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WE FEW, WE HAPPY FEW, WE BAND OF BROTHERS
(AND OCCASIONAL SISTER):
THE DYNAMICS OF SUICIDE TERRORISM
J. Anderson Thomson, Jr., M.D.

University of Virginia
“Suicide attack is the most virulent and horrifying form of terrorism in the world today.  The mere rumor of an impending suicide attack can throw thousands of people into panic . . . Although suicide attacks account for a minority of all terrorist acts, they are responsible for a majority of all terrorism-related casualties and the rate of attack is rapidly arising across the globe.”  
Scott Atran, 2006
Abstract:

A parsimonious formulation of suicide terrorism supported by the evidence is: Male bonded coalitionary violence, with lethal raiding against innocents is as old as our species, even older.  The capacity is embedded in all males (Wrangham).  The potential for suicide resides in all of us, both males and females.  The evidence suggests two types of evolved suicide potentials: negative inclusive fitness (de Catanzaro), and retaliation bargaining (Hagen).  The first arises from a sense of burdensomeness and animates female suicide bombers.  The second originates from positions of humiliation and powerlessness and characterizes male suicide bombers.  Religion is a cultural construct, a product of human minds. Many of the evolved cognitive adaptations which generate religious beliefs can be exploited to motivate suicide terrorism. This makes religion a powerful ideology which can simultaneously hijack the evolved capacities for lethal raiding and suicide.

INTRODUCTION


Suicide terrorism strikes daily.  Especially since the war in Iraq the numbers of suicide attacks have escalated.  The recent fighting in Lebanon and Israel distracts us from this phenomenon, but it continues unabated.
  From the years 2000 to 2004 there were 470 suicide attacks in 22 countries.  More than 7,000 people were killed and tens of thousands wounded, the majority now being carried out by Islamic groups.  Eighty percent of suicide attacks since 1968 have occurred after September 11th.  Islamic jihad groups represent 31 of the 35 responsible groups (Bruce Hoffman cited in Atran 2006).  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.  Within this past five years the breakdown is 2001: 81 suicide attacks; 2001: 91 suicide attacks; 2003: 99 suicide attacks; 2004: 163 suicide attacks; and 2005: 460. In Iraq in 2004 there were more suicide attacks than in the entire world in any previous year of contemporary history involving martyrs from 14 other Arab countries and volunteers from all over Europe (Atran 2006).
Since 9/11 scores of articles and books have been written about suicide terrorism.  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.  No terrorist profile has emerged.  The assumption has been that these individuals must be irrational or emotionally disturbed.  There are consistent findings of no psychopathology in male suicide bombers (Atran, 2003, Sageman, 2005, Atran 2006) Instead, the evidence for male suicide bombers indicates they are better educated, wealthier, and emotionally healthier than their peers.  The current jihadist martyrs come from the Muslim diaspora, undeterred by the threat of retaliation against their kinsmen or country of origin.  They are frequently middle class, well educated born again radicals who have embraced the Islamic religious revival (Atran 2006, Sageman 2005).  The rare female suicide bomber often faces extreme social rejection, has suffered sexual assault, or has lost significant loved ones (Bloom, 2005; Victor, 2003).  


No researcher has attempted to formulate this phenomenon from an evolutionary perspective.  The evidence supports a three pronged formulation for suicide terrorism. 
1. Male bonded coalitionary violence, with lethal raiding against innocents is as old as our species, even older.  The capacity is embedded in all males (Wrangham, 1999).  
2. The potential for suicide resides in all of us, both males and females.  The evidence suggests two types of evolved suicide potentials: negative inclusive fitness (de Catanzaro, 1995), and retaliation bargaining (Hagen, 2004).  The first arises from a sense of burdensomeness and animates female suicide bombers.  The second originates from positions of humiliation and powerlessness and characterizes male suicide bombers.
3.  Religion is a cultural construct, a product of human minds. Many of the evolved cognitive adaptations which generate religious beliefs can be exploited to motivate suicide terrorism. This makes religion a powerful ideology which can simultaneously hijack the evolved capacities for lethal raiding and suicide.

MALE BONDED COALITIONARY VIOLENCE

The terrorists who hijacked the four planes on September 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 unambiguously male-bonded coalitionary violence and a lethal raid that killed thousands of innocents. 

Coalitionary violence is not uniquely human.  It occurs regularly in other species and is at times even favored by Darwinian natural selection, including in our species. It is continuous in warfare in human history and in the time before recorded history (Keely, 1996; Wrangham, 1999).  Therefore, one must dispel certain myths: that the past was peaceful and that peaceful 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 by male bonded coalitions, is universal and common.  During the brief one hundred fifty thousand years of Homo sapiens’ history, ninety percent of which was spent as hunter-gatherers, man has been ruthlessly violent (Keely, 1996). 

In lethal raids, a party of allied men collectively seeks a vulnerable neighbor, assesses the probability of success, and conducts a surprise attack.  This complex behavior arose in our ape ancestors prior to the chimp/human split.  About five to seven million years ago, we had a common ancestor, thought to be somewhat like the modern chimpanzee with whom we share about ninety-eight percent of DNA. With the environmental changes that affected Africa the hominid line arose: Australopithecines, Homo habilis, Homo erectus, and finally Homo sapiens. Male bonded coalitionary violence dates back to our common ancestor and bloodies all our ancestor species. Men evolved brains to assess and seek out opportunities to impose deadly violence (Wrangham and Peterson, 1996; Wrangham, 1999; Buss & Duntley, 2000; Buss, 2005). 
Lethal raids are the essence of primitive war; twenty to forty percent of male deaths in the few remaining hunter-gatherer societies are at the hands of other men in lethal raids.  The equivalent death rate, if the world’s population were still hunter-gatherers, would be well over a billion war deaths in the twentieth century (Keely, 1996).  The last century has been relatively peaceful in comparison. 


Why would violence, and particularly lethal raiding and coalitionary violence, be adaptive? Why would that be part of human nature?  Lethal raiding permits men to successfully attract or secure reproductive-age females, weaken neighbors, inspire fear, protect themselves from incursion, expand their safe borders and incur very little risk when they attack in groups (Wrangham, 1999). These are the adaptive advantages of such killing behavior. 
THE EVIDENCE

There are at least three levels of evidence that male bonded coalitionary violence has always been with us: the comparative evidence with other species, the paleontological evidence, and the cross-cultural evidence.  In 1974, in Jane Goodall’s preserve in Africa, one of the field workers watched as a group of male chimpanzees came together and with coordination, stealth and surprise moved through a neighboring community, sought out a lone victim and murdered him.  Over the course of the next few weeks, they watched the same group repeatedly attack 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. These animals have the ability to form a group, to move with stealth to another area, to wait, to pick out a victim and then to murder him.  In chimpanzees, there is no one-on-one male killing: all such murderous violence occurs in male bonded coalitions.
 This is the strongest evidence that this deadly terrorism existed in our common ancestor and was retained in the two separate developmental trajectories over the following five to seven million years.

The paleontology evidence is overwhelming, from the distant past to the near present.  As T. S. Eliot 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.

The forensic evidence in the fossil record is clear.  Violent death at the hands of other men speaks out through the nature of the fractures in the skeletons, 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 (Keely, 1996). 

What is the cross-cultural evidence?  Through the few existing hunter-gatherer tribes, we see into deep time and catch a glimpse of how we lived for most of our evolutionary history as fully formed Homo sapiens.  An objective look shows there are no “noble savages” and no Rousseauean peaceful pastoralists (Pinker, 2002). Constant tribal warfare, in the form of male bonded coalitionary violence with lethal raiding, characterizes life. The study of the Yanamamo of South America reveals that such murderousness is adaptive, even to the present day. Men who had killed had more wives and far more children (Chagnon, 1988). The traits that promote reproductive success are the ones that prosper in a population. The mind is what the brain does (Pinker, 1997). And the brain, like all life forms, has evolved by Darwinian natural selection. The psychological mechanisms that provide survival and reproductive advantages, and the behaviors they initiate, are the ones that become embedded in the human organism. 

In addition, if the reader thinks about the spontaneous play of young boys, he or she will see that across all cultures, this play centers around the techniques of primitive war:  male bonding, coalitions and surprise attacks on their “enemies.”  It is in male brains, and all men start to practice it when they are just boys.

It is incorrect to think that al Queda organizes and directs suicide attacks.  They are now conducted primarily by self-forming cells of friends that gather for attack and then disperse to form new swarms.  More than 80 percent of known jihadists live in the diaspora communities marginalized from the host society and physically disconnected from each other.  The jihadist’s groups coalesce around kin and friends, not orders from a hierarchy.  Their networks consist of 70 percent friends and 20 percent family.  (Atran 2006; Sageman 2004).  Their actions often seem to be motivated more by in-group love of each other than out-group hatred of the enemy (Sageman, 2005).  Suicide attacks in Iraq have been carried out by a “loose, ad hoc constellation of many small bands that act on their own or come together for a single attack” (Atran, 2006).

SUICIDE

Suicidality is one of the main clinical issues mental health professionals deal with daily.  We now have reason to think there are two modalities, best summarized as burden and retaliation bargaining.  


If an individual imposes high costs on kin, then inclusive fitness is negative and suicide becomes an end in itself.  These individuals fail to give much warning.  An initial attempt is usually effective.  If the individual is older or ill, kin are sometimes relieved (de Catanzaro, 1995).  


The de Catenzaro view of suicide should make the clinician search for a feeling of burdensomeness in depressed individuals or any patient. Such patients will not readily report it. That goes along with the silent nature of these suicides.  This mechanism can be triggered at all ages, not just when the individual is older. If one feels like a burden, that increases the likelihood of no warning and a lethal suicide.  


That suicide propensity characterizes women suicide bombers. Where biographical details are available, that dynamic is apparent. On August 22, 2004 Amant Nagayeva brought down flight TU-134 from Moscow to Vologograd, and a fellow Chechen, Satshita Dzhbirkhova, killed herself and the other passengers on flight TU-154 from Moscow to Sopchi. Amant’s sister Rosa killed herself and ten other people at a Moscow subway. Not all these Chechen “Black Widows” have been widows. The Nagayeva sisters’ brother Uvays was beaten to death by Russian soldiers so revenge may have been a motive. But, both had been divorced because they were infertile, a major stigma in Chechen society (Bloom, 2005). That may have permitted their wish to revenge their brother to take the form of suicide murder. There is evidence that Chechen women who were raped and previously would have killed themselves to keep from bringing shame onto their families were funneled into the Chechen “Black Widows” (Bloom, 2005).

The Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka have become known for women suicide bombers. Since 1999 35 percent of 210 suicide attacks were committed by women. In the Hindu faith 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 not refuse without fear of retaliation against their families (Atran, 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 detonated the bomb. 
Wafa Idris, one of the first Palestinian suicide bombers, was divorced nine years after marriage by her husband for infertility and felt like a burden 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 (Bloom, 2005; Victor, 2003).
These women suicide bombers are all recruited, trained, directed or in some manner controlled by men.


We know that there are between 8 and 25 suicide attempts for every completion.  A lot of suicidal behavior is loud, noisy and is not intended to be ultimately lethal.  The question is why.


Anthropologist  Edward Hagen has solved the problem: anger prepares the individual to impose costs on another person.  It functions to influence or deter their actions and always includes a credible signal of threat. However, there are a number of situations where anger would be ineffective: when an individual is opposed by someone more powerful: a child versus an adult, a female versus a male, and someone weak versus someone strong, or when an individual is in opposition to a group. An alternative strategy would be to retaliate in the form of withholding the benefits one provides.  


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 a relationship and still need one another.  They need to make the relationship work.  The desired outcome is to change the social contract in the suicidal individual’s interest.  It is a form of bargaining.


Similar 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 who leans out the window says to her, “They are going to print a retraction, your desserts are not inconsistent.”  This cartoon beautifully captures a suicide threat as an attempt to compel a change from a more powerful other.   


This is a very powerful model; clinicians see it over and over again.  Patients with borderline personality disorder are quite explicit.  They rarely disguise their emotions as others often do.  They will say, “If you don’t do X, I am going to go kill myself.”  How can we explain successful suicides with this form of suicide?  In these situations successful suicides are an unfortunate by-product of the need to maintain a credible threat.  Hagen’s theory extends what Steve Pinker wrote in his chapter in How the Mind Works on hotheads and the need to have credible signals that may look like irrational actions (Pinker, 1997). 


Some of these suicides become fatal as a function of lethal mechanisms unknown in the ancestral world. A woman died awaiting a liver transplant.  She had taken an overdose of Tylenol, clearly a suicide gesture from the history. She did not know, and few do, that Tylenol can, even in modest overdoses, destroy the liver. Another woman patient died from an Ativan overdose. She took a handful of Ativan, a short-acting Valium, after her boyfriend broke off their relationship. She called him and said she’d taken an overdose, trying to force him to rescue her and restart the relationship. She had an underlying lung problem that made the usually non-fatal dose lethal. 

Bobby Sands and the jailed IRA hunger striker illustrate this form of suicide in the political arena. They were in a powerless position relative to Margaret Thatcher 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. It was, and several, including Sands, died. Mahatma Gandhi used the strategy of a fast to the death, a suicide hunger strike, as an effective weapon. 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.
If Hagen’s hypothesis is true, suicide threats and attempts should outnumber completions.  They do.  Successful suicides in this category should devastate kin and other social partners, as they do. A suicide gesture gone wrong is horrific on the survivors.


There is a fascinating clinical example from the recent work on Abraham Lincoln.  He was suicidal in 1835 after the death of the love of his life, Ann Rutledge.  A contemporary wrote, “Mr. Lincoln’s friends were compelled to keep watch and ward over Mr. Lincoln, he being from the sudden shock somewhat temporarily deranged.  We watched during storms, fog, damp gloomy weather, for fear of an accident.”  The history suggests he succeeded; he mobilized people to take care of him. Later, Lincoln probably wrote a poem, “The Suicide’s Soliloquy,” which was published in the Sangamo Journal, August 25, 1838 (Shenk, 2005).

Lincoln was again suicidal in 1841. At that time his political life was on the verge of ruin; he faced a marriage to Mary Todd, whom he did not love.  Lincoln and his best friend, Joshua Speed, were in love with the same young blonde, Matilde Edwards. Speed records how his friends had to keep knives away from Lincoln. He signaled his distress and asked others to renegotiate their relationship with him in circumstances he found hopeless. Lincoln told his friend Robert Wilson that he never carried knives for fear of killing himself.

Hagen has researched suicide in the ethnographic record and has overwhelming evidence that suicidality is an alternative strategy to threaten retaliation.  The ethnographic accounts of suicide, both attempts and completions, indicate they are committed by relatively powerless individuals who suffered a cost and wish to retaliate.

Shame and Suicide

The response to depression and suicide threats contains crucial information about one’s value to others. Shame often precipitates suicide, and Hagen confirms that in his cross cultural data.  A rejection or failure induces shame and threatens to lower an individual’s status and social value. The shamed individual still provides benefits to others, but may receive less in return or fear further loss. 

A suicide threat or non – lethal attempt elicits clear signals from kin and friends about the person’s value to others. The suicide threat functions (1) to threaten others that if others lower the person’s status too much, they will lose the individual and the benefits he provides and (2) to assess how much status the person has lost. If no one responds or the crucial partners fail to respond, the person knows he has lost all. If there is an outpouring of support, care and concern, the person knows the shameful event is not as bad as feared (Hagen, 2004).

In a twist on this, suicide bombers 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’s 2003). Many are already feeling humiliated, part of the Muslim diaspora in Europe where they have little access to jobs commensurate with their educations and are the objects of scorn and racism (Khosrokavar). 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.
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 recent movie Syriana  provides an accurate and vivid portrayal of the recruitment and indoctrination of male suicide bombers. 
RELIGION

To understand the volatile mix of religion and suicide terrorism one must first see the psychological mechanisms which generate religious belief and give it universal 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 father, your mother, your grandfather, and your grandmother. (Dawkins, 1994)  Your religion is largely an accident of geographical birth.
Were Thomas Jefferson alive today, we could tell him that religion is now comprehensible to the human mind. Whether one wants to accept it or not, through a combination of psychology, the revolution in the cognitive sciences and anthropology, we now know why religion evolved, why particular religious 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, 2002; Boyer, 1994, 2001; Burkett, 1996; Dennett, 2005; Freud, 1927; Guthrie, 1993; Humphrey, 1996; Kriegman and Kriegman, 1998). Anthropologists estimate that there were as many as one hundred thousand different belief systems in human history involved in fomenting ethnic and tribal war.  

All religious beliefs, not just the predominant three monotheistic religions of the modern world, have the common denominator of crediting nature with some human capacity for symbolic action.  It is always a human concept with alterations.  There is perhaps one violation of our intuitive assumptions, but then many that confirm our intuitive assumptions to structure the belief and ultimately bring it back to a human form (Boyer, 1994, 2001). For example, God resides “everywhere,” but has all the human sensory features. He is a person who sees, hears, thinks and speaks. 
 All individuals are vulnerable to religious beliefs.  What makes us human also makes us religious.  Religion is a byproduct of cognitive mechanisms that evolved for other adaptive purposes that were crucial for our survival.  There are no uniquely religious components to the mind (Boyer, 2001). One must first define byproduct.  Reading and writing are cultural byproducts, not biological adaptations.  But they are byproducts of the biological adaptations of vision, symbolic language, fine motor movement and speech.  To take another example, all cultures have music. Again, it is not a biological adaptation, but it is a byproduct based on our biological adaptation of speech.  Music is hard vowels and consonants built on the body’s rhythms, such as the beating heart.  

INDIVIDUAL MECHANISMS OF RELIGIOUS BELIEF

At the individual level, religion is the cultural byproduct of many different cognitive mechanisms that evolved to promote survival. To reiterate: the mind is what the brain does, and it comprises numerous specific mechanisms evolved by Darwinian natural selection to promote the survival and reproduction of the genes that built the mind/brain.  A partial list of these cognitive devices begins with the mechanism of decoupled cognition.  This ability arises in childhood and is seen vividly in pretend play.  A child might say a bottle cap is a flying saucer.  The child knows that it is a cap to a bottle but can decouple his or her cognition and think of it as a flying saucer, with the attributes imagined and related to as such.  The more sophisticated 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.  That capacity is obviously adaptive and is utterly crucial to memory.  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, usually 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, in religions, the gods are often super parents who can provide reassurance beyond any mortal parent (Humphrey, 1996). 

The concept of transference is particularly useful in understanding aspects of religion.  One must first ask why the capacity for transference evolved in the human mind.  What adaptive function does it serve?  Early relationship strategies form stable personality characteristics.  Early relationships are the grammar for conducting 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—real, imagined or wished for—is an efficient way of anticipating outcomes. 
The capacity for transference evolved as a crucial aspect of the human mind (Nesse and Lloyd, 1992). In psychodynamic based therapy, we see daily how disturbed early relationships distort present relationships.  When that transference is repeated in therapy, the details of the transference itself become the arena for treatment.  Think of all the potential transferences mobilized in religions between believers and their gods: God the father, God the mother, etc. and all that we may bring of our personal relationships with our fathers, mothers, and significant objects into religious beliefs. 
Humans are born with exquisite mechanisms to identify and relate to kin.  That is crucial to not just our survival, but to the survival of copies of our genes that reside 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 are sisters, 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 and the “family” future.  Kinship cues are manipulated. Young males are separated from actual kin. There is not only the lure of virgins in paradise, but a martyr takes kin with him that gives the chosen relatives a punched ticket to paradise. 

Reciprocal altruism is essential to cognitive ability.  Humans have 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, hurting rival genes at the expense of oneself.  This makes the evolution of suicide easier to understand. 
Humans have what are called theory of mind modules.  They are 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 states with eye cues. At about the age of five, we have the capacity to know others might hold a different belief about something than we do. We can truly appreciate this capacity when we see its clinical absence, which is autism (Baron-Cohen, 1995).

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 desires.  Religious beliefs easily utilize this capacity. Gods have thoughts, wishes, desires and memories. Gods usually have a human mind with all the possibilities. For some, religion represents theory of mind modules run amok (Pinker, 1997). 

Human minds contain natural kinds modules that permit us to distinguish animate from inanimate objects. This ability to cognitively see the living “essence” of things is imperfect and easily slides into assuming that there is a living essence in inanimate objects (Kirkpatrick, 1999). Animism is the sharpest example of this, but it is present in the more complex religious ideas that impute living substance to nonliving things and spaces. 

Human brains are equipped with person-file systems.  We are born with them, and we store information about 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 requires religion.  Not so. We might not have formal explicit moral systems, but we are all 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 justify their existence. Scott Atran (2006) has interviewed suicide terrorists and those who take care of them.  In his opinion, individuals who decide to become suicide bombers seem motivated by values and small group dynamics that override rational self-interest.  Violation of such values leads to moral outrage and irrational vengeance.  “Get the offender even if it kills us.”

GROUP USES OF RELIGION

The above are just some of the individual cognitive capacities that make us all susceptible to religious beliefs. But here we are concerned about terrorism and group violence.  Central to understanding religion’s role in human groups is what is called our naïve sociology or our “groupishness.”  One of humanity’s weaknesses is the inability to appreciate groups as groups of individuals.  We very easily use group tags and explain complicated groups in a singular, reductionist way.  “The French feel anger at …” 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.”  

We are intensely groupish, which is not surprising as a survival mechanism and is adaptive throughout our evolutionary history. Groupishness is one of the most 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. As Freud said, “An intimate friend and a hated enemy have always been necessary requirements of my emotional life” (Gay, 1988). We all need enemies and allies (Volkan, 1994). That explains what we all believe to be true, the groups to which we belong are superior, and others must struggle with inferior associations.  Religious leaders prey upon this groupishness to insure loyalty to the faith and one’s co-religionists.

Gods personify, control and appease the unpredictable.  Gods also induce a fear of higher authority and insure subordination.  People turn over the fruits of their labor to invisible gods, not just to the current king or tax collector. What happens to the dominant male in any social group if the group is successful and gets too large? Must the group splinter? Over our long evolutionary history, group dissolution happened many times before a unique innovation arose that allowed larger groups to stabilize. That discovery was that there is greater safety in declaring oneself to be a mere messenger who represents the power of a divinity.  The messenger, God’s representative 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). The “mere messenger” who currently plagues the West is Osama bin Laden.

Why are religions successful?  Supernatural beliefs become religions when they start to serve important social functions, such as effectively labeling a group.  One way to think of the social function of religion is as a technique for success.  When nine men were trapped in a coalmine in Pennsylvania in July 2002, many of the miners started to pray and later attributed their dramatic rescue to God’s will.  Conveniently forgotten was that in that same month, a mine explosion in China trapped 39 miners, but those miners died. 
What are some of the social uses of religion?  Religions are useful in acquiring resources. Think of the untaxed wealth of the current religions in our world. Religion assists men in attracting mates.  Osama bin Laden, sometime before September 11, took a fourth legal wife, a seventeen-year-old Yemeni girl, and there might be many women eager to bear his children in the Islamic world. It is naïve to think such polygamous behavior represents only the extreme end of the spectrum, such as Jim Jones and David Koresh.  One can visit Salt Lake City, Utah, and visit the house of the Mormon founder, Brigham Young. A large dormitory extension was necessary for his nineteen wives. 
Religions are very effective at thwarting competition.  The reality is that no religion ever became successful by tolerating its competitors.  Religions must redirect loyalties to succeed.  Various ethnic, racial, and diverse linguistic groups can fall under the umbrella of one religion. We tend to think of religions as promoting family values, but one of their main functions is to override those loyalties. The idea of subverting families may come as a surprise to those who think of religions as oriented towards family values.  But the family is a danger to religion.  Families constitute rival coalitions.  They have the unfair advantage of being bound together by kin emotions.  People favor and forgive family members before they do others. Men are also quicker to seek revenge when their kin are harmed (Pinker, 1997). The hostility 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, and 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 loveth 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. 10:34–37).

The man speaking was Jesus. 

TERRORISM 

Religions serve as a cultural adaptation for facilitating terrorism and war.  They permit the takeover of groups by disenfranchised young males.  Belief in an afterlife and a reward for dying in a holy war helps minimize the fear of death in the pursuit of conquests.  Religious adherence turns off mechanisms of compassion and turns on and maximizes dehumanization.  Religions are very effective at guiding in-group morality and guiding out-group hatred.  They give followers the ability to assess others’ commitments to dangerous tasks and to maximize the commitment to those potentially 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. Also, religions are very useful in preparing for war to exterminate out-groups (Kriegman & Kriegman, 1996; Hartung, 1995). The body count from suicide bombers and human history 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, most Christians want to pretend that Christianity was not imposed by the sword.  The cross has accompanied the sword everywhere.  The Torah contains 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.” 

Christianity has often empowered disenfranchised young males in their quest for power, status, and wealth. One must remember the Protestant takeover of England, which was carried out by disenfranchised young men.

Muhammad and his followers, disenfranchised young men, imposed themselves on the Arabian Peninsula.  And a more conservative brand of Islam now in Saudi Arabia, Wahhabism, was imposed by disenfranchised young men.  
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.  And it is more ludicrous and debasing to women when a religion promises seventy-two virgins, eager and exclusive, in paradise for those who die “martyr” deaths for the faith (Dawkins, 2001).  
CONCLUSIONS
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. That seems to have opened a flood gate of suicide terror. 
While religions may inspire good deeds, religions also facilitate terrorism. Belief in an afterlife as a reward for dying in a holy war helps minimize the fear of death.   Religious adherence can preach compassion towards others yet turn off compassion for non-believers. Religion can turn on and maximize dehumanization and out group hatred. A believer’s professions of faith provide terrorist leaders a way to assess his commitment to dangerous tasks and maximize that commitment to those lethal endeavors. 
As long as such beliefs flourish, so will terrorists.

 

The disrupted Heathrow plot presents us with these ancient mechanisms in a full, unobscured view. Young men, bonded together in the name of God, allegedly plotted to destroy themselves and ten trans-Atlantic flights. Thousands of innocent people would have been murdered.  

 

Without promises of paradise, without saturation in religious justification of murder, and without tacit support of religious “moderates,” both the events of five years ago and last month’s events would be unimaginable. 

 

If we truly want to understand suicide terrorism at its most fundamental level, we have to face the horror of our evolutionary history, the murderous legacy it has left in all men, and the vulnerability to suicide in each of us. We must see religion’s very structure grants it potent ability to hijack men’s and women’s suicidal capacities and men’s propensity for coalitionary killing.

 

The facts are before us. The research is clear.  When will the world wake up from its long nightmare of religious belief? Anything we can do to weaken the hold of religion may in the end be our greatest contribution to the survival of civilization (Weinberg, 2006).

Will any leader step forth and indict religion, hold it responsible for its contribution to this nightmare? Will any leader demand that now, more than ever, we need funds for the cognitive scientists, who labor in relative obscurity, to finish deciphering the psychology of religion? There was an urgent research agenda to map out the human genome. Will we make solving the problem of religion and teaching the solution to the next generation equally urgent? When the full cognitive neuroscience of religion is mapped out, will those men and women who accomplished it be awarded Nobel Peace Prizes? Let’s hope so.  
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� Hezbollah was adept at suicide bombing, but now that it has rockets at its disposal , so far  chooses not to launch such attacks.  Will "defeat" of Hezbollah lead it to resume suicide bombings, like that of the Marine barracks (1983), the inaugural suicide bombing in the Middle East of the modern era?





�  Sarah Hrdy kindly pointed out to me the incorrectness of prior assertions that chimpanzee murder was exclusively male and never one on one. Chimpanzee mothers will kill infants.


� Scott Atran disputes Robert Pape’s (2005) contention that suicide tactics have primarily to do with expelling foreigners from the homeland.  He argues that the broader strategic goal is increasing the organization’s political market share among potential supporters.  The goal is to broaden the political base among the population and narrow support for rival organizations (Atran 2006).  Even though the Hamas campaign of suicide bombing led Israel to reoccupy Palestinian territory during the second intifada, popular support for Hamas increased in comparison to the PLO (Atran 2006). To increase their organization’s market share, jihadists can demonstrate the sacrifice of their best and brightest as signals of costly commitment to their community (Atran 2006).  This parallels one of the assumed functions of religion as a hard-to-fake honest signal of costly commitment (Dennett, 2005).





