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Abstract
This article explores four psychosocial religious factors that may help researchers conceptualize and explain why
religious terrorism is predominantly Islamic. Empirical work supports a link between individual differences
in fundamentalism and out-group hostility. Combined with significantly higher self-reported fundamentalism
among Muslims compared to adherents of other major religious groups, Muslims may be more susceptible to
religious appeals to violence. This may be especially true when these appeals are minimally counterintuitive.
Religious involvement has been suggested to cause coalitional commitment, which may relate to more hostile
behavior to outsiders; however, religious involvement does not appear significantly higher in Muslims than
among other religious believers. Religious commitment may relate to a stronger desire to protect one’s religious
group through enhancing perceptions of threat. This has importance in the Islamic world due to the possibility of
higher average religious commitment compared to other religious groups and the current political environment
that often challenges the self-concept of Islamic believers. Finally, homogenization of Islamic beliefs is considered
as an intergroup difference that may enhance social-psychological processes of intergroup conflict. Together, a
broader emphasis on psychosocial religious factors may help explain the current rise of Islamic terrorism within
the current political context of Islamic-West relations.
Keywords: terrorism; religion and terrorism; religion and violence; religious violence; religious conflict; Islamic
terrorism; Islamist terrorism; jihad.
Introduction

T

errorism has been a major concern since the attacks on September 11, 2001 in the United States. This
surge in terrorist activity, beginning in 1998 with Osama Bin Laden’s declaration of war against the
United States, has taken a predominantly religious form [1]. Upal [2] argues that the rise of Islamist
terrorism stems from a long history of decline following the Muslim cultural and material dominance in the
11th and 12th centuries. He argues that the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, followed by colonialism in the 20th
century, has led to a revival of anti-Western sentiment and a belief in a need for stricter adherence to the
law of Allah. Some Muslim clerics believe that liberal adherence to Sharia law caused the decline of Islamic
empires, which were once culturally, politically, and technological more advanced than Western empires [3].
Likewise, some clerics believe that stricter adherence to Sharia law will bring about a resurgence of Islam’s
superiority [4]. While historical decline of the Islamic empires may have enhanced a homogenized antiwestern sentiment and a push for religious law, other factors need to be taken into consideration to explain
why religious terrorism has taken a predominantly Islamic form, despite secular pressures also threatening
other major religious groups.
A note of caution is in place at the outset to clarify misperceptions. The majority of targets of Islamist
terrorism are Muslims, rather than Westerners, and the majority of Islamist terrorist attacks occur in the
Middle East, rather than in the West [5]. The concern with religious terrorism is not its base rate, nor its
primary target. The concern with religious terrorism in general is that religious terrorism is more deadly
than other forms of terrorism [6] and more difficult to defeat than other forms of terrorism [7, 8]. Islamist
terrorism makes up the majority of religious terrorism, is the most deadly form of religious terrorism, and
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is the primary concern of Western governments [9]. In addition, some data suggest that Islamic civilization
is the most conflict prone, constituting over 25% of all wars in the post-Cold War period [10]. This article
concerns itself with the overrepresentation of Islamism within religious terrorism and uses a socialpsychological perspective to explore possible mechanisms that may have explanatory value.
Attempting to explain the rise of modern extremism in Islam, factors such as poverty, unemployment, and
lack of education do not appear explanatory [11,12, 13]. In fact, the majority of terrorists are employed
and live in middle-income countries [14, 15]. Further, religious terrorists appear to be motivated by moral
sentiment rather than by instrumental reasoning [16]. This article adds to the literature on Islamist terrorism
by examining four possible psychosocial religious factors that may help explain why religious terrorism
is predominantly Islamic: (i) the fundamentalist nature of Islam, (ii) religious involvement that forms
coalitional commitment, (iii) religious commitment that results in increased perceptions of threat from
secularization, and (iv) the homogenization of Islam compared to other religious groups.
(i) Fundamentalism
Probably the term most linked with religious extremism, and terrorism in particular, is fundamentalism.
Broadly speaking, it refers to a strict adherence to a belief system. This has elsewhere been referred to as
scripturalism [17]. Alternatively, fundamentalism has been defined in terms of a reaction toward changing
contexts that threaten particular beliefs. Emerson and Hartman [18] emphasize this contextual nature of
fundamentalism within a modernizing and secularizing world. Colloquially, the term fundamentalism has
a negative connotation, primarily being used to denote radical and violent movements; however, the use
of fundamentalism in empirical research is closer to scripturalism. We also must differentiate those with
absolute personal beliefs (i.e., scripturalism) from those who desire to enforce personal beliefs on a collective
system.
This article adopts a definition of religious fundamentalism from the social psychological literature.
Borrowing from Altemeyer and Hunsberger, fundamentalism is defined as,
“the belief that there is one set of religious teachings that clearly contains the fundamental,
basic, intrinsic, essential, inerrant truth about humanity and deity; that this essential truth is
fundamentally opposed by forces of evil which must be vigorously fought; that this truth must be
followed today according to the fundamental, unchangeable practices of the past; and that those who
believe and follow these fundamental teachings have a special relationship with the deity” [19]
This definition adequately addresses important assumptions. First, not all religious believers are
fundamentalists. Second, advocating for a particular belief system within the collective sphere is distinct from
the current, usually violent, fundamentalist movement. Thus fundamentalism, as an individual difference
variable, can be perfectly acceptable if advocating beliefs is done through politically acceptable means (e.g.,
through democratic processes), rather than violence. However, fundamentalists may be more susceptible to
calls to violent action through traditional media, religious scholars, and social media campaigns.
While some argue that religious factors are not the predominant cause of the rise of fundamentalist Islam [20,
21], there is reason to believe that Islam is more easily connected to violent fundamentalist movements and
terrorism than other religious groups. This may help explain why the majority of religious terrorism is in the
form of Islamist terrorism, pursuing the “lesser” jihad, and why religious terrorism predominates in Muslim
dominated regions [22].
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While I differentiate fundamentalism as an individual difference variable from the violent fundamentalist
movements, fundamentalist beliefs may be one factor that helps explain why religious terrorism is
predominantly Islamist. Religious fundamentalism, as an individual difference variable, has been implicated
in racial prejudice [23], hostility toward value violating out-groups [24, 25], and support for violence
against out-groups [26]. In addition, in a Shiite Muslim sample, Rothschild, Abdollahi and Pyszczynski
[27] demonstrated that religious fundamentalism is positively related to anti-Western attitudes. With
the connection between fundamentalist beliefs and out-group hostility established, it seems useful to
compare religious groups on the degree to which groups’ believers hold these fundamentalist beliefs. If, in
fact, fundamentalist beliefs are implicated in the disparity between Islamist terrorist violence compared
to religious terrorism from other religious groups, this should reveal itself through evaluating levels of
fundamentalism among believers of different faiths.
Altemeyer and Hunsberger [28] collected data on religious fundamentalist beliefs from multiple religious
groups within the United States, finding that Muslims scored highest in a standard measure of religious
fundamentalism (M = 112.3, SD = 40.3) compared to Christians (M = 85.0, SD = 33.0), Hindus (M = 84.5, SD
= 31.5) and Jews (M = 48.3, SD = 21.1). To reexamine this finding, I evaluated data previously collected from
a sample of both Muslim (N = 198) and Christian (N = 167) students from a Canadian university. Muslims
scored significantly higher on religious fundamentalism (M = 50.04, SD = 19.44) compared to Christians
(M = 43.70, SD = 16.93), t (363) = 3.29, p = .001.(Note that these two datasets use different scoring for the
fundamentalism scale. Thus scores are not directly comparable between these two studies; however, the scores
are comparable across religious groups within each study and thus are an accurate reflection of the increased
adherence to religious fundamentalism in Muslims.) This evidence suggests that Muslims, on average, tend
to adhere to a more fundamentalist interpretation of religious doctrine than do people from other major
religious groups.
Because these samples are taken from two Western countries, and thus limited in generalizability, the
6th wave of the World Values Survey (WSV-6) [29] was consulted for a more global perspective. First, a
fundamentalism measure was created from 4 items (“Whenever science and religion conflict, religion is
always right”, “The only acceptable religion is my religion”, All religions should be taught in our public
schools”, and “People who belong to different religions are probably just as moral as those who belong to
mine”). Participants responded with their agreement to each item on a four-point scale ranging from 1,
“strongly agree” to 4 “strongly disagree”. For analysis, the scale was reversed so that a higher number indicated
stronger agreement with the items and items three and four were reverse scored. The mean of the four items
was calculated as representative of one’s degree of agreement with fundamentalist beliefs. Table 1 reports the
means, sample size, and standard deviations of religious fundamentalism among the world’s major religious
groups from the WVS-6. These data suggest that Muslims have, on average, higher levels of fundamentalism
than other religious groups.
This does not necessarily indicate that those scoring relatively high in religious fundamentalism will
necessarily engage in terrorist activity. As Rogers et al. [30] point out, no comparative research on levels
of fundamentalism has been carried out among terrorists and non-terrorists. Despite a lack of this type of
empirical data, highly fundamentalist beliefs are likely a prerequisite; however, other factors are probably
necessary as a bridge to terrorist activity. For example, Pech and Slade [31] argue that contextual, historical,
and psychological factors that elicit desires for significance, domination, and legitimation may be necessary
for fundamentalism to lead to violence.
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Table 1: WVS Religious Fundamentalism by Religious Group

Religious Group

Self-Reported Religious Fundamentalism
Sample Size
Mean
SD

No Affiliation
Buddhist
Hindu
Jew
Muslim
Orthodox

10222
2639
1345
340
14488
5308

Other
Protestant
Catholic

1397
4664
12435

Note: 2.5 is the midpoint of the scale.

.478
.420
.460
.446
.609
.507

2.18b
2.28b
2.28b
2.19b
2.81a
2.29b

.540
.493
.479

2.43b
2.39b
2.31b

Key: a is significantly different from b at p < .001

The evidence that Muslims tend to have more fundamental beliefs than other religious groups suggests
that Muslims may be more susceptible to what Pech and Slade [32] term the “terrorist meme”—an ideal
expressing selective interpretation of the Quran that is spread throughout the Islamic world. In this way,
fundamentalist beliefs may act as a facilitator for religious terrorism. Similarly, describes how the jihadi
message successfully motivates Muslims “because it is a natural extension of the dominant narrative in the
Islamic world” and “is minimally counter-intuitive [sic, italics original] for most Muslims…”[33]. Higher
levels of fundamentalism may enhance this acceptance of the jihadi message.
As a final note on fundamentalism: it has been argued that fundamentalism may exist in three stages. The
first stage is that of passive fundamentalism, in which most believers of strict doctrine would fall. Passive
fundamentalists have no quarrel with secular society or other religious groups, preferring to do things
their own way and leave others as they see fit. The second stage is assertive fundamentalism; assertive
fundamentalists do have a desire to exert influence in wider society, but do this through legal political
processes. The third stage, impositional fundamentalism, is that which can lead to terrorism. Impositional
fundamentalists wish to bring about change “by covert or overt interventions, including fomenting revolution
or enacting terrorism” [34]. This taxonomy helps to distinguish clearly between fundamentalism as an
individual difference variable as held in the social sciences and the violent fundamentalist movements that
reflect reactions to perceived threats by outsiders [35]. While no known comparisons have been made
between terrorists and non-terrorists on levels of fundamentalism, empirical evidence does suggest that
religious fundamentalism is highly related to out-group animosity. This relationship, combined with the
presented data suggesting that Muslims hold more fundamentalist beliefs, may help explain why religious
terrorism is predominantly Islamist.
While religious fundamentalism can be problematic, there is reason to believe that fundamentalism need
always lead to out-group hostility or anti-western sentiment. Rothschild, Abdollahi, and Pyszczynski [36]
demonstrated in a sample of Shiite Muslims that the relationship between fundamentalism and anti-Western
sentiment could be attenuated by exposing believers to religiously labeled compassionate values (e.g., “Do
goodness to others because Allah loves those who do good”). This suggests that the ability to prevent Islamist
religious terrorism may be in the hands of the religious power holders, who can emphasize positive aspects of
Islam without undermining belief in scripture [37].
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While religious fundamentalism may help explain the susceptibility of the Islamic community to religious
terrorism in comparison to other religious groups, two other factors are functionally and statistically related
to fundamentalism: religious involvement and religious commitment. Religious involvement encourages
group belonging, and through what Ginges, Hansen, and Norenzayan [38] term coalitional commitment, may
lead to out-group hostility. Religious commitment may also enhance the effects of fundamentalist beliefs
through enhancing perceptions of threat and increasing retaliatory responses in protection of one’s deeply
committed beliefs [39, 40, 41].
(ii) Religious Involvement
Religious involvement can incorporate any number of activities related to a religion but most widely consists
of religious service attendance, prayer, and reading of scripture. These components are also not particular
to any one religious group, allowing for cross-group comparisons. Some empirical evidence suggests that
religious involvement can relate to less vengefulness [42], less violent behavior [43], and lower violent crime
rates [44]. In a study on belief in violent jihad as a mediator between religious involvement and violence in
Indonesia, survey data indicate that religious practice (measured as a function of mandated prayer, optional
prayer, fasting, and religious activities) related negatively to belief in violent jihad in a sample of Muslims
[45]. However, an alternative perspective related to religious involvement and violence is what Ginges,
Hansen, and Norenzayan [46] describe as the coalitional commitment hypothesis. These authors suggest that
engagement within group activities related to one’s religion increases in-group cooperation and commitment
to its members. This collective action (i.e., the communal ritual) may lead to increased support for violence
against out-groups through what is termed parochial altruism—a combination of out-group hostility and ingroup sacrifice [47]. It typically exists in the form of suicide terrorism, the primary differentiating factor in
religious terrorism [48, 49]. Ginges, Hansen, and Norenzayan [50] provide empirical evidence that frequency
of mosque attendance may increase the predictive likelihood of Palestinian Muslims supporting suicide
attacks, despite prayer being unrelated.
In support of this conclusion, evidence from large scale survey data suggests that religious service attendance
is positively related to agreement that violence against others is justified [51]. If Muslims are, on average,
more involved in their religious communities, coalitional commitment may be enhanced in comparison to
other religious groups. Thus a greater emphasis on religious involvement may lead to coalitional commitment
and a furtherance of support for terrorism and parochial altruism, which may help explain why most
religious terrorism is predominately Islamist terrorism.
Do Muslims generally report higher involvement with their religious group or higher attendance at religious
services? In order to investigate religious involvement across religious groups, the author’s own data collected
from a sample of Canadian Muslims was utilized. These data suggest that Muslims (N = 202, M = 2.54, SD =
1.29) report significantly higher scores on a religious involvement measure (i.e., frequency of prayer, reading
of scripture, and service attendance) compared to Christians (N = 171, M = 2.19, SD = 1.04), t (371) = 2.87,
p = .004. Furthermore, service attendance was investigated independently since it should be more related to
coalitional commitment than other forms of religious involvement [52, 53]. However, this revealed that the
groups did not differ in frequency of attendance. I further evaluated only the extreme end (i.e., 1 standard
deviation above the mean) on frequency of religious service attendance, finding that the most “devout”
Muslims did report higher frequency of service attendance compared to the most “devout” Christians
(Muslims, N = 41, M = 4.73, SD = .807, Christians, N = 33, M = 3.61, SD = .827), t (70) = 5.60, p < .001.
Unfortunately, data for other religious groups was not available in this particular data set for comparison.
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To further compare religious involvement across religious groups, I consulted the WVS-6. Comparing
Muslims to Protestants, Catholics, Hindu, and Jewish respondents, these data reveal that Muslims reported
lower overall service attendance (N = 12395, M = 2.77, SD = 1.67) than Jews (N = 326, M = 3.88, SD = 1.66, p
< .001), Catholics (N = 13307, M = 3.00, SD = 1.54, p < .001), and Hindus (N = 1618, M = 3.35, SD = 1.50, p <
.001), but higher overall attendance than Protestants (N = 5277, M = 2.31, SD = 1.51, p < .001).(Scores ranged
from 0 (never, practically never) to 6 (more than once per week).) To evaluate these data in only the most
devout adherents, I compared the percentage of total sample that had scores greater than 5 (equivalent to
more than once per week). Results showed Muslims having a lower percentage of respondents at the extreme
end than all other groups except Protestants (Table 2).
Table 2. Percentage of respondents who self reported religious service attendance greater than once per week.
Self-Reported Religious Service Attendance
Religious Group
Hindu
Jew
Catholic
Protestant
%>5
18.66% 32.52%
17.98%
11.79%
Sample Size
302
106
2392
622

Muslim
13.94%
1,728

Based upon the data presented, there is little evidence to suggest that Muslims engage in more frequent
religious activity or have a greater proportion of adherents at the extreme end of religious service attendance
that might enhance coalitional commitment compared to other religious groups. The caveat to this is
Protestant Christians. This leaves little reason to believe that coalitional commitment is more prevalent or
more extreme throughout Islam than other religious groups. This may, however, be different in particular
regions [54, 55]. Religious involvement and coalitional commitment may be entirely dependent on contextual
factors such as country and denomination or subgroup, or perhaps, may be highly dependent on the content
of what it is being promulgated through houses of worship.
The resultant data only suggests that Muslims do not engage in their religious practices more frequently
than most other religious groups; however, the data does not undermine the empirical finding that religious
involvement may be related to enhanced justification of violence against others [56] or support for suicide
attacks against the “other” [57]. Thus, the extent to which Muslims engage in violence compared to other
Muslims may still be predicted partially by religious involvement, but the question of more prevalent Islamist
terrorism compared to other religious groups likely will not.
Religious community involvement is unlikely to lead to coalitional commitment when power holders
emphasize positive aspects of religion to the community of believers (e.g., compassion). However, when
power holders emphasize lines of division between believers and outsiders, coalitional commitment may be
enhanced. Again, this will likely depend on systematic and contextual factors related to the country, political
structure and emphasis of the power-holders within a religious community. Furthermore, the discrepancy
between high religious fundamentalism in Muslims but not religious involvement may suggest a problematic
aspect–that those with fundamentalist Islamic beliefs may not have formal teaching or training in Islam–
education which is necessary for fully understanding the nuances, complexity, and context of religious
teaching. [58] Some suggest that radicalized individuals are often recent converts who are not considered
devout Muslims [59]. This may leave a high number of Muslims at the mercy of religious power holders for
religious teaching and interpretation, which can have negative consequences [60], such as through too easily
accepting jihadist messages within the current Islamist narrative [61]. A highly related construct–religious
commitment–may also be related to tolerance of jihadist movements through the cognitive enhancement of
perceptions of threat.
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(iii) Religious Commitment
Religious commitment refers to the degree to which one’s religious beliefs underlie a persons behavior in day
to day life [62, 63] and is highly related to both fundamentalism and religious involvement. It is distinct via
its practical application to daily life and its implied intrinsic nature. It may have implications for addressing
why religious terrorism is predominantly Islamist because religious commitment may be related to increased
anger and hostility in response to perceptions of threat [64]. While commitment to a group makes acting
according to group values and beliefs more likely [65], these values and beliefs may be developed through
comparative processes vis-à-vis an out group [66]. In-group norms serve to independently guide behavior
when in situations of intergroup conflict [67, 68]. Because people highly committed to their religious group
“perceive their group membership as central to their self-concept” [69], more religiously committed people
may be more inclined to defend their beliefs when threatened. This has been demonstrated in work by
Ysseldyk, Matheson, and Anisman [70], who determined that intrinsic religious orientation positively relates
to greater sadness and anger when a threat to religious identity is experienced and this is further associated
with confrontational intentions. This has been corroborated in recent work with Muslim, Christian, and
Jewish samples [71], in which religious commitment related positively to increased anger and hostility
in response to a religious identity threat, when religious identity was salient. This suggests that religious
commitment may be enhancing perceptions of threat, which ultimately may lead to violence against outgroups.
Using the author’s own data collected from a sample of Canadian Muslims and Christians, Muslims and
Christians were compared on self-reported religious commitment. Muslims (N = 201, M = 28.62, SD = 9.67)
reported significantly higher scores on religious commitment compared to Christians (N = 171, M = 26.73,
SD = 8.60, t (370) = 1.97, p = .049). Unfortunately, the World Values Survey (WVS-6) does not report on
religious commitment and this author knows of no large-scale survey that does report on standard measures
of religious commitment, in line with Worthington’s [72] definition. This limited evidence that Muslims
may be, on average, more committed to their religious group, may have implications for religious terrorism
since people highly committed to a set of beliefs may be more likely to respond to perceived threats to those
beliefs with increased ardor and hostility [73]. This preliminary evidence of an inter-group difference must be
replicated in other samples and across various religious groups for any worthwhile conclusions to be drawn.
A final psychosocial religious factor that may help explain the phenomenon of overrepresentation of Islamist
terrorism within the confines of religious terrorism is what can be termed the homogenization of Islam.
(iv) Homogenization of Islam
Homogenization of Islam refers to the idea that followers of Islam are more homogenous in their beliefs
than are members of other religious groups. While the empirical work regarding this phenomenon is scant,
homogenization of Islam can be inferred from two critical pieces of evidence. First is the observation that
the majority of the Islamic world identifies with a central authoritative branch of Islam–Sunni Islam. Sunnis
makes up approximately 87–90% of all Muslims [74], providing a rather homogenized group with shared
beliefs. While Sunni and Shia splits can be further divided into schools of Islamic jurisprudence, this number
is rather small in comparison to other religions, such as Christianity [75]. Furthermore, despite these
divisions, the four orthodox schools of Sunni law are in agreement about most matters. The second evidence
for a relative homogenization of Islam is that central tenets of Islam are almost universally accepted in the
Islamic world [76]. This universality does not appear consistent with other religious groups [77].
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This homogenization of Islam reflects itself through homogenous support for Sharia law in most regions
of the world and through belief in a single interpretation of Sharia [78]. A homogenized Islam leaves little
room for dissenters, and rather than accept challenges and disparities in beliefs, Islam has taken a relative
“all-or-nothing” approach, perhaps to protect the foundation and sanctity of Islam’s origins. This is likely due
to the belief that the Qur’an is the literal, eternally operative word of Allah and Muhammad is viewed as the
ideal Muslim whose behavior should be emulated. This is distinct from the Judeo-Christian perspective, in
which scriptures are the work of divinely inspired humans. A possible outcome of this is extreme in-group
homogeneity, coalitional commitment, parochial altruism, and out-group hostility. When perceptions of
threat become enhanced, especially in a highly homogenized group, this may lead to a violent backlash
[79]. The concept of homogenization of Islam must be evaluated more fully via empirical data before any
conclusions can be drawn as to the explanatory power of homogenization in explaining the prevalence of
Islamist terrorism. This brief introduction, it is hoped, might encourage others of the importance of this line
of work.
Conclusion
There is a necessity within the field of terrorism studies to more adequately address theoretical perspectives
of both the rise of terrorism, the current predominant types of terrorism, and effective preventative measures
to reduce terrorism. The rise of Islamist terrorism and the overwhelming position that Islamist terrorism
holds within the realm of religious terrorism is currently in need of further exploration. An emphasis on
psychosocial factors assists in examining the reasons for Islamist terrorism predominating within religious
terrorism. Is Islam more susceptible to religious terrorism than other religions? While the current article
does not adequately answer this question, it does enhance our understanding and proposes avenues for
further research. First, empirical work evaluating religious fundamentalism is clear in its implications that
fundamentalist beliefs are related to racial prejudice [80], hostility toward value violating out-groups [81,
82], support for violence against out-groups [83], and anti-Western sentiment [84]. The data in this article
suggest that followers of Islam do, on average, hold more fundamentalist beliefs than do believers from other
religious groups. This increased fundamentalism may create more susceptibility to the calls for action from
extremist Islamist clerics [85], helping to explain why religious terrorism is predominantly Islamist. This
finding also implies that fundamentalist beliefs may be targeted by the religious elite to reduce susceptibility
to calls to Jihad [86].
Practically and statistically related to religious fundamentalism are religious involvement and religious
commitment. The empirical work on religious involvement is unclear as to the direction of its effect on
violence. Some work suggests a negative relationship between religious involvement and violence [ 87, 88];
however this article concentrated on the possibility of the enhanced coalitional commitment argument for a
relationship between religious involvement (specifically religious service attendance) and parochial altruism
[89, 90]. The data is inconsistent on whether Muslims engage in more frequent religious service attendance
or are generally more involved with their religion than members of other religious groups. A contextual
and comparative analysis of the content being promulgated through houses of worship within and between
religious groups would likely provide more insight than simplistic evaluations of frequencies.
The empirical basis for religious commitment as a facilitator of hostility, anger, and aggression in response
to perceived threats to one’s religious group is theoretically, and to a lesser extent, empirically established
[91, 92, 93, 94]. However, the data presented on inter-group differences in religious commitment only
weakly support the notion that Muslims are more committed to their religious beliefs than members of
other religious groups. The limitations of the dataset prevent a stronger conclusion but do provide important
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preliminary support. Other data also suggest that religious commitment might be related to increased
support for Sharia law in Muslims [95]. Data comparing religious commitment across more varied religious
groups is necessary to investigate this more adequately. The final psychosocial religious factor explored was
the relatively homogenized structure of Islam. While large-scale survey data does support the notion that
Islam is more homogenized than other religious groups (i.e., membership in one predominant (Sunni) form
of Islam; overwhelming acceptance of core beliefs), the direct effect of this homogenization is not clear.
This author knows of no empirical data that specifically connects homogenization of religious beliefs to
more out-group hostility; however, the function of in-group homogeneity is solidarity, intra-group support
[96], and in-group favoritism [97]. In-group favoritism may be related to out-group hostility, enhancing
the effect of perceived out-group dissimilarity in values, although it need not have to [98]. Other evidence
suggests that in-group homogeneity can have negative effects through preventing the collection of new,
contradictory information, and through preventing experimentation of different viewpoints, opinions, and
values [99]. Thus, homogenization of Islam may act to increase extremist beliefs and maintain high levels of
fundamentalism in the Islamic community.
Not surprisingly, the most supported psychosocial religious variable that may help explain why religious
terrorism is predominantly Islamist is religious fundamentalism, which may make Muslims more susceptible
to what Pech and Slade [100] term the terrorist meme, or what Upal [101] describes as the jihadist additions
to the Islamist narrative. Critical personal study of religious texts [102], religious leaders who frame their
messages around positive aspects of religion, such as compassion and forgiveness [103], and who reframe the
current acceptability of parochial altruism may go a long way in reducing Islamist terrorism [104].
About the Author: Joshua D. Wright is a doctoral candidate in social psychology and the collaborative program
in migration and ethnic relations at the University of Western Ontario. His research addresses how the cognitive
process of social identity salience affects aggression, retaliation, and emotion following social identity threat. This
research is integrated within the context of religion and violence, including terrorism. The author was awarded
the International Council of Psychologist’s Bain-Sukemune Early Career International Psychology Award for his
work in the area of religion and violence.
Notes
[1] Rapoport, D.C., The fourth wave: September 11 in the history of terrorism. Current History, 2001. 100 (650): pp. 419–425.
[2] Upal, M.A., Confronting islamic jihadist movements. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2): pp. 57-69.
[3] Abi-Hashem, N., Peace and war in the Middle East: A psychopolitical and sociocultural perspectice, in Understanding Terrorism: Psychosocial Roots, Consequences,
and Interventions, F.M. Moghaddam and A.J. Marsella, Editors. 2004, American Psychological Association: Washington D.C.
[4] Ahmad, K., Islam: The essentials, in Islam: Its Meaning and Message, K. Ahmad, Editor. 1999, The Islamic Foundation: Leicester, UK.
[5] Piazza, J.A., Is Islamist terrorism more dangerous?: An empirical study of group ideology, organization, and goal structure. Terrorism and Political Violence, 2009.
21 (1): pp. 62–88.
[6] Ibid.
[7] Jones, S.G. and M.C. Libicki, How terrorist groups end: Lessons for countering al Qa’ida. 2008, Rand Corporation.
[8] Jordan, J., When heads roll: Assessing the effectiveness of leadership decapitation. Security Studies, 2009. 18 (4): pp. 719–755.
[9] Ben-Dor, G. and A. Pedahzur, The uniqueness of Islamic fundamentalism and the fourth wave of international terrorism. Totalitarian Movements and Political
Religions, 2003. 4 (3): pp. 71–90.

ISSN 2334-3745

27

February 2016

PERSPECTI VES O N TERRORISM

Volume 10, Issue 1

[10] Tusicisny, A., Civilizational conflicts: More frequent, longer, and bloodier? Journal of Peace Research, 2004. 41 (4): pp. 485–498.
[11] Krueger, A.B. and J. Malečková, Education, poverty and terrorism: Is there a causal connection? The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 2003. 17 (4): pp. 119–144.
[12] Piazza, J.A., Rooted in poverty?: Terrorism, poor economic development, and social cleavages. Terrorism and Political Violence, 2006. 18 (1): pp. 159–177.
[13] Blomberg, S.B., G.D. Hess, and A. Weerapana, Economic conditions and terrorism. European Journal of Political Economy, 2004. 20(2): pp. 463–478.
[14] Blair, G., et al., Poverty and support for militant politics: Evidence from Pakistan. American Journal of Political Science, 2013. 57 (1): pp. 30–48.
[15] Bakker, E., Jihadi terrorists in Europe: Their characteristics and the circumstances in which they joined the jihad: An exploratory study. 2006, The Hague:
Clingendael Institute.
[16] Ginges, J. and S. Atran, What motivates participation in violent political action? Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 2009. 1167 (1): pp. 115–123.
[17] Ben-Dor, G. and A. Pedahzur, The uniqueness of Islamic fundamentalism and the fourth wave of international terrorism. Totalitarian Movements and Political
Religions, 2003. 4 (3): pp. 71–90.
[18] Emerson, M.O. and D. Hartman, The rise of religious fundamentalism. Annual Review of Sociology, 2006. 32: pp. 127–144.
[19] Altemeyer, B. and B.E. Hunsberger, Authoritarianism, religious fundamentalism, quest, and prejudice. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 1992.
2 (2): pp. 118–133.
[20] Rausch, C.C., Fundamentalism and terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2).
[21] Pech, R.J. and B.W. Slade, Religious fundamentalism and terrorism: why do they do it and what do they want? Foresight, 2006. 8 (1): pp. 8–20.
[22] Piazza, J.A., Is Islamist terrorism more dangerous?: An empirical study of group ideology, organization, and goal structure. Terrorism and Political Violence, 2009.
21 (1): pp. 62–88.
[23] Altemeyer, B. and B.E. Hunsberger, Authoritarianism, religious fundamentalism, quest, and prejudice. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 1992.
2 (2): pp. 113–133.
[24] Hunsberger, B., Religious fundamentalism, right-wing authoritarianism, and hostility toward homosexuals in non-Christian religious groups. The International
Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 1996. 6 (1): pp. 39–49.
[25] Johnson, M.K., W.C. Rowatt, and J.P. LaBouff, Religiosity and prejudice revisited: In-group favoritism, out-group derogation, or both? Psychology of Religion and
Spirituality, 2012. 4 (2): p. 154.
[26] Henderson-King, D., et al., Seeking understanding or sending bombs: Beliefs as predictors of responses to terrorism. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace
Psychology, 2004. 10 (1): p. 67.
[27] Rothschild, Z.K., A. Abdollahi, and T. Pyszczynski, Does peace have a prayer? The effect of mortality salience, compassionate values, and religious fundamentalism
on hostility toward out-groups. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 2009. 45 (4): pp. 816–827.
[28] Altemeyer, B. and B.E. Hunsberger, Authoritarianism, religious fundamentalism, quest, and prejudice. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 1992.
2 (2): pp. 113–133.
[29] World Values Survey Wave 6 2010-2014 Official Aggregate v.20141107. World Values Survey Association (http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org). Aggregate File
Producer: Asep/JDS, Madrid SPAIN. 2010–2014.
[30] Rogers, M.B., et al., The role of religious fundamentalism in terrorist violence: A social psychological analysis. International Review of Psychiatry, 2007. 19 (3): pp.
253–262.
[31] Pech, R.J. and B.W. Slade, Religious fundamentalism and terrorism: why do they do it and what do they want? Foresight, 2006. 8 (1): pp. 8–20.
[32] Ibid.
[33] Upal, M.A., Confronting islamic jihadist movements. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2): pp. 63 -64.
[34] Pratt, D., Religion and terrorism: Christian fundamentalism and extremism. Terrorism and Political Violence, 2010. 22 (3): p. 443.
[35] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.

ISSN 2334-3745

28

February 2016

PERSPECTI VES O N TERRORISM

Volume 10, Issue 1

[36] Rothschild, Z.K., A. Abdollahi, and T. Pyszczynski, Does peace have a prayer? The effect of mortality salience, compassionate values, and religious fundamentalism
on hostility toward out-groups. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 2009. 45 (4): pp. 816–827.
[37] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.
[38] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[39] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.
[40] Ysseldyk, R., K. Matheson, and H. Anisman, Coping with identity threat: The role of religious orientation and implications for emotions and action intentions.
Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 2011. 3 (2): pp. 132–148.
[41] Wright, J.D., Religious identity and violence: understanding salience and centrality of religious identity as potential moderators of aggression in response to threat, in
Department of Psychology. 2014, Hunter College of the City University of New York.
[42] Greer, T., et al., We are a religious people; we are a vengeful people. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 2005. 44 (1): pp. 45–57.
[43] Benda, B.B. and N.J. Toombs, Religiosity and violence: Are they related after considering the strongest predictors? Journal of Criminal Justice, 2000. 28 (6): pp.
483–496.
[44] Pettersson, T., Religion and criminality: structural relationships between church involvement and crime rates in contemporary Sweden. Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion, 1991. 30 (3): pp. 279–291.
[45] Muluk, H., N.G. Sumaktoyo, and D.M. Ruth, Jihad as justification: National survey evidence of belief in violent jihad as a mediating factor for sacred violence
among Muslims in Indonesia. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 2013. 16 (2): p. 101-111.
[46] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[47] Choi, J.-K. and S. Bowles, The coevolution of parochial altruism and war. Science, 2007. 318: pp. 636 -640.
[48] Piazza, J.A., Is Islamist terrorism more dangerous?: An empirical study of group ideology, organization, and goal structure. Terrorism and Political Violence, 2009.
21 (1): pp. 62–88.
[49] Rapoport, D.C., The four waves of rebel terror and September 11. Anthropoetics, 2002. 8 (1): pp. 1–17.
[50] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[51] Wright, J.D., More religion, less justification for violence: A cross-national analysis. Submitted manuscript.
[52] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[53] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religious belief, coalitional commitment, and support for suicide attacks. Evolutionary Psychology, 2010. 8 (3): p.
346–349.
[54] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[55] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religious belief, coalitional commitment, and support for suicide attacks. Evolutionary Psychology, 2010. 8 (3): p.
346–349.
[56] Wright, J.D., More religion, less justification for violence: A cross-national analysis. Submitted manuscript.
[57] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[58]. Stern, J., 5 myths about who becomes a terrorist, in The Washington Post, 10 January 2010.
[59] King, M. and D.M. Taylor, The radicalization of homegrown jihadists: A review of theoretical models and social psychological evidence. Terrorism and Political
Violence, 2011. 23 (4): p. 602–622.
[60] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.
[61] Upal, M.A., Confronting islamic jihadist movements. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2): pp. 57-69.
[62] Worthington, E.L., Understanding the values of religious clients: A model and its application to counseling. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 1988. 35 (2): pp.
166–174.

ISSN 2334-3745

29

February 2016

PERSPECTI VES O N TERRORISM

Volume 10, Issue 1

[63] Worthington, E.L., et al., The religious commitment inventory-10: Development, refinement, and validation of a brief scale for research and counseling. Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 2003. 50 (1): pp. 84–96.
[64] Wright, J.D., Religious identity and violence: understanding salience and centrality of religious identity as potential moderators of aggression in response to threat, in
Department of Psychology. 2014, Hunter College of the City University of New York.
[65] Doosje, B., N. Ellemers, and R. Spears, Commitment and intergroup behavior, in Social identity: Context, Commitment, Content, N. Ellemers, R. Spears, and B.
Doosje, Editors. 1999, Blackwell Science: Oxford, England. pp. 84–106.
[66] Taylor, D.M. and W. Louis, Terrorism and the quest for identity, in Understanding Terrorism: Psychosocial Roots, Consequences, and Interventions, F.M.
Moghaddam and A.J. Marsella, Editors. 2004, American Psychological Association: Washington D.C.
[67] Tajfel, H. and J.C. Turner, The social identity theory of intergroup behavior, in Political Psychology: Key Readings in Social Psychology., J.T. Jost, Sidanius, J., Editor.
1986, Psychology Press: New York, NY. pp. 276–293.
[68] Tajfel, H. and J.C. Turner, An integrative theory of intergroup conflict, in The social psychology of intergroup relations, W.G. Austin and S. Worchel, Editors. 1979,
Brooks/Cole Publishing Company: Monterey, CA. p. 33–47.
[69] Ysseldyk, R., K. Matheson, and H. Anisman, Religiosity as identity: Toward an understanding of religion from a social identity perspective. Personality and Social
Psychology Review, 2010. 14 (1): p. 61.
[70] Ysseldyk, R., K. Matheson, and H. Anisman, Coping with identity threat: The role of religious orientation and implications for emotions and action intentions.
Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 2011. 3 (2): pp. 132–148.
[71] Wright, J.D., Religious identity and violence: understanding salience and centrality of religious identity as potential moderators of aggression in response to threat, in
Department of Psychology. 2014, Hunter College of the City University of New York.
[72] Worthington, E.L., Understanding the values of religious clients: A model and its application to counseling. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 1988. 35 (2): pp.
166–174.
[73] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.
[74] Pew Research Center, Mapping the global Muslim population: A report on the size and distribution of the world’s Muslim population. 2009: Pew Forum on
Religion and Public Life.
[75] Ibid.
[76] Pew Research Center, The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity. 2012: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life.
[77] Abu-Raiya, H. and K.I. Pargament, Empirically based psychology of Islam: Summary and critique of the literature. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 2010. 14
(2): pp. 93–115.
[78] Pew Research Center, The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and Society. 2013: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life.
[79] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.
[80] Altemeyer, B. and B.E. Hunsberger, Authoritarianism, religious fundamentalism, quest, and prejudice. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 1992.
2 (2): pp. 113–133.
[81] Hunsberger, B., Religious fundamentalism, right-wing authoritarianism, and hostility toward homosexuals in non-Christian religious groups. The International
Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 1996. 6 (1): pp. 39–49.
[82] Johnson, M.K., W.C. Rowatt, and J.P. LaBouff, Religiosity and prejudice revisited: In-group favoritism, out-group derogation, or both? Psychology of Religion and
Spirituality, 2012. 4 (2): p. 154.
[83] Henderson-King, D., et al., Seeking understanding or sending bombs: Beliefs as predictors of responses to terrorism. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace
Psychology, 2004. 10 (1): p. 67.
[84] Rothschild, Z.K., A. Abdollahi, and T. Pyszczynski, Does peace have a prayer? The effect of mortality salience, compassionate values, and religious fundamentalism
on hostility toward out-groups. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 2009. 45 (4): pp. 816–827.
[85] Upal, M.A., Confronting islamic jihadist movements. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2): pp. 57-69.

ISSN 2334-3745

30

February 2016

PERSPECTI VES O N TERRORISM

Volume 10, Issue 1

[86] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.
[87] Greer, T., et al., We are a religious people; we are a vengeful people. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 2005. 44 (1): pp. 45–57.
[88] Benda, B.B. and N.J. Toombs, Religiosity and violence: Are they related after considering the strongest predictors? Journal of Criminal Justice, 2000. 28 (6): pp.
483–496.
[89] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religion and support for suicide attacks. Psychological Science, 2009. 20 (2): pp. 224–230.
[90] Ginges, J., I. Hansen, and A. Norenzayan, Religious belief, coalitional commitment, and support for suicide attacks. Evolutionary Psychology, 2010. 8 (3): pp.
346–349.
[91] Ysseldyk, R., K. Matheson, and H. Anisman, Coping with identity threat: The role of religious orientation and implications for emotions and action intentions.
Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 2011. 3 (2): pp. 132–148.
[92] Wright, J.D., Religious identity and violence: understanding salience and centrality of religious identity as potential moderators of aggression in response to threat, in
Department of Psychology. 2014, Hunter College of the City University of New York.
[93] Branscombe, N.R., et al., The context and content of social identity threat, in Social identity: Context, Commitment, Content, N. Ellemers, R. Spears, and B.
Doosje, (Eds). 1999, Blackwell Science: Oxford, England. p. 35–58.
[94] Shaw, M., S.A. Quezada, and M.A. Zárate, Violence with a conscience: Religiosity and moral certainty as predictors of support for violent warfare. Psychology of
Violence, 2011. 1 (4): pp. 275–286.
[95] Pew Research Center, The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and Society. 2013: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life.
[96] Simon, B., The perception of ingroup and outgroup homogeneity: Reintroducing the intergroup context. European Review of Social Psychology, 1992. 3 (1): pp.
1–30.
[97] Simon, B. and T.F. Pettigrew, Social identity and perceived group homogeneity: Evidence for the ingroup homogeneity effect. European Journal of Social
Psychology, 1990. 20 (4): pp. 269–286.
[98] Ysseldyk, R., et al., Love thine enemy? Evidence that (ir) religious identification can promote outgroup tolerance under threat. Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations, 2011. 15: pp. 105–117.
[99] Van den Steen, E., Culture clash: The costs and benefits of homogeneity. Management Science, 2010. 56 (10): p. 1718 -1738.
[100] Pech, R.J. and B.W. Slade, Religious fundamentalism and terrorism: why do they do it and what do they want? Foresight, 2006. 8 (1): pp. 8–20.
[101] Upal, M.A., Confronting islamic jihadist movements. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2): pp. 57-69.
[102] Stern, J., 5 myths about who becomes a terrorist, in The Washington Post, 10 January 2010.
[103] Upal, M.A., Confronting islamic jihadist movements. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (2): pp. 57 -69.
[104] Wright, J.D., A social identity and social power perspective on terrorism. Journal of Terrorism Research, 2015. 6 (3): pp. 76–83.

ISSN 2334-3745

31

February 2016

