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Abstract
A sense of shared Muslim suffering seems to play a key role in uniting Muslims around the world. 
Therefore, in the current paper we hypothesized that the social psychological underpinnings of 
Islamist extremism would be similar for Muslims living in the West and Muslims living in countries 
with prolonged and ongoing exposure to Western-led military interventions. Across 4 studies among 
Muslims in Pakistan and Afghanistan (Ns = 425, 402, and 127) and Muslims living in 20 Western 
countries (N = 366), we examined a path model in which group-based anger mediated the link 
between Muslim identification, perceived injustice of Western military and foreign policy, and violent 
behaviour intentions. Our results indicate that regardless of whether Muslims live in places with 
prolonged and ongoing experience of Western military interventions or not, the social psychological 
factors predicting violent Islamist extremism appear to be similar. We discuss implications for future 
theory and research.
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Article

“The blood pouring out of  Palestine must 
be equally revenged . . . the American people 
have chosen, consented to, and affirmed 
their support for the Israeli oppression of  
the Palestinians, the occupation and 
usurpation of  their land, and its continuous 
killing, torture, punishment and expulsion 
of  the Palestinians.”

An excerpt from the videotape of  Osama  
bin Laden following the 9/11 attacks  

(bin Laden, 2002).

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/gpi
mailto:Milan.Obaidi@c-rex.uio.no
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F1368430220920929&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-12-03


1268 Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 23(8)

“Your democratically elected governments 
continuously perpetrate atrocities against my 
people all over the world. And your support 
of  them makes you directly responsible, just as 
I am directly responsible for protecting and 
avenging my Muslim brothers and sisters.”

An excerpt from the videotape of  Mohammad 
Sidique Khan following the London bombings in 

2005 (Khan, 2005).

Osama bin Laden and Mohammad Sidique Khan, 
known terrorists responsible for two major ter-
rorist attacks in the West, expressed very similar 
reasons for carrying out their respective attacks. 
Despite the fact that they grew up in different 
cultural contexts, they both mention the atrocities 
faced by their fellow Muslims elsewhere, and the 
need to avenge the plight of  Muslims who have 
suffered at the hands of  Western interventions. 
This suggests that, across different cultural con-
texts, the same underlying social psychological 
processes might explain why some individuals are 
compelled to commit violent extremist acts to 
defend Muslims.

Scholars from various disciplines have pro-
posed various causes of  Islamist extremism (see 
Loza, 2007), pointing to Islamic ideology (Silber 
& Bhatt, 2007), political strategy (e.g., Furnish, 
2005), social identification processes (Hogg, 
Meehan, & Farquharson, 2010), threat percep-
tions (Obaidi, Kunst, Kteily, Thomsen, & Sidanius, 
2018; Obaidi, Thomsen, & Bergh, 2018), and 
mental illness (Lankford, 2014; Piven, 2002). 
However, only a fraction of  the academic litera-
ture on terrorism is based on empirical data (see 
Sageman, 2014; Silke, 2004). In a nascent line of  
social psychological research, some have applied a 
social identity perspective on collective action and 
group-based emotions to explain Islamist extrem-
ism (Doosje, Loseman, & Van den Bos, 2013; 
Obaidi, Bergh, Sidanius, & Thomsen, 2018; 
Tausch et al., 2011). According to these perspec-
tives, Islamist extremism represents one example 
of  general group identification processes. Even if  
such general explanations are plausible, there is 
still a need to examine these processes in different 
contexts where Islamist extremism is prevalent. 

One could ask, for instance, whether the same 
identification processes that explain extremism 
among Muslim minorities in Western Europe can 
shed light on extremist violence in the Middle 
East. Such questions have not been examined in 
the literature to date.

Many scholars have argued that Islamist 
extremism is the result of  Western-led military 
interventions and foreign policy in Muslim-
majority countries (i.e., Pape, 2003; Sidanius, 
Kteily, Levin, Pratto, & Obaidi, 2016). However, 
even in the absence of  direct personal experience 
of  Western-led occupation, perpetrators of  
Islamist extremist violence often allude to a sense 
of  perceived injustice against Muslims globally 
(Khosrokhavar, 2005; Nesser, 2006). The feeling 
of  injustice becomes particularly strong since 
many Muslims have come to see themselves as a 
unified community cutting across national bor-
ders, and that what matters is the experience of  
the group and not the experience of  specific indi-
viduals (e.g., Obaidi, Bergh, Akrami, & Anjum, 
2019). It is therefore apparent that Muslim iden-
tity plays a key role in Islamist extremism, uniting 
Muslims through a perception of  shared or col-
lective suffering (Wagemakers, 2008) regardless 
of  geographical location or personal experience. 
Importantly, this suggests that individual engage-
ment in Islamist extremism might be explained by 
a similar model in the West and in Muslim-
majority countries. The current paper aims to 
empirically test this notion.

Islamist extremism, broadly defined, encom-
passes behaviours, ideas, intentions, and attitudes 
that are in opposition to fundamental values and 
norms of  society, including democracy and the 
rule of  law (Schmid, 2013). We define Western 
military interventions as encompassing Western 
wars, sanctions, drone attacks, occupations, tar-
geted killing operation campaigns, and cross- 
border raids.

Theoretical Background
Whilst few scholars have specifically outlined the-
oretical models that illustrate the social psycho-
logical antecedents of  Islamist extremism per se, a 
review of  social identity theory (SIT; Tajfel & 
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Turner, 1979) and subsequent theorizing and 
research on collective action and relative depriva-
tion (e.g., Abrams & Grant, 2012; Becker & 
Tausch, 2015; Simon & Klandermans, 2001; 
Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin, & Bialosiewicz, 2012; 
Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008) is con-
sistent with the notion that group identification 
and negative group-based emotions (i.e., injustice, 
anger) underlie willingness to engage in collective 
action (Smith & Ortiz, 2002; Walker & Smith, 
2002). According to SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), 
people think, feel, and act, in part due to the cir-
cumstances of  the groups with which they iden-
tify. Members of  disadvantaged groups who 
perceive this disadvantage as illegitimate and 
unjust are more inclined to identify with their 
group and engage in collective action in an attempt 
to rectify the perceived inequality (Ellemers, 
Wilke, & Van Knippenberg, 1993; Klandermans, 
2002). Thus, according to SIT, identification with 
a disadvantaged group is a predictor of  collective 
action (Kelly & Breinlinger, 1996; Mummendey, 
Kessler, Klink, & Mielke, 1999).

Van Zomeren et al. (2008) have conducted a 
comprehensive meta-analysis on the effects of  
identity, perceived injustice, and efficacy on col-
lective action. Of  particular relevance to the pre-
sent study, Van Zomeren et al. (2008) found that 
the association between disadvantaged group 
identification and intention to engage in  
collective action is partially mediated by sub-
jectively experienced group-based injustice. 
Van Zomeren’s meta-analysis also laid the foun-
dation for the development of  the social identity 
model of  collective action (SIMCA), an integra-
tive theoretical model of  collective action which 
proposes that social identity predicts collective 
action directly, as well as indirectly via group-
based injustice and group-based efficacy.

Moreover, individuals who more strongly 
identify with their group are more inclined to 
think, feel, and act for their group when their 
group is disadvantaged (Van Stekelenburg, 2013; 
van Zomeren et al., 2008). Group identification 
predicts collective action directly (e.g., De Weerd 
& Klandermans, 1999; Stürmer & Simon, 2004; 
Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990), but it also 

predicts other motivations for collective action, 
such as group-based anger and feelings of  injus-
tice (e.g., Grant, 2008; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 
2000; Van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & Leach, 
2004). Furthermore, such processes are more 
likely when differences between groups become 
increasingly salient (Turner, 1999; Turner et al., 
1987). In other words, the more people talk 
about differences between Muslims and 
Westerners, and the more these groups appear 
to behave differently, we would expect stronger 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioural reactions 
associated with such group identities. Recently, 
the Social Identity, Relative Deprivation, collec-
tive Efficacy (SIRDE) model of  social change 
has combined the social identity, relative depriva-
tion, and collective efficacy perspectives to pre-
dict participation in protest action (Abrams & 
Grant, 2012). According to the SIRDE model, 
strong group identification in combination with 
feelings of  deprivation, anger, and lack of  collec-
tive efficacy is a stronger predictor of  collective 
protests (Grant, Bennett, & Abrams, 2017).

In sum, the reviewed models are applicable to 
any social identity when ingroup identification is 
seen to be important to people. Nevertheless, this 
line of  research has mostly been studied in the 
context of  Western countries mainly focusing on 
protest actions (i.e., student protest, voting 
behaviour). However, recent work has success-
fully applied insights from research on relative 
deprivation, social identity, and intergroup emo-
tion to explain normative and nonnormative col-
lective action among Muslim minority groups 
(i.e., Doosje et al., 2013; Obaidi et al., 2019; 
Tausch et al., 2011).

In the past two decades, Muslim identity has 
become increasingly salient, particularly when 
scholars as well as prominent politicians such as 
Donald Trump emphasize a “clash of  civiliza-
tions” between Muslims and non-Muslims 
(Haynes, 2017; Huntington, 1993). In part due to 
this “clash of  civilizations” rhetoric, Muslims are 
subject to discrimination globally (Adida, Laitin, 
& Valfort, 2016; Bansak, Hainmueller, & 
Hangartner, 2016), with anti-Muslim activities and 
violence against Muslims intensifying in the last 
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decade (McKenzie, 2018; Tajuddin, 2018), leading 
to feelings of  anger and deprivation. Consequently, 
in the midst of  growing tensions between Muslims 
and non-Muslims, Muslim identification is central 
to Muslims’ sense of  self  (Branscombe, Schmitt, 
& Harvey, 1999; Roy, 2004).

In line with this reasoning, Obaidi, Bergh, et al. 
(2018) examined both violent as well as nonvio-
lent intentions among Muslims living in Denmark. 
Specifically, based on insights from social catego-
rization and intergroup emotions theory as well as 
collective action literature, Obaidi, Bergh, et al. 
(2018) proposed and tested a model with Muslim 
identification and perceived injustice of  Western 
foreign policy and interventions (against Muslim 
countries) as independent variables, violent and 
nonviolent behavioural intentions as dependent 
variables, and group-based anger as a mediator. 
Consistent with this model, Muslim identification, 
group-based anger, and perceived injustice were 
all positively associated with violent intentions to 
defend Islam and other Muslims. However, 
Obaidi, Bergh, et al. (2018) focused mainly on 
vicarious processes and past experiences of  
Muslims living in the West (whether reactions 
would differ for Muslims who were born in the 
West or not). Hence, they did not address to what 
extent there are effects of  prolonged and current 
exposure to Western country interventions in 
Muslim-majority countries.

Some research suggests that different expo-
sure to violence affects both prosocial and anti-
social behaviours at a local level (i.e., affecting 
interpersonal relations or leading to different 
behaviours towards other villages compared to 
one’s own; Bauer, Cassar, Chytilová, & Henrich, 
2014; Swedo et al., 2019). In contrast, we exam-
ined global effects of  experiences and threat of  
missile strikes, power outages, disrupted trans-
portations, etc., as a result of  a foreign (Western) 
power’s military actions among Muslims in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, compared to not 
experiencing such conditions (the case for 
Muslims in Europe).

Here, we explored the possibility that indi-
vidual engagement in Islamist extremism might 
have a common identity-based explanatory 

model in the West and in Muslim-majority coun-
tries. Muslims may come to identify with a global 
Muslim community (ummah) due to perceptions 
of  different threats that target Muslims (i.e., dis-
crimination in the West, or military threats in the 
Middle East). Hence, identification with a global 
Muslim community can be seen as a coping strat-
egy to mitigate the impacts of  such experiences. 
According to SIT, ethnic or racial discrimination 
may lead individuals to seek a sense of  belonging 
to and acceptance in their in-group communities 
(Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Indeed, previous 
research shows that some people strongly iden-
tify with their ingroup in the face of  threat and 
discrimination (Branscombe et al., 1999), and 
that strong ingroup identification, in turn, miti-
gates the aversive effect of  difficult psychologi-
cal states (Pargament, Smith, Koenig, & Perez, 
1998; Ruffle & Sosis, 2007). Further, recent stud-
ies show that the experience of  intergroup con-
flict and war-related violence fosters more group 
participation (Voors et al., 2012) and increases 
people’s engagement with their religious group 
(Henrich, Bauer, Cassar, Chytilová, & Purzycki, 
2019), which may help people cope with aversive 
psychological effects (Pargament et al., 1998). 
However, when group identification is politi-
cized and coupled with aversive experiences, 
such as discrimination and injustice, it may lead 
to collective action on behalf  of  one’s group 
(e.g., Stürmer & Simon, 2004). In particular, a 
Muslim identity based on collective suffering 
could explain why individuals who have commit-
ted extremist violence often express anger and 
feelings of  injustice over Western-led military 
interventions faced by their fellow Muslims—
regardless if  they live in countries targeted by 
such interventions or not.

Nevertheless, there is still a need to directly 
examine whether the social psychological under-
pinnings of  political violence are similar among 
Muslims living in Muslim-majority countries and 
Muslims living in the West. Similarity across these 
contexts would imply that group identification pro-
cesses and the associations between the psychologi-
cal variables do indeed cut across borders, contexts, 
and varying degrees of  personal experience of  war 
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and occupation, hence supporting the underlying 
role of  a Muslim identity in predicting Islamist 
extremism (this is not to say that Muslim identifica-
tion always leads to extremism, however; see the 
General Discussion section).

The Present Research
The aim of  this paper was to examine if  predic-
tors of  Islamist extremism in the West reappear 
and are similarly interrelated in Muslim-majority 
countries with prolonged and ongoing experi-
ence of  Western-led military interventions. We 
hypothesized that the individual difference varia-
bles that predict violent behavioural intentions 
would be the same across countries, regardless if  
the country was the target of  military actions by 
Western powers or not. To the best of  our knowl-
edge, no studies to date have directly assessed the 
cross-cultural generalizability of  a social psycho-
logical model of  Islamist extremism by directly 
and empirically comparing models of  extremism 
in Western countries and in Muslim-majority 
countries that are subject to Western military 
interventions. Thus, we sampled Muslims from 
two such Muslim-majority countries—Pakistan 
and Afghanistan—where extremism is also prev-
alent (Samples 1a and 1b were collected in 
Pakistan, and Study 2 in Afghanistan). We also 
collected data from Pakistani Muslims living in 20 
different Western countries (Sample 1c), for com-
parison with our participants living in Muslim 
countries. We tested our hypotheses in a path 
analytic framework where we compared these 
four samples. Across all samples, we examined 
whether Muslim group identification and injus-
tice appraisals of  Western foreign policy would 
predict intentions to commit violence on behalf  
of  Muslims, through group-based anger.

Rationale for Focusing on 
Pakistan and Afghanistan
In the following, we first describe the reasons 
why we focus on Pakistan and Afghanistan, and 
then we describe each sample. In the first three 
samples, we focused on Muslims of  Pakistani 

origin living in Pakistan (Samples 1a and 1b), as 
well as sampling Pakistani Muslims living in 20 
different Western countries (Sample 1c). Pakistan 
is currently among the countries with the greatest 
prevalence of  terrorist attacks (National 
Consortium for the Study of  Terrorism and 
Responses to Terrorism [START], 2018), which 
appear to occur in response to Western interven-
tions (Cronin, 2013; Hussain, 2015). Importantly, 
terrorism in Pakistan has been known to spread 
not only to neighboring countries, such as India 
and Afghanistan, but globally as well, with a num-
ber of  terrorist attacks occurring in the West hav-
ing ties to extremist groups in Pakistan (Andre & 
Harris-Hogan, 2013). Furthermore, in a global 
armed conflict against Al-Qa’ida, the Pakistani 
Taliban, and in the context of  the post-9/11 war 
on terror, Pakistan has been increasingly the tar-
get of  airstrikes, occasional Special Forces attacks, 
cross-border raids, targeted killings, and drone 
strikes by the US resulting in numerous civilian 
casualties (Anjum, Aziz, Castano, 2019; Anjum, 
Castano, & Aziz, 2016). The numerous civilian 
casualties create anger and anti-Western resent-
ment, providing a breeding ground for terrorist 
recruitment and incitement of  Islamist extrem-
ism (Cronin, 2013; Hussain, 2015). Thus, if  
Islamist extremism results from experiences of  
living in a country consistently targeted by 
Western military actions, then Pakistan would be 
an ideal country to study these effects. For com-
parison, we explored whether the same model 
might also apply to Pakistanis who have moved to 
Western countries (who could be assumed to be 
more positive toward the West, given daily con-
tact with non-Muslim Westerners).

For Study 2, we turned to Afghanistan, a 
country being targeted by extensive interventions 
from Western powers. Afghanistan was invaded 
by the US and their allies following the terrorist 
attacks of  9/11. As of  January 2015, the Watson 
Institute of  Brown University estimated that 
more than 26,000 civilian Afghans have been 
killed, and nearly 100,000 people have been 
injured and maimed since the 2001 occupation of  
the country. In total, the U.S.-led war has resulted 
in 92,000 casualties in all categories of  direct war 
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violence (Watson Institute for International and 
Public Affairs – Brown University, 2015). Further, 
the war and occupation has exacerbated the 
effects of  poverty, malnutrition, poor sanitation, 
and lack of  access to health care (Watson Institute 
for International and Public Affairs – Brown 
University, 2015). Moreover, the country is a 
major target of  U.S. airstrikes, resulting in a large 
number of  civilian casualties. For instance, docu-
ments show that during the course of  a 5-month 
targeted killing operation campaign, nearly 9 out 
of  10 people who died in airstrikes were not the 
U.S. military’s direct targets (Devereaux, 2015). 
Furthermore, in part due to the ongoing U.S. war 
against terrorism, terrorist attacks are common in 
Afghanistan, with the country ranking second 
(after Iraq) as the country with the most terrorist 
attacks in 2017 (National Consortium for the 
Study of  Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
[START], 2018).

Study 1

Sample 1a
Participants and procedure. Study 1a and the subse-
quent studies were approved by the Institutional 
Review Board of the primary affiliation of the 
first and second authors. Participants were asked 
to take part in a study investigating social and 
political issues faced by their respective societies. 
The first page of the survey was an informed con-
sent form; participants needed to give their con-
sent in order to proceed. Although we had 
planned to exclude any non-Muslim participants, 
all participants identified as Muslims. Since we 
had no other exclusion criterion, no participants 
were excluded from our study.

In this sample, a total of  425 Pakistani partici-
pants (Mage = 23.82, SDage = 5.35; 60.5% female) 
living in Pakistan were recruited from universities 
in Islamabad. The study was conducted in 2017 
and it was a paper-and-pencil study. Data collec-
tion took roughly three months to complete. 
Both private and public sector universities were 
selected in an effort to obtain a diverse pool  
of  participants, particularly with regard to socio-
economic background. Moreover, students were 

selected from these universities because they get a 
fairly equal representation from various socioeco-
nomic and provincial backgrounds. All students 
volunteered to participate in the study. Of  the 
total sample, 5.4% of  participants indicated that 
they were upper class, 72.2% upper middle class, 
18.3% lower middle class, and 4.0% working 
class.1 All participants were born in Pakistan.

Sample 1b
Participants and procedure. Study 1a was conducted 
in 2018 among students from both private and 
public sector universities. Data collection took 
roughly three months to complete. The Higher 
Education Commission of Pakistan have raised 
concerns about the recent observation that Paki-
stani students from private universities hold more 
moderate attitudes toward extremism compared 
to students from public universities (Higher Edu-
cation Commission Pakistan, 2017). Therefore, in 
Study 1b we only targeted students from public 
universities2 in Karachi. A total of 402 partici-
pants (Mage = 21.06, SDage = 1.89; 40.3% female) 
were approached directly by four research assis-
tants in two major public universities. All partici-
pants were born in Pakistan and identified as 
Muslims. A combination of convenience and 
snowball sampling was used to recruit the partici-
pants. Of the total sample, 13.2% of participants 
indicated that they were upper class, 77.1% upper 
middle class, 8.2% middle class, and 1.0% lower 
middle class.3

Sample 1c
Participants and procedure. Data for Sample 1c were 
collected in 2017 among Pakistani Muslims living 
in 20 different Western countries (Mage = 24.48, 
SDage = 4.82; 50.5% female). Data collection 
took roughly three months to complete. The 
sample comprised 366 Muslims living in the 
United Kingdom (22.7%), the United States 
(19.7%), Canada (10.7%), Germany (7.7%), Nor-
way (4.1%), France (3.8%), Australia (3.6%), 
Sweden (3.6%), and Switzerland (3.3%). For 
more details, see Table S3 in the online supple-
mental material. A combination of convenience 
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and snowball sampling was used to recruit the 
participants. Specifically, participants were 
recruited by four university students and three 
research assistants both directly and via various 
Facebook pages and other portals for Pakistani 
immigrants living abroad. All participants identi-
fied as Muslims. Of the total sample, 18% of par-
ticipants indicated that they were upper middle 
class, 67.6% middle class, 12.6% lower middle 
class, and 1.9% working class.4

Study 2

Participants and Procedure
Study 2 was conducted in 2018 among Afghans 
in Kabul. It was an online study using a conveni-
ence sample from Facebook. We recruited 127 
Afghans (Mage = 27.9, SDage = 7.72; 46% female), 
and data collection took approximately three 
months. All of  our participants were born in 
Afghanistan and identified as Muslims. Of  the 
total sample, 15.7% of  participants indicated that 
they were upper class, 25.2% upper middle class, 
29.9% middle class, 18.9% lower middle class, 
and 7.1% working class.5

Method
Power rationale. We used a multigroup analysis to 
examine whether the path model is similar across 
all samples. A question then was how much the 
samples might vary before rejecting the notion of 
a common model. Thus, we estimated the power 
for detecting overall differences in the model rais-
ing the RMSEA to .05, a conventional cut-off for 
“close fit” (see MacCallum, Browne, & Cai, 2006; 
see also Preacher & Coffman, 2006, for imple-
mentation). In addition, we ran a simulation to 
examine the power for detecting sample differ-
ences in particular coefficients. Here we used 
results from Obaidi, Bergh, et al. (2018) as popu-
lation values, except that we set one path to zero 
in the smallest sample (compared to 0.22 in the 
other three samples). The power to detect such a 
difference was .93. Assuming a smaller difference, 
0.07 versus 0.22, the power would be .68 (see page 
7 of supplemental material for more details).

Measures. All items were answered on 7-point 
Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). In Afghanistan, the survey was adminis-
tered in Dari. All items were translated into Dari 
and subsequently back-translated into English. 
Among Pakistanis living in Pakistan and in the 
West, the surveys were either conducted in Urdu 
or English. For the Urdu survey, all items were 
translated into Urdu and subsequently back-
translated into English.

Muslim identification. Four items were used to 
measure participants’ Muslim identification (e.g., 
“I strongly identify with other Muslims”; αs > 
.86; see Doosje, Ellemers, & Spears, 1995; Obaidi 
et al., 2019; Obaidi, Bergh, et al., 2018) with the 
exception of  Study 2, in which Item 4 was 
reverse-coded (αs = .94).

Perceived injustice. Five items from Obaidi and 
colleagues (Obaidi et al., 2019; Obaidi, Bergh, 
et al., 2018; see also Tausch et al., 2011) were 
used to measure participants’ perceived injustice 
(e.g., “Muslims in Muslim countries suffer 
because of  the foreign policy of  Western coun-
tries”; αs > .83).

Group-based anger. Three items from Obaidi 
and colleagues (Obaidi et al., 2019; Obaidi, 
Bergh, et al., 2018; see also Tausch et al., 2011) 
were used to measure participants’ group-
based anger (e.g., “I feel angry when I think of  
Western countries’ foreign policies towards 
Muslim countries”; αs > .91), with the excep-
tion of  Study 2, in which Item 3 was reverse-
coded (αs = .81).

Violent behavioural intentions. Violent behav-
ioural intentions were assessed using two items 
(e.g., “I am ready to use violence against other 
people in order to achieve something I con-
sider very important” and “I am ready to use 
violence against other people in order to 
change Western countries’ foreign policy 
towards Muslim countries”6; αs > .51; see 
Obaidi et al., 2019; Obaidi, Bergh, et al., 2018; 
see also Doosje et al., 2013).
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Results
Variable descriptive statistics and correlations for 
Samples 1a, 1b, 1c, and Study 2 can be found in 
Table 1.

Multigroup Path Analyses 
(Samples 1a, 1b, 1c, and Study 2)
To address the objectives of  this paper, we con-
ducted a multigroup path analysis, comparing two 
samples of  Muslim Pakistanis living in Pakistan, 
Muslim Afghans living in Afghanistan, and 
Muslim Pakistanis living in Western societies. 
Multigroup structural equation modelling (and 
multigroup path and factor analyses) is a standard 
method to examine if  the relation between a set 
of  variables is similar across different samples 
(Jöreskog, 1971). Differences across samples were 
evaluated by constraining parameters (e.g., regres-
sion coefficients) as equal across samples, which 
could be compared to a (saturated and perfectly 
fitting) model without such constraints.

In our theoretical model, Muslim identifica-
tion and perceived injustice were independent 
variables, violent intentions the dependent varia-
ble, and group-based anger was positioned as a 
mediator. Across all the samples, the models were 
estimated using robust maximum likelihood 
(MLR) in Mplus Version 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 
2012) in order to account for skewed variables. 
Full information maximum likelihood (FIML) is 
used by default in Mplus to handle missing data 
(missing < 3% for any variable in these data).

We first estimated a model where all paths 
were constrained to equality across the groups 
(Muslim Pakistanis living in Pakistan, Muslims 
living in Afghanistan, and Muslims living in 
Western countries). In other words, the model 
tests the assumption that the relations between 
the variables are the same in Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Western societies, net of  random variability. 
The constrained model fit the empirical data rea-
sonably well; scaled χ2 (18) = 47.12, p < .001, 
CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07, 90% CI [0.05, 0.09], 
SRMR = .08.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and variable intercorrelations for Studies 1 (Samples 1a, 1b, and 1c) and 2.

Variables M SD 2. 3. 4.

Muslim 
majority:
Pakistan

Sample 1a
1. Muslim identification 5.22 1.38 .37** .38** .30**
2. Perceived injustice 4.47 1.21 .68** .35**
3. Group-based anger 4.17 1.52 .48**
4. Violent intentions 2.84 1.37 -

Muslim 
majority:
Pakistan

Sample 1b
1. Muslim identification 5.26 1.22 .39** .37** .22**
2. Perceived injustice 4.56 1.41 - .75** .57**
3. Group-based anger 4.29 1.79 - .53**
4. Violent intentions 4.98 1.78 -

Muslim 
minority:
The West

Sample 1c
1. Muslim identification 5.04 1.39 .51** .51** .39**
2. Perceived injustice 4.70 1.19 - .74** .53**
3. Group-based anger 4.41 1.52 - .54**
4. Violent intentions 3.16 1.51 -

Muslim 
majority:
Afghanistan

Study 2
1. Muslim identification 4.82 1.29 .21* .30** .06
2. Perceived injustice 4.29 1.78 - .71** .49**
3. Group-based anger 4.22 1.84 - .60**
4. Violent intentions 3.76 1.94 -

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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We also inspected modification indices for 
individual paths that might differ across the four 
samples. The fit improved further when we 
released the constraint for one path in the first 
sample from Pakistan (see Sample 1a, Participants 
and Procedure section)—from perceived injus-
tice to violent intentions, χ2 (17) = 30.76, p = 
.02, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .05, 90% CI [0.02, 
0.08], SRMR = .07. Additional modifications 
were associated with small changes in model fit 
(second potential improvement: ΔRMSEA = 
.006, ΔCFI = .003), compared to guidelines con-
sidering ΔRMSEA > .015 and ΔCFI > .01 sub-
stantial enough to disconfirm assumptions of  
invariance across groups (Chen, 2007; Cheung & 
Rensvold, 2002).

Overall, this indicates that the relationships 
between the variables were similar across all 
four samples, with one exception being the first 
sample obtained in Pakistan (Sample 1a). To 
illustrate the minor variations in the path coef-
ficients overall, we present (all freely estimated) 
standardized coefficients in each sample in 
Figure 1.

We further examined the indirect effects using 
bootstrapping with 5,000 random resamples in 
the model with all coefficients being held equal 
across samples (i.e., we tested one common medi-
ation model). This analysis was based on regular 

maximum likelihood estimation. Both Muslim 
identification (B = 0.06, 95% CI [0.04, 0.08]) and 
perceived injustice (B = 0.28, 95% CI [0.22, 
0.34]) had an indirect positive effect on violent 
intentions via group-based anger.

To test whether these findings were robust to 
the introduction of  demographic variables, we 
ran the same model controlling for the effects 
of  age, gender, and socioeconomic status. All 
paths that were significant without these control 
variables remained as strong in this analysis (βs 
⩾ .09, ps ⩽ .01).

Overall, the results of  Samples 1a, 1b, and 
Study 2 among Muslims living in Muslim-majority 
countries (i.e., Pakistan and Afghanistan), and 
Sample 1c among Muslims living in 20 different 
Western countries indicate that the social psycho-
logical predictors of  Islamic extremism in the 
West are similarly interrelated in Muslim-majority 
countries that have been the direct and prolonged 
target of  Western military interventions.

General Discussion
Across four studies, we assessed the generaliza-
bility of  a social psychological model of  Islamist 
extremism. We directly and empirically com-
pared the results obtained from Muslim-majority 
countries with prolonged and ongoing exposure 

Figure 1. Standardized results of a multigroup path analysis (Samples 1a, 1b, 1c, and Study 2) to predict violent 
intention to defend Muslims.

Violent 
intentions

Perceived 
injustice

Muslim
identification

Group-based 
anger

.01 (ns)

.40***
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.09**
.18***
.16** 
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to Western military and foreign policy (i.e., 
Pakistan and Afghanistan) to results obtained 
from Muslims in the West (sampled from 20 dif-
ferent Western countries). In particular, we 
examined whether Muslim group identification 
and injustice appraisals of  Western military and 
foreign interventions would predict intentions 
to commit violence on behalf  of  Muslims, 
through group-based anger. Results of  the mul-
tigroup path analyses provide evidence that the 
social psychological predictors of  Islamist 
extremism generalized across the different con-
texts, with one minor exception for sample 1a. 
To our knowledge, the present research is among 
the first to empirically examine social identity 
predictors of  violent intentions among Muslims 
living in Muslim-majority countries. Importantly, 
the present research is also among the first to 
specifically examine the generalizability of  a 
social psychological model of  Islamist extrem-
ism by directly examining whether the relation-
ships between the variables are consistent across 
Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority samples 
with differing exposure to Western-led wars and 
occupation.

Despite the differences in exposure to 
Western-led foreign policies and military inter-
ventions, and different political landscapes and 
cultural contexts, we obtained similar results 
across all our studies. Results from both Muslim-
majority countries (with direct and prolonged 
exposure to Western military interventions) and 
Western Muslims (without such ongoing expo-
sure) were consistent with a previous study con-
ducted in the West (Obaidi, Bergh, et al., 2018). 
This provides further empirical evidence for the 
role of  a Muslim identity as an underlying factor 
in radicalization, and the converging validity of  
our results.

Identification with a disadvantaged group is a 
key predictor of  collective action (Van Zomeren 
et al., 2008). In the context of  the present studies, 
identifying with a disadvantaged group (i.e., 
Muslims) did not directly predict nonnormative 
collective action (i.e., violent behavioural inten-
tions) across all four studies, but it did so indi-
rectly through injustice appraisal and group-based 

anger. Importantly, this finding converges with 
previous findings and theorizing about how social 
identity relates to collective action more generally 
(Grant, 2008; Mackie et al., 2000; Van Zomeren 
et al., 2008; Van Zomeren et al., 2004). Moreover, 
our findings suggest that merely identifying with 
Muslims does not lead directly to violent behav-
iour, which is consistent with the general obser-
vation that a relatively small minority of  Muslims 
engage in violent actions to defend their fellow 
Muslims (Cordesman, 2017). Thus, our findings 
provide some evidence to refute the popular 
belief  in the West that Islam as a religion is inher-
ently violent and that there is a direct link between 
being Muslim and extremism (e.g., Murray, 2017; 
Wilders, 2012; see also Jolly, 2011).

Our findings that group-based anger directly 
predicted violent intentions across all four studies 
is worth noting since they provide further evi-
dence for the role of  anger in predicting nonnor-
mative collective action despite other recent 
theorizing and findings that anger does not pre-
dict nonnormative collective action (e.g., Tausch 
et al., 2011). For instance, Tausch et al. found that 
contempt but not anger predicted nonnormative 
(violent) collective action. Although Tausch et al.’s 
general findings appear to be inconsistent with 
our findings, one of  the exceptions to their find-
ings was that anger was positively associated with 
support for violence by Islamist groups against 
Western military. This latter finding appears to be 
consistent with our present findings, and the 
observed inconsistencies between our findings 
and Tausch et al.’s are likely due to differences in 
the specific contexts in question. Consider that 
anger is an approach-related affect, such that it 
often promotes an effort to eliminate perceived 
violations of  what “ought” to be, and often con-
stitutes an act of  rectifying an injustice (see Anjum 
et al., 2016; Anjum, Kidd, & Aziz, 2018; Carver & 
Harmon-Jones, 2009). With this in mind, anger is 
likely to be a more appropriate reaction in the 
context of  perceived injustice of  Western foreign 
policy and occupation, because these specific acts 
are more likely to evoke stronger emotional 
responses and “move against” tendencies com-
pared to, for example, an increase in student 
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tuition. Further research is required to clarify the 
role of  anger in predicting nonnormative (violent) 
collective action in various contexts.

Strengths, Limitations, and 
Future Research
The present research provides a new contribution 
to the growing body of  empirical research on 
Islamist extremism, since we demonstrate empiri-
cally that the social psychological underpinnings 
of  Islamist extremism appear to be similar in 
Muslim-majority countries and the West. 
Psychological research, and social psychological 
theory in particular, has been based predomi-
nantly on samples from Western, educated, 
industrialized, rich, and democratic societies 
(WEIRD), and has therefore neglected to repre-
sent diverse human populations (Henrich, Heine, 
& Norenzayan, 2010). Given that Muslim popu-
lations—particularly those living in Muslim-
majority countries—represent hard-to-reach, 
non-WEIRD populations, a key strength of  our 
research is our representation of  this otherwise 
underrepresented population in social psycho-
logical research.

Naturally, there are also limitations of  our 
research. First, one can argue that our measure 
of  Muslim identification may lead the respond-
ents to think of  particular Muslim communities 
(i.e., Muslims in one’s municipality or country), 
rather than a global Muslim community. 
Nevertheless, our logic follows a long line of  
social psychological research showing that the 
experience of  group threat and discrimination 
leads to a common identity (see Klandermans, 
2002). In order to unite the Muslim population 
around the globe into a unified community of  
ummah, Islamist groups depict Muslims, and 
Islam in general, to be under constant Western 
threat (see Wagemakers, 2008). Further, partici-
pation in collective action becomes a means to 
assert one’s identity in the face of  injustice and 
leads to protest against those perceived to be 
responsible (Drury & Reicher, 2005). Thus, the 
connection between Muslim identification, per-
ceptions of  injustice, as well as anger and violent 

intentions directed toward the West are all natu-
ral from the perspective that “we” represent 
Muslims overall and “they” represent non-Mus-
lim Westerners (meanwhile, a more specific 
Muslim identification would seem more appro-
priate for explaining regional intergroup dynam-
ics, such as intolerance between Shia and Sunni 
communities). This reasoning is also consistent 
with research showing that Muslims in recent 
years have come to see themselves as a unified 
community which first identifies with other 
Muslims than with other categories (i.e., ethnic-
ity, national identity; Roy, 2004; Saeed, Blain, & 
Forbes, 1999).

Although there are theoretical reasons to 
believe that a global sense of  identity—based on 
the perception of  collective Muslim suffering—
may be an underlying factor in Islamist extrem-
ism, we did not actually measure identification 
with the global ummah. As such, the role of  a 
global Muslim identity is somewhat speculative. 
Future research should attempt to improve upon 
our current studies by actually including items 
that specifically refer to the transnational element 
of  Muslim identity.

Furthermore, two limitations of  our research 
are our type of  measures and our means of  
recruiting participants. Specifically, we assessed 
violent intentions with self-reports. As such, we 
cannot be certain that our model would also 
extend to actual extremist behaviour. On the 
other hand, intentions are generally good predic-
tors of  overt behaviour (see De Weerd & 
Klandermans, 1999). Moreover, if  social desira-
bility (and similar motivations) influenced the 
present results, we would have expected to obtain 
different results in the Western sample. By exten-
sion, that would have made it harder to establish 
a common model across the different study 
contexts.

Our use of  snowball sampling and Facebook 
sampling for Sample 1c and Study 2 are also less 
than optimal for recruiting participants. 
However, given that our research topic is a par-
ticularly sensitive issue in the contexts in which 
we sampled from, these sampling methods were 
the most feasible options. Future research should 
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continue to sample from various hard-to-reach 
populations in order to assess how culturally 
diverse or universal the proposed key predictors 
of  extremism are.

Finally, to directly compare the predictive util-
ity of  key variables across these groups, we 
refrained from using context-specific measures. 
Instead, we adopted an etic approach, which 
assumes that different processes (i.e., concepts, 
methods, measures) studied in one culture have 
significance in other cultures (Berry, 1989). This 
approach fits with our aim to examine whether 
the social psychological underpinnings of  Islamist 
extremism in the West are similar to the under-
pinnings of  Islamist extremism in countries with 
prolonged experience of  Western military inter-
ventions. Nevertheless, an etic approach may 
overlook specific cultural perspectives or cultur-
ally specific behavioural nuances. Therefore, it 
would be relevant for future studies examining 
the social psychological underpinnings of  Islamist 
extremism to adopt context-specific measures.

Concluding Remarks
Muslims around the world have come to see 
themselves as one unified group, and Western-led 
military interventions on Muslim-majority coun-
tries are likely to be perceived as an attack on the 
group as a whole. Such perceived attack may trig-
ger feelings of  injustice and anger, as well as vio-
lent action tendencies even in the absence of  
prolonged and ongoing experiences of  Western 
military interventions. This research suggests that 
a combination of  Muslim identity, perceived 
injustice, and group-based anger fuels violent 
intentions against Western targets. More impor-
tantly, this recipe for hostility seems equally appli-
cable to Islamist extremism emerging in the West 
and in countries where people are living with the 
experience of  Western military interventions.
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Notes
1. In the current sample we also measured perceived 

group-based relative deprivation to answer a dif-
ferent research question. The data have not been 
reported before.

2. The data, indeed, confirmed this prediction. The 
mean of  violent intentions for students from 
public universities was much higher than that for 
students from private universities.

3. Given the difficulty in reaching our samples, 
Sample 1b was part of  a larger battery of  variables 
collected to answer different research questions 
within the same surveys. Variables not included 
here concerned, for example, a priming manipula-
tion (manipulating perceived group threat), need 
for cognitive closure, and violent behavioural 
intentions and Muslim extremism. The variables 
for the current sample were measured before the 
experimental manipulation. The data have not 
been reported before.

4. This data set was previously reported in Obaidi 
et al. (2019) to answer a different research question.

5. Given the difficulty in reaching our samples, 
Study 2 was part of  a larger battery of  variables 
collected to answer different research questions 
within the same surveys. Variables not included 
here concerned, for example, the HEXACO 
Personality Inventory, openness to intellect, altru-
ism, nonviolent behavioural intentions, violent 
behavioural intentions, support for violence, and 
group-based relative deprivation. The data have 
not been reported before.

6. Specifically, we measured violent behavioural 
intentions with two items, but only one of  these 
referred particularly to violence in defence of  
Muslims. We acknowledge that the item in ques-
tion does not identify a clear target. This item 
was directly translated from Doosje et al. (2013). 
To facilitate comparisons with other research in 
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this area, we adopted most scales as they have 
been used in the past rather than introducing 
many modifications of  this kind. However, both 
items have been validated in Obaidi, Bergh, et al. 
(2018), predicting violent intentions in defence 
of  Muslims and/or Islam. More importantly, 
Obaidi et al. examined and addressed this issue in 
their paper by including two additional items that 
specifically targeted violent intentions on behalf  
of  one’s group (i.e., “I am ready to use violence 
to defend Islam” and “I am ready to use violence 
to defend other Muslims”), and they compared 
the results for the additional items with the two 
items used here. Their analyses showed a strong 
overlap between their added items and the cur-
rent ones, and almost identical relations with the 
other variables we examine here (i.e., perceived 
injustice and anger).
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