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Responding to Roger Griffin’s lecture/slides based on his book, Terrorist’s Creed: Fanatical 

Violence and the Human Need for Meaning 

  

  

My Perspective: 

  

Studied the case of Anders Behring Breivik, his radicalization and psychopathological 

development, published the book, A Norwegian Tragedy, Anders Behring Breivik and the 

Massacre on Utøya in 2013. 

  

What I find useful in Griffin: 

  

Griffin’s basic psycho-dynamic model and terms, ie that nomic crisis (loss of or lack of 

existential meaning) leads to heroic doubling (ie a psychological split) and the Alice 

syndrome, where proportions and shapes are strangely distorted, is useful in a number of 

ways. It points to the underlying relatedness among seemingly different extremist traditions, 

such as religious, leftist and right-wing terrorism. 

  

In the case of Breivik, as clear-cut an example of heroic doubling as can be found, the split is 

related to narcissism, in both a psychological sense (his compound personality disorder 

featured narcissism especially, according to the forensic psychiatrists) and a cultural sense. 

Breivik being in effect an orphan, was in a sense a child of his time, ie what Lasch famously 

termed the culture of narcissism, as his on many levels consumerist manifesto underscores. 

  

What I miss in Griffin: 

  

Reference to the media revolution. Online conspiracy culture and narcissism is shown to 

influence psychopathology (schizophrenia), for instance in the studies Joel and Ian Gold have 

done on what they term the Truman Show delusion (ie, that psychotic patients believ they are 

stars in reality shows ). How does this impact on anomy, extremism and terrorism? 

  

Reference to the fact that the term terrorism is sometimes used uncritically or instrumentally, 

especially by governments, to cover a wide range of phenomena, for instance asymmetrical 

conflicts (examples, Ukraine and Chechnya). 

  

A discussion of the fact that terrorism sometimes is a rational political strategy. Examples: 

Yigal Amir’s killing of PM Rabin in 1995 contributed to derailing the peace process; Bush 

and Putin garnered popular support using the threat of terrorism; Breivik became an 

international celebrity, which in all likelihood was one of his primary goals, due to the 22/7 

massacre. Ie, terrorism is not ”doomed to failure”. 

  

What I think is potentially dangerous: 

  

Terming Breivik’s background a “banally anomic existence”. By neglecting his background 

of child abuse and psychiatric illness, one risks blaming his radicalization squarely on online 

hatred (as the Breivik's defense lawyer did, after re-emerging as an expert/politician). If the 

case is that normal people can go online, and emerge a few years later as killing machines, 



that could have great consequences for freedom of speech and the right to privacy. It would 

then be easy to make the case that there is a need for more surveillance and a need for 

cracking down on hate speech: “legislation which penalizes stereotyping and 

manicheazation,” as Griffin puts it. One should tread very careful here, as freedom of speech 

and the right to privacy are manage the most valuable assets of free societies.  

  

To describe Breivik’s manifesto as “extensively articulated”, and in the book seemingly 

recognizing him as analyst and thinker, is inaccurate in my view, as the political, historical 

and ideological sections of his manifesto to a large part are plagiarized or cut and pasted from 

counter-jihadi web-sites. Without denying that his manifesto does have qualities, one should 

be careful about accepting his own version of himself as an intellectual and ideologue. Not 

least because he builds   

  

What I think is needed: 

  

Wrt cases of terrorism, Griffins basic psychodynamic model should be complemented by 

individual psychological profiling. Reverting to the case of Breivik, the sources of hatred, 

misogyny and radicalization seem to go far back, if one reads his 1500 page manifesto 

carefully -- the banality of evil in his case is the significance of childhood trauma for the 

grown man’s hatred. Which is important to understand, if one wants to create broad policies 

to prevent radicalization. No silver bullet will stop radicalization, but knowledge and a broad 

host of measures may succeed in impeding growth of extremism. 

  

What can civil society do? 

  

What can’t civil society do? My favorite item of activism post 22/7, was the unorganized 

infiltration by mostly youth politicians (some from AUF, the workers youth league) of right 

wing extremist and xenophobic web sites. Online guerillas: The activists inserted facts and 

counter-arguments into some of the virtual echo chambers, thereby completely changing the 

flow of posts ripe w both heroic doubling and the Alice syndrome. In a small public like that 

comprised by the Norwegian language, it is perhaps easier to keep things interconnected and 

avoid malignant sub-cultures than in larger states and languages. 

 


