do not provide guidance.
According to the OED, ‘religion’ is either derivéwm relegere(to read over again) oeligare
(to bind), but even if the latter as some schatargend, it is unclear whether the binding is to
the gods, community, or both. James Frazer, iclhssic studyrhe Golden Bougldefined
religion as “a propitiation or conciliation of poveesuperior to man which are believed to direct
and control the course of nature and of human (2€10[1915]:53). In the most influential
sociological examination of religion in the®6entury, Emil Durkheim wrote that, “a religion is
a unified system of beliefs and practices relatoveacred things, that is to say, things set apart
and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite mte single moral community called a
Church, all those who adhere to them” (1995[1919)]:4

These definitions, and the hundreds of othershae been offered by scholars, either
fail to incorporate some aspects of what otherebelto constitute religion, or they are unable
to distinguish religion from other cultural institons. If religion is anything at all, it is an
inherently fuzzy category with unclear boundarigserefore, rather than offer a descriptive
definition of religion, many scholars have conclddieat religion can be best defined and studied
by considering its constituent parts (Alcorta adiS, 2005; Atran and Norenzayan, 2004;
Bering, 2005; Bulbulia, 2005; Molloy, 2008; Whitals®, 2008).

Essentialist definitions of religion, which breaktigion down into its more easily

definable core elements, have two particular achged for the study of religious terrorism.



First, essentialist definitions avoid endless debabncerning whether Marxism, patriotism,
atheism and so on are religions. It is clear thkgion shares some core elements with other
cultural institutions, and indeed, this approadrifies that most of religion’s core elements are
not unique to religion. Ritual, myth, music, antlda, to consider a few examples, are also
manifest in other cultural institutions includinglitics and sports. Not surprisingly, as we’ll
discuss below, so-called secular terrorism shaesyrfeatures with religious terrorism. Second,
by breaking religion down into its core elementsatomes obvious that these elements did not
evolve together. Ritual, for example, has antecesdermany other species (Alcorta and Sosis,
2005, 2007; D’Aquili et al., 1979) and presumabdg la much deeper evolutionary history in our
lineage than many other core elements, such as iRegllgion, therefore, did not simply appear
in the human lineage,; its evolution consisted ofinig cognitive processes and behaviors that
for the most part already existed. Although thdements evolved separately, they coalesce in
similar ways across all cultures and at some ponihtiman evolution they began to regularly
coalesce. Examining how the elements of religiagarnelate is important for understanding how
terrorists effectively employ religion to furthdretir political goals.

We have previously argued that religion may bestri¢erstood as an evolved complex of
traits incorporating cognitive, affective, behawabrand developmental elements (Alcorta and
Sosis, 2005). Central to this complex are foussroulturally recurrent features of religion:

* Communal participation in costly ritual

» Belief in supernatural agents and counterintuitbemcepts

» Separation of the sacred and the profane

» Adolescence as the critical life phase for the $rarssion of religious beliefs and values

Below we examine these features of religion andvshow terrorists use each of these features



to solve inherent problems they face in achieviv@rtobjectives.

Defining Religious Terrorism

We consider religious terrorism to be politicallptivated violent and/or destructive
attacks aimed at civilians that seek to strike fiedhe victims’ communities, and which employ
an ideology usually transmitted during adolescghaeencompasses costly ritual behavior,
beliefs in supernatural agents, and separatioheo$acred and profane.

Notice that in contemporary societies, our fourecelements of religion co-occur within
secular contexts as well. For example, the adomtfcommunal rituals and initiation rites by
nominally secular terrorist groups, such as thestabion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), and
their quasi-deification of Marxist-Leninist idealdurs the line between what is secular and what
is religious (Roberts, 2005). These groups engagertant elements of the above described
religious adaptive complex and reap many of the@tada benefits achieved by religion. Thus,
despite avowing secular ideals, their behaviosfaithin our definition, and indeed, we can gain
a much better understanding of their success bmiewag them through the lens of religious
terrorism.

It is also worth emphasizing that religious tersariis never exclusively religiously
motivated; there is always some political motivatas well (Juergensmeyer, 2004; Pape, 2005).
The balance between religious and political motbratliffers between terrorist groups; some
groups rely on religious motivation more than osh&or example, Judge Zvi Cohen, who
presided over the trial of members of the Jewisdadground, a terrorist network that sought to
blow up mosques on the Temple Mount (see GorenBéflf)), described three motivations for

these convicted terrorists: “The first motive,la¢ heart of the Temple Mount conspiracy, is



religious. The second motive — the security ofleettin the West Bank...A less prominent
motive is that of relations among friends” (Pedatand Perliger, 2009:46). Not only will the
balance between religious and political motivatidiffer between terrorist groups, but as Judge
Cohen noted for the Jewish Underground, motivatwitissary within a single operation.
Moreover, some religious terrorists act alone,asunve will discuss below, relations and

commitments among friends are also a powerful natdivfor many terrorists.

The Landscape of Contemporary Religious Terrorism

It has been claimed that terrorism is probablyldsasHomo sapiengAtran, 2010:91),
but the story of contemporary terrorism, especitlgyreligious variety that we will explore here,
begins with the forces of globalization. Globaliaatis often lauded for bringing people together
and increasing the knowledge we have of one anoftr for many, globalization is perceived
as the uncontrollable spread of Western norms ahes; norms and values which are believed
to be at odds with their own (Ruthven, 2004). Wkibene view globalization as a means to bring
about peace and understanding, at times globaizatiay fuel cultural conflict (Schneider et al.,
2003). In addition to conflicting cultural valugbpse living in underdeveloped regions of the
world can witness via mass media technologiesiquéattly the internet, the extraordinary
economic disparity between themselves and the West.

Immigrants to Western societies and their desaaisdavho seek to maintain their
traditional cultural life-ways, can find themselJssng pulled in two divergent directions. For
those in such a situation, intercultural contact igsult in “social ambiguity, role conflicts, and
status inconsistencies and incongruities” (Alca2(@10), fostering cognitive dissonance, feelings

of powerlessness, and a sense of anomie. Eveniausbihen from immigrant communities,



who are well educated and financially secure, dfit@sh limits to what they can achieve in
Western society. Such experiences of anonymityaldetion, and powerlessness can have very
real and severe psychological and physical affects.

Intercultural contact is certainly not new; so@all cultural changes initiated by such
contact constitute a dominant theme throughout munnstory (Wolf, 1982). What is new about
the advent of global industrialization, howeveithe scope and rate of change it has initiated.
Social change introduced by industrial urbanizahiaa been identified as a major factor in the
global health transition (World Health Organizat{g¥HO], 2001). Increased blood pressure,
elevated cortisol levels and changes in cortisofiles, as well as escalated EBV antibody levels
have been documented in populations worldwide e dine integrated into a global industrial
economy (Dressler and Bindon, 2000; Flinn and Brmjl4995; McDade, 2002; McDade et al.,
2000). These markers all indicate activation efltlody’s “stress system.” Although adaptive as
a short-term response to immediate environmentath, long-term activation of this system
can be deadly (Sapolsky, 1996). Escalating rateepfession, schizophrenia, and other
psychoses (Krabbendam and van Os, 2005; McGrath @004; Sundquist and Sundquist,
2004; van Os, 2004), as well as an unprecedentatkimce of suicide, particularly among
adolescents, have all accompanied the urban indusénsition (Desjarlais, 1999). The World
Health Organization (2001) reports that mental earological disorders make up 11% of the
global disease burden and are expected to risé.68dby 2020. Depression, a precursor for 80-
90% of all suicides, is currently among the topcdQses of death in most countries that report
rates, and among the top three causes of dedtle pojpulation aged 15-34 years (ibid.). These
escalating rates of depression, schizophreniasartte within urban environments are

particularly pronounced among adolescent malesAkesta, 2010).



The stress and anxiety of rapid cultural changensagione unnoticed by religious
commentators. Sayyid Qutb, leader of the Egyptiarsiivh Brotherhood in the 1950s and 1960s,
described the “hideous schizophrenia” of modemn e argued that this schizophrenia was a
product of the Christian West’s separation of tieligfrom the physical world, the distinct
compartmentalizing of religion and science (Quti)2). In a discussion on Qutb’s writings,
Paul Berman insightfully observes that Qutb “put fimger on precisely the inner experience
that Salman Rushdie describedlime Satanic Verserany years later — the schizophrenia or
alienation, the feeling of being two instead of afe pain of living in two worlds at once, the
experience that Muhammad Atta and suicide soldie®#11 must surely have felt in their

everyday existences in the West” (2004:76).

Muslim jihad

Terrorism is a political tool that has been empthyeith varying success, by all the
World religions (Hoffman, 2006). Because of its gelitical impact, considerable media and
scholarly attention has focused on Islamic terrongith the unfortunate consequence that in the
West terrorism is often implicitly (and sometimespkcitly) associated with Islam. There is no
inherent relationship, however, between Islam anat. The causal factors behind the rise of
terrorism in the Islamic world are varied but irdduperceptions of injustice, colonization, and
the disparity in economic and technological develept (Lewis, 2003). The Islamic world in
the Middle Ages was philosophically and scientificanore advanced than the Christian world;
only China was comparable among civilizations (L£Wi002). And the military power of the
Islamic world was unparalleled (Karsh, 2007). Thatcast in the Islamic world between then

and now, however, could not be more striking. Tineual Arab Development Reports
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(www.arab-hdr.org/ which do not include data on the considerableliviupopulations

throughout South East Asia, describe a remarkadgpebgtween the West and the Arab world in
literacy, book translations, scientific researcbdurctivity, Internet use, and other indicators of
human development. The reports further highligbtgignificant economic gap between the
Arab world and the West. While the glory of Islarpigilization has passed and been supplanted
by Western civilization and imperialism, this histdnas not been forgotten in the Islamic world
and often serves as a source of animosity toward\ist.

In this context it is not surprising that many Mosd have turned toward their faith for
answers, comfort, and stability. Yet, as global@aexpands Western cultural and economic
influence, Muslim hegemony and sacred values aeeped to be threatened. Western values,
including democracy, are viewed by some as infeadviuslim values that, it is believed, derive
from Allah. Muslim law,sharig must be protected and prevented from being sabago
human law. Accordingly, democracy is viewed as iahty flawed because humans are limited
in their wisdom and may not willingly choose toditaysharia Therefore, these laws must be
imposed on populations, even by force, for thein@geod (Atran, 2010).

Marc Sageman (2008) has shown that global jihadriem has occurred in three major
waves. The first wave consisted of those who foaglainst the Soviets in the 1980s. They were
upper- and middle-class college-educated Egyptiafepsionals, and most were married. The
second wave spans the 1990s and ended with thddd. &ilitary invasion of Afghanistan after
9/11. The second-wave jihadis were mostly middbssEuropeans and Saudis. Many of them
held advanced degrees in science or medicine, @radlbthey were materially and
educationally better off than their populationsoafin. The third wave began after the U.S. and

British invasion of Iraq in 2003. Many of theseghs were either second generation or infant
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immigrants from the West, and they were primaywér- or middle-class. Atran (2010) has
found these jihadis, in contrast to previous wat@®e more marginalized, underemployed, and
have a history of prior criminal activity unrelatexdjihad. They often find religion in their early
20s, and are more likely to be single.

Why has the profile of jihadis changed from edudagzonomically well-off men to
petty criminals who are newly religious? Atran agthat U.S. counterterrorism efforts forced
“would-be terrorists to rely on local, low-cost,darground, and informal methods of financing.
In addition, the elimination of Al Qaeda's trainifagilities in Afghanistan and the disruption of
its networks for supplying expertise in logistibemb making, and so forth, meant that jihadis
would have to find new means for executing tertarperations” (2010:207-8). Petty criminals,
who live at the edge of culture contact and perbpeaperience the impacts of anomie and
devaluation discussed above, have been well-sttuatéll that niche. Moreover, because they
are disenfranchised and looking for a moral caasaeke up, they are “even more altruistically

prone than others are to give up their lives feirtbomrades and a cause” (ibid.).

The Relationship between Religion and Terror

The media may be responsible for the popular b#iefreligion, especially Islam, and
terror are strongly associated (on the U.S. Stafgaiment’s list of foreign terrorist
organizations, less than half are religious). Si@derrorists in particular are often depicted in
the media as delusional religious fundamentalgipglessly brainwashed and out of touch with
reality. This characterization, however, is inaeter The terrorist career itself is extraordinary,
but individuals who eventually become terrorists atherwise quite ordinary. As Atran observes,

“Anthropologically and psychologically, terrorisisually are not remarkably different from the
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rest of the population” (2010:36). Berrebi (200@y,example, has shown that Palestinian
suicide bombers have above average education aretanomically better off than the general
population. Krueger (2007) also demonstrates tbaéry is not a predictor of participation in
political violence or support for terrorism. MoreyySageman (2004) found no evidence of
psychopathology in an international sample of Mugkrrorists. Leaders of terrorist
organizations are clear that recruits may not lpgadsed or suicidal. As one spokesman for the
Palestinian Islamic Jihad explains, “In order toabmartyr bomber you have to want to live”
(Richardson, 2006:117). Terrorists themselves pmihthat even suicide bombers have plenty of
hope; otherwise there would be no point in killthgmselves (Atran, 2003).

If terrorists in general, and suicide bombersartipular, are not crazed religious zealots,
what then is the relationship between religion tambrism? Various researchers, as noted above,
have argued that terrorists have political, nagrelis goals (Berman, 2009; Bloom, 2005;
Juergensmeyer, 2003; Pape, 2005). Former U.S. Asalas Michael Sheehan commented that,
“A number of terrorist groups have portrayed tloaiuses in religious and cultural terms. This is
often a transparent tactic designed to concedliqallgoals, generate popular support and
silence opposition” (www.brookings.edu/events/20Q00terrorism.aspx). Thus, religion may
not be the root cause of conflicts, but is rathexch used by terrorists to achieve their goals.
Recast in evolutionary terms, religious beliefgjais, and institutions are proximate mechanisms
that facilitate otherwise improbable behavioralommes. But why would religion be an effective

tool for terrorists? Here we review Six main reason

Framing the conflict

Juergensmeyer (2003) argues that while religiorotghe cause of most conflicts
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involving terror, religion is the means by whiclnreegists translate a local political struggle iato
cosmic war. In other words, terrorists often fraifmeir disputes in religious rather than political
terms. This has various advantages, most signitficanmotivating others to sacrifice
themselves for the cause. This transformation fpoiitical to religious struggle encourages
actors to perceive that they are participatingomsthing of divine significance that transcends
individual self-interest. Among Sikh militantstine Punjab, Juergensmeyer describes joining
the struggle as “motivated by the heady senseiofus fulfillment and the passion of holy
war” (2004a:2). Atran (2010) describes how manthefmen responsible for the Madrid train
bombings wanted to belong to, or lead, somethiggdyi than themselves to feel important and
influential on a cosmic scale. Fighting for Islaon at least their understanding of it, provided
them with the feeling of personal importance thagl been seeking. The stress of social
ambiguity and status inconsistencies, as mentiabegle, can be alleviated by aligning oneself
with a cosmic cause, releasing the person fronsadleeal and economic pressures of the material
world.

It is remarkable how successful contemporary teast®have been in shaping world
views so that they are consistent with their onewd. Bin Laden, for instance, has been
particularly successful in transforming his locakgance (getting U.S. troops off “Muslim” soil)
into a cosmic clash between civilizations. The ofseeligion to transform local power struggles
into cosmic conflicts benefits terrorist groups whay otherwise be viewed as economically and
politically self-serving. In an age of instantans@lectronic communications, such religious
framing of essentially local conflicts serves todmten both the ideological and geographic base
of terrorism. A second consequence of the religioarming of political conflicts is the extension

of the horizon for victory. Terrorists perceivetlhizey are fighting a cosmic war in divine time,
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thus eliminating incentives to “win” within one’sva lifetime. Commenting on an interview
with Hamas leader Abdul Aziz Rantisi, Juergensmeyserves that “[ijn his calculation, the

struggles of God can endure for eons” (2004b:35).

Moral justification

Religion also facilitates terrorists’ goals by pidimg moral legitimacy to their cause
(Juergensmeyer, 2004c; Hoffman, 2006). All conterapoworld religions impose a moral
framework upon their adherents, thereby enablingtiists to present their conflicts in morally
absolute dichotomies, such as good versus badlteadus versus evil. While legitimizing ones’
own cause, religions are particularly effectivel@tmonizing those with opposing views. The
history of religion is replete with examples in wiiin-group passions are aroused and out-group
hatreds are dangerously ignited. One consistedigtog of suicide terrorism is a religious
difference between the perpetrator and victim (P2p65). This occurs even when the terrorist
group appears to have secular motivations, suthealST TE, who were Hindus fighting a
Buddhist majority. In Berman and Laitin’s (2008 }exsive sample of suicide terrorism, almost
90% of the attacks were aimed at victims of a dffe religion. Data from the ongoing situation
in Iraq would undoubtedly lower this percentageMasslim suicide bombers are killing other
Muslims, but that conflict also highlights thategéries such as Muslim, Buddhist, or Hindu are
too broad. Enemy ‘out-groups’ can exist within #hésoad categorical labels. Indeed, religious
extremism typically emerges concomitantly with dadem and begins with intra-religious
conflict, such as the rise of the Muslim Brotherti@o Egypt and ultimate incarceration and
execution of many of its members and leaders, dwstpuaforementioned Sayyid Qutb

(Armstrong, 2000).
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Spiritual and eternal rewards

Religion not only provides a divine dimension anadrah legitimacy to terrorist activity;
it also defines the rewards that combatants camatfter considering the benefits that Sikh
militants attain, Juergensmeyer concluded thathgtleward for these young men was the
religious experience in the struggle itself: thessethat they were participating in something
greater than themselves” (2004a:2). In additiosuich spiritual rewards of transcendence,
religion may also explicitly offer benefits in tiaterlife that can rarely be matched in this world.
The 9/11 hijackers all believed that they “wouldenim the highest heaven” (Lincoln, 2003:98),

which we can assume helped them rationalize tlotiorss.

Adaptability

While religions are often viewed as a conservasiveial force, they are in fact highly
responsive to social, political, and economic ctads. We return to the misconception of
religion as inflexible below; here we simply emplaghat the vast sacred writings and mythical
traditions of contemporary religions play an impattrole in religion’s flexibility, a quality that
makes religion an effective tool for terroristsliieus texts that endure do so because they are
open to multiple interpretations. Extensive usenetaphor and poetry in religious texts and oral
traditions engages subconscious processes of @iEgnificance to create contextual meaning
(Belanger et al., 2009; Sidtis, 2006). As a regath new generation reinterprets religious texts
in relation to their own meaningful experiencegréby keeping them living, relevant, and fresh.
Past interpretations are not necessarily rejectedq but they are transformed or ignored by the

community. They remain available, however, shoulducal change make their message relevant
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again.

The sacred writings of contemporary religious ittads are vast repositories that leaders
draw upon at various points in history, emphasiasgects which are socially and politically
expedient, and disregarding those which are netofiists often rely on these repositories,
including alternative interpretations of sacredsdkat have been largely forgotten by
mainstream adherents. Consider, for example, thiskidJnderground, mentioned above. They
sought rabbinical sanction for their operationisassommon among religious terrorists (Hoffman,
2006:89), but no prominent rabbis would endorsé filans. Since they were unable to gain
approval from living rabbis, “they sought justiftean for attacking the Temple Mount mosques
in the teachings and adjudications of rabbis whoewa® longer living. For example, Dan Be’eri
scoured the writings of Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook fong reference to a possible endorsement of

the plan for exploding the mosques” (Pedahzur artiger, 2009:60-61).

Extended communities of support

As we discuss below, terrorist networks exploitgieh’s ability, typically through
intense ritual and shared counterintuitive beligfg;reate tight social bonds. But many religions,
especially contemporary World religions, also aeeattended communities. Whitehouse (2004)
argues that repetitive rituals provide a cognitfmendation for abstract communities.
Infrequently performed rituals that are highly eatdee and emotionally arousing create strong
bonds among performers. Whitehouse claims thaetaegeriences are stored in episodic
memory and have long-term neurological effectedntrast, the memories of low-arousal
repetitive rituals, such as daily prayer, are stanesemantic memory. While performers of a

painful initiation rite will recall who participatein the ritual, regular churchgoers would be
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unable to recall who attended church on any pdaticsunday, unless there was a notable event
to help recall. However, regular churchgoers wdaddable to describe in detail what happened
on any particular Sunday because the same ritualgeaformed in the same manner every week.
Whitehouse argues that the storing of ritual knolgkein semantic, rather than episodic, memory
leads to anonymous religious communities. What makeneone a Christian, for example, are
abstract properties of belief and performance dibatot need to be witnessed by the entire
population for one to be considered a member oféhgious community.

Terrorists rely on extended anonymous communitubsch are created by frequent ritual
performance, for political and material supporto3é willing to take the risk of a terrorist
operation are generally few in number; it is thpmart of the extended community which is vital
for terrorists to achieve their political aims (Mar 1993). Thus, it is the larger public rather
than the victims who are the real targets of test@ctivity. It is the publicity of spectacular
terrorist attacks that serves as the oxygen tlealsféhe fire of modern terrorism (Ginges et al.,
2009). And increasing media technologies, of ceunave only added fuel to this fire.
Menachem Livni of the Jewish Underground, for exeEmfwas so preoccupied with public
support for the underground that he followed theliglopinion polls in the newspapers
measuring the support for their terrorist attagdahzur and Perliger, 2009:56). Attacks do
not have to successfully injure or kill anyone &oduccessful in the eyes of the perpetrators. As
Atran notes, “With publicity, even failed terroretts succeed in terrorizing; without publicity,

terrorism would fade away” (2010:278).

Religious symbols, myths, and rituals

Religion’s most significant role in terrorism mag lts incorporation of emotionally
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evocative and highly memorable symbols, myths,réndls that serve to individually motivate
and collectively unify diverse individuals undec@nmon banner. All terrorist groups face the
challenge of creating group commitment and indigidievotion to a common cause.
Anthropologists have long noted that fundamentaittfbased” elements of religion, that is
symbols, myths, and rituals, foster this in-groopenitment better than any other social
institution. Not surprisingly, secular and religgoterrorists alike maintain communal rituals and
initiation rites that communicate an individuaks/él of commitment to the group (Atran, 2003;
Dingley and Kirk-Smith, 2002; Roberts, 2005). Falgious terrorists, cohesiveness is further
fostered through powerful religious symbols, whioften become focal points in occupations
involving a religious difference” (Pape, 2005:88hd of course, martyrdom itself means to
sacrifice one’s life for one’s faith. Religion pides the rituals and symbols to both motivate and
memorialize these local heroes, thereby affordiegt an otherwise unattainable status that is
also eternal. Pape observes that “[s]uicide testanganizations commonly cultivate ‘sacrificial
myths’ that include elaborate sets of symbols @o@ls to mark an individual attacker’s death as
a contribution to the nation” (2005:29).

The bonding that occurs through religion does heags have to be strong to be
effective for terrorists. As Atran (2010) showswmmerous contexts, terrorism often begins on
the football pitch; friends are simply recruitimiehds and the commitments are ones that have
been built by growing up and playing together. &m d¢ther hand, some terrorist networks are
loosely organized collectives of virtual strangéist example, most members of the Jewish
Underground did not even know each other and magplp involved simply did one aspect of
an operation, such as driving somewhere or fixomgething, without knowledge of the plans for

the entire operation (Pedahzur and Perliger, 2@8)ough members did not have strong bonds,
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they did share similar religious commitments, whHatilitated being drawn into various
activities at the requests of friends. Indeed, mgitree loose connections in the social network of
the Jewish Underground, it is unclear how they @dave accomplished any of their goals (they
murdered three Arab mayors) without their shardéidiozis identity and commitment. As
Berman remarks on the Jewish Underground’s fatlii@arry out their primary attack, bombing
the Temple Mount, “Their strong theological commetmhto their cause must have been
necessary for the Underground’s members to atteogit dangerous and severe acts of

destruction, yet it was not sufficient for theimspiracy to succeed” (2009:9).

Terrorism and the Core Elements of Religion

We defined religious terrorism above to includerfotoss-culturally recurrent features of
religion. We have previously argued (Alcorta andiSc2005) that these elements of religion
derive from ritual systems selected for in earlynidn populations because they contributed to
the ability of individuals to overcome ever-preseadlogical challenges. By fostering
cooperation and extending the communication anddooation of social relations across time
and space, these traits served to maximize the{@iteesource base for early human
populations, thereby benefiting individual fitnebkere we explore how these four characteristics

make religion an effective tool for terrorists.

Communal participation in costly ritual
Among the most significant challenges terroriat® is ensuring that fellow insurgents
are trustworthy and will not defect on the causer(Ban, 2009). How can a prospective terrorist

guarantee that he will not reveal the locationkidien conspirators, secret codes of

20



communication, and that he will not turn aside wheked to carry out a risky or suicidal attack?
At first glance, evolutionary theories of religiamould appear to hold little promise for
answering these questions, or understanding temaai all. Natural selection favors genes that
get themselves into the next generation, yet tistsooften take great risks with their lives and
some of course intentionally sacrifice themselwedHeir ideological beliefs. Such actions seem
to contradict evolutionary expectations. The solutio this puzzle lies in understanding religion
as an evolved system of communication, which offeeshanisms that can promote in-group
trust and overcome commitment problems (Alcorta &asis, 2005; Atran and Norenzayan,
2004; Bulbulia, 2004b; Henrich, 2009; Irons, 20Bappaport, 1999; Sosis, 2003). Irons (2001),
for example, posits that the primary adaptive bieéfeligion is its ability to foster cooperation
and overcome problems of collective action that &msnhave faced throughout their
evolutionary history. The costliness of religiouwsiaties, or specifically what Sosis (2006)
refers to as the four “B’s” — religious belief, [@ator (rituals), badges (such as religious attire),
and bans (taboos) — enables them to serve aslestiatl honest signals of group commitment.
Only those who are committed to the group will bking to incur the energetic, time, and
opportunity costs of religious belief and performmanin other words, adherents pay the costs of
religious adherence, but by doing so they dematesth@ir commitment and loyalty to the
group, and can thus achieve a net benefit fromesstal collective action and other status
benefits available to trusted signalers (see Bidb@D04b; Sosis, 2003; Sosis and Alcorta,
2003).

The increased commitment and trust resulting freligious signaling provides strategic
advantages for religious terrorists over othertamli groups, enabling them to reduce the threat

of defection. Signaling models also offer insigftbia curious feature of religious terrorist
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organizations, such as Hamas and Hizbollah; intechdio their violent operations these terrorist
organizations serve as mutual aid societies, pnogicesources and services that weak and
ineffective governments are unable to supply. lingightful analysis employing economic
signaling models, Berman argues that the cooperageded to produce these collective services
benefit terrorist actions by reducing the likelilloaf defection: “Having already weeded the
cheaters and shirkers out of their mutual aid dpers, they can be confident that the remaining
members are loyal” (2009:17).

Surprising to many observers, costly religious dedsaare today increasing in many
communities throughout the world. Indeed, the gdloisa in religious terrorism has been
paralleled by a worldwide growth in religious fungentalism. Fundamentalism typically refers
to a religious ideology that embraces scriptutaldéilism and traditional religious values. Current
fundamentalist trends, however, have pldugther demands on their practitioners than the
traditional practices that they claim to emulater &ample, the standardskatshrut(laws
pertaining to edible food) among Ultra-Orthodox deae more stringent now than at any time
in Jewish history (Sosis, 2009). Signaling thearggests three factors that may be motivating
the fundamentalist trend toward increasing ritegluirements. First, the rising costs of
membership may be a direct response to increageaeeived risk of apostasy faced by
religious groups; a risk generated by the rapidrowpment in mass media technologies, which
expose wide audiences to Western secular valueswngle. Second, and somewhat
paradoxically, the multicultural openness of Westcieties may also contribute to
fundamentalist trends. While the celebration oftraulturalism has yet to embrace aggressive
fundamentalism, in societies where group differerare tolerated and even encouraged,

maintenance of in-group cohesion requires thatggaocrease their distinctiveness in order to
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preserve the relative costliness of the group’siptes bans and badges. Thus, multiculturalism
may actually initiate movements toward fundamesialieven while vehemently rejecting
fundamentalism’s message of possessing life’s vaky path. Notably, Juergensmeyer (2002)
observes that one of the universal features adicels terrorists is a strong rejection of Western
multiculturalism. Third, signaling theory predi@a increase in signal costs as resource
competition escalates. In highly competitive mode&wulticultural nation-states, the higher costs
incurred by religious fundamentalism are likelyb® offset by the economic and political gains
achievable through religious consolidation and oiztion of group membership.

The evolutionary signaling theory of religion assgs an inverted-U shaped relationship
between the costliness of religious activity andiaup cooperation. Since imposing costly
requirements upon group members is challenginggasater than optimum costs are expected to
negatively impact group cohesion, most groups egdipted to impose less than their optimal
level of costly requirements, and thus be obseorethe increasing side of the U-shaped
distribution. Experimental, cross-cultural, andrethistorical research evaluating this prediction
has been largely supportive (Ginges et al., 20@8fl&kand Sosis, 2007; Soler, 2008; Sosis and
Bressler, 2003; Sosis et al., 2007; Sosis and & #003, 2004). Religious terrorists of course
employ religiously-defined costly requirements igngal commitment, resulting in high levels of
in-group cohesiveness and trust that are esséntiehrrying out their clandestine activities
(e.g., Hassan, 2001). As Pape describes, terrbiasts “a close bond of loyalty to comrades and
devotion to leaders; and they have a system a&immh and rituals signifying an individual’s
level of commitment to the community” (2005:8).drestingly, among many terrorist cells these
rituals also include the recording of a video tesat prior to an attack (Atran, 2003). Such

video testaments not only serve to immortalizesthieide terrorist and his cause among
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followers; they also create undeniable contracefeBting on a mission after declaring and
documenting one’s intentions would result in seyegchological, social, and presumably
spiritual costs.

Evolutionary signaling theory assumes that thetsteom costs of displaying a signal are
repaid through individual gains. This creates dipalar challenge for understanding suicide
terrorism from a signaling theory perspective simckviduals are obviously not around to reap
any benefits from their actions. How can suicideotesm possibly constitute an adaptive
response? There would appear to be four non-cangpaiternative explanations.

First, while the individual faces the ultimate shoe, suicide terrorism is likely to
benefit the group, and Pape’s (2005) analysis sigwiat groups deploying suicide terrorists
tend to achieve their goals supports this integbi@t. Suicide terrorism may offer the most
promising example of strong selective pressuresabipg at the group level (Villarreal, 2008).
Atran, for example, maintains that Hamas benef@mfsacrificing its high-quality youth:
“[t]hrough spectacular displays involving the séice of their precious 'human capital’ (educated
youth with better-than-average prospects), they silgnal a costly commitment to their
community, which the community honors by providimgwv volunteers and added funding”
(2010:363). Second, it is possible that suicide s recoup their losses through benefits to
their kin (Qirko, 2009). For example, the familefsPalestinian suicide terrorists receive
financial payments (up to US $10,000) for their tyrl@d sons and daughters. However, Israel’s
policy of destroying suicide bomber’s homes woylgear to counterbalance these indirect
fithess gains and be a strong negative incentigactafice oneself for one’s family. Noting
research that Hezbollah suicide bombers attainedeaverage education, Azam (2005) argues

that suicide bombers may be investing in futureganerations (their higher educations makes

24



them appreciate the importance of investing inftihgre). However, this poses a significant
collective action problem and it would appear thader most conditions one would be better off
letting someone else make the investment (i.erifecone’s life for future generations). Third,
life history theory predicts that risk aversion aEses when life expectancy is low, particularly
among adolescents, and there is considerable eapivork supporting this prediction (e.g.,
Bulled and Sosis, 2010; Hill and Hurtado, 1996;34il and Daly, 1997). High-risk responses to
dangerous and uncertain environments are oftertisdaplthough it is unclear how suicide
bombers could individually benefit from their acteo A fourth possibility is that the payoffs
motivating suicide bombers are not material buteabtherworldly. Indeed, when applying
evolutionary signaling theory to religious activiigth Sosis (2003) and Bulbulia (2004b)
incorporateperceivedgains into their models, which include payoffasted in the afterlife.

They independently found that afterlife payoffs caamatically alter the dynamic of the game
and favor costly religious activity. Moreover, wespect that not only do martyrs expect to reap
their heavenly rewards, but that they also incliereputational benefits they expect to receive
as a martyr into their calculations (e.g., Richarg2006:124), even though they will of course
not be around to enjoy their newly-attained stalfustterlife rewards and concerns of post-
mortem reputation are motivating suicide bombarshdeliefs are likely to be maladaptive,
unless kin significantly benefit from being relateda martyr.

Not only are costly rituals effective for creatitige trust and close bonds needed for
successful suicide missions, but they are alsatfeat instilling the individual motivation and
building the coalitional support necessary fordasts to achieve their political aims. Ginges et
al. (2009) argued that religion’s relationship ticgde attacks may derive from religion’s ability

to enhance individual commitment to coalitionalntges via collective ritual. In a series of
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experimental and survey studies, Ginges et al. sdhat support for suicide attacks was related
to attendance at worship services. Their findingsanconsistent among Palestinian and Israeli
samples, as well as a cross-cultural sample akedigions in six countries. In their studies,
support for suicide attacks were unrelated to ialig beliefs or prayer frequency, but attending
community services at a house of worship was alygjgnificant predictor of support for
martyrdom and measures of out-group hostility. Adieg worship services is likely to reinforce
individual emotional commitment to group symboisluding beliefs, while signaling

coalitional commitments and generating the popsugport terrorists need to thrive.

Belief in supernatural agents and counterintuitbegncepts

The second feature of the adaptive religious cemfilat Alcorta and Sosis (2005)
describe concerns supernatural agents and counitvi@ concepts. Evolutionary cognitive
scientists have shown that the supernatural agémédigious belief systems are “full access
strategic agents” (Boyer, 2001). They are “envistbas possessing knowledge of socially
strategic information, having unlimited perceptaetess to socially maligned behaviors that
occur in private and therefore outside the pera@giaundaries of everyday human agents”
(Bering, 2005:418). Furthermore, accumulating reseadicates that humans exhibit a
developmental predisposition to believe in suchadlyoomniscient supernatural agents,
appearing in early childhood and diminishing inl#ftlhod. Cross-cultural studies conducted
with children between the ages of 3-12 indicaté yloang children possess an “intuitive theism”
that differentiates the social omniscience of snaeral agents from the fallible knowledge of
natural social agents, such as parents (Kelemé&,)2By late childhood, supernatural agents

are not only socially omniscient, they are regaraedgents capable of using such knowledge to
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reward and punish deeds that are now viewed wéhiroral framework. Several evolutionary
researchers have emphasized the role that superhaitmishment plays in promoting
community-defined moral behavior, and specificalhgroup cooperation (Atkinson and

Bourrat, 2010; Bulbulia, 2004b; Johnson, 2005; Myrand Schloss, 2011; Sosis, 2005). Recent
experimental evidence indicates that “even subtnscious exposure to religious ideas can
dramatically encourage prosocial over selfish bairain theists and atheists alike (Shariff and
Norenzayan, 2007).

Evolutionary cognitive scientists have further nbtleat the counterintuitive concepts that
characterize religious beliefs, such as bleediatyses and virgin births, are both attention
arresting and memorable (Atran, 2002; Boyer, 200h¢se features make them particularly
effective for both vertical (across generations) barizontal (within generations) transmission
and can help explain why religious ideologies, udahg those of terrorists, often spread quickly
through populations. In addition to their mnemagfiticacy, they comprise almost unbreakable
“codes” for the uninitiated. Counterintuitive copte are not readily generated on the basis of
intuitive concepts, thus the chances of spontangogsreating a pre-existent counterintuitive
concept are exceedingly low. By incorporating ceuantuitive concepts within belief systems,
religion creates reliable costly signals that aficdlt to “fake.” Sosis (2003) has argued that
repeated ritual performance fosters and internalirese counterintuitive beliefs, which
typically include a nonmaterial system of reward ganishment, including expectations about
afterlife activities.

Although afterlife rewards are rarely a prime mator of suicide terrorism (Atran 2010;
Berman 2009), they are a critical feature of susftsdeologies that enable terrorist

organizations to motivate recruits to carry ouirth@ssions. As a Hamas member describes,
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“We focus his attention on Paradise, on being englresence of Allah, on meeting the Prophet
Muhammad, on interceding for his loved ones softtiy, too, can be saved from the agonies of
Hell, on thehouris[virgins], and on fighting the Israeli occupatiand removing it from the
Islamic trust that is Palestine” (Hassan, 2001:B8male martyrs are promised to be the chief of
the virgins and exceed their beauty (Richardso@62(22). Even kamikaze pilots were assured
that they would be “transcending life and deathtréf, 2003:1535). Experimental studies
demonstrate that humans have a natural inclinatidrelieve that some element, typically a soul,
survives death (Bek and Lock, 2011; Bering, 2008)eed, most of us, including atheists, have
difficulty conceiving of a complete cessation ofnited and social activity following death.
Nobody knows what it is like to be dead so peofigbaite to dead agents the mental traits that
they cannot imagine being without. Religious arfteotultural beliefs serve to enrich or
degrade beliefs in the afterlife, but Bering’s watggests that appeals to rational arguments
about the irrationality of afterlife beliefs ar&diy to face strong resistance. If it is strateljyca
important to alter terrorists’ beliefs about theedffe, the greatest success can be achieved by
exposing children and adolescents to alternatilieflechemadpeforethey are exposed to the

afterlife rewards promised by terrorists.

Separation of the sacred and the profane

The separation of the sacred and profane and tbéa@mal power of sanctified symbols
are critical for understanding how terrorists atlreligion for their benefit. Religious ritual is
universally used to define the sacred and to sepdriom the profane (Durkheim, 1995[1912];
Eliade, 1959). As noted by Rappaport (1999), rileds not merely identify that which is

sacred; itreatesthe sacred. Holy water is not simply water that been discovered to be holy,
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or water that has been rationally demonstrateéwe Ispecial qualities. It is, rather, water that
has beetransformedhrough ritual. For adherents who have participatezhnctifying rituals,
the cognitive schema associated with that whichbleas sanctified differs from that of the
profane. Of greater importance from a behavioredjpective, the emotional significance of holy
and profane water is quite distinct. Not only isy@ppropriate to treat holy water as one treats
profane water; it is emotionally repugnant. Whiéered and profane things are cognitively
distinguished by adherents, the critical distinctieetween the sacred and the profane is the
emotional charging associated with sacred thindsoffa and Sosis, 2005).

It is the emotional significance of the sacred thaderlies “faith” and it is ritual
participation that invests the sacred with emotion@eaning. Extensive research indicates that
emotions constitute evolved adaptations that wedghtsions and influence actions (Damasio,
1994). The ability of religious ritual to elicit Hopositive and negative emotional responses in
participants provides the substrate for the creatiomotivational communal symbols. Through
processes of incentive learning, as well as clakaied contextual conditioning, the objects,
places, and beliefs of religious ritual are invdstgth emotional significance. The use of
communal ritual to invest previously neutral stimmith deep emotional significance creates a
shared symbolic system that subsequently weighligidual choices and motivates behavior.

It is noteworthy that the sacred may most commaoelgncountered as physical space
(Eliade, 1959). Pape (2005) argues that at theafoeach suicide terror campaign is a dispute
over land; an occupying power that must be remdreed the homeland. Such conditions are
ripe for religious symbolism and indeed, homelaindfiese conflicts are almost always publicly
perceived as sacred. Sosis (2011) argues thaathaligation of land is an adaptive strategy

aimed at increasing coalitional commitment. Pa@®%285) comments that “[a]lthough
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boundaries may be ambiguous and history may bestad, the homeland is imbued with
memories, meanings, and emotions.” Religious itgaktain memories, shape meanings, and
foster these emotions. Religion’s reliance on srolotionally evocative symbols also explains
why religious terrorist groups are more succegsiah secular ones in mobilizing their forces
(Bloom, 2005). Religious terrorists do not appealational political arguments to win public
approval; they rely on sacred symbols imbued wittoonal power to enlist followers in their
cause.

Once recruits are secured, group solidarity cafutteer enhanced through negative
affect rituals. Neuropsychological research haswhihat negatively valenced stimuli are both
more memorable and have greater motivational ptiwger positive stimuli (Cacioppo et al.,
2002). As a result of this “negativity bias,” nagaty valenced elements of religion provide a
more reliable emotionally anchored mechanism fersiibordination of immediate individual
interests to cooperative group goals (Alcorta aosiss 2005). Research on the rituals that
terrorist cells employ is scant, but apparentlyrdgpion, such as lengthy fasts, is not uncommon
(Friedland, 1992; Hassan, 2001).

One of the most productive areas of evolutionaalyses of terror is the work by
Ginges, Atran, and colleagues on sacred valueshBlygists have shown that people find it
insulting when monetary prices are placed on tbered values (e.g., McGraw et al., 2003,
Tetlock et al., 2003). Tetlock (2003) argues g@he categories of mental operations are off-
limits because they require the assignment ofdiafipraisals to values that our moral
communities treat as unquestionable and absoluentionents. To mix the sacred with the
profane and consider sacred values in finite tasms commit a taboo, and those who do so

generally feel impure and desire to morally cleahsenselves. A belief that martyrdom is a
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means of symbolic moral cleansing leads some dboepath toward suicide terrorism
(Bodansky, 2007).

Commitments to a sacred and higher cause enabbei$es to achieve greater sacrifice
than is typically possible with traditional rewastiuctures that are based on material incentives.
As Atran keenly observes, the “jihad fights witle tmost primitive and elementary forms of
human cooperation, tribal kinship and friendshipthie cause of the most advanced and
sophisticated form of cultural cooperation everated: the moral salvation of humanity”
(2010:35). In a survey of Palestinian supportsigicide bombings, support was not based on a
belief that Jews or Israelis are inherently bad\al;, it was a perceived sense of injustice that
predicted a belief that Islam sanctions martyrsgAt2010), an injustice committed against the
group. Another survey (ibid.) found that people distrustful of polls showing that the other
side wants an “open society” or peace; sacred saue preserved and protected even in the face
of empirical evidence.

In a study on reactions to compromises aimed dingrthe Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
Ginges et al. (2007) found that there was someraarggbdisgust, as well as some propensity for
violence, when respondents were asked to compramiesea sacred value. These responses
actually increased for individuals deemed “moradbtists” when the compromises included an
additional instrumental incentive, such as morfy.a guest of the Pashtun tribes in
Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden was the beneficiagaofed values associated with hospitality.
These sacred values, based on group identity antsfof cooperation, override the rational
choice of receiving the millions of dollars thatkébeen offered for the capture of bin Laden.
Atran argues that the “[d]evotion to some core galmay represent universal responses to long-

term evolutionary strategies that go beyond shartitindividual calculations of self-interest but
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that advance individual interests in the aggregatelong run” (2010:345). Sacred values can
surface for issues with comparatively little im@orte or historical background when they
become tangled up with conflicts over collectiventity. The fusion of sacred values and group
identity can mean that “[m]atters of principle,'sscred honor,' are enforced to a degree far out
of proportion to any individual or immediate ma#kipayoff when they are seen as defining ‘who
we are” (ibid.).

Group identities can be firmly established eanl\ife. Psychologist Brian Barber, who
studies youth experiences with violence and waslams that personal experiences with
violence shape how youths respond to the confiligthich they are raised. According to Barber,
“much of identity can be sourced externally, intthalitical conflict can literally divide and
define who one is (ethnically, religiously, poldity, culturally, etc.)” (2008:306). Collective
identity can be critical for youths, and living élwgh an intense conflict can bind a population
together. For Palestinian youth, for example, #adénsive engagement in the struggle, and their
willingness to sacrifice for it—even their childhsbe-was thoroughly informed by a realm of
meaning that comprehensively detailed for thenr tldentity and justified and legitimized the

goals and tactics of their fight” (Barber, 2008:307

Adolescence as the critical life phase for the $rarssion of religious beliefs and values

The human brain demonstrates great plasticityndutevelopment. Infancy, childhood,
adolescence, and adulthood are marked by differedtigrowth patterns in various brain cortices
and nuclei (Alcorta, 2006). The differential patigiof brain growth across the life course create
sensitive periods for particular types of learnifige unique changes occurring in the adolescent

brain render this a particularly sensitive develeptal period in relation to social, emotional,
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and symbolic stimuli. Social stimuli assume incezhBnportance as the adolescent enters into
sexual, competitive, and coalitional non-kin relaghips. Risk-taking and novelty-seeking
escalate, particularly in males, and human semsageking scores peak (Steinberg, 2007). At
the same time, mental processing speeds incrégesability to focus on task-relevant
information improves, and abstract, symbolic reaspdevelops (Dahl, 2004; Kwon and
Lawson, 2000). The brain changes that occur dadalescent development drive the social and
sexual behaviors of the teen years (Dahl, 2004nisteg, 2007). The higher impulsivity,
increased risk-taking, and enhanced novelty-seekfirzgiolescent males are related to the
changes occurring in the dopaminergic pathwayb@btain. The resultant behaviors motivate
adolescent males to move from the security of tkieinetworks to the less predictable and more
competitive arena of non-kin interactions (Alco28,10).

In addition to the heightened sociality and emalaesponsivity of adolescence, this
developmental period is also marked by the ongmaturation of both the social processing
region of the brain, the temporal cortex, and th&ract, “executive” processing region, the
prefrontal cortex. A shift in the brain’s rewardaiitry to greater prefrontal dominance occurs
concomitantly with the ongoing maturation of thegjion. These simultaneous changes in the
adolescent brain provide a unique window of oppuotyufor the creation of emotionally-
weighted and socially meaningful symbolic schemautal, for integrating these schemata into the
brain’s reward circuitry (Alcorta, 2006; Blakemo@&£)08). As a result, adolescence is a time
when communal ritual performance is likely to betigalarly influential (Alcorta and Sosis,
2005).

Adolescent rites of passage comprise one of the aoosistent features of religions

across cultures (Lutkehaus and Roscoe, 1995). Bifeassage not only teach initiates the social
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and cultural mores of the group as embodied inlsifitzble beliefs; they also imbue these

beliefs with emotional significance and motivatibfaace. Participation in rites of passage
engages unconscious emotional processes, as welhasious cognitive mechanisms. Such rites
frequently evoke intense emotions of love, angsr,fand awe and associate these emotions
with socially significant symbols and beliefs. Base such symbols are deeply associated with
emotions engendered through ritual, they take otivat@onal force. The use of communal ritual
to evoke emotions and conditionally associate titim socially salient symbols can be

expected to be particularly effective during adoéese as a result of the brain changes occurring
during this time. Abstract social mores are thusamby cognitively instantiated; they are also
imbued with motivational salience through sanaifien. When such rites are simultaneously
experienced by groups of individuals, the condeassociation of evoked emotions with
socially relevant cognitive schema creates a allcommunity bound in motivation, as well as
belief.

It is therefore not surprising that most terroriségin their militant life during
adolescence. Victoroff suggests that the “typieladlopment of terrorist sympathies perhaps
follows an arc: young adolescents are plastic éir §holitical orientation and open to
indoctrination. Positions harden later in adoleseen[and] many retired ‘terrorists’ reveal a
mellowing of attitude” (2005:28). Of course, by tirae those raised in a culture of martyrdom
reach adolescence they are already prepared tficatiiemselves without further
indoctrination (Atran, 2003; Brooks, 2002). Blootmserves that by age six Palestinian boys and
girls report that they wish to grow up and becasitshhadis(martyrs). “By the age of 12, they
are fully committed and appreciate what becominggatyr entails” (2005:88). As a senior

member of the Palestinian group al-Qassam declarésgasy to sweep the streets for boys
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who want to do a martyrdom operation” (Hassan, 2881 Nonetheless, the profile of those

who actually carry out suicide attacks may be sonawlder (Hassan (2001) reports a range of
18-38 years among Palestinians), suggesting teagrthusiasm of youth must be balanced with
training and the development of trust to carrysuth a mission. Indeed, Benmelech and Berrebi
(2007) found that older and more educated Palestisuicide bombers were assigned more

important targets, caused more casualties in #tgicks, and were less likely to fail.

Secular Terrorism

While some have questioned whether religious temmoexists (e.g., Nardin, 2001), it
might be more appropriate to ask whether secutesriem exists. One advantage of the
evolutionary approach we offer here is that byradting the core adaptive features of religion
that facilitate cooperation we can avoid definisbguagmires concerning what constitutes
religion. This is important because we suspectgimiiar to their religious counterparts,
successful secular terrorists employ some of thesefeatures, such as emotionally evocative
symbols, rituals, and myths. For example, althatiggclaimed that the LTTE movement is
“secular and is eager to maintain its secular stdtsichalk, 2003), there is considerable evidence
that they employ the same features of religion tekgious terrorists use to achieve their aims.
The LTTE, for instance, use Hindu symbols for pgemof recruitment and rely on the language
of religious martyrdom to justify and reward thersizce. And similar to the function of video
testaments, prior to suicide missions Tamil Tigeagake in a “ritual dinner” with their leader,
obviously sealing their commitment to carry out #tiack (Gambetta, 2005). Furthermore, the
annual “Heroes’ Day” ritual celebration, commemuorgthe LTTE martyrs, inspires the masses

and mobilizes support (Roberts, 2005). In a dedalianographic study, Roberts shows that
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these rites for martyrs “parallel the manner inahhihey approach the deities [and] enables
those Tamils who are so inclined to appeal to thime forces and convince themselves that
their actions, and those of the LTTE, are in harynwith the cosmological arrangements”
(2005:83). Therefore, the secular-religious digtortmade by Western societies with
institutionalized religious systems may not be efuiparadigm for examining the determinants
of terrorist activity. Rather, analyses would bé&dreserved by concentrating on how terrorist
organizations use the particular characteristiadb®@human religious adaptive complex we have

outlined here to inspire group commitment and irdiial action.

Religion as an Adaptive System

Aside from the four core features of religion diseed above, another aspect of religion
that makes it a valuable tool for terrorists isatiaptability. This may seem surprising. Terrorists
who profess strong religious commitments are vieagdhflexible and resistant to change.
Because of their religious commitments, it is bade, there is no possibility of the compromise
necessary for successful negotiation. Their owtestants would seem to attest to inflexibility.
For example, Osama bin Laden’s mentor, Abdullahudgzam, regularly repeated his
trademark slogan, “Jihad and the rifle alone: ngotiations, no conferences, and no dialogues”
(Rubin and Rubin, 2002).

Religious sanctity is often conceived by insidard autsiders to be permanent and
eternal. But this is simply incorrect, and the etras been made by scholars and laypeople alike.
Pioneering scholars of religion, such as Durkheepeatedly asserted that “there is something
eternal in religion” (1995[1912]:429&432) and mod@ommentators have made similar claims

(e.g., Berman, 2010:205). In describing the saatabn of space, Hassner (2003:6) states,
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“Once a religious presence, a hierophany, has ioeerified in a place, it grants the place
permanent sanctity.” But religions are not etearal sanctity is not permanent; religions are
flexible, malleable, and often respond adaptivelghanging environmental conditions, and
Hassner is fully aware of this. For example, ineotivork Hassner (2006) carefully describes
how mosques in Iraq were targeted and recklessyaleed when U.S. troops were inside,
suggesting a temporary suspension of their sandlgyp during the first Gulf War, despite laws
preventing Jews from entering Saudi Arabia bec#usie presence would defile the sacred land,
Jewish-American soldiers were reluctantly permitednter Saudi Arabia. To replace their
Jewish dog tags, Jewish soldiers were given daglédeled “Protestant B” (Darvick, 2003).
Pragmatism trumped sacred values. And since 19ic2essive Israeli governments have
consistently proclaimed Gaza as eternally unitetl vgrael (Lustick, 1993); nonetheless,
governance was transferred to the PLO in 1993 m2005 Israeli settlements were dismantled
and the remaining settlers relocated to Israel.

Religion is not inflexible and sacred values areaternal. But why does religion appear
to be resistant to change? One of the remarkahtaries of religion is its ability to adapt to local
environmental conditions while adherents experigrar¢aking in an eternally consistent and
changeless tradition. Rappaport (1999) arguegdtigton achieves this through a hierarchy of
religious discourse. He claims there is an inveetationship between the material specificity of
a religious claim and the durability of the claiReligious ideas are hierarchically organized
within communities and at the apex of a communitgaceptual hierarchy is what Rappaport
refers to as ultimate sacred postulates, suchegShhhadaShemaor Vandana Ti-saranéor
Muslim, Jewish, and Buddhist communities, respetyivl hese ultimate sacred postulates lack

material specificity and are highly resistant tache. However, below ultimate sacred
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postulates in the religious hierarchy are varicasmological axioms, ritual proscriptions,
commandments, directives, social rules, and o#lgious assertions which do experience
varying levels of change, depending on their makapecificity.

Religious norms and practices change all the tiotetls understood by those who
experience such changes as an intensificationcafp@nce (Purzycki and Sosis, 2009;
Rappaport, 1999). Religions rarely invalidate tlleammpletely; change occurs by adding to
previous practices and beliefs and elaborating upem, while other beliefs and practices slip
away unnoticed. Once sacralization is internalizted,indeed very difficult to convince
adherents that something consecrated is no loragrtence, when undergoing change
religions often retain the most sacralized elemantsaugment them. Missionaries often retain
the dates of pagan celebrations, Jewish prayeesaappthe Catholic Mass, and many
indigenous populations have held onto their panmtledaggods and ancestral spirits by
incorporating them into the Biblical myths that amv prominent in their lives.

Two other misconceptions about the inflexibilityrefigion are worth mentioning. First,
religious communities, even fundamentalist commesitare not homogeneous in their beliefs.
In interviews one of us (R.S.) conducted amongsklsUItra-Orthodox Jews, some have
confided that they are agnostics or atheists,H®yt temain in their communities despite their
lack of belief because they view the Ultra-Orthodeay of life positively, or at least better than
the alternatives. Other researchers have repartgthsexperiences (e.g., Margolese, 2005;
Winston, 2005). Goody (1996) has shown that daulatidespread in world and indigenous
religions and he argues that doubt is an inheraritgs religious belief; theologians have made
similar claims (Lamm, 1985). Second, outsiders ekpaigious actors who have articulated and

ritually displayed their priorities — typically inhpng that their religious commitments are their
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ultimate concern — to behave in ways that direfiect this ordering of priorities. Religious
cognition, however, appears to be strongly encapsd) preventing most religious actors from
pursuing fitness-destroying behaviors (BulbuliaQ@0 Thus, while many may express extreme
commitments to their sacred values, even martyrdbenactions of most who articulate such
views do not match the enthusiasm of their rhetoric

To summarize, viewing religion as inflexible is motly inaccurate, but it impedes
productive conflict resolution (Gopin, 2002). Rabigs are complex adaptive systems that
respond effectively to changing socioeconomic aradagjical conditions (Alcorta and Sosis,
2005; Purzycki and Sosis, 2009; Sosis, 2009). @neligion’s vital adaptive features is its
ability to appear timeless and unchanging to adhsyget be responsive to varying
circumstances (Rappaport, 1999). Religions achiegeslight of hand by retaining core
religious elements while readjusting social ruea¢commodate new realities. Music,
metaphors, poetry, and unfalsifiable postulatesaiktribute to this adaptability. Change for
adherents is not experienced as something radically it is experienced as increased
acceptance of eternal and personally relevantgriiit have always been part of their religious

tradition.

Conclusions

Dingley and Kirk-Smith suggest that, “positing daaal and causal ‘means-end’
calculation may not be a sufficient explanationdbrerrorist acts by themselves. An
understanding of how terrorists think on a subyectind culturally determined level is also
required, where visions, images, emotional statesexperiences overlap and induce each other

and find their representation in symbols” (2002:403By and large we agree, but would add
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that describing how terrorists think at a cultdeafel is not sufficient either. We maintain that an
evolutionary analysis, at the proximate and ulterlatels, that explains why symbolic images
and sacred values are such effective motivatatsesneeded. Evolutionary explanations of
terrorist actions can address shortcomings ofdtierral choice models, particularly in analyzing
sacred values, and provide us with a powerful aggrdo understand, and ultimately combat,
terrorism.

While sacred values are used by terrorists to semailitional support, they also hold the
key for resolving difficult conflicts that have be&amed in religious terms (Sosis and Alcorta,
2008). For example, Ginges et al. (2007) have shHmwnsymbolic concessions with little
economic value, such as apologies, carry signifiagaight among conflicting parties. Using an
evolutionarily stable strategies (ESS) approackjsS@007) has shown how in territorial
conflicts, sacralizing land can out-perform othieategies; it appears that strategies which
sacralize land can only be defeated by other satrategies. He has argued that to solve sacred
land conflicts, the hierarchy of sacred values sdede reordered. Fortunately, life is sacred in
all the World religions (e.g., Deuteronomy 30:1@r#&n 4:29), providing the possibility of a
sacred life strategy outcompeting a sacred laradegly. Although it is difficult for the sacred life
strategy to emerge when embraced by only a fewinélpopulation, it can stabilize if it is able
to achieve high frequency. The key is convincirgpdiants that life has greater sanctity than
land. Such debates are ongoing among theologiadsidaism, for example, the sanctity of life
is captured by the concepikuach nefeshand some prominent Orthodox rabbis, such as Bosep
Soloveitchik, have argued that saving human lieesdreater sanctity than the Land of Israel.
Ovadia Yosef, former Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Isa@ spiritual mentor of the Ultra-Orthodox

Shas political party, used this argument in 197fistify returning the Sinai to Egypt, and
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regarding the conflict with the Palestinians heesta
“If the heads of the army with the members of theegnment declare that lives will
be endangered unless territories in the Land aklsare relinquished, and there is
the danger of an immediate declaration of war leyrtdighboring Arab [states]...and
if territories are relinquished the danger of wdl e removed, and that there are
realistic chances of lasting peace, then it appeacording to all the opinions, that it
is permissible to relinquish territories of the deof Israel...[according to the
principle of] pikuach nefesh(Rosenfeld and Tabory, 1990).

It is clear that successful conflict resolutionlwiéed to operate in the currency of sacred
values. Tragically however, sacred values areydadden seriously by negotiators and policy
makers. Representatives of religious communit@sexample, have been left out of the
majority of negotiations between Israelis and Ral@ss. As conflict specialist Marc Gopin
remarks, “Religious figures are generally considgrart of the problem, but not part of creative
solutions by most people in the public policy areRealigion itself is seen as so explosive
politically that to even touch upon it lays the pdent and high officials vulnerable to intense
attack” (2002:46). Ironically, although evolutiogarcience is often viewed as an enemy of
religion, our analyses suggest that religious awles] values must be taken seriously for
conflicts to be resolved and peace sustained.

We have focused our discussion on how evolutiotteggries of religion and sacred
values can inform us about terrorism, but therenaraerous ways in which evolutionary
analyses can be productively applied to the proldétarrorism (see Sagarin and Taylor, 2008).
Some scholars, for example, have posited that harmnave been able to extend social relations

beyond kin through an “imagined kinship” (Qirko,0&). Political scientist Gary Johnson (1987)
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has explored the usage of kinship terminology aeeans to inspire self-sacrifice. He posits that
the purpose of employing kin terms is to elicitaktic behavior among non-kin. Poets, orators,
and writers use kin terms when they seek to evokeeate an emotional bond with a human
group to which an individual is not otherwise natlyrbonded. Examples include American
patriotic speeches of ‘brotherhood,’ the 1970s feshimovement’s usage of the word ‘sisters,’
and frequent use of kinship terminology in Chrisifia Atran suggests that friends in terror
networks often use familial terms and act as sttstfamilies, while many real families are
unaware that their children or siblings are invadlwe terrorist activities until it is too late. &h,

he argues, is a potent ideology for terrorist risers because “[n]early all major ideological
movements, political or religious, require the suli@ation or assimilation of the real family
(genetic kinship) to the larger imagined communitybrothers and sisters.' Indeed, the complete
subordination of biological loyalty to loyalty foine cultural cause of the Ikhwan, the
'‘Brotherhood' of the Prophet, is the original magrof the wordslam, 'submission™” (Atran,
2010:13).

There are some scholars, including prominent esmiaty scientists such as Dawkins,
who have attacked religion because of its allegsd@ation with violence (see Purzycki and
Gibson, 2011). It is argued that a humanistic s;l@eshould replace religion or at least that a
proper scientific education could eliminate dangsrreligious thinking. But as Atran points out,
“An underlying reason for religion's endurancehiattscience treats humans and intentions only
as incidental elements in the universe, whereaefmion they are central” (2010:429-30). And
as mentioned above, many terrorists have degressdance, so it is not clear that a scientific
education would necessarily reduce levels of tesmor\What is needed, however, is a scientific

understanding of how terrorists employ and maniguleligion and sacred values for their
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benefit. Only through such understanding can wenbtegdentify effective strategies for

combating religious terrorism.

Future Directionsfor Research

Our review of evolutionary perspectives on religiderrorism leaves many questions
unanswered and points to the need for considerab&arch. We consider a few areas that we
believe deserve particular attention.
1. There is some debate among evolutionary relsees regarding the role of religious beliefs
in motivating and supporting terrorist attacks. g&s et al.’s (2009) study on support for suicide
attacks, for example, has been criticized by Liddlal. (2010) for prematurely rejecting the
religious-belief hypothesis. Liddle et al. arguattlbinges et al. failed to measure religious
beliefs per se, but rather used measures of devatigroxies for religious beliefs. We agree
with Liddle et al. that it is important to examitiee genesis of motivationally salient religious
beliefs in relation to suicide terrorism. The a@wrio we have presented here, however, suggests
that such religious beliefs represent proximatehaesms derived from and reinforced through
group ritual. Ritual is a vital mechanism that ¢eists employ to instill beliefs and secure
commitment, but detailed studies on the ritualdieéterrorists are limited. Comparative
research that examines the relationship betweaipgitual, religious beliefs, and suicide
terrorism is needed to productively advance digonson the role of religious belief in
motivating and supporting terror. Testing for eedt effect of religious belief on terrorist
activity or support for terrorist activity, howevyes not straightforward. As Ginges et al. note,
“To retest the belief hypothesis empirically oned®to do so in a manner that does not measure

independent and dependent variables that are se rlaneaning as to make relationships
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between these variables entirely unsurprising—atotagical” (2010:347). Evidence of post
hoc religious justifications by terrorists, publestimonials of religious belief, and support for
violence in sacred texts do not provide adequaiz® foa testing the religious-belief hypothesis;
sophisticated research methods that disentanglelceects will be required.

2. The study of sacred values is in its infancyuFeiwork must address how sacred values arise,
become internalized, and spread. Among religiomsnoanities, myths that support claims to
sacred lands, for example, are often quickly endatg8osis, 2011), but we are not aware of any
studies that systematically examines the spreadatd values in any population. Most
importantly, research is needed to understandeéility of sacred values and the social
conditions under which sacred values can ignitéemice and bloodshed.

3. Our analyses suggest that adolescence isitloalodevelopment phase during which
terrorists are created, and thus adolescents sheulae focus of considerable terror-related
research.

4. Rigorous experimental and ethnographic stutigisexamine the determinants of religious
change, especially among extremist forms of retigare urgently needed.

5. Selectionist logic suggests that high-risk lvédra, such as terrorism, are more common in
high fertility populations (e.g., Wilson and Dah997). Recent studies by economists indicate a
link between terrorism, religiosity, and fertilihecisions (Berman, 2009). Such investigations
are important because if there is a positive r@testhip between terror and fertility, encouraging
demographic transitions through such means as drpaiemale educational and economic
opportunities may be one means of reducing texctvity. We suspect that the predictive power
of the models that have been employed by econofiists) would be enhanced if informed by

life history theory. We currently lack evolutionamodels of fertility decisions that integrate
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evolutionary signaling theory and life history tingdout such integrated models are likely to be

important for understanding the relationship betwiegtility, religion, and terrorist activity.
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