
 
FACTORS IN THE SUCCESSFUL RECRUITMENT OF OPERATIVES IN THE 

UNITED KINGDOM BY AL-SHABAAB 

 
Heidi Irene Obermeyer 

 
A thesis submitted to the faculty of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 

partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in the Department 
of Political Science, Concentration TransAtlantic Studies. 

 
Chapel Hill 

2014 

 
Approved by: 

Donald Searing 

John Stephens 

Milada Vachudova 

  



ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

© 2014 
Heidi Irene Obermeyer 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 



 
ABSTRACT 

Heidi Irene Obermeyer: Factors in the Successful Recruitment of Operatives in the 
United Kingdom by Al-Shabaab 

(Under the direction of Donald Searing) 

This thesis discusses the challenges faced by Somali immigrants in the United Kingdom 

and how those challenges during the integration process can lead to an individual’s 

recruitment into the Somalia-based branch of Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabaab. Some of the most 

influential factors include navigating the structure of a new system in the host country, 

British attitudes towards Somalis and immigration, and the psychological impact of 

societal marginalization on individuals. The thesis discusses methods of reducing the 

participation or desire to participate in terrorist activity and increasing inclusion in 

immigrant communities, specifically among Somalis. Theoretical frameworks utilized 

include new war theory, identity politics, and globalization as a factor in the increased 

occurrence of both new wars and identity politics’ role in conflict. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND THEORY 

Introduction 

The impact of increasing globalization has changed how war is conducted, and with the 

advent of new forms of warfare come new security challenges. One of these security challenges 

is the radicalization of individuals in immigrant communities. This thesis will discuss the 

difficulties faced by Somali immigrants in the United Kingdom and how challenges faced during 

the integration process can lead to an individual’s recruitment into the Somalia-based branch of 

Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabaab. Some of the most influential factors in a person’s decision to join Al-

Shabaab include structural challenges faced in the host country, the United Kingdom, British 

attitudes towards Somalis and immigration in general, and the psychological impact of societal 

marginalization on individuals. Finally, the paper will discuss possible methods of reducing the 

participation or desire to participate in terrorist activity in immigrant communities, specifically 

among Somalis.  

Section 1.1 Literature Review 

Relevant Theoretical Texts 

The seminal theoretical text used here is Mary Kaldor’s New and Old Wars (2012). 

Kaldor’s text is a valuable resource for discussing conflict in the 21st century. Many traditional 

sources for war theory do not tackle huge factors such as globalization and identity politics in 

conflict and are based primarily on the interactions of states. This is not the case with Kaldor’s 

book. By making the argument for the advent of identity-based conflict and the lessening 
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influence of state wars, Kaldor provides background for the reality of many contemporary 

conflicts, including those with stateless actors, such as Al-Shabaab. 

To supplement Kaldor’s work, particularly in the areas of globalization and identity in a 

globalized world, Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Times (2007) provides a sociological perspective, 

if not one that is at times somewhat exaggerated. Bauman spends a large amount of time 

discussing democracy and capitalism’s impact on globalization, particularly those who are hurt 

by it, in addition to the impact of globalization’s greatly increased human movement on societies 

and the global society as a whole. Bauman’s work- this book and an additional shorter article 

focusing on globalization cited here- provides an interesting perspective that draws significantly 

on the transition from Cold War politics and society to the modern day with relatively little said 

about September 11th and its impact on that change. This difference is useful because many 

books use 9/11 as a turning point for globalization and its affects, despite the fact that the process 

and its impacts began to take place long before that. 

Simon Cottle’s piece covers how the advent of global crises plays a role in globalization 

and new wars. The text brings up a variety of issues, including “climate change, the war on 

terror, financial meltdowns, forced migrations, pandemics” and others to emphasis the 

interconnectedness of today’s global communities and how those problems influence 

international relations (2009, p. 494). 

Newman’s article “The ‘New Wars’ Debate: A Historical Perspective is Needed” 

disputes Kaldor’s claims that new wars are indeed “new”.  Newman’s primary argument is that 

the factors that Kaldor chooses to focus on (in particular identity politics) have existed in 

conflicts throughout history in varying degrees, and that the ‘new wars’ Kaldor refers to are not a 

particularly unusual phenomenon in the grand scheme of war throughout the ages (2004). Factors 
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such as new access to data in the contemporary age and the social reality and lenses through 

which war and conflict are examined are also mentioned as reasons why Kaldor’s writings could 

be inaccurate. Newman concludes by stating that despite his significant reservations, Kaldor’s 

work and other literature on new wars “[provide] a great service in explaining patterns of 

contemporary conflict, and especially in drawing attention to the social and economic aspects of 

conflict and the relationship between security and development,” further justifying the primacy 

of Kaldor’s book in research on the topic (2004, p. 179). 

Relevant Texts on Immigration in the United Kingdom 

Immigration literature covers a broad variety of topics, so for the purposes of this 

analysis many of the sources used that detail immigration issues focus on the psychological, 

cultural, and identity related experiences faced by people entering the United Kingdom, 

particularly those individuals leaving behind a conflict-ridden state like Somalia. Some literature 

on immigration in the UK has a distinctly negative tone, such as Anthony Browne’s Do We Need 

Mass Immigration? in which he details why the United Kingdom should stop allowing 

immigrants to cross its borders. For the most part, immigration literature effectively marries facts 

about policy and interpretation and analysis of policy.  

Insight into the background of immigration and immigrants in the United Kingdom 

provided crucial insight into the historical influences and trends at play while discussing Somalis 

in Britain. In Alice Bloch’s 2002 book The Migration and Settlement of Refugees in Britain, the 

author gives a comprehensive overview of the history of migration in the United Kingdom, as 

well as comparisons between different groups of migrants from Somalia as well as other West 

African countries. Bolch analyzes concrete economic and educational data in terms of labor 

market participation and language or job training provided by the state and gives perspectives on 
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how overarching social networks of refugees and their descendants are established in Great 

Britain. By examining how immigrants navigate the complex structure and challenges of 

integrating into British society with an equal eye towards state provisions and individual 

decision-making, Bolch provides both a historical context for and current status of the lives of 

immigrants and refugee seekers in the UK. 

Immigration policy has a significant impact on the lives of Somalis who immigrate to 

Britain. Sales’ book Understanding Immigration and Refugee Policy (2007) provides 

comprehensive insight into British immigration policy, particularly in a post-9/11 security 

environment. She accurately examines the many facets of life for immigrants, from their arrival 

in the country to their experiences integrating into the society. Sales also tackles common 

misconceptions about immigrants held by the host society while identifying challenges to 

integration for both sides. 

Psychological studies on the impact of migration for Somalis in the UK are some of the 

most useful literature in determining the concrete impacts that the experience of immigrating has 

on an individual’s well being. On particularly noteworthy study comes from Warfa et. al, who 

discuss the impact of migration experiences and employment status on the lives of Somalis living 

in Britain (2012). Through a series of extensive interviews with Somalis in both the United 

States and the United Kingdom, Warfa et al. are able to identify a vast expanse of mental health 

issues that impact Somalis as well as the factors that cause problems like stress, depression, and 

even agoraphobia (2012, p. 8). This study provides important insights into not only the mental 

health impacts of immigration for Somalis, but also their thought processes and experiences as 

they move through the process of immigration and integration into a new culture, country, and 

society through personal anecdotes, a valuable tool in an area where such interviews, particularly 
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those that allow researchers to examine the difficulties of life for Somalis in great detail, can be 

hard to find. This can be for a variety of reasons, from language barriers to lack of contacts 

within the Somali community. 

Relevant Texts on Somalis in the United Kingdom and Al-Shabaab 

Existing literature on Somalis in the United Kingdom is widespread but individualized 

for particular uses. It delves in to a variety of issues relevant to Somalis in the United Kingdom, 

including their interactions with the British government, the psychological impact of living in the 

UK, and their interaction within their communities in Somalia and in their host nations abroad. 

Al-Shabaab’s activity on a global scale is covered, including extensive media documentation of 

captured operatives and their activities that were aligned with the group, regardless of their 

origin. In terms of overarching theories that explain the radicalization of Somali immigrants in a 

greater context, a variety of writing on identity theory and modern conflict based on identity are 

of great use. This paper seeks to tie together the available information on the topic to further 

explain the conditions that make the recruitment of Somalis in the UK into Al-Shabaab a reality. 

The UK’s Information Centre about Asylum and Refugees (ICAR) has assembled a large 

amount of data on the Somali refugee community in the UK, contributing valuable data about the 

lives of those individuals. ICAR provides an overarching timeline to the development of Somali 

communities in the United Kingdom and the ways in which those individuals interact with the 

state through gaining citizenship, requesting asylum, or being put in detention (2007, 3). 

On the topic of Al-Shabaab, Ambassador David Shinn’s writing and research in the area 

contributes valuable analysis of the linkages between the group and its foreign activities, 

including recruitment of operatives abroad to the field. He provides a history of Al-Shabaab’s 

development in Somalia and assembles information about their foreign recruits and operations in 
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Somalia from a variety of sources, including individuals from the intelligence and defense 

communities in the United States. 

The extended period of civil unrest and state collapse in Somalia has led to a large 

diaspora population from the country. Somalis have emigrated out of Somalia and into a variety 

of countries around the world, and are distinct among global refugee groups. In C.M.A. Horst’s 

piece, she discusses the tradition of “xawilaad”, an informal remittance transfer system used by 

Somalis and its occurrence in refugee groups in Minnesota in the United States and Kenya (2004, 

p. 3). Horst points out that there are similarities between labor migrants and refugees, the most 

important of which for the purposes of this paper is the continued existence and pursuance of a 

connection to the country of origin by individuals who have migrated. Remittances “exceed the 

value of exports as well as international humanitarian aid in Somalia,” making them a casual 

linkage of great importance for Somalis abroad and in the country (Horst 2004, p. 6). Horst’s 

examination of the Somali population in Minnesota is important to this discussion because of Al-

Shabaab’s prior success in recruiting westernized Somalis from the area. Much like London or 

other larger British cities with a significant Somali population, Somalis are drawn to cities in 

Minnesota because the state has a strong economy, a welcoming climate towards migrants 

(including good social welfare systems influenced by the large number of Scandinavians who 

first came to the area) and established resources for Somalis, such as shops, NGOs, restaurants, 

and mosques (Horst 2004, p. 10). 

        The comparison between the United States and the United Kingdom can again be drawn 

in the testimony given by Kim Cragin to the U.S. House Homeland Security Committee on 

understanding the motivations of terrorists. Cragin identifies the steps in individuals’ 

radicalization and the escalation of their behavior from “articulating sympathy for al-Qaeda and 
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associated movements to actively participating in terrorist activities” (2009, 3). Although the 

piece lists very basic steps in the process of radicalization, it does not address the factors that 

influence each of the steps specifically. This paper applies these steps to Al-Shabaab’s 

recruitment in the United Kingdom and what factors would lead a Somali in the UK to engage in 

escalating involvement with a terrorist organization. 

Section 1.2 Theory 

As the World Once Was- Old Wars 

Methods of conflict have changed drastically in the last 20 years. Traditional, military-

based warfare is no longer the most common form of conflict- instead, confrontation over 

identity and ethnic affiliations have taken center stage. Mary Kaldor discusses this transition in 

her book New and Old Wars (2012). Kaldor’s theory emerges from examining how conflict has 

changed with globalization. Between the late 18th century and the end of the Cold War, war 

evolved into what is seen today as its most traditional form- between states with complex 

methods of raising funds, organizing troops, and strategizing against their opponents (Kaldor 

2012, p. 20). Clausewitz’s On War details this method of conflict based on states, where 

increased state efforts to meet goals against resistance, military disarmament of an opponent, and 

the attitudes and feelings of the population that invoke passion and hostility play key roles 

(1873). Kaldor claims that Clausewitz’s described tensions broke into widespread conflict in the 

twentieth century (2012, p. 27). Indeed, conflict on the all-out scales of the two World Wars, 

particularly considering the new technologies used for the first time during those periods such as 

chemical weapons, tanks, and aircraft all made the sheer scale and massiveness of the conflicts 

huge influences on how states, governments and people thought about and approached war. 
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In discussing Al-Shabaab, Kaldor’s new wars theory becomes relevant in explaining the 

emergence of extremists groups as legitimate and powerful actors on the world stage, one that 

was previously dominated by states. 

Moving Forward- New Wars and Identity Politics 

In Kaldor’s new wars theory, identity politics play a central role in determining how 

people engage in conflict and identify with one another as globalization occurs. For the purposes 

of this analysis, strengthened identity politics influenced by “declining legitimacy of the 

established political classes” and “insecurity associated with globalization” are particularly 

relevant in the case of Somalia and its people (2012, p. 81). 

Kaldor argues “the advent of information technology is as significant as was the advent 

of the tank and the aeroplane, or even as a significant as the shift from horse power to 

mechanical power, with profound implications for the future of warfare” (2012, p. 3). This 

hypothesis resonates particularly with communities of displaced or migrating peoples in a 

globalizing world who want to maintain contact with their family and culture even as they leave 

them behind. With this increase in mobility, and therefore separation, the decrease in costs for 

crossing physical state boundaries make the crossing and acceptance of differing cultural norms 

the more difficult experience of the two. In this sense, identity takes center stage as a point of 

conflict because state borders have become more fluid than they were even 50 years ago. 

Newman points out that this style of contemporary conflict is not new in terms of its motivations 

and style when examined from a historical perspective (2004 p.179). Although this perspective 

has some merit- indeed, the characteristics of various conflicts are often shared even in vastly 

differing situations- the technological advances discussed by Kaldor as well as what is arguably 

the most important technological shift of the past century, the internet and its subsequent creation 
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of vast global connectivity, render war in the modern day a different type of interaction than has 

ever been dealt with before for all parties involved. 

The increasingly globalized view of international problems also plays a role in new wars. 

Many challenges faced by nations today are involuntarily globalized, such as climate change or 

financial meltdowns, and develop on grand scales the likes of which have never been dealt with 

by humanity as a whole before, particularly in light of the complexity of these issues (Cowell 

2009, p. 495). This further emphasizes the transnational nature of international relations today 

and the increasing (but not total) irrelevancy of the state and its physical borders in top security 

issues. Bauman articulates: 

The global scene needs to be seen rather as a matrix of possibilities from which highly 
varied selections and combinations can be, and are, made; through the selection and 
combination, from the global yarn of cultural tokens, separate and distinct identities are 
woven; indeed, the local industry of self-differentiation turns into a globally determined 
characteristic of the late 20th century, postmodern or late modern, world.” (2001, p. 304). 
 

Bauman’s quote emphasizes the variety of factors that now play into identity politics, in great 

contrast to earlier times during which individuals interacted with a far less diverse group of 

people and information over the course of their lifetimes. 

These problems have an even greater impact because of the attention of the international 

news media and their newfound increased reach through the internet. Media coverage of 

conflicts in far-flung locales around the globe has a drastic impact on how the issue is 

approached by the public in the global West as well as by policy makers looking to appease their 

electorate (Cowell 2009, p. 502). In this sense, politicians and states have less control than ever 

over what issues are emphasized within their borders, particularly when their populace is well 

informed. New wars are at least partially a product of increased information access across the 
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globe and huge structural changes in how individuals can interact without the assistance or 

blessing of a state or government. 

One of the central pieces of Kaldor’s theory is identity politics, defined as “movements 

[that] mobilize around ethnic, racial or religious identity for the purpose of claiming state power” 

(2012, p. 79). Identity politics play a particularly strong role for immigrant or refugee 

populations such as Somalis living in the UK as they grapple with navigating a complex blend of 

the two cultures. Identity politics is often used to identify a group of people who are 

marginalized, although that need not always be the case- identity politics should primarily 

convey that “identities are politically relevant [and that] that is an irrefutable fact” (Coate et al. 

2010, p.4). This becomes relevant in the context of Somalis in the UK on the occasions that the 

impact of identity and its role in immigrant or refugee life is debated, in many instances by both 

people living under the policies and those who create them. Even the use of the term “identity 

politics” gives people a safe place in which to discuss issues that are otherwise taboo- although 

this does involve walking a fine line between observations about life for a specific group of 

people and prejudice or bigotry. Kaldor states: 

Globalization, as its name implies, is global. Everywhere, in varying proportions, those 
who benefit from globalization have to share territory with those excluded from its 
benefits but who are nevertheless deeply affected by it. Both loser and gainers need each 
other. No patch of territory, however small or large, can any longer insulate itself from 
the outside world. (2012, p. 91) 
 

In is in this “losing” through globalization that extremism can be fostered, and terrorist groups 

have found an opportunity to renew their zeal and expand their influence, in a way giving a 

perverse sense of hope to those who are hopeless in the face of globalization.  

Somalis who are marginalized during their experiences immigrating to or being part of an 

immigrant community in the United Kingdom constitute an example of this phenomenon in a 
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modern day context. As state sovereignty dissipates- or as its importance in conflicts is lessened- 

wars occur in ‘suprastate’ global space that isn’t under the jurisdiction of any one entity 

(Bauman 2007, p. 37). This forces responsibility for policing conflict upon no one state in 

particular, and as lines blur between the various actors curbing conflict-inducing activity such as 

terrorism becomes significantly more difficult. 

All of the abovementioned theoretical frameworks- new wars, identity politics, and 

globalization’s magnification of the two- lend the foundation for the central argument of this 

text, that the marginalization of Somalis in the UK has lead to an increased risk of Somali 

immigrants in the country joining Al-Shabaab. I hypothesize that the social exclusion faced by 

Somalis living in the UK explains why these individuals would be motivated to join Al-Shabaab. 

Being isolated in a new country is psychologically trying and maintaining the moral upper hand 

in response to stereotyping, racism, and discrimination in a host culture could motivate 

retaliation against a real or perceived threat from the excluding entity, be it state or cultural 

community. 
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CHAPTER 2: SOMALIS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 

Section 2.1 Background  

Immigration in the United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom has a rich history and a plethora of ties to the world at large, 

particularly through immigration. The origins of the people who have moved the United 

Kingdom throughout the centuries varies greatly, from Jewish immigrants fleeing anti-Semitism 

in Spain and Italy to Germans seeking more opportunity during the 19th century when they 

formed the second largest minority group in the UK (Bloch 2002, p. 24). In the post-war period 

as many former colonies were gaining their independence from the UK the 1948 British 

Nationality Act allowed for any Commonwealth citizen to move to Britain (Bloch 2002, p. 31). 

Policy making and the targets of immigration policies has shifted along with the perceived 

“threat” (be it economic or cultural) from various groups immigrating in greater numbers to the 

country. These policies included restricting the movement of European ‘aliens’, attempts at 

excluding black Commonwealth citizens during the post-war period, and controlling asylum 

seekers’ access to the country, with ‘managed migration’ as the focus today (Sales 2007, p. 131). 

Between 1970 and 2000, the number of people emigrating from their home country 

around the world doubled, bringing immigration to the forefront of global interaction and policy-

making (Sales 2007, p. 7). The increased ability of people, goods and services to traverse the 

globe have continued to cause tension but also benefit countries today, although many 

perspectives on immigration, particularly from Muslim countries, were deeply affected by the 
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terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001 in addition to large-scale bombings in London and 

Madrid later on in the 2000s. 

In the wake of September 11th, British immigration policy changed significantly as 

security concerns came to the forefront of immigration discussions there and in many other 

countries concerned about the threat of terrorism. In the 2005 public transportation bombings in 

London on 7 July 52 people were killed and more than 700 were injured (Greater London 

Authority 2013). After this attack, attempts were made by the British government to prioritize 

security over human rights, even through attempting to extract themselves from the European 

Convention on Human Rights and by calling for a measure to detain suspected terrorists for up to 

three months without charges, which never became law (Sales 2007, p. 2). In this way, the 

United Kingdom is unique among European nations in its efforts to combat terrorism and take 

threats seriously when it comes to asylum seekers crossing their borders. Besides this increased 

focus on maintaining security within its borders, the UK has also taken a more positive outlook 

on immigrants coming to the country, viewing them as “a source of both economic and cultural 

enrichment” that fills gaps in the labor force and adds to the multicultural identity being 

cultivated in the 21st century (Sales 2007, p. 152). 

Tensions between the EU and the UK are evident in immigration policy. The open 

borders created through EU integration have led to greater prosperity for its member states, but 

have also brought about significant changes in how non-EU citizens traverse the member states. 

As less economically developed countries from the former Soviet Union gain membership in the 

EU, there has been an attempt to shift the source of migration flows from non-member states to 

new member states that also have excess of unskilled labor and people looking for work, 

facilitating better European integration (Sales 2007, p. 4). 
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Somalis in the United Kingdom 

Somalis in particular have ties to the United Kingdom that extend back to well before the 

collapse of the government in the early 1990’s that resulted in a large influx of Somali refugees 

around the globe. During the 1800’s, many Somalis worked in and around Britain in the 

seafaring industry, often coming to the country as a result of British control of Somaliland at the 

time (ICAR 2007, p. 2). Around the 1950s, the increase in industrial growth and decline of 

maritime activity in the country led to a shift in the Somali population from port cities to more 

industrial towns, such as Manchester (Bloch 2002, p.4). 

When Somalia became independent in the 1960s, many Somalis in Britain returned to 

their homeland, but the collapse of the military government of General Mohamed Siad Barre in 

1991 brought increased instability to the country and a protracted civil war (ICAR 2007). The 

Gulf War also forced many Somalis to leave the countries in which they had been working in the 

Middle East, and many of those individuals went to Britain (Bloch 2002, p. 4). Since that time, 

Somalia has been one of the top ten sources of refugees and asylum seeking people entering the 

United Kingdom for the entire period between 1985 and 2006 (ICAR 2007, p. 2). The number of 

people who fled the country even in the period just following the outbreak of civil war is 

staggering- the UN estimated in 1992 that one million Somalis out of a total of five to eleven 

million from Somalia were refugees (Valentine et al. 2009, p. 235). This further underscores the 

importance of Somalis as a part of Britain’s multicultural history and the longstanding 

relationship between the UK and Somalia in terms of assisting individuals seeking to flee the 

conflict and find a peaceful and safe life somewhere else. Some Somalis who enter the UK in the 

modern day are coming to the UK as a secondary place of asylum, from a variety of other 
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European countries such as Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden (Valentine et al. 

2009, p. 235). 

The History of al-Shabaab 

Al-Shabaab is a terrorist organization based in Somalia with ties to Al-Qaeda. In the early 

1990’s, several years after the fall of the government and the beginning of intense civil war in the 

country, Osama bin Laden moved to neighboring Sudan. During that time, Bin Laden met with 

leaders in Somalia and he, as well as other top members of al Qaeda, believed that “Somalis in a 

failed state would readily accept al Qaeda and enthusiastically join the fight to expel the 

international peacekeeping force” in a similar manner to al Qaeda’s operations in Afghanistan 

(Shinn 2011, p. 205). Al-Shabaab (“the Youth”) adopted their name in 2007 and in 2008 made 

explicit that the group’s primary focus was attacking the United States and that they were 

affiliated with Al-Qaeda (Shinn 2011, p. 207). The two groups are not “formally merged” but do 

have ties to each other (Shinn 2011, p. 208). Al-Shabaab has since been able to increase its 

legitimacy by casting themselves as “defenders of Somali dignity from outside invaders,” a self-

identification that allows them to differentiate themselves from the tribal groups competing for 

power and influence in Somalia (Pantucci 2009, p. 2). In this way, the group maintains its 

influence and ability to distinguish itself as a group to affiliate with that does not conform to the 

status quo. 

Section 2.2 Somalis in the United Kingdom and Al-Shabaab 

Structural Challenges  

Structural changes in British asylum and immigration policy changed most notably in the 

period directly following the September 11th attacks. Interestingly, Sales mentions that the Home 

Office’s new asylum policies “spoke of a ‘seamless’ process from induction to removal, which 
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seems predicated on the notion that the majority of asylum applications are unfounded” (2007, p. 

149). In the case of a country like Somalia, where intense civil war and state collapse are the 

foundation of society, it would be hard to make the argument that any of asylum seekers from 

that country are coming to the United Kingdom without just cause. However, new policies are 

structured to increase the number of asylum seekers who get turned away, including expectations 

for the number of deportations that are articulated and 40% capacity increase for the 

aforementioned removal centers run by the state (Sales 2007, p. 149). For people who have 

suffered the intense psychological strain of a war zone and the stresses of moving away from 

their homes and families, the additional stress of navigating an unfamiliar structural setting- the 

rules and regulations necessary for them to start a new life in the UK- could be a significant 

factor in fostering feelings of disillusionment and dissatisfaction with Britain. Asylum seekers 

must differentiate themselves from individuals who have come to the host country purely for 

economic reasons. This results in “policies designed to deter those unauthorized immigrants who 

have left their homelands primarily for economic reasons” resulting in undue stress upon people 

who are fleeing from their country of origin. (Silove 1997, p. 556). Individuals whose refugee 

status is unofficial are also at a higher risk for psychological problems, as will be discussed in 

Section 4.3. 

Finding employment is one of the biggest challenges faced by Somalis coming to the 

United Kingdom. Somalis rarely find a job in the same field that they worked in in Somali, and 

“it is not uncommon to find highly skilled Somalis in menial work” (ICAR 2007, p. 8). The lack 

of employment opportunities is a significant factor in the stress levels of immigrant populations. 

Many Somalis who held well-respected jobs in fields that provided them with high living 

standards struggle to adapt to a country where they are lumped in to the “refugee” grouping of 
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society, a classification that often comes with a low-income stigma (Warfa et al. 2012, p. 6). This 

sort of lack of opportunity can extend even to individuals with PhDs who speak multiple 

languages but are unable to work in their chosen field due to their circumstances (Olden 199, p. 

221). 

A lack of understanding of the social services systems in the UK also plays a role in 

contributing to the isolation of the Somali population.  Two factors play into the difficulty of the 

housing search in particular- one, unfamiliarity with the system of social housing and how to 

gain access to it or negotiate with a landlord, and two, the lack of social housing for Somalis in 

cities where they would able to live within an established Somali community, such as Liverpool 

or Sheffield (ICAR 2007, p. 9). These established communities are one of the most important 

tools for providing a comfortable lifestyle for Somali immigrants, as they often include services 

provided for Somalis by Somalis and a tight-knit network of friends and family from similar 

backgrounds (ICAR 2007, p. 9). Distinguishing Somalis from other West African immigrants or 

from other Muslims through census data is difficult, primarily because the categories are so 

broad that they do not capture the differences between different ethnic groups (Choudhury, 2002, 

p. 188). This makes it difficult to identify particular problems faced by any one group through 

census data, leading to the necessity for further effort and evaluation to find problem areas in the 

public policy and assistance provided to specific groups (Choudhury 2002, p. 188). 

 Language barriers pose a significant obstacle for many Somalis, particularly women. 

Although the English skills of Somalis are often better than their asylum-seeking counterparts 

from former French colonies where French is the primary language learned, women from 

Somalia often did not attend school there and are sometimes excluded from language classes 

once in the UK for cultural reasons or to provide childcare (Bloch 2002, p. 2). 
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British Attitudes Towards Somalis 

The most recent British Social Attitudes Survey, completed in 2013, shows that 77% 

percent of Britons would like immigration to the country to be reduced, with a little less than half 

of the population believing that Britain’s cultural life is undermined by immigration. 

Approximately the same percentage believe that immigration is bad for the economy (British 

Social Attitudes Survey 2013).  

Negative attitudes towards immigrants in Britain have been fueled by misinformation and 

inaccurate media coverage. In less diverse and rural areas of the country, “concern about asylum 

is often highest” and “the problem is worse when little meaningful interaction takes place” (Sales 

2007, p. 9). As adolescents, Somalis in a variety of countries experience “racialization” of their 

identities, a phenomena that lumps Somalis and other people of African descent into one 

perceived social group, further encouraging an “us” and “them” mentality despite significant 

differences between Somalis and other immigrant groups (Bigelow 2008, p. 28). 

Negative reception in the cultural community of the United Kingdom has a huge impact 

on the development of identity for Somalis, particularly young people. In one study that 

examined students between the ages of 11 and 18, those individuals who could remember 

Somalia at all (a small percentage of the sample) said  “[Somalia] played a powerful part in their 

own self-identities” (Valentine et al. 2009, p. 238). For young people who do not remember 

Somalia or who have never lived there, their impressions of the country are heavily influenced 

by their family’s experiences and narrative. If those kids are given the opportunity to return to 

Somalia for a visit, they are often disappointed by their experiences because they are unable to fit 

in completely with native Somalis for a variety of reasons, ranging from different clothing and 
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mannerisms to a perception that their “Western” lifestyle has made them wealthy (Valentine et 

al. 2009, p. 238). 

Entire books have been written to convince Britons that immigration is an unnecessary 

evil unto their society, with a varying range of arguments for such an attitude. Browne claims 

“Britain does not have a moral duty to accept immigration” that immigration “is both detrimental 

to the interests of many people in Britain and against the wishes of the majority of people in 

Britain” (2002, p. ix). Although this makes an argument for British people as individuals, it does 

not take into account the international relations aspect of immigration, in particular refugees and 

asylum seekers in the UK, nor does it acknowledge the rich and vibrant collection of individuals 

who have sought to come to Britain due to their country’s colonial ties to the British Empire. 

Browne goes on to assert that “states have a fundamental right to protect the integrity of their 

borders,” an issue negated by the decline in influence that state-level power has over conflict and 

the spread of identity in the context of new wars (2002, p. xx). 

Increasing publicity and public viewpoint influence for radical right parties across Europe 

also have the potential to isolate immigrant communities in the EU, although the British National 

Party receives much less of the vote than its radical counterparts in other countries, which is 

presumed to be due to the strong showing by conservatives in many elections (Lubbers et al. 

2002, p. 360). 

Psychological Impact of Societal Marginalization 

The experience of immigrating or seeking asylum has significant psychological impacts 

on individuals, including Somalis in the UK. Collecting information on asylum seekers is 

difficult in Western countries because they are often not listed on common population registers, 

such as voting records or in telephone directories (Silove 1997, p. 351). In studies from Silove et 
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al. from 1997 and 2006, researchers examined extensive asylum seeker communities in Australia 

for psychological trauma due to their moves and experiences assimilating to a new place. The 

study subjects residing in Australia provide reasonable comparative data for the situation of 

Somalis in the UK because asylum seekers there experience similar challenges to those living in 

the UK, such as difficulty finding work and language and cultural barriers applicable across 

many different backgrounds (Silove 1997, p. 355). Age, being female, and lack of education are 

other factors that influence an immigrant’s experience of psychological trauma during the 

process of adjusting to their new home (Lien et al. 2010, p. 15). 

In Warfa et al.’s discussions with Somali immigrants, Somali professionals pointed out 

that the period directly after moving to the new country was a time of great mental stress for 

immigrants, stating that “because of the mismatch between pre-migration life expectations and 

status and post-migration realities of refugee existence and status” (2012, p. 6). This proves to be 

an extremely relevant observation when it comes to radicalization of immigrants, as a study of 

jihadists and their backgrounds conducted by Sageman showed that 78% of the group “[was] cut 

off from their cultural and social origins, far from their families and friends” (2004, p. 92). 

Traumatic experiences in a country of origin can exert significant influence over the 

experience of psychological problems for immigrants. In one study conducted by Lien et al. in 

Norway, it was found that “experience of torture and imprisonment due to political reasons are 

the pre-immigration traumatic events most strongly associated with psychological distress” 

among a variety of immigrants from different countries and backgrounds (2010, p. 4). In the case 

of Somalis in the UK, many Somalis choosing to leave Somalia have probably experienced 

political persecution at some point due to conflict between warring tribal groups in a state 

completely lacking a central government (Leeson 2007). Even in the regions of Somalia with 
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“governments”, Somaliland and Puntland, government is ineffective and unable to provide 

public goods, further increasing the potential for clashes between differing viewpoints in those 

regions (Leeson 2007, p. 700). Research conducted in London by the Borough of Camden 

revealed that in that part of the city, 14% of their sample group of Somali refugees suffered from 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)- and that sample did not include Somalis who could not be 

reached through government records (ICAR 2007, p. 8). 

Renewed interest in religious activity could be one important way for Somali immigrants 

to cope with the stresses of assimilation. Mosques can provide important cultural and societal 

centers of activity and person-to-person contact, as well as a support system for people going 

through similar experiences. Somali refugees stated in one study that they “took their religion for 

granted” while in Somalia but began to value it much more after immigrating (Valentine et al. 

2009, p. 239). This could be tied to increased risk for radicalization- Sageman describes “a 

definite shift in degree of devotion” among a sample group of highly committed Al-Qaeda 

operatives (2004, p. 93). 

Measuring psychological impacts of immigration and cultural adjustment can be 

challenging, particularly when one takes into account the potential cultural differences in what 

constitutes a mental health problem or psychological trauma worthy of self-reporting in a survey, 

the style utilized by a majority of the psychological surveys cited here (Lien et al. 2010, p. 16-

17). Different cultural interpretations of what constitutes depression or other reporting worthy 

behavior could prove a significant barrier in identifying populations that need mental health 

assistance the most, creating a lack of services that fulfill those individuals needs. According to 

Warfa et al. “Somalis do not distinguish various types of mental disorders” making it extremely 

difficult to translate cultural interpretations of various forms of mental illness into measureable 
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results that conform to Western medical knowledge (2012, p. 5). In the case of Somalis in the 

UK, the potential for radicalization could be drastically increased through this channel, as people 

seek comfort and relief from psychological trauma through a “like-minded” group that helps to 

alleviate or direct those feelings into other channels. 

Section 2.3 Results 

In light of the challenges listed above for Somalis living in the United Kingdom, the risk 

of Al-Shabaab successfully recruiting operatives in the country from the marginalized group of 

Somali immigrants living there is high. As al-Qaeda’s ability to maintain a foothold in Pakistan 

wanes, operatives are moving elsewhere, including to Somalia. M15 (the British Security 

Service) states that the number of threats of terrorism coming out of Pakistan has decreased from 

75% of all threats to 50%, indicating a shift in locale for the organization (Norton-Taylor 2010). 

Estimates of British operatives specifically who are training in Somalia put the number of 

individuals at around 100 or more (Shinn 2011, p. 215). The sensitive nature of ongoing 

investigations into British operatives working for Al-Shabaab makes it difficult to get specific 

information on people currently suspected of terrorist activity (Norton-Taylor 2010). Al-Shabaab 

has been extremely effective at using new forms of technology and media to reach out to 

prospective operatives around the globe. One example was the creation of YouTube music 

videos with lyrics “singing the praises of jihad” by a young man named Omar Hammami who 

was recruited into the group from the US (Pantucci 2009, p. 3). 

One important comparative example to discuss is the case of al-Shabaab operatives 

recruited from the Minneapolis area of the United States. In that case, approximately 20 young 

men left the US to join Al-Shabaab in Somalia, gaining attention when one of them carried out a 

suicide bombing in 2008 (Pantucci 2009, p. 3). The Minneapolis example provides a good 
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comparison to London because both cities have relatively large Somali immigrant populations 

compared to the rest of the respective countries and the two countries’ cultures and treatment of 

immigrants is relatively similar. This comparison conveys results similar to what is happening 

with Al-Shabaab’s recruitment in the UK and could provide many lessons due to the large 

amount of data available on the Somali population there. From the above listed examples, it is 

clear that Al-Shabaab’s recruitment has the potential to be a serious threat to the integration of 

Somalis into British society and the security of the country, particularly when Somalis who have 

British citizenship and passports are considered. 

The greatest risk of recruitment lies within ethnic Somalis, as Al-Shabaab has attempted 

to maintain the availability of roles for any foreign-born operatives it engages with (Shinn 2011, 

p. 214). This makes it all the more important that efforts at countering radicalization in the UK, 

and particularly those seeking to minimize Al-Shabaab’s recruitment, target Somalis in the 

course of their efforts. Cragin, in her testimony before the US Congress in 2009 on 

understanding the motives of individuals who join terrorist organizations, emphasized that in 

many cases, the resolve of recruits is hardened if they successfully leave the host country to 

become a fighter for a terrorist group (p. 5). In this sense, the government in Britain holds great 

power and has an excellent opportunity to stem the flow or increased risk of Somalis living in the 

country becoming involved in extremist groups through policies that make their experience at 

home more inclusive and less isolating. In this case again, there is significant room for 

comparison and insight to be gained from comparing the US and UK cases. 

Ultimately, current theories of identity, globalization and war point to a shift to greater 

importance of identity in the formation of states and the development of conflict between groups. 

Identity becomes paramount to legitimacy, something that was previously provided by statehood 
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and a monopoly on the use of force. Fukuyama writes, “one’s inner self is not a matter of inward 

contemplation; it must be intersubjectively recognized if it is to have value” (2006, p. 9). This 

demonstrates the increased need for identity to be affirmed and recognized by others in the 

political sphere, which is evident in the behavior of extremist groups seeking to affirm their 

identity through terrorism. 

Section 2.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

The recruitment of operatives in the United Kingdom by Al-Shabaab has a variety of 

potential solutions, or at minimum options to greatly reduce the likelihood of radicalization for 

those individuals at risk of becoming involved in the group. 

Building a strong community with a good support network is crucial for assisting 

refugees and asylum seekers with building a new life. This can be done particularly well through 

community centers and places where Somalis can gather to get advice and assistance from other 

Somalis. One individual who worked at such a center did so because “she was educated and 

spoke English” and “felt it was important to spend time helping women who had neither of those 

advantages” (Olden 1999, p. 221). This also facilitates the continuation of finding and receiving 

information through oral means, something that is important in Somalia but is less present in 

text-based Western environments (Olden 1999, p. 222).  

There are also opportunities for improved inclusiveness in the pre-university education 

system. In light of descriptions by Somalis in US high schools of racism and prejudice in the 

classroom, Bigelow (2008) suggests a variety of methods for improving integration and fostering 

community, such as learning more about personal identity and the identity of classmates, 

teaching about how racialization occurs, the fostering of better intercultural understanding by 

teachers, and better understanding and accommodation of Islamic traditions (p. 32). 
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There is great potential for further research particularly among younger study participants 

who are in their twenties in immigrant communities. In a majority of studies cited here, 

researchers pointed out that there were difficulties in soliciting responses from younger age 

groups, which could potentially skew data away from a very significant portion of the 

population, particularly when examining the potential for radicalization (Lien et al. 2010). Warfa 

et al. claim, “a representative sample [of refugees, asylum seekers and other immigrants] is 

almost impossible to obtain through conventional random sampling methods” (2012, p. 4). This 

forces current researchers to cobble together inferences from the few surveys that are available 

from a variety of European and other Western nations.  

The recruitment of operatives in Western countries, and in particular the United 

Kingdom, by the terrorist group Al-Shabaab continues to be a serious threat to the security of the 

UK. Structural challenges, such as lack of employment opportunities and lack of understanding 

of a complex immigration and asylum system, negative British perceptions of Somali 

immigrants, and the psychological impacts of adjusting to life in the UK and leaving Somalia all 

play important roles in increasing the risk for radicalization among Somalis. These factors 

confirm the hypothesis that cultural isolation in a new and unfamiliar environment could 

encourage individuals to seek identity through other channels, including terrorist organizations 

such as Al-Shabaab, lending further legitimacy to the theory that wars in the present day will be 

primarily over identity-based conflict. 

 

 

 

 



 26 

REFERENCES 
 

Bauman, Z. (2007). Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty. Polity. 

Bauman, Z. (2001). Globalization and the New Poor. The Bauman Reader. 298-333. 

Bigelow, M. (2008). Somali adolescents' negotiation of religious and racial bias in and  
out of school. Theory into Practice, 47(1), 27-34. 

Bloch, A. (2002). The migration and settlement of refugees in Britain. Palgrave  
Macmillan. 

Browne, A. (2002). Do We Need Mass Immigration?: The Economic, Demographic,  
Environmental, Social and Developmental Arguments Against Large-scale Net  
Immigration to Britain. Civitas: Institute for the study of Civil Society. 

Choudhury, Tufyal. (2002). Comparative Perspectives on Discrimination Law. Islam in  
the European Union: Transnationalism, Youth and the War on Terror. Oxford University 
Press.  
 

Coate, R. A., & Thiel, M. (Eds.). (2010). Identity Politics in the Age of Globalization.  
First Forum Press. 

Cottle, S. (2009). Global crises in the news: Staging new wars, disasters and climate  
change. International Journal of Communication, 3, 24. 

Cragin, K. (2009). Understanding Terrorist Motivations. RAND. 

Forliti, Amy. (2010). “Minneapolis Somalis meet with FBI, denounce al-Shabab.”  
Associated Press. 

Fukuyama, F. (2006). Identity, immigration, and liberal democracy. Journal of  
Democracy, 17(2), 5-20. 

Greater London Authority (2013). 7 July Bombings. London.gov.uk 

Horst, C. M. A. (2004). Money and mobility: transnational livelihood strategies of the  
Somali diaspora. 

ICAR Briefing (2007). The Somali Refugee Community in the UK. ICAR. 

Kaldor, Mary. New and old wars. Polity, 2012. 

Leeson, P. T. (2007). Better off stateless: Somalia before and after government  
collapse. Journal of Comparative Economics, 35(4), 689-710. 



 27 

Lien, L., Thapa, S. B., Rove, J. A., Kumar, B., & Hauff, E. (2010). Premigration  
Traumatic Events and Psychological Distress Among Five Immigrant Groups.  
International Journal of Mental Health, 39(3), 3-19. 

Lubbers, M., Gijsberts, M., & Scheepers, P. (2002). Extreme right‐wing voting in  
Western Europe. European Journal of Political Research, 41(3), 345-378. 

NatCen Social Research. (2014). British Social Attitudes 2013: Attitudes to immigration.  

Newman, E. (2004). The ‘new wars’ debate: a historical perspective is needed. Security  
Dialogue, 35(2), 173-189. 

Norton-Taylor, R. (2010). “M15 chief warns of terror threat from Britons trained in  
Somalia.” The Guardian. 

Olden, A. (1999). Somali refugees in London: oral culture in a western information  
environment. Libri, 49(4), 212-224. 

Pantucci, R. (2009). Understanding the al-Shabaab networks. Australian Strategic Policy  
Institute. 

Sageman, M. (2004). Understanding Terror Networks. Philadelphia, University of  
Pennsylvania Press. 

Sales, M. (2007). Understanding Immigration and Refugee Policy. Bristol, The Policy  
Press and the Social Policy Association. 

Shinn, D. (2011). Al Shabaab's Foreign Threat to Somalia. Orbis, 55(2), 203-215. 

Silove, D., Sinnerbrink, I., Field, A., Manicavasagar, V., & Steel, Z. (1997). Anxiety,  
depression and PTSD in asylum-seekers: assocations with pre-migration trauma  
and post-migration stressors. The British Journal of Psychiatry, 170(4), 351-357. 

Silove, D., Steel, Z., Susljik, I., Frommer, N., Loneragan, C., Chey, T., & Bryant, R.  
(2006). The impact of the refugee decision on the trajectory of PTSD, anxiety,  
and depressive symptoms among asylum seekers: a longitudinal study. American journal 
of disaster medicine, 2(6), 321-329. 
 

Valentine, G., Sporton, D., & Nielsen, K. B. (2009). Identities and belonging: a study of  
Somali refugee and asylum seekers living in the UK and Denmark. Environment  
and planning. D, Society and space, 27(2), 234. 

Von Clausewitz, C. (1873). On war (Vol. 1). London, N. Trübner & Company. 

 
 



 28 

Warfa, N., Curtis, S., Watters, C., Carswell, K., Ingleby, D., & Bhui, K. (2012).  
Migration experiences, employment status and psychological distress among  
Somali immigrants: a mixed-method international study. BMC public health,12 (1), 749 


