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TABLE TALKS   W H O  A R E  T H E Y ?
ARE TERRORISTS “NORMAL”?
•  Because the acts that they often engage in are “catastrophic” (think of 9/11, the Boston Bombings, 

the 7/7 bombings in London) we often think that “normal” or “rational” people cannot have under-
taken these actions.

•  Because of this we often seek to understand how terrorists are “abnormal.” Early researchers, for 
example, thought that terrorists would have high levels of depression, suicidal ideation, mental 
illness, and even narcissism (a love of the self). 

•  However, after decades of studying terrorists all we know is that normality is a pervasive theme. 
What this means is that a “terrorist” is no less, or more, likely than anyone in the general population 
to have a mental illness. 

CAN WE “PROFILE” TERRORISTS
• Media discussions often talk about “profiling” terrorists. 

•  What they mean is that they are looking for factors (indicators) that we can use to predict who will 
become a terrorist (out of a large group of people) and those who will not. 

•   Despite years of searching we have been unable to find a “terrorist profile” i.e., a factor, or series of 
factors that predict who will become a terrorist and who will not.

•  Research has shown that those who become involved in terrorism come from a series of diverse 
backgrounds. They hold diverse jobs, ranging in skill level (from unemployed through to Professor). 
Some are married, some are single, some are poor and some are rich. 

WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT WHO BECOMES INVOLVED IN TERRORISM? 
•  Becoming involved in terrorism is a process. It involves a slow (or sometimes fast) period of cogni-

tive change 

• People who become involved in terrorism are diverse 

•  The reasons and types of people who become involved in terrorism vary between groups. The 
person who places a bomb is not going to be the same as the person who recruits others, or gives 
them money. 

FITS THE PROFILE
In Colorado, three teenage girls were recruited by ISIS and attempted to fly to 
Syria. The three girls were 17, 16, and 15 years of age and were stopped at an 
airport in Germany, where they were sent back home. These girls have not had 
any trouble in school, but rather were recruited online and through social media. 
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FACT CHECK: BUT WHAT ABOUT LONE ACTORS?
• Lone actors operate separate or isolated from a formal terrorist group.

•  Researchers in London found that when a terrorist acts alone (such as Omar Mateen who attacked 
a night club in Orlando) rather than as part of a cell or group (think of the 9/11 bombers) they are 
18 times more likely to have a mental illness. 

•   This means that while mental illness alone is not an explanation, it does play an important role in 
explaining the behavior of some terrorist offenders. 

NO MAN IS AN ISLAND
•   We increasingly use the word “lone actor” to describe people who have become involved in ter-

rorism. But can anyone ever really be “alone.” We now sometimes see the term “lone actor,” “lone 
dyad” and even “lone wolf packs!” But how can someone be a lone actor if they are in a “wolf pack”?

Take a look at these famous “Lone actors” – are they really alone? 

•   Timothy McVeigh conducted the largest terrorist attack in the United States before 9/11. Motivated 
by his extreme right ideology he exploded a truck bomb outside of a government building in Okla-
homa City. 

 •  Timothy McVeigh is commonly referred to as a lone actor – but it is well known that Timothy 
McVeigh had a partner, Terry Nichols, during the planning of the attack – so can was he really 
alone? 

•  Nidal Malik Hasan, was an Army Medical Corps psychiatrist. After becoming disenfranchised with 
the Army with the military he used a firearm to shoot members of the Armed Forces in at the Ford 
Hood camp.

 •  While he acted alone, Nidal sought the advice of Anwar al-Awlaki, a well-known and prominent 
al-Qaeda ideologue. 

TABLE TALK TAKEAWAY 
There is no one reason people become involved in terrorism. Nor is there a single “profile” 
that we can use. The reasons that someone becomes involved in terrorism are diverse 
and they are likely to vary between people who become involved in different types of 
terrorist organization as well as those who do different types of activities within the same 
organization. 

QUESTION FOR YOU: Are the Boston Bombers Lone Actors? While this cell consisted of two broth-
ers, they themselves had no links to a wider cell, or network. Does this make them a lone actor?


