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ABSTRACT

Terrorism, like other forms of political violence, has an organizational context.
Few studies, however, have considered the influence of organizational life upon the
outward behavior of terrorist groups. This paper explores the possibility that terrorism, in
addition to its political context, reflects the internal dynamics of the terrorist group.
Assuming that action is what binds the terrorist group together, the use of violence may
oftentimes be dictated more by the need to satisfy the internal goal of group survival than
to directly further the group's external political agenda. Focusing upon internal cohesion
as the critical mediating variable for group survival, this paper examines how the terrorist
group's efforts to maintain itself drives violent behavior that transcends political
considerations and operational prudence. When external and internal requirements
become contradictory, the terrorist group faces a dilemma. Caught in a vicious cycle of
reacting to strategic failure with more violent action in order to maintain itself, the
terrorist group generates a negative dynamic of violence that not only undermines its

chances of achieving stated long-term goals but also accelerates its decline.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Terrorism has an organizational context. Terrorist groups,
constituting a special category of autonomous political
organization, face the same types of organizational
challenges as open, conventional groups. One such challenge
is méintaining the group as a minimum prerequisite for
enabling it to work towards stated political goals. The
prevailing wisdom treats the terrorist group as a collective,
strategic actor focused directly on its ultimate political
objectives. Recognizing group maintenance as an intermediate
path in this process, however, there is an alternative, yet
complementary approach which treats the terrorist group as a
dynamic actor whose behavior can also be explained by efforts
to maintain itself as a cohesive entity. Terrorism is as
much, if not more, a reflection of the internal
organizational dynamics of the terrorist group as it is a
manifestation of stated political objectives.

This thesis focuses on internal cohesion as the critical
mediating variable in terrorist group survival. It examines
the major forces that affect that cohesion and how the
group's efforts to maintain itself can escalate violent
behavior to a point that transcends political considerations
and operational prudence. The uniquely rigid internal and
external constraints of the terrorist environment make the
maintenance of cohesion severely problematic over the life-

cycle of the terrorist group. The oppressive hardships of

ix



clandestine 1:7c and consistent failure in making
demonstrable progrezs towards their ultimate objectives put
the legitimacy and cohesion of terrorist groups in constant
jeopardy. When internal and external requirements become
contradictory, the terrorist group faces a dilemma. The use
of violence to maintain the group's identity and cohesion,
regardless of the strategic or operational risks, pits the
short-term survival of the group against its prospects for
long-term success.

From a strategic standpoint, terrorism rarely succeeds.
By definition, terrorists must terrorize in order to achieve
their ultimate objectives. Without a commitment to violence,
terrorist groups i se their raison d'étre. Every violent
act, however, carr:es with it considerable risks to the
terrorist 'group that far outweigh its strategic returns.
Despite constant failure to achieve ultimate objectives
through violent action, the terrorist group remains bound to
it as a means of self-preservation. The result is a vicious
cycle of reacting "o the objective failures of terrorist
action with more violent action in order to reestablish the
group's credibility with its membership. The opposite and
unintended effect is that such group-oriented acts of
violence only breed more failure, taking the terrorists
farther and farther away from their ultimate goals. 1In the
end, any logical ...k between the group's violent acts and

its ultimate, s-ared objectives 1is a matter of pure



coincidence. This negative dynamic of violence not only
undermines the terrorist group's chances of achieving its

long-term objectives but-also accelerates its decline.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Each terrorist organization has within itself a seed

for future counterrevolution and, consequently, also

for possible destruction.l
A. RESEARCH QUESTION

Terrorism remains a widely recognized but 1largely
misunderstood phenomenon. Even the term is ambiguous,
pejorative in application and controversial in definition.
More often than not its meaning is subject to the parochial
concerns of the academic perspective from which it is being
studied. A substantial portion of the existing literature on
terrorism and terrorist groups is devoted to definitions,
historical accounts, psychological profiles, case studies,
order-of-battle information, typologies, and ideologies.
Unfortunately, the functional significance of the information
contained in many of these studies is unclear in the absence
of a general theoretical framework designed not only to
further the understanding of how and why terrorism occurs,
but also to develop a basis for useful comparative studies of
diverse terrorist groups and to formulate balanced,
reasonable and selective counter-terrorist policy judgments.

It is fair to say that we understand relatively little
about individual terrorists and even less about the internal

processes of the organizations to which they belong.

1 J.K. zawodny, "Internal Organizational Problems and
the Sources of Tensions of Terrorist Movements as Catalysts
of Violence," Terrorism: An International Journal 1, No. 3/4
(1978): 282.



Terrorism, like other forms of political violence, has an
organizational context, yet few studies undertaken have
considered the influence of organizational life upon the
external behavior of the terrorist group. Accepting the
premise that terrorist groups constitute a special category
of autonomous political organization, it follows that they
will face the same organizational challenges as open,
conventional groups.

Regardless of their nature or origins, all organizations
act to achieve some specific goal and, consequently, to
coordinate the skill and energies of their membership towards
that end. One problem that affects the ability of groups to
achieve their stated goals over time is that of developing
and maintaining cohesion in the face of dynamic internal and
external challenges. The dilemma for terrorist groups is how
to stay together for the long-term despite consistent failure
to succeed in the short-term. This paper examines the
question of what factors most affect terrorist group cohesion
and how these factors, coupled with a rigid commitment to
violence, ultimately affect the survivability of the group.
The proposition is that terrorist groups, by virtue of their
unique existence, face internal and environmental constraints
which make the maintenance of group cohesion significantly
more problematic than for open, conventional groups.

paradoxically, the terrorist group's efforts to preserve



itself through violent action undermines its ability to meet
external requirements and may, in fact, hasten its demise.
B. FRAMEWORK FOR THE ARGUMENT AND ASSUMPTIONS

From a strategic standpoint, terrorist groups rarely, if
ever, succeed. Figure 1 outlines the schematic framework for
arguihg that a terrorist group's need to preserve itself and
its legitimate identity continue to generate externally
violent behavior despite the failure of this course of action

to achieve the group's ultimate goals.

Deal w/Group

Initial Success Gt
: risis
Goal_orlented RIS :
Violence — Strategic

Reorientation?

S

Group Crisis

Deal w/Group
Crisis

Failure to
Achieve Goal/
End State

Cohesion
Threatened Group-oriented

Violence

Figure 1. The Negative Dynamic of Terrorist Group
Violence.

The prevailing wisdom argues that terrorist groups act
to fulfill external goals. As such, their pursuit of an
initial course of action depends upon the ultimate success oOr
failure of that action in helping the terrorist group achieve
its ultimate goals or end state. Assuming that terrorist
groups rarely, if ever, succeed, how then does one account

for the persistence of terrorist activity? An alternative



and complementary proposition suggests that one must go
beyond treating the terrorist group as a strategic "black
box" and consider the dynamics internal to the "black box"
that may be driving terrorist behavior. The existence of the
group and its continued survival cannot be taken for granted,
particularly when the group consistently fails to realize its
external goals or when operational prudence dictates that
action is too risky for the security of the group. Failure
of an initial course of action eventually creates a crisis
between a terrorist group's need to maintain internal
cohesion and to satisfy its external agenda. When this
occurs, these two seemingly complementary goals become
contradictory.?2 Even though violent action fails to achieve
external goals, its remains critical to the core identity,
legitimacy and cohesion of the terrorist group. Therefore,
even if a strategic reorientation is needed, i.e., to
moderate or disband, the terrorist group continues to
exercise violence in order to satisfy its intermediate
internal maintenance goals. The act of maintaining the group

and reestablishing its identity, in this respect, generates a

2 Hannan and Freeman assert the "the modern world favors
collective actors that demonstrate or reasonably claim a
capacity for reliable performance and can account rationally
for their actions...Unreliability and failure of
accountability at any stage...threatens the organization's
ability to maintain the commitment of members and
clients...." See Michael T. Hannan and John Freeman,
Structural Inertia and Organizational Change," American
Sociological Review 49, (April 1984): 154.



negative, downward dynamic of violence that breeds more
failure and takes the terrorist group even farther away from
achieving its ultimate goal.

For terrorist groups that are committed to violent
behavior, maintaining cohesion as a minimum requirement for
survival can oftentimes restrict their flexibility and cause
them to repeat past mistakes. Their legitimacy at stake,
terrorist groups act more furiously to survive, only to find
themselves caught in a vicious cycle of violence that only
leads them further and faster along the path of decline.
Studies on organizational decline offer the following
insights to this destructive process. According to Cummings:

One of the most thoroughly documented reactions to

decline and threat of failure is a combination of

denial, resistance, and struggle focused on the

"enemy" versus diagnosis of the problem. All of

these efforts to prevent decline generate

counterforces, making the symptoms and by-products

of decline even more painful. These actions and

reactions, culminating in a downward cycle of

dysfunctional rigidity, are well documented across
several areas of knowledge in organizational
behavior.3

Another study by Staw asserts:

...committing additional resources to a losing

decisional alternative can...turn into a negative

cyclical process. That is, due to a need to

justify prior behavior, a decision maker may
increase his commitment in the face of negative

3 Larry L. Cummings, "Organizational Decline from the
Individual Perspective," In Readings in Organizational
Decline: Frameworks, Research and Perceptions. eds. Kim S.
Cameron, Robert I. Sutton and David A. Whetten (Cambridge,
Mass: Ballinger Publishing Co., 1988): 422.



consequences, and this higher level of commitment
may, in turn, lead to further negative
consequences.?

There are two assumptions that are critical to this

paper. First, whatever else they stand for, the predominant

concern of most groups is their own survival. Terrorist
groups are no exception. As noted in a study by the Rand
Corporation:

Organizations are dedicated to survival. They do
not voluntarily go out of business. Right now,
the immediate objective of many of the world's
hard-pressed terrorist groups is the same as the
immediate objective of many of the world's hard-
pressed corporations -- that is, to continue
operations.>
Second, the purpose of terrorism is to terrorize. The
opportunity for action is an integral part of an individual's
reason for joining and remaining in a terrorist group.
Therefore, as Crenshaw suggests, pressures to take violent
action are intensified by internal group politics to the

point where the group must make the choice between "action as

survival" and "inaction as the death of resistance."® Action

4 Barry M. Staw, "Knee-Deep in the Big Muddy: A Study of
Commitment to a Chosen Course of Action," Organizational
Behavior and Human Performance 16, (1976): 29.

5 Bonnie Cordes et al., Trends in International
Terrorism, 1982 and 1983 (Santa Monica, CA: The Rand
Corporation, 1984), p. 29.

6 Martha Crenshaw, "The Causes of Terrorism, "
Comparative Politics 13, No.4 (July 1981): 389.



is, in essence, the glue that holds the terrorist group
together.
C. METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this paper is to provide an alternative,
vet complementary, explanation to the goals approach for
terrorist group behavior. Reflecting the internal dynamics
of the terrorist group, this behavior is predicated upon the
need to fulfill internal goals and requirements, the foremost
of which is ensuring the effective survival of the group.
This paper examines cohesion as the critical mediating
variable for group survival.

Using elements of conventional organization theory as a
conceptual framework for analysis, this paper will examine
the major forces that likely to affect the internal cohesion
of terrorist groups and, conseguently, their ability to
pursue stated, political goals. The relative paucity of
studies devoted to internal organizational processes in
voluntary and political organizations necessitated drawing
upon findings from the larger body of general organizational
literature. The study of organizational behavior deals with
so many types of groups and therefore implies that there is a
body of principles common to all groups. Despite the obvious
differences between open, conventional groups and terrorist
groups, one can assume there are enough similarities in the
behavioral dimension such that research on one type yields

similar results in another.



Chapter II reviews the two predominant theories on
terrorist group behavior and illustrates the need to consider
the effects of internal group dynamics, in addition to stated
strategic goals, on terrorist behavior. Chapter III provides
a overview of group cohesion in organizational theory and
proposes a working definition of cohesion that highlights its
role in effective group survival. Chapter IV provides a
universal focus on the nature of the terrorist milieu and the
uniquely restrictive challenges it presents for the
maintenance of terrorist groups. Chapter V draws upon the
concepts of group cohesion and the challenges of the
terrorist environment to provide a critical analysis of the
forces that affect the internal cohesion of terrorist groups
and their outward behavior. The ultimate intent is to argue
that, despite consistent failure to meet external goals
through violence, a terrorist group's rigid commitment to the
course of violent action as a means to satisfy the internal
requirement of group maintenance has the opposite, unintended
effect of accelerating the group's decline and undermining

its chances to achieve long-term goals.



II. A REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS FOR TERRORIST
GROUP BEHAVIOR: GROUP GOALS AND VIOLENCE

A. INTRODUCTION

This chapter provides an overview of the two predominant
theoretical frameworks for the analysis of terrorist group
behavior: the strategic actor model and the organizational
dynamics approach.? Juxtaposing these two causal theories
highlights the need to avoid the trap of what Peter Merkl
refers to as "monocausal explanations"® for terrorism. It
also cautions against adopting overly rationalistic or
strategic interpretations of terrorism which exclude the
possibility that terrorist violence is as much, if not more,
a manifestation of internal dynamics as it is a face value
reflection of the group's stated political doctrine and

goals.

7 Others which will not be covered specifically in this
paper are the psychological and structural approaches. For
background on psychological theory of terrorism, see Jerold
M. Post, M.D., "Terrorist Psycho-Logic: Terrorist Behavior as
a Product of Psychological Forces," In Origins of Terrorism:
Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind, ed.
Walter Reich (Cambridge: Woodrow Wilson International Center
for Scholars and Cambridge University Press, 1990):
pp. 25-42. For structural theory, see Jeffrey Ian Ross,
"Structural Causes of Oppositional Political Terrorism:
Towards a Causal Model," Journal of Peace Research 30, No.3
(1993): 317-29.

8 peter Merkl, "Political Socialization of West German
Terrorists," In Political Violence and Terror: Motifs and
Motivations, ed. Peter Merkl (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1986), p. 199.



Instead of analyzing terrorist groups as purely
strategic "black box" actors focused only on their ultimate
political goals, this paper argues that they-be interpreted
as dynamic actors whose intermediate objective is maintaining
the group. Terrorist leaders cannot simply assume the
existence of the group. The group must constantly be aware
of itself, for without it there is no chance of ever
achieving the ultimate strategic objective. The path from
the terrorist group's initial violent act to its ultimate
objective is not a direct one. Instead, the group may be
forced to pursue alternate paths to the same end point.
Viewing group maintenance as a necessary intermediate means
to a strategic end, one must consider that there are dynamics
internal to the group that are also driving terrorist
behavior. ' Although the group continues to work towards its
ultimate goal, it may become thrown off track by efforts to
maintain itself as a cohesive entity through violent action.
To neglect cohesiveness and group survival is to forego any
realistic hope of achieving the group's ultimate objective.
Therefore, much of the terrorist group's planning and
activity is concerned with the fundamental goal of
perpetuating itself.

B. THE STRATEGIC ACTOR MODEL

The strategic actor model assumes that a terrorist group

acts as a collective unit according to a rational, strategic

logic, i.e., it starts with a political goal and a collective

10



set of values, recognizes operational limitations and
external stimuli and constraints, evaluates possible
outcomes, and ultimately chooses an appropriate course of
action which maximizes reward, minimizes cost, and is
pelieved to be consistent with the desired outcome. 1In her
discussion of the "instrumental" (strategic) approach, Martha
Crenshaw describes terrorism as "a deliberate choice of a
political actor,” and as such, a logical means to a political
end.? Organizations derive a great deal of their meaning and
legitimacy from at least maintaining the appearance of
rationality. It is important to understand that rationality
in this context is not intended as a judgment of sanity or
acceptability of the goals of the terrorist group. As Kent
Layne Oots explains:

Rationality implies only that an actor has a reason

for his action and that he believes the action to

be useful in obtaining his goals...It is the action

in accord with the belief that is important.10

The strategic actor model assumes that a terrorist

group's success Or failure is measured in terms of its

ability to attain its stated political ends.ll From a purely

9 Martha Crenshaw, wTheories of Terrorism: Instrumental
and Organizational Approaches, " In Inside Terrorist
Organizations, ed. David C. Rappaport (London: Frank Cass &
Co. LTD, 1988), p. 13.

10 Kent Layne Oots, "Bargaining With Terrorists:
Organizational Considerations, " Terrorism: An International
Journal 13 (1990): 146.

11 crenshaw, "Theories," p. 15.

11



rational, strategic standpoint, the more costly it becomes
for a terrorist group to succeed, the less likely it is that
the group will attempt ‘action. Frustration from external
stimuli in seeking its political objectives renders the group
vulnerable to physical defeat through capture or losses in
the field, factionalism, or disbanding of its own accord.
While their is a grain of truth to such an argument, it
cannot explain why many terrorist groups have survived and
remain faithful to their cause despite imprisonment of
leadership and cadre, severe attrition and widespread public
opposition. Such diverse groups as the IRA Provisionals, the
Japanese Red Army (JRA), the Red Brigades, the Red Army
Faction (RAF), the Basque ETA and the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) have come nowhere close to
achieving their ultimate, stated goals, yet they persist.
One cannot completely reconcile a strategically-based theory
of terrorist activity with the persistence of a phenomenon
that rarely, if ever, succeeds beyond the tactical level.
C. THE ORGANIZATIONAL DYNAMICS APPROACH

Treating the terrorist group as a goal-oriented,
strategic "black box," the major limitation of the strategic
actor model is its level of analysis does not satisfactorily
incorporate the role of the individual in shaping group
activities. According to Philip Selznick's theory of

organizations:

12



The needs of the individuals do not permit a

single-minded attention to the stated goals of the

system within which they have been assigned. Many

of these interests and goals do not always coincide

with the goals of the formal system.l2
Applying this logic to terrorist groups, Crenshaw states:

The organizational approach to interpreting

terrorist behavior assumes a complexity of

motivation well beyond the strategy of challenging

governments to effect radical change. It proposes

that leaders of terrorist organizations struggle to

maintain a viable organization. The incentives

they offer members may require actions against the

government regardless of the cost, if that cost is

short of complete destruction of the organization.l13

Most rational, self-interested individuals are not
motivated to join established groups, much less terrorist
groups, for the hope of fulfilling purposive or political
goals alone. Furthermore, individual commitment to the group
cannot be taken for granted. Exchange theories of interest
group behavior suggest that considerable ideological variance
may exist within a particular political organization. Actors
may join a group whose purposive goalsl4 they oppose or are
indifferent to simply because the selective benefits of

membership, unobtainable outside the group, outweigh the cost

12 philip Selznick, "Foundations of the Theory of
Organization, " American Sociological Review 13, (1948): 27.

13 Martha Crenshaw, "An Organizational Approach to the
Analysis of Political Terrorism," Orbis 29, No.3 (Fall 1985):
487.

14 wWithin this context, political goals are considered to
take the form of "collective goods."

13



of participation.!®> For the terrorist, such personal needs
may include comradeship with kindred spirits, acceptance and
a need to belong, social status, excitement and the
opportunity for action. Crenshaw and Oots both stress how
"selective incentives" are tied to the viability of terrorist
groups and, as Crenshaw indicates, images of the
stereotypical terrorist motivated by deep political
convictions "obscures a more complex reality."16 Applying
what is referred to as the "free-rider" problem to terrorism,
Oots states that if the goal of the terrorist group takes the
form of collective goods, it would not be rational for an
individual to join without other inducements since he would
share in the outcome with or without participation.l? Not
everyone committed to an ideological or political cause
becomes a terrorist.

Selznick asserts that organizations never succeed in
"conquering the non-rational dimensions of organizational

behavior"1® which could be considered the unintended outcome

15 See Norman Frohlich, Joe A. Oppenheimer and Orin R.
Young, Political Leadership and Collective Goods (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1971) and Frohlich et al.,
"Individual Contributions for Collective Goods: Alternative
Models, " Journal of Conflict Resolution 19, No.2 (June 1975):
310-329.

16 Crenshaw, "An Organizational Approach," p. 474.
17 Kent Layne Oots, A Political Organizational Approach

to Transnational Terrorism, (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
Inc., 1986): pp. 139-40.
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of the various social and psychological forces which go along
with membership in a collective. The implication is that in
addition to its strategic dimension, group behavior also
reflects a frequently overriding concern for motivating and
maintaining membership. This may help explain why terrorism
persiéts despite its consistent political failure. As Harvey
Waterman writes:

...the coherence and effectiveness of the

collectivity as an organization constitutes one of

the resources to be considered as it makes its

choices for or against particular collective

actions.19

A central theme in James Q. Wilson's Political
Organizations (1973) is that the behavior of persons who lead
or speak for an organization is best understood in terms of
their efforts to maintain and enhance the organization as
well as their position in it. In a similar vein, the
internal organizational approach to terrorism attributes this
phenomenon to an organization's struggle to survive. It
suggests that terrorist groups may be strengthened or
weakened as much by internal dynamics as by external stimuli.
Crenshaw asserts:

...focusing on organizational processes offers a

way of integrating the variables of ideology,

individual motivation, and social conditions into

explanations of how terrorist campaigns get started
and why they continue despite the deployment of the

18 Tbid., p. 25.

19 Harvey Waterman, "Reasons and Reason: Collective
Political Activity in Comparative and Historical
Perspective," World Politics (July 1981): 557.

v
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government's superior power of coercion against
them. 20

As such, action taken in the interests of internal cohesion
and solidarity can develop a dynamic of its own. Terrorism,
in such circumstances, becomes an end in itself.
D. CONCLUSIONS

Organizational dynamics theory, like the strategic actor
model, 1is not a panacea for explaining the causes of
terrorist activity; However, it does allow the possibility
that terrorist group violence is more than a manifestation of
strategic logic: it may simultaneously or exclusively reflect
attempts to confront internal organizational challenges such
as interpersonal rivalry, leadership struggle, divergent
expectations, and questions of legitimacy. This is what
Thomas Perry Thornton refers to as the "proximate objectives
of terrorism." As Thornton states:

An economically-minded insurgent group will attempt

to make each act affect as many objectives as

possible, and, conversely, the analyst of an act of

terrorism should not be mislead into thinking that

each act can have only one objective.?l
It may prove difficult to discern whether or not a specific

terrorist act 1is internally-directed. However, it will

benefit both the analyst and the policy maker to at least

20 Crenshaw, "An Organizational Approach," p. 472.

21 Thomas Perry Thornton, "Terror as a Weapon of
Political Agitation," In Internal War: Problems and
Approaches, ed. Harry Eckstein (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press
Publishers, 1964), p. 82.
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consider that the intended target may not always be the
government or society at-large. This 1is particularly
relevant for terrorist actions which appear either
strategically and politically inconsistent or unusually risky
for the group in gquestion. The lesson is that one cannot

assume a terrorist group's intent by its actions alone.
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III. AN OVERVIEW OF GROUP COHESION IN ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY
A. INTRODUCTION

The existence of the group and its surwvival cannot be
taken for granted. Focusing on the internal dynamics of
groups as an alternative explanation for group behavior,
cohesion is a significant mediating variable to group
survival. Without cohesion, groups may exist physically but
cease to maintain themselves as cooperative, goal-oriented
systems.

Cohesion has been a significant subject of group
dynamics research since the early 1950s. Unfortunately, the
copious research devoted to the concept has not yielded a
commensurate degree consensus on its definition and methods
of operationalization. Many researchers have investigated
and described group cohesion without defining exactly what it
is. Most definitions are considered either too narrow, too
broad, or too abstract to be of use for sound empirical
research. One study summarizes the problem best: "...there
is little cohesion in the cohesion research."?? As a result,
the true meaning of group cohesion remains an enigma.

Despite the difficulties of definition, there is general
agreement as to what cohesion means to a group, the

predominant assumptions being that it 1is wvital to group

22 william E. Piper et al., "Cohesion as a Basic Bond in
Groups," Human Relations 36, No.2 (1983): 94.
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survival?23 and represents a sort of barometer of group
performance. Research on group cohesion also rests on the
assumption that members of highly cohesive groups are more
cooperative and more responsive to group influence, tending
to work more efficiently towards group goals and deriving
higher satisfaction from doing so. Cohesion is often cited
as a significant factor in various group processes including
membership continuity, conformity, productivity, behaviqral
change, and goal achievement. For example, one study
characterizes a successful group as follows:

The definition of a successful group is a group
with high cohesion and high productivity, in which
objectives, role differentiation, values and norms,
and membership criteria are clear and agreed upon,
and in which communication is open and full.24

Another study offers the following:

We think...of a group that has a strong feeling of
'we-ness', ...We think, too, of a group where
everyone is friendly or where loyalty to fellow
members is high. A cohesive group might be
characterized as one in which the members all work
together for a common goal, or one where everyone
is ready to take responsibility for group choices.
The willingness to endure pain or frustration for
the group is yet another indication of its
cohesiveness. Finally, we may conceive of a

23 p certain amount of cohesiveness or integrating force
is necessary for a group to exist at all. Unless a certain
critical strength of force toward remaining in the group
applies to all members, the group will disrupt and cease to
be. See John Thibaut, "An Experimental Study of the
Cohesiveness of Underprivileged Groups, " Human Relations 3,
(1950) : 251.

24 C.R. Shephard, Small Groups (San Francisco: Chandler
Publishing Co., 1964), p. 118.
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cohesive group as one which its members will defend
against external criticism or attack.?25

The ambiguity surrounding group cohesion is unfortunate
considering its assumed criticality to group process and
outcome in all varieties of group settings. Certainly, there
is no shortage of theorists willing to express ideas
regarding what characterizes a cohesive group.
Unfortunately, these characterizations taken singularly fall
short of specifying variables which contribute to the
creation of a cohesive group.

This chapter .provides a brief overview of the
predominant theories on group cohesion in highlight the
problems in defining the concept and separating it from other
group concepts and processes. Given that no all-inclusive
definitions or operational measures of group cohesion are
available, a consolidated, multi-dimensional working
definition from the existing literature will be developed.
Finally, some of the problems in relating group cohesion with
group effectiveness and survival will be presented.

B. LITERATURE REVIEW AND PROMINENT THEORIES

Evans and Jarvis point out in their review of the

research on group cohesion that the lack of consensus on a

nominal definition has resulted in a number of imprecise

25 porwin Cartwright and Alvin Zander, Group Dynamics:
Research and Theory (Evanston: Row, Peterson and Co., 1953),
p. 276.
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measurement techniques and has made it difficult to build
upon previous research.2® Most of the problems have been
identified but still plague the literature today. A review
of the literature reveals that there appear to be two major
schools of thought on the concept of group cohesion, neither
of which has bridged the gap completely between recognizing
it as a group phenomenon and defining it as such.

1. Cohesion as Attraction-to-Group

One of the first widely accepted nominal definitions of
cohesion was developed by Festinger (1950); he defined
cohesion as "the total field of forces which act on members
to remain in the group."?2?7 Festinger operationalized this
definition by focusing on indexes friendship and attraction
to other group members. Festinger and others to follow
placed emphasis on the individuals' desires for membership
based upon the attractiveness, or valence, of the group. For
example, Cartwright and Zander 1limit the concept of
cohesiveness to the phenomenon of attraction-to-group as a
function of group properties (e.g. goals, size, type, and

position in the community) and individual needs (e.g.

26 Nancy J. Evans and Paul a. Jarvis, "Group Cohesion: A
Review and Reevaluation," Small Group Behavior 11, No.4
(November 1980): 365. This article provides a useful
overview of the major theories on group cohesion since the
early 1950s.

27 Leon Festinger, "Group Attraction and Membership," In

Group Dynamics: Research and Theory, eds. Dorwin Cartwright
and Alvin Zander (Evanston: Row, Peterson, and Co., 1953).
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affiliation, recognition and security). Therefore, a
reduction in the ability of the group to meet these needs
decreases the attractiveness, and thereby, the cohesion of
the group.?28

Identification and direct measurement of the "total
field of forces" proved difficult if not impossible, and the
focus on individual attraction-to-group had blurred the
concept of cohesion as a group phenomenon. It suggested that
group cohesion can be quantified as a total sum or average of
individual levels of attraction and, as Evans and Jarvis
note, such an approach fails to consider the variability in
attraction among group members.2? It could also be suggested
that this approach assumes attraction to other members of the
group will translate into attraction to the group as a whole.

Gross and Martin (1952) criticized Festinger's
operationalization of the "total field of forces," suggesting
instead that what should be measured is the "resultant of the
total field of forces" derived from asking members how
attractive the group is to them in general terms.3? Gross and
Martin rejected the additive conception of cohesion and

stated:

28 gee Dorwin Cartwright and Alvin Zander, eds., Group
Dynamics: Research and Theory (Evanston: Row, Peterson, and
Co., 1960), pp. 69-74.

29 Evans and Jarvis, p. 359.

30 Thid., p. 361.
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a group may be highly attractive to all members but

still show a very 1low degree of sticking-

togetherness as a group.-31
Rather than focusing on individual perceptions, Gross and
Martin preferred placing emphasis upon relational bonds
between and among group members under varying conditions and
crises in order to derive a definition for cohesion. The
result was an alternative nominal definition referred to as
the "resistance conception of cohesion" wherein cohesion
becomes a measure of how strong or weak a disruptive force is
required before a group begins to break apart. According to
the definition proposed by Gross and Martin:

If one views cohesiveness as "sticking-

togetherness" or, the resistance of a group to

disruptive forces, then it is immediately apparent

that the attractiveness of a group for its members

could be viewed as a variable that might be related

to the resistance of a group to disruptive forces.32
Despite their criticism of Festinger, Gross and Martin
similarly offered no plan for operationalization. However,
they did stress the group force quality of cohesion of which
individual needs are but one variable.

Another study which touches upon the group nature of

cohesion is one conducted by Van Bergen and Koekebakker

(1959) in which cohesion is defined as "the degree of

31 Neal Gross and William E. Martin, On Group
Cohesiveness," The American Journal of Sociology 57, (1952):
554.

32 Ibid., pp. 553-4.
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unification of the group field." This theory relates to
"closeness" among group members, similarity in perception of
events, and bonding in response to the outside world. By
this definition, all members of a cohesive group would tend
to perceive the group similarly and respond to questions
concerning the group in the same way.33

2. Cohesion as a Bonding Force

Another approach to cohesion essentially regards it as a
"organizing force" which prevents the group from "scattering
like a heap of Dbilliard balls." From the group's
perspective, internal and external disorder are viewed as
"disruptive forces." Group cohesion is defined as the
opposing force to pressure and agitation which stems from the
need of loyal members to maintain the orderly existence of
the group. This approach assumes that the forces involved
are dynamic and measurable, and that their respective ratios
may determine group effectiveness over a specific period of
time.34

In another study, Piper, et al. (1983) support the
narrow definition of cohesion as "a basic bond or uniting
force" and entertain the possibility that several types of

bonds ("cohesions") exist within a group, i.e., member-

33 A. Van Bergen and J. Koekebakker, "'Group
Cohesiveness' in Laboratory Experiments," Acta Psychologica
16, (1959): 85, and Evans and Jarvis, pp. 363-6.

34 Berne, p. 72-80.
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member, member-leader, and member-group. The strength of one
or more of these bonds determines whether or not a member
remains in the group.35 1In contrast to the attraction-to-
group theorists, Piper, et al. indicate that the term
cohesion, as defined, does not necessarily imply that group
members regard the group as attractive. It suggests only that
the members find themselves bound to it. Therefore, a
"cohesive group" is defined as:

a group where the various bonds in the group are

strong, e.g., where a majority of the participants

possess a commitment to the group, to each other

and to the leader.
Placing the different types of individual bonds within a
group context, Piper et al. define "group cohesion" as the
“group property that emerges from the set of cohesions
(bonds) that exists in a group."36
C. WORKING DEFINITION OF GROUP COHESION

Evans and Jarvis asserted that the lack of an agreed
upon definition and measurement technique for cohesion does
not mean that investigation of the phenomenon in groups
should be avoided. Rather, they suggest it 1s more
beneficial to begin reevaluating and investigating cohesion

based upon "a sound conceptualization" and "research effort

directed at understanding the determinants and effects of the

35 william E. Piper, et al., "Cohesion as a Basic Bond in
Groups, " Human Relations 36, No.2 (1983): 95.

36 Tbid., p. 106.

26



variable."37 To accomplish this with the intent of applying a
coherent theory to behavior in terrorist groups, the author
feels it is necessary to develop a more specific working
definition of group cohesion. with the aforementioned
theories as a basis, the proposed definition represents a
multi;dimensional conceptualization of group cohesion focused
more precisely upon the bonds, or forces, which hold a group
together, both structurally and conceptually. The working
definition is as follows: Group cohesion is the group-level
manifestation of the strength, or resiliency, of the
centripetal bonds (structural and conceptual38), which pull
members towards conformity with the group, against dynamic
internal and external pressures that threaten to weaken them.
Both the nature of the group and the motivations of the
individuals within it must be considered in order to
adequately conceptualize droup cohesion. The working
definition presented suggests that group cohesion 1is a
leadership problem whose solution lies in the ability to
forge and maintain direct linkages to the members that are

stronger than or impenetrable to forces and secondary

37 gpvans and Jarvis, p. 365.

38 The inspiration for the division of centripetal bonds
into these two general types comes from Bruce Stanley's
research on fragmentation in national liberation movements.
Stanley, however, uses the term dimensional vice structural
bonds. See Bruce Stanley, "Fragmentation and National
Liberation Movements: The PLO," Orbis 22, No.4 (Winter 1979):
1033-1555.
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linkages which divert energies away from goal attainment. A
group unable to forge such links is one whose legitimacy is
constantly in question and whose energy is concentrated
almost exclusively upon survival itself.

1. Definitions of the Centripetal Bonds

Both types of centripetal bonds help buffer the
terrorist group by establishing a framework within which
cohesion can develop amidst tense and ever-changing internal
and external group environments. Structural (dimensional)
bonds comprise the inherent characteristics or properties of
the group whose clarity and pervasiveness affect an
individual's ability to act in accordance with the group,
develop affiliations, and judge his or her performance
relative to others. Stanley defines these bonds as
"characteristics of the movement that maintain the parameters
within which affiliations and cohesion can develop."3% They
include group structures and boundaries, role
differentiation, command and control mechanisms, goals,
professionalism and homogeneity of membership, in~group/out-
group awareness, and the nature of leadership. As a group
develops, recurrent procedural and relational patterns
emerge. Ideally, all group members embrace and are
influenced by these patterns whether they are conscious of it

or not. Certain shared expectations and assumptions emerge

39 1bid., p. 1035.
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regarding what constitutes appropriate and meaningful group
behavior, i.e., unwritten, informal guidelines that members
internalize without realizing it. gtructural bonds can be
included under the category of group norms, a generalized
term for all types of shared expectations held by members
that define appropriate and inappropriate behavior under a
given set of circumstances. Norms are determined by such
factors as the types of individuals jnvolved, experience,
patterns of interaction among individuals, training and
operating environments, and the nature of the problem.4°
Cohesion is an outcome of the way group members interact.
Conceptual bonds influence an individual's conception of
the group and his or her affiliation with it as a whole.
Stanley defines them as "explicit linkages that the member
experiences as influential in his own understanding of
affiliation with the movement . "4% Conceptual bonds include a
shared sense of identity, ideological and value fulfillment
peliefs, incentives, coercive incentives, situational and
personal relationships, and cultural/kinship linkages.4? 1In
some cases, these bonds may be easier to manipulate ad hoc in
time of crisis or sudden change than are structural bonds.

The grounds or  nNOIMS upon which a group or movement is

40 Shephard, p. 102-4.
41 gtanley, p. 1036.

42 Tbid., pp. 1035-7.
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founded, however, may limit the extent to which certain bonds
can be manipulated to maintain cohesion. The problem for the
group is to ensure that the primary direction of linkage for
these conceptual bonds remains toward the group rather than
individuals and sub-groups.

2. Problems of Measurement

The proposed working definition for cohesion is as
limited as the predominant organizational theories in its
ability to suggest a methodology for measuring group
cohesion. Perhaps it is impossible to quantify with any
precision or certainty. Therefore, rather than considering
group cohesion an additive phenomenon, it may prove more
useful at this stage to consider it more in terms of degrees.
This of course assumes that a group exhibiting strong
structural and conceptual bonds would be considered a highly
cohesive group; a group that is weak in both categories would
be considered a highly non-cohesive group. The problem is
how to evaluate the area in between these two extremes.
Perhaps future research could establish a rough hierarchy of
bonds or variables according to their relative impact on
group cohesion to allow groups to be measured on some
continuum depending upon the type of group and its
operational constraints.

It is outside the scope of this paper to measure
cohesion in terrorist groups or to propose methods for doing

so. Given the infancy of comparable empirical research on
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this phenomenon in the conventional organizational field,
this is not an unreasonable disclaimer. Instead, the intent
is to establish a preliminary framework from which
assumptions and comparisons can be made concerning terrorist
group behavior. Therefore, a working definition, an
identification of the major bonds contributing to group
cohesion, and an analysis of the forces working for or
against them in terrorist's environment will suffice for the
purposes of this paper.
D. THE DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD OF COHESION

For the purposes of the present study, it is instructive
to point out how cohesion can be a necessary good and as well
as an unintended evil for the group. It is easy to assume
that the more cohesive a group is, the better it will
function. It seems only logical that an effective group must
be cohesive. However, it is important to keep in mind that
the converse of this statement is not always true. Cohesion
may, in fact, have a negative effect depending upon its
direction and source relative to the group. Therefore, it
cannot be taken for granted that the relationship between
cohesion and group effectiveness is necessarily a positive

one.43

43 Results of several empirical research studies have
found that no definite relationship exists between
cohesiveness and group productivity/effectiveness. See
Schacter, et al., "An Experimental Study of Cohesiveness and
Productivity, " Human Relations 4, (1951): 229-38 and Stephen
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As suggested earlier, a cohesive group 1is one whose
centripetal bonds with its membership are at least powerful
enough to neutralize forces, bonds and loyalties which are
opposite or tangential to the direction of the group and its
goals. This implies that group cohesion is but one aspect of
group development--it is not guaranteed. Over the life-cycle
of a group, dystonic "cohesions" may emerge at the individual
level, either to Sub—groups or other members, whose
characteristics are determined largely by members'
motivations for joining, group type, and group environment.
Unless such individual proclivities can be eliminated or
channeled, the result may be a group which exhibits a high
degree of "cohesiveness" among members yet, for all intents
and purposes, is ineffective.

Just as too little centripetal bonding is hazardous to a
group, too much of it under certain circumstances can lead a
group down a similarly destructive path. Under what Irving
L. Janis terms "Groupthink," a group under pressure may take
unnecessary risks when it becomes essentially a victim of its
own norms.44 While such a group is highly cohesive in the

group sense, its introversion and isolation from reality may

J. Zaccaro and Charles A. Lowe, "Cohesiveness and Performance
on the Additive Task: Evidence for Multidimensionality, " The
Journal of Social Psychology 128, No.4 (1988): 547-58.

44 Irving L. Janis, "Groupthink," Psychology Today 5,
(November 1971): 43-48.
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cause it to lose sight of the purpose for which it exists.
In this context, group cohesion becomes a liability.

As a final note on cohesion before proceeding to a
discussion of terrorist groups, it is worth suggesting that
the long-term health of a group depends upon the predominant
sourcé of its cohesion, i.e., to what degree is bonding to
the group an internalized process by its membership and to
what degree is it coercive or imposed upon its members? It
would seem that a group whose membership willingly reinforces
bonds to it is much more stable in the long-run than a group
forced to create extrinsic bonds to keep its members in line

with the group.
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IV. THE NATURE OF TERRORIST GROUPS: CHALLENGES TO SURVIVAL

All that is needed is to begin, to act. To begin

is strategy and to continue, tactics. The rebel
must persist to preserve the dream and, if
fortunate, escalate to achieve it. To do so the

rebel enters a secret world that is inherently

inefficient-- a world where there are no solutions,

only the amelioration of immediate problems.45
A. INTRODUCTION

One cannot completely understand the behavior of an
organization without considering the world in which it
operates. Even in the most permissive environments,
organizations inevitably encounter problems that threaten
their path to success or, worst case, their survival. At
issue here are the additional demands clandestine,
underground4é life makes upon the dynamics of terrorist
groups. The hypothesis of this paper is that terrorist
groups, by virtue of their unique and exclusive nature, face
internal and environmental constraints which make the
maintenance of group cohesion significantly more problematic

than for open, conventional groups. Terrorist groups bear

many structural similarities to their conventional

45 J. Bowyer Bell, "The Armed Struggle and Underground
Intelligence: An Overview," Studies in Conflict and Terrorism
17, (1994): 116.

46 Use of the general term "underground" assumes only
that a group's chosen actions and tactics are illegal,
forcing it to operate clandestinely in order to escape
repression and reprisal from security forces. However, it is