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Terrorism’s Strategic Threat:
Stopping Hype from Turning into Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

Scott Atran

Research Director, Anthropology, National Center for Scientific Research, Paris
Visiting Professor of Psychology and Public Policy, University of Michigan
Presidential Scholar, Sociology, John Jay College of Criminal Justice

1. Exaggerating Threats

By itself. contemporary Islamist terrorism cannot destroy our country, or our allies, or
even seriously damage any of us. Only we can do grievous harm to ourselves by taking
the terrorists' bait and reacting in ill-conceived and uncontrolled ways that inflate and so
empower our enemies, alienate our friends, and frighten our own citizens into believing
that they must give up basic liberties in order to survive. It is in this sense that terrorism
does pose an existential threat: to our most sacred values of individual freedom and
choice, to our sense of personal and collective security, and to any hope of peace of mind.
Our fitful reaction now risks further weakening and exposing less secure states, such as
Iraq and Pakistan, to takeovers by extremist elements that could very well become a true
strategic menace.

As matters now stand, material threats from non-state terrorists in general, and religious
terrorists in particular, arc exaggerated. A gencration ago, at the height of the Cold War,
the Soviet Union and the United States had tens of thousands of nuclear weapons that
could annihilate much of the adversary's population in nincty minutes or so. Today's
terrorists do not remotely pose such a threat. Even our darkest present fear, and the
Department of Homeland Security's "worse case scenario” — the explosion of one or two
1-10 kiloton nuclear bombs by terrorists — pales by comparison.'

The 2007 U.S. National Intglligence Estimate focuses on “the rejuvenating effect the Iraq
war has had on Al Qaeda.”™ But there is little evidence that Bin Laden or his close
associates, who are thought to be holed up somewhere along the Afghan-Pakistan
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frontier, have much operational knowledge or control of what is happening in Iraq. There
is undoubtedly resurgent jihadi activity and training along that frontier, especially in
Waziristan, involving remnants of Al Qacda, the Taliban, and volunteers from Pakistani
and Central Asian jihadi groups. There is more money. more (small) camps, more
communication, more interactions among the leaders: however, despite the hype” this has
apparently not extended much beyond the area.

There are attempts to enlist people with knowledge of the West, just as surely as would-
be jihadis from Europe and elsewhere are trying to get to Iraq and Afghanistan. But the
old Al Qaeda, which actually had an infrastructure that might have assembled a weapon
for massive destruction, is gone. The mostly Egyptian and Saudi hardcore around Bin
Laden has not launched a successful operation in years, and its remainder does not know
who most of the new would-be terrorists are (mostly self-starting groups of amateurs),
and cannot reliably communicate with those they do know about. The viral influence of
Al Qaeda is diffusc and inspirational, not organized or operational. There are few, if any,
Qaeda “cells™ with well-defined boundaries, organizations or leaders — much less
“slecper cells.”™

After some years of fact finding, statistical analysis and modeling from our team of
researchers and consultants (including colleagues, post graduate researchers and graduate
students from the University of Michigan, University of Washington, MIT, the City
University of New York, and France’s National Center for Scientific Research, as well as
former intelligence operatives and members of jihadi terrorist groups), we think the that
the chief problem of terrorism is not a strong or resurgent Al Qaeda organization
directing global operations from Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal Areas or
anywhere else in particular. Terrorist dreams and actions today thrive mainly among the
small groups and networks of youthful friends and their families in countless
neighborhoods across the world, inspired by Al Qaeda’s heroic and viral ideology of
uncompromising but equal justice before God.

2. Publicity is the Oxygen of Terrorism

In the past. spectacular killings were common both to small tribes and great empires.
Nearly three millennia ago, the ancient Hebrew tribes described in Deuteronomy were
instructed by their no-name God not merely *“to smite every male™ in “the cities which
the Lord thy God doth give thee for an inheritance,” but “save alive nothing that
breatheth,” be it “the women, the little ones, and the cattle.”” Recent archeological
excavations in the southwest United States strongly indicate that a thousand years ago or
so competing Native American groups would feast on one another’s men, women and
children when victorious, and theatrically defecate their remains for others to see. A few
centuries later, the Mongols would routinely butcher all who resisted them, and stack the
skulls of their victims in gruesome displays for other would-be resisters to witness. After
the killing, for the great Genghis Kan, “the greatest pleasure is... to see their near and
dear bathed in tears, to ride their horses and sleep on the bellies of their wives and
daughters.” The early Spanish conquistadores would slaughter Indian idolators whenever
they pleased. and savage the women to make them love Christ.
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Today, most nations tend to avoid publicizing their more wanton Killings (included most
killings that might be labeled “state terrorism™), whereas publicity is the oxygen that fires
modern terrorism.

Witness, for example, the reaction to the failed “doctor’s plot™ in the summer of 2007,
when doctors who had recently immigrated to Britain and working for the National
Health Service were arrested for packing gas canisters and nails into several cars and
trving to blow up targets in London and Glasgow. The only real damage was he severe
burning one of the car’s drivers, an engineer who was a brother of one of the doctors and
a cousin of another. Reaction from nearly all sectors of the British public to the actions of
this so-called “medical cell” was almost indistinguishable in intensity from the reaction
that followed the successful London subway bombings two years before. Britain’s
Foreign Secretary grimly predicted that the country must be prepared to combat terrorism
for the next “ten to fifteen years™ and so the “un-British™ practice of informing on
neighbors would have to be jettisoned to prevent the terrorists from “destroying our
whole way of life.””

In the United States, the media reported that “dozens of FBI agents have been given a
two-week deadline to run down more than 700 leads on an FBI ‘worry list’, developed in
the wake of the failed attacks in London and Glasgow.™® The head of the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security responded with a “gut feeling™ that Al Qaeda was
planning a massive summer attack, but not based upon specific intelligence, and not
serious enough to raise the alert level or take any concrete action.” The German Interior
Minister reacted by proposing to scuttle his country’s longstanding commitment to
refrain from using military forces against people within the country. and to consider a
security policy that would allow the indefinite detention and "targeted killing" of terror
suspects: "Let's say someonc knew in which cave Osama bin Laden is sitting. Someone
could then fire a guided missile to kill him....If for example potential terrorists — so-
called sleepers — cannot be deported, what will we do then?"™ No matter if Bin Laden
was really involved in setting up a “sleeper cell” — an unlikely prospect ’_ or if this small
Cambridge-based group of family and co-worker friends self-radicalized. It’s all “Al
Qacda.™

Terrorists are directly responsible for violent acts, but only indirectly for the reaction that
follows. To terrorize and destabilize, terrorists need publicity and our complicity. With
publicity, cven failed terrorist acts succeed in terrorizing: without publicity, terrorism
would die down.'® The irony is that press and publicity is also the oxygen of an open
society. But this does not require that our leaders equate what is most scary and
spectacular with what is rcally most threatening and politically important. By amplifying
and connecting relatively sporadic terrorist acts into a generalized “war,” the somewhat
marginal phenomenon of terrorism has become a primary preoccupation of our
government and people. It puts the lic to the constant refrain by our same leaders that
“terrorists will gain nothing.”
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Terrorism now tops the behavioral agendas of our political parties. This means that no
matter what the outcome of our democratic elections, terrorists will continue to hold sway
over our society in ways only the most audacious and outrageous among them ever
imagined, at lcast in their thinking about the short term product of their actions. In this
sense, Bin Laden is already victorious beyond his wildest dreams — not because of
anything he’s done, but because of how we have reacted.

3. Zero-Tolerance for Jihad = “The Golden Age for Drug Dealers, White-Collar
Crime and the Mob”

A good example of the hype and hysteria is the wild concern with prison radicalization in
the United States. Western Europe has a population roughly the size of the United States.
In France, Muslims represent less than 10% of the country’s population (5-6 million out
of 62 million), but about two-thirds of the prison population (40,000 out of 60,000
total)."" In Spain, Muslims represent about 2.5 percent of the total population (1 million
out of 40 million), but 16 percent of the prison population (8.000 out of 52.000). Many
draw the wrong inference from these figures, namely, that Islam encourages criminal
behavior.

What is seldom reported is that Muslims in the U.S. represent less than one percent of the
population (2.3 million or so) and are about as underrepresented in prison populations as
are U.S. Jews. The predictive factors for Muslims entering European prisons are pretty
much the same as for African Americans entering U.S. prisons, namely, lack of:
employment, schooling, political representation, and so forth. But nearly two-thirds of
Muslims in the U.S. (65%) are foreign-born and nearly three-quarters of them (74%) buy
into the American dream and believe they “can get ahead with hard work.”'* Overall,
foreign-born Muslims in the U.S. have about the same education and economic levels as
the general population, whereas foreign-born Muslims are 5-7 times more likely to be
poor than non-Muslims in Britain, France and Germany, and nearly 10 times more likely
to be poor in Spain.

Even in Europe, though, religious education is a negative predictor of Muslims entering
prisons. Authorities consider only 2% of Muslim prisoners in Spain (160) to be jihadis or
would-bc:jihadis.I3 In France. only 1% of Muslims prisoners (400) are considered to be
jihadi. In the U.S. (not counting Guantanamo) , only a handful of Muslim inmates are
known to have jihadi sympathies. and exactly two have been convicted of plotting an
attack, or less than one ten-thousandth of a percent of the total U.S. Muslim population.
But this is apparently enough to warrant the speculation that “Al Qaeda recruits in
prisons.... Prisons are a prime, prime target for terrorist recruiting. It is a ripe
population.""*

In fact. this one prison plot had nothing with Al Qaeda recruitment.'’ The man who
concocted the plot was Kevin Lamar James, the native-born son of a former Black
Panther who was serving ten years for robbery in New Fulsom State Prison, a maximum-
sccurity prison outside Sacramento, California. He founded what he called the “Jami’yyat
ul-Islam is-Sakeej™ (“The Authentic Islamic Group,”) in prison in 1997. According to
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court documents, his goal was to recruit recent prisoners in the California State prison
system to Jihad, focusing on those about to be released or paroled so that they could go
on to establish “JIS cells” on the outside.

In prison, James recruited his cellmate, Levar Haney Washington, an Afro-American
convert to Islam who had a criminal history as a gang member. James told Washington,
due for release a year before James, to “go out and do something.” In a hand-written
“Blueprint 2005, James laid out what he expected Washington to do on the outside, such
as: learning Arabic, recruiting people with no history of felonies and teaching them to
recruit others, acquiring bomb expertise, producing and distributing propaganda, and
taking measures to *blend into society.” It was styled a bit on the so-called “*Al Qaeda
manual,” which was publicly available on the internet. But there is no evidence of any
direct connection between JIS and any other group.

After Washington’s rclease, James made his new cellmate, Peter Martinez, his deputy.
Together, James, Martinez and Washington began plotting to attack more than a dozen
military and Jewish sites in the Los Angeles area on September 11, 2005. Washington
recruited two others on the outside, Gregory Vernon Patterson and Hammad Riaz
Samara. Washington fond Patterson and Samara in a local mosque, where they began
taking about the invasion of Iraq. The conversation moved to a ncarby apartment, where
they psyched themselves up with images of inmates at Abu Ghraib prison being
humiliated by their American captors. Patterson was an Afro-American convert to Islam
with no criminal record. Patterson was from an upper middle class family, the son of a
university professor. Samara, a Pakistani immigrant, was a naturalized U.S. citizen who
also had no criminal background.

Their idea was a two-pronged attack using firearms, not a suicide mission. Samara
authored a target list including the Isracli *“Consulate of Zion™ in Los Angeles, the ticket
office of the Israeli airline El Al at the LA airport, and Jewish synagogues. The group
even debated the idea of going to Saudi Arabia to carry out an attack, figuring that it
would call more attention to their group than action in the U.S. They had big plans, some
of them crackpot. But the plotters were resourceful, able to access and case the airfield at
the LA airport through a duty-free store. “They were knuckleheads.” one law
enforcement agent told us, “*but dangerous knuckleheads only two-months away from
killing big time."”

The plot unraveled after following a string of gas station robberies, when police in
Torrance, California traced the number of a dropped cell phone to Patterson. At first,
interrogators focused on Patterson, who they felt sure would break because of his middle
class upbringing and no criminal history. But he refused to fold, telling interrogators to
“drop dead” and “if this is my martyrdom. so be it.”” Patterson turned out to be the most
ideologically committed of the four conspirators and to this day refuses to talk.

It was Washington, a hardened criminal, who “sung like a bird.” as one interrogator told
us, and ratted on the others because he already had two prior convictions and didn’t want
to be put away for life (under California’s “Three-Strike Rule™). Washington confessed
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that that the robberies were to get money to buy ammunition and guns to prepare *‘Jihad.”
He complained that James was always bugging him to get his tattoos taken off and find a
wife in order to better “blend into society.™

All were charged with conspiracy to levy war against the U.S. government through
terrorism. All but James were charged with conspiracy to kill members of government.
James, Martinez and Washington identified about forty inmates for recruitment as well as
a few others from the outside, including African Americans, Hispanics, Middle
Easterners and Whites. Six were deported, others remained in custody or were later
paroled.

Over 400 FBI agents were assigned to the case (out of about 12,000 agents in the
country). Agents from as far as Saint Louis were taken off other cases to cover the night
shift of the FBI's Los Angeles contingent. If it were not for claims by three losers that
they were jihadis, it's doubtful that anyone would have paid much attention. As one law
enforcement agent told us, “*Sure it’s nuts: the political leadership has to change their
song about ‘zero tolerance’ for anything that smacks of Jihad before we can get back to
business.” As one source at the White House put it: ““It’s the Golden Age for drug dealers,
white-collar crime, and the mob.™ Of course, this is an overstatement: the FBI's success,
or lack of success, in these areas has not changed appreciably since the rise of terrorism
as a major concern. But the gist of White House official’s remark is that zero-tolerance
for terrorism is translating into less political concern for other violent ills of society.

This is not to deny that problems of domestic radicalization should be ignored and that
serious, scientific studies should be encouraged in order to prevent the threat of domestic
radicalization from self-prophesizing into the threat that too many already think it is. The
susceptibility of the Black prison population to Islamist radicalization is a legitimate
cause of concern. But as in the fight against epidemics. like AIDS or Avian Flu, opting
exclusively for zero-tolerance can be counterproductive in the long run. So let’s try our
level best to prevent these things from happening, but let’s prepare ourselves in the event
they do to minimize the damage and contagion. No one can say that we will not continue
to face constant dangers, or that terrorists will never again kill Americans and their allies.
If we want to continue to live in the kind of free society that our forebears yearned and
struggled for, there will always be risks and opportunities for others to do us harm.

4. Who Becomes a Terrorist and Why?

Princeton economist Alan Krueger, in his recent book What Makes a Terrorist,'°produces
data for three general findings: |. poverty and lack of education are uncorrelated, or
slightly negatively correlated, with being a terrorist or support for terrorism; 2. most
terrorists stem from countries that are not poor but that restrict civil liberties; and 3.
terrorism is mostly directed against democratic rather than authoritarian regimes. He then
infers causes from these broad correlations: (A) poverty and poor education do not
produce terrorism but denial of political freedom does; and (B) terrorists target
democratic regimes because terrorists seek publicity and widespread panic and
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democracies are more responsive to public opinion. These conclusions echo political
scientist Robert Pape’s best-selling book Dying to Win."”

A major problem with such works is the assumption that correlations with economic
status, education level or degree of civil liberties usefully predict who or how people
become terrorists. This mistaken premise misleads policymakers and researchers. It is the
social networks and group dynamics of these networks that are key to understanding how
terrorist networks form and operate, not the demographic profiles of individuals and
whole populations.

Let us consider Islamic terrorism, the main focus of Krueger’s book. The extremely high
correlation between the countries of origin of Islamic terrorists and countries that limit
civil liberties is true but uninformative. The same correlation holds for indefinitely many
Muslim groups that have nothing to do with terrorism.

Only Al Qaeda is interested in attacking the “far enemy.” that is, the United States and its
allies. [saac Ben Israel, an Israeli parliamentarian who currently heads his country’s space
agency, was former chief of air force operations and top military strategist in a successful
campaign to stop Hamas suicide bombings. He told us that “Al Qaeda is a very different
problem and is not ours; our operational problems with Hezbollah and Hamas involve
regional networks with regional aims, although we are ready to help the United States
with its global Al Qaeda problem whenever we can.” Over 80 percent of people who
have joined or expressed allegiance to Al Qaeda have done so outside their country of
origin. This. of course, is not the case with Hezbollah or Hamas. Whether one joins jihad
in the diaspora or in one’s native country, and not country of origin per se, is the key
factor how one is willing to use terrorism and against whom.

The correlation between terrorist acts and target countries indicating that democracies are
victims more than autocracies is spurious. It requires accepting that attacks on U.S
occupation forces in Iraq and Afghanistan are attacks upon U.S. democracy. In fact, there
have been very few attacks carried out directly against western democracies, and only
three with significant casualties (USA-9/11/01, Spain 3/11/04, Britain 7/7/05). There
have been no major attacks against the democracies of Israel or Indonesia in the last two
years, and two major attack in India outside the disputed territory of Jammu-Kashmir
(both in Mumbai). There have been 2400 arrests related to jihadi terrorist activities in
Europe, where civil liberties are guaranteed. and 3000 arrests in Saudi Arabia, where civil
liberties are restricted.

Only in Iraq and Afghanistan has there been a continuing high rate of attacks against US-
led coalition forces. which are increasingly perceived as occupation forces by large
segments of the populations of these two countries. It is doubtful that reaction would be
much different if invasion and occupation forces were those of a dictatorship, as with
Soviet forces in Afghanistan in the 1980s. The world’s newest and most active areas for
suicide attacks are Pakistan and North Africa, where civil liberties are restricted. Over
200 people were killed in North Africa in 2007, mostly in Algeria. In Pakistan, nearly
500 were killed in suicide attacks between July and December 2007 (including former
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Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto), more than have been killed in terrorist attacks in Europe
in the last two decades. Local groups proclaiming allegiance or sympathy with Al Qaeda
have claimed responsibility, but Qaeda has little if any operational command or control
over these groups.

Consider, now, the relationship between socio-economic status and terrorism. To
independently confirm Krueger’s findings on Hamas we statistically regressed
Palestinian support for suicide attacks against Israelis on education and income levels in
three nationally representative surveys of Palestinians (West Bank and Gaza) from 1999,
2001 and 2005. We controlled for area of residence, refugee status, age, gender and
religion. Income and education levels were unrelated to support for suicide attacks (P <
0.1). When there was a relationship between support for suicide attacks and economic
variables we found, like Krueger, that income and education levels are modestly but
positively correlated with support. In the 1999 survey wealthier Palestinians expressed
greater support for attacks (B = .08, SE =.03, t = 2.69, P =.007), while more educated
Palestinians showed greater support for suicide attacks in the 2001 (B = .06, SE = .02, t =
3.05, P =.002) and 2005 (B = .07, SE = .02, t = 3.25, P =.001) surveys.

But when we turn to Al Qaeda’s principal Southeast Asian ally Jemaah Islamiyah (J1), we
find something different. We analyzed cvery attack by Southeast Asia’s Jemmah
Islamiyah between 1999 and the second Bali bombing of 2005 and enter demographic
details on all known operatives. Of 180 people implicated in JI attacks, 78 percent
worked in unskilled jobs, only 23 percent had education beyond high school.

We also found that operational associations in J1 are determined by four variables: 1.
being a member of the self-styled “Afghan Alumni,” that is, someone who went through
training with the Indonesia volunteers in the Abu Sayyaf camp during the Soviet-Afghan
War and its immediate aftermath, 2. continuing to work together (e.g.. on Abdullah
Sungkar’s chicken farm in Malaysia) or to play soccer together after demobilization from
Afghanistan (and before JI was officially set up), 3. having studied or taught in at least
one of the two religious schools established by JI's founders (Al Mukmin in Java and
Lukman Al-Hakiem in Malaysia), 4. being related by Kinship or marriage to someone
else in the network (c.g.. there are over 30 marriages woven through 10 attacks). In
contrast to these factors, we find that the knowledge of JI's “official” organizational
structure is practically worthless in helping us to understand the networks involved in JI
attacks

Levels of education and skill are significantly higher for Hamas than for J1. Nevertheless,
the main predictors for involvement in suicide attacks are again small-world aspects of
social networks and local group dynamics rather than large-scale social, economic and
political indicators, such as education level and cconomic status. For example, Hamas’s
most sustained suicide bombing campaign in 2003 involved seven members of the local
soccer team of Hebron’s Abu Katila neighborhood, four of whom belonged to one
Kinship group (the Kawasmeh clan). A closer look at actual bombings reveals that almost
all are rooted in local networks of pre-existing social relationships.

of
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The most complete data in Krueger’s book concerns Hezbollah and Hamas. Therc is a
sccondary focus on Al Qaceda. For all three cases. the data is old and of questionable
relevance to global terrorism today. Hezbollah ceased suicide bombings and attacks on
civilians (outside of open war) by the 1990s. Hamas stopped suicide attacks in 2004. Al
Qaeda central, the command sct up by Osama Bin Laden in the summer of 1988 and
which was involved in the 9/11 attacks, has had no direct success in carrying out a
terrorist operation since 2002 (the Djerba, Tunisia bombings). although it had a hand in
prior financing of operations carried out later (Istanbul bombings 2003) and in training
people implicated in subsequent attacks (about 50 suicide bombers involved in attacks in
Saudi Arabia through April 2005).

The original Al Qaeda group around Bin Laden (mostly Egyptians) has been decimated.
Al Qaeda’s surviving remnants are mostly concentrated in a handful of small mobile
camps in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas. The largest remaining Qaeda
camp in 2007, Mir Ali in North Waziristan, has had a few dozen trainees under the
tutelage of Abu Ubaydah Al-Masri. Al-Masri instructed those responsible for the summer
2006 suicide bombing plot to smuggle liquid explosives aboard twenty passenger jets,
and he has likely been involved in a few other dangerous but so-far unsuccessful plots.

For the most part, the “new wave™ of terrorism that expresses allegiance to Al Qacda
tends to be poorer, less educated and more marginal than the old Al Qaeda or its
remnants. It relies to a greater extent for financing and personnel on pre-existing petty
criminal networks because large-scale financing is easily tracked (9/11 cost some
$400.000 followed by the 2002 Bali and 2004 bombings at about $50,000 each, with all
others considerably less). The Saudi Ministry of Interior ran a study of 634 detainces
through 2004 and is presently finishing a study of 3000. We have seen the data and the
newer Saudi wave also tends to be younger, poorer and less educated. Even in the older
cohort there was little traditional religious education; however, the newer cohort tends to
be less ideologically sophisticated and especially motivated by desire to avenge perceived
injustice in Iraq. This “new wave™ pattern of increasingly marginality and “*born-again™
rcligion is reflected in European and North African groups that express allegiance to Al
Qaeda, as well as foreign fighters in Iraq (41 percent from Saudi Arabia and 39 percent
from North Africa since August 2006).

Krueger and others repeatedly refer to predictive factors in “recruitment.” It is important
to understand that there is. and has never been, clear cvidence of “r<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>