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Understanding Radical
Youth Terrorism

Peter Barglow—Univ. of California Medical School

There are similarities among most terrorists that cut
across geographic lines. These include youth or prolonged
adolescence, poverty, immigrant or first-generation status,
issues within the family, and a lack of self-esteem that sends
people in search of the culture of an extremist group that
grounds and validates them.

Psychohistorical studies, with their focus on psycho-
logical motivation, have great value for understanding our
contemporary world and people who turn to terrorism in
particular. This approach helps us comprehend major his-
torical events by examining the motivation and behavior of
influential leaders and their groups. I will use this perspec-
tive to understand the origins of recent terrorism, relying up-
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on a broad spectrum of research ranging from traditional
historical and empirical studies to psychoanalysis’ formula-
tion of aggressive instincts.

My study of religiously motivated terror was inspired
by the realization that small towns and regions generate
large numbers of violent jihadists (Andrew Higgins, “A
Norway Town and Its Pipeline to Jihad in Syria,” New York
Times, April 4, 2015). Regrettably, the New York Times
piece failed to focus on the immigrant status of the terrorists.
This article can only be a “pilot study” of terrorist groups
because of my own limitations. As a psychiatrist, I have
treated males who were violent protesters against injustice
and murderers of strangers, but I haven’t treated terrorists.
So I rely upon second-hand journalistic reports, often with
the original in a language that I can’t comprehend. Even
cursory inspection shows that while there are similarities be-
tween Islamic terrorist incidents in a number of countries,
there are many important differences also.

My first focus is on eight young terrorists in Norway
who present a dramatic and frightening danger to civiliza-
tion. My scrutiny of likely origins of these young men’s
murderous behavior is intended as a kind of small group
case study. I will then apply my description as a sort of
template of radical religious group terrorism to compare this
event with terror attacks in other countries. (I invite mem-
bers of the Psychohistory Forum and other readers to add
more meat to the bones of my preliminary conclusions.)
The process of radicalization and permanent adoption of re-
ligious fundamentalism may show cross-cultural similarities
between individuals, but cursory examination of youth ter-
rorism in other countries may also highlight many differ-
ences.

Eight young men who resided in a small neighbor-
hood in Fredrikstad, Norway (population 76,000) became
jihadists and several died in Syria (Andrew Higgins,
“Norway Town”). What caused the radical religious anti-
social behavior in the members of this group? It emerged
from pervasive emotional disruption and low economic sta-
tus of the immigrant youth. I propose that their adoption of
a lifestyle fueled by violent hatred represents an emotional
solution to an aberrant identity development of adolescence.
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Below I chart the ethnic backgrounds and recent status of
members of this tight brotherhood of terrorists, all associat-
ed with a local radical Islamic group, The Prophet’s Ummah
(ummabh is the Islamic nations, the community).

Young Terrorist’s Age, Ethnic Background, and Recent Status

Name Age Status Ethnicity

1. Torlief Hammer 23 Disappeared in Syria Filipino Mother

2. Abdullah Chaib 23 Died in Syria with ISIS Algerian
(Admired soccer player)

3. Abu Edelbijev 23 Died in Kobani, Syria Chechen
while with ISIS

4. Yousef Assidiq 26  Became devoted to Norwegian
re-educating radicals

5. Unnamed Male 23 Mentally ill and in hospital Norwegian

6. Samiulla Khan 24 Wounded in Syria Pakistani
Detained in Oslo

7. Unidentified Male 24  Hiding in an unknown place Kurdish

8. Egzon Avdyli 25 Died in Syria while fighting Albanian
with ISIS

Only two of these eight men had familial roots in
Norway. Their average socio-economic status was clearly
lower than that of young males in indigenous peer families.
One of the two Norwegian members appears to have been
mentally ill enough to need hospitalization. The other man
born in Norway, Yousef Assidiq, soon turned strongly
against jihad. All subjects had persistent histories of social
turmoil since late adolescence, substance abuse (primarily
marijuana), scholastic failure, delinquency, minor criminali-
ty, brushes with the law, and familial turmoil. Seriously de-
ficient parenting has been associated with adolescent
“grandiose and vulnerable narcissism” (Kristen L. Mechanic
and Christopher T. Barry, Journal of Child and Family Stud-
ies, 2015, 1514). This personality constellation is associat-
ed with trends toward exploiting others, unrealistic personal
fantasies of admiration and power, and an unfounded sense
of importance coexisting with abject low self-esteem.

Research in the United States and other Western na-
tions demonstrates that the teens and early 20s are ages as-
sociated with the highest probability for “emergence of risk-
taking activity with a potential for antisocial, norm breaking,
and criminal behavior particularly for boys” (Jeffrey J.
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Arnett, Journal of the American Psychologist, 1999, 321).
Poor schools, absence of positive parental models, and a
dearth of employment possibilities lead to gang and cult par-
ticipation. Immigrant youth are often ostracized by the
mainstream peer culture and suffer self-esteem deficits that
block conventional paths of moral development. Radical
ideology and participation in ostracized or stigmatized reli-
gious cults constitute pathways to a new solid but aberrant
post-adolescent identity.

The members of the Norway group shared exaggera-
tions of normal emotional traits of adolescence: episodes of
grandiosity and a sense of invulnerability, poor anticipation
of danger, impulsivity, rebellion, drug-seeking, poor sense
of time, and massive self-esteem fluctuations. Normal boys
often become preoccupied with defects of an immature phy-
sique with attempted compensation through strenuous physi-
cal or athletic activity. This masks a fear of effeminate traits
and produces avoidance of females. Identification with suc-
cessful older adolescents may neutralize feelings of inade-
quacy. The Norwegian group’s members shared a strong
admiration for Abdullah Chaib, a locally famous soccer star.

What are the emotional pathways that males with
these sorts of mental problems can pursue? Erik Erikson
established a psychosocial grouping of normal and abnormal
individuals according to age periods. This selection process
was used to create personal identity types characterized by
alternative personal psychic attributes such as “trust versus
mistrust,” or “ego integrity versus despair.” Adolescents
and young adults have the alternative of “Identity versus
Role Confusion” during the fifth part of Erikson’s eight-
stage lifespan sequence of normative developmental tasks.
The binary outcomes of this process are summarized by
Erikson in Identity, Y outh and Crisis (1968, 146): “From all
possible imaginable relations the adolescent must make a
series of ever-narrowing selections of personal, occupation-
al, sexual and ideological commitments.” Identity
“diffusion” is the consequence of such choices remaining
unresolved.

The children of recent immigrants face special prob-
lems in forming an ethnic identity. Indeed, it’s particularly
difficult, and often impossible, for minority group adoles-



Psychol ogy oPfadilée® rori s

cents to attain a satisfactory ethnic identity. Sometimes they
may use available possibilities for integrating their ethnicity
into their larger sense of self, such as: One, they can assimi-
late by adopting the majority culture’s norms; two, they may
reject the majority culture while selecting peers only from
their parental native country; and three, they may become
bicultural (Jean S. Phinney, Journal of Early Adolescence,
1989). Failure to navigate any of these pathways, and the
constant trauma of harsh poverty, family turmoil, and peer
rejection may produce personality fragmentation and serious
identity and role diffusion.

Adoption of a radical violent ideology can be a stable
and durable mental solution to such a profound age-related
crisis. This outcome can explain the violent behaviors of the
Norwegian converts to the Prophet’s Ummah. Their psy-
chodynamics apply to other countries in which recent terror-
ist attacks have taken place (except in Israel). Why the
choice of jihad and radical Islam? The vast majority of
Muslims in the world have no inclination to politicize their
religion. Jihad also has peaceful implications of a personal
struggle for self-control and improvement. Radical Islamic
movements usually reflect the violent history of political
and military encounters with the West. Examples are India
and Sudan in the 19™ century, and Egypt and Palestine in the
20" century (Shmuel Bar, Hoover Policy Review, June 6,
2004).

However, such global historical circumstances are
irrelevant when the psychologically focused microscope
studies the formation of a terrorist identity within the youth
groups I described. I offer a simple visual image as a para-
digm: A drowning man will seize any available means to
rise to the surface, and for a while he can swim using any
mental or physical strength he has. Radical Islamic identity
offers self-esteem and meaning to vulnerable “choking” post
-adolescence. The route offers sustained protection through
its ready-made participation in organized fringe groups led
by admirable charismatic popular leaders. It promises the
rewards of a rich afterlife.

I limit my observations to terrorist incidents taking
place within the time frame of the past eight years (2008-
2015). However, I try to avoid “cherry picking” that ex-
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cludes subjects and time periods that do not support my
main assertions. So I will include a few observations about
male terrorists from earlier years. The Casablanca bombing
attacks of Morocco in 2003 and 2007 clearly fit the profile
of terrorist youths who are first generation immigrants from
impoverished communities. I hope that the tidal wave of
refugees dominating contemporary news headlines will not
generate many more such horrors during future decades.
Now I will turn my attention to terrorists in five countries.

England

Three terrorists from England—Reyaad Khan (21),
Junaid Hussain (21), and Rahul Amin (26) from Birming-
ham, Cardiff, and Aberdeen who were killed in a British
military drone strike on August 21, 2015 in Syria—have
many similarities with the Norwegian men described above.
However, they were much more educated and had computer
skills consistent with good employment opportunities. The
three had immigrant parents, with Khan of South Asian de-
scent, but born in Britain. All were sophisticated social me-
dia users, through which they bonded with one another and
received considerable public recognition. The young men
were known for childish bragging and unrealistic religious
idealism. Amin, the oldest, had a strong belief in an afterlife
during which Allah would personally reward him. While
not suicidal, he often grandiosely expressed the belief that
he did not fear death.

Over a dozen United Kingdom students, most off-
spring of British Sudanese parents that studied medicine in
Khartoum in the Sudan, joined ISIS in Syria during June
2015. Many of their fathers were successful doctors in Eng-
land who sought to reconnect their children to their African
and Islamic roots before they entered a medical career of
their own. While their educational level is higher than the
Norwegians’, their mid-twenties age span is almost identi-
cal. Political analyst Salah Aldoma noted in Daily Monitor
(September, 24, 2015) that Sudan currently is beset by war-
fare, economic deterioration, a charged political atmosphere,
and high unemployment. Mohammed Emwazi, nicknamed
“Jihadi John,” has been identified as the likely executioner
shown beheading captives in videos produced by ISIS. Now
in his mid-twenties, Emwazi was born in Kuwait of Iraqi
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parents, but at age six he moved to west London.

Emwazi may also have been influenced by two
unique childhood events. (Lloyd de Mause considered
childhood abuse as central to the psychohistorical enterprise
in Journal of Psychohistory, 25, 3, 1997.) Emwazi was no
ordinary child in that he had much more difficulty mastering
the English language than other children. At age 12 he had
a painful accident that resulted in a prolonged school ab-
sence after serious brain damage was diagnosed. Such inci-
dents cannot be entirely overlooked in explanations of devi-
ant adult behaviors.

English society and culture may also have contributed
to the development of these terrorists. The right wing dema-
gogue Anthony Gleese writes that the English educational
system ‘““fails to protect us from the violent horrors of Islam-
ism” (Colin Murray-Parkes, ed., Islamic Terrorism and Brit-
ish Universities, 2014, 150). Such remarks provoke divi-
siveness and threaten civil liberties. However, they also
force us to confront all the biases and cherished values that
terrorism inevitably awakens. Some critics consider the
September 8, 2015 killing of young terrorists from England
by RAF drones illegal and amoral. Others applaud the as-
sassinations.

Denmark

Denmark has a large Muslim immigrant community
from Palestine, Turkey, Somalia, Bosnia, Morocco, and Tu-
nisia. The vast majority of them have integrated peacefully.
However, a small fraction of young second generation im-
migrants have adopted militant Salafism. Out of a few hun-
dred of these, 14 men have been killed in Syria and Iran.
Anti-Semitism has been an element in some Danish terrorist
attacks, as expressed in the killing of a guard at Copenha-
gen’s main synagogue. On February 14, 2015 Omar El-
Hussein (22) died in a shoot-out with police after killing
filmmaker Finn Norgaard at a panel discussion. The panel
included Lars Vilks, a Swedish artist who had published de-
rogatory cartoons of the Prophet Muhammed in 2007. That
assailant did not have a devout religious life.

The gangster, Abderrozak Benarabe (38), ignorant of
Muslim values, has publicized this religious affiliation to
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gain sympathy. Once a common criminal, he fought in Syr-
ia against the regime of Bashar al Assad, but was arrested
later in Copenhagen. His transformation from gangster to
foreign warrior was reported to be precipitated by a broth-
er’s fatal illness. If true, this connection again demonstrates
the power of personal life events to affect decisions through
which rage can be expressed. Other (always older) mem-
bers of Danish criminal gangs have joined military organiza-
tions like ISIS or armies opposing both democratic and to-
talitarian regimes. Such criminal terrorists are quite unlike
the Norwegian group of young men described above.

U.S.A.

In the U.S., immigrant communities with a significant
percentage of terrorists do not exist, and religiously inspired
incidents are rare. The surviving Tsarnaev brother, Dzho-
khar (20), sentenced to death for the 2013 Boston Marathon
explosions, was an emigrant with his 26-year-old brother
from the predominately Muslim Russian Republic of Chech-
nya, where there is a violent struggle for independence.
They and their friend Dias Kadyrbayev (20) were in the
same age range as the Norwegians and were members of a
tiny Cambridge Islamic community. The older brother,
Tamerlan, was a talented boxer who had trouble identifying
with America. Their radicalism seems to have developed
independently of both peers and religious affiliation.

Relative social isolation seems to characterize the
background also of Youssuf Abdulazeez (24), a naturalized
citizen from Kuwait and son of Palestinians from Jordan.
Earlier this year, he killed four Marines and a bystander in
Chattanooga, Tennessee. Adam Lankford (Scientific Amer-
ican, July 27, 2015) considered him to be a suicidal,
“traumatized and mentally ill” person, typical of Islamic
mass shooters, but offers no evidence for the presence of
mental illness in the murderer.

France

Economic marginalization like that in Fredrikstad
seems also to have been a radicalizing factor in the 2014 anti
-Semitic attacks in France. The Kouachi brothers who be-
came the ‘“Charlie Hebdo” attackers and their colleague,
Armedy Coulabaly, were reared in brutal emotional and eco-
nomic environments. The brothers were in an orphanage for






