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ABSTRACT

Terrorism, as one of the most complex security threats of the contemporary era, is not merely a political or military
phenomenon; rather, in many instances, it is rooted in intricate psychological and social processes. This article
adopts an interdisciplinary approach to examine the application of criminal psychology in the analysis, identification,
and prevention of terrorist behaviors. Drawing upon qualitative data and analyses derived from prior studies, as well
as the existing theoretical framework in the field of criminal psychology, the study seeks to address key questions
regarding how this scientific discipline influences recruitment processes, ideological formation, and the execution
of terrorist acts. The findings of this study indicate that although the majority of terrorists do not suffer from mental
disorders, psychological factors such as identity crisis, perceived injustice, and susceptibility to charismatic
leadership play a fundamental role in their path toward radicalization. Furthermore, criminal psychology can
contribute significantly to countering the spread of terrorism through the identification of behavioral patterns, the
analysis of motivations, and the development of preventive interventions. Finally, the article proposes a set of
strategies based on psychological interventions and forward-looking policies aimed at reducing terrorist threats.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Terrorism remains one of the most complex

security challenges of the twenty-first century
because it cannot be adequately explained as a
purely  military, legal, or political
phenomenon; rather, it emerges through a
multilayered interaction among ideological
narratives, social grievances, identity threats,
group dynamics, and individual psychological
vulnerabilities. This study examines the
application of criminal psychology to the
identification and prevention of terrorism and
argues that the field offers a more analytically
precise framework for understanding how
violent extremism develops, stabilizes, and
translates into action. Unlike approaches that
reduce terrorism to doctrine or strategic

calculation alone, criminal psychology
highlights the role of internal cognitive scripts,
emotional dysregulation, moral

disengagement, symbolic enemy construction,
and the search for belonging, significance, and
certainty in contexts of perceived exclusion or
humiliation. Prior scholarship has repeatedly
shown that many terrorists are not clinically
psychotic or severely mentally disordered, yet
they may display rigid thinking, grievance-
based reasoning, susceptibility to absolutist
ideologies, and openness to manipulative
group influence, all of which make criminal
psychology especially valuable for examining
the pathways through which extremist
commitment forms and hardens (Bartol &
Bartol, 2014; Borum, 2011; Esmaeili, 2012;
Horgan, 2005; Victoroff, 2005). On this basis,
the extended abstract conceptualizes
terrorism as a form of ideologically
rationalized violent conduct whose immediate
manifestations are visible at the behavioral
level but whose deeper causes often lie in
unresolved identity crises, moral polarization,
experiences of injustice, and the psychological
appeal of collective missions promising
dignity, power, or redemption (Deyanat, 2017;
Kruglanski et al.,, 2014; McCauley &
Moskalenko, 2017; Motavaseli, 2019).

The analytical premise of the article is that
criminal psychology occupies a distinct
position at the intersection of psychology,
criminology, and forensic inquiry because it
concentrates specifically on the mental,
motivational, and behavioral mechanisms
underlying criminal conduct rather than
merely describing social risk factors or
diagnosing mental illness. From this
perspective, terrorist behavior is best
approached as a patterned form of violent
action shaped by cognitive distortions, identity
narratives, emotional investment in perceived
victimhood, charismatic influence, and
learned legitimations of cruelty. The article
therefore differentiates criminal psychology
from clinical psychology, social psychology,
and general criminology by emphasizing its
practical capacity to construct behavioral
profiles, interpret radicalization trajectories,
assess violent intent, and contribute to
targeted preventive intervention. It further
argues that criminal psychology is uniquely
well suited to understanding both organized
terrorist actors and lone-actor offenders
because it focuses on how belief systems are
internalized, how grievance is transformed
into violent mission, and how symbolic
enemies are psychologically dehumanized.
Relevant scholarship supports this distinction
by showing that radicalization typically
involves a processual movement from
frustration and identity instability toward
ideological embedding, emotional isolation,
and behavioral preparation, rather than a
sudden irrational break from ordinary life
(Blackburn, 1993; Gudjonsson, 2003, 2006;
Horgan, 2008; McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008;
Post, 2007; Silke, 2003). In this framework,
terrorist violence is not treated as a mysterious
anomaly but as an intelligible outcome of
cumulative psychological conditioning, group
reinforcement, and narrative justification,
which makes the application of criminal
psychology not only conceptually legitimate
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but strategically necessary for both analysis
and prevention (Borum et al., 2014; Post, 2005;
Weine et al., 2017).

Methodologically, the article adopts a
descriptive-analytical and interdisciplinary
design based on qualitative synthesis of
theoretical sources and prior empirical
findings in criminal psychology, terrorism
studies, forensic assessment, and
radicalization =~ research. = Rather  than
presenting new fieldwork, it systematizes the
existing literature in order to identify
recurring explanatory categories relevant to
the psychology of terrorist conduct: identity
destabilization, absolutist cognition, grievance
fixation, social disconnection, attraction to
ideological  certainty, manipulation by
authority figures, and readiness for moral
disengagement. The review is organized
around three analytical levels: first, the
definitional and conceptual level, where
criminal psychology is positioned as a
framework for understanding violent criminal
behavior; second, the diagnostic and
interpretive level, where psychological
indicators, motivational structures, and life-
history  vulnerabilities associated  with
terrorism are examined; and third, the
preventive and policy level, where profiling,
screening, structured interviews, early
intervention, and institutional coordination
are evaluated. Special attention is given to the
usefulness of  structured professional
judgment tools, behavioral evidence analysis,
and psychoanalytically informed
interpretation in detecting escalating risk
without collapsing into simplistic stereotyping
or deterministic labeling (Meloy & Gill, 2016;
Meloy & Yakeley, 2014; Monahan, 2012;
Pressman & Flockton, 2012; Turvey, 2011). The
article also integrates research on online
extremism, lone-actor terrorism, and
disengagement programs in order to show that
contemporary prevention must move beyond
reactive security logic and incorporate

dynamic psychological assessment in schools,
prisons, migrant communities, and digital
environments where early indicators may
surface before violence occurs (Corner & Gill,
2015; Corner et al., 2016; El-Said, 2015; Gill et
al., 2014; Rabasa et al., 2010; Weenink, 2015).

The principal findings indicate that criminal
psychology provides a robust interpretive lens
for explaining why some individuals exposed
to ideological propaganda move toward
violent extremism while many others do not.
The literature reviewed suggests that the
strongest explanatory value lies not in
pathologizing terrorists as mentally ill, but in
analyzing interacting vulnerabilities such as
identity  diffusion, chronic humiliation,
unresolved anger, black-and-white thinking,
dependency on collective meaning, and
susceptibility to narratives that transform
personal frustration into sacred or heroic
obligation. The article finds that behavioral
indicators associated with escalation may
include abrupt social withdrawal, severance
from intimate relationships, obsessive
consumption of extremist content, fascination
with martyrdom or weaponry, grievance-
centered speech, rigid moral dualism, and
increasing acceptance of violence as a
legitimate corrective force. Such indicators
acquire practical value only when interpreted
contextually and cumulatively, because no
single trait or act predicts terrorism on its own
(Borum, 2011; Gill et al., 2014; Meloy & Gill,
2016; Monahan, 2012). Another major finding
is that criminal psychology is especially
effective  in  understanding lone-actor
terrorism, where direct organizational
membership may be absent but psychological
immersion in extremist ideology is strong. In
such cases, profiling, structured interviews,
linguistic analysis, and risk assessment tools
can reveal meaningful patterns of fixation,
leakage, moral rationalization, and intent
formation (Corner & Gill, 2015; Corner et al.,
2016; Pressman & Flockton, 2012; Weenink,



2015). The article also concludes that
psychoanalytically informed readings, while
not sufficient in isolation, add depth by
uncovering projection, defensive enemy
construction, symbolic compensation, and the
role of narcissistic injury, thereby
complementing more structured behavioral
methods (Cramer, 2000; Freud, 1930; Gilligan,
1996; Meloy & Mohandie, 2001; Volkan, 2004).
A further finding is that the preventive value of
criminal psychology lies less in post hoc
explanation than in early detection and
tailored intervention. The article shows that
specialized psychological interviews,
structured screening instruments, and
behavior-based risk assessment can assist
authorities and institutions in identifying
individuals who are entering radicalization
pathways before they commit terrorist
violence. This is especially relevant in
educational institutions, correctional settings,
refugee reception contexts, and online spaces
where marginalization, narrative
manipulation, and social isolation may
converge. The study argues that preventive
success depends on integrating criminal
psychologists into multidisciplinary systems
that include security agencies, educators,
social workers, religious mediators, and
judicial actors, so that warning signs are
neither ignored nor treated solely through
coercive means. It further finds that
deradicalization and disengagement efforts
are most promising when they combine
psychological counseling, identity
reconstruction, family reintegration,
alternative status pathways, media literacy,
and moderated moral or religious reframing
rather than relying only on surveillance or
punishment (El-Said, 2015; Kruglanski et al.,
2014; McCauley & Moskalenko, 2017; Weine et
al., 2017). At the institutional level, the article
emphasizes the need for formal training
programs in terrorism-focused criminal
psychology, the creation of organizational

roles for behavioral analysts, the development
of interdisciplinary databases and risk
protocols, and the adoption of evidence-based
profiling practices that avoid stigmatization
while improving strategic foresight (Bartol &
Bartol, 2014; Meloy & Yakeley, 2014; Monahan,
2012; Turvey, 2011). In this sense, criminal
psychology is presented not as an auxiliary
discipline but as a central component of
intelligent counterterrorism policy capable of
shifting the system from a purely reactive
model toward anticipatory, humane, and
behaviorally informed prevention (Silke, 2011;
Weine et al., 2017).

In conclusion, the article demonstrates that
terrorism is best understood as a
multidimensional form of violent conduct
rooted not only in ideology and political
opportunity but also in psychological needs,
emotional wounds, cognitive distortions, and
socially mediated identity processes. Criminal
psychology offers an indispensable framework
for linking these dimensions, because it makes
it possible to analyze how grievance becomes
mission, how belief becomes justification, and
how vulnerability becomes action. Its
contribution is especially significant in the
identification of behavioral warning signs, the
interpretation of radicalization trajectories,
the assessment of lone-actor risk, and the
design of preventive interventions that operate
before violence materializes. The broader
implication is that effective counterterrorism
requires a decisive move away from narrow
force-centered responses toward integrated
policies grounded in behavioral knowledge,
institutional  coordination, and  early
psychosocial engagement. When criminal
psychology is embedded within security,
educational, judicial, and community
structures, it becomes possible not only to
respond to terrorism more intelligently, but
also to reduce the conditions under which
extremist violence takes root and reproduces
itself.
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