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The Psychology of Terror and  
Terrorism Special Issue 

Death Anxiety, Murder-Suicide, and  
the Impact of the News  

Paul H. ElovitzðRamapo College of New Jersey 

There is an enormous amount of death anxiety in the con-
temporary world, despite an extraordinary extension of human life 
in terms of numbers and length.  Despite the ravages of the wars in 
the first half of the 20th century, according to the United Nations the 
world population has grown from an estimated 1.7 billion people in 
1900 to over 7.2 billion people today (http://www.un.org/esa/
population/publications/sixbillion/ sixbilpart1.pdf).  The National 
Research Council reported that, in the United States, life expectan-
cy has risen from 47.9 years for men and 50.7 years for women in 
1900 to 75.1 years for men and 80.2 years for women today (http://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK62373/).  This trend was mir-
rored in many other industrialized nations in the 20th and 21st centu-
ries.  

The paradox of increasing anxiety about death and an un-
precedented period of life extension can be explained by a number 
of factors, but for the purposes of this essay I will focus on two of 
them.  One way of dealing with the anxiety regarding the inevitabil-
ity of death is to commit suicide, thus gaining a measure of control 
over death by choosing the time and place.  Secondly, the develop-
ment of modern communications brings the bad news of the world 
to our ears, eyes, and fingertips as never before.  When death was 
so much more prevalent in the daily lives of people through loss in 
childbirth and high rates of infant mortality in a childôs first vulner-
able years, death came as a more normal, though regrettable, part of 
life.  Similarly, the death of older people was taken as a given.   

Today we have this massive extension of life but incredibly 
higher expectations in terms of standards of living and length of 
longevity.  We also have the realization that thereôs far more sui-
cide that occurs in society than we ever wanted to acknowledge.  
According to suicide.org, the U.S.ôs suicide rate has grown 60% in 
the past 45 years, to the current rate of 16 suicides per 100,000 peo-
ple.  Since statistics are such a modern phenomenon, it is very diffi-
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cult to come up with reliable statistics regarding historical compari-
sons in terms of suicide.  When taking an English historical demog-
raphy course in graduate school, I was struck by how many suicides 
of older people were recorded in the parish registers.  The explana-
tion offered by the professor was that older people (by their stand-
ards, not ours) felt useless and did not want to be a burden or de-
pendent on their children.   

So how do we explain the phenomenon of suicidal murder 
in our modern world?  Where does death anxiety fit into this pic-
ture?  After discussing the function of the news, I will delve into 
these issues.  NEWS, an acronym for north, east, west, and south 
represents our listening for the dangers of our world.  When our 
ancestors began their day by looking out from the relative safety of 
their perch in trees or mountainous caves, they wanted to know 
what dangers would face them from all directions.  They could 
gauge the relative safety of stepping down into their world.  The 
news is geared to the dangers that exist.  Of course, if it is only dan-
ger, danger, danger in all directions, then the viewer and listener of 
the news becomes desensitized and, in a sense, immunized against 
paying attention.  This is why amidst all the negativity in news 
there will be a heartwarming story of a cute baby, animal or some-
thing else thatôs warm and fuzzy.  These generalizations are fo-
cused on the general impact of the media, not the specialized media 
programs for people who are geared to a particular business, indus-
try, or sport.  Of late, the focus on news bringing danger is diluted 
by the newer phenomenon of ñentertainment news,ò which breaks 
up the suffering and dangers of the world with gossip, sports, and a 
focus on celebrities.  

Whereas in earlier times people had to deal with the bad 
news impacting their family and village, today it is the bad news of 
the entire universe which is brought to them by the marvel of mod-
ern electronics.  (It is not quite the entire universe, since people in 
the news business know that if there is little connection to the suf-
fering groups, for example those who have suffered and died in the 
Congo over the last 30 years, then showing the bodies of dead Con-
golese will have far more limited viewers than will the pictures of 
suffering people who are easier to relate to for the viewers.)  The 
news adds a level of fantasy and disconnect between the reality of 
death and what we see on TV.  Adolescences and young men ap-
pear to be especially prone to confuse violent fantasies with reality. 

When on March 24, 2015 Andreas Lubitz, a German co-
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pilot, flew 149 other people to their deaths in the Pyrenees, anyone 
who has flown in a plane or plans or hopes to can relate to this 
sense of vulnerability.  Yet why did this young German feel the 
need to take others with him in his suicide?  In our celebrity cul-
ture, did he feel the need to be remembered?  Was he in a manic 
phrase of the depression for which he had been treated?  Did losing 
his commercial pilotôs license appear to be a type of death to him?  
There are some hints as to his motivation that have been revealed, 
but I doubt that we will ever have a definitive answer.  The phe-
nomenon of the ñlonely suicideò is one that has puzzled me for a 
long time.  Clearly, some people kill themselves when life becomes 
unbearable, but why do a few of them feel the need to have com-
panions in their death?  When these companions are unwittingly 
joining a suicidal murderer in death, it is especially troublesome.  

Murder-suicides are most associated in my consciousness 
and that of most people I know with domestic acts of violence and 
Islamic fundamentalists in the Middle East.  Both forms of terror-
ism clearly seem to be encouraged by the bad news of such atroci-
ties being committed elsewhere.  Those involved in terrorist sui-
cides in the Middle East and Afghanistan are likely to be drawn or 
forced into it because of the ravages of war and the impact of ex-
tremist religion.  Immigrants and the children of immigrants from 
Islamic countries are sometimes torn between their new country 
and their old culture, and in the search for adventure can be drawn 
to terrorist groups like ISIS (ISIL).  Those in the West performing 
individual acts of terrorism are more inclined to be based on what 
the French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) called anomie, 
a lack of clear moral standards leading some individuals, especially 
young men, to kill themselves.   

Many domestic acts of murder-suicide may be disguised 
since the suicide is by the police.  Since the suicide is by the police 
trained to shoot to kill, police are only too accommodating when 
the group I call cowardly suicides commit acts of mayhem so that 
they will either feel there is no way of avoiding death at their own 
hands or by the bullets of the police.  The gun lobby and conserva-
tives are quick to denounce President Obama or any political oppo-
nents who dare to speak for gun control on the grounds that they are 
ñpoliticizingò the tragedies of the victims, their families, and com-
munities.  The high rate of gun violence is definitely political, since 
public safety is the first responsibility of our President and our po-
litical leaders in general.  Murder-suicides are likely to be domestic 
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with death by friends and family, typically on the weekend, but 
these usually make the local news instead of national, as pointed 
out by one of my students.  This is precisely because we do not like 
to think about the danger posed by our friends, family, and our-
selvesðin America, suicide is a much greater danger than homi-
cide. 

The search for adventure for many young people in the 
West, not all Muslim, leads them to volunteer to fight for ISIS, 
which offers such simplistic solutions to the problems of our world.  
ISIS represents the safe ñotherò and can be feared and hated with-
out having to change American policies on gun ownership.  ISIS is 
an apocalyptic religion offering its adherents a chance for a cleans-
ing rebirth in the face of a complex world in which tradition and 
gender roles are being questioned by the images of modern society, 
which increasingly shows women as equals to men and even lead-
ers with their own emotional and sexual desires and needs.  This is 
very unsettling to people whose societies have been destabilized by 
new possibilities following George W. Bushôs invasion of Iraq.   

Fantasies about death abound and can inspire leaders who 
create death cults.  Hitler, orphaned by the death of his father at age 
13 and mother when he was 18, was born into a family where his 
fatherôs first two wives and his motherôs first three children had all 
died prior to him, as did his younger brother, Edmund, when he was 
11.  He focused on ñglorious deathsò of Wagnerian operas and 
turned Nazi Germany and much of Europe into a death culture that 
devoured Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, Russians, and ultimately, Ger-
mans by the millions.  Although before his final suicide he was re-
ported to have tried to kill himself after the Beer Hall Putsch, it 
took the destruction of his fantasy of symbolically bringing his 
mother back to life in the ñMotherlandò for him to finally pull the 
trigger (see Rudolf Binion, Hitler Among the Germans, 1976).   

Death anxiety leads some people, especially a comparative-
ly few young men, to embrace suicide and even murder-suicide, 
and it is exacerbated by the rapid dissemination of bad news in our 
global society.  Although in the end death is a solitary affair, there 
are some among us who seek to involve others in their own demise. 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is editor of this journal and a psy-
choanalytically trained historian who may be contacted at pelovitz 
@aol.com. Ç  
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Why the Suicide Bomber? 

Joyce M. RosenbergðPrivate Psychoanalytic Practice 

Psychoanalysts, sociologists, journalists, and others have 
struggled for decades to answer the question ñwhyò after suicide 
bombings.  The answers have filled papers and books, many written 
after the September 11, 2001 attacks in which 19 men went to their 
deaths along with the thousands of people they killed.  Virtually 
everyone who studies suicide bombers acknowledges that multiple 
factors motivate people to destroy themselves in the same act that 
murders dozens, even thousands, of people.  These factors can be 
found in a suicide bomberôs childhood and in their interactions with 
the society they grew up in. 

The development of a suicide bomber starts at birth, accord-
ing to Arabist and counterterrorism expert Nancy Hartevelt Kobrin.  
She cites the denigration of women and violence against them in 
some Arab Muslim families, treatment that coexists with a prohibi-
tion against children separating from their mothers.  A child who 
identifies with and never adequately separates from a depressed, 
devalued mother will go into the world filled with anger, self-
loathing, and a poor sense of self (The Banality of Suicide Terror-
ism, 2010, 1-22).  Kobrin also cites the prevalence of violence 
against and sexual abuse of boys in the Arab Muslim worldðat the 
hands of their fathers and other menðthat only increases their rage 
(20).  

Clearly, not all children who grow up in these families be-
come suicide bombers.  Perhaps the best way to understand the 
mind of a suicide bomber is through that of a troubled adolescent.  I 
use the concept of an adolescent broadly; analysts often see people 
who are well past the chronological phase of adolescence but who 
are fixated at that emotional stage of development.  While most sui-
cide bombers are under the age of 30, even those in their 40s can 
approach the world in the way an angry, confused teenager does; 
more to the point, the way an adolescent with a poor sense of self 
does.  Suicide bombers act out their fury and try to compensate for 
the deficiencies they feel in themselves in the most concrete of 
ways.   

What is the fantasy behind blowing oneself up and becom-
ing a weapon of mass destruction?  I can only imagine bombers be-
lieve they will become massive, enormous, and therefore impossi-
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ble to ignore at the moment of detonation.  They literally will make 
a huge impact.  However, there are also the unconscious fantasies 
to consider: They become bigger, better abusers than the fathers 
they rage at.  Their need for grandiosity takes over. 

Dimitris Anastasopoulos wasnôt talking about suicide 
bombers when he wrote that depressed adolescents can be drawn to 
groups that help compensate for a young personôs narcissistic defi-
ciencies.  However, his observations apply to these troubled souls: 
ñThe search for identity has become harder for the adolescent.  
They may, therefore, sometimes resort to extremist groups that will 
give them a grandiose identity and self-worthéò (ñThe Narcissism 
of Depression or the Depression of Narcissism and Adolescence,ò 
Journal of Child Psychotherapy, Vol. 33, 2007, 345-362).   

Itôs easy to see how depressed young people can be per-
suaded to join groups that make them feel welcome, important, and 
then make bombers feel special because they have been chosen for 
what is portrayed as a great honor.  The groups must seem like bet-
ter, more attuned families to these young people, even as theyôre 
asked to sacrifice themselves. 

Vamik Volkan, who has extensively studied oppressed cul-
tures and countries that have a shared or large-group identity under 
charismatic and malignant leaders, writes:  

I believe that, despite their apparent privilege, they too were 
subject to psychological traumas that cracked their personal 
identities, and that historical conditions led them as well to 
choose to fill those cracks with large-group identity 
(extremist fundamentalist Muslim, specifically al Qaeda) 
and to submit to an absolute leader (bin Laden). 

Thus he sees the September 11 hijackers as akin to suicide 
bombers (Blind Trust: Large Groups and Their Leaders in Times of 
Crisis and Terror, 2004, 162ðparenthesis in original text).  

Questions and answers about why young people leave 
seemingly comfortable homes to join the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS) can also help us understand what motivates suicide 
bombers.  The New York Times published articles this year about 
young Muslims in Britainðincluding three teenage girlsðwho left 
their families and schoolmates to travel to Syria and join ISIS.  Alt-
hough not written from a psychoanalytic perspective, the articles 
show adolescents struggling to find a self.  The author points out 
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that it can be even more difficult to fit in ñfor Muslim girls than for 
boys.ò  They are ñBuffeted by a growing hostility toward Islam and 
deep spending cuts that have affected women and young people in 
working-class communities like their own, they have come to re-
sent the Western freedoms and opportunities their parents sought 
out.ò  Like so many other teenagers, these young women act out, 
but their rebellion takes a different form.  ñThey were smart, popu-
lar girls from a world in which teenage rebellion is expressed 
through a radical religiosity that questions everything around 
them.ò  Their ñcounterculture is conservative.  Islam is punk rock.  
The head scarf is liberatingò (Katrin Bennhold, ñJihad and Girl 
Power: How ISIS Lured 3 London Girls,ò at nytimes.com, August 
17, 2015). 

While suicide bombers and ISIS recruits come from fami-
lies across the economic spectrum, itôs also true that poverty and 
lack of opportunityðmore contributors to a poor sense of selfðare 
motivating factors as well.   

Shiraz Maher, a former Islamic militant who now studies 
the reasons why young Islamic people leave Britain to join ISIS, 
understands the appeal and grandiosity an extremist group holds for 
someone who feels alienated and insignificant.  Maher told the 
Times, ñIf he goes to Syria and becomes involved with the Islamic 
State, he goes from being the manager of a second-rate clothing 
store to someone giving headaches to the president of the United 
Statesò (Mary Anne Weaver, ñWhy Do They Go?ò in The New 
York Times Magazine, April 19, 2015, 42-47, 58-60). 

ISIS clearly fits into the category of extremist groups that 
Anastasopolous described as giving troubled adolescents a grandi-
ose identity.  They also give some young people, including suicide 
bombers, what feels like a better life. 

A video of Moner Mohammad Abusalha, an American who 
detonated an explosive-filled truck in Syria as part of the Jabhat al-
Nusra group in 2014, shows an angry 22-year-old man who grew 
up in a well-off Florida suburb but felt deprived amid the wealth 
around him.  Abusalha had left his family more than a year before 
the bombing.  He said in the video that he searched dumpsters for 
food in the United States, and that having a cup of tea with fellow 
militants was ñbetter, better than anything Iôve ever experienced in 
my lifeò (Mona El-Naggar and Quynhanh Do, ñVideo Released of 
U.S. Bomber in Syria,ò at nytimes.com, July 31, 2014).  
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Still, even with such answers, we wonder why a young per-
son would be so willing to die.  H. Shmuel Erlich, in ñReflections 
on the Terrorist Mind,ò senses the joy that envelops the young 
bomber.  He writes that ñIt is not a psychotic regression that ena-
bles the youth to throw his life away.  It is the immense power and 
blissful peace that comes from merging oneself with the larger 
causeðthis is paradiseéIt is the point at which oneôs self becomes 
part of something greaterðvenerated and supported by oneôs ego-
ideal as well as oneôs family and communityò (Sverre Varvin, 
Vamik D. Volkan, eds., Violence or Dialogue? Psychoanalytic In-
sights on Terror and Terrorism, 2003, 151). 

We donôt know how many suicide bombers change their 
minds in the days, moments, or seconds before they carry out an 
attackðand whether they are persuaded or forced to proceed by the 
terror groups they have joined.  A disturbing video that purports to 
show a young bomber possibly having second thoughts was recent-
ly posted on YouTube and several British media websites.  Accord-
ing to the translation in the video, he is afraid he wonôt succeed.  As 
the young man sobs, he is urged to continue by older militants who 
seem to acknowledge that he is scared.  He does continue, but does 
not look convinced.  As the video ends, we see a huge explosion in 
the distance.   

 Joyce M. Rosenberg, JD, is a licensed psychoanalyst, 
member of the National Psychological Association for Psychoanal-
ysis (NPAP), and Research Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  
She has a private practice in Manhattan working with adults and 
couples.   She has written papers on the connection between the 
psyche and creativity, empathy in culture, and psychoanalysis and 
the Holocaust, and taught classes on the theory of masochism at 
NPAP.  She is also a small business reporter at The Associated 
Press and may be contacted at psyjourn313@gmail.com.  Ç 

Contemporary Ritual Suicide and  
Mass Murder: Speculations on  

the Nature of Terrorism  
Norman SimmsðWaikato University 

Open a newspaper on any ordinary day in the 21st century 
and what do you find?  A pilot flies his fully-laden commercial air-
liner into the sheer rock face of a mountain.  A driver plows her 
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school bus directly into a power pole. A teenage girl detonates her 
belt of explosives while standing in a marketplace, and a few mo-
ments later, as the emergency services arrive, a friend explodes her-
self in the same way.  Then a young man enters a church, sits in a 
Bible studies class for an hour, pulls out a revolver and shoots nine 
of the participants.  A reporter later says, ñHe meant to commit sui-
cide by this action.ò   

The media are filled with other incidents, new variations on 
the themes of mass murder, multiple suicides, actively sought mar-
tyrdom in the cause of ideologies and fanatical cults.  A beach re-
sort in Tunisia.  A mosque in Yemen.  An art exhibit in Texas.  A 
gas station in France.  A museum in Belgium.  The parliament 
building in Canada.  Sometimes it seems there are people waiting 
for any excuse to kill themselves and others, just as there are rela-
tively neutral individuals who are ready to be seduced, brain-
washed, or lured into the madness of death by cult.  

Every time one of these events take place, the experts offer 
their set-piece explanation. One, a lone wolf, some disaffected 
youth, like so many others unable to accept his own failures in life, 
blames another traditional scapegoated group, and kills them in or-
der to purge himself of inner demons.  Two, a cycle of violence 
perpetrated by a gun-worshipping public, who are desensitized by 
violent video games, movies and various online games; the cycle 
manifests itself inevitably when susceptible individuals seek excite-
ment.  Three, drugs and alcohol are to blame.  Four, ignorance, big-
otry and centuries of racism periodically boil over.  Five, uncen-
sored social media sites online brainwash the vulnerable, the lonely, 
and the weak-willed.  Six, poor parenting skills combine with un-
derfunded schools and overworked social workers.  Seven, sexual 
abuse in infants exacerbated by continued neglect.  Eight, the 
breakdown of Judeo-Christian morality and Western Civilization no 
longer believing in itself due to political correctness and post-
modernist ideologies.  Nine, too much sugar in our food.  Ten, the 
work of the devil.   

In the old days, the family doctor faced with the sick mind 
would have recommended blood-letting, aspirin, or a run around 
the park.  Or, a little later, the health professional proffered a full 
frontal lobotomy, six sessions of electro-shock each week, or a 
steady diet of Prozac.  And rather recently the treatment consisted 
of love, tolerance, understanding, and more welfare payments.   
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Today, well, everything is more complicated because our 
values are so variable. There seem to be so many complications and 
variables in the question to be addressed in this special issue of 

Clioõs Psyche that it is difficult for me to know what the goal of the 
discussion is.  Even before a psychohistorian can get down to the 
description of birthing details, mother-infant bonding, or early dis-
cipline in the home--that is, the things that are needed to understand 
before one can get close to the individual case histories and that 
certainly precede any attempt at social generalization--we need to 
know what we are investigating.  At what point does an individual 
act of suicide (one hesitates to say a simple suicide, for none are 
without complications and extenuating circumstances) become so-
cially ritualized and gain historical or religious meaning?  When, 
too, does it become inappropriate to call the criminal murderer who 
kills himself as well as others a suicide bomber?  In other words, at 
what point does a series of murders cease being a list of random 
criminal homicides prompted by greed, revenge, or gang rivalry 
and turn into a political or faith-based statement?   

If we can determine how the slaying of one or more human 
beings functions in society, then we can look at the specifics of the 
personalities involved to see if these characteristics have anything 
psychological in common and in their ontological development 
over an extended period of timeðwithin a single lifetime or several 
generations.  Finally, no less significant, and perhaps most signifi-
cant of all, do the same terms, concepts, and paradigms of behav-
iour cross ethnic and geographical distances, so that there is a hu-
man dimension rather than a national or cultural specificity?  Can 
we really and honestly say, when we watch the news broadcast of a 
bus exploding, a young girl strapped with explosives standing in the 
middle of a crowded marketplace and self-detonating, or two young 
men leaving pressure-cooker bombs at a sporting event, ñThere, but 
by the grace of God, go Iò?  Is it more than a denial or a rationaliza-
tion to say, instead, ñThey are a different kind of people than I 
amò?   

Eventually we have to ask: Is there an ethical or scientific 
distinction between a paid murderer, a despondent suicide, and an 
idealistic martyr?  Certainly, there seems no connection between a 
modern serial killer stalking the streets and in a fit of rage or a cold-
blooded determination to avenge some deep unbearable injury done 
to him in childhood and a classical heroic warrior in the cause of 
something higher than oneself ready to accept an almost inevitable 
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death?  Homer and then Virgil knew there were times in the midst 
of combatðwhether it involved armies confronting one another or 
a single combat between world-historical leadersðwhen a cloud of 
blind rage would come over the combatants, the so-called battle 
fury (furor poeticus, divine madness), and they would kill indis-
criminately all those around them, foe and friend, with no attempt 
to survive the moment of madness. Achilles, when avenging the 
death of Patrocles, his lover-companion, wished to do more than 
slay those responsible; he wanted to kill all the Trojans on the bat-
tlefield, and even all the other Greeks so there would be no one left 
alive in the world.   

Other heroes, however, like Odysseus (Ulysses) used pa-
tience, cunning and disguise; they kept their cool, waited until the 
time was ripe, then struck when it would be most effective.  They 
calculated, so as to gain the best results of their efforts and keep the 
violence from spreading in a mad, mimetic surge in the way that 
panic could happen.  These cautious heroes knew what they did 
was dangerous and that they more likely than not would die, but 
self-destruction was not the point.  They were not kamikaze pilots 
turning themselves into weapons of mass-destruction for the honor 
of the emperor.  There were epic warriors from Troy like Hector, 
who sought to keep out of harmôs way if possible, for they longed 
to return to their wives and children, but when duty and honor re-
quired, and the circumstances offered no other way, they stepped 
forward, did their mighty best, and accepted what consequences 
there were.  Still another type of hero-martyr appears in the Book of 
Judges: Samson, a big, blundering, disobedient fool, finally en-
trapped by Delilah and caught without his strength-giving hair, re-
alizes only in the last moments of his life what his destiny requires.  
Drawing into himself, pretending still to be as weak as he is blind, 
he lets himself be taken into the Temple of Dagon, waits until the 
jeering and mocking Philistines have all entered the building and 
filled it to bursting for the celebration of his defeat. Then, with a 
mighty exertion of force, he brings the gigantic walls, the enormous 
roof and all the great weight of the structure down on top of himself 
as well as his peopleôs enemy, obliterating their power over Israel 
for a generation.  

How does one conceive of multiple killings in a continuous 
series leading to genocide?  One of the horrible instances was that 
which occurred on the Killing Fields of Cambodia, when victims 
were made to lie in a long row, then one by one, an individual was 
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made to stand up, given a sledge-hammer, and told to crush the 
head of the next person along the line, before lying down again to 
wait his turn.  If they were in some sort of conscious and rational 
state, perhaps they thought that the harder the blow the less suffer-
ing that would be inflicted; but hopefully by that time they were all 
but numbed, unconscious of anything other than the merest senes-
cence.  Or the line of Coptic Christians kneeling in front of ISIS 
fanatics waiting to be beheaded, staring blankly, waiting without 
apparent emotion for the cut; they may have been in a trance wait-
ing to pass into paradise.  But what about their mute and zombie-
like murderers?  They too cannot be classified as responsible crimi-
nalsðor can they?  Is there some kind of insane collusion here be-
tween victim and victimizer, so that if the person to be beheaded 
does not resist or cry out, the killer is justified in his action?  Who 
made the video and who decided to show it on international televi-
sion?  The world will certainly have descended into the worst hell 
of immorality if this collusion were true.  

It was said that during the Holocaust there were not six mil-
lion Jews killed, but one person and then another and then anoth-
erðeach victim an individual with his or her own history and pri-
vate identity.  At the same time, in the so-called banality of evil, 
murder was committed by an individual killer, whether directly or 
at several removes, including those who profited by the genocide in 
terms of cheap apartments suddenly made available, jobs opened 
up, luxury goods put on sale, ordinary items that had been in short 
supply by the war transported from one occupied territory or anoth-
er collaborating state into the heart of the Third Reich.  If such peo-
pleðthe so-called ñGood Germansò who ñdid not knowò or who 
ñwere powerless to stop the madnessòðthen became vulnerable to 
fire bombings, artillery attacks, famine, and disease, then they col-
luded in their own deaths and were not innocent victims or collat-
eral damage.  

The young people who strap on their suicide belts filled 
with explosives, nails, and screws to scatter into whatever crowd 
some minder has designated on their behalf, can they be compared 
with young patriots volunteering to serve flag, country, and God?  
Whereas in the last century, during two world wars and innumera-
ble local conflicts, soldiers or guerrillas supposedly went off on a 
great adventure or heeded the communityôs call when king or other 
leader called to make the world safe for democracy, or to inaugu-
rate the new world order, or to remove the scourge of this or that 
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ideological evil; when actually most wanted to get away from 
home, domestic responsibilities, unhappy and boring lives, or to 
show off for their mates, girlfriends, or parents who would other-
wise view them as useless cowards.  As they sailed off into the sun-
set, they probably did not conceive of dying or being wounded.  
Later, to be sure, once the fighting started, each one killed the ene-
my to protect himself and the fellow down the line, or in some no-
ble deed threw himself down on a hand grenade to cushion the 
blow for his mate.  A few heroes then accepted great risks, even the 
likelihood of being killed in action for the success of an immediate 
mission, not of the Grand Strategy. Most of the troops slogged 
through and hoped to survive. 

The true suicide-murderer kills him/herself on purpose, and 
anyone else by inadvertency, usually because he or she cannot per-
ceive, imagine, or feel anything for any person outside of his or her 
own life.  This is a form of euthanasia, instances where someone 
finds him- or herself so ill, incapacitated, and unable to conceive of 
continuing to be a horrible burden to those all around, that only 
death can provide relief.  Unable, however, to perform the act in 
solitude, he or she sets up a situation where other people have to be 
involved but they are not understood to be other than instruments in 
the suicide; this is assisted suicide. When for a suicide the only 
meaning in the self-killing or the inadvertent slaying of others has 
become release from the pain, humiliations, or a sense of guilt for 
past decisions of one sort or another, then a moral blindness, an 
egotistical cloud of unknowing, descends over consciousness.  For 
instance, someone suicidal drives a car into traffic and hits one or 
more other cars, but this was not the intention, and never entered 
the mind of the perpetrator.  This is more than an acute embarrass-
ment (shame) or a case of clinical depression or melancholia: it can 
be a rational, moral choice, though illegal.   

On the other hand, the traditional martyr (not the fanatical 
mass suicide murderer) seeks to serve a higher cause, usually by 
accepting death passively, as a proof of faith, nationalistic patriot-
ism or even social compassion; he or she does this because the 
physical and historical self (as distinct from the eternal soul) means 
nothing in itself and can reach spiritual fulfilment through enduring 
great pain and allowing it to be destroyed.   

The kamikaze (who flies his plane into a battleship or air-
craft carrier), the shahid (who straps on an explosive belt and walks 
into a crowded marketplace or movie theater), and others who turn 
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themselves into weapons of mass destruction are not the same as 
the traditional heroic soldier who takes great risks in combat and 
often accepts the high probability of his own death for the success-
ful outcome of some strategic action, usually for the sake of pro-
tecting the homeland and saving many lives.  The distinctions be-
tween those who accept death for a higher causeðusually the life 
of anotherðand those who seek only to destroy the other while 
killing him- or herself, are so manifest as to hardly need discussion.  

While cultural historians may debate the meaning at differ-
ent times of concepts such as honor (oneôs own good name), glory 
(the reputation and integrity of the group), cowardice (fearfulness 
and weakness of spirit), and nihilism (destruction and death as ends 
in themselves), the psychohistorian tries to find out what motors in 
the personal history of an individual and the dynamics of a group 
lead towards these delusions, trance-like states, and self-blinded 
rages.  From this perspective, which can be adopted for cynical rea-
sonsðto deny the possibility of any ideals or selfless acts whatso-
everðthe conscious and ideological rationalizations are part of 
mere epiphenomenon, not an essential component of the personality 
or national identity.   

Often, too, the objective-thinking scientist may decide be-
forehand that the martyrs and saintly-murderers are pawns in the 
hands of cynical political ideologues.  Children too young to know 
better, women threatened otherwise with social ostracism (or 
ñhonor killingò), disturbed adolescents and insane adults beyond 
rational thoughtðthese can be convinced of the need to perform 
mass killings with themselves as the weapon of choice, of the great 
rewards to be won in the next life by these usually perceived 
crimes, and of the ecstatic state of being for all that will be created.  
Sometimes peer pressure or drugs induce states of susceptibility to 
such vile deeds. Or perhaps more simply, as in the case of a pilot 
who flies his plane into the side of a mountain at top speed, with 
150 passengers and crew aboard, there is no consideration of others 
at all.  A great cloud of egotistical unknowing envelops the ego, or, 
when people die togetherðno one is innocent in the darkness of 
humiliation and pain to be assuagedðthe collective group confirms 
legitimacy and joy to the act.  Still, on the one side, there is a notion 
of what is right and what is wrong, and what is right may require 
doing a lesser evil; and on the other, a notion that right and wrong 
no longer exist but such values may be brought into existence 
through a cleansing explosion of fury and rage, creating a new 
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world order.   

However, it is not just a matter of providing a moral ration-
alization to an enormous crime (or series of crimes) but of finding 
out why some people have the personality to accept such a perfor-
mance where most of us would back away out of fear or disgust.  In 
some instances, the perpetrator must be forced into a kind of ecstat-
ic or soporific trance easing away all qualms, mesmerized by per-
suasive promises of a higher good and future rewards for the self or 
family, bribed by beautiful images of afterlife ecstasies surpassing 
all imaginings, and convinced that present unbearable pains and 
humiliations will cease.  Though there are probably susceptibilities 
locked into genetic inheritances, generated by sustained acts of 
abuse and perhaps to later brain injuries, neural diseases, or sus-
tained brainwashing, it does not explain why some societies pro-
vide supporting cultural contexts or ideologies to embrace the cult 
of martyrdom and painful punishment of transgressors.   

Is there any one or any unique combination of factors that 
create a personality susceptible to the committing of mass killings, 
including suicide as a component part and not just as collateral 
damage?  Neglect, abandonment, abuse, intrusive discipline, or 
spoiling the child with smothering loveðare these necessary histor-
ical stages in the formation of self-destructive or murderous person-
alities?  Can they be matched with or exacerbated by other extra-
genetic and external factors, such as congenital diseases, debilitat-
ing injuries, interrupted education, forced movement and changes 
of school, lack of insecurity, deprivation, bigoted bullying, reli-
gious and political brainwashing, or a hundred other external ra-
tionalizations?  If none of these are the sole facilitating factor and 
no pre-ordained combination of factors mark an individual or small 
cluster of individuals as most likely to fulfil the role of terrorist-
suicide-killer, then are we dealing with completely random events 
which just happen to involve persons who might never commit a 
crime of such enormity or use their own private illness to destroy 
other peopleôs lives along with themselves?   

These are not just modern questions, but the terms and inter-
pretations probably are. The late 1890s and early 1900s were 
plagued by anarchist assassinations and terrorist acts that caused 
mayhem and fear, but the active agents, while they often knew 
there was a high probability of losing their own lives, did not con-
sider that their primary goal.  In earlier ages, a few individuals went 
berserk, on a rampage of maiming and killing, and in this rage 
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probably did not have any specific end in mind other than relieving 
the powerful inner urge to violence.  The end of sieges usually burst 
into destruction of buildings and monuments, rape of all or most 
women and killing on a large scaleðto retaliate or avenge per-
ceived injuries in the past, to celebrate as it were survival in an orgy 
of savagery, to reap rewards in lieu of other compensation for 
fightingðbut this did not turn on self-destruction.  The aristocratic 
leaders directing the war usually did not participate themselves in 
this orgy of destruction and brought it to an end after a day or two.  
Any longer, and the underlings might get the wrong idea and be-
come too uppity about what they deserved.  Today, of course, there 
would be nothing and nobody left to enjoy the spoils of war. 

Norman Simms, PhD, born and educated in the United 
States, now retired from university lecturing in New Zealand, was 
one of the founding editors of Mentalities/Mentalit®s, an interdisci-
plinary journal.  He continues independent scholarship. He has a 
forthcoming new book on Jewish intellectuals who mistakenly be-
lieved they had successfully assimilated into modern secular society 
and who woke up from their dreams too late.  He may be contacted 
at NSIMMS@waikato.ac.nz. Ç 

Quest for Rebirth: Psychohistorical  
Perspectives on the Islamic Stateôs  

Sacrificial War 

Victor MeladzeðIndependent Scholar 

 The idea of a group engaging in ritual violence and war 
where innocent people are killed, raped, beheaded, and crucified for 
the fulfillment of a moral imperative strikes a counterintuitive note 
in observers who view humans as rational beings.  One example of 
this phenomenon is the American mediaôs lack of clarity and depth 
in its assessment of the motives behind the carnage engendered by 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (or ISIS) in the Middle East. 

 In October 2014, the New York Times editorial board artic-
ulated its shared bewilderment at the ISIS fightersô brutality.  Ac-
cording to the boardôs commentary, ñThe mind rebels at the reports 
of cruelty by the Islamic State...Comparisons are meaningless at 
this level of evil, as are attempts to explain the horror by delving 
into the psychology or rationale of the perpetratorsò (ñThe Funda-
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mental Horror of ISIS,ò October 2, 2014).  The editorial board also 
referenced columnist Roger Cohenôs New York Times article, 
ñHere There Is No Why: For ISIS, Slaughter Is an End in Itself,ò in 
which he wrote, ñthere is no why to the barbarism of ISIS.ò  

 However, scholars who have studied psychological dimen-
sions of religious extremism cite numerous key theories as illumi-
nating the roots of the Islamic State groupôs violence and its vision 
of a new Middle East.  Psychohistorical perspectives on war and 
social violence are among the key theories we must consider in un-
derstanding the current strain of extremism.  Viewed through the 
lenses of psychohistorical models, the ISIS project to carve out land 
where literal interpretations of the Qurôan infuse all spheres of a 
fundamentalist monoculture is symptomatic of collective regression 
to early attachment needsðthat is, to restore the idealized parent-
child unity via purifying rebirth. 

 Although we must avoid reductive arguments, ignoring 
birth and childhood traumas communicated through the Islamic 
Stateôs horrific violence will hinder nuanced views of this unfold-
ing event.  American media inadvertently promulgate an under-
standing that the Islamic State groupôs formation was caused not 
only by complex historical currents, sectarian conflicts, and a multi-
plicity of individual and adult group grievances, but also by deeper 
emotional dynamics.  For example, Thomas Friedman, in a Septem-
ber 2014 op-ed for the New York Times, used a birth and pregnan-
cy metaphor in characterizing the rise of the Islamic State in the 
Middle East: ñThis is a civilization in distress, and unless it faces 
the pathologies that have given birth to an ISIS monster [in] its bel-
ly ï any victory we achieve from the air or ground will be tempo-
raryò (ñISIS Crisis,ò September 24, 2014).  The unconscious refer-
ence to the Middle East theater of conflict as being a birth mother 
of ISIS is clearly communicated.  What is more, Friedman meta-
phorically likened the extremist group itself to both a monstrous 
neonate and a pregnant woman. 

Friedman is not alone in framing the formation of the Islam-
ic State in birth metaphors.  CIA analyst Graham Fuller also ex-
pressed figuratively the causal factors that gave rise to ISIS: ñThe 
United States did not plan the formation of ISIS, but its destructive 
interventions in the Middle East and the war in Iraq were the basic 
causes of the birth of ISISò (Noam Chomsky, The Long Shameful 
History of American Terrorism, InTheseTimes.com, November 
2014). 
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Significance of Birth and Maternal Imagery 
Metaphors relating to pregnancy, birth, and infancy are used 

frequently by political figures, journalists, social activists, and oth-
ers during crises or discoveries that are perceived to be threats to 
human survival (Lloyd deMause, Foundations of Psychohistory, 
1982).  Former U.S. Vice President Al Gore, as one example, drew 
an analogy between planet earth and a sick baby when raising 
awareness of climate change.  Speaking on Good Morning America 
on June 13, 2006, he said, ñThe earth has a fever and just like when 
your child has a fever, maybe thatôs a warning of something seri-
ously wrong.ò 

The arrival of the atomic bomb also was heralded by Ameri-
can elites through parental and birth imagery.  For example, prior to 
the test explosion of the first atomic bomb in Los Alamos, physicist 
Ernest Lawrence cabled a message to a colleague in which he re-
ferred to the team of scientists that built the atomic bomb as 
ñparents.ò  After the atomic bomb named ñLittle Boyò was dropped 
on Hiroshima, U.S. Lieutenant General Leslie Groves cabled Presi-
dent Harry Truman with the news: ñThe baby was bornò (deMause, 
The Emotional Life of Nations, 2002). 

From psychohistorian Lloyd deMauseôs perspective, birth 
traumas that are projected in popular culture (e.g. crucifixion im-
agery, political cartoons that depict womb-like settings and fetal/
placental motifs such as flags, chains, and tunnels) are indications 
of a nationôs regressions to early death equivalent experiences.  
War and social violence, according to deMause, are not caused by 
adult groupsô humiliations and needs for revenge in isolation from 
preexisting psychic injuries suffered in utero and in childhood.  The 
American wars in Iraq and interventionist policies in the Middle 
East, from this viewpoint, are not the single causal events that en-
gendered the formation of the Islamic State group. 

According to psychohistorical theories, all violent mass 
movements and collective mobilizations for war have an underlying 
emotional dynamic or matrix that corresponds to separational indi-
viduation anxieties and fears of childhood.  For example, it is the 
internalized fear of the engulfing mother of childhood that is at the 
base of later adult groupsô perceptions of enemies and macro level 
crises as posing existential threats.  Thomas Friedmanôs likening of 
ISIS to a monstrous baby and a pregnant woman is only one exam-
ple of this phenomenon.  To paraphrase deMause, the delegated 
enemy is projectively experienced as the bad-mother and bad-self.  
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The unconscious need of all violent groups is to kill the bad-self 
and bad-mother gestalt in the enemy and thereby restore the sense 
of merger of good-self and good-mother. 

Rebirth Themes in the Islamic State Groupôs Violence and War 
The Islamic State groupôs unconscious need for an apoca-

lyptic rebirth that restores a sense of unity with omnipotent caretak-
ers is manifested in three interrelated characteristics.  These charac-
teristics can be organized as follows: 

belief in a punitive God, 
need for total conversion of preexisting geopolitical boundaries and 
multi-cultural milieu into an Islamic monoculture, and 

suicidal behavioral patterns. 

 Freud is the most prominent figure of classic psychoanalytic 
thought who theorized that God is a projection of the father image.  
According to Freud, belief in God has a number of psychic survival 
functions for human organisms.  Among these functions are allevia-
tion of death anxieties and facilitation of group cohesion through 
emotional attachment to a shared idealized parental figure (Freud, 
Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, 1921). 

Otto Rank, one of Freudôs associates, broke with the Freudi-
an orthodoxy by presenting evidence from ancient myths and pre-
monotheistic cults that depict supreme deities with maternal charac-
teristics (Rank, The Trauma of Birth, 1920).  Rank advanced the 
argument that birth traumas and the mother are the original sources 
of death equivalent anxieties.  Hence, Rank theorized that fears re-
lating to the birth mother were displaced onto the Father-God, a 
product of later historical group belief systems. 

From a psychohistorical perspective, symbolizations of God 
are unconsciously experienced by human beings as attachment ob-
jects (Daniel Hillôs chapter in The Fundamentalist Mindset, 2010).  
God representations serve the function of affect regulation (i.e. de-
fense against abandonment, guilt, separation, and individuation 
anxieties mobilized during periods of rapid change).  Although psy-
chohistorians differ in their views of the neurobiological and child-
hood roots of belief in God, they agree that belief in a punitive God 
is an integral component of violent groups. 

In keeping with Rankôs discovery of maternal imagery in 
pre-Abrahamic religions, it also should be noted that belief in a 
male gendered God has a particular functionðthat is, to neutralize 
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maternal engulfment anxieties.  For example, the belief in a venge-
ful and murderous form of Father-God or Allah, for violent funda-
mentalist groups such as ISIS, can be traced to irregular attach-
ments to primary caretakers of childhood (Hill, The Fundamentalist 
Mindset, 2010).  In theory, the Islamic State extremistsô need to 
submit to the will of Allah is an unconscious striving to merge with 
the father, thus defending the self from annihilation by the engulf-
ing mother.  Neutralization of anxieties and death wishes for the 
castrating father are also assuaged through the submission to an in-
ternalized representation of a supreme male deity. 

The significance of Iraq and Syria as a place to establish a 
ñcaliphate,ò a religious order, is also an unconscious communica-
tion of the Islamic State groupôs need to merge with a good parent.  
In this case, it is the need to merge with the ñgood mother.ò  Ac-
cording to psychohistorical theory, the physical environment and 
the ñin groupò milieu is experienced as a maternal body.  In fact, 
deMause theorizes that group members experience its vital attach-
ments such as national boundaries and the group itself as a womb 
surrounding (deMause, Foundations, 1982).  From this perspective, 
the Islamic State groupôs need to establish a caliphate that embod-
ies Allahôs authority on earth (Springer, Regens, and Edger, Islamic 
Radicalism and Global Jihad, 2009) is a reflection of an uncon-
scious need to enter the prenatal mother, or womb. 

The suicidal behavior of ISIS is another indication of its un-
conscious need to regain primal unity with idealized love objects.  
For example, news media around the world are replete with reports 
of suicides or ñsuicide bombings,ò committed by individuals with 
ideological ties with the Islamic State.  At a group level, the current 
war ISIS extremists are waging can also be considered as a collec-
tive suicide.  For example, the Islamic State is waging war against 
an impressive array of enemies encompassing the Western World 
(i.e. U.S., Britain, France, and their allies) and the Muslim nations 
(i.e. Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and their allies).  Put in other words, 
ISIS is waging a war that cannot be won by any rational calcula-
tions; it also is a war where massive casualties of group members 
are unavoidable. 

From a psychohistorical viewpoint, individualsô and groupsô 
need for martyrdom or death in war stems from an unconscious 
striving for immortality through the merger with loving parental 
powers.  The Islamic State extremistsô quest to ñdie for a higher 
cause,ò be it in the name of Islam or Allah, overlays the need to 
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mask annihilation anxieties imprinted in childhood and regain ma-
ternal love (deMause, Emotional Life, 2002).   

Conclusion 
The formation of ISIS and its sacrificial war have complex 

causal roots.  Most scholars would agree that the current battles 
waged by Islamic State extremists in Iraq and Syria are driven by a 
multiplicity of preexisting and emerging conflicts.  Few would ar-
gue that American military debacles in Iraq, Afghanistan, and inter-
ventionist policy in the world are not among the causal factors of 
the formation of Islamic fundamentalist groups. 

However, imperialistic overextension of American power is 
not the only catalyzing dynamic that has given rise to the Islamic 
State group.  A substantial body of psychohistorical research shows 
that social violence and war are not caused by adult group victimi-
zations, a sense of entitlement, and rage against the ñsecular West-
ern World.ò  Rather, massive emotional regression of all involved 
warring nations to traumatic memories of birth and childhood is 
among the multiplicity of causal factors that are synergistically at 
play in the rise of these extremists.   

Victor Meladze, an independent scholar, can be reached at 
victormeladze@sbcglobal.net.  Ç 
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