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Ayman al-Zawahiri aka “The Doctor”
Ayman al-Zawahiri wasn’t just an ordinary terrorist; from a young age he has been a leader in extremist and terrorist organizations. He would successfully start cells and then merge them with other organizations to make them grow. Not only was he a leader but he successfully recruited others in his own organizations and others as a spokesman for Al-Qaeda. 
Ayman al-Zawahiri had multiple motivations and a singular catalyst event for his process of becoming a leader of terrorism as lesson 11 correctly narrates (Warner, 2025). As this analysis will show, he had religious, personal, and political motivations that influenced his decision to join the ranks in extremists/terrorist organizations such as The Jihad Group, Muslim Brotherhood, Egyptian Islamic Jihad (EIJ), and finally al-Qaeda (Global Security, 2011).
Since a young boy, Zawahiri was personally motivated, influenced, and emulated by the prominent Sayyid Qutb. Qutb, an Egyptian theoretician of the Muslim Brotherhood wrote two books In the Shade of the Qura’an and Milestones while imprisoned during the Nasser government, which deeply resonated with Zawahiri. Zawahiri’s uncle, Mahfouz Azzam, was a close friend of Qutb and would often speak dearly of Qutb to a young Zawahiri (Tarlinton, 2005). Zawahiri saw Qutb as a martyr who was executed by Nasser (Musallam, 2020). On one such occasion Zawahiri said:
“Although Qutb… was appressed and tortured by Nasser’s regime, [his] influence on young Muslims was paramount. Qutb’s message was and still is to believe in the oneness of God and the supremacy of the Divine path. This message fanned the fire of Islamic revolution against enemies of Islam at home and abroad. The chapters of this revolution are renewing one day after another” (Tarlinton, 2005).
This quote is important because not only does Zawahiri think of Qutb being influential to him personally but uses his message to inspire others to join his cause. Zawahiri was 15 years old when Qutb was executed and that’s when he started his first extremist organization that was called Jamaat al-Jijad (The Jihad Group) where he borrowed ideas from Qutb about overthrowing the Egyptian government and establishing an Islamist state (Aggarwell, 2023). 
Shortly after joining the Muslim Brotherhood, he was arrested for the first time at 15 years old. While this arrest wasn’t the final catalyst event, his experiences further radicalized him in a personal matter as described in Lesson 11 (Warner, 2025). The catalyst event that was the tipping point in Zawahiri’s radicalization happened during his second arrest for his role in the assassination of Egyptian President Sadat where he was tortured. During his trail he stated, “We are not sorry for what we have done for our religion, and we have sacrificed and we stand ready to make more sacrifices” (Aggarwal, 2023). This quote can be seen as a battle cry to inspire further terrorist activity during his time in jail and shows how religion has been a continued motivational factor for his cause. 
A political motive occurred in Zawahiri’s life while working as a doctor in Pakistan for the Muslim Brotherhood in 1981 during the Soviet-Afghan war. It was during this time that Zawahiri met Bin Laden (Aggarwal, 2023). Later Zawahiri would merge his EIJ with Al-Qaeda.
Another personal motivation that further radicalized Zawahiri hatred for the West and the United States was in 2001 after his wife and three kids were killed in a U.S strike in Afghanistan (Counter Extremism Project, n.d)
Psychological Profile
Ayman al-Zawahiri has been labeled as being an abrasive negativist or abrasive psychopath by two political psychologists who used an assessment tool known as the Millon Inventory of Diagnostic Criteria (Aggarwal, 2023). This kind of psychopath matches up with his medical background because they are “quick to spot inconsistencies in others’ actions or ethical standards and adept at constructing arguments that amplify observer contradictions” (Aggarwal, 2023). This also matches up with Zawahiri’s early/formative years in political involvement and action. In fact, at the young age of 15, Zawahiri was already plotting and recruiting others to overthrow the Egypt government (Aggarwal, 2023).
His sister Heba suggested he was highly neurotic and before going to prison he was very timid, silent, and studious with academics and his religion. But after prison he was a different person, low agreeableness and confrontational, she guessed the personality changed because of the torture. This relates to Victoroff (2005) who claims that prison experience strengthens group commitment for most terrorists.
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