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Psychoanalytic Theory and the Terrorist  

Introduction 

 

The leading psychological theories of terrorism include a 

broad spectrum of sociological, psychological, and psychiatric 

methodologies. It is proposed by some that hardly any of these 

methodologies have been tested in a systematic way. 

Psychoanalysis is based upon the proposition that much of 

mental life is unconscious, that psychological development 

proceeds in stages based on infantile sexual fantasies, and 

that psychological distress stems from unresolved intra-

psychic conflict regarding those fantasies. The undercurrents 

of this theory were derived from nineteenth-century concepts 

of physics, in which the flow of mental and libidinal energy 

is deterministically expressed, repressed, or discharged. The 

theory has departures, but they share the notions that (I) 

parenting (as opposed to intrinsic temperament) determines 

psychological temperament and health, (II) active, unconscious 

forces exclude unpleasant thoughts from the consciousness, and 

(III) relationships with other people, object relations, are 

controlled by unconscious forces such as projection (the 

theory that one irrationally attributes one's own attitude to 

others). It is argued that non-scientific assumptions underpin 

the discoveries claimed by psychoanalysts, principally that 

the early analysts' impressionistic interpretations of classic 

cases according to their own dynamic theory constitute 

‘evidence’ supporting that theory.  



 

 

Psychoanalytic approaches to terrorist behaviour may be 

roughly separated according to their stress on the following; 

Identity  

Narcissism  

Paranoia 

Absolutism 

  

Identity  

It has been proposed that candidates for terrorism are young 

people lacking self-esteem who have strong or even desperate 

needs to consolidate their identities. On the basis of 

unstructured (and largely undocumented) interviews with Irish 

and European terrorists, it has been reported that many became 

politically violent, seeking a sense of purpose and self-

worth. The theory of psychologist Erik Erikson (1959), that 

adolescents reach a stage of identity formation at which 

ideologies assist in self-definition, was the basis for later 

psychoanalytic interpretations of his interviews with eight 

members of German terrorist groups, notably the assertion that 

over-controlling parents prevented these respondents from 

developing autonomy, leading to identity crises thus making 

violent struggle irresistible. At the extreme, those with 

identity confusion are perhaps tormented by a sense of 

isolation, conceivably engaging in terrorist violence as an 

adaptive response to the pain of social instability resulting 

from a breakdown of standards and values, unrest, alienation, 

and so on This perspective is consistent with the Freudian 

speculation that ‘the principle of self-determination may be 

inseparable from the impulse for destruction’. This view is 

also resonant of the theories of certain psychiatrists, who 

posit that violence against ‘colonial oppression’ liberates 

not only the body but also the self-identity. Menachem Begin 

offered his own endorsement of this mode of thought, "We fight 

therefore we are."  

The young turning to political violence in a desperate search 

for identity may act alone declaring allegiance to terror 

group the Islamic State and / or al Qaeda, yet they may 

compelled to join groups, offering the adhesion to identity. 

Identity-denied novitiates can also be viewed as being 



 

 

motivated by a desire to embrace the guidance of a charismatic 

leader-a form of devotion relating to, or characterized by the 

direction of love toward an object such as the mother that 

satisfies nonsexual needs – or likely the choosing of a love 

object who resembles a parent of either sex.  

Narcissism  

What explains the sequence that drives young people to 

terrorism? Psychoanalysts developed self-psychology as a move 

away the classical psychoanalytic theory of Freud. Basically a 

relating to the direction of love that satisfies nonsexual 

needs – moreover the needs that an infant has for caring 

responses to develop normally. The failure of maternal empathy 

thus leads to damage to the self-image, ‘a narcissistic 

injury’. The narcissistic injury obstructs development in 

either of two ways; 

as persistent, infantile, imposing fantasies,  

as a failure to assume the idealized image of the parent.  

Either syndrome thus inhibits and / or prevents the 

development of adult identity and requisite morality.  

It has been advocated that during later experience, wherein 

occurs the humiliation of subordination, is produced an ‘adult 

narcissistic injury’ that might well reawaken the mental trait 

of infantile narcissism. The result might be a pathological 

acclamation of self (the creation of the leader), the 

abandonment of independence to merge with the omnipotent 

figure (the genesis of the follower), or a combination of 

these impulses, as seen in the self-centred yearning for 

glory. Both of these forms of infantile withdrawal can be 

hypothesised as a mobilising of the expression of the desire 

to destroy the source of the injury. This rage being rage 

being against the damaged self, projected onto others, as if 

the target/s were the source of the intolerable feelings the 

person concerned has about her/himself. 

The target or victim is treated as a as no longer useful or 

desirable object, which some psychoanalysts cite as evidence 

that terrorism is a ‘spectacularly vivid example of 

narcissistic object manipulation.’  

The theory of ‘terrorist narcissism’ can be viewed as being 

consistent with many reports regarding the pathologically 



 

 

dependent mentality of adherents to cults. Further and 

additionally that it fits with more empirical observations 

that terrorists, far from being the aggressive psychopaths of 

public imagination, are often timid, emotionally damaged 

adolescents, in other words those who have suffered ego 

injuries such as parental rejection that delay or prevent full 

achievement of adult identity and who appear to be in search 

of some kind of affiliation and meaning. In this respect, 

narcissism and identity theory correspond. Potential support 

for the importance of narcissism comes from clinical 

examinations conducted with prisoners where is reported that 

these individuals exhibit narcissistic traits, wishing to put 

themselves at the centre of the cosmos, but never fulfil the 

criteria for a full-blown narcissistic personality disorder. 

It is further concluded that a laissez-faire / broad minded 

society was the forebear for their narcissism and with certain 

other terrorist biographies, the conclusions being somewhat 

impressionistic and not empirical. One can argue that it is 

uncertain whether the prevalence of narcissistic traits among 

terrorists exceeds the prevalence in the general population.  

Certain have indeed objected that narcissism can explain 

terrorism in even a small number of groups. Further that the 

scenario of identity deficit with narcissistic rage in the 

developmental path to terrorism is not supported by 

‘scientific study’.  

Paranoia / Political psychological theories of terrorism 

The American psychiatrist Jerrold Post is undeniably among the 

foremost contributors to political psychological theories of 

terrorism. ** see reference. Offering a comprehensive, 

psychoanalytically based formulation of terrorist behaviours 

that contains an explanation for the terrorist's capacity for 

murder, and advances the argument that the salient feature of 

terrorist psychology is projection, an infantile defence that 

assigns intolerable internal feelings to an external object 

when an individual who has grown up with a damaged self-

concept idealizes the good self and splits out the bad self. 

This projection is proposed to be the root of an adult 

persistence of the infantile phase that Melanie Klein referred 

to as the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’.  

While not overtly psychotic, the paranoid position nonetheless 

inflames the terrorist with suspicions that justify bloody 

acts of ‘self-defence’ against her/his victims  



 

 

Paranoia theory offers a developmental model that explains not 

only why only a minority of individuals with political 

grievances turns to terrorism, but also why terrorists kill 

those who do not appear to constitute an imminent threat.  

A plausible criticism of the paranoia theory shows that nine 

of ten Muslim terrorist biographies revealed no evidence of 

paranoia. Yet the most important criticism of such 

psychoanalytical theories is that it is impossible to test any 

hypothesis that attributes covert adult psychodynamic forces 

to covert psychosexual processes proposed to have occurred 

decades before, during infancy. Paranoia theory, as with 

narcissism theory is an psychoanalytic interpretation that 

might, after controlled research using validated measures of 

paranoia, be shown to explain some instances of this very 

adult behaviour.  

Absolutist/Apocalypse Theory  

Harvard psychiatrist Robert Lifton’s major recent contribution 

is an account of the Aum Shinrikyo cult and other apocalyptic 

groups who foresee mass-destruction as a path toward replacing 

the corrupt world with a supposedly better new social order. 

Apocalyptic groups usually do exhibit absolutist moral 

polarization, idealization of a messianic figure, and impaired 

reality testing, imagining vast conspiracies of evil such as a 

‘elite world government’. Such insights as those of Lifton, 

that absolutist/moral thinking assists in the motivating of 

terrorism through its seductive appeal to young adults who 

have weak identities, and further, that terrorists defend 

themselves from normal emotional responses to violence through 

denial, psychic anesthetising, or isolation of affect does, 

according to some, fit with psychoanalytic theory.  

Neither absolutism nor isolation of affect by themselves 

explain the specific impulse to harm innocent people. 

It is reasonable to predict that; irrational violence against 

the person would be precipitated when pathological defences 

lead to black-and-white thinking about the out-group combined 

with paranoia about in-group annihilation. Paradoxically this 

is consistent with the argument that terrorists are often 

uncompromising moralists who see the world in blatantly polar 

terms. An absolutist approach to terrorism represents a 

persuasive combination of psychoanalytic developmental theory 

with a theory of atypical cognitive style. However, the 



 

 

evidence offered to support this theory consists of a 

subjective, theory-driven interpretation of unstructured 

interviews with a few individuals who may not be 

representative, and the postulated existentialist despair, 

irrational fantasies of worldwide dominion, and pathologically 

dependent group behaviour of apocalyptic cults led by 

messianic leaders seem to characterize only a small minority 

of terrorist actions.  

One must still explain the majority. The great strengths of 

psychoanalytic interpretations of terrorism are their 

acknowledgment that individual developmental factors beginning 

in early childhood probably influence adult behavioural 

proclivities, their recognition of the enormous power of the 

unconscious to influence conscious thought, and their 

observation that covert psychodynamic forces of groups may 

subsume individuality. The great weakness is the lack of 

falsifiability.  

Psychoanalysis has been largely abandoned among modern 

psychiatrists precisely because it rejects the scientific 

method. One should not deny that early childhood, unconscious 

processes, and group dynamics are likely key factors in the 

birth of terrorism. However, psychoanalytic claims regarding 

intrapsychic dynamics tied to presumptive stages of sexuality 

are unable to be confirmed according to contemporary methods 

of social and behavioural science.  

A less ideological and more empirical psychodynamic model that 

nonetheless considers the crucial role of the unconscious 

tested via controlled research, in examining whether a 

subgroup of terrorists exhibit elevated scores on validated 

measures of; maternal rejection, self-absorption, or paranoia-

might more persuasively demonstrate how developmental and 

unconscious processes help drive terrorism.  
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