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Islamist extremism is often explained by the suffering endured by Muslims in Islamic countries as a result of

Western-led wars. However, many terrorist attacks have been carried out by European Muslims with no

personal experiences of war. Across two studies among Danish Muslims, we tested if what we call

“victimization-by-proxy processes” motivate behavioral intentions to commit acts of violence. We used Muslim

identification, perceived injustice of Western foreign policies, and group-based anger to predict violent and

nonviolent behavioral intentions. More importantly, we compared path models of Danish Muslims from conflict

zones with those without direct personal experience of Western-led occupation. We found similar effects among

the participants in each category, that is, vicarious psychological responses mimicked those of personally

experienced adversity. In fact, participants born in Western Europe were, on average, more strongly identified

with Muslims, more likely to perceive Western foreign policy as more unjust, reported greater group-based

anger, and were more inclined to help Muslims both by nonviolent and violent means.

KEY WORDS: extremism, victimization by proxy, social identity, group-based injustice and emotion, Western foreign
policy

Documents from the inner circles of the Islamic State surfaced on April 18, 2015 in one of

Europe’s biggest newspapers. The article in der Spiegel outlined “the blueprint for this state” (Reuter,

2015). One strategy described in these documents was to use inexperienced foreign fighters alongside

veteran Chechens and Uzbeks fighters in the civil wars in Syria and Iraq rather than primarily relying
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on domestic fighters. This strategy presents a perplexing reality to scholars and terrorism experts

because many have argued that Islamic extremism results from the experience of direct exposure to

Western-led military interventions/occupation/drone attacks and foreign policies in Muslim countries

(e.g., Nesser, 2006; Pape, 2003, 2006; see also Sidanius, Kteily, Levin, Pratto, & Obaidi, 2015).

Presumably, however, the Islamic State did not consider it necessary that their fighters had personal

experience from wars or Western occupation. Instead, they simply imported extremism that had

sprung to life elsewhere, for example, within the West (where so-called homegrown terrorism has

been an issue for over a decade; see Roy, 2004). Here, we demonstrate the effects of what we refer to

as victimization-by-proxy processes on such homegrown Islamic extremism and behavioral intentions

to commit violence in Europe. We define extremism as encompassing behaviors, ideas, intentions,

attitudes, and values that are not in accordance with the norms of the society, such as rejecting the

state monopoly on violence (and the promotion of alternative forms of violence) within a democracy

(for a comprehensive definition of extremism and other related concepts, see Schmid, 2013).

When Islamic extremists in the West provide reasons for their attitudes or actions, they often refer

to the perceived wrongdoings against Muslims in the Islamic world at the hands of the West. Follow-

ing the July 7, 2005 London bombing, for example, Mohammad Sidique Kahn, the ringleader,

claimed that Great Britain’s “democratically elected governments continuously perpetrate atrocities

against my people all over the world. . .. Until you stop the bombing, gassing, imprisonment and tor-

ture of my people we will not stop this fight” (BBC News, 2005). Mohammad Sidique Kahn, like

many like-minded Islamic extremists, was born and raised in Europe without any direct experience of

Western foreign policy. Khosrokhavar (2005) describes this in terms of “humiliation-by-proxy.”

Lickel, Miller, Stenstrom, Denson, and Schmader (2006) similarly argued that vicarious retaliation is

a phenomenon where a “member of a group commits an act of aggression toward the members of an

outgroup for an assault or provocation that had no personal consequences for him or her but which

did harm a fellow ingroup member” (p. 372). The present work also stresses vicarious processes, but

we broaden this argument in a number of ways. First, not all acts in defense of a group are retaliatory

or violent, so we anchored our inquiry within the broader collective action literature to also encompass

nonviolent outcomes (Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). Second, based on combined insights

from the collective action, social identity, and intergroup emotion literatures, we did not limit our

focus to feelings of humiliation, but we rather focused on interplay of group identification, perceived

injustice, and group-based anger (Smith, 1993).

Our victimization-by-proxy argument, as promoted here, rests on three interrelated ideas. The

first is based on the social identity literature (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), suggesting that people not only

think, feel, and act on the basis of their individual circumstances, but also the circumstances of groups

to which they belong. Second, we suggest that the foreign policies of Western countries are not the

only triggers for seeing the world in terms of “us” and “them” but also a driving force of group mobi-

lization among Muslims, native and war-zone-born alike. As Pape (2003) argues, the “deep anger

[among Western born Muslims] at the use of foreign combat forces to suppress national self-

determination by kindred groups is sufficient to inspire self-sacrifice even when personal motives for

revenge are completely absent” (p. 1). Third, we argue that different group-related events trigger

emotional and behavioral reactions that largely mirror the expected consequences as if people had

experienced the events personally (Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2002). We begin by briefly reviewing

the extant literatures as related to each of these ideas.

Drawing on the collective action model of social identity (SIMCA; van Zomeren, Postmes, and

Spears, 2008), we apply the social identity analysis to studies of violent and nonviolent support of

groups. Social identity theory predicts that identification with disadvantaged groups is a predictor of

collective action (Ellemers, 1993). Expanding these analyses, self-categorization theory (Turner,

Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) describes the cognitive processes and consequences

associated with social identity salience or, more informally, a “group mode” of thinking. The self and
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fellow group members are then perceived as a unified entity—“us” (Turner et al., 1987)—and group

identification will subsequently influence individuals’ reactions to the group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Now consider the case of Muslim identity in the West. Many scholars discuss a developing “clash

of civilizations” between Muslims and non-Muslims (Huntington, 1993; Lewis, 1990), and from the per-

spective of self-categorization theory, this should make Muslim identity highly salient among members

of this group. Some have also commented that the extremist ideologies propagated by Islamic extremists

aim to indoctrinate Muslims into thinking similarly, in order to unite them (Loza, 2007), and to induce a

sense of collective grievance and victimization (Wagemakers, 2008). Thus, when Western Muslims con-

sider themselves as agents acting on behalf of the global Muslim community, or Muslims living under

occupation (rather than acting on behalf of the Danish or Danish immigrant community, for example),

Muslim identity processes should be an important contributing factor (see also Lyons-Padilla, Gelfand,

Mirahmadi, Farooq, & van Egmond, 2015). This should especially be the case for Western-born

Muslims, as some suggest (e.g., Pape, 2003), because their link to the people that suffer in Muslim

conflict zones rests on a global identification with Muslims worldwide or “umma,” rather than on being

born into the countries that suffer occupation, or more recently, drone attacks, by the West.

According to the social identity model of collective action (van Zomeren et al., 2008), Muslim

group identification underlies the perception of Western countries’ foreign policy because it provides

the basis for the group-based perception of victimization. Once the feelings of injustice and of shared

grievances within a group are triggered, it should eventually evoke corresponding group-based emo-

tions and behavioral tendencies as a result. In this sense, Western Muslims feel threatened and victim-

ized, not because of personal experiences, but because of the effects on groups with which they

identify. According to this reasoning, a situation or event that is appraised to harm or threaten the

ingroup is likely to trigger a relevant vicarious response. This focus on justice-related affect is in line

with recent theorizing on intergroup emotions theory (Mackie et al., 2000).

Highlighting the ways in which people are similar to the victims of unjust treatment has been

shown to lead to increased feelings of injustice, anger, and a tendency to act against the perceived per-

petrators (e.g., Gordijn, Wigboldus, & Yzerbyt, 2001; Kuppens, Yzerbyt, Dandache, Fischer, & van

der Schalk, 2013). More broadly, intergroup emotions theory suggests that appraisal of situations that

affect other members of the ingroup, but not the person herself or himself, may trigger intergroup

emotional and behavioral responses (Doosje et al., 1998; Mackie et al., 2000; Smith, 1993; Smith &

Mackie, 2015; Smith, Seger, & Mackie, 2007). For example, witnessing members of the ingroup

being unjustly treated leads people to respond vicariously with anger and aggression. These emotional

and behavioral reactions further depend on how strongly people identify with the victims (e.g.,

Gordijn, Yzerbyt, Wigboldus, & Dumont, 2006; Kuppens et al., 2013; Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus,

& Gordijn, 2003). Hence, according to the social identity and intergroup emotions literatures, group

identity should strengthen the individual’s perception that his or her ingroup is a target of unjust treat-

ment, which in turn should intensify the group’s emotional and behavioral reactions to such perceived

injustice (Grant, 2008). Feelings of injustice and group-based emotions, in turn, should increase the

individual’s likelihood of participating in collective action against the transgressors (Branscombe,

Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999). It is also important to note that within the broader literature of col-

lective action, disadvantaged groups might exhibit an array of specific protest intentions, attitudes,

and behaviors as a result of perceived injustice (Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). Therefore,

examining factors that lead to both violent and nonviolent behavioral intentions is an important step

toward advancing the theory of collective action.

The Present Research

When it comes to research on extremism and terrorism, as opposed to collective action research

in other areas, the literature is rich in theory but rather poor in empirics (Silke, 2004). For example,
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even if several scholars have stressed vicarious processes in many group behaviors, including extrem-

ist violence (e.g., Pape, 2006), a fundamental prediction in this reasoning remains untested—namely

that the factors motivating Muslim violence should be similar for people born and raised in the West
and for those who have directly experienced Western-led military intervention in their home countries.
That is, we do not solely propose a model of victimization, but we focus on directly testing if a model

based on vicarious processes would mimic one based on direct experience.

In Study 1, we first tested the victimization-by-proxy argument in a path analytic framework where

we compared Muslims born in Denmark with those who immigrated to Denmark from Muslim coun-

tries targeted by the foreign policy and military interventions of Western countries (such as Afghani-

stan, Iran, Iraq, and Pakistan—henceforth referred to as native- vs. foreign-born Muslims). Thus, our

initial test was based on distinguishing places of birth (within Europe vs. in conflict zones in the

Muslim world that have been the subject of Western military interventions). To the extent that the

victimization-by-proxy perspective is correct, we hypothesized that a psychological model predicting

violent and nonviolent intentions among Muslims in Denmark would not differ between native- and

foreign-born participants. In Study 2, we sought to validate the results from Study 1 by comparing Mus-

lims born in Europe with people known to have lived in a conflict zone at the time of a major Western

intervention (the 2001 invasion in Afghanistan, led by the United States). That is, we used a more direct

measure of exposure to Western foreign policy, rather than using birthplace as a proxy for experience.

We examined a model exploring violent and nonviolent behavioral intentions based on key pre-

dictors from the social identity literature (Mummendey, Kessler, Klink, & Mielke, 1999; Simon et al.,

1998), perceived injustice literature (Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin, & Bialosiewicz, 2012), and intergroup

emotions theory (Smith, 1993; Smith et al., 2007). Specifically, we modeled Muslim identification

and perceived injustice (against Muslim countries by the influence of the West) as independent varia-

bles, group-based anger as a mediator, and the two types of behavioral intentions as final outcomes.

A few things are worth noting here about the model itself. First, the order of the variables in the

model was meant to reflect the cumulative insights from the literatures on the causal relations between

identification, cognitive appraisals, group-based emotions, and behavioral intentions (Smith, et al.,

2012). Specifically, a number of studies suggest that both group identification and cognitive appraisals

(e.g., perceived injustice) influence attitudes and behavioral intentions (e.g., Dumont, Yzerbyt,

Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003; van Zomeren et al., 2008). Research also indicates that group-based emo-

tions mediate these effects (Gordijn et al., 2006). Second, we focus on behavioral intentions rather than

attitudes or support of violence, because the former tend to be better proxies of behaviors (see De Weerd

& Klandermans, 1999; see also Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). Third, a growing literature suggests that there

are different psychological factors associated with violent versus nonviolent group mobilization and col-

lective action (Livingstone, Spears, Manstead, & Bruder, 2009; Tausch et al., 2011); so our model was

constructed to account for this possibility. Fourth, whereas previous research has documented somewhat

different effects of group-based anger and group-based contempt, we found these two variables to be

highly correlated in our samples (r 5 .87), so we focused on anger alone, to reduce multicollinearity.

The most important question posed in this article concerned the differences versus similarities

between native- and foreign-born Muslims. Thus, using a multigroup approach (native- vs. foreign-

born Muslims), we directly tested whether the factors underpinning Muslim (violent and nonviolent)

mobilization differed based on direct experiences from Western foreign policies and occupations. A

victimization-by-proxy argument would suggest that this is not the case and that the explanatory

models should be quite similar across both groups. Importantly, this is not to suggest that there are no

psychological differences between these two groups, but if the model for native-born Muslims mimics

the one for foreign-born Muslims, we would, at the very least, have evidence for the claim that several

key predictors of extremism can operate in a vicarious fashion.

A second aim of this article was to examine potential mean differences between native and

foreign-born Muslims on Muslim identification, perceived injustice, and group-based anger as well as
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violent and nonviolent behavioral intentions. From a personal experience account, it would be reason-

able to expect higher levels of, for example, intergroup anger and perceived injustice among foreign-

born Muslims who have directly experienced the consequences of foreign occupation. In contrast, a

victimization-by-proxy position perspective would rather predict that perceived injustice, group-based

emotions, and corresponding action tendencies can be elicited even when Muslims have not person-
ally experienced Western foreign policy and military interventions (see Smith, 1993).

STUDY 1

Method

Participants
We sampled 491 (331 women) Muslims from 32 different Islam-related Facebook websites in

Denmark.1 We selected these websites in such a way so as to provide demographic and ideological

diversity. For example, we included websites for practicing Muslims with strong religious beliefs and

adherence to traditional Islamic values but also other websites expressing more moderate and secular

views of Islam. Of the total sample, 185 were born in Denmark, 225 in conflict zones, and 65 outside

conflict zones (the last category of participants were excluded from further analyses; see introduction

for rationale). Participants received no personal compensation for participation, but instead we paid

20 DKK (approximately $4) to a charitable cause chosen by each participant. Respondent ages ranged

from 16 to 74 years, with the majority between 18 and 34 years old (i.e., 93.6% of the total sample).

Importantly, the age of these participants matches the distribution of those who join terrorist

organizations in Europe (e.g., Bakker, 2006). All participants identified as either first- (56.7%),

second- (34.9%), or third-generation (1.9%) Muslim immigrants to Denmark. Of the total sample,

1.7% identified as being upper class, 13.1% as being upper middle class, 69.1% as being middle class,

12.5% as being lower middle class, and 3.1% as being working class.

Muslim residents in Denmark constitute a prime example of a “hidden” and “hard-to-reach”

population that usually remains invisible in “standard” research (see Heckathorn, 1997). In many

cases, immigrant group membership involves low visibility with strong privacy concerns (e.g., many

have little trust in the sociopolitical system of their host countries and may hold uncertain legal status).

Further, the media coverage of recent terrorist attacks in Europe linked to Muslims added further diffi-

culties in the data collection. Considering these factors, the sample size was determined by the amount

of data that could be collected within the time frame of six months. Statistical power is discussed

under the heading, “Statistical Considerations.”

Measures
The survey included measures of Muslim identification (as> .86, adapted from Doosje, Ellemers,

& Spears, 1995), the perception of Western countries’ foreign policy and military interventions

(as> .71, based on qualitative interviews, Obaidi, 2017), violent behavioral intentions (as> .71

adapted from Doosje et al., 2013), nonviolent behavioral intentions to defend and/or support Muslims

and/or Islam (as> .78), and group-based anger (as> .90). The last two measures were adapted from

Tausch et al. (2011). For detailed information about the instruments, including item content, means,

standard deviations, and reliabilities for native- and foreign-born Muslims, see Table S1 in the online

supporting information.

1 Study 1 consists of two samples, which were collected at different time points, with different questions and popula-
tions. Our preliminary analyses showed that the results were consistent across the two samples. Therefore, we have
combined the two samples, and now we describe them as one study. For the (direct) replication across the two subsam-
ples, see the online supporting information.

Victimization by Proxy 581



Given the difficulty in reaching our samples, studies included in the current article were part of a

larger battery of variables, collected to answer different research questions within the same surveys.

Variables not included here concerned, for example, social dominance orientation, religious funda-

mentalism, ethnic identification, and right-wing authoritarianism. Bivariate correlations between all

focal variables for both groups are presented in Table 1.

Statistical Considerations
In our main analyses, we used multigroup path analysis and tested the extent to which a model of

violent and nonviolent behavioral intentions would differ between native- and foreign-born Muslims

in Denmark. Specifically, if the model fit did not significantly deteriorate when constraining all paths

to be equal for native- and foreign-born Muslims, then we would have support for the victimization-

by-proxy perspective. Importantly, this is a no-difference hypothesis, but structural equation modeling

(and path analysis) provides a comparably rigorous way of testing such claims. Specifically, it is well

known that models with many parameters easily produce significant misfit to data (MacCallum,

Browne, & Cai, 2006). In our case, we tested for the significance for differences between the two

groups for all paths in the model. Thus, we compared a model with free estimates for all paths in both

groups with another model where all paths were set to be equal across groups (9 df, N 5 410).

The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) can be used for power analyses in a

SEM framework and in particular to compare a nonconstrained model with a constrained (nested)

alternative (MacCallum et al., 2006). For example, if the equality constraints in our case, as compared

to the free model, displayed deteriorated model fit from close (RMSEA 5 .05) to acceptable (RMSEA

5.08), then the power would be .97 to detect the difference (Preacher & Coffman, 2006). Also, if the

RMSEA went from .00 to a close fit (.05), the power for this comparison would be .63 (see also Mac-

Callum et al., 2006, for a discussion of the fact that poorly fitting models are associated with greater

power). That is, if the overall difference between native- and foreign-born was big enough to produce

such shifts in the RMSEA for the constrained compared to nonconstrained model (i.e., refuting our

hypothesis), then we would have reasonable power to detect it. While the above fit differences are

somewhat arbitrary, we also considered comparative fit index (CFI) changes of more than .01 to be

nonnegligible (i.e., refuting our hypotheses), in line with conventions for (factor) model invariance

testing (e.g., Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). Finally, throughout all analysis in this article, we used the

robust maximum likelihood estimator in Mplus (Muth�en & Muth�en, 2012) to account for missing

data (< 3%) and skewed distributions.

Results

Multigroup (native- vs. foreign-born) Path Analyses
The main question of this article was whether the psychological underpinnings of violence

and nonviolence would differ depending on the experience of Western countries’ foreign policy

Table 1. Correlations Between Variables for Personal (below diagonal) Versus No Personal Experience of Western Mil-

itary Interventions (above diagonal)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

Study 1

1. Muslim Identification – .48 .39 .18 .40

2. Perceived Injustice .36 – .69 .17 .42

3. Group-Based Anger .45 .71 – .27 .39

4. Violent Behavioral Intentions .16 .16 .33 – .09

5. Nonviolent Behavioral Intentions .33 .40 .44 .12 –

Note. Correlations above .12 are significant at p< .05.
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and military interventions in the Muslim world. To examine this question, we ran a multigroup

path analysis to compare native- and foreign-born Muslims in Denmark. The standardized results

from this analysis are presented in Figure 1, illustrating the associations among the variables in

each of the two groups. We also tested whether these relations were robust to the introduction of

demographic variables for age, gender, education, and socioeconomic status. All paths that were

significant without these control variables remained as strong in this analysis (bs� 0.16,
ps� .04).

Next, we formally tested how large the group differences were by comparing the previous

(unconstrained) model with another model where all coefficients were constrained to equality for

native- and foreign-born Muslims. The fit did not deteriorate when we assumed that all (unstandard-

ized) paths were identical, Dv2 (9) 5 5.69, p 5 .77. In fact, the constrained model had excellent fit on

all indices; v2(11) 5 6.40, p 5 .85, CFI 5 1.00, RMSEA 5 .00, 90% CI [.01, .04], SRMR 5 .02. This

indicates that the empirical relationships in the model are not strongly influenced (above and beyond

random fluctuation) by the respondents’ birthplace, particularly whether they come from Muslim

countries targeted by Western sanctions and military interventions or not.

Next, we examined the robustness of our results with regards to the operationalization of violent

intentions. Specifically, we measured violent behavioral intentions with two items, but only one of

these referred particularly to violence in defense of Muslims. Thus, we ran additional analyses where

we only included the item that was directly related to violent behavioral intentions in defense of

Islam/Muslims (see Table S1 in the online supporting information). The results of the path model

analysis showed that all relations were close to the results in the model when using both of the items

for extreme behavioral intentions (bs 5 original estimate 6 0.05).

We subsequently tested the indirect effects of Muslim identification and perceived injustice

(via group-based anger) on violent and nonviolent intentions among both native and foreign-born

Muslims. For that purpose, we derived bootstrapped confidence intervals for these effects based

on 5,000 draws. There was a marginally significant indirect effect of Muslim identification on

nonviolent intentions for foreign-born Muslims (b 5 .05, 95% CI [0.01, 0.10]), and this dropped

to a nonreliable effect among native-born Muslims, b 5 .01, 95% CI [20.02, 0.04]. There was a

similar trend for violent behavioral intentions, (b 5 0.09, [0.04, 0.15]), and (0.02 [20.02, 0.06]).

In addition, there was an indirect effect of perceived injustice on nonviolent intentions among

foreign-born participants (b 5 0.15, 95% CI [0.05, 0.25]), and a weaker, unreliable indirect

effect among native-born participants (b 5 0.11 [20.01, 0.24]). Finally, the most noticeable

indirect effects were found for perceived injustice in relation to violence, both within the

Figure 1. Standardized results of a multigroup (native- versus foreign-born) path analysis to predict violent and nonvio-

lent intentions to defend Islam and other Muslims. † p 5 .05–.08; *p< .05.
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foreign- (b 5 0.27, [0.14, 0.39]) and native-born groups (b 5 0.19 [0.07, 0.31]). Overall, the indi-

rect effects were typically stronger among native-born Muslims, but as expected from the overall

model results, the discrepancies were typically rather small.

Mean Differences Between Native- and Foreign-Born Muslims
Finally, we examined mean differences between native and foreign-born Muslims on all varia-

bles in our model in a series of ANOVAs (see Figure 2). Native-born participants scored higher on

Muslim identification (F[1, 407] 5 53.09, p< .001, g2 5 .12), group-based anger (F[1,

403] 5 8.99, p 5 .003, g2 5 .02), perceived injustice (F[1, 406] 5 7,94, p 5 .005, g2 5 .02), and

nonviolent intentions (F[1, 404] 5 9,38, p 5 .002, g2 5 .02). We found no significant difference

with regards to violent behavioral intentions, F(1,406) 5 1.05, p 5 .31, g2 5 .003, indicating that

the endorsement of violent behavioral intentions did not substantially differ between native-born

Muslims and foreign-born Muslims who came from countries that have been the target of Western

foreign policy and military interventions.

Discussion
As an initial test of the thesis of victimization by proxy, we found support for the notion that

vicarious psychological processes could explain behavioral intentions among Danish Muslims to use

violence in defense of Islam and/or Muslims. The psychological processes appearing to motivate

Muslim violence against the West did not differ between those coming from countries that have been

the target of Western foreign policy and military interventions and those born in Denmark. Further,

we also examined mean differences between native- and foreign-born Muslims, and the results

showed that native-born Muslims, on average, more strongly identified with Muslims, perceived

Western foreign policy as more unjust, reported greater group-based anger, and were more inclined to

help Muslims by nonviolent, but not violent, means.

Figure 2. Mean levels of study variables for participants born in Denmark versus coming from countries targeted by mil-

itary interventions by Western powers. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. * p< .01.
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STUDY 2

Study 1 showed that key psychological mechanisms in extremism operate in vicarious fashion—

that is, mimic the effects of direct experience. However, one of the limitations of Study 1 is that we

cannot be sure that participants born in conflicts zones count themselves as having direct personal

experiences of Western foreign policies and military interventions. This is important because the

entire argument of victimization by proxy rests on the idea that those who have not personally experi-

enced Western foreign policy would be as inclined to endorse violence against the West as those who

have. Therefore, in Study 2, we assessed direct personal experience of Western foreign policy to vali-

date our results from Study 1. In Study 2, we specifically sampled Muslims coming from a country

that has been the target of Western military interventions and occupation. More specifically, we con-

centrated on European Muslims with, versus without, experience of the 2001 U.S.- and allies-led inva-

sion of Afghanistan. This invasion of Afghanistan has been one of the main sources of Muslim

grievance, and some have argued that the invasion has led to increased terror threat towards Western

societies (Nesser, 2006). For example, the ringleader of the London bombing, Mohammad Siddique

Khan, noted that Denmark and Italy would be the next targets “if they do not withdraw troops from

Iraq and Afghanistan” (Sciolino, 2005).

For the purpose of this study, we compared Afghan Danes who have personally experienced the

2001 invasion with those who have not. The former group emigrated from Afghanistan after the

United States and its allies invaded the country in 2001, and the latter group included native-born

Afghans (born and raised in Denmark) as well as Afghans who fled Afghanistan before 2001. If the

victimization-by-proxy process accounts for Muslim extremism, then we should find no systematic

difference between these two groups in their intentions to commit acts of violence against the West in

response to the military occupation of the country.

Another aim of Study 2 was to use a more specific measure of violence in defense of Muslims

and/or Islam to improve the predictability of violent behavioral intentions. To measure violent behav-

ioral intentions, we included two new items in the current study, in addition to the two items we used

in Study 1 that directly measured violent behavioral intentions in defense of Muslims and Islam (see

“Measures”).

Method

Participants
Study 2 was conducted in Denmark and was based on snowball sampling. We sampled 243 (113

women) Afghans living in Denmark. The data collection started in December 2013. Due to the diffi-

culties of obtaining respondents from this population, it took over a year to complete the data collec-

tion. Of the total sample, 102 emigrated from Afghanistan after the 2001 U.S.- and allies-led

invasion; 20 emigrated before, and 117 were born and raised in Denmark. Participants received 30

DKK ($5) for participation. Respondent ages ranged from 18 to 65 years, with the majority between

20 and 30 years (i.e., 65.9% of the total sample). All participants identified as either first- (63.9%),

second- (27.7%) or third-generation (1.3%) Muslim immigrants in Denmark. Of the total sample, 7%

identified as being upper class, 6.2% as being upper middle class, 18.9 as being middle class, 46.5%

as being lower middle class, and 17% as being working class.

Measures
The survey for Study 2 included measures from Study 1 plus the two new violent behavioral

intention items. These items were “I am ready to use violence to defend Islam” and “I am ready to

use violence to defend other Muslims.” The four-item index had excellent reliability (a 5 .95; see

Table S1 in the online supporting information for all items, means, standard deviations, and
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reliabilities). Bivariate correlations between all focal variables for Study 2 and for all respondents are

presented in Table 2.

Results

Multigroup Path Analysis for Direct Personal Experience Versus No Experience of the 2001
U.S.-Led Invasion of Afghanistan

A multiple group path analysis was performed to examine whether the explanatory model of vio-

lent and nonviolent intentions would apply similarly to Danish-Afghan Muslims with and without

direct personal experience of 2001 invasion of Afghanistan.2 We first ran a baseline model in which

we allowed all relations between the variables to vary between the two groups. This model fit the

empirical data well, scaled v2(2) 5 1.36, p 5 .51, CFI 5 1.00, RMSEA 5 .00, 90% CI [.00, .16],

SRMR 5 .01. The standardized coefficients from the unconstrained model are presented in Figure 3,

showing the (relatively minor) variation across the two groups (see Figure 3). As in Study 1, we also

tested whether the relations were robust to the introduction of demographic variables for age, gender,

education, and socioeconomic status. With the exception of the path from Muslim identification to

group-based anger, which turned marginally significant (b 5 0.13, p 5 0.09), the remaining paths

remained just as strong in this analysis (bs� 0.18, ps� .04).

As in Study 1, we subsequently tested a model in which all relations between the variables were

constrained to equality across the two groups. This model also provided excellent fit, scaled v2

(11) 5 7.36, p 5 .77, CFI 5 1.00, RMSEA 5 .00, 90% CI [.00, .07], SRMR 5 .06, and the difference

between these models was nonsignificant, scaled Dv2(9) 5 6.01, p 5 .74. This indicates that the rela-

tionships between the variables were consistent across the two groups, within the margins of random

variation, thus providing support for the notion of victimization by proxy. Finally, to provide an exact

replication of the initial results from Study 1, we ran another set of analyses where we only included

the two behavioral intention items for violence that we initially used (see also instrument section).

The results from these analyses showed consistent results in this study compared to Study 1, and there

were no substantial differences compared to the results here with all four items (for details, see the

online supporting information).

Next, we again tested the indirect effects of Muslim identification and perceived injustice (via

group-based anger) on violent and nonviolent intentions among those with and without direct personal

of Western foreign policy. The most noticeable indirect effects were found for perceived injustice in

relation to violence, both among those with (b 5 0.18 [0.06, 0.30]), and those without (b 5 0.21,

[0.13, 0.29]) personal experience of western foreign policy. In addition, there was a significant indirect

Table 2. Correlations Between Variables for Personal (below diagonal) Versus No Personal Experience of Western Mil-

itary Interventions (above diagonal)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Muslim Identification – .34 .27 .57 .34

2. Perceived Injustice .31 – .55 .43 .48

3. Group-Based Anger .30 .46 – .56 .48

4. Violent Behavioral Intentions .55 .24 .52 – .39

5. Nonviolent Behavioral Intentions .23 .37 .33 .28 –

Note. All correlations are significant at p< .05.

2 We ran additional analysis, where we excluded those Afghans who immigrated to Denmark before 9/11 to explore
whether this would influence our main findings in Study 2. The results from these analyses replicated our main find-
ings, which included Afghans who fled Afghanistan before 9/11 (for multigroup path analysis, see the online supporting
information).
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effect of perceived injustice on nonviolent intentions among those without personal experience of

Western foreign policy (b 5 0.14, 95% CI [0.05, 0.24]). No other indirect effects differed from zero

by their 95% CI.

Mean Differences Between Groups With and Without Personal Experience
Finally, we examined mean differences between the groups with personal experience and no-

experience on all variables in our model in a series of ANOVAs (see Figure 4). Participants with no

experience of the 2001 invasion scored higher on Muslim identification (F[1, 239] 5 10.15, p 5 .002,

g2 5 .04), group-based anger (F[1, 242] 5 7.82, p 5 .006, g2 5 .03), perceived injustice (F[1, 242] 5

6.95, p 5 .009, g2 5 .03), and violent behavioral intentions F(1, 242) 5 13.62, p< .001, g2 5 .05).

However, we found no significant difference in nonviolent behavioral intentions between the two

groups (F[1, 242] 5 2.98, p 5 .09, g2 5 .01).

Figure 3. Standardized results of a multigroup path analysis to predict violent and nonviolent intentions to defend Islam

and other Muslims. Groups refer to Afghan Danes with no experience versus direct experience of Western foreign policy

in Afghanistan. † p 5.09–.11; * p< .05.

Figure 4. Mean levels of study variables for participants with direct experience of Western foreign policy and versus no

experience. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Discussion
In Study 2, we compared Afghans with and without direct personal experiences of Western

foreign policies and military interventions and found no systematic difference in their intentions to

commit acts of violence against the West in response to the military occupation of the country.

Further, in line with Study 1, native-born Afghans were on average, more strongly identified with

Muslims, perceived Western foreign policy as more unjust, reported greater group-based anger, and

were more inclined to help Muslims by violent, but not nonviolent, means.

General Discussion

The present studies tested if victimization-by-proxy processes could explain behavioral intentions

among Muslim Danes to use violence in defense of Islam and/or Muslims. To test this, we examined

a model based on existing insights on collective action, social identity, and intergroup emotions theo-

ries, and we ran multigroup path analyses to compare results of people with, versus without, experi-

ence of Western-led war and/or occupation. In Study 1, we compared foreign- and native-born

Muslims in Denmark, as a simple and clear-cut proxy of having such experience. We also examined

mean differences between native- and foreign-born Muslims for all the variables in the model. In

Study 2, we examined the critical hypothesis more directly by focusing on one particular event (the

invasion of Afghanistan), and comparing Afghans who did, versus did not, experience it. To our

knowledge, these are the first empirical studies that directly test whether key mechanisms in extrem-

ism actually operate in vicarious fashion—that is, mimic the effects of direct experience.

Across our two studies, the multi-roup path analyses revealed similar results for the different

categories of participants, indicating that inclinations to commit violence in defense of Islam and

Muslims, for example, need not be anchored in personally experienced adversity. Instead, vicarious

psychological responses can have the same effects. Among participants born in Denmark, personal

experience of war, for example, could not possibly account for their Muslim identification, percep-

tions of global wrongdoings by the West, or subsequent anger and behavioral intentions. Even so, we

found these variables to be linked to each other in a similar fashion as they were among participants

who had migrated from areas targeted by military interventions or sanctions from the West. As such,

these studies provide initial evidence for the victimization-by-proxy perspective.

While discussing the path model, it should be noted, as a caveat, that we did not individually test

every single path for differences between the two groups. This also implies that there could be more

than mere statistical noise in some of the discrepancies. Still, running tests for individual paths would

(ideally) require more knowledge about which ones to focus on in particular (i.e., equivalent to

planned contrasts), and they would also be associated with reduced power (see MacCallum et al.,

2006). Also, as the constrained models fit the data well, even in absolute terms, a generic model would

seem preferable in terms of parsimony, as compared to unique models for native- and foreign-born

Muslims.

Beyond the path models, additional results from Study 1 showed that native-born participants

were more strongly identified with Muslims, perceived Western foreign policies as more unjust, felt

more group-based anger and showed stronger intentions to support Muslims by nonviolent means. In

Study 2, we found the same trends. Overall, an important lesson from this inquiry is that the current

focus on the relation between Muslims and non-Muslims in the Middle East must be complemented

with a stronger focus on the intergroup dynamics within Western societies. Research suggests that eth-

nic identity has become increasingly salient in the West with public discourse, dividing the population

into “us” (typically ethnic Westerners) versus “them” (particularly Muslims; e.g., Massad, 2015).

From this perspective, increases in Muslim identification and accompanying group-based emotions

might result in feelings of alienation and exclusion.
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These findings are striking given that it is directly opposite to what would be expected from a

personal-experience account. Still, this result appears in line with other propositions that second- and

third-generation European Muslims particularly struggle with identity crises, feelings of alienation,

discrimination, and anger, which make them particularly vulnerable to extremist ideologies (e.g.,

Lyons-Padilla et al., 2015). Recent studies demonstrate that due to perceived discrimination, Muslims

separate more from host societies compared to comparable minorities belonging to other religions,

and this effect appears to be greater among second- and third-generation Muslims (Adida, Laitin, &

Valfort, 2015; see also Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). These studies may hint at least why native-born

Muslims strongly identify with Muslims compared to foreign-born Muslims. According to social

identity theory, perceived rejection and discrimination lead to higher degree of ingroup identification

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986; see also Ellemers, 1993). This suggests that young Western Muslims, to an

increasing degree, perceive and define themselves in terms of their religious affiliation rather than

their ethnicity and country of origin (e.g., Roy, 2004). This has also proven to have downstream

behavioral consequences. For example, a study investigating the relation between group identifica-

tion and willingness to participate in political action demonstrated that Moroccan Muslims were

more willing to engage in political action when their Muslim identity was made salient (Phalet,

Baysu, & Verkuyten, 2010).

Some argue that second- and third-generation Muslim Europeans, in particular, perceive them-

selves as disenfranchised and second-class citizens within a society that does not fully accept them.

Many may identify as Muslims rather than as Danish or German because of blocked social mobility

(Franz, 2007). Based on collective action literature, one can expect that when Muslim immigrants in

Denmark compare their circumstances to those of ethnic Danes it is likely to result in an unfavorable

comparison, leading to feelings of relative deprivation (Guimond & Dub�e-Simard, 1983). This effect

may be particularly strong for native-born Muslims, since they still may see themselves, at least

partly, as Danes and part of Denmark, while nonetheless experiencing exclusion and group-based

inequality. Such native-born experiences and perceptions could perhaps explain why our native-born

participants scored higher on almost all the examined predictors of violent and nonviolent behavioral

intentions. As one interviewee put it “many Danes [ethnic Danes] see us as an undesirable element in

the Danish society, although we are born and raised here. We speak Danish, we think Danish and we

feel Danish, but we will never be ‘Danes’ in the Danes’ eyes. For them we will always be an

unwanted and excluded group of people” (Obaidi, 2017; translated from Danish).

It is also possible that the mean differences reflect that foreign-born Muslims find it easier to

appreciate how Denmark has offered their families a new home and consequently feel less aggrieved.

Either way, there is a need to direct more focus on the precise mechanisms which transform feelings

of exclusion into acts of national and international terrorism.

Besides demonstrating victimization-by-proxy processes on Muslim behavioral intentions to

commit violence, the current article also speaks to another issue that has been widely debated but

empirically understudied. Specifically, many have emphasized the role of emotions, and especially

anger, in predicting Islamist extremism. Nevertheless, these accounts are often based on anecdotal evi-

dence (e.g., Atran, 2003). Also, while some have shown that anger is related to nonnormative form of

action (e.g., Livingstone et al., 2009), Tausch et al. (2011) have found that the predictive power of

anger weakens as the criterion actions become more extreme. In this article, we asked about anger

specifically in relation to the foreign policy of Western countries, and we found that anger does indeed

predict support for the use of violence. This was the case in all studies.

In line with previous research, Muslim identification had both direct and indirect effects on vio-

lent and nonviolent behavioral intentions. The effect of Muslim identification can be seen in the of

light of existing cultural tension between Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe as well as Al-Qaeda’s

pan-Islamic narrative depicting Islam as being under constant threat. These findings are in line with a

literature suggesting that perceived group-based injustice is important for predicting collective action
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(e.g., Kawakami & Dion, 1995). The collective action frame is particularly influential because it

appears to resonate strongly with perceived grievances held by Muslims around the world (Lia, 2008),

forcing a collective politicized religious identity into awareness. According to Sturmer and Simon

(2004), a politicized identity predicts collective action better than a nonpoliticized identity because it

taps into a perceived obligation to act on behalf of one’s group. As van Zomeren et al. (2008) pointed

out, “ultimately, it may not necessarily be social identity or identification per se that prepares people

for collective action, but rather the content of social identity” (van Zomeren et al., 2008, p. 522).

Further, it is important to note that the endorsement of violent intentions was low among partici-

pants in Study 1 and considerably higher in Study 2. This could be a chance finding, but the size of

the difference suggests otherwise (the difference between studies is larger than the significant effects

within studies; see Figures 2 and 4). Additional studies would be needed to address the origin of this

finding, but importantly it does not seem to influence the interpretation of our main results, regarding

differences between people with, versus without, experience of Western military interventions. That

is, despite the difference across the studies in terms of endorsement of violence, it is still rather safe to

conclude that those with experience from Western interventions are no higher on this variable than

those without such experience.

Limitation
One of the main limitations of our studies is that they rely on Facebook and snowball sampling,

which involve nonprobability issues. However, it is also difficult to determine any potential sampling

errors with these methods. Nevertheless, Muslim immigrants are a population that is often described

as hard to reach. Thus, while this type of sampling has obvious limitations, it is one of the few ways

to gain access to this type of population that typically remains invisible in “standard” research.

Another potential limitation is that we examined the victimization-by-proxy notion in a context where

a tension between non-Muslims and Muslims is particularly salient (Modood, Hansen, Bleich,

O’Leary, & Carens, 2006), and this context might provide (nonvicarious) reasons to express group-

based anger. However, that would not explain the connection with a global Muslim identity and the

desire to act on behalf of Muslims in general (rather than striving for a local/national mobilization).

Nevertheless, we recognize that our findings may not generalize to contexts where the Muslim versus

non-Muslim distinction is less salient and where Muslim identification is less pronounced (indeed,

group identification is believed to be a necessary condition for the vicarious processes we discuss

here; see, e.g., Pape, 2003). A strong test of the victimization-by-proxy argument would be in a

context with a salient Muslim/non-Muslim discourse, but fewer policies explicitly targeting Muslim

populations (e.g., in Germany or Sweden).

Closing Reflections

Belmi, Barragan, Margaret, and Cohen (2015) suggested that situations involving a social identity

threat easily generalizes to a global sense that one’s group is maltreated in society, which in turn leads

to antisocial attitudes, intentions, and disruptive behaviors. Our argument here is similar, but we

extend it by noting that perceived mistreatment of one’s group not only influences understandings of

how a particular society works (in this case Danish society), but also how the world as a whole works.

Thus, while we could not argue that experiences in one’s closest surroundings are irrelevant, we find

it interesting just how far these generalizations seem to go. Specifically, the current findings indicate

that Muslims born in Denmark do not merely experience feelings specifically tied to Danish Muslims

and mobilization in order to change that society in particular (by violent or nonviolent means)—but

they also seem to think, feel, and act on behalf of a global Muslim community. From a social identity

perspective, it can be argued that increasingly hostile intergroup interactions between Muslims and

non-Muslims may lead to a distinctiveness threat to which Muslim Europeans may respond by
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reasserting their threatened Muslim identity (Brewer, 1991). Because of a heightened sense of Muslim

identity, Muslims most likely identify with both the suffering of Muslims in Europe and the suffering

of Muslims abroad and, as a result, may feel obliged to act on the basis of this identity. From a per-

spective stressing direct experience, this makes little sense. However, it fits with the victimization-by-

proxy argument. Clearly, a “strong” victimization-by-proxy argument that is entirely blind to personal

experience seems implausible, but a moderate version—stressing an abstract sense of mistreatment,

and potentially based on far-reaching generalizations of observed events, seems more convincing.
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Injustice, Group-Based Anger, Violent and Nonviolent Behavioral Intentions for Native- and Foreign-Born
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Figure S1. Standardized Results of a Multigroup Path Analysis to Predict Violent and Nonviolent Inten-
tions to Defend Islam and Other Muslims Among Afghan Danes Using Two Violent Behavioral Intention
Items for Violence From Study 1
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