WAR HASLONG
BEEN THE SUBJECT
OF HISTORY,
PHILOSOPHY,
AND POETRY. NOW.
SCIENCE MAY BE
REVEALING THE HARD
TRUTH ABOUT WHY
MEN FIGHT—AND
WHAT COULD MAKE
THEM ST OP.
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N A SPARSELY APPOINTED
trailer in northern Iraq, close
to the sandbagged front line
where Kurds faced the advancing forces of the Islamic State,
fighters sat on the floor last spring and talked to Lydia Wilson
about war. “Here,” one would say, pointing to his neck, “is where
I was wounded—and here, and here.” Another trailed off from
his own story to tell her about the wars in which his father and
grandfather had foughtin defense of their ethnicidentity. Others
praised their French allies’ efficiency in carrying outair strikes—
the Americans, they said, took too long to arrive and flew away
too soon. Some wondered out loud whether the coming night
would bring suicide attackers driving trucks laden with explo-
sives toward their position. Daytime offered
quiet and some respite in the trailer, but by
nightfall, they knew, ISIS would be back.

Wilson, an ebullient English research fel-
low at the Centre for the Resolution of Intrac-
table Conflict at Oxford, sat beside the men
asking questions, listening intently, and scrib-
bling in her notebook. At certain points she
focused her attention on two men in particu-
lar. They had been led into the trailer in hand-
cuffsand with their eyes down and at firsthad
little to say. These men, the Kurds told her, had
been working undercover for ISIS, planting
car bombs and plotting assassinations. They
had already been tried in Mosul and would
soon be executed. For Wilson, the opportunity
to talk with them could offer valuable infor-
mation for her study of what motivates young
men to kill or die in war.

These conversations were a notable depar-
ture from what she had intended to do when she moved to the
Middle East 10 years earlier. Wilson had arrived in Damascus
planning to learn Arabic as part of her doctoral research in
medieval Arabic philosophy, but quickly discovered that when
living there, “you can’t help but get absorbed in the politics.”
At a conference, she happened to meet anthropologist Scott
Atran, who for 20 years has studied people who participate in
violent action on behalf of a group or a cause. When Atran
offered Wilson an opportunity to collaborate with him, she
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jumped at the chance.

Since then, she has worked in several conflict zones in the
region, and among the things she has learned is to adapt her
research technique to local mores. For instance, while psycholo-
gists often ask subjects to rate their feelings on ascale of 1 to 10,
such blunt quantification is “an unheard of way of answering a
question” in the Middle East. “They look at you and say, ‘Let me
tell you astory.” So we do notask with scales anymore. We’ll use
images of fighters or we’ll ask them a question, and when they
say yes or no, we'll say, “Yes very, very much? Or yes only a bit?’
Or, ‘Are you not quite sure—right in the middle?””

With the captured ISIS fighters, she plunged into her
experiment, with its seemingly odd questions and images on

RESEARCHERS

ARE EXAMINING WAR

THE WAY THAT

BIOLOGISTS
EXAMINE DISEASE.

flash cards. From their fellow believers, the men were used to
hearing thatestablishing the Islamic State’s caliphate was God’s
work. From their enemies, they were used to hearing the oppo-
site—that ISIS was bad. Wilson managed to engage them by
showing thatshe was not expecting either of these rote answers.
“We’re not coming in and saying, “What’s it like to live under
ISIS?’ or any of the questions they’re very used to. We’re ask-
ing something that makes them say “What?’ It gets them out
of whatever prepared answers they had.” Measuring their true
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feelings about the relative strength of different groups in the
region was the firststep in the experiment. After that, other tests
would measure the extent to which the fighters identified with
groups and their values. Despite the alien nature of Wilson’s
line of inquiry, she found that it seized the men’s attention and
they freely offered answers.

For millennia, philosophers and poets, historians and
political economists have offered explanations for why men
fight, with theories primarily based on rhetoric, ideology, or
emotion. Yet Wilson and Atran are partof a growing number of
researchers who are bringing the tools of science to bear on the
study of conflict. That may sound unremarkable, butit’s actually
arevolutionary approach to understanding the ancient scourges
of war, genocide, and other manifestations of intergroup hatred
and violence. Employing systematic research methods, these
pioneering scholars are examining the pathology of war in
much the same manner thatbiologists examine the pathology of
disease. They hope to do nothing less than decipher the origins
of conflict—and ultimately find new ways to stop it.

TERRORISTS,
INSURGENTS, AND

MASS KILLERS ARE

BASICALLY LIKE THE
REST OF US.

THE BANALITY OF EVIL

ONE BENEFIT OF applying scientific methods to the ques-
tion of why we fight is that it can clear away misconceptions—
the things that “everyone knows” about conflict but that have
rarely been tested and, when they are, often prove to be false.
One of the most common misconceptions, beloved of partisans
in all conflicts as well as many who support combatants from
a distance, is that people on the “other side” are abnormal—
deluded, cruel, perhaps even insane. In a recent interview, for
example, John Brennan, the director of the CIA, said of ISIS:
“They are terrorists; they’re criminals. Most of them are psycho-
pathic thugs—murderers who use a religious conceptand mask
themselves in that religious construct.”

But researchers have established that the image of the
“crazy enemy” simply isn’t true. Rather, it’s a reflection of out-
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group bias, one of the oldest and most robust findings from the
annals of social psychology. It shows that we prefer people we
perceive as members of our group—however loosely that may
be defined—and are biased against those who are not. When
groups fight, the natural bias against an outgroup is further
exacerbated by fear and resentment.

In contrast to how we perceive them, the majority of terror-
ists, insurgents, and perpetrators of mass killing who have been
tested by scientists have proven to be basically like the rest of us.
That’s not to say that participating in a genocide or blowing one-
self up in a crowded market is normal, but such behavior is not
evidence of personality disorder or other serious psychopathology;
rather, it’s an adaptive state of mind that mentally healthy people
are entirely capable of adopting. In the case of Islamist terrorist
groups, Atran says, “most foreign volunteers and supporters fall
within the mid-ranges of what social scientists call the normal
distribution of attributes like empathy, compassion, idealism, and
wanting to help rather than hurt other people.” It’s proof of what
the mid-20th-century political theorist Hannah Arendt famously
called “the banality of evil” in her consideration of the seeming
ordinariness of Nazis who committed atrocities in World War IL.

“Oursisa ‘banality of evil’ approach,” says
Hammad Sheikh, a psychologist at the New
School for Social Research and collaborator
with Atran and Wilson. Sheikh’s personal
interest in the psychological origins of group
violence began when he was growing up in
Germany. “I could never believe that the Nazis
were these evil people who had taken over. Mil-
lions of ordinary people had followed Hitler,
and I met them. They had been fanatics. But
in my childhood, they were nice old people
shaking my hand and giving me chocolate.”

Not only are perpetrators of conflict not
the cold-blooded psychopaths they’re often
assumed to be; they may actually be distin-
guished for having an unusually high degree
of compassion. In his studies of the neural
mechanisms of prejudice and empathy, Emile
Bruneau, a cognitive neuroscientistat MIT, has
found that some terrorists scored higher than
average on measures of empathy. Their intense empathy is lim-
ited, however, to members of their own group. “The problem is
not that they lack empathy,” Bruneau says. “They have plenty. It’s
just not distributed evenly.”

WHY WE FIGHT

IF TERRORISTS AND genocidal murderers are notinsane
or intrinsically wicked, it doesn’t necessarily follow that they
are coolly rational either. Such is the equal and opposite error
often made in thinking about mass violence. Leaders of modern
states frequently assume that their opponents are out to maxi-
mize their largely material rewards and minimize their pain.
They are thought to respond to incentives (“We’ll give you food
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and otheraid”) and avoid disincentives (“We’ll bomb you”). But
Atran, who has talked to far more terrorists and likely received
far more death threats than any other social scientist, has found
that this kind of horse-trading is usually anathema to people
in conflict zones.

In fact, it’sanathema to most of us. Thatis because people of
all cultures hold “sacred values”—things thatare too cherished to
be compromised. For example, you might relinquish a weekend
day to work for money. But if your religion prohibits working
on the Sabbath, no amount of money can compel you to do so.
Anything—anation, areligious landmark, a legal status—can be
construed as sacred, at which point defending it is perceived as a
matter of right and wrong, not of costs and benefits.

Negotiating transactionally with people who are motivated
by moral imperatives is bound only to infuriate them. As Jeremy
Ginges, a psychologist at the New School for Social Research,
wrote in a paper published last year, “Regardless of the specific
issue (whether it concerns the right to make
salt or to protect an old growth rain forest, a
‘holy’ city, or a national boundary), all sacred
values appear to be defined by a taboo against
material trade-offs.”

Although the human distinction
between values and costs is universal, what
we assign to each category varies widely.
Something that’s venerated on one side of a
dispute may be meaningless to the other, leav-
ing plenty of room for misunderstandings or
good-faith offers that can make conflictworse,
not better. Ominously, a survey of some 1,400
Iranians conducted a few years ago by Atran
and his colleagues found that 14 percent of
them saw the maintenance of their country’s
nuclear program as sacred.

Worse yet, two sides can regard the same
thing as hallowed, setting the stage for aserious
impasse. Such is the case inanumber of confron-
tations around the world that seem fundamentally intractable:
India and Pakistan fighting over Kashmir, Russia and Western
allies over Ukraine, and, mostobviously, Isracl and the Palestinians
over their disputed land. A survey by Sheikh, Ginges, and Atran
in 2013 found that 86 percent of Palestinians consider “protecting
Palestinian rights over Jerusalem” asavalue ranked justslightly less
than “protecting the family” and equal to “fairness to others.” The
“right of return”—the demand of Palestinians to be able to return
to the ancestral homeland from which their families fled during
Israel’s establishment in 1948—was held sacred by 78 percent.

These findings may sound like grounds for despair, but
the researchers argue that acknowledgment of an adversary’s
sacred values—even if they conflict with one’s own—can make
negotiations more successful. This is not just because it allows
negotiators to avoid the error of offering to horse-trade over an
issue that’simpervious to negotiation. It’s because people often
respond well to having their sacred values acknowledged, even
if that recognition comes in the form of a gesture that makes
no practical difference. As Atran and the political scientist
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Robert Axelrod wrote several years ago, by making “symbolic
concessions of no apparent material benefit”—for example, an
apology for a past wrong or an acknowledgment of the other
side’s legitimate right to its position—negotiators “might open
the way to resolving seemingly irresolvable conflicts.” In some
cases, an apology means more than a very large pile of money.

A thorough understanding of the nature of deeply held
values could also eliminate time-wasting and posturing. After
all, every side in a political conflict claims that it’s fighting for
something fundamental, be it the right to eat whale meat in
Japan or to walk around naked in San Francisco. Accurate sur-
veys of people’s attitudes could separate a true values clash from
asituation where leaders are just lobbing rhetoric.

What’s more, measuring the degree to which a value is
perceived as essentially holy can shed light on behavior that has
traditionally been considered impossible to predict or quantify.
That was Wilson’s objective in her recent survey in Iraq, which

IN SOME CASES,
AN APOLOGY MEANS

MORE THAN A VERY

LARGE PILE OF MONEY.

was aimed at testing a method that could predict “willingness to
fight”—the spirit of self-sacrifice and ruthless pursuit of victory
that, for example, makes ISIS fighters so determined. United
States officials believe that this quality is, as President Obama
described it last year, “imponderable.”

Atran, Wilson, and Sheikh have argued that willingness
to fightis actually quite possible to ponder, and even predict, if
two things are known: the extent to which an individual feels
his personal identity is fused with a collective identity, and the
extent to which he thinks the fightis in defense of sacred values.

With acombination of images and questions, Wilson asked
the men she metin the trailer how intensely they identified with
various values and group labels (“democracy,” “Kurdishness,”
“Iraq,” “Islam”). Later, she asked them to rate how much they
would sacrifice for the values and identities that meant the most
to them. Would they be willing to die? To kill someone? To kill
a child? Crunched as data, the answers to these questions may
reveal something critical and measurable abouta person’s will-
ingness to fightin a war.
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CURE FOR CONFLICT?

UNDERSTANDING HOW PEOPLE become mass mur-
derers, terrorists, and exploiters, or even how they come to sup-
portbarbarousness from the sidelines, is only half the challenge.
The other half, of course, is understanding what gets people out
of those ranks. Here, too, the problem is not that we lack for
theories, but that we have too many explanations on offer, few
of which have been tested.

Several years ago, political scientist Donald P. Green of
Yale and psychologist Elizabeth Levy Paluck, now at Princeton,
looked at more than one thousand studies aimed at reducing
conflictand concluded thatalmost none passed scientific muster.
“Asmall fraction speak convincingly to the questions of whether,
why, and under what conditions a given type of intervention
works,” they wrote, concluding that “the causal effects of many
widespread prejudice-reduction interventions, such as workplace
diversity training and media campaigns, remain unknown.”

Palucksetout to change this. In Rwandaand Eastern Congo,

AMONG 1,000 STUDIES
AIMED AT REDUCING
CONFLICT, ALMOST

NONE PASSED

SCIENTIFIC MUSTER.

she tested antiviolence campaigns similar to the way that phar-
maceutical makers test new medications—with randomized
controlled trials. In the case of a drug, its effect is tested on one
group of randomly chosen patients and compared to the effect
of something else—a placebo, an alternate medication, or noth-
ing—on another similarly random group. If patients who took
the experimental drug live twice as long as those who didn’t,
researchers can reasonably credit the drug. Of course, the ele-
ment of “control” is more complex when a treatment isn’t a pill
buta psychological tactic, and the participants aren’t patients ina
monitored clinic but people scattered across hundreds of miles of
countryside. Yet Paluck has conducted trials for conflictinterven-
tion strategies that convincingly demonstrate a cause and effect.

Consider her work in Rwanda, where in 1994 members of
the country’s Hutu majority slaughtered hundreds of thousands
of their Tutsi neighbors, along with Hutus who were deemed
too moderate. The Hutu militants driving the genocide used

radio—which all Rwandans listen to—to broadcast the message
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that being a responsible Hutu included a duty to kill Tutsi. The
broadcasts didn’tjustsend outdetailed instructions about when,
where, and whom to kill—they normalized slaughter. Part of
this effect came about because Rwandans habitually listen to the
radio in groups, so any message from a broadcastis echoed and
reinforced by people agreeing with it. “That’s a setting where we
instantly see what our peers think about norms,” Paluck says.

A widely held misconception about mass violence is that it
arises because people’s beliefs change—in this case, the conven-
tional wisdom held that the radio broadcasts caused the Hutu
to change their minds about political issues. Paluck, however,
hypothesized that altered beliefs weren’t really the force that
pushed people into participating in genocide. What the broad-
casts quickly accomplished, she guessed, was a shift in norms
as listeners took in the notion that being a good Hutu required
killing Tutsi and their supposed allies.

Instead of leaving her theory on the page, Paluck put it
through a real-world trial. If radio had such fast-acting power
to encourage genocide, she thought, it would
follow that radio could promote humane val-
ues like tolerance and reconciliation as well.
In essence, she says, “we thought we would use
radio to reverse-engineer that process.”

InRwanda, itturned out, she had an exper-
imental “treatment” already available. In the
aftermath of the genocide, a group of writers
and broadcasters created a radio soap opera
called “Musekeweya,” or “New Dawn,” about
two communities struggling to live together.
Though the labels “Hutu” and “Tutsi” could
notbe used because of a Rwandan law thatbars
depictions of ethnic conflict, the two groups
were instantly recognizable to any listener. On
the show they compete and fight, as well as talk
to each other across boundaries and speak up
against leaders who demand violence.

To test her theory that listening to the
show changed people, Paluck loaned radios
to 12 villages around Rwanda, randomly assigning each commu-
nity to listen to one of two programs, either “Musekeweya” ora
“placebo” radio show. After a year, the experimenters returned
to each village with a gift—a portable stereo radio for them to
keep, which confronted them with a choice: How would they
share the new radio?

The difference between the two types of villages was strik-
ing. Those who had heard the placebo broadcast did what Rwan-
dans traditionally do: “They said, ‘Let’s give it to our leader and
he’ll take care of it,”” Paluck recalls. But in the villages that had
received the “treatment”—the “Musekeweya” program—there
was open debate. “A hand would go up and someone would say,
‘Butour leader doesn’t listen to the radio,” or “Why not give it to
awoman?’” The experiment showed that the program indeed
interfered with their characteristic obedience to authority,
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THE TORTOISE continued from page 71

BATTLE TESTED continued from page 81

hope and wish. Happy and mature people, on the other hand,
King and Hicks found, acknowledge the risks associated with
pursuing new goals, yet choose them wisely and take the leap.

When a romantic failure is fresh, we often think, “I’ll never
let myself be vulnerable to rejection again,” Hayes says. “But on
the other side of the tears, you’ll remember that love is impor-
tant, and that the disappointment showed you how important
it is to you. You move from ‘I’'m never going to get hurt again’
to T'm opening my heart again on purpose.””

Divinginto new ventures and experiences will not guaran-
tee that you’ll meet your soul mate or start the next Uber. But if
you fail again, take heartin the idea that perennially successful
people are missing out, too. “There is something superficial
aboutsuccess,” says Bradatan. “No doubt, success is important
and necessary. Yet, in the long run, if it is not accompanied
by failure, it often makes us arrogant, insensitive, and, eventu-
ally, shallow. The Romanian philosopher Emil Cioran said that
success involves an inner impoverishment: ‘It makes us forget
whatwe are, it deprives us of the torment of our limits.” On the
contrary, failure, if processed properly, can open us up to awiser,
richer, and more meaningful life.”

Which is what Alexandra Sargenti, the erstwhile ballerina,
eventually found. Failure did not make her a successful dancer,
butat her new boarding school she fervently embraced her stud-
ies after realizing that the determination she’d developed as a
dancer could be transferred to classwork. “Working hard to
get good grades was cathartic for me,” she says. She eventually
graduated from the London School of Economics and has had
an enjoyable career in e-commerce, working for companies
such as Estée Lauder and Macy’s. “I've already had this one big
failure,” she says, “so as I progress in my career, I’'m not afraid
to propose ideas. [ know these situations are not ‘do or die.’ I'm
definitely more empathetic as well. When people I work with
become aggressive, I don’t get defensive; I think about their
motivations and passions, their points of view.”

Lately, she’s thought about what she will say to her new-
bornson once he starts to express his aspirations. “I'm definitely
less positive about the ‘reach for the stars’ rhetoric,” she says.
“I'm a firm believer in hard work, but there are external factors
that influence success, and sometimes it comes down to luck.
I wouldn’t be happy if my son said, T want to be a professional
football player.” Such a specific goal would be heartbreaking
for me. I would prefer him to say, ‘I want to be great at football,
the bestI can be.””

When she was 17 and her failure was raw, it was painful for
Sargenti to be told that her defeat would make her stronger. “It
was bullshit for me. In retrospect, it’s true, but it sounded like
such a cliché. What made the pain go away was the passing of
time, while I focused on other things and found other interests.”
And now that her new identity as a businesswoman, wife, and
mother has solidified, one of those interests is going to ballet
performances, where she loves what she sees, hears, and feels. @

CARLINFLORA isascience writerand the author of Friendfluence.

which had in part triggered the 1994 genocide.

Bruneau, at MIT, has taken a different tack in testing the
efficacy of conflict interventions by focusing on the processes
in the brain that underpin bias and empathy and seeing how
they respond to prompts that involve perceiving the pain of
others. “If we can get a neural signature that corresponds with
these processes, then we get a measure we can’t get otherwise,
one that allows us to assess the effect of interventions that are
aimed at decreasing bias,” he says.

In the past he has taken brain scans of Palestinians and
Israeli Jews as well as Mexican immigrants and white Ameri-
cans in Arizona; he’s currently looking at the neural patterns
of Hungarians as part of an effort to combat their widespread
prejudice against ethnic Roma people. By establishing a baseline
measure of how empathy operates in the brain, he says, neurosci-
ence can provide a means of testing whether a strategy to elicit
empathy is working—and it mightalso show thatastrategy that
works for some people doesn’t work for others. Knowing how
empathy and indifference work in the brains of different people,
he believes, might make it possible to tailor interventions to
individuals based on their unique bias imprints. “In science,
we often discard things because there is no measurable effect
on the population,” Bruneau says. “Butifit works for 10 percent
of the population, then it is worth keeping for those people.”

Finding what works for just 10 percent of a population may
indeed be a best-case scenario. Neither Bruneau, Paluck, norany
other scientist researching conflict thinks anything close to a
panacea exists. Paluck’s own work offers a cautionary tale about
assuming thata treatment’s success can be replicated in different
settings. In Eastern Congo, where an estimated 5.4 million people
have been killed since 1998, she tried an experimentsimilar to the
one that worked in Rwanda and found it had an opposite effect,
making people more angry and xenophobic instead of less. The
reason for the outcome, she speculates, is that “it’s very differ-
ent to generate discussion within an ongoing conflict than it is
in a postconflict situation.” The larger lesson she gathers is that
searching for broad ways to manipulate human behavior will get
aresearcheronly so far. “Social scientists think like theoreticians
in terms of the universal,” she says. “But psychologists who want
to address real-world questions have to be more like engineers.”

The possibility of engineering people away from their natu-
ral prejudices and impulses sounds like the plot of a science-fiction
story. It’s exhilarating to imagine a scenario where the causes of a
suicidal willingness to fight could be identified and eliminated,
where propaganda promoting group violence could be instantly
negated by a well-tested antidote, and where psychological pro-
files help tailor a perfect anticonflict message to each person’s
distinct biases. We’re a long way from there, and no researcher
is operating under the fantasy of discovering a magic bullet. But
addressing these possibilities with scientific inquiry so far appears
to be a push in the direction of a more humane future. @

DAVID BERREBY, a science writer, is the author of Us and Them: The
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