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European extraction (Gordon, 1964). 
While a second- or third-generation, 
British-Pakistani youth might speak 
and dress as an Englishman and 
work the same job as an Englishman, 
he may never have a close social 
friend or intermarry with the family 
of an Englishman. Whether due to 
physical appearance, religion, or 
vestigial cultural practices, many 
European Muslims believe them­
selves to be victims of prejudice who 
are treated perennially as outsiders 
in the land of their adoption or birth 
(Ahmed, 2005; Giry, 2006; Phillips, 
2006). 

In both Western and Middle 
Eastern societies, many young 
Muslims are experiencing an iden­
tity problem that leaves unanswered 
the most important question: "What 
sort of person am I?" Moderate 
political and religious leaders have 
been unable to satisfy this need 
for an authentic identity among 
many of their young constitu-
ents (Moghaddam, 2006). It is no 
secret that similar social processes 
can explain the decision by small 
numbers of African-Americans, 
Hispanic-Americans, and European­
Americans to reject mainstream 
America and join the jihadist cause. 

In order to meet their affiliation 
needs and as a reaction to their 
perceived rejection by mainstream 
society, many prisoners turn to each 
other for support, companionship, 
and inspiration. Militant Islam has 
existed in American correctional 
institutions long before the cur-
rent wave of religious terrorism 
that plagues the world (Baykan, 
2007). Given the central place of the 
mosque in Islam, the social activi­
ties of many alienated youth will 
center on their places of worship. 
Campus organizations or social 
clubs may also serve as places of 
interaction. Correctional institutions 
bring together large numbers of 
disaffected individuals with suffi­
cient time on their hands to explore 
religiopolitical options. 

Religious freedom in American 
custody settings provides ample 
opportunity for the formation of reli-

gious interest groups. It is in a group 
context that, for some, the road to 
radicalization and terrorism may 
begin. Whether recruited through 
friendship, kinship, worship, or 
discipleship (Bell, 2005), terrorists 
and terrorism should be thought of 
as a group phenomenon subject to 
the same social dynamics as other 
groups (Sageman, 2004). Although 
"lone wolf" terrorist attacks occur 
worldwide from time to time, their 
spontaneity and small scale render 
them generally less harmful than 
the product of a group effort. While 
most forms of collective behavior are 
benign, as are most groups centering 
on religion, under certain circum­
stances a group can devolve into a 
terrorist cell. 

Groupthink and Risky Shift 
The concept of "groupthink" 

refers to the decision-making pro­
cesses of a group whose members 
are determined to maintain solidar­
ity at all costs. Thus, group members 
go along with what they believe is 
the group consensus on virtually 
any subject for fear of upsetting 
the cohesion of the group (Janis, 
1982; Towson, 2005). Groupthink 
can cause each inmate member 
of a group to support essentially 
irrational decisions rather than be 
perceived as one who brings dis­
sent to a group or, worse yet, one 
who thinks like a member of the 
out-group. Because the members of 
some groups need so desperately 
to remain members, they will do 
nothing to jeopardize their standings 
within these groups. Many mem­
bers value not only the camaraderie 
available in militant groups but also 
the protection afforded its mem-
bers from physical attack by prison 
predators. They will thus support 
virtually any decision the group has 
made and will avoid cognitive dis­
sonance through rationalization of 
the group's otherwise irrational deci­
sions (Festinger, 1957; Weber, 1992). 

Unfortunately, the "risky shift" 
phenomenon may occur wherein a 
group's decisions may collectively 
become more irrational than any 
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decision an individual member may 
make on his/her own. Because a 
group member becomes de-indi­
viduated as a result of the need to 
be part of a group, he/she is able to 
diffuse personal responsibility for 
the taking of life during acts of ter­
rorism among all the members of his 
group. Thus, any individual residual 
culpability for the death of innocents 
is diminished while, at the same 
time, the" appeal to higher loyalties" 
(Sykes & Matza, 1957) can draw a 
group member toward murderous 
actions. Should any individual feel 
initially inclined to back away from 
anticipated violent acts, his prior 
commitment to the group would 
precipitate strong feelings of cow­
ardice and shame (Hafez, 2006). 

Although group think may also 
lead to a "cautious shift," with 
group decisions favoring more 
conservative choices, the rise of 
al Qaeda and its philosophy of 
"Istishhad," or martyrdom for Allah, 
has strongly influenced expatri-
ate, second-generation, and jail and 
prison groups toward violence. 
The ability of the mass media to 
instigate suicide contagion is well 
documented (Coleman, 1987, 2004; 
Phillips, 1974) and there is no reason 
to believe that the mass media has 
not contributed to the epidemiol­
ogy of suicide terrorism as well. 
As radicalized Muslim youth or 
inmate converts sense individual or 
collective humiliation worldwide 
(Moghaddan, 2005), their sense of 
injustice, spurred on by a militant 
theology (Habeck, 2006; Phares, 
2005), leads inexorably to acts of 
violence. Adding to these motives 
for terrorism may be a conscious 
or subconscious fear that their own 
terrorist group members may brand 
them as "takfir," or apostates, should 
objections to terrorism be raised. The 
penalty for such apostasy is death 
(Gabriel, 2002; Hamid, 2005). 

Similarly, many young men in 
Middle Eastern societies and per­
haps in some segments of American 
society are denied opportunities for 
educational and economic advance­
ment. Such a blocked status leads 
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to questions about self-worth and 
related identity problems. These 
frustrated young men often meet 
their affiliative needs in male-only 
groups and their identity needs 
by becoming devout Muslims. 
Unfortunately, many such indig­
enous groups are susceptible to the 
violent teachings of charismatic 
jihadists and radical prison "imams" 
because Westernized Muslims and 
national African-American leaders 
are not seen as authentic role models 
(Moghaddam, 2006). Jail and prison 
inmates often consider themselves 
victims of society, and conversion to 
militant Islam provides them with 
not only an explanation of their 
failures, but a course of action which 
allows them to strike back. 

Conclusion 
In summary, terrorism may more 

robustly be described as the product 
of group dynamics. While certain 
individual terrorists may be devel­
opmentally disabled, psychotic, 
or psychopathic, these afflictions 
do not explain the vast majority of 
terrorist acts. The developmentally 
disabled are not true terrorists but, 
in fact, may be more victim than 
victimizer. Psychopaths are simply 
too unpredictable to be of much use 
to a terrorist group. Psychopaths 
are generally unable to form the 
intense interpersonal bonds that 
enable terrorists to attack, murder, 
and die together. Until the social and 
theological conditions that spawn 
conversion to religious terrorism are 
modified, social psychology remains 
the best discipline through which 
this and other forms of terrorism can 
be understood. 

The vast majority of prisoners 
radicalized in prisons and jails will 
one day be released into the free 
community. Some of them certainly 
may develop into the homegrown 
terrorists (Kennedy, Homant and 
Barnes, 2008; Vidino, 2009) who 
many homeland security experts 
believe will constitute a greater 
threat to America's citizens than al 
Qaeda operatives from abroad. To 
the extent American corrections offi-
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cers are able to recognize the signs 
and symptoms of conversion to a 
jihadist ideology, antiterrorist and 
counterterrorism measures may be 
implemented. Although only a small 
percentage of converts turn radical 
beliefs into terrorist action (Hamm, 
2008), America must be Pared to 
respond to those who do. 
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