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No such thing as a typical terrorist
Psychology shows there are no easy answers to foreign fighter phenomena

London

T 

he revelations that the 
chief executioner of for-
eign hostages for the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) terror 
group is a British universi-

ty graduate from west London have 
raised a pressing question for West-
ern public and policymakers alike: 
What makes a terrorist?

Western politicians have been 
engaged in a frenzy of soul-search-
ing, asking why citizens of affluent 
democracies would be attracted to 
such a depraved group. One sugges-
tion has been that they must suffer 
from some kind of pathology, but 
psychologists say there are no easy 
answers to the foreign fighter phe-
nomenon.

In Britain, a typical response to 

the sheer number of individuals 
who have gone to fight in Syria — 
some 750 according to the latest es-
timates –has been to brand them as 
misfits. Perhaps the most colourful 
example came from Mayor of Lon-
don Boris Johnson, who claimed in 
an interview with the Sun newspa-
per that intelligence reports showed 
young jihadists are maladjusted 
pornography addicts.

But the idea of a psychological 
profile is unhelpful, said Profes-
sor John G. Horgan, director of the 
Center for Terrorism & Security 
Studies at the University of Massa-
chusetts-Lowell.

“Profiling encourages the notion 

that there is something special or 
different or abnormal about the in-
dividual and misses the fact that 
this is a very dynamic process,” Hor-
gan said. “We like to use this term 
‘loser’. I think it’s as much about 
us feeling better about it than it is 
about a characterisation of those 
involved.”

Radicalisation, argues Horgan, is 
a “very dynamic, interactive pro-
cess”. There is no one set of psycho-
logical traits that push someone to 
join a group such as ISIS and there is 
certainly no kind of disorder associ-
ated with terrorism.

“The assumption that mental ill-
ness or some sort of specialness 
drives people into becoming in-
volved in terrorism is just not sup-
ported by the research,” he said.

Richard Barrett, senior vice-
president at the Soufan Group and 
a former director of Global Counter 
Terrorism Operations for Britain’s 

external intelligence service, MI6, 
agrees.

He said: “I don’t think you can 
generalise at all beyond saying that 
these are people who want to go out 
and do something. Maybe they are 
driven by humanitarian issues in 
Syria … maybe they don’t intend to 
join ISIS, but they end up with ISIS 
because it’s still the easiest to join.”

Given there is no typical psycho-
logical profile for recruits, ISIS and 
like-minded groups are engaged in a 
war of ideas and competing messag-
es and, argues Barrett, Islam plays 
an important role in this messaging.

“People who are supporting it 
believe it’s Islamic,” Barrett said. 
“They may be wrong. Their inter-
pretation may be rejected by the 
other 1.6 billion Muslims. [But] look 
at (ISIS magazine) Dabiq. Dabiq is 
full of quotations about why it’s 
justified to make Yazidis sex slaves. 
They take it seriously. It’s not just a 
joke: ‘Oh, we’d like a sex slave. Let’s 
find something in the Hadith that 
would justify that’.”

In this information war, in which 
ISIS is seeking to promote a “brand” 
that is attractive to anyone from an 
engineer to a mother to a reformed 
drug addict, the group has a formi-
dable propaganda operation. ISIS 
tries to reach as wide an audience as 
possible. According to Horgan, the 
ISIS propaganda machine is “unpar-
alleled in the history of terrorism” 
with a capability for outreach in 
more than 20 languages, including 
sign language.

It is important, argues Barrett, to 
understand that ISIS sees itself as a 
state and is trying to attract as broad 
a range of people as possible to help 
administer a territory that contains 
some 6 million people.

“There is a story of a blind guy, I 
think it was in Belgium, saying: ‘I’m 
blind, what can I do?’ and they said: 
‘No, no, come. We need people of all 

sorts to help build our state,’” Bar-
rett said.

The sheer size of ISIS’s target 
audience explains the sometimes 
seemingly contradictory nature of 
its propaganda, says Mia Bloom, 
professor of Security Studies at the 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell 
and the author of a number of books 
on the role of women in terrorism.

“On the one hand you have these 
high production, glossy videos 
‘Come to the caliphate. It’s wonder-
ful. Help the children.’ And then by 
the same token the organisation is 
releasing videos of beheadings and 
these very gruesome, very graphic 
images. It’s because they are ap-
pealing to very different constitu-
ents,” she said.

Psychology can help, then, not 
in identifying individuals that are 
somehow mentally disturbed but in 
framing successful counter-messag-
ing that discredits ISIS propaganda. 
Good arguments can help prevent 
people from becoming a problem 
in the first place or help with disen-
gagement and de-radicalisation. It 
is a battle that, according to Horgan, 
the West is a long way from win-
ning.

“They (ISIS) are actually going 
from strength to strength,” he said. 
“We are woefully unprepared for 
disillusioned foreign fighters, let 
alone foreign fighters that want to 
come back and do damage.”
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Hot summer on Iran awaits Obama, US Congress

Washington

P
olitics is the art of 
looking for trouble,” 
quipped Groucho Marx 
and this certainly ap-
plies to the standoff be-

tween US President Barack Obama 
and the US Congress over the Iran 
nuclear agreement.

Congress aggressively inserted 
itself into the world powers’ nego-
tiations with Iran when the Senate 
Committee on Foreign Relations 
unanimously advanced a bill that 
would give Congress an up-or-
down vote on any deal with Iran 
reached this summer.

Despite the White House’s grudg-
ing acceptance of the measure, it is 
a setback for Obama. The admin-
istration has tried for five years to 
keep Congress at arm’s length from 
the Iran negotiations. The Obama 
administration conducted more 
than 180 briefings and phone calls 

with members of Congress in an 
attempt to head off any legislative 
action that undermines the presi-
dent’s ability to conduct his foreign 
policy agenda.

But the White House finally ac-
knowledged that it has neither the 
support nor the political capital to 
keep Congress completely out of 
the Iran process, forcing Obama to 
negotiate with the Senate to find 
mutually acceptable legislative lan-
guage.

The administration realised it 
could not stop the measure, which 
had secured the bipartisan support 
of 67 senators — enough to override 
a presidential veto. Many Demo-
crats backed the bill as a constitu-
tional prerogative for Congress.

The administration was able 
to bargain for a few face-saving 
amendments, including a guaran-
tee that no new sanctions would be 
imposed on Iran before June 30th, 
and removal of a provision that 
mandates Iran to stop terrorist at-
tacks against Americans before the 
nuclear deal could be signed.

Democratic senators close to the 
White House, such as Tim Kaine, 
D-Va., are supporting the bill. 
Kaine told the Los Angeles 
Times that Obama “has the best 
of intentions … but this is too 
big and complicated” to be 
executed without Con-
gress.

The bill gives Congress 
a month to review a final 
deal with Iran and stipu-
lates that such a deal 
must be reached by July 
10th. During the 30-day 
congressional review 
period, Obama cannot 
lift any US sanctions on 
Iran.

Congress is then given the 
right to an up-or-down vote 
on the agreement. If legislators 
reject it, confrontation is inevi-
table.

Several scenarios are pos-
sible if an agreement with Iran 
is reached and they all end in a 
showdown between the White 
House and Congress.

“I don’t think there’s a snowball’s 
chance in hell this framework will 

get approved by Congress after 
review,” Senator Lindsey Gra-
ham, R-S.C., predicted on Fox 
News.

Obama is walking a very 
fine line by allowing Con-
gress a vote on the deal 
but he hopes to deprive 
the legislative branch of 
a veto-proof majority that 
could kill the deal. Obama 
needs the support of 34 
senators (out of 100) and 
146 representatives (out 
of 435) to veto a congres-

sional rejection of a deal 
with Iran.
A conceivable scenario 

is that a deal is reached with 
Iran then rejected by Congress 
but that action is vetoed by 
Obama. Some Democratic sena-

tors who support granting Con-
gress a vote on the deal could 
end up approving the accord at 
the point by refusing to override 

the veto.

“If the deal ends up looking a lot 
like the framework, I think the pres-
ident will be able to sell it,” Kaine 
told Politico.

In the event of confrontation 
with Congress, Obama will have to 
sell any Iran deal to the American 
public. A recent poll by the Pew Re-
search Center indicates that 49% of 
respondents said they approve of 
the United States negotiating direct-
ly with Iran, but 62% said they want 
Congress to have final say over the 
deal. These could be alarming num-
bers for the administration if it faces 
a prolonged battle in Congress.

For better or for worse, the train 
of the Iran negotiations must pass 
through Congress this summer. 
While the Republican majority will 
try to make sure this is the train’s 
last stop by terminating any deal 
they find untenable, the White 
House is determined to ensure that 
the fate of any agreement is decided 
in the Oval Office.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly cor-
respondent in Washington.
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