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THE POWER OF OTHERS

t. For twenty-three years she was an 
FBI agent, and for much of that time specialized in the behaviour 
of lone domestic terrorists. Between 1994 and 1998, she was the 
primary behavioural analyst on the Unabomber investigation. She 
was one of the few on the investigative team who, before Kaczynski 
was arrested in his Montana cabin in April 1996, believed he was 
the culprit.

In 2001, the FBI asked Puckett to dig deeper into what makes 
the likes of Kaczynski and McVeigh tick. After spending months 
going through their files, analysing their writings and mapping 
out their social lives, she marked out alienation as the critical 
factor, not just as a common characteristic but as a driving force 
behind their behaviour. ‘Being a lone terrorist is a very hard thing 
to be’, she says. ‘It’s lonely. All these men desperately wanted and 
needed social connection. Their inability to successfully connect 
with others drove them to search for connection to something 
greater, an ideology, that would not reject them, and would in 
fact provide the driver for their ultimate recognition by society 
as lone terrorists.’7'’

The characteristics of lone-wolf terrorists - unable to fit in, 
rejected by their social group, embracing a hate-filled ideology - 
are common also to many so-called school or college killers. Eric 
Harris and Dylan Klebold were routinely ostracized at Columbine 
High School, which according to their journals appeared to be one 
of the factors that drove them to massacre twelve of their classmates 
and a teacher.77 Seung-Hui Cho, who shot thirty-two people at 
Virginia Tech University, was socially avoidant and awkward in 
company, according to those who knew him. Adam Lanza, who 
killed twenty children and six staff at Sandy Hook Elementary 
School (after shooting his mother), was profoundly socially anx
ious. There is a clear pattern here. When social psychologist Clark
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McCauley looked into the case histories of forty-one young men 
who had carried out attacks in US schools between 1974 and 2000, 
he concluded that all but one had showed signs of being isolated 
or socially disconnected.78 Another study, which looked at fifteen 
school shootings between 1995 and 2001, found that in thirteen 
of them the perpetrators had been ostracized, bullied or rejected 
by their peers."'

Clearly isolation by itself cannot explain every act of non-group 
violence. Most people who feel alienated or cast out by society do 
not express their frustration through bullets or bombs. But we can 
say this: ostracism is a potent agitator. We are all super-sensitive 
to it, are hard-wired to push against it.80 Nobody chooses loneli
ness. Being left out can lead to depression or despair, or it can lead 
to rage. William James, perhaps the first scientific psychologist, 
acknowledged as much more than a century and a quarter ago in 
his writings on the social self:

No more fiendish punishment could be devised, were such 
a thing physically possible, than that one should be turned 
loose in society and remain absolutely unnoticed by all the 
members thereof. If no one turned round when we entered, 
answered when we spoke, or minded what we did, but if 
every person we met ‘cut us dead’, and acted as if we were 
non-existing things, a kind of rage and impotent despair 
would ere long well up in us, from which the cruellest bodily 
tortures would be a relief; for these would make us feel that, 
however bad might be our plight, we had not sunk to such a 
depth as to be unworthy of attention at all.81


