
78

In Every Zealot is Deep 
Doubt
Islamism and the Role of Psychology 
amongst British Muslim Students
Naeem Meer

Drawing on Razzaque’s seminal book, From Human Being to Hu-
man Bomb which identifies patterns of extremist thought processes 
amongst young British Muslims, this study is the very first attempt at 
empirically testing such a concept and establishes a precedent for the 
study of the links between psychology and Islamism that continue to 
be critically underdeveloped. By analysing responses from two small 
samples, a test group of British Muslim UCL students and a control 
group of British non-Muslim UCL students, this project attempts to 
pioneer the use of alternative methods in the fight against extremism 
and ambitions to serve as a small but noteworthy part of an improved 
holistic national and international policy in the United Kingdom.
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Introduction
The decade following the events of 11 September 2001 produced a 
number of fundamental shifts in government policies and societal 
mind-sets that will undoubtedly affect future generations. The scale 
of the terrorist threat posed by radical jihadists has redefined the way 
in which the ‘West’ (loosely defined as Western Europe, North America 
and Australia) looks at religion, culture, immigration and integration.

The UK is among a few countries to be hit by jihadi terrorism 
through the 07 July 2005 bombings of three underground trains and 
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one bus, leaving the country in a frantic search for culprits and an-
swers. This work argues that one such malefactor (although not the 
only one) is Islamism; the ideology that categorises Islam as not only 
a faith but also a political movement. Its all-encompassing format fits 
easily into debates on multiculturalism and identity. It is also possible 
to affirm that although not every Islamist is a jihadist, every jihadist 
is an Islamist. Successive British governments have focused on legis-
lation aimed at tightening security measures, updating durations of 
custody and engaging with Muslim groups in order to defuse social 
tensions and decrease the likelihood of radical elements thriving in 
disenfranchised Muslim communities. However, there is an area that 
has not been researched enough in the understanding of the origins of 
Islamism, and by extension its violent component.

This work uncovers the unique role of psychology in the formation 
of a young British Muslim male’s mind and the possible implications 
that this can have in structuring a polarised view of the world, facili-
tating his interest for Islamist ideas. This topic is extremely timely and 
fascinating, given that we have arguably reached a point in which past 
explanations have not attenuated the movement and new pathways 
need to be explored in the understanding of the Islamist phenomenon 
if it is to be challenged effectively. Dr Russell Razzaque, a consultant 
psychiatrist based in East London, has pioneered the idea of using a 
scale that might highlight certain predispositions for radical beliefs.1 
An adapted version of this scale will be tested in this project for the 
first time in order to assess the likelihood of such a link between psy-
chology and extremism.

Given that Islamism is often misunderstood and misinterpreted, 
a short segment will familiarise the reader with what are the basics 
of Islamism as well as a short historical perspective on the evolution 
of the ideology and its offshoots. A literature review will then estab-
lish an overview of the research that has been produced with regards 
to the psyche of Islamists along with a comment on where the main 
concepts are headed and what ideas dominate the debate. This sec-
tion shows that a tremendous gap in the current literature makes this 
study both relevant and necessary. A methodology section will follow 
and outline the approach used in this study and the ways in which the 
data was collected. Then, two separate analytical sections will chart 
the study’s findings both through basic descriptions and advanced sta-
tistical methods. A short recommendation section will ensure that the 
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research is grounded in public policy and will precede the conclusion; 
the latter will be coupled with a critical evaluation of the project so as 
to fully assess the limitations of the study and highlight the areas that 
need further development.

Literature review
Given that it is only very recently that studies and analyses have be-
gun to emerge on the specific subject of the processes of radicalization 
amongst Muslim individuals, there is not a clear variety of opinions 
in the available literature. This review will try to highlight the current 
ideas and trends present in the thematic areas of radicalisation and 
psychology. It will gradually become clear to the reader that there is 
an evident gap in the literature and that too often do researchers and 
experts jump from individual personality and group influence to ter-
rorism, without pausing at the intermediate level of Islamist radicali-
sation. Before becoming a terrorist, a person is a fundamentalist, fo-
cused and uncompromising in his beliefs. For this reason, it is crucial 
to start analysing relations between individuals and the rest of society 
and specific attitudes pertaining to a certain vision of the world before 
we can attempt to move on and dissect an individual’s actions.

One recent publication by Brooke Rogers has efficiently summa-
rised the three theoretical contributions of psychology to the realm 
of violent radicalization. These are the Psychoanalytic approach, the 
Cognitive approach and the Social approach. The main caveat of this 
differentiation-which limits us in using it as a tool to understand as-
pects of Islamism-is that it is a classification linked to terrorism, there-
fore adding the element of violence to the analysis. Nevertheless it is 
still a valid breakdown and cases like the one of Omar Sharif, a British 
national groomed by Hizb ut-Tahrir to become a suicide bomber in 
Israel, reminds us of the links between non-violent and violent forms 
of extremism. Nevertheless, these three approaches communicate the 
feeling that the relation between psychology and radicalisation needs 
to be explored further.

In the psychoanalytical approach explained by Brooke Rogers, the 
notion that is most relevant to us is the Absolutist/Apocalyptic Theo-
ry, where individuals are extremely polarised regarding moral issues, 
easily believe in conspiracies and await a messianic symbol. Theodor 
Adorno’s works on the authoritarian personality are part of this cat-
egory and it is not surprising Razzaque builds his Ideological Extrem-
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ism Vulnerability Scale on these premises. The cognitive approach 
developed by Martha Crenshaw argues that actions can be rationally 
explained based on the environment a person finds himself or herself 
in. Through Rational Choice Theory, we might be able to address the 
sources of certain behaviours and explain them. The drawback with 
this analysis is that certain psychological elements are not rationally 
explainable given that the individual himself might not know where a 
certain belief of his comes from. Finally, the social approach can also 
be useful in showing that a person’s ideas are a product of the group 
he associates with and empowers him, but here again the authors miss 
the point that there is something to be said about differences in people 
who are attracted to such extremist groups: by definition it means that 
they already lack such interactions and are looking for membership in 
a circle.

A highly fascinating analysis that deserves a much deeper focus 
looks at the foundations of personalities as the product of varying 
parental connections with the children at a very young age. Based on 
previous research, Razzaque explains that the more formal and hierar-
chical a relation will be between the parent and the infant, the more 
the child will develop an “insecure-avoidant” style of interaction that 
can unfortunately be more common in Asian and Muslim households.2 
Without immigrants being the only recipients of potentially distant 
upbringings, this is important because the child will in turn lack the 
ability to identify a positive role-model (usually his father) and will 
end up searching for an alternative that can never be as satisfying as 
the attention of a parent.3 This inquiry joins the idea put forward by 
Mitscherlich in which he explains that during crucial formative years, 
adolescents are in a phase in which they need to find themselves be-
cause they feel useless; thus we see the undeniable importance of the 
teenage years as vectors of a positive or negative image of oneself and 
the world around us that Islamist recruiters can abuse by entertaining 
ideological fallacies in the eyes of very impressionable people in need 
of guidance.4 At university in the UK, the “lash culture” involving large 
consumptions of alcohol and drugs can be a strong factor in tipping 
the balance in favour of social retreat and isolation for some young 
British Muslims who are not used to it.5

Finally, it is worth mentioning the role of integrative complexity in 
the study of Islamism. It has been pointed out that, often, certain in-
dividuals, whether Islamists or not, have a certain way of recognising 
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and integrating conflicting viewpoints and perspectives. According to 
Suedfeld, Integrative Complexity is a measure of how someone will 
make decision and process information; this is relevant to our study 
because one of the main characteristics of all radical ideologies is their 
inability to accept other opinions and to integrate different thought 
structures. An enquiry into the levels of integrative complexity of re-
spondents in a research could be an avenue to explore in the future.

As shown, the literature surrounding the study of psychology, 
non-violent extremism and Islamism is particularly weak and lacks 
specific examination. After eleven years of an increased fight against 
terrorism and radicalisation, it is exceptionally striking that no more 
material or research has been produced on the topic.

Data and Analysis
The underlying question structuring this project is whether or not 
there is a link between vulnerable personalities-understood as those 
predisposed to be subdued by extremist ideologies, and Islamism in 
particular.6 This study deploys a scale that borrows notions from psy-
chology to gather data and see if a causal link is present among stu-
dents.

The null hypothesis is therefore:
H0: There is no causal link between vulnerable personalities and Islamist 
views.

This project seeks to disprove the null hypothesis in order to estab-
lish the veracity of our alternative hypothesis:
H1: There is a causal link between vulnerable personalities and Islamist 
views.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1: Basic Statistics from Test Group and Control Group
Test Group % Control Group %

Graduate Level
Undergraduate 38 5
Postgraduate 62 95

Degree
Medical Studies 38 0
Sciences 33 9
Humanities 19.5 67
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Test Group % Control Group %
Other 9.5 24

Age
18-25 57 57
26-30 24 33
31-35 9.5 5
36-40 9.5 5

Test Group

From the data collected, the significant highlight regarding the test 
group (British Muslim students) is that there is a clear overrepresenta-
tion of scientific studies, in particular around the medical field. This 
indicates that Muslim students often choose to pursue “hard” subjects 
that are inherited from a cultural tradition that favours the arts and 
humanities in a lesser way. With a combined total of 71%, Medicine 
and Science topple Humanities (almost 20%) and other topics. The age 
differences are fairly regular with a clear majority of postgraduates and 
more than half of the respondents being aged 25 or under.

Control Group

Composed of British non-Muslim students, the control group is heav-
ily dominated by Postgraduates and there is a striking absence of any 
of the respondents studying Medicine and a mere 10% pursuing a sci-
ence-based degree. Most of the students are completing their studies 
in humanities but the age gaps are similarly divided between a strong 
majority of under 25-year olds (57%), approximately a third of respond-
ents between the ages of 26 and 30 and smaller numbers of older stu-
dent.

Following the analysis favoured by Razzaque, this work firstly exam-
ines the data collected according to ten different, but often interlinked, 
clusters in order to have an insight into the thought processes of the 
respondents in the test group and in the control group.

Conventionalism
According to Razzaque, conventionalism is defined as ‘a rigid adher-
ence to conventional values’7 assessed through high responses to the 
following four statements from the Ideological Extremism Vulnerabil-
ity (IEV) Scale:

Statement 1: Obedience and respect for authority are the most im-
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portant virtues that children should learn.
Statement 2: A person who has bad manners, habits, and breeding 

can hardly expect to get along with decent people.
Statement 3: If people would talk less and work more, everybody 

would be better off.
Statement 4: The businessman and the manufacturer are much 

more important to society than the artist.
These are used because together they indicate a propensity to not 

challenge common social assertions and can later on be associated with 
a closed mind-set. For both the Test Group (British Muslim students) 
and the Control Group (British non-Muslim students), responses were 
taken and scores added through Microsoft Excel. The minimum pos-
sible score was 4 and the maximum possible score was 16. All results 
have been rounded to the unit.

Table 2: Summary of Responses: Conventionalism

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 5 5
Mean 9 9
Max Value 13 13

The results for both groups are identical and that all values are fairly 
similar.

Authoritarian Submission
The IEV Scale defines authoritarian submission as ‘a submissive, un-
critical attitude towards idealised moral authorities’8 that respond to 
the following three statements:

Statement 1: Obedience and respect for authority are the most im-
portant virtues that children should learn.

Statement 5: Science has its place, but there are many important 
things that can never be understood by the human mind.

Statement 6: What the world needs most, more than laws and polit-
ical programs, are courageous, tireless, devoted leaders in whom 
the people can put their faith.

These statements highlight a respect and deference for perceived 
leaders that can be either real or imagined. The minimum possible 
score was 4 and the maximum possible score was 12. All results have 



85

In Every 
Zealot is 
Deep Doubt

been rounded to the unit.

Table 3: Summary of Responses: Authoritarian Submission

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 3 3
Mean 8 7
Max Value 12 11

The control group has on average lower values than the test group. 
With a mean of 8 compared to a mean of 7, the test group can be said to 
be slightly more responsive to submission to authoritative figures that 
they perceive to be a source of undisputed ruling. A higher maximum 
value for the Muslim students (12 rather than 11) also goes to show this 
higher receptiveness.

Authoritarian Aggression

Authoritarian aggression is ‘the tendency to be on the lookout for, and 
to condemn, reject, and punish people who violate certain conven-
tional values.’9 Six statements from the IEV enable us to assess such 
vulnerability:

Statement 2: A person who has bad manners, habits, and breeding 
can hardly expect to get along with decent people.

Statement 3: If people would talk less and work more, everybody 
would be better off.

Statement 7: What young people need most is strict discipline, rug-
ged determination, and the will to work and fight for justice in 
the world.

Statement 8: An insult to our honour should always be punished.
Statement 9: Sex crimes, such as rape and attacks on children, de-

serve more than mere imprisonment; such criminals ought to be 
publicly whipped, or worse.

Statement 10: Most of our social problems would be solved if we 
could somehow get rid of immoral, crooked, and feeble-minded 
people.
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These statements shed light into the students’ responses to actions 
that they perceive as morally and socially wrong and to the individuals 
indulging in them. The minimum possible score was 6 and the maxi-
mum possible score was 24. All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 4: Summary of Responses: Authoritarian Aggression

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 8 8
Mean 14 12
Max Value 21 19

We can see that once again the test group’s responses are higher 
than the ones of the control group. Given that British Muslim students 
are more submissive towards idealised figures than British non-Mus-
lim students, it is logical that they also score higher as defendants of 
such conventions and values. Their mean and their maximum value 
are both two points higher.

Anti-intraception
Anti-intraception, understood as being the ‘opposition to the subjec-
tive, the imaginative and the tender-minded,’10 is evaluated by the fol-
lowing four statements:

Statement 3: If people would talk less and work more, everybody 
would be better off.

Statement 4: The businessman and the manufacturer are much 
more important to society than the artist.

Statement 11: Nowadays, more and more people are prying into 
matters that should remain personal and private.

Statement 13: Wars and social troubles may someday be ended by an 
earthquake or flood that will destroy the whole world.

These declarations are intended as indicators of a respondents’ abil-
ity to think outside of a rational framework and appreciate the value 
found in variety and choice. The minimum possible score was 4 and 
the maximum possible score was 16. All results have been rounded to 
the unit.

Table 5: Summary of Responses: Anti-Intraception
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Test Group Control Group
Min Value 5 6
Mean 9 8
Max Value 14 13

From the above table, we can see that the test group scores higher 
on the anti-intraception scale, both on the mean and on the maximum 
value, reinforcing the observation that Muslim students are less likely 
to be outgoing, extraverted and appreciative of the differences that so-
ciety has to offer.

Superstition and Stereotypy
Razzaque sees superstition and stereotypy as a result of ‘a belief in the 
mystical nature of fate and a disposition to think in rigid categories’11 
and for this trait he outlines three statements that need to be looked 
at:

Statement 5: Science has its place, but there are many important 
things that can never be understood by the human mind.

Statement 12: People can be divided into two distinct classes: the 
weak and the strong.

Statement 13: Wars and social troubles may someday be ended by an 
earthquake or flood that will destroy the whole world.

These statements seek to highlight the role that categorisation and 
judgmental behaviour play in a respondents thought process. The 
minimum possible score was 3 and the maximum possible score was 
12. All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 6: Summary of Responses: Superstition and Stereotypy

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 4 3
Mean 7 6
Max Value 11 10

We can see that not only all values are higher for the test group, 
but that the minimum value that is available is also higher, meaning 
that the cut-off point for this personality trait is higher amongst Brit-
ish Muslim students. This confirms that there is a more superstitious 
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mind set amongst the Test group and that stereotyping is more com-
mon.

Power and ‘Toughness’
Additionally, Razzaque suggests that there is a ‘preoccupation with 
the dominance-submission, strong-weak, leader-follower dichotomy, 
plus identification with power figures and an exaggerated assertion of 
strength and toughness’12 which is highlighted by no less than eight 
statements:

Statement 6: What the world needs most, more than laws and polit-
ical programs, are courageous, tireless, devoted leaders in whom 
the people can put their faith.

Statement 7: What young people need most is strict discipline, rug-
ged determination, and the will to work and fight for justice in 
the world.

Statement 8: An insult to our honour should always be punished.
Statement 12: People can be divided into two distinct classes: the 

weak and the strong.
Statement 14: No weakness or difficulty can hold us back if we have 

enough willpower.
Statement 15: It is best to use a dictatorship in hard times to keep 

order and prevent chaos.
Statement 16: Most people don’t realise how much our lives are con-

trolled by plots hatched in secret places.
Statement 20: The true God-fearing way of life is disappearing so 

fast that force may be necessary to preserve it.
These statements uncover a predisposition to a heightened sense of 

being on the right side of society as well as feeling a connection to an 
idealised elite. The minimum possible score was 8 and the maximum 
possible score was 32. All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 7: Summary of Responses: Power and ‘Toughness’

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 11 11
Mean 19 16
Max Value 27 23

British Muslim students score considerably higher than their 
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non-Muslim counterparts for this characteristic; their mean is 19, com-
pared to 16 for the control group. However, they both have the same 
minimum value of 11. Finally, a 4-point difference in their maximum 
value places the test group significantly higher in terms of adherence 
to values of strength.

Destructiveness and Cynicism
Through five statements, Razzaque’s IEV Scale defines destructiveness 
and cynicism as ‘a generalised hostility and vilification of all things hu-
man:’13:

Statement 17: Human nature being what it is, there will always be 
war and conflict.

Statement 25: Man on his own is a helpless and miserable creature.
Statement 26: Unfortunately, a good many people with whom I have 

discussed important social and moral problems don’t really un-
derstand what’s going on.

Statement 27: Most people just don’t know what’s good for them.
Statement 31: There is good in everyone.
These statements show that the respondent generally does not 

have a high esteem of his fellow humans and thus is more likely to 
approve the imposition of behaviours and actions onto them (usually 
through the medium of an idealised moral figure as identified previ-
ously through the propensity to authoritarian submission). The mini-
mum possible score was 5 and the maximum possible score was 20. All 
results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 8: Summary of Responses: Destructiveness and Cynicism

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 9 7
Mean 13 11
Max Value 17 16

This table displays once again higher numerical values for the test 
group; two points separate the minimum value and the mean while as 
only one point separates the two maximum values. It is interesting to 
note that both minimum values are quite distant from the minimum 
possible score for this question.
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Projectivity

Projectivity, or ‘the disposition to believe that wild and dangerous 
things go on in the world’14 has five statements to assess its impact:

Statement 11: Nowadays, more and more people are prying into 
matters that should remain personal and private.

Statement 13: Wars and social troubles may someday be ended by an 
earthquake or flood that will destroy the whole world.

Statement 16: Most people don’t realise how much our lives are con-
trolled by plots hatched in secret places.

Statement 18: Nowadays, when so many different kinds of people 
move around and mix together so much, a person has to protect 
himself especially carefully against catching an infection or dis-
ease from them.

Statement 19: The wild sex life of the old Greeks and Romans was 
tame compared to some of the goings-on in this country, even in 
places where people might least expect it.

These statements not only embody the impact of unconscious 
thoughts on a respondent’s ability to comprehend the world around 
him, but they also show the void that flawed ideologies can fill with 
esoteric explanations. The minimum possible score was 5 and the max-
imum possible score was 20. All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 9: Summary of Responses: Projectivity

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 8 8
Mean 13 11
Max Value 19 15

Although both the test group and the control group have the same 
minimum value of 8 and their respective means follow the pattern 
seen in a majority of previous tables (usually a difference of two points 
for British Muslim students), this time the maximum value of the test 
group is significantly higher with a four-point increase and almost 
reaches the maximum possible score for this statement.

Sex
The IEV Scale’s sex cluster helps us identify the respondents that have 
an ‘exaggerated concern with sexual “goings-on”’15 through only two 
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statements, although these could be refined:
Statement 9: Sex crimes, such as rape and attacks on children, de-

serve more than mere imprisonment; such criminals ought to be 
publicly whipped, or worse.

Statement 19: The wild sex life of the old Greeks and Romans was 
tame compared to some of the goings-on in this country, even in 
places where people might least expect it.

These statements are very useful, especially if coupled with other 
clusters, in understanding a respondent’s approach to his own sexu-
ality through the vision he makes of the social order around him. The 
minimum possible score was 2 and the maximum possible score was 8. 
All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 10: Summary of Responses: Sex

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 2 2
Mean 5 4
Max Value 8 7

This cluster is particularly revealing because it is only the second 
time that a maximum value matches the maximum possible score and 
once again it emanates from the test group. The Appendix 4 can also 
tell us that more than one respondent scored an 8 for this statement.

Generalised Rigidity
As one of the all-encompassing clusters, generalised rigidity informs us 
on the ‘dogmatic thinking’16 of the person and as such is comprised of 
fifteen statements from the IEV Scale:

Statement 21: If people in one’s own group are always disagreeing 
among themselves, that is probably a rather healthy sign.

Statement 22: No one has a “mission in life” that he must accomplish 
no matter what.

Statement 23: It is necessary to be on guard against certain ideas, 
depending on where they originate from.

Statement 24: Truth is so elusive that no one can say when he has it.
Statement 25: Man on his own is a helpless and miserable creature.
Statement 26: Unfortunately, a good many people with whom I have 

discussed important social and moral problems don’t really un-
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derstand what’s going on.
Statement 27: Most people just don’t know what’s good for them.
Statement 28: To compromise with our political opponents is dan-

gerous because it usually leads to the betrayal of our own side.
Statement 29: It is annoying to listen to a speaker or teacher who 

seems unable to make up his mind about what he really believes.
Statement 30: For most questions there is only one right answer 

once a person is able to get all the facts.
Statement 31: There is good in everyone.
Statement 32: There is something to be appreciated in all forms of 

art.
Statement 33: I usually try to keep a fairly open mind on most issues.
Statement 34: It is possible that there are many versions to the ‘truth’.
Statement 35: People cannot be expected to stick to the same opin-

ions month after month.
These statements epitomise some of the respondents’ major charac-

teristics, especially with regards to their general way of accepting the 
society around them and their approach to the uneven shifts in one’s 
social interactions. The minimum possible score was 15 and the maxi-
mum possible score was 60. All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 11: Summary of Responses: Generalised Rigidity

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 24 22
Mean 34 29
Max Value 45 37

This is again a clear example of the higher levels of generalised rigid-
ity that can we witnessed in the test group of British Muslim students. 
All three values are higher than the ones from the control group; the 
mean is 5 points higher, the maximum value is a staggering 8 points 
greater and even the minimum value starts at 24 compared to 22 for 
British non-Muslim students.

Total Score
Gained from the responses to all 35 questions, the total score enables 
us to start with the most significant of results, namely the overall ‘vul-
nerability to extremism’17 that the Ideological Extremism Vulnerability 
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Scale is intended to highlight.
Together, these statements help us identify which respondents are the 
most at risk of succumbing to the lure of an extreme ideology given 
their already vulnerable mind set, and see where they situate them-
selves in a group. The minimum possible score was 35 and the maxi-
mum possible score was 140. All results have been rounded to the unit.

Table 12: Summary of Responses: Extremism

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 64 87
Mean 83 114
Max Value 113 140

The above table regarding total scores is particularly striking due to 
the fact that the control group scores much higher that the test group 
in all the values. British non-Muslim students seem to be far more vul-
nerable to extremism as attested by their mean of 114 compared to 83 
for British Muslim students. These values are interesting because they 
go against the grain compared to the previous ten cluster results and 
they also seem to suggest a difference in mind-sets between the con-
trol group and the test group that is above average and where the gaps 
between scores are much higher than what has been previously wit-
nessed in selected clusters.

Islamism
A  result of the eight additional questions included in the question-
naire that was given to both groups, the Islamism cluster focuses on 
the scores of the following eight embedded statements:

Statement 1: Islam should guide an individual’s personal life but 
should also serve as a basis for political and social structures.

Statement 2: The most appropriate source of judicial ruling amongst 
Muslim communities is the Sharia.

Statement 3: The Islamic world has never been so unstructured and 
is in dire need of a political movement that will unite it and lead 
it to its resurgence.

Statement 4: Islamic governance is a better model than democracy 
and takes into consideration everyone’s needs.

Statement 5: British foreign policy applies double standards and is 
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harsher with Muslims than with non-Muslims.
Statement 6: Not all Muslims have the same ability to understand 

the larger issues facing the Islamic community and it is crucial for 
a small group of enlightened individuals to lead the way.

Statement 7: Females who wear the veil have a better understanding 
of the role of women in a community.

Statement 8: Men and women have different characteristics and it 
is normal to think of ways to address issues concerning them dif-
ferently.

Together, these statements are intended as strong examples of an 
individual’s sharing of the basic guidelines common to Islamist groups 
and can thus give us an idea of how far an individual is in his assimila-
tion of this ideology. For example, Statement 4 is intended as a meas-
ure of a respondent’s trust in the virtues of the Caliphate and State-
ment 6 shows a person’s belief in an elite group of people (or vanguard) 
as leaders of a new Muslim world. The minimum possible score was 8 
and the maximum possible score was 32. All results have been rounded 
to the unit.

Table 13: Summary of Responses: Islamism

Test Group Control Group
Min Value 12 10
Mean 20 15
Max Value 28 22

As expected, the test group comprised of British Muslim students 
scored significantly higher than the British non-Muslim students of 
the control group (a mean of 20 compared to a mean of 15). This is nor-
mal given that their faith puts them more at risk of being convinced by 
those who believe in the political component of Islam. It is neverthe-
less very interesting to note that some participants have scored high 
on the Islamism scale even though they are not Muslims; this could 
mean that some of the core ideas of Islamist are shared by individuals 
of other faiths.

Regression and Analysis Results
With the available data, a number of statistical tests were possible. Cor-
relation showed that the two variables of interest; someone’s general 
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extremism and their penchant for Islamism-may have a relationship. 
However, correlation does not mean causation and a linear regression 
was therefore needed for further analysis. Correlation is the degree to 
which two variables vary together. If an increase in one variable also 
matches an increase in another variable, then they are positively cor-
related and vice versa.

Correlation

From the above scatter plots and correlation outputs of both the test 
group and the control group, we can see that the two variables ana-
lysed- a respondent’s level of extremist mind set (coded ‘extreme’) and 
a respondent’s sympathy with Islamist beliefs (coded ‘islamism’)-are 
indeed correlated. This can be witnessed thanks to the fact that the 
scatter plots in Figure A and Figure B enable a regression line to pass 
at average distance of all the points. Furthermore, the correlation be-
tween someone’s level of extremism and his level of Islamism is posi-
tive and, given that the results are both higher than 0.60, it is a strong 
correlation. This tells us that the more someone is extreme, the more 
likely he is to espouse radical Islamist views. The figures are logically 
higher for the test group made of British Muslim students but it is in-
teresting to see that overall, the more non-Muslim students of the con-
trol group are extreme, the more they are also sympathetic to Islamist 
views. However, correlation does not imply causation, though it brings 
us closer to inferring it. Applying regression techniques will account 
for variation in the data.

Regression lets us look at the effect of one variable on another whilst 
controlling or holding for the effects of another. It does not only help 
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us with variance but it also enables us to predict a relationship and its 
likelihood of being present in the wider population. Linear regression 
minimises the sums of squares between variables to fit a line which can 
predict the outcome of a dependent variable, based on a number of 
independent variables. Figures C and D are bivariate regressions that 
do not control for other variables while as Figures E, F and G includes 
dummy variables. Initially, separate basic regressions for the test group 
and for the control group were used to regress the “extreme” score 
onto the “Islamism” score in order to see how a respondent’s personal-
ity affects their level of Islamist beliefs.

Regression

The two tables above show us that a 1 unit increase in extremism 
leads to a corresponding 0.15 unit increase in Islamism (Figure C) and a 
1 unit increase in extremism leads to a corresponding 0.14 unit increase 
in Islamism (Figure D). Comparing results in Figure C and Figure D, we 
can see that in both cases the higher the extreme score, the higher the 
Islamism score. Both are significant at the 0.1% level but the fit of these 



97

In Every 
Zealot is 
Deep Doubt

models is not suitable for inference because of the low R-squared val-
ues of 0.47 (Figure C) and 0.44 (Figure D). Once again, the results are 
somewhat unsurprising for the test group but it is interesting to see 
similarities with the control group, even though its respondents are 
not Muslims. This shows a causal link between vulnerable personali-
ties and consideration for extreme Islamist beliefs.

There may be other variables which could be included to improve 
the fit. Neither of the previous regressions holds for a respondent’s 
faith. By using a dummy variable that codes a respondent 1 if they are 
Muslim and 0 if they are not, we will be able to refine our models.

Figure E shows that for a 1 unit increase in extremism there is a cor-
responding 0.15 unit increase in Islamism, controlling for the Muslim 
variable. Additionally, there is a 2.5 unit increase on the Islamism score 
if a respondent is Muslim, which makes sense given that being an Is-
lamist is a combination of being Muslim and holding extreme views. 
This time we can see that there is a significant causal link between the 
“extreme” score and “Islamist” score given the t-value of 5.77, the fact 
that [ p>|t| ]<0.000 and an R-squared value of 0.59.

For this reason I do not accept H0, I can reject the null hypothesis 
and consider the alternative hypothesis H1 to be true. There is strong 
evidence of a link between a person’s extreme mind set and his Islamist 
affinities; more thoroughly, there is a causal link between vulnerable 
personalities and Islamist views.

As this research has now shown that causal links can be inferred 
between extremist personalities and Islamism through the use of re-
gression, it can be useful to delve deeper into our possibilities by at-
tempting to use different variables in the same model. For example, we 
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can control for the respondents’ subject of studies to find out whether 
those reading sciences are more at risk of being convinced by Islamists. 
It might be the case that a scientific mind-set has an incidence on var-
ious attitudes.

Figure F tells us that there are no causal links between whether a 
respondent studies science and his level of belief in Islamism. With 
t=1.23, the “science” variable is not significant.

Even though it has been said that Islamism attracts those who at-
tempt to interpret sacred scriptures in a similar way as scientific text-
books,18 the above table does not give us scientific proof for that claim.

Given our data, another possibility would be to look at specific per-
sonality clusters gathered from the Ideological Extremism Vulnerabil-
ity Scale and see if useful inferences can be made. The cluster pertain-
ing to power and “toughness,” where the respondent is exceedingly 
preoccupied with the dominance-submission dichotomy can be an 
interesting place to start with its relation to Islamism.19

Here we see a positive causal link which is strongly significant with 
t=5.88 and p=0.000. Therefore for a 1 unit increase in power and 
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toughness there is a corresponding 0.73 unit increase in Islamism, 
controlling for the Muslim variable. Future studies might attempt to 
regress all the variables as well as look at other specific clusters.

Evaluation and Conclusion
In terms of validity, it is possible to say that this research is, more or 
less, valid although there are some important caveats. Not every expert 
in the field believes in the crucial importance of the role of psychology 
in tackling Islamism and this can be witnessed by the minor exposure 
that Razzaque’s book has had in the five years that have followed its 
publication. Face validity is therefore not strong. The hypothesis is 
indeed based in theory, thus there is construct validity; a second test 
might nevertheless have different results. The measure is valid in con-
tent as it covers the full range of meanings that the concept can have 
because the way to look at personalities is to ask respondents their 
attitudes regarding a wide range of issues. With regards to reliability, 
external reliability is stronger than internal reliability because time is 
not as much a relevant factor in collecting responses while as slightly 
changing the questionnaire might lead to different responses. Given its 
scope and its unprecedented nature, this study naturally encounters 
difficulties and limitations that need to be addressed.

Given its scope and its unprecedented nature, this study naturally 
encounters difficulties and limitations that need to be addressed.

First, a deeper dwelling into the literature could help us unearth rel-
evant research that could have not been thoroughly reviewed and thus 
strengthen our initial assessment. The scarcity of the writings was in-
deed a severe hindrance. Instead of twenty-one respondents, which is 
not an adequate enough size for such a project, an ideal sample would 
have comprised at least one hundred twenty individuals, both in the 
test group and in the control group. Even though the overwhelming 
majority of British Muslims are Sunnis, it would have been important 
to find out about their denomination in order to potentially uncover 
additional differences in their responses. The survey also lacked inclu-
siveness by restricting the demographic to men. Even though it would 
be useful to incorporate young women in future surveys, it is some-
what more interesting to focus on male respondents given their pre-
dominance and visibility in extremist outfits. Age could also have been 
an interesting factor to look at and an analysis of different age brackets 
might have shown variances in the levels of extremism. A dichotomous 
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(yes or no) response to the question regarding family members living 
abroad could have similarly informed us about a possible impact on a 
student’s personality traits.

Time constraints and the limited pool of respondents did not enable 
the questionnaire to be tested beforehand. With more than 50 ques-
tions, the survey was not very parsimonious but shortening it would 
have compromised the data and prevented us from looking at all ten 
personality clusters in the IEV Scale. By asking specific questions relat-
ed to Islamism that might have brought a particular issue to a respond-
ent’s attention (in this case the true aim of the research project), the 
study was at risk of indulging in saliency bias. Whether or not this had 
an impact on the responses given was not examined enough; however, 
this concern was partially tackled by embedding the specific questions 
at random throughout the IEV Scale statements. Regarding consist-
ency bias, it was not an issue for the thirty-five IEV Scale points given 
that these were intended as purposefully vague. The problem could in-
deed have arisen for the Islamism statements if the person responding 
believed it was best to appear as an ideologically average person and 
therefore less extreme. Finally, the fact that the Muslim respondents 
came in part from a non-probability sample as mentioned in the meth-
odology section, gives rise to the importance for any future research-
er to find respondents from a large pool and ideally from a variety of 
sources. 

TThis study is particularly useful because it can be geared towards 
a variety of religions and ideologies. Future researchers who focus on 
Jewish extremism or Christian fanaticism might find this study to be 
a solid starting point. Yet the possibilities for expansion do not stop 
at academia: the corporate sphere and other institutions could equal-
ly be interested in applying the findings of this research to their own 
dynamics. A company director or a human resources manager might 
find it useful to know more about an employee’s personality in order to 
assess his or her effectiveness in a team setting or the appropriateness 
of delegating specific tasks.

In conclusion, we have seen that the academic area dealing with al-
ternative responses to Islamism is particularly weak and lacks a diver-
sity of expertise. The role of psychology has yet to gain a substantive 
foothold and the gap in the literature needs to be filled urgently if pol-
icymakers wish to tackle the issue effectively. By collecting data from 
two groups of British students at University College London, a Muslim 
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test group and a non-Muslim control group, this study was able for the 
first time to scientifically highlight the causal link between vulnera-
ble personalities and Islamist beliefs. Not only does this breakthrough 
validate the importance of the role of psychology in understanding ex-
tremism, but it also empowers the British government to adopt novel 
ways of structuring its policies in order to challenge the pervasiveness 
of Islamism amongst Muslim communities in the United Kingdom.
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