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ABSTRACT 

On September 11, 2001, politicians and academic experts on terrorism decried the attacks 

in New York and Washington as unprecedented and unparalleled.  The truth is that the Al 

Qaeda network represents a new organizational form, with unprecedented capacity; 

however, the organization’s goals, ideology and strategy have deep roots in the history of 

terrorism and radical Islam.  This thesis looks at the pre-9-11 literature on terrorism, and 

its failure to provide coherent insight into the nature of terrorism, or even a generally 

acceptable definition of terrorism.  It goes on to trace the known precedents of Al Qaeda 

in the history of terrorism, as well as its ideological roots in the history of radical Islam.  I 

then take a detailed look at the Al Qaeda organization itself and its role in the greater 

global network of radical Islamists.  Finally, I reflect on pitfalls of studying terrorism 

strictly through any one lens as it becomes increasingly necessary to combine different 

perspectives in order to achieve a comprehensive understanding of existent organizations.   

                         

                            Frank Alcock 

                            Political Science 



 1

Introduction 

 Current attempts to study terrorism in academia are fraught with many questions 

and unsettlingly few answers.  Many of the questions being asked today are holdovers 

from the 1970’s when the first spike emerged in the academic literature on terrorism.  

Since 2001, there has been another spike in popular as well as academic literature on 

terrorism.  However, in the 1970’s terrorist attacks were becoming more common, yet, 

they were not necessarily becoming more lethal.  The literature of that time sought to 

analyze and contextualize the existing trend, which it did with limited success.  After the 

attacks of September 11, 2001, the glut of literature that was rushed onto the bookshelves 

aimed to sell copies.  Many authors and editors accomplished this by exploiting the 

public's hysteria and confusion with respect to Islam, terrorism and Weapons of Mass 

Destruction.  According to WorldCat.org, the universal library catalog, roughly 500 

books were written on the subject of terrorism in each year of the early 1990’s, this 

climbed steadily to roughly 1000 by the latter half of the decade, and nearly 1500 in 

2000.  In 2001, the number of books written on terrorism more than doubled to figure just 

over 3500.  This figure nearly doubled again in 2002, setting the record high of 6523.  

This means that almost as many books on the subject of terrorism published in the single 

year of 2002, as were published throughout the entire decade of the 1990’s.  Then, from 

2003 to 2006, another 5000+ books were published each year with a slowdown in 2007 

and 2008.1   

 This trend of books published does not necessarily reflect a similar trend in 

dedicated research on terrorism, nor does it reflect a growing consensus amongst the 

                                                 
1WorldCat, “Results for ‘su:Terrorism,’” WorldCat.org, 
http://www.worldcat.org/search?q=su%3ATerrorism&fq=&fc=yr:_50&qt=show_more_yr%3A (accessed 
March 20, 2009).  
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academic community on the answers to the myriad of unanswered questions posed by 

research on terrorism.  These questions include, what is terrorism? Is terrorism a new 

phenomenon? What causes terrorism? Who becomes a terrorist? Where do terrorists 

strike? When do terrorists strike? Is terrorism effective? Can terrorism be stopped? And 

how does terrorism fit into or affect conceptions of global politics?  Clearly, these are 

difficult questions.  Though several attempts have been made to answer each of them, it 

is rare that one explanation stands out amongst the rest as the most correct answer.  

Admittedly, the glut of post-9-11 explanations for terrorist activity is so staggeringly vast 

that even the pre-9-11 experts have been forced to alter and rework the few theories that 

were attractive enough to gain traction amongst their insular academic community.  Yet, 

many of the books written since 2001 have been so overtly sensational and poorly 

researched, that it in the direct aftermath of September 11, 2001, it became 

disappointingly rare for an author to base his or her ideas or theories—in the few 

instances where authors have been so bold as to actually offer a theory—on any prior 

theoretical or conceptional frameworks of terrorism.  This is not to say that no good work 

or good research has been done in this field.  But, even amongst the good works 

published by researchers who came to study the subject after the events of 9-11, there is a 

qualitative difference in their approach to, as well as their analysis and understanding of 

terrorism.  As such, academic terrorist research can be seen as split between pre-9-11 

researchers and their research and post-9-11 researchers and their research.  Though there 

were signs of this conflict throughout the post-9-11 period, the definitive split occurred in 

May 2008, after Bruce Hoffman wrote a scathing review of Marc Sageman’s book, 

Leaderless Jihad, in Foreign Affairs.2 

                                                 
2 Bruce Hoffman, “The Myth of Grassroots Terrorism: Why Osama Still Matters,” Foreign Affairs, (May 
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Bruce Hoffman vs. Marc Sageman 

 Bruce Hoffman is the Corporate Chair in Counterterrorism and 

Counterinsurgency at the RAND Corporation.  Moreover, Bruce Hoffman stands alone as 

the rightful heir to the throne of pre-9-11 terrorist studies in academia.  Unlike the many 

writers who came to “study” terrorism after 9-11, Hoffman had been diligently working 

for 30 years on the difficult questions that had been leftover from the literature put out by 

the previous generations of academics engaged with terror studies.  Being aware of his 

authority on the matter, Hoffman unapologetically wrote that post-9-11 author, Marc 

Sageman, both did not know and could not know what he was talking about with respect 

to terrorist organizations.   

 Marc Sageman is a forensic psychiatrist who holds a Ph.D. in Sociology.  He 

worked as a forensic psychiatrist for the CIA as well as the scholar in residence for the 

New York City Police Department.  During the 1980’s he conducted a great deal of first 

hand research on the growing jihadist network in Afghanistan, noting how the 

organization operated as well as how people came to join it.  After 9-11, he audaciously 

thumbed his nose at the calcified bulk of pre-9-11 terrorist literature.  He eschewed the 

requisite literature review of his predecessors, and took an earnest look at the Al Qaeda 

network.  He aptly termed the network of terrorist cells and organizations affiliated with 

Al Qaeda the Global Salafi Jihad network.  Then he offered his analysis of the network’s 

salient capabilities and its method of operation in 2004's Understanding Terror %etworks 

and once again in 2008's Leaderless Jihad.3  Sageman promoted a theory in these two 

                                                                                                                                                 
2008).   
Marc Sageman, “Does Osama Still Call the Shots: Debating the Containment of Al Qaeda’s Leadership,” 
Foreign Affairs, (July 2008). 
3 Marc Sageman, Understanding Terror %etworks, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004). 
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works that sought to explain why people had joined the Salafi Jihad network and how 

they subsequently became radicalized.  He referred to this theory as the “bunch of guys” 

theory.  Sageman had appropriated the term “bunch of guys” from Canada's police force 

and he noted that when one looks at existent cells of jihadi fighters, they are struck by 

how often the individual members lack apparent religious devotion or militant beliefs on 

a personal level.  Sageman believes that oftentimes radical cells form when one or two 

individuals hold strict or militant radical beliefs, and then they form a group of friends.  

In turn, it is the non-radical friends who become increasingly isolated from and bitter 

towards the outside world at large.  Ultimately, as the group becomes more insular, the 

non-radical members become more devoted to the core members' strict beliefs and 

religious practices.  Consequently, this results in the individual member's militancy and 

strictness becoming subject to an escalating game of one-upsmanship against the other 

members.4   

In his review for Foreign Affairs, Hoffman ultimately dismissed this “bunch of 

guys” theory of terror networks as a mix of bad history, bad psychology and bad 

sociology.  Hoffman's review went on to mock the conspicuous absence of any citations 

in Sageman’s bibliography of the foundational literature from the field of terrorism 

studies.  Then, to add insult to injury, he offered Sageman an introductory level syllabus 

on understanding terrorism.5   By contrast, Hoffman’s own book, Inside Terrorism,6 is 

                                                                                                                                                 
Marc Sageman, Leaderless Jihad, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008). 
4 Marc Sageman, Understanding Terror %etworks, 107-112. 
Marc Sageman, Leaderless Jihad, 66-69. 
In both books Sageman refers to the “bunch of guys” theory as the friendship or social bonds explanation.  
The Foreign Affairs exchange with Hoffman marked the shift in his rhetoric, and it now seems that the 
“bunch of guys” theory has become an accepted term.     
5 Bruce Hoffman, “The Myth of Grassroots Terrorism.” 
6 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 2nd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006).  Throughout 
this thesis I refer to both the first edition of this book, published in 1998 and the revised and expanded 
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often called a classic of the genre; however, such statements now beg the question, “what 

genre?”  Inside Terrorism, which was first published in 1998, offers its readers an 

efficient and readable summary of the vast array of pre-9-11 literature on terrorism.  It 

addresses the big questions asked by researchers since the 1960’s through the 1980’s, 

such as what is the definition of terrorism? What is the history of terrorism? How is 

suicide terrorism different from other forms of terrorism? And what is the media's role in 

terrorism?  Hoffman plainly stated in the preface to his 1998 edition that he did not intend 

to offer a new “theoretical treatise or conceptual reinterpretation.”7 Instead he chose to 

focus his answers to his own questions on the reasons why the academic community has 

struggled to answer these questions.  However, the 1998 edition of Hoffman’s book only 

made passing references to the network associated with Osama bin Laden in the 

conclusion.8  No analysis is offered in that section, yet Hoffman insisted in his book 

review for Foreign Affairs that his acknowledgement that the East African Embassy 

bombings may be a sign of worse things to come constituted a precise prediction, which 

was ultimately validated by the events on September 11, 2001.9  Moreover, Hoffman’s 

highly obscure 2006 revised and expanded edition of Inside Terrorism, which predated 

Leaderless Jihad by two years, includes overt references to the jihadst movement as 

“leaderless resistance.”  He explicitly discusses the symbolic importance of Al Qaeda’s 

leadership, in which he states that they lack direct command and control over the network 

                                                                                                                                                 
edition.  However, all citations from this book are derived exclusively from the revised and expanded 
edition unless otherwise stated in the citation. 
7 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, xv. 
8 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 205-212.  Even still, it 
is clear from the context that the sections on bin Laden were written in a quick response to the East African 
Embassy bombings, which must have occurred as the book was getting ready to go to print. 
9 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 2nd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), ix. 
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of cells and affiliate organizations, and he clearly terms the network’s use of independent 

cells a “leaderless” strategy.10   

 Considering the apparent contradiction inherent in Hoffman’s own words, it is 

important to remember that his most substantive criticism of Sageman does not really 

reflect Sageman’s conclusions but rather his position in academia and his academic 

process. 

Although these informal local terrorist groups are certainly a critical part of the 
global terrorist network, Leaderless Jihad's salient weakness is its insistence that 
this dimension represents the entire threat facing the United States today. This 
shortcoming can largely be explained by Sageman's brusque dismissal of much of 
the existing academic literature on terrorism in general and terrorist networks in 
particular.11 

 
Once again, Hoffman seems to readily admit that the theory itself is not wrong, but rather 

that it does not encapsulate the entire explanation for the very fact that it does not 

synthesize itself onto the research tradition of the pre-9-11 terrorist research. 

The Take-Home Lessons of the Pre-9-11 Literature on Terrorism 

Terrorism is Theater 

 In truth, the genre of pre-9-11 literature on terrorism for its vastness and 

complexity did not yield any coherent theoretical models to explain terrorist behavior that 

researchers could turn to on September 11, 2001.  The enduring aphorism that was 

invoked at each juncture prior to the 9-11 attacks as a fundamental truth, and at every 

juncture after the 9-11 attacks as a fundamental mistake, came from Brian Michael 

Jenkins.  Jenkins was one of the first researchers in academia to begin studying terrorist 

organizations in the 1960's at the RAND Corporation, and unlike many of his compatriots 

from that era he continues to study the phenomenon in a professional context today.  

                                                 
10 Bruce Hoffman, 38-40. 
11 Bruce Hoffman, “The Myth of Grassroots Terrorism,” Foreign Affairs. 
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Though he is famous for penning many of the clever aphorisms that came into vogue 

with pre-9-11 terrorist researchers, his most famous quote came out of a RAND 

monograph from 1975, entitled “Will Terrorists Go Nuclear?”  In the monograph, Jenkins 

boldly stated that “Terrorists want a lot of people watching, and not a lot of people 

dead.”12 

 Though the first chapter will expand on the issues of the definition of terrorism 

and the related lessons learned from the first generation of research on terrorism, it 

suffices to say that pre-9-11 analysts saw terrorist organizations as political actors using 

violence as spectacle to gain attention and affect public policy to achieve certain goals.  

Though researchers did not agree on what motivated terrorism, a basic consensus had 

developed that terrorism was not motivated by an individual psychological disorder.  

Terrorists were not serial killers, and it was not easy to develop the psychological profile 

for a typical terrorist.  Unsettlingly, psychological approaches to terrorist studies often 

resulted in the conclusion that terrorists were not unlike you and me.  Moreover, terrorist 

acts were viewed as logical calculated actions, which were undertaken to achieve a goal.  

However, researchers expressed ambivalent beliefs with respect to whether or not 

terrorist acts were strategically practical, or whether terrorist campaigns significantly 

resulted in terrorist organizations achieving their political goals.   

As such, terrorist violence was believed to be a means to an end, and not an end 

onto itself.  Furthermore, as the generation of terrorists who were responsible for much of 

the violence in the 1960’s and 1970’s began to surrender, retire, and die, there appeared 

to be a general reflection on the futility of violence as a tactic of political change.  The 

                                                 
12 Brian M. Jenkins, “Will Terrorists Go Nuclear,” RA%D Report p-5541 (Santa Monica: Rand Corporation, 
1975), 4. 
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growing consensus amongst retired terrorists and terrorist researchers was that terrorism 

was an effective emergency tactic, which could help effect real political change if it was 

followed by a more comprehensive strategy of change.  Consequently, those terrorist 

organizations that were labeled and perceived exclusively as terrorist organizations – as 

opposed to political organizations that simply used terrorism – were thought to have 

failed on a fundamental level.  This is because, on an organizational level, an endless 

campaign of terror must have been the result of basic mission creep.   

Terrorism is Mission Creep 

Mission creep, or goal displacement due to sub-goal formation, is the 

organizational pathology whereby procedural rules and instrumental goals become 

terminal goals.13  In less formal terms, mission creep is the phenomenon by which means 

become ends.  During the 1990’s the Irish Republican Army (IRA) began to rein in its 

campaign of violence – which had existed in some form for nearly a century – to better 

negotiate a political solution to the problem of sovereignty in Northern Ireland.  During 

the same time period the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) continued to launch waves of the deadliest 

suicide attacks in the history of Sri Lanka.  However, the Tamil Tigers amassed a 

staggering death toll without drawing any closer to their political goals.  By the mid 

1990’s, analysts of terrorism began to presume that terrorism was either the last tactic of 

failed politics, or it was the preferred tactic of political failures.  For example, the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) were formed out of the remnants of a 

once legitimate political party in Colombia.  Many of the party’s members were killed in 

an act of state terror known as La Violencia, and the surviving factions subsequently 

                                                 
13 W. Richard Scott, Organizations: Rational, %atural and Open Systems, 5th ed. (Upper Saddle River: 
Prentice Hall, 2003), 334-340. 
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evolved into an underground political party.  Then they came to be a guerilla insurgency, 

a terrorist organization, and finally forming a typical criminal syndicate.  Now the FARC 

perpetuates its war through ties to Colombia’s drug lords.  Yet, during the early 1990’s 

the FARC managed to achieve a series of political victories, albeit temporary victories, 

through compromise and nominal cooperation with the Colombian government. 14  By the 

early 1990’s the FARC itself had become a large organization that was not prepared to 

fully give up the means of violence for the right of political participation.  In order to 

raise the funds to operate the organization, the FARC expanded its role in the cocoa trade 

and continued to execute nearly 4,000 kidnappings per year.15  Moreover, the FARC 

came under constant criticism from both Colombian and other Latin American Marxists, 

who saw the FARC’s use of violence and kidnappings as counterproductive to their own 

legitimacy and, thereby, the legal tactics of change.16  Yet, in spite of the FARC’s wealth, 

manpower, and access to arms they have repeatedly failed to establish a Marxist-Leninist 

government in Colombia.  Instead, the more the FARC grows in strength, capacity and 

numbers, they more competent they grow in continuing to execute the same failed tactics. 

The Difficulty of Anticipating or Explaining 9-11 with Pre-9-11 Research 

When considering the maxims that terrorists want a lot of people watching and 

not a lot of people dead, in addition to the fact that the goal of a terrorist attack is political 

                                                 
14 Walter Laqueur, %o End to War: Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century, (New York: Continuum, 2003), 
205.  Similarly, one of the most promising strategies of the FARC was to (re)establish a legal political 
party, known as the Patriotic Union (UP), which had shown promise to affect positive political reforms 
within the government.  However, the leftist candidates of the UP became the targets of Colombia’s far-
right terrorist organizations and during the late 80’s and early 90’s hundreds of UP members were killed, 
including two presidential candidates.  Furthermore, the UP was once again made an illegal party in 2002.  
15 Walter Laqueur, %o End to War, 204-205.  According to Laqueur, the FARC and the Colombian 
government have developed a standard procedure with respect to kidnapping.  Even though half of the 
kidnappings worldwide occur in Colombia, nine out of ten persons kidnapped in Colombia are eventually 
set free.  Additionally, Laqueur estimates that between the protection payments from the coca farmers, the 
profits from cocaine smuggling, and kidnappings, the FARC’s operating budget is as large as $400 million 
per year.  This figure is exponentially larger than Al Qaeda’s budget has ever been. 
16 Walter Laqueur, A History of Terrorism, (New Brunswick: Transaction, 2001), 199-200. 
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change, the 9-11 attacks seem puzzling.  The 9-11 attacks were mystifying both in their 

degree of awe-striking spectacle, as well as their unprecedented degree of catastrophic 

destruction.  Yet, even as the world watched the destruction unfold repeatedly on 

television, and every other news medium available came to be monopolized by reports 

and comments on the day’s attacks, those who were responsible for the attacks remained 

utterly silent for months.17  Therefore, it seems logical to ask, what political goals can 

possibly be accomplished by capturing the world’s attention without driving the basic 

narrative?   

Prior to 9-11, few Americans so much as knew the name Osama bin Laden and 

only the upper echelons of the government’s intelligence community regularly referred to 

the organization Al Qaeda.  Thus, in the absence of any reasonable explanation for the 

day’s destruction, every explanation from irrational religious millenarianism to vast 

internal conspiracy seemed plausible.18  Even amongst the pre-9-11 experts, the day’s 

events continually challenged many basic assumptions about terrorist organizations and 

terrorist attacks.  As Bruce Hoffman, Jessica Stern and a few other analysts had written 

about the significance of religiously motivated terrorists favoring suicide attacks, and the 

possibility of terrorist attacks growing more destructive, the prevalent belief among 

                                                 
17 Bin Laden himself would not claim credit for the 9-11 attacks until 2004.   
PBS, “Bin Laden Admits 9/11 Responsibility, Warns Of More Attacks,” Online %ewsHour Update, 
October 29, 2004, under http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/binladen_10-29-04.html (accessed, April 
15, 2009). 
18 For those interested in the conspiracy theories surrounding 9-11, the film series Loose Change written 
and directed by Dylan Avery is famous for making most of the “movement’s” claims.  Dylan Avery, Loose 

Change: Final Cut – The Official, Complete Version, 2007, Loose Change Web site, Flash Video file, 
2:09:46, http://www.loosechange911.com/finalcut (accessed March 20, 2009).  Furthermore, many if not 
all of the claims made by conspiracy theorists were eloquently debunked in the March 2005 issue of 
Popular Mechanics.  “Debunking the 9/11 Myths: Special Report,” Popular Mechanics, (March 2005), 
under http://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/military_law/1227842.html (accessed March 20, 
2009).  
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researchers remained that only a millenarian sect trying to trigger the apocalypse would 

mount a campaign of indiscriminate catastrophic destruction.   

However, as more information on Al Qaeda became public, many commentators 

began to seize upon the available facts to stoke fears of the oncoming era of 

megaterrorism, where terrorists would detonate chemical, radiological, biological or 

nuclear weapons of mass destruction (CRBN WMD) in large civilian populations.  

Others revived Samuel Huntington’s thesis of the Clash of Civilizations, which 

suggested, amongst other things, that the Islamic world would go to war with the West in 

the post-Cold War period.19  Still others, even recently, continue to grossly overstate Al 

Qaeda’s objectives as nothing short of world domination.20  The truth, of course, is more 

complicated and less apocalyptic than these explanations. 

                                                 
19 Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations,” Foreign Affairs 72, no 3, (July/August 1993), 22-
49. 
Huntington suggested that the seven world civilizations would clash, which would not simply turn into a 
clash between the Muslim world and the Western world.  He suggested that the West was going to clash 
with the Orthodox world, which was composed largely of the former Soviet Bloc.  Furthermore, this meant 
that the Hindu, African, Latin American, Sino, and Japanese civilizations—which were each thought to be 
somewhat homogenous and loyal onto themselves—would come to clash with one another as well as the 
Western and Muslim worlds.  However, this much was often ignored, and the term “clash of civilizations” 
became more or less synonymous with Islam versus the West after 9-11. 
Further Reading: Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996). 
20 Christopher Hitchens, in an appearance on Real Time with Bill Maher, berated actor-musician Mos Def, 
for asking the other panelists—Salman Rushdie, Christopher Hitchens, and Bill Maher himself—if Al 
Qaeda had “a manifesto,” and “what their stated political objectives” were.  Hitchens first stated, correctly, 
that Al Qaeda sought a restoration of the Caliphate.  He then stated that Al Qaeda actively seeks to murder 
“all Jews, all Hindus, all secularists… all atheists, [and] all Americans.”  Then, Maher, frustrated, jumped 
in and tersely said, “They’re bad! They’re bad mother [expletive deleted]!”  Still, Mos Def remained 
incredulous at the hostility that his question aroused, and, moreover, he was not convinced that any member 
of the panel had accurate information on Al Qaeda’s real objectives.  Mos Def then expressed a belief that 
the mainstream media could be complicit in spreading disinformation on Al Qaeda, to which Hitchens 
repeatedly asked Mos Def if he had ever watched a bin Laden video until Mos Def finally relented that he 
had not.   
Bill Maher, Mos Def, Christopher Hitchens, and Salman Rushdie, Real Time with Bill Maher, episode 147, 
(originally aired March 27, 2009), Flash video file, 9:14, http://www.hbo.com/billmaher/video/ under 
3/27/09 Overtime (accessed April 25, 2009). 
However, this anecdote, beyond the hyperbolic mischaracterization of the organization’s goals made by 
Hitchens, and the unwillingness to fully discuss the topic by Maher, illustrates much of the problem with 
the contemporary lack of real understanding of the terrorist threat we face.  The mainstream media in the 
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The Big Question 

Both the pre-9-11 and post-9-11 researchers of terrorism had to contend with the 

difficult question of whether Al Qaeda and the 9-11 attacks constituted a new form of 

terrorism.  The attack had not been effectively anticipated, and the existing literature on 

9-11 did not provide much insight into the problem at hand.  Therefore, it became clear 

that many of the old rules, old ideas, and old theories would have to be discarded to make 

way for new analysis.  However, no one wanted to destroy all of the old research in a 

clean sweep.  Consequently, the question of paramount importance became, how new is 

this new terrorism being conducted by the Al Qaeda network?  This question would have 

to concern the ways in which the new terrorism was consistent with the old paradigm and 

the precise ways it was inconsistent.  Therefore the question is not whether Al Qaeda is a 

new form of terrorism; the question is how it is new.   

 It is difficult to discuss Al Qaeda in concrete terms, as the organization still exists 

and continues to evolve in its structure and its operation.  The best analysis of Al Qaeda 

will be done once the group surrenders, dissolves, splinters, or its members become 

disaffected.  This has been true of the Irish Republican Army, the German Baader-

Meinhof Gang, the Italian Red Brigades, and the Weather Underground in the United 

States.  In each of these cases, members of the bedraggled organization willingly came 

                                                                                                                                                 
United States does not often run bin Laden videos, as they are long, dry, and require translation, which in 
turn requires the viewer to read subtitles.  Nevertheless, bin Laden has made countless videos, some of 
which contain conflicting messages, as well as deliberate use of deceptions, lies, and hyperbole, which are 
crafted to illicit a reaction in the intended audience(s) that could prove to be strategically advantageous to 
Al Qaeda itself.  Those scholars who have undertaken the monumental task of translating and interpreting 
the vast array of communiqués from the Al Qaeda leadership often express the tremendous difficulty of 
deciphering the message, as well as the message within the message, without reading extraneous 
information into it.   
Further reading: Raymond Ibrahim ed. trans., The Al Qaeda Reader, (New York: Doubleday, 2007). 
Even though these videos, which ostensibly are the primary means to understanding Al Qaeda’s ideology 
and strategy, it is preposterous to assume after years of the Bush administration’s rhetoric of evil, evildoers, 
and hatred of freedom, that many Americans would voluntarily devote many hours to the watching of and 
research on them.     
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out of hiding to testify against the remaining leadership.  This provided public insight 

into the inner workings of each group, and it facilitated the arrest of the depowered 

leaders.   

This is similar to the fact that significantly more is known about Al Qaeda before 

9-11 than is known about the organization since 9-11.  Several factors have affected this 

phenomenon, and they will be discussed in greater detail in chapter three.  Nevertheless, 

the most salient factor is the structural change the organization underwent after 9-11.  

Most of what is publicly known about Al Qaeda is the information that intelligence 

agencies have obtained from known pre-9-11 Al Qaeda operatives, who either came 

forward before 9-11, i.e. al-Fadl, or were captured after 9-11, i.e. Kahlid Sheik 

Mohammad.  By extension, the terrorism of the 1970’s and 1980’s is now better 

understood through the differences in organizational structure, capacity, and tactics from 

those of the Al Qaeda network.  However, in spite of these new insights into the older 

forms of terrorism, the essential character of terrorism itself remains elusive.   

How to Answer the Question 

 This project consists of three main chapters.  The first chapter concerns the 

definition of terrorism; or the lack thereof.  Terrorism does not have a universally 

accepted definition.  Yet, the ongoing discussion over potential definitions has 

illuminated the efforts of scholars to place concrete bounds on an interpretive 

construction of actual behavior.  Both the presented definitions and the objections to them 

reflect the few points of consensus within the pre-9-11 research, and the bifurcations 

amongst the analysts, the subjects, and the larger academic and legal communities.  The 

second chapter concerns the history of terrorism, in spite of the lack of definition, and the 
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history of radical Islam.  This chapter endeavors to disaggregate the rules from the non-

existent definition of terrorism by illustrating the broad trends and recurring patterns.  

That is to say, even if we do not know much about terrorism universally, we do know 

quite a lot about how specific organizations functioned in the past.  Detailing the 

historical precedents in past terrorist organizations and attacks helps to illustrate those 

ways in which Al Qaeda is not entirely new, even if there is no clear analogue that serves 

as its perfect parallel.  Furthermore, the history of radical Islam informs the development 

of Al Qaeda’s ideology, their goals, and how the organization sees itself with respect to 

history.  The third chapter looks directly at Al Qaeda from its formation through 9-11 and 

beyond.  Once again, far more information exists on the organization from the pre-9-11 

period, while much of the post-9-11 information remains classified or otherwise 

inaccessible to an undergraduate student lacking credentials in military intelligence.  

Finally we conclude with an overview of the analysis offered, and the answer to the 

question, how new is the new terrorism?    
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Chapter I 

The Definition of Terrorism 

Many authoritative analyses of terrorism either open or conclude with a dissection 

of the definition of terrorism.  More accurately, these authors try to dissect the definition 

of terrorism because there is no generally accepted definition of the word terrorism.  

However, there is neither a generally accepted definition given for fascism, communism, 

democracy, nor several other key term used by political scientists.  Yet, these terms are 

still used by political scientists, and the concepts they signify are studied 

comprehensively with great authority.  This research project is, itself, a study on Al 

Qaeda.  So why then is it necessary to discuss the definition of terrorism?  In short, it is 

because Al Qaeda is a terrorist organization.  Its members are terrorists, and they carry 

out acts of terrorism.  Although this statement might seem obvious, it carries with it an 

analytic weight that requires elaboration.  To clarify, specific attacks that are carried out 

by Al Qaeda operatives or affiliates can be described individually, and they will be in 

later chapters.  More importantly, when discussing a specific attack it is possible to use 

sufficient detail so that it becomes unnecessary to use the word terrorism.  When 

discussing multiple attacks, however, it becomes increasingly difficult to focus on the 

details and aspects common to all especially as the attacks come to make up separate 

campaigns of violence.  The only feature common to all successful attacks carried out by 

Al Qaeda agents is that they are acts of terrorism.  For this reason the following project is 

a single case study on the subject of terrorism.   
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What’s in a Definition? 

The definition of terrorism is but one way to enhance our knowledge of this 

specific case by comparison against the general category of which it is a part.  In the next 

chapter we focus on two other large categories to which the case is specific.  For now we 

may wonder what exactly a definition provides in our understanding of terrorism.  To 

clarify, the definition being sought here is not merely a description of the word as it is 

used in common parlance, but instead one that captures what is referred to by analytic 

philosophers as the intension of the expression.21  That is to say that the definition of 

terrorism must express all of the conditions necessary and sufficient for constitution of 

terrorism.  Reciprocally, we would also want to know the exact bounds to which the term 

applies.  There is no need to try and craft a new definition through formal logic here.  

Intensional adequacy in analytic philosophy is an idealized standard, whereby no possible 

counterexamples can be given to a definition.  However, a legal definition of terrorism 

would, for practical purposes, have to enumerate necessary and sufficient conditions as 

well as formal bounds of terrorism.  Therefore, a technical or academic definition of 

terrorism that seeks general acceptance must be held to a similar standard. 

Most terms in political science that are said to have a generally accepted 

definition often do not have an exhaustively precise or intensionally adequate definition.  

Instead, several terms are merely paired with a descriptive aphorism that serves the 

function of a definition.  For example the state is usually defined as a human community 

that can successfully claim the monopoly over the legitimate use of physical force within 

                                                 
21 Norman Swartz, “Definitions, Dictionaries and Meanings,” Simon Fraser University, 
http://www.sfu.ca/philosophy/swartz/definitn.htm (accessed October 1, 2008). 
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a given territory.22  This definition comes from a lecture given by the German sociologist 

and economist, Max Weber, in 1918 titled “Politics as a Vocation.”  Weber’s definition is 

concise and memorably eloquent.23  Though arguments could be, and likely have been, 

had over the primacy attributed to the state’s retention over its monopoly on force in 

order to function, Weber’s definition still enjoys general acceptance and constant 

invocation.  This could be attributed to some cleverness on Weber’s part as the meaning 

of a separate term that is intrinsically linked to the state is still debated.  Sovereignty, 

which is acknowledged as essential to state function, has several competing definitions.  

The political scientist Stephen Krasner has written extensively on the topic of 

sovereignty, and he found that in order to best analyze the topic he had to break the term 

into four separate terms and define those terms individually.   

Early Attempts at Gaining General Acceptance 

Experts on terrorism have not accomplished nearly as much in their own analyses 

in the four decades that the field has been intensively studied.  Renowned analysts Alex 

P. Schmid and Albert J. Jongman collected 109 separate definitions of terrorism in 1984.  

They published a table, reprinted in this chapter as Table 1, which broke down the 

frequency of 22 separate terms found within those definitions.  Schmid, however, 

lamented the fact that even by combining all the 22 terms together one would probably 

not come up with a good definition.24  After the attacks of September 11, 2001, there was 

a dramatic spike in the volume of literature on terrorism published.  However, two factors 

                                                 
22 Max Weber et al., The Vocation Lectures: Science As a Vocation, Politics As a Vocation, trans. Rodney 
Livingstone, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2004), 33.   
23 Weber’s aphorism actually offers a genus to species style definition, where “human community” is the 
genus and the aphorism provides the characteristics necessary and sufficient for a unit contained in the 
genus to be included in the narrower set of “the state.” 
24 Alex P. Schmid, Political Terrorism: A Research Guide, (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1984). 
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kept this quantitative increase in literature from becoming a qualitative one.  The first 

factor was that many authors writing after 9-11 had not previously studied terrorism, 

which resulted in the tendency for much of the literature published to overemphasize the 

unprecedented nature of the 9-11 attacks as well as the Al Qaeda network.  In this case, it 

is important to note that the attacks were construed as unprecedented for the author’s 

unfamiliarity with the history of terrorism, which forced many authors to strain to find 

anything to compare with Al Qaeda.  On certain occasions otherwise reputable academics 

would invite questionable comparisons between Al Qaeda and the Third Reich, or 

political entities that were considered to be embodied evil.25  The second factor was that 

the 9-11 attacks themselves were perceived as a harbinger of a new form of terrorism by 

the Pre-9-11 researchers.  However, this factor was categorically different from the first, 

as the Pre-9-11 terrorism experts had disagreed amongst one another about the potential 

capacity of a terrorist organization to inflict catastrophic destruction.  Brian Michael 

Jenkins had popularized the view in the 1970’s that terrorists would have no use for 

nuclear weapons—nor, presumably, any other weapons of mass destruction—as their use 

                                                 
25 A surprisingly delicate and professional handling of this comparison came from Giovanna Borradori in 
the introduction to her dialogues with Jürgen Habermas and Jaques Derrida, Philosophy in a Time of 

Terror, wherein she discusses the traumas of 20th century history and The Origins of Totalitarianism by 
Hannah Arendt.  From Arendt’s work Borradori contends that the “total terror” of Hitler’s Concentration 
Camps and Stalin’s Gulags did not merely represent the means of totalitarian government, but the essence 
of totalitarian government.  Additionally she invokes Arendt’s reflections on the 1961 trial of Adolf 
Eichmann in Jerusalem, whereby his lack of apparent fanaticism or vitriolic hatred of the Jews led Arendt 
to see Eichmann as the incarnation of the “banality of evil.”  Thereby, Borradori construes the 9-11 attacks 
as the embodiment of an ideology that fundamentally rejects the Enlightenment.  Out of Derrida’s and 
Habermas’ reflections on globalization and the expansion of secularization and modernity, Borradori 
expands this vision to the basic philosophical incompatibility of Kant’s ideal of enlightened individualism 
and bin Laden’s Salafi Islamism.  Implying that bin Laden, Hitler and Stalin shared in common a political 
philosophy that had been essentialized through the exercise of terror.   
Giovanna Borradori, Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jürgen Habermas and Jaques 

Derrida, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).  
Of course, this analysis appears restrained and legitimate next to the repeated use of the term 
Islamofascism, which is defended by Christopher Hitchens in an article for Slate. 
Christopher Hitchens, “Defending the Term ‘Islamofascism’: It’s a valid term. Here’s Why,” Slate.com, 
October 22, 2007, under http://www.slate.com/id/2176389 (accessed April 28, 2009). 
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would be irrational.  However, in 1995 a Japanese terrorist cult known as Aum Shinrikyo 

had released sarin gas into the Tokyo subway.  By 1999, Jessica Stern had written The 

Ultimate Terrorists, which warned of terrorists actively seeking and potentially using 

chemical, radiological, biological and nuclear weapons of mass destruction (CRBN 

WMD) on civilian populations.26  Consequently, much of the pre 9-11 literature was 

viewed skeptically, if not ignored entirely, by many first time writers and much of the 

reading public.  In addition, new publications by established experts had to compete for 

shelf space and readership against writers who were willing to distort facts and 

sensationalize a topic particularly prone to stoking anxieties.  As such, this outpouring of 

literature only generated additional definitions of terrorism, as it did little to advance the 

general acceptance of any one existing definition.  Alex Schmid has returned his energies 

to the question of a comprehensive definition.  He now offers a new “consensus 

definition,” which will be composed of a definition, 11 separate distinguishing 

characteristics and 21 distinct forms of political violence that do not constitute terrorism 

in his forthcoming Handbook of Terrorism Research.27   

It is imperative to also understand beyond the fact that there are so many 

definitions through to the reasons why the authors of these definitions disagree with one 

another on the substance of an accurate definition of terrorism.  One reason is simply that 

the nature of terrorism differs in time and space.  The tactics, weapons, targets, and rules 

of conduct of one terrorist organization are always specific to the organization’s history, 

                                                 
26 Jessica Stern, The Ultimate Terrorists, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999).  Undoubtedly, 
Jessica Stern is a Pre-9-11 expert on terrorism.  However, she frustratingly does not differentiate between 
Saddam Hussein’s use of chemical weapons against the Kurdish population of Northern Iraq and Aum 
Shinrikyo’s sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway, referring to both as acts of terrorism.  This severely 
undercuts one of the few points concerning the definition of terrorism that is commonly thought to be 
generally accepted; that is states conduct acts of terror and sub-state actors conduct acts of terrorism. 
27 Alex P. Schmid, Handbook of Terrorism Research, (London: Routledge, forthcoming 2009). 
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capacity, goals, ideology and its adversary.  Though this would still seem to suggest that 

a pattern would emerge if one could conceivably account for the necessary variables, 

there are a lot of potentially relevant variables to work through and a surprisingly small 

amount of hard data to work with.  After all, in spite of the perception of the magnitude 

and frequency of terrorist attacks held by sensitive populations of onlookers, acts of 

terrorism claim exponentially fewer lives and cause less property damage than car 

accidents do in a given year.  As such, how might one assess what the significant features 

are common to violent animal rights organizations and the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka?  

Imagine then how one might extend that same question to include every group and 

organization that could be categorized in between those two.  A generally accepted 

definition of terrorism must apply to all acts of terrorism, but the more disparate the acts 

that a single term is to define the broader its scope must be.  A broad definition, while 

seemingly less difficult to craft, is liable to be vague and thereby lack the precision 

necessary to distinguish terrorism from ostensibly similar phenomena.  Likewise, 

additional substantive disagreements are had over the precise distinction between acts 

that constitute terrorism and correspondent acts of war or acts of crime that must be 

viewed as separate from terrorism.  Still, further disagreements are had over which 

particular circumstances could exist to create exceptions for when a crime or act of war 

may constitute terrorism and others for when it may not. 

The reason such hair-splitting disagreements between analysts persist stems from 

the larger issue that some believe that the term intrinsically denotes an actor’s or actions 

illegitimacy.  This is important to political scientists because it helps inform our notion of 

legitimacy against the notion of state capacity.  Consider again Weber’s definition of the 
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state.  Given this framework, we can see that an illegitimate struggle against the state 

must be brought down so that the state can ensure continued peace, but more importantly 

legitimate violence from a non-state source negates state control in a given territory.  If, 

for instance, non-state combatants were to gain and hold a monopoly on the legitimate 

use of violence in a given territory their organization would become the new state.  

Therefore, observers of terrorism might seek to categorize terrorism as illegitimate in 

order to reflect the infrequency with which terrorist organizations successfully topple 

state regimes.  However, this analysis is too reductive.  Many factors weigh on a terrorist 

organization’s chances for success, and not all terrorist organizations seek to become the 

new state authority when they combat against an existing regime.  Therefore, the 

legitimacy of terrorist ideologies, terrorist campaigns and acts of terrorism can and 

therefore should be analyzed separately from the fundamental questions of whether 

something is or is not an instance of terrorism. 

However, even if terrorism is not by definition illegitimate, its contemporary use 

has imbued the term with connotations of illegitimacy, illegality, and immorality.  

Terrorism has become a convenient term to be used by anyone to convey general 

condemnation.  Some experts make more of this fact than others.  Brian Michael Jenkins 

is a long serving researcher at the RAND Corporation in Santa Monica who founded 

RAND’s prolific terrorism research unit in 1972.  In 1980, he expressed his frustration 

that some governments were prone to wantonly label all actions taken by their political 

opponents as terrorism.  He conceded that use of the term terrorism implies a moral 

judgment held by the observer over the party they seek to label.  “Terrorism,” he wrote 



 22

“is what the bad guys do.” 28  Consequently, the most fundamental victory that a state or 

society can achieve against a terrorist organization is to simply affix the terrorism label 

onto them.  Bruce Hoffman is the former director of the RAND Corporation’s 

Washington D.C. office who served as the head of the terrorism research unit and is 

currently a tenured professor at Georgetown University’s Edmund A. Walsh School of 

Foreign Service.  His major work, Inside Terrorism opens by stating that terrorism is a 

vastly overused term.  Interestingly, though, Hoffman focuses extensively on the need for 

terrorist organizations throughout history, and more dramatically after 1948, to avoid the 

label terrorism.  He lists both the extensive series of terms that modern terrorist 

organizations have invented or appropriated to describe themselves and the positive 

images fostered by the organizations’ given names.  His object in doing this is to convey 

a sense of how terrorists view themselves and potentially how they justify their own 

actions.  Simultaneously, he does this to show how the potentially most authoritative 

source of a definition of terrorism, terrorists themselves, have done little to directly help 

clarify who they are and what they do.  Considering the difficulty of observers of 

terrorism to define the phenomenon, it would be desirable for those labeled with the term 

to simply embrace it and define it for us.  However, the tendency on the part of many 

terrorist organizations is to instead paint the state or society they see as their adversary as 

the real terrorists.  Hoffman concludes, “On one point, at least, everyone agrees: 

‘Terrorism’ is a pejorative term.”29   

On the other hand, to acknowledge that terrorism carries negative connotations, 

and to resign oneself to the insurmountability of creating a generally accepted definition 

                                                 
28 Brian Michael Jenkins, “The Study of Terrorism: Definitional Problems,” RA%D Report P-6563, (Santa 
Monica: RAND Corporation, 1980), 10. 
29 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 23.  
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because of that fact are very different things.  Paul Wilkinson is the former chairman of 

International Relations at the University of Aberdeen.  He also served as chairman of 

International Relations at the University at St. Andrews and the director of the Research 

Institute for the Study of Conflict and Terrorism.  Several of his earlier books are listed 

amongst many works cited by Hoffman as supporting his assertion that terrorism is a 

pejorative term.  Wilkinson, however, summarily countered and dismissed all criticisms 

of subjectivity and pejorative connotation, which have dogged studies of terrorism for the 

decades that he has worked in the field, all within the first paragraph of his latest book.  

In Terrorism Versus Democracy, Wilkinson writes, 

Some so-called ‘post-modernists’ reject the concept of terrorism on the grounds 
that it is purely ‘subjective’, implying that there are no independent objective 
verifiable criteria to enable us to distinguish terrorism from other forms of 
activity.  The public would be justifiably puzzled if lawyers and criminologists 
ceased to use terms such as ‘murder’, ‘serial murder’ and ‘war crime’ and 
‘genocide’ simply because those who perpetrate such crimes regard these terms as 
pejorative.30 
 

Without addressing the issue of post-modernism just yet, it is difficult to read this 

passage and not imagine Hoffman rejecting this argument on the basis that convicted 

murders, to choose one example, have not gone to the lengths of terrorists in trying to 

rename and re-contextualize their crimes.  Wilkinson might agree with this fact, but his 

retort is still valid.  Murderer is certainly a pejorative term.  In the United States, if the 

state apparatus attempts to label you a murderer, then it is of the utmost importance for 

you to defend your actions, or to disprove the state’s allegations to the point of a 

reasonable doubt in a court of law.  Of course, the United States does not wantonly 

attempt to label persons as murders for political gains, and explicit protections are 

                                                 
30 Paul Wilkinson, Terrorism Versus Democracy: The Liberal State Response, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 
2006), 1. 
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granted to citizens to specifically prevent just such an abuse of power from taking place.  

Yet, to tie this issue back to an earlier point, when compared to other violent phenomena, 

there are a surprisingly small number of total instances of terrorism.  Murders have been 

committed since time immemorial, and for a researcher studying murder there are a vast 

number of cases to look at.  In the current American legal system murder is divided into 

various degrees of severity where the definition of first-degree murder is separate from 

second-degree murder.  Crimes related to murder, such as manslaughter, are defined 

separately from murder entirely and then divided again into their own degrees of severity.  

Additionally, centuries worth of case law have allowed judges, lawyers and legal scholars 

to establish clear lines with respect to exceptional cases where seemingly criminal acts do 

not constitute violations of law.  In this vein, a generally accepted legal definition of 

terrorism would help steer the largely moral debates on terrorism in a positivist direction.  

In this respect, however, a separate debate persists over the functional utility inherent to 

classifying terrorism as a separate crime, considering that the violent components of acts 

of terrorism inevitably involve illegal activities, which can be assessed and punished 

independent of their political motives more efficiently. 

Deconstruction of a Loaded Term: The “Real” Terrorism 

 Though Wilkinson is unclear as to whom he believes his postmodern critics to be 

or what precisely their criticisms are, the next substantive debate over the definition of 

terrorism concerns the perception of bias against sub-state actors by excluding the actions 

of states.  Walter Laqueur is a distinguished historian and political scientist who 

throughout his career has served as the Director of the Institute of Contemporary History 

in London and chaired the International Research Council at the Center for Strategic and 
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International Studies in Washington D.C.  In his latest book, %o End to War, Laqueur 

addresses the criticisms of the “neoanarchist school,” and their spokesperson, Noam 

Chomsky, for advancing the opinion that sub-state political violence must not be viewed 

in isolation from the violence of state actors.  Laqueur characterizes the neoanarchist 

view as one where the basic premise is that state actions, and more specifically 

imperialist state actions, have directly caused the murder, death, suffering and 

displacement of innocent civilians than the actions of sub-state actors.31  From this 

premise, Chomsky and others have argued that terrorism should be defined primarily as 

the illegal actions of the state.  Noam Chomsky is a famed linguist, who has been on the 

staff of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology since 1955, and a full professor of 

linguistics there since 1961.  Though widely published and revered in the field of 

linguistics, Chomsky is better known as a public intellectual and political commentator in 

the United States.  Writing in 2002, his article “Terror and Just Response,” uses the 

broadly worded definition of terrorism from a 1984 pamphlet produced by the United 

States Army as part of their Training and Doctrine Command to assert that U.S. policies 

in Nicaragua, Afghanistan and elsewhere were tantamount to acts of terrorism.32  The 

U.S. Army pamphlet defines terrorism as,  

The calculated use of violence or threat of violence to attain goals that are 
political, religious, or ideological in nature...through intimidation, coercion, or 
instilling fear.33  
 

                                                 
31 Walter Laqueur, %o End To War: Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century (New York: Continuum, 2003) 
140. 
32 Milan Rai, War Plan Iraq: Ten Reasons Against War on Iraq, contrib. Noam Chomsky (New York: 
Verso, 2002) 23.  
33

 US Army Operational Concept for Terrorism Counteraction, TRADOC Pamphlet No. 525-37, 1984.  It 
is unknown whether this pamphlet is currently circulated amongst army personnel.  No version, original or 
updated, appears listed under its pamphlet number in the directory of army pamphlets available to the 
public.     
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In assessing the utility of this definition, we may first admit that it does encapsulate the 

notion of terrorism.  Secondly, this definition is useful in that it can be applied to any 

terrorist organization at nearly any time in history.  As such, this would be a great 

definition if it were not for the obvious failure to distinguish terrorism from most other 

forms of political violence.  There may always be a psychological component to war; be 

it interstate war, civil war, insurgency, revolution, or any other distinct form, combatants 

will seek to frighten, intimidate or surprise their enemies to gain the upper hand in battle.  

Therefore, strictly using the language in the above definition, all wars throughout history 

have been acts of terrorism, as have violent protests, showcases of military technology, 

and at the most banal level the enforcement of law.  By this is meant what the prominent 

Yale Law School professor, Robert Cover, wrote in a 1986 essay, Violence and the Word, 

that all “legal interpretation takes place on the field of pain and death.”34  To explain, 

Cover took the idea best articulated by Weber’s aforementioned definition of the state, 

and extended it to argue that the state’s establishment and enforcement of law is only 

possible because of its monopoly on violence and force.  But the state bureaucratizes its 

fundamental capacity of force and violence, so that physical violence becomes a rarity, as 

the threat thereof pervades and underpins all action of government.  Neither Chomsky nor 

his ilk would seriously advance the claim that the 9-11 attacks were indistinguishable 

from the daily workings of the American judicial system.  However, given the broad 

wording of the chosen definition, such distinctions must be driven by personal 

interpretation.  In response to the claims neoanarchists do make about U.S. and Israeli 

foreign policy, Hoffman, Jenkins and Laqueur all use similar arguments.  They admit that 

interstate war, war crimes, and crimes against humanity have all been more devastating 

                                                 
34 Robert M. Cover, “Violence and the Word,” Yale Law Journal 95, no. 8 (July 1986), 1601. 
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and unconscionable with comparison to the nearly insignificant history of terrorism.  In 

fact, terrorism experts generally agree that more studies should be done on contemporary 

war crimes and crimes against humanity.  However, they rebut that it would not enhance 

our level of understanding with respect to either phenomenon to simply group war crimes 

and crimes against humanity with terrorism.   

To return to an earlier point, it seems that for the neoanarchist school terrorism is 

not simply a pejorative term it is the pejorative term.  For reasons unspecified, the 

neoanarchist find the nomenclature of war crimes insufficient to draw attention to unjust 

or illegal actions committed by states.  This is especially surprising considering that 

terrorism experts have distinguished the term terror from terrorism: where terror refers to 

campaigns of randomized violence conducted by a central state authority against its 

citizenry, which are often waged for the purposes of consolidating central power.  As 

previously mentioned, terrorism is a vastly overused term.  Deliberate misuse of the term 

at this point would only further dilute its vague present meaning, and wither its resonant 

capacity with the public.   

1ew Words, Old Problems, and 1o Definition 

So what can be done?  Alan B. Krueger, the Bendheim Professor of Economics 

and Public Policy at Princeton University, stated in a February 2006 lecture that if he 

could start the field currently studying terrorism all over again from scratch, then he 

would omit the word terrorism in exchange for “politically motivated violence.”35  

                                                 
35 Alan B. Krueger, What Makes a Terrorist: Economics and the Roots of Terrorism, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007), 14.   
Krueger’s lectures are interesting for reasons beyond his vocal frustrations over the lack of an accepted 
definition of terrorism.  Krueger collected a large dataset on terrorist incidents from the United States 
Department of State.  Therefore it may be presumed that his data conforms to the State Department’s 
definition of terrorism.  Yet, in his three lectures, Krueger was often hard pressed to show a significant 
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However, Krueger responded to a series of questions after his lectures about various 

aspects of the definition of terrorism essentially suggesting that in spite of his highly 

euphemistic choice of a replacement term, he would still have to differentiate and 

distinguish sub-state groups from states; and again with the sub-state groups aiming 

violent acts at civilian populations from those groups targeting military instillations and 

thereby engaging in some form of civil warfare.  To waste the effort that would be 

necessary to simply replace the word used for terrorism would be akin to putting lipstick 

on a pig; it would fail to address the larger problems that continue on beneath the surface.  

Of the substantive disagreements already listed, few would change significantly if a 

value-neutral perfect synonym for terrorism could somehow substitute the original 

wording in the search for a definition.  Therefore, as there is no value-neutral perfect 

synonym of terrorism, nor could there be one that did not at least come to carry the same 

connotations of the original, there is no need to try and fabricate one.  Terrorism is a 

flawed term, and that is too bad.  Thus, competent scholarship on this subject must 

recognize and admit the inherent limits of using a term such as terrorism and simply state 

them at the outset.   

Complexity and the Ineffable 

Terrorism is a complex phenomenon, which will vary in degrees, rather than 

absolute categories, from other forms of political violence.  Terrorism, however, is not 

simply a subcategory of political violence.  This is due to the fact that acts of terrorism 

                                                                                                                                                 
correlation in the data on all terrorist attacks ranging back from 1982, the first year the State Department 
began collecting data for their annual Global Patterns in Terrorism report, across a vast array of variables.   
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are not always politically motivated,36 though the overwhelming majority of attacks will 

have a political dimension to them.  Within the bounds of terrorism, however it is 

defined, there must be subcategories that link groups on the basis of observable patterns 

of behavior.  The magnitude of a terrorist attack is directly related to, but not wholly 

dependent on, the reactions it creates in the observers, the target, and the group’s 

supporters.  Because the effects of terrorism are related to issues of perception, certain 

issues of subjectivity will be unavoidable.  However, experts will agree almost every time 

as to whether or not an attack has constituted an act of terrorism.  

1ext Attempts at General Consensus 

 With those facts established, we should return our attention to workable 

definitions.  As mentioned above, Alex P. Schmid collected 109 definitions of terrorism 

in 1984, and worked for several years to use them to build a consensus definition.  This 

table provides a solid foundation upon which further analysis can rest.  

Table 1: Frequency of Definitional Elements in 109 Definitions37 

Elements  Frequency (%)  

1. Violence, force  83.5  

2. Political  65  

3. Fear, terror emphasized  51  

4. Threat  47  

5. (Psych.) effects and (anticipated) reactions  41.5  

6. Victim-target differentiation  37.5  

7. Purposive, planned, systematic, organized crime  32  

8. Method of combat, strategy, tactic  30.5  

9. Extranormality, in breach of accepted rules,  30  

without humanitarian constraints  

10. Coercion, extortion, induction of compliance  28  

11. Publicity aspect  21.5  

12. Arbitrariness; impersonal, random character;  21  

indiscrimination  

                                                 
36 For example millenarian religious groups who attack in order to hasten the apocalypse, as it literally 
means the end of the world, not an earthly return to utopia, can not be said to have a political dimension to 
their attacks. 
37 Alex P. Schmid and Albert J. Jongman, Political Terrorism: A %ew Guide to Actors, Authors, Concepts, 

Data Bases, Theories and Literature, (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1988), 5. 
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13. Civilians, non-combatants, neutrals, outsiders  17.5  

as victims  

14. Intimidation  17  

15. Innocence of victims emphasized  15.5  

16. Group, movement, organization as perpetrator  14  

17. Symbolic aspects, demonstration to others  13.5  

18. Incalculability, unpredictability, unexpectedness  9  

of occurrence of violence  

19. Clandestine, covert nature  9  

20. Repetitiveness; serial or campaign character  7  

violence  

21. Criminal  6  

22. Demand made on third parties  4  

 
It is obvious that considerable disagreement existed amongst those experts solicited to 

provide a definition for this study.  Only three separate terms appear in the majority of 

definitions, and it is also apparent that the most common term, violence, does not appear 

in all (or close to all) of the definitions collected.  Additionally, it is important to realize, 

as Schmid says, that arranging these 22 terms into full sentences would not yield the best 

definition possible.  Instead, Schmid struggled with crafting a consensus definition for 

many years even with this data at hand.  Though the following is not yet officially 

published, and may be subject to some revision, it can be seen as the culmination of 

Schmid’s long struggle to fully define terrorism.  

1. Terrorism refers on the one hand to a doctrine about the presumed 
effectiveness of a special form or tactic of  fear-generating, coercive political 
violence  and, on the other hand, to a conspiratorial practice of calculated, 
demonstrative, direct violent action without legal or moral restraints, 
performed for its propagandistic and psychological effects on various 
audiences and conflict parties; 

2. Terrorism as a tactic is employed in three main contexts: (i) illegal state 
repression, (ii) propagandistic agitation by non-state actors in times of peace 
or outside zones of conflict and (iii) as a illicit tactic of irregular 
warfare employed by state and non-state actors; 

3. The physical violence or threat thereof employed by terrorist actors  involves 
single-phase acts of lethal violence (such as bombings and armed assaults), 
dual- phased life-threatening incidents (like kidnapping, hijacking and other 
forms of hostage-taking  for coercive bargaining) as well as multi-phased 
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sequences of actions (such as in ‘disappearances’ involving kidnapping, secret 
detention, torture and murder). 

4. The public (or publicized) terrorist victimization initiates threat-based 
communication processes whereby, on the one hand, conditional demands are 
made to individuals, groups, governments, societies or sections thereof, and, 
on the other hand, the support of  specific constituencies (based on ties of 
ethnicity, religion, political affiliation and the like) is sought by the terrorist 
perpetrators; 

5. At the origin of terrorism stands terror – instilled fear, dread, panic or mere 
anxiety – spread among those identifying, or sharing similarities, with the 
direct victims, generated by some of the modalities of the terrorist act – its 
shocking brutality, lack of discrimination, dramatic or symbolic quality and 
disregard of the rules of warfare and the rules of punishment;  

6. The main direct victims of terrorist attacks are in general not any armed forces 
but are usually civilians, non-combatants or other innocent and defenseless 
persons who bear no direct responsibility for the conflict that gave rise to acts 
of terrorism; 

7. The direct victims are not the ultimate target (as in a classical assassination 
where victim and target coincide) but serve as message generators, more or 
less unwittingly helped by the news values of the mass media, to reach various 
audiences and conflict parties that identify either with the victims’ plight or 
the terrorists’ professed cause; 

8. Sources of terrorist violence can be individual perpetrators, small groups, 
diffuse transnational networks as well as state actors or state-sponsored 
clandestine agents (such as death squads and hit teams); 

9. While showing similarities with methods employed by organized crime as 
well as those found in war crimes, terrorist violence is predominantly political 
– usually in its intent but nearly always in its societal repercussions; 

10. The immediate intent of acts of terrorism is to terrorize, intimidate, 
antagonize, disorientate, destabilize, coerce, compel, demoralize or provoke a 
target population or conflict party in the hope of achieving from the resulting 
insecurity a favorable power outcome, e.g. obtaining publicity, extorting 
ransom money, submission to terrorist demands and/or mobilize or 
immobilize sectors of the public, etc; 

11. The motivations to engage in terrorism cover a broad range, including redress 
for alleged grievances, personal or vicarious revenge, collective punishment, 
revolution, national liberation and the promotion of  diverse ideological, 
political, social, national or religious causes and objectives; 

12. Acts of terrorism rarely stand alone but form part of a campaign of violence 
which alone can, due to the serial character of acts of violence and threats of 
more to come, create a pervasive climate of fear that enables the terrorists to 
manipulate the political process.38 

 

                                                 
38 Alex P. Schmid, Handbook of Terrorism Research, (London: Routledge, forthcoming 2009). 
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In addition to this exhaustive definition, Schmid provides a list of forms of political 

violence that are separate from terrorism.   

Forms of Political Violence other than Terrorism 

1. Hunger Strike/Self-Burning (Political Suicide) 
2.   Blockade/Public Property Damage/Looting/Arson/Sabotage 
3.   House Arrest/Arbitrary Arrest 
4.   Internment/Concentration Camps 
5.   Violent Repression of Peaceful Demonstrations 
6.   Hate Crime/Lynching/Vigilantism 
7.   Violent Demonstration/Mob Violence/Rioting/ 
8.   Raid/Brigandry/Warlordism 
9.   Political Justice/Show Trial 
10. Razzia/Mass Eviction/Unlawful Deportation 
11. Torture/Mutilation/Mass Rape 
12. Assassination/Political Murder/Liquidation/Attentat/Targeted 

Killing/Tyrannicide 
13. Summary Extra-Judicial Execution/Massacre 
14. Disappearances (Kidnapping and Torture/Maiming and Murder) 
15. Ethnic Cleansing/Purge/Pogrom 
16. Rebellion/Revolt/Banditry/Peasant Uprising/Urban Insurrection/National 

Liberation Struggle/Guerrilla Warfare/Low-Intensity Conflict due to 
Insurgency/Irregular Warfare 

17. Military Intervention/Invasion/Interstate Aggression (War) 
18. Resistance to Invasion/Occupation/Partisan Warfare 
19. (Elite) Coup d'Etat/(Mass) Revolution 
20. Civil War/Armed Intrastate Conflict with, or without, State Participation 
21. Ethnocide/Politicide/Genocide/Democide39  
 

This list should be understood in light of the fact that when the dominant goal of an actor 

is to, “victimize civilians and non-combatants in order to intimidate, coerce or impress 

and influence third parties,” acts of political violence become acts of terrorism.40   

Schmid draws the distinction that an assassination of a tyrant is not terrorism because the 

victim and target are the on and same.  Yet, other political murders might be terrorism.  

For example, a hijacking for the purposes of escape, while criminal, is not terrorism, 

while a hijacking involving demands to third parties (such as the release of prisoners) is 

                                                 
39 Schmid, Handbook of Terrorism Research. 
40 Schmid, Handbook of Terrorism Research. 
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terrorism.41  Taken together, this list and definition offer the most comprehensive 

baseline against which we may analyze terrorism. 

Representative Legal Definitions 

Still, it is desirable to include a few legal definitions of terrorism as several do 

exist.  While these may be imperfect for use in this analysis, they provide a level of 

context necessary for understanding the frustrations associated with crafting a good 

definition.  The legal definition of terrorism that I have found most acceptable is used by 

the United States Department of State.  It can be found in Title 22, Chapter 38 of the 

United States Code, Section 2656f(d).   

The term terrorism means premeditated, politically motivated violence 
perpetrated against noncombatant targets by sub-national groups or clandestine 
agents, usually intended to influence an audience;  
The term international terrorism means terrorism involving citizens or the 
territory of more than one country; 
The term terrorist group means any group practicing, or which has significant 
subgroups which practice, international terrorism;42  
 

Though this definition only differs in minute ways from the previous definition that had 

been favored by the neoanarchists, this definition makes considerable progress by 

distinguishing non-state from state actors and emphasizing the desire to influence an 

audience.  Another definition worth including was the one offered in 2004 to the United 

Nations Security Council as part of the unanimously passed Resolution 1566. 

Criminal acts, including [those] against civilians, committed with the intent to 
cause death or serious bodily injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to 
provoke a state of terror in the general public or in a group of persons or particular 
persons, intimidate a population to compel a government or an international 
organization to do or to abstain from doing any act, which constitute offences 
within the scope of and as defined in the international conventions and protocols 
relating to terrorism, are under no circumstances justifiable by considerations of a 

                                                 
41 Schmid, Handbook of Terrorism Research. 
42

 22 USC 2656f(d). 
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political, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, religious, or other similar 
nature.43 

 
Paul Wilkinson includes this definition as an example that shows how governments and 

international organizations are no longer stymied in passing legislation by their inability 

to find a suitable definition of terrorism.  Since 9-11, nearly every democratic state has 

been able to pass anti-terrorism legislation without devolving into arguments over the 

definition.44  This is seen as progress, even though the United Nations General Assembly 

has not yet passed anything containing a definition on terrorism, nor is it likely to do so 

anytime soon.  Of course, the United Nations’ General Assembly holds a number of 

parties of whom each has a vested interest in stalling any and all measures aiming to 

provide a clear definition of terrorism or to place greater sanctions on states harboring 

terrorists. 

Theories not Definitions 

Similarly, the substantial arguments listed throughout this chapter may not be 

resolved even if one definition of terrorism enough gained traction to become the 

standard used by all.  Therefore, it may not be particularly bad for legal definitions or 

analytic definitions to be slightly deficient, so long as they do not interfere with the tasks 

of counterterrorism and scholarship.  To this end, there is a useful quote used by the 

American philosopher, John Rawls, as he excused his inability to define justice. 

Definitions and analyses of meaning do not have a special place: definition is but 
one device used in setting up the general structure of theory.  Once the whole 
framework is worked out, definitions have no distinct status and stand or fall with 
the theory itself.45   
 

                                                 
43 UNSC Resolution 1566, October 2004. 
44 Wilkinson, 2. 
45 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 51. 
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I will grant that justice is potentially more difficult to define than terrorism, and that the 

definition of justice is unique in the degree to which it is subjective.  However, the main 

point still holds.  After several decades of experts and analysts studying terrorism, there 

have been very few studies that have yielded predictive models that can accurately 

approximate the areas or conditions under which terrorism will most likely emerge.  Alan 

Krueger’s analysis presumably aimed at creating this kind of predictive model, but nearly 

every variable he tested failed to correlate significantly with his data.  Robert Pape, a 

professor of political science at the University of Chicago and the director of the Chicago 

Project on Suicide Terrorism, has had considerable success in analyzing causality by 

limiting the scope of his research to suicide terrorism.   

This creates an inviting opportunity, then for researchers to choose not to build 

their studies off of the language employed in Dr. Pape’s definition of terrorism, but to 

instead build off of the parameters he creates in establishing his model.  Pape’s latest 

book, Dying to Win, helpfully breaks terrorism down to demonstrative terrorism, 

destructive terrorism and suicide terrorism.  Pape defines demonstrative terrorism as the 

violent political theater that is often associated with groups like the Orange Volunteers of 

Northern Ireland or the Red Brigades in Italy.  Characteristically, demonstrative terrorism 

aims to minimize casualties while monopolizing the public’s attention.  Pape then defines 

destructive terrorism as the form of terrorism where the terrorist organization seeks to 

deliberately harm its opponent groups, viewing destruction as an end unto itself.  This 

form of terrorism can be associated with the Baader-Meinhof gang, as they attempted to 

murder as many German industrialists as possible, and the early Palestinian groups that 

similarly sought to kill as many Israelis as possible.  Focusing on suicide terrorism, Pape 
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further separates suicide missions from suicide attacks.  Pape defines a suicide mission as 

an attack where the perpetrator leaves no chance for his or her escape and consequently 

dies at the hands of their enemy.  Suicide attacks, however, involve the attacker 

deliberately killing him or herself in the process of the attack.46   

However, this does not mean that every component of Dr. Pape’s model is useful 

or accurate.  Pape restricts his analysis to the realm of suicide attacks, and offers minimal 

comment on the other forms of terrorism that he defines.  As a result, further research 

must be done to find the possibly significant characteristics and defining features unique 

to the subgroup of suicide missions, the category of destructive terrorism, and the 

additional category of demonstrative terrorism before Pape’s categories gain general 

acceptance, or better categories can be crafted in a more comprehensive model. 

The Big Question: Slight Return 

Lastly, substantial disagreements amongst researchers persist over the question 

whether the attacks of September 11, 2001 signaled the emergence of a new terrorism.  

The aforementioned Paul Wilkinson offers a different model than Dr. Pape’s for 

separating the distinct categories of terrorism.  He labels four distinct categories, and one 

major dichotomy.  Wilkinson’s major categories are based on differences in political 

motivation.  First he identifies ethno-nationalist groups, then ideological groups, third 

religio-political groups, and fourth single issue groups.47  His major dichotomy separates 

potentially corrigible terrorism from incorrigible terrorism.48  Curiously, Wilkinson 

concludes his descriptions of these categories and then shifts focus to the distinctions 

                                                 
46 Robert A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New York: Random House, 
2005) 9-11. 
47 Wilkinson, 4. 
48 Wilkinson, 4. 
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between the new terrorism of Al Qaeda and more traditional organizations like the ETA 

and the FARC.  He offers no explanation of how Al Qaeda might fit into one of his four 

categories, nor does he identify them as a potentially corrigible or incorrigible group.  A 

later chapter on the rise of radical Islamist movements includes a list where Hezbollah, 

Hamas and Al Qaeda are grouped together, suggesting that Al Qaeda may be primarily 

grouped as a religio-political organization.49  However, Wilkinson writes that Al Qaeda is 

both different from, and far more dangerous than traditional terrorist organizations. 

From an early stage in its development it was clear that Al Qaeda was not going 
to resemble the traditional terrorist groups with their monolithic structures and 
centralized control: instead it was developed into a worldwide network of 
networks.50 
 

With all due respect to Wilkinson’s opinion on the matter, it is still unclear whether Al 

Qaeda truly is the quintessence of a new terrorism.  This question is critical to our 

understanding of Al Qaeda and our understanding of terrorism.  Other possible answers 

to this question include a blatant dismissal, which states that there is nothing new about 

Al Qaeda, and nothing extraordinary about the 9-11 attacks.  Wilkinson’s answer appears 

to be a total acceptance of the premise that the 9-11 attacks fundamentally change 

everything we believed we knew about terrorism.  However, a more plausible response 

falls somewhere in the middle.  In the third chapter I discuss how the 9-11 attacks were 

more destructive than its planners had intended it to be.  I also discuss how the original 

plans for the 9-11 attacks included significant features conventionally associated with 

demonstrative terrorism.  To answer the question at hand, the 9-11 attacks were 

precedented even though they lack a perfect parallel.  Moreover, a handful of government 

analysts and academic experts had risked their careers and reputations by warning that a 

                                                 
49 Wilkinson, 32. 
50 Wilkinson, 42. 
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catastrophic terrorist attack was imminent, even as such warnings were generally 

dismissed.  The 9-11 attacks were successful in ways, which prior ambitious attacks had 

failed to be as spectacular, as destructive, or as provocative as the attacks of 9-11.  

However, those failed or partially successful attacks set important precedents for 

understanding 9-11. 

Concluding Thoughts on the Definition of Terrorism 

 In conclusion, terrorism cannot be absolutely defined.  Instead, it can be 

approximately defined, and some definitions return high degrees of accuracy in 

predicting which attacks most people will perceive as acts of terrorism.  As such, the 

definition or definitions employed in a study on terrorism should be chosen on the basis 

of whether or not they allow the researcher to make practical use of data that falls within 

its given domain.  So long as the definition itself is printed in the material, and it 

accurately reflects the data that was included or omitted in the study it is legitimate.  

Therefore, Noam Chomsky and the neoanarchists are free to use the U.S. Army Manual 

definition from 1984 to pose a rhetorical argument against illegitimate state action so 

long as the vast domain of actions included under that definition can still serve to identify 

trends across terrorist movements with predictive accuracy.  To this end, if I were to do a 

quantitative analysis, then I would find a data set corresponding to the broader definition 

borrowed from the United States Department of State, and remove any cases that did not 

correspond to the more exhaustive 12 part definition Alex P. Schmid intends to include in 

his forthcoming book, Handbook of Terrorism Research.  For this project, I am content 

that these two definitions of terrorism are specific enough to my subjective interpretation 

of what constitutes terrorism.  Though these definitions will attract many familiar 
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criticisms that have been discussed throughout this chapter, I feel it is a tolerable level of 

criticism and professional disagreement given that the articulated domain of data is still 

broad enough to encompass all of the Al Qaeda attacks that I describe in the subsequent 

chapters as well as the historical analogs that I will use to trace the evolution of terrorism.  

Ultimately, there is little reason why one should anticipate the emergence of a universal 

consensus to be reached amongst researchers, experts, and readers on the definition of 

terrorism.  However, if one definition is likely to be generally used by the next generation 

of researchers on this subject, it will probably not come out of another Alex P. Schmid 

style aggregation and dissection of existing definitions; but it will come instead from an 

easy to use, somewhat intuitive, predictive model that can be used by researchers to 

accurately make sense of their data.  As it stands, this model does not exist yet.  

Therefore, the best way to advance the field of research is to adopt a narrow focus at the 

level of the organization or the attack and exhaustively detail the causal mechanisms at 

work, as well as the causal mechanisms that seem absent in a series of cases. 
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Chapter II 

The History of Terrorism and Radical Islam 

The history of terrorism goes back a long time, but the very fact that there is such 
a history, has frequently been ignored or even altogether surpressed.  This has to 
do mainly with the fact that terrorism did not appear at all times with equal 
intensity, there were periods relatively free of it.  As a result, when it reappeared 
after a period of relative calm there was a tendency to regard it as a new 
phenomenon, without precedent.51 
 
In the previous chapter I show that it is only marginally possible to define 

terrorism.  Consequently, my object in this chapter is to effectively contextualize Al 

Qaeda within the history of terrorism.  Of course, it would require great resources to 

effectively detail every instance of terrorism or to - more generally - give the biographical 

detail of every terrorist organization throughout history either.  However, a rough sketch 

of the emergence of terrorist organizations throughout history can be seen in terms of a 

historic trend.  This trend that begins in ancient history carries through to the French 

Revolution, to the Anarchist movements in 19th century Europe, to the postwar anti-

colonial struggles, to the explosion of Marxist, Leninist and Maoist revolutionary groups 

in the 1970’s and 1980’s, to the emergence of Hezbollah and Hamas in the Middle East, 

up to Al Qaeda and the 9-11 attacks.  Of course, this historic trend should not be seen as, 

and does not necessarily imply the existence of, a straightforward historic trajectory.  

Instead, this historic trend simply allows us to lend a degree of perspective to those 

present events that may be difficult to otherwise comprehend.  More bluntly, Al Qaeda 

would not be better understood through one side-by-side comparison with another 

terrorist organization from the past.  However, key features of Al Qaeda can be 

understood as they relate to separate features of various organizations and movements of 

                                                 
51 Walter Laqueur, A History of Terrorism, (New Brunswick: Transaction, 2001), vii.  Interestingly, this 
quote was penned in June 2001, mere months before the 9-11 attacks. 
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the past.  This does not mean that we should view Al Qaeda the essence of terrorism, or 

its most evolved form, but simply as an organization lacking peers though rich with 

predecessors.  Similarly, Al Qaeda’s leaders view their organization as heir to another 

historic tradition: radical Islam.  Though the religion of Islam itself has various widely 

accepted interpretations, and the billion adherents are themselves remarkably 

heterogeneous, there is a minority strain that is intolerant, absolute, strict, and oftentimes 

violent.  This strain of Islam has been largely denounced and rejected by the majority of 

the world’s Muslims.  Still, it is important to understand the historic trend of radical 

Islam from its genesis through Ibn Taymiyya, to Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, to Rashid Rida, to 

Hassan al-Banna, to Sayyid Qutb, through to Abdullah Azzam, Sheikh Omar Abdel 

Rahman and Osama bin Laden.     

Zealots and Assassins: 6 B.C.E. – 1275 C.E. 

Terrorism, as marginally defined in the previous chapter, refers to the actions of 

sub-state actors.  Therefore, it stands to reason that a history of terrorism would begin in 

the modern State era.  However, scholars of terrorism have acknowledged that actors and 

organizations of the ancient world share significant characteristics in common with 

terrorist groups of the modern and present contemporary periods.  For simplicity’s sake, 

these organizations should be seen as the antecedents of terrorism, and not terrorist 

organizations in and of themselves.  The two most infamous antecedent groups have 

names immortalized in the modern English vernacular: the Jewish Zealots and the 

Muslim Assassins waged marginally successful, though profoundly important, campaigns 

of violence against the societies to which they belonged.52 53  The French scholars, 

                                                 
52 Though very few first hand or contemporary accounts of the Zealots have survived since Roman times 
compared to the many historic accounts of the Assassin tribe, it is generally accepted that both groups self-



 42

Gérard Chaliand and Arnaud Blin have written a masterfully detailed chapter in their 

book, History of Terrorism: From Antiquity to Al Qaeda, on the Zealots and Assassins.  

The Zealots were a group of Jewish reformers who sought freedom from Roman rule and 

were known to be active between the years 6 B.C.E. and 70 C.E.  Little is known about 

the full nature of the Zealots’ campaign, leadership, or all of the tactics they had 

employed.  The scant number of first hand and historic accounts from that period do, 

however, describe the group’s use of targeted assassinations in public spaces and direct 

attacks on government buildings.  Such descriptions have led scholars to conjecture that 

the Zealots sustained a level of violence against the Romans that was designed to inflict 

psychological damage in order to achieve militaristic goals.  Yet, what makes the 

Zealots’ ambition so interesting was the way in which their external political struggle was 

intertwined with an internal religious one.   

The Zealots adhered to a strict observance of the Torah, and they believed that a 

man was only accountable in his life to God and God alone.  This dogma fueled the 

                                                                                                                                                 
identified under names other than Zealot or Assassin.  Furthermore, the names Zealot and Assassin were 
coined by rivals of the group and considered to be pejorative terms.  Zealot here is an umbrella term for one 
group Jewish dissidents for whom no other name is known and a similar group of Jewish dissidents known 
as the Sicarii.  Sicarii, too, is not an endogenous moniker; instead it is the name of the knife often wielded 
by group members in their attacks.  The so called Assassins referred to themselves as the %izari, which was 
the proper name of their branch of the Ismaili.  Though it is interesting to recognize that the more 
commonly used names of these groups are externally affixed and pejorative in both the original and 
contemporary context, it would be unnecessarily complicated to parse the minute differences between 
groups or use their less recognizable names for the sake of political correctness in this chapter.   
53 Often the Thugs, a Hindu gang, are grouped together with the Jewish Zealots and Muslim Assassins in 
discussions of religiously motivated terror in the ancient world.  However, the Thugs seem categorically 
different from their Jewish and Muslim counterparts.  The Thugs were a nomadic group of murderers and 
thieves.  They would prey on travelers lost in the desert, and often try and gain the travelers trust by 
offering help and guidance.  After days of travel the Thugs would set up camp and strangle the travelers in 
their sleep and steal whatever possessions they could find.  Arguments persist between scholars who 
believe the Thugs committed their crimes based on perverted religious beliefs and those who believe the 
motivation was a simple bloodlust combined with the innate desire for monetary gain.  However, the Thugs 
did not publicize their crimes, and though they may have randomly targeted their prey the murders were not 
designed to advance a political or even religious agenda.  Therefore, their crimes, while repugnant, stray 
too far from the aforementioned definition of terrorism.  Undoubtedly, this point can be disputed, and if 
nothing else, this contention should help illustrate the difficulty in defining terrorism.    
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group’s decision to also attack those Jews who had either assimilated into Roman culture 

or failed to live up to the Zealots’ ideal of religious purity.  This facet of the Zealot 

campaign of violence best informs our understanding of future terrorism.  As Chaliand 

and Blin explain this trend toward self purification can be found in many disparate 

terrorist organizations.  

It is here that the idea of purity – religious and political – begins to emerge.  This 
dynamic will be found in almost all such movements.  Robespierre, for instance, 
was animated by the same concept.  Moreover, the amalgam of religion and 
politics is almost systematically present, in one form or another, in the majority of 
movements resorting to terror.  In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, secular 
religion, or ideology – Marxism, Trotskyism, Maoism, Fascism, Nazism, and so 
on – was ubiquitous long before traditional religiosity made its comeback in the 
late twentieth.  In general, exclusively political terrorist organizations are rare in 
history, as are religious pressure groups with no political ambitions.54 
 

In the view of Chailand and Blin, terrorist campaigns that are driven by a strict dogmatic 

adherence to either a secular ideology or religious creed are likely to eventually direct 

violence against those group members and supporters whose commitment is deemed to 

be insufficient.  Though it certainly seems to be irrationally self-destructive for a small 

extremist group to attack the already vulnerable or oppressed population it claims to 

represent, such attacks can help push the core population of supporters toward the 

extreme set of beliefs and high levels of commitment held by the leadership.  For the 

Zealots, an absolute victory against the Roman army may have only been a dream, but 

the hatred fostered against the Roman oppressor was real.  Even after the Roman Siege of 

Jerusalem in 70 C.E. which destroyed the Second Temple, crushed the Zealot resistance, 

and resulted in the death of somewhere between 60,000 and 100,000 Jewish civilians, the 

surviving leader, Eleazar ben Yair, led some thousand Jewish men women and children 

                                                 
54 Gérard Chaliand, and Arnaud Blin, The History of Terrorism: From Antiquity to Al Qaeda, (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 2007), 57. 
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to the desert fortress at Masada.  There, a three year long resistance finally came to an 

end after the fortress was surrounded by Roman troops and the Jewish resistance fighters 

choose mass suicide over surrender to the Roman enemy. 

In contrast to the scant record of information on the Zealots, the Assassins’ 

campaigns of violence were well documented by many observers and historians from that 

period.  The Assassins were a group of Ismaili Shiites, who, under the leadership of 

Hasan-i Sabbah and his later descendants, used strategic violence and propaganda to 

combat superior regional forces and invading Crusaders from 1090 C.E. until 1275; at 

which point they were finally defeated by the invading Mongols.  The Assassins, like the 

Zealots, were a strict religious order.  The members conducted themselves according to a 

strict interpretation of the laws of Islam.  In battle, members were taught to use the power 

of faith to fight the enemy with unflinching determination, and full assurance that death 

at the hands of the enemy would ensure their reward in heaven.  Interestingly, though few 

would dispute the assertion that at the level of the individual the Assassin was fanatical in 

his adherence to his ideology, as an organization the Assassins were never seen as 

“mindless fanatics.”  In fact, the organization was highly strategic in its actions, even as 

their grand strategy involved sending individuals or small groups on suicide missions.55  

Due to their position of weakness, the Assassins avoided the classical means of warfare, 

and they learned to fight their enemies indirectly.  Their soldiers were masters at the craft 

of assassination, and their tacticians selected targets so to always maximize the damage 

inflicted upon the enemy.  Still, they often used political bargaining tools to create 

alliances of convenience, and to avoid unwinnable battles.  Ultimately, the Assassins’ 
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largest goal of establishing an Imam at the head of an Ismaili controlled Muslim empire 

was never achieved.  Though they controlled certain territories in Persia and Syria they 

could not garner the strength needed to conquer the land masses held by their enemies.  

However, the Assassins survived as a secret society for nearly two centuries, even as 

more powerful rivals fought simply to contain them.  The group was so effective that 

even after suffering one of their greatest direct defeats in 1129 they launched an attack 

that resulted in the assassination of the Fatimid Caliph in Egypt in 1130, which caused a 

disastrous crisis of succession for the empire.  As such, the Assassins enjoyed a greater 

margin of success than the overwhelming majority of modern terrorist organizations.   

It is interesting to see that the Zealots and Assassins more closely resemble 

modern international terrorist organizations than domestic ones.  Of course, both 

organizations predate the modern state system, however, in both of these cases the 

organization fought against an imperial power.  This is important because an empire 

always imposes some form of new laws and norms on its conquered foes.  Furthermore, 

the empire is also responsible for enforcing these laws across what is, in essence, a 

multinational system.56  For the empire, this creates a precarious situation as a certain 

conquered nation may retain a core system of norms that is fundamentally hostile to the 

conqueror’s laws.  In this situation, the empire is faced with two choices.  The first choice 

is to grant considerable autonomy to the hostile nation while still demanding tribute, free 

passage or whatever is of most strategic value to the empire at the given time.  The 

second choice is to dominate the nation so absolutely that the hostile nation cannot retain 

their system of norms without facing total annihilation.  However, each choice carries 

considerable risks.  The concessions of the first choice could lead to the hostile nation’s 
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refusal to cooperate with the imperial power, and this could inspire other conquered 

nations to demand greater autonomy of their own.  This, in turn, could lead to secessions 

and the ultimate collapse of the empire itself.  On the other hand, an increased show of 

force is costly in both blood and treasure.  Furthermore, it cannot be known how much 

force is needed to destroy a normative system.  An overzealous imperial power could 

easily annihilate an entire hostile nation after any number of failed or frustrated attempts 

that did not eliminate the hostile normative system.  Yet, even if an empire were to 

successfully destroy a normative system - without committing the genocide of the hostile 

nation - it is possible that such action might inadvertently destroy the source of that 

nation’s value to the empire.  In either case, the result is a net loss for the empire if the 

hostile nation can manage to preserve and defend its core normative system.  

Beginnings of Radical Islam: Mongol Invasions 

In a similar vein, the invading Mongol tribes that conquered the last of the 

Assassins between 1256 and 1275 would also go on to conquer most of the Islamic world 

by the year 1300.  The Mongol invasions produced profound disruptions within the 

conquered societies, and thus marked a turning point in the history of the Islamic peoples.  

The invasions themselves wrought wholesale death and destruction upon the culturally 

advanced Muslim cities that had been built up under the rule of the Abbasid Caliphate.  

Hulagu Khan, a descendant of Genghis Khan, who captured and razed the famed 

Assassin fortress of Alamut in 1256, personally led the siege against the Abbasid capital 

city of Baghdad in 1258.  Hulagu’s raiders first destroyed the city’s canal system, which 

had controlled the erratic waters of the Tigris River for centuries, causing floods that 

drowned some thousand civilians and Abbasid soldiers.  The invaders then broke through 
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the city’s walls with terrifying speed, which made defeat seem imminent.  The Caliph, 

Mustasim, commanded his remaining forces to lay down their weapons and surrender the 

city.  Hulagu showed no mercy.  Mustasim and his family were killed.  According to 

Daniel Benjamin and Steve Simon’s The Age of Sacred Terror, the Mongols took 

Mustasim, his wife and his children, dragged them out of the city, bundled them all in 

carpets and trampled them with horses.57  This would mark the end of the Abbasid 

Caliphate, though Hulagu and his raiders then continued to sack the city itself.  Palaces 

were burned and plundered along with the city’s great mosques, libraries and academies.  

Writing for The %ew Yorker, Ian Frazier observed, rather poetically,  

[F]or a period of seven days, the Mongols sacked the city, killing (depending on 
the source) two hundred thousand, or eight hundred thousand, or more than a 
million…  Plunderers threw away their swords and filled their scabbards with 
gold. Silver and jewels and gold piled up in great heaps around Hulagu’s tent. Fire 
consumed the caliph’s palace, and the smoke from its beams of aloe wood, 
sandalwood, and ebony filled the air with fragrance for a distance of… thirty 
miles…  So many books from Baghdad’s libraries were flung into the Tigris that a 
horse could walk across on them. The river ran black with scholars’ ink and red 
with the blood of martyrs.58 
 

The city of Baghdad would never fully recover from the destruction wrought by the 

Mongol invasion.  The same can be said nearly every Muslim city that fell to the Mongol 

expansion, though few would argue that any other city suffered worse than Baghdad.   

Ibn Taymiyah: 1269 - 1328 

Yet, one of Islam’s most brilliant radical jurists emerged during this period of 

cultural devastation and political domination.  Taqi al-Din ibn Taymiyah was born in 

1269 in the small town of Harran.  The advancing Mongol invasions forced his family to 
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flee to Damascus when he was only six years old.  Ibn Taymiyah was a gifted student and 

by the age of nineteen he had succeeded his father as the local professor of Hanbali law; 

Hanbali law being the most conservative of the four major Sunni legal traditions.  By his 

early twenties, he had developed a devout following of adherents by delivering sermons 

at the famous Umayyad Mosque in Damascus.  Ibn Taymiyah’s most important 

contribution to Islamic thought was his belief that it was necessary for the faithful to 

return to the Qur’an and Haddith rather than rely on the interpretations of theologians.  

During the robust period of learning and cultural development under the Abbasid Empire, 

rich traditions of theological interpretation developed.  Furthermore, it was a common 

practice for laypeople to base their understanding of Islam solely on the received 

interpretations and commentaries of the sacred texts taught by trained theologians.  

However, for Muslims, unlike the Christians of this time, the Quran and Haddith were 

written in a language that could be read and understood by the common person.  Yet, the 

aversion to individual textual analysis came from the view that the generations of 

scholars and theologians had perfected an understanding of the sacred texts, and 

consequently, an unlearned individual could only pervert this understanding by reading 

either the Quran or Haddith in their original form.59  For ibn Taymiyya, individual 

spiritual purification could only be achieved through one’s struggle with their 

understanding of the sacred texts, and thus the whole of Islam needed to refocus around 

the scripture at its core. 

Through this insistence on a return to scriptural dogmatism, ibn Taymiyya 

demanded better governance on behalf of the existent political leaders.  He ultimately 

desired a return to the ideal unified Caliphate as exemplified by the rule of Muhammad in 
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the 7th century.  The Caliph was supposed to be a political leader who embodied the 

strictest practice of the religion, and enforced Sharia law throughout the Caliphate.  In 

reality, crises of succession lead increasingly to the politicization and secularization of 

the position of the Caliph.  Even as the Mongol invasions brought an end to the Abbasid 

Caliphate in Baghdad, other dynastic Caliphs ruled over the splintered territories that had 

once been united under the truly Muslim Empire.  Ibn Taymiyya also raised the 

importance of jihad to be as important as any of the five pillars of Islam, which are the 

most fundamental duties of all Sunni Muslims.60  For ibn Taymiyya’s more orthodox 

contemporaries, jihad was an important, though non-essential, aspect of Islam.  In their 

view, jihad took two distinct forms.  First, the offensive jihad was the obligation of the 

Muslim community to spread their faith to new people in new lands.  Historically, this 

expansion had been achieved through the military prowess of the Prophet Muhammad 

and his successors.  However, the Prophet was a gifted strategist, and He did not wage 

offensive jihad as a continuous war.  Such a perpetual state of war, even in the name of 

Allah, would surely lead to the inevitable destruction of Islam.  Thus, offensive jihad was 

seen as a virtue to be done when it was possible, not at all times in all places.  Defensive 

jihad was another matter.  In the circumstance that enemies of Islam attacked Muslims or 

Muslim territory, it became the unquestioned duty of all the faithful to attack the 

aggressor with all their possible might. 

Ibn Taymiyya had participated as a warrior in an offensive jihad against a small 

settlement of Armenian Christians.  This experience certainly affected his writings on 

offensive jihad, as he broke again from the orthodoxy of the time to state that Jews and 
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Christians, otherwise known to be people of the book, were more offensive to Islam than 

ignorant pagans.  This interpretation would certainly continue to affect subsequent 

generation of radical Islamists, yet, ibn Taymiyya’s greater contribution was to the 

understanding of defensive jihad.  At the time, the Mongol invaders had converted to 

Islam after the khan Mahmoud Ghazan, himself, had done so in 1295.  Though this 

gesture did little to assimilate the Mongols into Muslim culture, it did create a legal 

predicament for those who opposed Mongol rule.  Though the Mongols were universally 

seen as Tatars, outsiders, their official status as fellow Muslims made it impossible for 

Arab Muslims or their Mamluk allies in Egypt to directly fight them.  This is because 

warfare between Muslims is strictly forbidden in the Quran.  However, in 1303 the 

Mamluk sultan summoned ibn Taymiyya to Cairo and demanded that the jurist issue a 

fatwa that would permit him to wage jihad against the Mongol occupation.  Ibn 

Taymiyya was up for the challenge.  In his fatwa, he accused prince Muzaffar of Mardin 

of apostasy, for the prince’s refusal to uphold Sharia law.  Apostasy, according to Islam, 

is when a once faithful Muslim comes to deny the religion and abandon their faith.  It is 

considered to be the worst offense in the eyes of Allah, and the Quran demands that 

apostasy is punished by death.  Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwa accomplished its goal.  The 

Mamluk sultan was able to lead an army in defensive jihad, as an apostate leader must be 

seen as an enemy of Islam, against Muzaffar and other Mongol rulers, winning decisive 

victories.  Within the year, khan Mahmoud Ghazan died without naming his successor.  

This created a crisis of succession, which left a power vacuum that the Mamluks were 

able to exploit in reclaiming territory away from the Mongol empire.  Ibn Taymiyya, 

however, did not fare so well.  Once the Mamluks came to power he attacked them with 
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the same criticisms he had attacked the Mongols before them, which in spite of the debt 

that the sultan owed to ibn Taymiyya resulted in the jurist being imprisoned in the Citadel 

at Damascus for posing a threat to the sultanate where he died in 1328. 

Still to this day ibn Taymiyya remains an enduring figure in Islam.  His prolific 

writings and his charisma have been inspirational to a diverse section of Islamic scholars 

and laypeople.  He is often considered the first radical Islamist for the fact that he was a 

radical, not in the sense that he may be called an extremist, but in the definitional sense 

that radical means of the root, and he fundamentally sought to return Islam to its roots.  

Moreover, even those who disagree with his politics often find themselves swayed by ibn 

Taymiyya’s style and brilliance.  In an interview given mere months after the September 

11th attacks, Dutch professor of Islam Johannes J. G. Jansen stated, 

Anger drops from the pages of his books, formulated so beautifully, in such 
general terms, that when a modern Muslim reads it, or even when I read it myself, 
it is impossible not to think of present day Muslim society. The effect of his work 
is electrifying. His books are banned in several countries around the Islamic 
world, although they can always be found under the table. From their own point 
of view, Muslim governments which forbid this 14th century propaganda are right. 
Because it is inflammatory material… I am sure ibn Taymiyya didn’t think of 
collateral damage in the modern meaning of the word. He was confronted with a 
military situation in which both armies comprised Muslim military professionals. 
He had to develop a theory that justified fighting against other Muslims.61 
 

It is perhaps this source of influence that sets ibn Taymiyya apart from his ideological 

successors, even as later radical Islamists won greater political victories, none would ever 

match his brilliance. 

The Reign of Terror: 1793 - 1794 

 The term terrorism was first coined in reference to the Reign of Terror of 

Robespierre during the French revolution.  Robespierre and his cohorts controlled the 
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Committee of Public Safety within the National Convention of the First French Republic. 

The Committee of Public Safety had the ability to name and sentence traitors to the 

Republic.  In essence, this gave Robespierre an undue amount of power considering that 

the monarchy had so recently been deposed, and that the National Convention was, very 

much, an experimental government.  From this power vacuum, there was a need for some 

singular authority to emerge.  Furthermore, because there was a constant fear of 

overthrow, the ability to label traitors gave the committee for public safety the power to 

rule through terror.  There was no constitutional authority given specifically to this 

committee, other than the vague sense for which they were responsible for national 

intelligence.  However, the Committee’s responsibility to make suggestions to the 

National Convention on the guilt and sentencing of potential traitors, they became at once 

the judge, jury and executioner for every man in France.  Thus, in creating the power to 

send people to the guillotine, the Revolution gave Robespierre and his cohorts real 

political authority in so far as any potential enemies dared not cross him.  The Reign of 

Terror itself merely lasted one year (1793-1794), however, within that time Robespierre 

was responsible for sentencing 40,000 supposed enemies of the state to their deaths and 

arresting an additional 300,000.  According to David Fromkin, Robespierre’s undoing 

came from his mistake of announcing to the National Committee that he had another list 

of traitors and simply choosing not to read it there and then.  This created a sense of 

hysteria within the National Committee, which, in turn, resulted in Robespierre and his 

loyal supporters being sent to the guillotine.  Yet, it is still considered rather shocking 

that Robespierre’s group of terrorists only totaled 22 people.62  Though this is not 

terrorism as it would be more commonly understood today, the importance of the Reign 
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of Terror in the history of terrorism is seen by the mere fact that a small dedicated band 

can create political power, which was not explicitly designated to them though any 

legitimate authority.  Instead this group created their power through their ability to scare, 

frighten, and kill with impunity.  Nevertheless, scholars of terrorism often have to 

contextualize the role of Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety as the supposed 

original terrorists, as the Committee could not be considered a non state actor. 

Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab: 1703 - 1792 

 Contemporaneously, the second major figure of radical Islam emerged in the 

Arabian Peninsula which was then an undeveloped region controlled by the Ottoman 

Empire.  His name was Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab.  He was deeply influenced by 

the ideas of ibn Taymiyya.  Ibn Abd al-Wahhab sought to develop a practice of Islam that 

returned contemporary Muslims to the lifestyle of the Prophet and his contemporaries. 

Thus, whereas ibn Taymiyya had provided voluminous interpretations and scholarly 

justifications for a return to the root of Islam, ibn Abd al-Wahhab wanted to make his 

predecessor’s philosophical theory into a lived reality.  For ibn Abd al-Wahhab, 

innovation led to sin.  He was an originalist and a literalist who rejected figurative 

interpretations of the Quran and the Hadith and upheld the strictest standards of practice 

from all living Muslims. “As ibn Taymiyya had insisted 400 years earlier, the profession 

of the double creed--“there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is his profit”—did not 

suffice to make a person a Muslim.”63  In spite of ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s devout following 

and personal charisma, the purification of 18th century Arabian Islam was becoming 

increasingly difficult for him to accomplish single handedly.  After making enemies with 

several local tribal chiefs, ibn Abd al-Wahhab managed to forge a vital alliance with 
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Mohammad ibn Saud.  For ibn Abd al-Wahhab, ibn Saud had the necessary capacity for 

political leadership, which, in turn, allowed him to focus on his main goal of religious 

purification.  Together, they conquered the whole of the Arabian Peninsula and 

established a political dynasty that still rules to this day.  

 In essence, what is important about the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance is that 

Wahhabism perpetuates itself through various eras through the entire history of Saudi 

Arabia.  Though it is such a strict and absolute orthodoxy, which lent itself well to the 

primitive culture associated with the Arabian Peninsula of the 18th century, the economic 

prosperity that would later befall the kingdom in the 20th century did not accompany a 

complimentary shift in religious interpretation.  So, the Saudi half of the alliance would 

change drastically while elements forged by the ibn Abd al-Wahhab remained static and 

resolute. 

The Anarchists: 1857 – c. 1914 

Terrorism, in the sense that the previous chapter marginally defined it, was first 

seen in the late 19th century.  At the same time as many institutions of international 

society such as sovereignty, diplomacy, the balance of power, and liberal interstate trade 

began to mature, many people at the sub-state level found themselves both 

disenfranchised by the status quo and latched onto the ideals of revolution.  Many of the 

revolutionary dogmas of this period can trace their roots again to the ideals of the 

Enlightenment, specifically those notions of popular sovereignty and the general will.  

What these new dogmas added, however, were notions of a utopia separate from the 

republicanism idealized by Locke, Rousseau, Montesquieu, and, the framers of the 

American Constitution.  These new utopian forms of government idealized various 
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strands and combinations of communism, anarchism, feminism, nationalism, and 

religion.  Not all utopians employed tactics of terrorism though: in fact many of the 

Christian utopians in North America gained prominence in the late 19th century for 

helping to reform the public school system and the for helping to create a prison system 

based on the ideals of rehabilitation.  Many, however, were discontent with the conditions 

of domestic society in the wake of two waves of industrialization.  Increased birthrates 

coupled with rapid urbanization created the harsh conditions felt in many cities in Europe 

and North America.  Factory work, which at this time was strenuous, dangerous, and 

poorly compensated, created a visceral resentment of the bourgeoisies and national 

government on the part of the working class. 

The doctrines of anarchism inspired what was to be the most violent wave of 

terror in Europe out of what may be termed the Romantic movements of this period.  

Approaching the turn of the 20th century, anarchists managed to assassinate President 

Sadi Carnot of France in 1894, Antonio Cánovas del Castillo, the prime minister of 

Spain, in 1897, Empress Elizabeth of Austria in 1898, King Umberto of Italy in 1900, 

President William McKinley of the United States in 1901, and José Canalejas y Méndez, 

who was also the prime minister of Spain, in 1912.64  Even though Anarchism had no 

official doctrine, and no ostensible governing structure, its pervasive ideas stemmed 

mainly from the work of one man, Mikhail Bakunin.  Bakunin was not the first anarchist, 

or the first to propose a libertarian philosophy; however, his vocal advocacy for the 

destruction of all state structures resonated with many who favored revolution over mere 

reform of the existing social-political system in Europe and North America.  Bakunin 
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famously broke his ties with Europe’s other leading revolutionary theorist, Karl Marx, 

after Bakunin himself was expelled from the International Workingmen’s Association 

(IWA), or First International, during its 1872 Hauge conference.  Bakunin’s influence 

extended notably to a fellow Russian theorist, Pyotr Kropotkin who was the first to 

champion acts of violence.65  Kropotkin founded the newspaper, Le Révolté, along with 

French geographer Elisee Reclus, in which he encouraged preparations for a revolution 

and stated that it was necessary to “awaken boldness and the spirit of revolt by preaching 

by example.”66  He believed in “propaganda by deed,” a revolutionary tactic described in 

a series of 1877 articles published by Kropotkin’s acolyte, Paul Brousse, as a “powerful 

means of awakening popular consciousness.”67   

Propaganda by deed took several forms, as anarchists sought to exploit the new 

technologies developed during this period in order to advance their cause.  French 

anarchists famously used dynamite, which had been invented by Alfred Nobel in 1866, in 

their more theatrical bombing plots. 

From 1892 to 1894, the use of dynamite in France reached its apex.  Some ten 
attacks took place, not all of which were successful and which public opinion 
viewed with varying degrees of approval. In 1893, a bombing in Marseille 
targeted General Voulgrenant, and in 1894, an explosive device was placed in 
front of the Printemps department store in Paris. Newspapers put out a new 
section headlined “Dynamite.”... People lived in a state of abject fear of further 
attacks.68 
 

In fact several French anarchist publications included instructions for how to make 

nitroglycerine and how to turn that into usable dynamite.  Several of these publications, 

such as 1887’s L’Indicateur anarchiste, which translates as the anarchist guide, were later 
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translated into Italian, Spanish, English and German.  However, Chaliand and Blin admit 

that many instances where terrorists relied on homemade dynamite the operation failed.  

This was either because the dynamite did not explode, or it did explode when it was not 

supposed to.  Nevertheless, terrorist groups can rely on the fact that the psychological 

effect felt in a population after an attack are not based on a rational calculation of the 

chances citizens might be killed in the near future.  Consequently, it must be appreciated 

that even low-casualty attacks can create disproportionately high levels of panic and 

distress so long as the attack captures the public’s imagination.  That much was as true in 

the 19th century as it is in the 21st.   

However, France did not witness nearly as much bloodshed as Spain would from 

propaganda by the deed.  Bakunin’s ideas were introduced to Spain in 1868 by an Italian 

anarchist named, Giuseppe Fanelli, as he sought to recruit Spanish laborers to the IWA.  

Anarchism had a unique appeal in Spain due to the severe economic conditions that had 

existed for decades after the Spanish War of Independence, which had fought against the 

Napoleonic Empire.  The land was in need of desperate agricultural reform, and what 

little industry had been established was oftentimes foreign owned.  This left a large class 

of impoverished laborers jobless and helpless.  As a result, the anarchist movement grew 

quickly in the 1860s.  Immediately following the Bakunin’s expulsion from the IWA, the 

Spanish delegation joined the “anti-authoritarian” faction, which was still aligned with 

the formally unwelcome anarchists.  In addition, Spanish Anarchist Federation formed 

regional branches, with each promoting a strand of anarchism specific to the demands of 

local workers and activists. 
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Although branches of the Anarchist Federation in Spain had objected to the use of 

violence, an anarchist group known as La Mano Negra, or The Black Hand, committed 

nearly twenty high-profile murders in the particularly destitute regions of Andalusia and 

Catalonia from 1882 to 1886.69  Spanish authorities would often institute violent 

suppression in retaliation for acts of anarchist terrorism by staging mass arrests and 

torturing prisoners suspected of deeper involvement.  However, this would often just 

escalate the violence as embittered anarchists would react to the state’s action with more 

violence.  In Barcelona, on November 7th 1893, Santiago Salvador sought revenge for the 

execution of his fellow anarchist, Paulino Pallas, who had been put to death for the 

assassination of the Spanish military General Arsenio Martinez Campos.  Salvador threw 

two bombs, both designed to explode on impact, into the crowd at the Liceu Opera 

House.  The blast killed over 20 people, and injured roughly 30 more.  The Spanish 

authorities then marched on Barcelona, arresting anarchists indiscriminately.  However, 

these arrests led to yet another bombing on June 7th 1896.  As the Corpus Christi Day 

procession marched down Cambios Nuevos street and into the church, a bomb exploded.  

The explosion missed the presumed targets, the provincial governor, the local Bishop, 

and army captain-general Valeriano Weyler Nicolau, but instead it killed eleven civilians 

and wounded nearly forty more.  The person behind the bombing was never found, 

though captain-general Weyler seized the opportunity to stage mass arrests of a broad 

range of political dissidents.70 

Though these events were tragic, they are interesting from the standpoint of 

history.  The attack on the Liceu Opera House was the first instance in which modern 
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terrorists directed their violence not at specific political elites or captains of industry, but 

the bourgeois in general.  Santiago Salvador’s aim in throwing those bombs into the 

crowd was not to hit one specific target, but to exact revenge through collective 

punishment.  Emile Henry, a French anarchist whose two major bombings targeted an 

office building and a café, espoused confidence that it was legitimate to attack the 

bourgeois directly.  While being tried for his second attack, Henry reasoned to the jury, 

The bourgeoisie did not distinguish among the anarchists . . . the persecution was 
a mass one . . . and since you hold a whole party responsible for the actions of a 
single man, and strike indiscriminately, we, too, strike indiscriminately.  Perhaps 
we should attack only the deputies who make laws against us… I do not agree… 
Those good bourgeois… also must take their share in the reprisals.  And… all 
those who are satisfied with the existing order, who applaud the acts of 
government and so become its accomplices… The bourgeoisie must be brought to 
understand that those who have suffered are tired at last of their sufferings. 71 
 

Interestingly, the New York Times’ column “Anarchy and Dynamite,” which was 

devoted to following and editorializing of the anarchist violence in Europe, expressed a 

particular outrage in the wake of the Liceu bombing.  The November 22, 1893 edition of 

the column states:  

The Anarchist is indeed a man of no country… [H]e is an enemy of the human 
race, and the whole human race is interested to suppress and to exterminate him.  
To call his offense ‘political’ is like calling piracy on the high seas a political 
offense.  His offense is so far from being political that every country has an equal 
interest in punishing him.  We can understand a ‘despotism tempered by 
assassination.’  We can understand that there may be good in a man who, having 
rightly or wrongly concluded in his own mind that a certain dignitary is the author 
of his woes and the woes of his class, takes his life in his hands in the attempt to 
take the life of the oppressor.  But it would be gross flattery of the Anarchist to 
liken him to a political assassin… His weapon is not a knife or a pistol by which 
he may destroy his enemy.  It is dynamite, by which it is uncertain whether any 
particular person will be injured but certain that almost every innocent and 

                                                 
71 Emile Henry, “The Anarchist Encyclopedia: A Gallery of Saints and Sinners,” Emile Henry, French 

Anarchist & Advocate of Propaganda By The Deed, April 1, 1894, under 
http://recollectionbooks.com/bleed/Encyclopedia/HenryEmile.htm (accessed July 1, 2008). 



 60

promiscuous person within range of the explosion will be destroyed.  It is the 
weapon of cowards and pirates.72 
 

It is interesting that the author of this column is willing to grant the legitimacy of acts of 

tyrannicide as well as targeted assassination of oppressive political and social elites.  

Granted, this may be an act of intellectual compromise in the wake of what the author 

perceives to be a series of abhorrent and senseless acts of violence upon the civilian 

population.  Yet, for a terrorist organization, the ability to foster such a conciliatory 

sentiment in a population must be considered a triumph.  The reason being that hysterical 

anger, such as that seen in the %ew York Times column above, betrays the author’s 

threshold for tolerable violence.  For a terrorist organization, considerable political gains 

could be won if the society that underpins the adversarial state, manages to expose their 

collective threshold for tolerable violence.  However, the reason for this can best be 

explained in the terms used by Edward Luttwak. 

In a controversial Foreign Affairs article titled “Give War a Chance,” Edward 

Luttwak, explains his belief that even though war is a great evil, it is not self-

perpetuating.  Because of the rapid rate at which war depletes resources, rational actors 

with finite means at their disposal must inevitably reach the point at which their conflict 

must end.73  To clarify, when a war is fought between two rational actors, each side must 

have a desired outcome as well as an imagined cost that they are willing to sacrifice in 

order to achieve this desired outcome.  Consequently, as the cost of diminishing 

                                                 
72 “Anarchy and Dynamite,” %ew York Times November 22, 1893.  Original capitalizations included.  For 
an interesting survey of the literature now circulating on the subject of the legal status of international 
terrorists and the legal status of pirates see Donald R. Burgess Jr., “The Dread Pirate bin Laden: How 
Thinking of Terrorists as Pirates can Help Win the War on Terror,” Legal Affairs (July/August 2005), 
under http://www.legalaffairs.org/issues/July-August-2005/feature_burgess_julaug05.msp (accessed July 1, 
2008). 
73 Edward N. Luttwak, “Give War a Chance,” Foreign Affairs, (July 1999), under 
http://www.foreignaffairs.org/19990701faessay990/edward-n-luttwak/give-war-a-chance.html (accessed 
July 1, 2008). 
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resources continues to rise, one of two things must happen.  First, one party can destroy 

the capacity of their foe to continue the fight, and thus the first party achieves its goal.  

Secondly, the mutual destruction of resources and rewards, which is unavoidable in 

continued fighting, forces each party to continually recalculate the extent to which further 

loses and diminishing gains are worth fighting for.  As each party recalculates its desired 

outcome, it is possible that both parties see the gains of victory to be too costly to 

continue fighting, and then the two parties can negotiate the terms for peace.  Therefore, 

when a terrorist organization engages in a war against a state, it must act to conserve its 

own limited resources, while prolonging hostilities.  Though all acts of violence require 

the expenditure of resources, if the terrorist organization can strategically force the 

adversarial state to continually expend its resources without making significant gains in 

achieving its goal of stopping further terrorism the fighting could reach a point where the 

adversarial state no longer perceives it to be cost effective to continue fighting the 

terrorist organization.74  If the state was more willing to concede political victories to the 

terrorist organization in exchange for an end to the violence, then the terrorist 

organization could, in theory, have their demands met in full for having waged a 

successful campaign of violence.  However, if the terrorist organization and the 

adversarial state mutually found it to be equally cost effective to compromise with the 

other party than to lose more resources in continued violence, then the campaign of 

violence could similarly yield significant victories for the terrorist organization.  

Consequently, even a terrorist organization whose ultimate goal is a wholesale political 

revolution, must acknowledge the fact that once the goal is out of reach they will have to 

                                                 
74 However, it is unlikely that a powerful state, meaning one with substantial resources, would expend large 
amounts of those resources and not inevitably affect the capacity or the resources of the terrorist 
organization.   
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arrive at an agreeable compromise with their opponent, or they will eventually expend 

critical levels of their resources and, thereby, face an inevitable defeat.   

Returning to the issue raised in response to the article “Anarchy and Dynamite,” it 

seems to be that even if an anarchical revolution was unattainable, that there must have 

been points at which the anarchists could have used their strategic position of power over 

the population and negotiated for peace with the European and North American states in 

exchange for favorable reforms.  However, it seems to be that the anarchists often lacked 

the organizational capacity to adequately sue for peace with government officials.  

Furthermore, even if the anarchists had the organizational capacity to come to the 

proverbial table with officials of the state, then there would still be pervasive fears that 

the illegal means of violence would result in sanctions and reprisals against the 

individuals who had orchestrated and executed the attacks.    

Moreover, it is important to note the ways in which the anarchist movement 

declined during this period.  Just as it is important to recognize the conditions under 

which modern terrorist movements are born, it is crucial to understand how they die.75  

Interestingly, the anarchists across Europe and North America did not lose their war in a 

particularly dramatic fashion, which is ironic considering how theatrically their war was 

fought.  In several countries, the older anarchists who had survived successive waves of 

government retaliation moderated their views in later years.  Some of the more vocal 

advocates of propaganda by the deed, like Pyotr Kropotkin, began to speak out against 

the use of violence.76  Several others devoted themselves to anarcho-syndicalism, which 

was a version of anarchism devoted primarily to establishing trade unions and protecting 

                                                 
75 Further reading: Audrey Kurth Cronin, “How Al Qaida Ends: The Decline and Demise of Terrorist 
Groups,” International Security 31 (Summer 2006): 7-48. 
76 Chaliand and Blin, 119. 
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the rights of workers, not wholesale revolution.77  Yet, many anarchists remained devoted 

to the revolutionary cause.   

As nationalism and communism began to overshadow anarchism on the European 

stage, and the Great War led the severance of pan-European anarchist alliances along 

national lines, many new regimes, in particular Lenin’s Soviet Union targeted domestic 

anarchists as threats to the state.  In the United States, where the anarchist tradition was 

comparatively less well established in the mainstream political culture, the anarchist 

movement lost many members after its reformist agenda (closely associated with the 

aforementioned ideals of syndicalism) was co-opted by President Theodore Roosevelt’s 

Progressive movement.  Roosevelt was an unlikely champion of anarchist goals, as he 

both hated anarchists and saw his predecessor, William McKinley, assassinated by a self-

proclaimed anarchist named, Leon Czolgosz.78  However, Roosevelt also saw 

compromise as the easiest way to deprive the budding radical movements in the United 

States of its potential supporters and the need for violent or revolutionary action to 

achieve their goals.  In Spain, where violent anarchism lasted well into the 20th century, 

the anarchists fought alongside liberals, socialists, and communists in the Republican 

faction of the Spanish Civil War.  The Republican faction lost the war to the Nationalist 

forces led by General Francisco Franco, after which the autocratic regime of General 

Franco exerted tight control over Spanish political life.  Franco outlawed almost all 

existing trade unions and the anarchists, alongside the liberals, socialists, and 

                                                 
77 Chaliand and Blin, 130. 
78 Debate exists as to whether Czolgosz was actually an anarchist.  However, the consensus remains that he 
was motivated and inspired by anarchist ideology, even if he was not formally affiliated with any American 
anarchist organization.   
Bruce Hoffman, 7. 
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communists, that had survived the civil war were closely monitored, and in some cases 

violently suppressed.79   

Rashid Rida: 1865 - 1935 

Just as anarchism died during World War I, so did the Ottoman Empire, which 

had been the last great stronghold of political Islam.  The Ottoman Empire itself had been 

in a persistent state of decline up until World War I.  Yet, their absence as a political 

force in the Muslim world created a power vacuum, in which dominant European powers 

began to, or continue to, exploit Muslim territories through colonial rule.  In Cairo, a 

public intellectual named Rashid Rida feared the growing expanse of colonial control in 

Muslim lands.  He argued that only a return to salafiyya Islam, which was a vision of 

Islam free of all external influences, could deliver Muslims from the domination of 

European power.  Rashid Rida compared the existent Muslim lands on the eve of world 

war one to the jahilyya, the barbaric Arabian society which existed before Mohammad’s 

revelation.  In this view, Islam itself had been so far subordinated to secular law and 

thereby European influence, that it was scarcely recognizable even within the last of what 

could truly be called the Muslim territories. In articulating his vision of Salafiyya, Rashid 

Rida looked back to the rule of Mohammad and the first four rightly guided caliphs for a 

model of what government should be.  Emboldened, he took the first step of criticizing 

the existent leadership directly.  Whereas he did not as directly accuse them of apostasy, 

he saw did accusing them selling out the traditions that had bound Muslim society 

together for centuries, so as to better adapt Muslim society to European colonial models 

of governance.  The European model advocated a separation of church and state, even as 

this had a disastrous impact on everything from social roles to traditional economics in 
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the Islamic world, without creating any considerable progress that might justify it as a 

reform for the better. 

The Muslim Brotherhood (First Incarnation): 1926 - 1948 

By 1924, the government of Turkey abolished the position of caliph within the 

government, even though the caliph within the preceding Ottoman Empire had been 

reduced to a purely symbolic figurehead centuries prior.  Nevertheless, this caused uproar 

amongst conservative Egyptian scholars who believe that there could not be a true Islam 

without a true caliph.  A summit was held at al-Azhar University in Cairo in 1926 to find 

a way to restore the caliph, at least ceremonially, to power.  However, this enterprise 

failed, which left many feeling disenfranchised and angry.  In 1928, Hassan al-Bana, a 

young Islamic scholar who was frustrated with Egypt’s growing westernization, joined 

with fellow Muslim jurists, scholars, and ideologues in order to create support for the 

establishment of a true Islamic polity.  He called this group the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Their credo read as follows:  

God is our objective; The Quran is our constitution; the Prophet is our leader; 
Struggle is our way; and death for the sake of God is the highest of our 
aspirations.80 
 

The Muslim Brotherhood ran a twofold operation.  On the one hand they provided 

necessary services to the society that was not provided by government.  They ran 

hospitals, established schools, and did charitable work as well.  On the other hand, 

Hassan al-Bana understood the importance of mass communication, and he set up 

underground newspapers as well as the means of distribution so that the message of the 

Brotherhood could be spread to Egyptian lay-people and scholars alike.  The 

underground newspapers were critical of the existing monarchy, and thus the government 
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tried to hunt the papers down and destroy their means of production.  Undeterred, the 

Muslim brotherhood found ways to publish its critical messages, and each time one 

newspaper another one popped up in its place.  Furthermore, the Muslim Brotherhood 

established paramilitary branches of the organization that were designed to infiltrate 

government and potentially eliminate the forces of the State once their ranks were big 

enough.  By 1948, the ranks of the Muslim Brotherhood were much greater than they had 

been in the 1930’s.  That same year, the establishment of the Jewish state in Israel 

catalyzed violent action in Egypt against Jewish and British populations. Outraged, King 

Farouk outlawed the Muslim Brotherhood and they retaliated by targeting the 

assassination of Egypt’s Prime Minister Nuqrashi Pasha.  The government, in turn, 

assassinated Hassan al-Bana; inadvertently causing widespread outrage, an outpouring of 

sympathy for the Muslim Brotherhood, and a multifold increase in the organization’s 

rank and file.  

Anti-Colonial Struggles: 1940’s – 1960’s 

 After World War II, there was a global surge in anti-colonial sentiment where 

peoples and nations of what was coming to be called the third world began rejecting the 

economic and political domination at the hands of powerful European occupiers.  Anti-

colonialism led to an upsurge in both terrorism and guerilla warfare as the national 

movements that claimed an inherent right to govern society and politics through popular 

sovereignty lacked the capacity and the organization to hold a direct revolution against 

the disproportionately stronger and yet less numerous colonial ruling class. The 

difference between an insurgency fought by urban guerillas and a campaign of terrorism 

is that urban guerillas hold onto territory while terrorists aim to damage symbolic and 
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civilian targets while avoiding association with a fixed territory. However, these 

constructions did not matter to the individuals involved in the individual anti-colonial 

struggles, oftentimes it was simply a matter of if the shoe fits, wear it. In Algeria, the 

FLN organized a series of bombings in the French quarters of Algiers. Waves of violence 

by the FLN created harsh responses from the French grand army which were able to hunt 

down individual FLN leaders and operatives in the casaba yet it came at the cost of 

further alienating the Algerian population and causing greater hostility and subsequent 

waves of violence originating from new FLN members and leaders who volunteered to 

replace those caught, captured, tortured, and killed by the French colonial military 

government.81  

The Muslim Brotherhood (Second Incarnation): 1948 - 1966 

 Back in Egypt, anti-colonial fervor joined the Muslim Brotherhood with the 

forces of the free officers, members of the military, who had sought the overthrow of the 

monarchy which was seen as more loyal to the British than the Egyptian people. The free 

officers were led by Gamal Abdel Nasser. Nasser and the free officers led a successful 

coup against king Farook in 1952, thus ending their alliance with the Muslim 

brotherhood. Nasser and his fellow free officers were Arab nationalists, not radical 

Islamists. Nasser’s vision of Arab socialism relied less on Quranic justification than had 

the proceeding monarchy. Outraged, the Muslim Brotherhood plotted the assassination of 

Nasser. According to Daniel Benjamin and Steven Simon, the Muslim Brotherhood 

                                                 
81 The struggle was expertly depicted in the 1968 film The Battle of Algiers. The Battle of Algiers has 
become more important in recent years as former counter terrorisms are Richard A Clarke became fond of 
explaining to members of the Bush administration after 9-11 that the attempt in Iraq and Afghanistan to 
contain or thwart Al Qaeda by targeting known leaders and operatives was a fruitless effort.  Clarke 
believed that the film showed how such tactics would only backfire in the long run.  As such, he urged 
senior officials to watch the film themselves as he held screenings for his direct subordinates. 
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initially conceived of an assassination plot where a suicide bomber wrapped in a vest of 

explosives would approach Premier Nasser at a public event setting off the explosive 

device within enough proximity to kill Nasser with the blast and create a public spectacle. 

Yet no member of the Muslim Brotherhood was yet willing to so directly sacrifice 

themselves for an attack.82 

 Instead, they found a volunteer willing to shoot Nasser at close range at a pubic 

rally. In 1954, Mohammad Abbad al-Latif fired several shots at Premier Nasser during a 

rally held in Alexandria which was broadcast live on radio. The attempt failed yet made 

history as Nasser struck against the Muslim Brotherhood with unprecedented brutality. 

Members were swept up and forced into prisons like concentration camps where they 

were held without charge and tortured for information. Of the Brothers arrested and 

tortured, one stood out not for his radical beliefs or commitment to the Muslim 

Brotherhood prior to arrest but his vehemence, hatred, and dedication to the absolute 

ideals of radical Islam resulting from Nasser’s tortures which found their way into 

numerous groundbreaking juridical texts that came to define the movement.  

Sayyid Qutb fused together the core elements of modern Islamism: the kharijites’ 
takfir, ibn Taymiyya’s fatwas and policy prescriptions, Rashid Rida’s salifism, 
Maudidi’s concept of the contemporary jahiliyya and Hassan al-Bana political 
activism.83  
 

Moreover, government of man draped in the trappings of Islam, is by definition apostasy, 

as only Allah can ever truly govern Muslim society. Therefore, all such governments 

must be the target of jihad because true Islam must first destroy jahlil, non Islamic rule, 

before true Islamic society can flourish. For Sayyid Qutb, as many radical jurists before 

him, Allah was sovereign thus making governments of man illegitimate. His claim that a 
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true Muslim must answer to god alone resonated loudly with the disenfranchised, 

frustrated masses angered at the false promise of Nasser’s Arab socialism.  

Demonstrative Terrorism 

 The terrorism that Robert Pape refers to as Demonstrative Terrorism prominently 

emerged during the Cold War period after World War II.  This terrorism was not the anti-

colonial terrorism that took place in the emerging third world, but rather terrorism 

associated with revolutionary ideology in Western Europe and the United States.  In the 

United States the Weather Underground used violence as a symbolic attack against the 

social injustice they perceived at home, and the violent order that the United States was 

associated with abroad.  In Western Europe, the Italian Red Brigades and the German 

Red Army Faction worked toward similar purposes.  The most interesting group to 

emerge during this period was the West German Baader-Meinhof Gang.  Both Andreas 

Baader and Ulrike Meinhof came of age in a generation that knew the truth of the 

Holocaust and the other atrocities associated with World War II.  Like many kids in this 

generation both Baader and Meinhof saw themselves as the necessary check on the power 

of “the establishment.”  After all, for this generation “the establishment” was the same 

generation that held a collective guilt for the atrocities of World War II.  By targeting 

wealthy and overwhelmingly male German business elites the Baader-Meinhof gang was 

more murderous in their violence than comparable revolutionary Marxist, Leninist, 

Trotskyist, Maoist, or other communist left leaning groups active in other western 

countries.  Yet, there was a necessity about the actions of the Baader-Meinhof gang.  

There was something uniquely German about it as well.  Despite the fact that they pulled 

off more successful attacks than groups in Italy or Japan, Ulrike Meinhof ultimately left 
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the gang she helped form after almost a decade of violence, for the fact that it produced 

very little in terms of progress towards larger goals.  Demonstrative terrorism, the 

terrorism that truly did want “a lot of people watching and not a lot foe people dead” was 

a self destructive force in its vulnerability to mission creep.  A demonstrative terrorist 

organization must see the marginal utility in additional slaughter, as it further alienates 

their political goals from the mainstream political opinions of the society to which they 

belong.  Similarly, these groups were so committed to their ideology and the consistency 

of the ideology that it was rare and disconcerting if ever individuals seemed to have too 

much blood lust.  For the true ideologues, killing was an emergency tactic, which lost 

impact the more it was used. 

Rise of Religious Terrorism: 1980s-1990’s 

 The fall of the Soviet Union coincided with a decline in the demonstrative 

terrorism associated with various communist ideologies.  However, the 1980’s and 

1990’s saw a rise in terrorism associated with religious interpretation.  Aum Shinrikyo in 

Japan was a millenarian Christian organization led by Shoko Ashara, who through his 

apocalyptic vision of Christianity managed to create a very large death cult in Tokyo.  

The rank and file of Aum Shinrikyo included people with PhD’s and otherwise powerful 

and presumably non-vulnerable types of people.  Due to the caliber of its membership, 

this organization stood out as having an unprecedented level of technical prowess.  In 

terms of what their chemists as well as their physicists could do, it is surprising that the 

organization did not plan larger attacks to maximize the casualties inflicted on the 

population.  Reports stated that when their compound was raided they had barrels of 

weaponized chemical and biological agents as well as one million grams of LSD.  They 
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are the only terrorist organization in history known to deliberately use a weapon of mass 

destruction on a civilian population.  Yet, in spite their technical prowess, the Saran gas 

attacks on the Tokyo subways in March 1995 were only marginally successful.  The gas 

primarily led to the deaths of those triggering the devices rather than the civilians in the 

subway.  In essence, they grossly miscalculated how fast the gas was going to travel, and 

how quickly it was going to affect people.  After triggering the devices, most people just 

left the subway. The attackers themselves waited and were themselves the primary 

casualties of their own homemade weapon of mass destruction; however, four thousand 

people reported injuries resulting from the attacks.  More importantly, it was the first time 

that boundary had been crossed.  Since the 1970’s, so much debate had gone on as to 

whether terrorists would seek to acquire a nuclear weapon and whether terrorist attacks 

would ever reach the fatal levels of state violence and the overwhelming conclusion was 

that it could simply never happen. It was too remote of a possibility. And yet prior to 

September 11, this impossible boundary had been crossed due in no small part to the 

millenarian interpretation of a major Abrahamic religion. 
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Chapter III 

Al Qaeda 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the history of terrorism and the historical 

evolution of radical Islamic thought and some of its practice.  Al Qaeda, itself, lies at the 

forefront of these intersecting histories.  This chapter is dedicated to the observation and 

analysis of Al Qaeda.  Specifically, this chapter looks at how the organization formed, 

explaining what their structure is, how they operate, and analyzing what their goal is.   

Jihad in Afghanistan 

 In December 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan.  The Red Army came 

to the aid the Communist government that had seized power, only a year prior, in Kabul.  

The invasion was seen as a major insult to Islam and a worse threat to the American 

international policy of containment.  To the Muslim community, the Soviets were 

portrayed as atheists invading Muslim territory.  This action then became ground for the 

calling of a legitimate defensive jihad, which - as discussed in the previous chapter - was 

the unquestioned duty of all Muslims to fight.  The jihad was endorsed by the 

government of Saudi Arabia,84 and supported by their major economic ally, the United 

States. 

 The global call to jihad prompted young Muslims, the world over, to travel to 

Afghanistan in search of adventure, religious fulfillment, and - in some cases - overt 

martyrdom.  However, the mujahideen, holy warriors, of this period were mainly 

                                                 
84 Gilles Kepel emphasizes the importance of the context provided by the Islamic Revolution of Khomeini 
in Iran earlier that same year.  Khomeini and his band of radical Shittes had seized control from the Sha in 
an attempt to create an Islamic Republic.  In Saudi Arabia, the monarchy faces continuous allegations of 
illegitimacy, and the specter of revolution loomed uncomfortably close to royal family.  As such, Kepel 
sees the advocacy of jihad in Afghanistan as a desperate attempt for the royal family to restore a sense of 
their religious legitimacy, while stripping domestic revolutionaries of potential recruits.   
Giles Kepel, Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam, trans. Anthony F. Roberts (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2002), 173. 
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Afghanis.  This fact is often obscured by persistent references to the global mujahideen 

network, which was heterogeneous and certainly represented Muslims from many nations 

and ethnic groups.  Nevertheless, as this heterogeneous network enjoyed considerable 

funding from Wahhabi interests, there was a tendency to portray the fighters primarily as 

a dedicated group of Wahhabi Arab Islamists.85  In reality, the war in Afghanistan was 

primarily fought and won by the guerilla war tactics of Ahmed Shah Massoud and his 

Tajik faction of Jamiat-e Islami fighters.  The minority of Wahhabi Islamists within the 

mujahideen came to be known as the Afghan Arabs by the Afghanis.  Their presence in 

Afghanistan was generally reviled, as the individual Afghan Arabs were seen as 

bloodthirsty opportunists, needlessly involved in a foreign struggle.  Moreover, though 

Afghanistan was a Muslim territory, the various ethnic groups of Afghanistan tended to 

practice forms of Sufi Islam, which is a more mystical form of Islam.  The Wahhabi 

Islamists were strict Salafists, who regarded the Sufi tradition as heresy and a perversion 

of the true Islam. 

Problematically, the Afghan Arabs arrived prepared to fight a jihad though they 

lacked any sort of organization and, in many cases, military skill.  In order to address this 

problem, Osama bin Laden and Abdallah Azzam formed an organization in 1984 

designed to better facilitate the travel of foreign radicals to Afghanistan, which could also 

                                                 
85 According to Lawrence Wright, this phenomenon of Wahhabi religious imperialism within the Muslim 
world was not an isolated event associated with the Afghan Jihad.   

Not content to cleanse its own country of the least degree of religious freedom, the Saudi 
government set out to evangelize the Islamic world, using the billions of riyals at its disposal 
through the religious tax—zakat—to construct hundreds of mosques and colleges and thousands 
of religious schools around the globe, staffed with Wahhabi imams and teachers. Eventually, 
Saudi Arabia, which constitutes only 1 percent of the world Muslim population, would support 90 
percent of the expenses of the entire faith, overriding other traditions of Islam. 

Lawrence Wright, The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the Road to 9/11, (New York: Vintage, 2006), 149. 
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help to organize the resistance of the Afghan Arabs already in Afghanistan.  This 

organization was known as Maktab al-Khidamat, the Services Bureau.   

The Services Bureau 

Osama bin Laden was 23 when he arrived in Afghanistan.  A Saudi of Yemeni 

descent, he had attended Abdul Aziz University in Saudi Arabia, and he was one of 

Mohammad bin Laden many sons.86 Mohammad bin Laden, who died in 1967, had been 

a hugely successful construction magnate in Saudi Arabia, who owed his multimillion 

dollar fortune to the generous patronage the Saudi royal family.  Sheikh Abdallah Yusuf 

Azzam was a distinguished Palestinian theologian who had been a longstanding member 

of the Muslim Brotherhood as well as a noted disciple of Sayyid Qutb.  Sheikh Azzam 

obtained his Ph.D. in Islamic Jurisprudence at Cairo’s Al-Azhar University in 1973, and 

he issued the fatwa that called for the defensive jihad in Afghanistan in 1979.87  Within 

the Services Bureau, bin Laden came to be known for his managerial competence and 

privileged access to financial sources, whereas Sheikh Azzam offered leadership through 

his personal charisma and extensive knowledge of Islam.  The Services Bureau itself 

worked to help build shelters, roads, trenches, tunnels, and underground bunkers.88 

Similarly, bin Laden funded a series of guesthouses that gave the foreign fighters 

a place to stay while in Afghanistan, he also gave money to build theological libraries in 

order to productively occupy the fighters while they were not engaged in battle, and 

                                                 
86 Reports differ, however, Mohammed bin Laden is known to have married 22 times and fathered more 
than 50 children.  Osama bin Laden was born to Hamida al-Attas, Mohammed’s 10th wife, with whom he 
had no other children.   
87 Abdullah Azzam, “Defense of the Muslim Lands, the First Obligation after Faith,” trans. Brothers in 
Ribatt, Religioscope, February 2002, under 
http://www.religioscope.com/info/doc/jihad/azzam_defence_1_table.htm (accessed April 1, 2009). 
88 John Miller, “A Converstion With the Most Dangerous Man in the World,” Esquire, February 1, 1999, 
under http://www.esquire.com/features/ESQ0299-FEB_LADEN?click=main_sr (Accessed March 30, 
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helped fund hospitals to treat wounded fighters.  Most importantly, bin Laden’s finances 

built a series of combat training camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Bin Laden built the first combat training camps before he started working with 

Sheikh Azzam, near the small village of Jaji in Afghanistan’s mountainous Paktia 

Province around 1984.89  In October 1986, bin Laden established a base camp for the 

Arab Afghans in the mountains southeast of the city of Jalalabad.90  This camp was called 

Maasada, which translates as the Lion’s Den.  The Lion’s Den was staffed primarily by 

Arabs with prior military experience.  In particular, Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri and Abu 

Hafs al-Masri, better known as Mohammed Atef, instructed the Arab Afghans in their 

combat training and organized their military operations.  Both abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri 

and Mohammed Atef were Egyptians, served in the Egyptian army, and held senior 

positions in the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, which was an offshoot of the Muslim 

Brotherhood.   

Winning the War 

Unfortunately, there is no universally accepted account of the Afghan Arab’s 

contribution to the Afghan Soviet War.91  Some accounts accuse the mujahideen of 

                                                 
89 Michael Scheuer, Through Our Enemies’ Eyes: Osama Bin Laden, Radical Islam, and the Future of 

America, 2nd ed. (Washington D.C.: Potomac Books, 2002), 98. 
90 Scheuer, 101.  Scheuer makes much of the fact that bin Laden intended this camp to exclusively serve 
Arab fighters, which caused friction between him and Azzam.  However, a compromise was reached 
between the two men, and the camp became open to all non-Afghan Muslims. 
91 According to former CIA case officer, Marc Sageman, much of the disagreement over the facts of this 
time period can be attributed to the high illiteracy rates amongst the population of Afghanistan.  While the 
highly literate Afghan Arabs, as well as the American CIA officials, were able to claim greater roles in 
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… the United States indirectly supported the Afghan mujahideen, who did all the fighting, paid 
dearly for it, and deserved all the credit for their victory over the Soviets.  The expatriate 
contribution to this victory was minimal at best, for they spread dissention among Muslim 
resistance ranks.  Usually, he victors write the history.  For the Soviet Afghan War, there is no 
Afghan account, perhaps due to the high illiteracy rate or the later developments in Afghanistan 
[i.e. the Afghan Civil War.]  Instead, the foreign bystanders got to write the history.  These 
foreigners expropriated the native Afghan victory over the Soviet Union, created the myth that 
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disrupting the strategic efforts of Ahmed Shah Massoud.92  These accounts allege that 

individual Afghan Arabs often sought their own death in battle over actual military 

victory.93  Other accounts depict the Afghan Arabs as winning decisive victories at key 

battles over the Soviets.  In particular, there is little dispute that the Soviet Special Forces 

attack on the Lion’s Den in April 1987 resulted in a surprising victory for the Afghan 

Arabs, where bin Laden himself was said to be a brave and adept fighter.  Still, others 

insist that if it were not for the broad financial support, which was simply channeled 

through the Services Bureau, as well as the armaments given by the United States, 

Afghanistan would have fallen to the Soviets.  Regardless of the cause, the Soviets 

retreated in 1988, and for all of the mujahideen, this was a huge victory. 

 As a result, the mujahideen became folk heroes within Islamic society for the 

belief that they had defeated the Soviet Union in their holy war.  This perception was 

exaggerated further in 1989 after the fall of the Berlin Wall.  By the time the Soviet 

Union formally dissolved in 1991, this myth had grown to be so great that many 

Muslims, and Osama bin Laden in particular, made the claim that true Islamic warriors 

could defeat a global empire.  Whether or not this was true did not matter.   

 

The Formation of Al Qaeda 

                                                                                                                                                 
they had destroyed a superpower by faith alone, and argued that the same fate would lie ahead for 
the only remaining superpower.  

Marc Sageman, Understanding Terror %etworks, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 
59. 
92 However, Marc Sageman and others report that abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri, an Egyptian who would later 
train other Afghan Arabs at the Lion’s Den and other training camps fought alongside Massoud.  However, 
details are scarce with regard to how long Ubaidah al-Banshiri served under Massoud, and whether 
Massoud had deliberately recruited Ubaidah al-Banshiri or any other Afghan Arabs or whether Ubaidah al-
Banshiri or other roaming bands of Afghan Arabs had simply been in the vicinity of Massoud and his 
forces prior to a battle and simply made a temporary allegiance in order to better fight the Soviets.  
93 Lawrence Wright, 107-8.  Wright states that the Arab Afghans “were a curious sideshow to the real 
fighting, set apart by their obsession with dying.”  He characterizes the Arab Afghans as a group of young 
men actively seeking martyrdom, who seemed disinterested in an actual victory over the Soviets.  
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What did matter, however, was that in the last days of the Afghan Soviet War the 

leadership of the Services Bureau found it to be necessary to maintain and expand the 

global network of Islamist fighters and financiers once the war was over.  However, 

Osama bin Laden and Sheikh Azzam believed that they had arrived at a crossroads.  The 

two men questioned whether the Services Bureau should stay in Afghanistan in order to 

fight to establish a pure Islamic State, or if they should lead the Afghan Arabs into the 

battle against the next enemy of Islam.94  If so, the two men were in serious disagreement 

over which enemy of Islam should be fought next.  Azzam, as a Palestinian, sought to 

eventually bring the organization to the ongoing fight against the Israeli government in 

the West Bank and Gaza Strip.  Bin Laden, however, was more preoccupied with what he 

saw as the growing corruptions and illegitimacy of the House of Saud.  Furthermore, 

many of the senior Egyptian members of the organization saw a greater threat posed by 

the United States.  If nothing else, Abdullah Azzam decided that he had to rename the 

organization.  In an article written for the April 1988 issue al Jihad, Azzam wrote, 

                                                 
94 It is unclear when comparing various accounts of this period what exactly bin Laden and Azzam’s 
individual desires were for the future of their organization.  Sageman depicts Azzam as wanting to take the 
jihad to the peripheries of the former Islamic Empire, and focus on establishing Islamic governments in 
Indonesia, Kashmir and Algeria.  Other accounts place the Palestinian war with Israel as his top priority, 
and the 9-11 Commission Report suggests that Azzam was focused mostly on staying in Afghanistan and 
continuing to fight until an Islamic State was established there.  Similarly, accounts differ on bin Laden’s 
goals at this time.  Sageman again suggests that bin Laden did not develop any significant animosity toward 
the United States until 1996 when he was forced to leave the Sudan.  However, other accounts credit bin 
Laden with the decision to use the resources provided by Al Qaeda to target the “Far Enemy” in the United 
States at this time.  Even more confusion exists over the exact nature of bin Laden’s feelings toward the 
House of Saud.  It appears that bin Laden did harbor resentment toward the King’s lack of religiosity, 
however, it is believed that bin Laden maintained close ties with several members of the Royal Family, 
which he exploited to facilitate his escape from Saudi Arabia in 1992.  According to Lawrence Wright, bin 
Laden’s hatred of the Saudi regime grew solely out of his interactions with Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri in 
Afghanistan. 

The young Saudi [bin Laden] was a devout Salafist but not much of a political thinker.  Until he 
met Zawahiri, he had never voiced opposition to his own government or other repressive Arab 
regimes. 

 Lawrence Wright, 127. 
Overall, it is unclear whether bin Laden wanted to overthrow the House of Saud, or if he believed that the 
Islamists could work with certain Saudi Royals to create a just Islamic State through a campaign of reform. 
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Every principle needs a vanguard to carry it forward that is willing, while 
integrating into society, to undertake difficult tasks and make tremendous 
sacrifices. No ideology, celestial or earthly, can do without such a vanguard, 
which gives its all to ensure victory. It is the standard bearer on an endless and 
difficult path until it reaches its destination, as it is the will of God that it do so. It 
is al-qaeda al-sulbah that constitutes this vanguard for the hoped-for society.95   

 
Then, in late 1988 Sheikh Azzam began referring to the services bureau as al-qaeda al-

sulbah the solid base.  This was at once a way of saying this organization was the solid 

base of support for the expansion of true Islam as well as saying that the Afghan Arabs 

were the solid base of the mujahideen.  In time, al-qaeda al-sulbah was simplified into 

the more familiar Al Qaeda.  Literally, al qaeda, which simply meant “the base,” has also 

been interpreted as a reference to the database that bin Laden and Azzam had established 

to hold the names and information of the recruits to the Afghan jihad.  This database also 

held the equally vital information on the financial support network, which had been 

referred to as the golden chain during the Afghan Soviet War.96  

The Death of Abdullah Azzam 

Al Qaeda remained in Afghanistan until 1989, when, under suspicious 

circumstances still shrouded in mystery, Abdullah Azzam was killed, along with his two 

sons, when assassins detonated a bomb attached to the undercarriage of Azzam’s car.  

Some scholars suspect that either Ayman al Zawahiri or bin Laden himself had arranged 

Azzam’s killing in order to stage a coup over the leadership of Al Qaeda.  However, this 

is still a matter of speculation on the part of scholars, and there is considerable 

disagreement between various accounts on this very point.  Therefore, it is important to 

note that bin Laden had a considerable amount of authority within the organization prior 

                                                 
95 Abdullah Azzam, “Al-Qaeda al-Sulbah,” Al Jihad, 41, April 1988, 46. 
96 The term golden chain was born out of the fact that there was a chain of exchanges between different 
intermediaries where money from the Persian Gulf states, mainly Saudi Arabia, was laundered to the 
fighters in Afghanistan. 
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to Azzam’s assassination.  He served as the manager of Al Qaeda’s military branch, 

which was responsible for training recruits.  Similarly, he managed the group’s finances, 

and his inner circle served as the spiritual advisory committee, which decided on what the 

groups’ next steps should be.  Yet, it is important to note that after the death of Abdullah 

Azzam, the organization increasingly came to be dominated by a group of Egyptians, 

many of whom had been formerly associated with the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood.  

This next section is devoted to how the Egyptian Islamists came to take over Al Qaeda. 

How the Blind Sheikh and Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri Came to Join Al Qaeda 

After Sadat’s assassination in Egypt in 1981, the Muslim Brotherhood suffered a 

major crackdown at the hands of Honsi Mubarak, who had been the vice president under 

Sadat and then succeeded him as Egypt’s president.  During Mubarak’s crackdown, the 

Brotherhood itself split into the Islamic Group and Egyptian Islamic Jihad.  Both groups 

would later develop significant ties to Al Qaeda.  The most significant ties would be 

developed by the leader of the Islamic group, a blind Sheikh named Omar Ahmad Abdel 

Rahman, and the leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, a doctor named Ayman al 

Zawahiri. 

 The blind Sheikh had been very important to the Muslim Brotherhood because he 

had the ability to issue the fatwas that other radical Islamic scholars neither could not nor 

would not. In Egypt, Sheikh Rahman had been a dangerous unscrupulous zealot.  His 

violent orations stirred the Muslim Brothers’ hatred of Nasser, he issued fatwa’s calling 

for violent attacks on Egyptian Coptic Christians, and his fatwa called for the death of 

Anwar Sadat.  During the internal dissention, which would ultimately spit the Muslim 

Brotherhood, Sheikh Rahman maintained close ties to both the Islamic Group and 
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Egyptian Islamic Jihad.  Rahman was eventually nominated to be the grand Mufti of the 

Islamic Group, which made him the group’s de facto leader; however, matters of personal 

animosity between Sheikh Rahman and Ayman al Zawahiri would temper the blind 

Sheikh’s influence on Egyptian Islamic Jihad.  After serving a three year sentence in an 

Egyptian prison for his role in Sadat’s assassination, where according to various accounts 

he was likely tortured, Sheikh Rahman fled to Afghanistan to join the jihad against the 

Soviets.  Having been a friend and mentor to Sheikh Azzam at Cairo’s Al-Azhar 

University, Sheikh Rahman was given a great deal of authority within the Services 

Bureau.  After Azzam’s assassination, Rahman was viewed as the only member of the 

organization who held the theological aptitude to fill the void left in Azzam’s wake, and 

Sheikh Rahman was subsequently made the head of international coordination for the 

mujahideen.  In receiving this promotion, Rahman fled Afghanistan in 1990 to enter the 

United States, where in Jersey City and the Farook Mosque in Brooklyn, New York, he 

found recruits for Al Qaeda’s operation while the leadership in Afghanistan (and later 

Sudan) continued to consult him for his interpretations of Islamic law, and his ability to 

issue a fatwa prior to an attack.97     

The Muslim Brotherhood’s other faction, Egyptian Islamic Jihad, was led by Dr. 

Ayman al-Zawahiri, a surgeon who was born into two of the most prominent families in 

Egypt.98  The Zawahiris were a distinguished family of doctors, scholars and theologians, 

and Ayman’s mother’s family, the Azzams,99 were highly involved and influential in 

                                                 
97 However, Sheikh Rahman’s hefty build, large sunglasses, unkempt beard, and distinctive red and white 
kaftan caused many of the authorities within the United States to dismiss the often disconcertingly violent 
statements made by the Sheikh during this period with jokes and flippant comments that the Sheikh looked 
remarkably similar to typical depictions of Santa Claus. 
98 Lawrence Wright, 33. 
99 The Azzam family of Cairo is not the same family of Sheikh Abdullah Azzam. 
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Egyptian politics. A brilliant student, Zawahiri’s studies would eventually lead him to 

Cairo University’s medical school, though he maintained life-long fascination with 

religion and politics.  He became involved in the Islamist cause at young age, and 

established his own cell of students devoted to the overthrow of the secular government 

at the age of 15.  Zawahiri also held a deep respect, as well as a personal sense of loyalty, 

to the Islamic scholar, Sayid Qutb.  Zawahiri’s uncle, Mahfouz Azzam, had been a 

student of, and later the personal lawyer to, Sayid Qutb.  Mahfouz had been one of the 

last people to see Qutb alive, and according to Lawrence Wright, Qutb gave Mahfouz his 

personal Quran, which he inscribed just before calmly walking to his execution.100  For 

the young Zawahiri, Qutb’s execution cemented his hatred of Nasser’s government, and 

caused him to vow to devote his own life to creating the world that Qutb had envisioned.   

Zawahiri himself had never joined the Muslim Brotherhood, however, believing 

that they were too willing to compromise with the government.  Instead, the radical cell 

that Zawahiri organized at age 15 was more radical and less interested in a political 

solution than the comparatively mainstream Muslim Brotherhood.  Over time, similar 

cells developed in and around Cairo.  According to Lawrence Wright, Zawahiri then 

joined his own cell, which had been the largest, with four other cells around 1974 to 

create Egyptian Islamic Jihad.  However, most other accounts suggest that Egyptian 

Islamic Jihad was organized and led by Mohammed Abd al-Salam Faraj, the author of 

The %eglected Duty. 

In 1980, Zawahiri traveled with the Red Crescent Society to Afghanistan, where 

he took an immediate interest in the growing jihad against the Soviets.  However, in 

1981, Zawahiri was arrested during a trip home to Cairo after the assassination of Anwar 

                                                 
100 Lawrence Wright, 36. 
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Sadat.  According to Marc Sageman, the assassination of President Sadat on October 6, 

1981, had been a crime of opportunity rather than the result of a carefully planned 

conspiracy.  The various Islamist networks in Egypt at the time wanted to overthrow the 

secular government and stage a wide scale revolution, akin to the 1979 Khomeini 

revolution in Iran.  However, on September 3, Sadat had ordered a crackdown on the 

various Islamist groups for their increasing levels of violence against Egypt’s Coptic 

Christian communities.  This only served to exacerbate the high levels of animosity 

against Sadat in the wake of his signing of the 1979 Camp David Accords with Israel.  

The crackdown resulted in the arrest, torture, and ultimate death of Mohammed al-

Islambuli, the leader of Asyut branch of the Islamic Group.  This action so enraged 

Khaled al-Islambuli, a Lieutenant in the Egyptian Army and Mohammed al-Islambuli’s 

brother, that he joined Egyptian Islamic Jihad and volunteered to assassinate president 

Sadat.  Zawahiri was apparently unaware of this plan until a few hours before the 

assassination took place, yet, he scrambled to meet with the other leaders and senior 

members of Egypt’s most powerful Islamist groups to plan for the popular uprising.   

The various Islamist groups failed to mobilize a large scale uprising in time, and 

the only effort at insurrection took place in Asyut, the home of the al-Islambuli 

brothers.101  During this time, Sadat’s successor, Honsi Mubarak, ordered the arrest 

thousands of possible conspirators, nearly all of whom belonged to one of Egypt’s 

Islamist organizations.  According to Lawrence Wright, Zawahiri made plans to flee to 

Pakistan, yet, decided to stay in Egypt to organize and personally carry out an attack on 

                                                 
101 The Asyut branch of the Islamic Group, which had been led by Mohammed al-Islambuli, seized control 
of the city on October 8, which Sageman points out was a holiday, and, thus, most of the security forces 
were off duty.  Apparently, the Islamic Group held control of the city of Asyut for a few days until 
paratroopers were flown in from Cairo to kill the rebels, and reclaim the city.  Sageman, 33. 
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Sadat’s funeral with Essam al-Qamari and Aboud al-Zumar.102  However, al-Zumar was 

arrested before the plan could be carried out, and Zawahiri, seeing no other option, left 

for the airport.  On the way, his car was pulled over and he too was arrested by the 

Egyptian police.103   

After Honsi Mubarak’s regime arrested nearly 1600 Egyptian citizens, the State 

scheduled two trials.  The first trial targeted Sadat’s assassin, Khaled al-Islambuli, his 

accomplices, and the man Mubarak’s regime believed to be the head of Egyptian Islamic 

Jihad, Mohammed Abd al-Salam Faraj.  The 24 defendants of the first trial were 

sentenced to death and executed in April 1982.  The second trial targeted 302 suspected 

members of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, and it resulted in a long protracted process lasting 

nearly three years.  Though imprisoned, the Islamists seized the opportunity to organize 

and develop a plan of action.  However, disagreements ran rampant between the various 

leaders of the multitudinous cells and organizations.  Yet, the largest clash of ideology 

and ego came between the aforementioned blind Sheikh, Omar Ahmad Abdel Rahman, 

and Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri. 

Once again, accounts differ on the details; yet, scholars seem to agree that prior to 

the imprisonment of the 1600 Islamists in the wake of Sadat’s assassination, the Muslim 

Brotherhood existed as the organization unifying Egypt’s disparate radical Islamic 

groups.  The degree of control that the Muslim Brotherhood held over these groups is a 

                                                 
102 Lawrence Wright, 51. 
103 Lawrence Wright describes the arrest itself as a profound moment for Zawahiri’s cousins, who had 
agreed to drive him to the airport.   

“They took Ayman to the Maadi police station, and he was surrounded by guards,” his cousin 
Omar Azzam recalled.  “The chief of police slapped him on the face—and Ayman slapped him 
back!”  The family regards this incident with amazement, not only because of the recklessness of 
Zawahiri's response but also because until that moment he had never, in their memory, resorted to 
violence.  Zawahiri immediately became known among the other prisoners as the man who struck 
back. 

Lawrence Wright, 51. 
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matter of dispute.  However, the disparate factions appear to have coalesced during the 

imprisonment, and once again split; thus marking the end of the Muslim Brotherhood and 

the rise of Egyptian Islamic Jihad and the Islamic Group as the leading Islamist 

organizations in Egypt.  As mentioned above, Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman served as the 

de facto leader of the Islamic Group, which believed in the principle that all of mankind 

could, and would ultimately, accept Islam.  Egyptian Islamic Jihad, which lacked a clear 

leader after the execution of Mohammed Abd al-Salam Faraj, instead attracted those 

Islamists who did not believe that mankind would come to accept Islam, but rather 

believed in the necessity to seize power in order to impose a strict interpretation of Islam 

upon the State.104  Whether or not Zawahiri held much power at this point made little 

difference, as he was unyielding and vocal about his personal belief that a blind man 

could not, and according to the Qur’an, should not serve as the leader of Muslims.   

Exactly how Zawahiri became the head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, or whether he 

did, is unclear.  His refusal to obey Sheikh Rahman certainly produced disunity amongst 

the Islamists, but beyond that little is clear.  The best explanation of Zawahiri’s rise to 

power during this period seems to come from Marc Sageman’s description of Zawahiri’s 

unofficial role amongst the Islamists during the second trail itself.     

During the trial, al-Zawahiri became a spokesman for the defendants because of 
his eloquence and his knowledge of foreign languages.  This pushed him into the 
limelight.  The state showed itself lenient at the second trail.  Despite the 
prosecution demand of 299 death sentences, the judges gave out none.  Only fifty-
eight prison sentences were given, despite the fact that the Asyut revolt resulted in 
the death of sixty-eight policemen and soldiers.  Except for the senior leaders in 
the shura and actual perpetrators, most of the defendants were released after three 
years in prison.105   

                                                 
104 Sageman also notes that the split between the Islamic Group and Egyptian Islamic Jihad was a split 
between the Islamists of the Sadi, or Northern Egypt, who composed the ranks of the Islamic Group, while 
the Islamists of Cairo and Alexandria joined Egyptian Islamic Jihad. 
105 Sageman, 34. 
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Zawahiri’s victory for the defendants, if it could be credited to Zawahiri, was certainly 

bittersweet.  Nearly every account of this period describes Zawahiri and his fellow 

Islamists as being repeatedly tortured by State officials during their three years in prison.  

Moreover, most of these accounts also credit these repeated acts of torture with the 

further radicalization, and increased propensity for violence amongst the Egyptian 

Islamists.  After his release from prison in 1985, Zawahiri, like many others, left Egypt 

for the Jihad in Afghanistan.  Zawahiri met Osama bin Laden in 1986, and quickly rose 

through the ranks of his organization.  Accounts also agree that Zawahiri held 

considerable influence over bin Laden, which many credit to Zawahiri having performed 

delicate surgery on bin Laden after bin Laden had been wounded on the battlefield.  

Lawrence Wright and others suggest that Zawahiri exploited his influence over bin Laden 

to advance the careers of his fellow Egyptian Islamic Jihad members within the Services 

Bureau and Al Qaeda.106  However, other accounts stress the importance of the high 

degree of organization and social cohesion amongst the Egyptian volunteers.  Even as the 

Egyptian Islamists had split into two separate ideological camps, their shared experience 

in prison, large numbers, and interpersonal connections made the Egyptians a more 

cohesive bloc than the other Afghan Arabs who often traveled from their home country to 

                                                 
106 Wright suggests that Zawahiri regularly spoke with bin Laden when bin Laden came to lecture at the 
hospital in Peshawar where he (Zawahiri) worked alongside fellow doctors, and members of Egyptian 
Islamic Jihad, Dr. Fadl and Dr. Ahmed.  One day, after bin Laden called for a boycott of American goods 
in support of the Palestinian cause, Zawahiri reportedly told bin Laden that if the Saudi wanted to make 
such statements he would have to protect himself against the Jews and Americans in addition to the 
Russians and Communists. 

Zawahiri said. “You should alter your entire security system because your head is now wanted by 
the Americans and the Jews, not only by the communists and the Russians, because you are hitting 
the snake on its head.”  To back up his proposal, Zawahiri offered a highly disciplined cadre of 
mujahideen. They were different from the teenagers and drifters who made up so much of the 
Arab Afghan community.  Zawahiri's recruits were doctors, engineers, and soldiers. They were 
used to working in secret. Many of them had been through prison and had already paid a hideous 
price for their beliefs. They would become the leaders of al-Qaeda. 

Lawrence Wright, 128. 
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Afghanistan alone or with one or two close relations.  Regardless, after the death of 

Sheikh Abdullah Azzam in 1989, Zawahiri assumed the role of Al Qaeda’s second-in-

command.  Later, in 1998, Zawahiri took the initiative to officially merge Egyptian 

Islamic Jihad with Al Qaeda.  

After Afghanistan 

 Yet, after Azzam’s death, the situation in Afghanistan grew worse for the Afghan 

Arabs.  With the Soviets defeated, many volunteers simply went home.  Many stayed; 

yet, they were increasingly viewed as outsiders in what was to become a decade-long 

civil war fought between Afghanistan’s internal factions.  Nevertheless, bin Laden held 

such stature among fellow Islamists that Hassan al Turabi’s National Islamic Front 

government in Khartoum offered him and his organization a sanctuary.  Bin Laden 

himself returned to Saudi Arabia, as the Egyptian core of Al Qaeda began to set up a base 

of operations in Sudan.107  In Saudi Arabia, bin Laden was initially greeted with a hero’s 

welcome.  For the time, it appeared that the Saudi Royal family, as well as bin Laden’s 

family, and the Arabian masses believed the myth that the Arab mujahideen had defeated 

the Red Army in Afghanistan.   However, Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait 

led bin Laden to offer the services of the Al Qaeda network to help defend the Saudi 

Kingdom against attack.  Bin Laden’s offer was rejected as King Fahd instead chose to 

call on the United States’ military-led coalition to defend against Iraqi aggression.  Bin 

Laden violently denounced the Royal family for their decision to permit American 

                                                 
107 Sageman believes that the move to Sudan helped solidify the Egyptian leadership of Al Qaeda, as many 
of the Egyptian Islamists in Afghanistan believed that they could not return home without fear of 
government reprisal.  Perhaps, the appeal of a relocation to Sudan, which shares a border with Egypt, gave 
hope to the exiled Egyptian Islamists that their movement to grow in power and eventually return to 
overthrow the Mubarak regime in Egypt.   



 87

military forces into, and to establish what would become a permanent base in, the Land 

of the Two Holy Places.108   

 Terrified by the possibility that bin Laden could spark a popular uprising within 

the Kingdom,109 the Saudi government tried to force him to retract his incendiary 

statements; bin Laden refused.  This prompted the Saudi government to revoke bin 

Laden’s passport, and keep him under house surveillance.  This was maddening for bin 

Laden, who grew more and more bitter at the Saudi regime as they continually denied his 

requests to leave.  Moreover, Lawrence Wright suggests that even if Osama bin Laden 

                                                 
108 Two points for clarification.  The Arabian Peninsula is the birthplace of Islam.  The Prophet was born in 
Mecca, and after receiving God’s revelation, he conquered and converted the city of Medina.  Thus, Al-
Masjid al-Haram, The Sacred Mosque or The Grand Mosque, in Mecca and Masjid-an-Nabawi, the 
Mosque of the Prophet, in Medina are considered by all Muslims to be the two holiest sites in the world.  
Furthermore, the Al-Aqsa Mosque, the Farthest Mosque, in Jerusalem, which contains the Dome of the 
Rock is generally considered by all Muslims to be the third holiest site in Islam.  However, far more 
consensus exists on the supremacy on the superlative holiness of the two aforementioned sites in present 
day Saudi Arabia.   
 
The second point concerns the United States’ permanent base in Saudi Arabia.  Supposedly, the U.S. 
military forces were expected to leave the Arabian Peninsula after the end of hostilities against Iraq during 
the First Gulf War.  However, for reasons that are not fully clear, the United States established a permanent 
base, known as the Eskan Village, near the Riyadh Air Base.  U.S. service personnel were stationed at other 
bases, which were abandoned amid growing security threats in 2003.  However, the Eskan Village remains 
open to the United States.  Though bin Laden, other members of Al Qaeda, and other Islamists outside the 
Al Qaeda network have expressed their outrage at the permanent bases, it is unlikely that during 1990-1991 
bin Laden would have been aware of the permanence of the U.S. bases.   
109 In 1979, Muhammad bin abd Allah al-Qahtani, an apocalyptic Saudi Islamist, organized a band of 
Islamist insurgents in their seizure of The Grand Mosque in Mecca.  The insurgents smuggled arms into 
The Grand Mosque, though such action is strictly forbidden in the Qur’an, and violently seized control of 
the building on November 20.  Al-Qahtani claimed to be the Mahdi, the Islamic harbinger of redemption, 
and commanded the hundreds of pilgrims, who had come to The Grand Mosque as fulfillment of the hajj, 
to bow before him.  The Saudi government was compelled to act, but feared killing hostages or damaging 
the Mosque itself.  Allegedly, the Saudi security forces required the assistance of the bin Laden family to 
secure the Mosque, as the Saudi Binladen Group had completed extensive refurbishments to the Mosque in 
1974.  The Saudi security forces called in French and Pakistani forces, and Lawrence Wright suggests that 
there was such fear of permitting non-Muslims onto the holy site, that the French paratroopers were quickly 
converted to Islam prior to the siege of the Mosque.   
Lawrence Wright, 88-94. 
 
Ultimately, Robin Wright notes, “At least 255 pilgrims, troops and fanatics were killed in the battles, 
another 560 injured, according to government figures, although diplomats suggested the toll was higher.” 
Robin Wright, Sacred Rage: The Wrath of Militant Islam, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001), 148. 
Further reading: Yaroslav Trofimov, The Siege of Mecca: The Forgotten Uprising in Islam’s Holiest Shrine 

and the Birth of Al Qaeda, (New York: Doubleday, 2007). 
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had been neutral, or even grateful to the United States while in Afghanistan, the act of 

being forced to witness the Americans do battle against Saddam’s forces, as he so 

desperately wanted to do himself, sparked the young bin Laden’s hatred for the United 

States.  As such, bin Laden found it absolutely necessary to leave Saudi Arabia. 

 How bin Laden managed to leave is a matter of some dispute.  Some scholars 

suggest that bin Laden conspired with the more radical members of the Saudi Royal 

Family, as well as a few more radical members of his own family, to have himself 

smuggled out of the Kingdom.  Lawrence Wright contends that bin Laden finally 

convinced Prince Naif and Prince Turki that he could help advance the negotiations in 

Afghanistan that the Saudis attempted to facilitate between the factions of Ahmed Shah 

Massoud and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar.110  Either way, bin Laden lived in Afghanistan from 

1991-1992, during which time multiple accounts suggest that he, in fact, tried to reach a 

peace agreement between Massoud and Hekmatyar, as their separate factions finally 

managed to bring down the Communist regime in Kabul.  However, bin Laden’s efforts 

could not stop the impending civil war, and in 1992, bin Laden fled Afghanistan to rejoin 

the leadership of Al Qaeda in the Sudan.  However, this left bin Laden feeling devastated.  

According to the 9-11 Commission Report, “By 1994, the Saudi government would 

freeze his financial assets and revoke his citizenship.  He no longer had a country he 

could call his own.”111 

 

 

                                                 
110 Lawrence Wright, 161. 
111 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, The 9-11 Commission Report: Final 

Report of the %ational Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, (New York: Norton, 
2004), 57. 
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Al Qaeda in Sudan: Structure and Function 

In Sudan, Al Qaeda continued to build a global network, while bin Laden used the 

means available to him to work on large-scale civil projects for the Sudanese 

government.112  According to the 9-11 Commission Report, bin Laden had envisioned 

himself as serving at the head of an “Islamic Army Shura.”  Within Islam, a Shura is an 

advisory council, and the Islamic Army Shura was intended to host a consortium of 

leaders and representatives from the various Islamist organizations throughout the world.  

For bin Laden, Al Qaeda would merely be his organization, and serve an equal part in the 

global Shura.  

In building this Islamic army, he enlisted groups from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, Oman, Algeria, Libya, Tunisia, Morocco, Somalia and 
Eritrea.  Al Qaeda also established cooperative but less formal relationships with 
other extremist groups from these same countries; from the African states of 
Chad, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, and Uganda; and from the southeast Asian states of 
Burma, Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia.113 
 

The Shura itself was intended to operate as a confederation of mostly independent 

organizations.  Yet, bin Laden saw his own role within this confederation as a managerial 

one.  He would have the capacity to help exchange information, support, and finances 

between independent organizations, and in some cases, he could directly finance 

struggling Islamist groups.  It appears that this is exactly the case with bin Laden’s 

involvement with the Jemaah Islamiya in Indonesia; bin Laden began directly financing 

                                                 
112 Bin Laden’s knack for civil engineering, and his desire to assist the newly formed National Islamic 
Front in Khartoum seemed to reflect the way in which his father, Mohammed bin Laden, helped modernize 
Saudi Arabia in the 1950’s. 
113

 9-11 Commission Report, 58. 
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the group, helping it grow from a small organization that handed out radical pamphlets 

into Southeast Asia’s fiercest Al Qaeda cell.114   

Yet, for as important as Al Qaeda’s expanding global-network structure was to 

their later success, it is equally important to note the function served by the training 

camps that bin Laden had established in Afghanistan.  According to Marc Sageman, 

when Al Qaeda was headquartered in the Sudan, it established training camps in Bosnia, 

Yemen, the Philippines, and the Sudan itself.  Yet, the advanced training camps were still 

in Afghanistan.115  Though it is impossible to determine the exact number of camps that 

first bin Laden, then the Services Bureau, and then Al Qaeda established in Afghanistan; 

Indian intelligence officials estimated that there were over 120 camps operating in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan just after 9-11.116  Yet, months prior the 9-11 attacks, the CIA 

had already published their estimate that Al Qaeda’s camps had trained something in the 

vicinity of 5000 militants, who had traveled from over 50 different countries.117  

However, these numbers are misleading.  Whereas Al Qaeda established camps in 

                                                 
114 It is also worth noting that Jemaah Islamiya stands out among the organizations within the Al Qaeda 
network for the fact that it is more traditionally structured than the other organizations within the network.  
Jemaah Islamiya operates as a pyramid shaped hierarchy under the leadership of Abu Bakar Baasyir.  
Though pyramid shaped hierarchies have certain organizational advantages over flat networks, the trend in 
recent decades has been for terrorist organizations to avoid hierarchical structure, instead favoring the 
separated cells approach to organizational structure. 
 
Yet, the close relationship between Jemaah Islamiya and Al Qaeda central is a testament to the managerial 
skills of Osama bin Laden.  As bin Laden has directly funded and cooperated with a vast multitude of 
Islamist organizations, he has done a lot to help shape these organizations.  Several accounts depict bin 
Laden alienating those organizations whose tactics or ideologies he found disagreeable.  For example, the 
Abu Sayyaf Group, which like Jemaah Islamiya operates in Southeast Asia, fell out of bin Laden’s favor as 
their increased use of kidnap and ransom tactics led members to select increasingly low value targets.  Yet, 
Abu Sayyaf continued to kidnap and ransom hostages due to its profitability.  Bin Laden, disgusted, 
withdrew his support for Abu Sayyaf believing them to be no better than a petty criminal syndicate. 
115 Marc Sageman, 44. 
116 Satinder Bindra, “India Identifies Terrorist Training Camps,” C%%, September 19, 2001, under 
http://archives.cnn.com/2001/WORLD/asiapcf/central/09/19/inv.afghanistan.camp (accessed April 3, 
2009). 
117 Stephen Engelberg, “One Man and a Global Web of Violence,” %ew York Times, January 14, 2001, 
under http://www.nytimes.com/2001/01/14/world/one-man-and-a-global-web-of-violence.html (accessed 
April 3, 2009). 
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Afghanistan to train the mujahideen for their fight against the Soviets, after the Al Qaeda 

leadership left Afghanistan, many of those same camps were appropriated and expanded 

by local Afghan militants who used the facilities to train recruits in the ongoing civil war.   

Nevertheless, some number of the camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan retained the 

core curriculum designed by Abu Ubaidah al-Banshiri and Abu Hafs al-Masri, also 

known as Mohammed Atef, at the Lion’s Den in 1986.  It is believed that, of the many 

camps named in the intelligence literature, Al Farouq, which operated outside of 

Kandahar, Khalden, which operated outside Khost, Mes Aynak, which operated in a 

copper mine near Kabul, and Tarnak Farms, which also operated near Kandahar, served 

to train the elite recruits to Al Qaeda’s Global Jihad.  Though all of the camps associated 

with Al Qaeda provided their attendees with a healthy dose of physical exercise, Islamic 

theology, and military training, very few actually trained terrorists in the practice of 

terrorism.  Moreover, within those few select camps, the overwhelming majority of 

attendees would never be recruited to, or assigned an operation by Al Qaeda or any of its 

other affiliate groups.  Many, if not most, of the attendees would not learn of the camp’s 

affiliation with Al Qaeda, and out of those who would come to learn the name of, or even 

personally meet Osama bin Laden, fewer still would know anything of his role in 

international terrorism.118 

                                                 
118 Jane Mayer provides a horrifying account of the experience of John Walker Lindh, the American 
Taliban, and how he became Detainee 001 in the aftermath of the 9-11 attacks.  Though the entirety of this 
account is utterly fascinating, and merits both retelling and careful examination, it is most important to note 
that Lindh trained at the elite Al Farouq camp outside Kandahar as a Taliban fighter between 2000 and 
2001.  Moreover, while Lindh was certainly dedicated to the Islamist cause, considering his American 
citizenship, he could have been a valuable recruit for Al Qaeda, yet, he was never asked to join.  
Furthermore, Mayer’s account shows that during his time at Al Farouq, Lindh actually met bin Laden 
during a lecture bin Laden held at the camp.  However, Lindh did not know who bin Laden was, outside of 
his association with the Afghan Soviet War, and he clearly knew nothing about Al Qaeda.  Worse yet, 
Lindh and the other members of the camp were so isolated from the outside world that many only learned 
of the 9-11 attacks after CIA units raided the compound and took the few survivors as prisoners.   
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Marc Sageman offered the analogy that attending an Al Qaeda training camp in 

Afghanistan was like applying to a very selective college; insofar as it was not difficult to 

attend the camp, yet, very few of those who train at the camps were then offered a 

position in Al Qaeda.119  Moreover, a Moroccan spy, writing under the pen-name Omar 

Nasiri, detailed his attendance at two of Al Qaeda’s camps in his memoir, Inside the 

Jihad.120  Though several facts were deliberately obscured in order to protect Nasiri’s 

identity, it is clear that the first camp he traveled to, presumably in the early 1990’s if the 

purported timeline was not altered, was little more than a tourist’s destination for the 

wealthy financiers of the Afghan Jihad.  Eventually, Nasiri’s persistence and gumption in 

Afghanistan, as well as his bona fides from having worked with the Algerian Groupe 

Islamique Armé, got him recruited into the elite Khalden training camp.   

Nasiri’s account of the Khalden camp is interesting, both for the impressive, if 

somewhat sensationalized, training regimen he describes, and his utter lack of awareness 

of the camp’s function within the Al Qaeda network.  Interestingly, both the narrative 

structure of Nasiri’s memoir and the standard practice of Al Qaeda’s recruitment rely on 

the use of the nom de guerre.  This point is illustrated in both the author’s own adoption 

of Omar Nasiri as his nom de plume, as well as in a memorable episode between Nasiri 

and the leadership of the Khalden camp as the author was subject to a lengthy entrance 

interview.  Fearing that the leadership of the Khalden camp had discovered that he was a 

spy, Nasiri continually crafted his answers to the repeated interview questions in order to 

                                                                                                                                                 
Jane Mayer, The Dark Side: The Inside Story of How The War on Terror Turned into a War on American 

Ideals, (New York: Doubleday, 2008), 72-100. 
119 Marc Sageman, “Understanding Jihadi Networks,” Strategic Insights 4 (April 2005): 6. 
120 Omar Nasiri, Inside the Jihad: A Spy’s Story, (New York: Basic Books, 2006).  
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tell the leadership what they wanted to hear, while not revealing his true identity or 

getting caught in too obvious a lie. 

I was getting nervous.  I had no way of knowing what these men knew about me, 
or why Ibn Sheikh had brought me here.  Their questions seemed arbitrary, and 
they offered nothing in return for my answers.  No response at all.  The same 
gentle smile no matter what I said.  I wanted it to end. 
“What is your name, brother?” one of them asked. 
“Omar Nasiri.” 
And then silence.  Total silence.  Their expressions changed completely as the 
words came out of my mouth.  They were all in shock. 
… 
“Brother, is that your real name?”  The voice came from my right.  The man next 
to me had placed his hand on my shoulder blade. 
I turned to him.  “Yes, that’s my real name.”  There was nothing to be done at this 
point.  They’d found me out. 
Then the man spoke again.  “Brother, we never use our real names.  When you 
come here, you must leave everything behind—your home, your family, your 
identity.  You must take a new name.”121 
 

Though this interaction seems to have been heightened for dramatic effect, it captures a 

grain of truth concerning the individual recruit’s experience of the training camp.  After 

all, the adoption of a nom de guerre was meant to help the individual fully immerse 

themselves in their identity as a fighter, just as much as it was a practical way to protect 

the “true” identity of the men and women outside of the battle.  Yet, for Nasiri the writer, 

and Nasiri the spy, and even Nasiri the person, the complex world of secrets and lies 

within the Khalden camp was as intriguing as it was alienating.  Nasiri’s memoir reflects 

the fact that deep relationships formed between the fighters in the harsh isolated 

environment of the camp.  His prose effectively captures his own loss of identity during 

the years he spent at the camp, which, granted, Nasiri points out was atypical of the 

majority of recruits who often stayed there for a few months at a time; this loss of identity 

then culminated in his internal crisis of loyalty.  Though Omar Nasiri went to 

                                                 
121 Nasiri, 125. 
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Afghanistan to gather intelligence on the Islamist’s jihadi organization, he found himself 

repeatedly questioning if he was actually there to truly join the Jihad.   

 Ultimately, Nasiri’s memoir brings to light several important facets of the Al 

Qaeda training camps.  The first revelation concerns the advanced degree of specialized 

training, and the surprising technical capacity, which the trainers had to teach recruits 

how to inflict high-tech damage through low-tech means.  Nasiri details his experience 

reading through a book of handwritten instructions, complete with hand-drawn diagrams, 

on how to use a vast array of standard weapons and build various types of improvised 

explosives.  This manual is likely the legendary Encyclopedia of Jihad, which aggregated 

the information on every successful mission and tactic that the Afghan Jihad employed 

against the Soviets.  Secondly, Nasiri strains to recount several brief and otherwise 

insignificant encounters with the individuals he believed to be top ranking Al Qaeda 

officials.  However, it is clear that the name Al Qaeda was never used in the camp and 

that only scant references were made to the purpose of the training other than the oblique 

and persistent mention of jihad.  Yet, many of the other fighters training at Khalden came 

to the camp with a specific purpose in mind, and they trained to acquire specific skills 

and unceremoniously left once they felt their training was complete.  The personal drive 

of these other individuals often had to do with the personal trauma that they, as Muslims, 

had suffered at the hands of either the non-Muslim, secular, or apostate government of 

their homeland, or due to a similar injustice incurred on their Muslim population by a 

separate sectarian community.  As such, these fighters did not need to be recruited or 

indoctrinated; they simply needed to be trained.  Lastly, Nasiri’s own crisis of loyalty 

stands as a testament to the power of the training camp to build the normative world of 
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the recruit without employing the overt “brainwashing” tools that sects, cults, and earlier 

terrorist organizations had been accused of using on their recruits. 

The Attacks: 1991-1996 

Over the ensuing decade, organizations within the Shura, as well as Al Qaeda 

central, would be responsible for a number of high profile and increasingly deadly 

attacks.  Between January 1993 and October 1994, Al Qaeda operatives lent training and 

support to the nearby Somali warlords who were fighting U.S. forces in Mogadishu.  In 

October of 1993, Somali Islamists successfully shot down two American Black Hawk 

helicopters, which hastened the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Somalia.122  On February 

26, 1993, the independent militant, Ramzi Youssef, coordinated with the blind Sheikh 

Omar Abdel Rahman in New York, and detonated a large truck bomb in the underground 

garage of the World Trade Center, killing six and wounding over 1000.123  In June 1995, 

Al Qaeda coordinated with members of Egypt’s Islamic Group to stage an assassination 

attempt on Honsi Mubarak during his trip to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.  Between July and 

October 1995, Al Qaeda helped fund the Algerian Groupe Islamique Armé stage nine 

bombings in France, which killed 9 and wounded 160.124  On September 20, 1995 Al 

Qaeda affiliates in Riyadh attacked a facility used for the U.S. Military’s training of the 

Saudi National Guard killing seven and wounding 42.  On June 25, 1996, Al Qaeda 

affiliates worked in conjunction with Saudi Hezbollah to detonate a much larger truck 

bomb in the Kobar Towers in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, which killed 19 U.S. Service 

personnel. 

                                                 
122 This event was translated into Mark Bowden’s best selling book, Black Hawk Down in 1999, and Ridley 
Scott’s Oscar winning film of the same name in 2001. 
123 Scheuer, 139. 
124 Scheuer, 140. 
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Al Qaeda Declares War on the United States 

However, these attacks did not come without consequence.  The failed 

assassination attempt of Honsi Mubarak in 1995 caused the Egyptian government to 

demand that Turabi turn over three members of the Islamic Group to face trial in Egypt.  

Turabi refused to cooperate, which resulted in Egypt filing a petition of grievance against 

the Sudan at the United Nations Security Council, which then resulted in the imposition 

of international economic sanctions against the Sudan.  This pressure then combined with 

the breakdown of relations between Al Qaeda and Libya, and growing internal disputes in 

the wake of Zawahiri’s controversial decision to execute two young boys who had been 

spying on, and then sent to kill the central Al Qaeda leadership.125  In turn, this was met 

with the additional pressure that the United States and Saudi Arabia put on Turabi to stop 

providing a haven to bin Laden.  Thus, for these and other reasons, bin Laden left Sudan 

on May 19, 1996, and returned to Afghanistan between May and June of that same year.  

Subsequently, the government of Sudan seized all of bin Laden’s as well as Al Qaeda’s 

local assets once they left, leaving the group in dire financial straits.  In response, bin 

                                                 
125 According to Lawrence Wright, Ahmed Sharraf, the 13 year old son of Egyptian Islamic Jihad’s 
Mohammed Sharraf, and Mus’ab al-Faraj, the son of Abu al-Faraj, had been kidnapped, drugged and 
sodomized by Egyptian intelligence officials in order to coerce the boys into spying on Al Qaeda’s core 
membership.  The information the boys collected led to a series of arrests, and the intelligence officials then 
chose to send Mus’ab to plant a bomb that would destroy the five-story apartment building where Zawahiri 
and his family lived.  The bomb was discovered by Sudanese intelligence officials, and Zawahiri avoided 
assassination.  However, the Egyptian intelligence officials then gave Mus’ab a suitcase bomb to plant at 
the meeting place of an upcoming Islamic Army Shura convention.  Mus’ab was caught with the bomb by 
Sudanese intelligence officials and Al Qaeda’s security team.  Al Qaeda took the two boys and put them on 
trail, allegedly stripping them naked to ensure that both boys had reached puberty in order to assuage any 
fears that the boys were too young to stand trail under Sharia law.  The Sharia court then convicted the boys 
of sodomy, treason, and attempted murder, and saw fit to videotape their confessions before Zawahiri had 
them shot. 
 
This move incensed the hatred of Turabi and the more moderate members of Al Qaeda in Sudan against 
Zawahiri.  Wright claims that Turabi demanded Zawahiri’s immediate exile upon learning about the 
execution, however, other sources suggest that Turabi’s decision to exile Al Qaeda had to do instead with 
mounting U.S. and Saudi pressure on the Sudanese regime. 
Lawrence Wright, 215-216. 
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Laden issued a fatwa on August 23, 1996, which was published in Al Quds Al Arabi, 

entitled “Declaration of War against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy 

Places.”126 

The Return to Afghanistan 

 In 1996, Afghanistan was still enmeshed in civil war.  Though the Taliban, a 

group of Pashtun Wahhabi-style Islamists led by Mullah Mohammed Omar, was 

solidifying its hold over the territory, the forces of Ahmed Shah Massoud in the northern 

regions had not been defeated.  The Taliban would never achieve the complete victory 

over the Northern Alliance they so desired, however, from 1996 until late 2001 the 

Taliban served as the de facto national government in Afghanistan.  Al Qaeda’s return to 

Afghanistan was somewhat problematic for the bourgeoning government, as bin Laden’s 

organization had become the target of many international security forces.  However, bin 

Laden had a lot of political capital in Afghanistan, and though the Taliban may have 

initially believed that hosting Al Qaeda would be more trouble than it was worth, such 

political calculations had to be measured against the possibility that bin Laden could form 

an alliance with the forces of Ahmed Shah Massoud.127  Yet, the Al Qaeda leadership 

proved to be troublesome guests in Afghanistan.  As the organization continued to 

expand its global reach, its operations and attacks became more ambitious and more 

deadly.  This coincided with the core leadership’s decision to target the “far enemy” in 

the United States more directly.  Thus, the Taliban, like the National Islamic Front before 

                                                 
126 Osama bin Laden, “Declaration of War Against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy 
Places,” Al Quds Al Arabi, August 23, 1996, under 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/terrorism/international/fatwa_1996.html (accessed April 5, 2009). 
127 Scheuer, 152.  Additionally, Scheuer points out that Massoud held a personal reverence for bin Laden, 
and despite the Taliban-Al Qaeda alliance, Massoud made deliberate efforts to spare bin Laden from the 
civil conflict. 
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them, became subject to harsh economic sanctions by the United Nations Security 

Council.  Moreover, these sanctions came on top of repeated international denunciations 

and strained relations with their old allies in Pakistan.  Prior to Al Qaeda’s return to 

Afghanistan, the Taliban’s strict enforcement of Sharia law had provoked the hostility of 

many women’s rights groups, as well other non-governmental organizations devoted to 

promoting religious freedom and civil liberties abroad.128  Therefore, the Taliban’s 

sanctuary of Al Qaeda only furthered the regimes diplomatic relations nightmare. 

The Attacks: 1996-2001 

In November 1997, the Islamic Group in Egypt coordinated with Al Qaeda for 

logistics and support in staging the Luxor Massacre at Egypt’s Hatshepsut Temple.  The 

six attackers targeted tourists, killing somewhere between 58 and 63 and wounding 26 

more with knives and automatic weapons, which devastated Egyptian tourism for years to 

come.  On February 23, 1998, bin Laden and his deputies issued a public fatwa entitled, 

“Jihad Against the Jews and Crusaders,” which gave formal permission to all Muslims to 

“kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and military.”129  On August 7, 1998, Al 

Qaeda cells directly reporting to bin Laden attacked the U.S. embassies in Nairobi, Kenya 

and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.  The attackers drove trucks packed with explosives into 

each embassy within minutes of one another, killing 12 Americans in total and wounding 

7, while killing 291 Africans and wounding over 5000.  As a result, the United States 

temporarily closed 70 of its embassies abroad between January and August of 1999.  On 

                                                 
128 The Taliban received almost universal denunciation from the world community after they demolished 
the Buddhas of Bamyan in March 2001.  The Buddhas of Bamyan were 1500 year old statues that were 
carved into the sandstone cliff face of the Bamyan Mountains.  The Taliban justified its actions by stating 
that Sharia law commands the destruction of all forms and representation of idolatry. 
129 Osama bin Laden, et al. “Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders,” February 23, 1998, under 
http://www.fas.org/irp/world/para/docs/980223-fatwa.htm (accessed April 5, 2009). 
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February 16, 1999, attackers believed to be working for Al Qaeda detonated a series of 

bombs in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, in order to assassinate the Uzbek President, Islam 

Karimov, in response to his crackdown on Wahhabi Islamists.  Between May and June 

1999, Al Qaeda sent militants to assist the Pakistani Military incursion into the Kargil 

territory in Indian Kashmir.  In December 1999, Jordanian intelligence officials and 

United States Customs agents foiled an Al Qaeda plot to attack Los Angeles International 

Airport and a series of hotels and holy sites in Jordan.  On October 12, 2000, Al Qaeda 

operatives launched a suicide attack against the Navy destroyer USS Cole while it was 

docked at the Port of Aden in Yemen, killing 17 and wounding 39 U.S. sailors.  

Additionally, the attack nearly sank the destroyer, though the crew was able to save the 

ship.130  On December 24 and December 30, 2000, Al Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah 

attacked Christian targets across Indonesia and the Philippines.  The Christmas Eve 

bombings killed 18 and wounded 96; the Manila bombings 6 days later killed 22 and 

wounded nearly 100.  On September 11, 2001, Al Qaeda operatives hijacked four 

commercial airliners and crashed them into the World Trade Center in New York, and the 

Pentagon building in Washington D.C. killing more than 3000 people.  

The 9-11 Plot 

Kahlid Sheik Mohammad (KSM) was an independent Islamist who began 

working with bin Laden in Afghanistan at sometime in late 1996.  Though KSM was the 

architect of the 9-11 attacks, who coordinated recruits, information, and funding for the 

operation, he deliberately chose not to swear an oath of loyalty to bin Laden.  

                                                 
130 The attack on the Cole was not the first plot designed to use a suicide bomb-boat to sink a U.S. ship in 
Yemen’s port of Aden.  An Al Qaeda operative named Abd al Rahim al Nashiri attempted to attack the 
Navy destroyer USS The Sullivans in January 2000.  The attack failed when the overbearing weight of the 
explosives sank the small boat chosen to deliver the attack.  In October, al Nashiri packed a lighter payload 
onto a more sturdy boat, and the attackers drove it into the side of the USS Cole. 
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Consequently, KSM was never technically a member of Al Qaeda.131  Both KSM and 

nephew, Ramzi Youssef, were ethnic Baluchis who grew up in Kuwait.  Three years 

younger than his uncle, KSM, Ramzi Youssef was famous among Jihadists.  In 1993, he 

detonated a truck-bomb in the parking garage of the World Trade Center.  Though the 

attack only killed six people, Youssef believed that if his bomb created a large enough 

blast under the bottom corner of one of the Twin Towers, the tower itself could fall, while 

remaining structurally intact, into the other.  Therefore, Youssef’s ambition had not been 

to simply damage one building, but rather to destroy them both.132   

KSM drew much of his inspiration from his nephew’s unfulfilled ambitions, yet, 

he also sought to replicate the success of the 1998 East Africa Embassy Bombings by 

having multiple attacks happening in synchronicity.  Moreover, KSM and Youssef had 

designed and orchestrated a groundbreaking attack in the Philippines in 1994.  The 

Bojinka plot was ultimately foiled by the Filipino authorities, after they discovered an 

apartment full of noxious chemicals, bomb-making materials and flight data in Milan, 

when responding to a fire in the building.  The Bojinka plot was designed to set off a 

series of bombs that had already been hidden on board 12 commercial airliners as they 

                                                 
131

 The 9-11 Commission Report is inconsistent with respect to whether or not KSM officially joined Al 
Qaeda.  At several points, the text emphatically denies that KSM ever swore the loyalty oath, which would 
have been necessary for him to join the central organization, however, it is stated on page 154, 

KSM acknowledges formally joining al Qaeda, in late 1998 or 1999, and states that soon 
afterward, Bin Ladin [sic] also made the decision to support his proposal to attack the United 
States using commercial airplanes as weapons. 

The 9-11 Commission Report, 154.  However, considering that KSM may have given this account under 
coercion, it is difficult to know what the truth is.    
132 “Debunking the 9/11 Myths: Special Report” Popular Mechanics, March 2005, under 
http://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/military_law/1227842.html (accessed March 20, 2009).  
The principals of engineering state, rather definitively, that if Youssef were to have blown up a large 
enough section of the building’s foundation to cause the building to become structurally unsound, then the 
floors over many stories would pancake downward.  There was no conceivable way for one of the Twin 
Towers to fall into the other. 
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were mid-flight over the Pacific Ocean.  Thus, it was important for KSM for his attack 

achieve a level of catastrophic spectacle worthy of his and Youssef’s earlier attempts. 

According to The 9-11 Commission Report, KSM had a grand vision of what 

“The Planes Operation” should be. 

KSM has insisted to his interrogators that he always contemplated hijacking and 
crashing large commercial aircraft. Indeed, KSM describes a grandiose original 
plan: a total of ten aircraft to be hijacked, nine of which would crash into targets 
on both coasts—they included those eventually hit on September 11 plus CIA and 
FBI headquarters, nuclear power plants, and the tallest buildings in California and 
the state of Washington. KSM himself was to land the tenth plane at a U.S. airport 
and, after killing all adult male passengers on board and alerting the media, 
deliver a speech excoriating U.S. support for Israel, the Philippines, and 
repressive governments in the Arab world. Beyond KSM’s rationalizations about 
targeting the U.S. economy, this vision gives a better glimpse of his true 
ambitions. This is theater, a spectacle of destruction with KSM as the self-cast 
star—the superterrorist.133 
 

Of course, this grand vision was scaled down considerably due to practical constraints, 

and though this vision seems to hold that KSM’s own role in the attack, as the voice of 

justice with the hold on 

KSM recommended four pilots to bin Laden and Mohammad Atef who was the 

head of military operations.  He recruited a group of four engineering students studying 

in Hamburg, Germany.  The head of this group was named Mohammad Atta, who 

became the leader of the operation as well as the pilot of American Airlines Flight 11 on 

9-11.  The other three were Ramzi Binalshib, Marwan al Shehi, and Zaid Jarrah.  Ramzi 

Binalshib was unable to obtain a passport to the United States however, and he was 

ultimately replaced by a Saudi named Hani Hanjour.  Ultimately, the four pilots were 

aware of the entire plot. The fourteen muscle men, all but one of whom came from Saudi 

                                                 
133

 The 9-11 Commission Report, 154. 
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Arabia, were not particularly religious.  It appears that they only had limited knowledge 

of what the plot entailed.  

The hijackers all had trained at Al Qaeda camps in Afghanistan, and in the United 

States the four pilots took flying lessons at American flight schools.  KSM and bin Laden 

subsidized much of the pilots’ costs for living in the United States, which involved flying 

often to case the planes.  The operation cost somewhere between $400,000 and $500,000, 

and remarkably most of the money was sent through legitimate wire transfer services, 

such as Western Union, without detection. 

On the morning of September 11, 2001, American Airlines Flight 11 out of 

Boston was hijacked at 8:15 by Mohamed Atta, and crashed into the World Trade 

Center’s North Tower at 8:46.  United Airlines Flight 175 out of Boston was hijacked at 

8:42 by Marwan al Shehhi and crashed into the South Tower at 9:03.  American Airlines 

Flight 77 out of Washington D.C. was hijacked at 8:51 by Hani Hanjour and crashed into 

the Pentagon at 9:37.  Lastly, United Airlines Flight 93 out of Newark was hijacked at 

9:28 by Zaid Jarrah and at 9:57 the passengers staged a revolt, which resulted in the plane 

crashing at 10:03 in Shanksville, PA.  News outlets of every kind began picking up the 

story, and began running footage shot by tourists in New York City on every television 

station in the country.  Millions watched as the towers collapsed, though evidence 

suggests that neither KSM nor bin Laden were expecting either building to collapse.  By 

the day’s end nearly 3,000 people died which made the day’s attacks the most widely 

viewed and deadly terrorist attacks ever conducted.  
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Al Qaeda After 9-11 

The invasion of Afghanistan also ended Taliban rule, even though Omar managed 

to escape capture and is presumed to still be alive and in hiding.  The most direct impact 

of the invasion of Afghanistan was the closure of the elite training camps.  Since 9-11, 

the central leadership has operated in hiding; presumably with much less control over Al 

Qaeda or its affiliate organizations in the Global Shura.  However, the attacks caught the 

attention of every Islamist network in the world, as well as every individual Islamist 

sympathizer.  Though nearly the entire Muslim world condemned the attack, others took 

it as inspiration.  Since 9-11, Al Qaeda has conducted attacks in Madrid, London and 

Iraq, which rank amongst its most deadly.  However, evidence suggests that the 

individuals who formed the cells for these attacks had not been affiliated with Al Qaeda 

before 9-11, and received little to no funding to carry out the attacks.   

Instead, the 9-11 attacks made Al Qaeda synonymous with an ideology.  For 

Salafi Islamists everywhere, even those who had never thought to join a terrorist network 

prior to 9-11, there was suddenly a shibboleth with which to find fellow travelers, which 

many did, on the internet.  In Leaderless Jihad, Marc Sageman dissects the many ways in 

which the Al Qaeda ideology has spread on the internet, as well as attempts by authorities 

to monitor and exploit the communications for intelligence. 

Al Qaeda in the Future 

 Yet, the biggest question that is still being asked is what happens next.  Fouad 

Hussein, a Jordanian journalist who spent time in prison with the leader of Al Qaeda in Iraq, 

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, provides in his book Al-Zarqawi:Al Qaeda’s Second Generation a 

vision of Al Qaeda’s grand strategy, which he brakes down into seven distinct phases that 

will drive Al Qaeda from now to the year 2020: 
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Phase one is the “awakening” in the consciousness of Muslims worldwide following 
the September 11, 2001, suicide attacks to the fall of Baghdad in 2003. The aim of 
the attacks was multifaceted. First and foremost the attacks were designed to provoke 
the US into declaring war on the Islamic world in order to “awaken” Muslims 
everywhere. The radical Salafist jihadi message would reverberate across the globe 
creating the conditions for mobilizing a new generation of radicals.  

 
Phase two is known as “Opening Eyes”, which began in the autumn 2003 and lasting 
until 2006. The underlying aim is for the terrorists to make the “Western conspiracy” 
aware of the “Islamic community” and where al-Qaeda transforms from an 
organization to a movement. Iraq constitutes the epicenter for the jihad and for global 
operations while it continues to mould secret battalions ready for battle and bases 
across the Arab world. 
 
Phase three, “Arising and Standing Up”, should last from 2007 to 2010, with a focus 
on attacks against Turkey and the arch-enemy Israel and neighbouring Jordan. The 
focus on attacking Israel is designed to increase the legitimacy of the movement. It is 
also believed there will be a focus on Syria. 

 
Phase four, lasting between 2010 and 2013, will see the downfall and even collapse 
of hated, corrupt and ‘godless’ Arab regimes. The weakening of these Arab regimes 
will only strengthen the support for the movement. A primary focus will be on 
attacking oil suppliers and the US economy will be targeted using cyber terrorism.  

 
Phase five will be the point at which an Islamic state, or caliphate, can be declared – 
between 2013 and 2016. This will become possible as Western influence in the 
region is significantly reduced with Israel weakened. The Salafist jihadi resistance 
will not be feared anymore and the new situation is the beginning of a new world 
order.  

 
Phase six, from 2016 on, will be a period of “total confrontation”. As soon as the 
caliphate has been declared, the “Islamic army” will instigate the “fight between the 
believers and the non-believers” which has been often prophesized by al-Qaeda’s 
leader, Osama Bin-Laden. 

 
Phase seven, the final stage, is described as “definitive victory” because the rest of 
the world is worn down by and cannot resist the will of one-and-a-half billion 
Muslims.134 
 
 

                                                 
134 Yassin Musharbash, “The Future of Terrorism: What al-Qaida Really Wants,” Der Spiegel, August 12, 
2005, under http://www.spiegel.de/international/0,1518,369448,00.html (accessed April 15, 2009).   
 
Fouad Hussein’s book has not yet been translated into English, however, this article gives his seven phases 
as they will presumably appear in the English translation. 
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Conclusion 

In Sum: The Definition 

 Now we return to the big question at hand, how new is the new terrorism of Al 

Qaeda?  Though terrorism may itself continue to prove to be indefinable, an acceptable 

definition given by the United States' Department of State lists three main identifiable 

definitional characteristics as 

The term terrorism means premeditated, politically motivated violence 
perpetrated against noncombatant targets by sub-national groups or 
clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience;  

 
The term international terrorism means terrorism involving citizens or the 

territory of more than one country; 
 
The term terrorist group means any group practicing, or which has significant 

subgroups which practice, international terrorism;135  
 
Once again, this definition is not perfect, but it is acceptable.  Moreover, the history of 

terrorism shows us that terrorism is a tactic of asymmetric warfare that is aimed at 

achieving political change.   

In Sum: History of Terrorism 

 The Assassins sought to establish an Ismaili Shitte as the head of the existent 

Caliphate for nearly two centuries.  They could not accomplish this ultimate goal; 

however, they were viewed as such lethal warriors that the leaders of rival factions, and 

the ruling Caliph granted them considerable autonomy—even though the Assassins 

lacked comparable military strength in the traditional sense.  Similarly, Robespierre and 

his Committee of Public Safety managed to establish a strict sense of order in the chaotic, 

anarchical environment of post-revolutionary France by concentrating the lethal force of 

the state in the hands of a few men who were willing to mercilessly slaughter any and all 

                                                 
135

 22 USC 2656f(d). 
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disloyal persons in their new regime.  Fear silenced dissent, and swiftly eliminated all 

potential threats to the new regime's political authority.  This Reign of Terror would 

prove to successive generations that to control the monopoly of violence is to control the 

state.  The Anarchists of the 19th century developed the notion of propaganda by deed, 

where the influence of an idea was only as powerful as the physical change it could enact.  

Destroying the bulwarks of bourgeois control over society allowed the anarchists to 

spread their revolutionary message by commanding the attention of the bourgeois media, 

and spreading the circulation of their own underground publications to fellow travelers.  

The ideas spread from country to country where local populations tailored their strategies 

and their violence to the advantages and the known obstacles of the area.  Counter-

intuitively, in states where radical sympathies were weak, such as the United States, 

governmental campaigns of reform that granted concessions to the anarchists did more to 

strip the movement of support.  Whereas in countries where radical sympathies were 

strong, such as Spain, the movement lasted until the Spanish Civil War, where the 

anarchists joined the Republicans against the forces of Fascism, ultimately losing the war 

and facing violent suppression in the subsequent period.  During the 1930's and World 

War II, the totalitarian regimes of Hitler in Germany and Stalin in Russia used domestic 

terror to solidify their control over the state.  After World War II, nationalistic anti-

colonial movements began in French Algeria, British Palestine, Kenya and Cyprus.  

During this time, terrorists became associated with the euphemism freedom fighters, as 

they were fighting for national independence.  Many of these terrorist organizations were 

incredibly successful, and thought their tactics were violent and reproachable, their 

struggles for independence enjoyed wide international support.  Consequently, many 
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nations became independent from European colonial occupation, and in some cases 

former terrorists became respected legitimate politicians.136  During the 1960's and 1970's 

many nationalistic minorities and revolutionary factions attempted to repeat the successes 

of the anti-colonial struggles of the previous period and establish their own independent 

states and regimes through campaigns of terrorist violence.  This period of Demonstrative 

Terrorism is one of the most well known eras of terrorist violence as it coincided with the 

emergence of terrorist studies in academia.  Consequently, many of the first definitions of 

terrorism proffered by the academic literature tried to essential-ize the universal 

characteristics of many groups that endeavored to accomplish extreme political goals 

without broad-based support through the means of strategic violence.  Differentiating 

terrorist groups from insurgents and civil war factions, these definitions of terrorism 

carried connotations of illegitimacy and failure, which would have been inconsistent with 

the previous anti-colonial struggles.  Therefore, debates emerged whereby analysts tried 

to categorically separate terrorists from freedom fighters as well as insurgents and 

irregular military factions.  This made “terrorist” a distinctly pejorative term to those it 

was being affixed to, and resulted in a pattern of terrorist organizations finding newer and 

newer terms by which they could self-identify, which could obfuscate their use of 

terrorist tactics.  Furthermore, the terrorism of this period was largely domestic, which 

affected the desire of organizational strategists to cause mass destruction to achieve their 

goals.  Of course the levels of violence varied from one locality to another, however, as a 

                                                 
136 For example Israel's Prime Minister from 1977-1983, Menachem Begin, had been the chief strategist for 
the Irgun Zvai Le'umi (National Military Organization) often simply referred to as the Irgun. With the 
Irgun, Begin had led the bombing of the British military and political offices that were housed in the King 
David Hotel in 1946, which killed 91 people and injured another 45.  Amongst the injured were men, 
women, children, Britons, Arabs, and Jews.  The attack was internationally decried as barbaric, yet, it 
hastened the British withdrawal of Palestine, and therefore led to the establishment of the state of Israel.   
Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 46-54.  



 108

general rule terrorists feared that large numbers of casualties, which did not immediately 

achieve concessions from the adversarial state, would produce a violent backlash against 

the terrorist organization and the population to which they belonged.  This backlash could 

be exploited to gain wider support from the population, however, it too could alienate the 

population from the state and the terrorist organization over time.  During the 1980's 

suicide attacks were first used by the organization Hezbollah in Lebanon, which proved 

to be more accurate in striking a high value target, while limiting further casualties.  

Therefore, it was believed that the high cost of a suicide attack would be used only in the 

circumstances where rational calculations had been made to the efficacy of the attack.  

Moreover, suicide attacks were seen as being used by religious terrorists, as self sacrifice 

could be rewarded in the afterlife; however, that would necessitate unwavering belief in 

the afterlife.  In reality, the Tamil Tigers used suicide attacks more than any other 

terrorist organization during this period despite the fact that they were a largely secular 

organization that operated as a cult of personality around their leader, Velupillai 

Prabhakaran.137  During the 1990's the frequency of terrorist incidents appeared to 

decline, even as the individual attacks were more lethal than they had been during 

previous decades.  In 1994, archterrorist Carlos “The Jackal” had finally been 

apprehended, and stood trial in France.  The terrorist campaigns of the decade that got the 

most attention were conducted by organizations that tended to be older and more well 

established even as they began to creep further and further toward repeated failed tactics.  

The 1993 World Trade Center Bombing by Ramzi Youssef was portrayed as the act of a 

lone lunatic, with delusions of grandeur.138  The 1995 Oklahoma City Bombing of the 

                                                 
137 Walter Laqueur, %o End to War, 155. 
138 Scheur, 139. 
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Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building aroused suspicions that the United States' mainland 

had been attacked by terrorists from the Middle East, however, it was ultimately revealed 

to be the work of Timothy McVeigh a Christian American White Supremacist.  In 1998, 

the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania were bombed by Al Qaeda operatives, 

though the event was underreported, as it coincided with the impeachment trial of 

President Bill Clinton.139  Widespread fears on the eve of the year 2000 of a Y2K bug 

disrupting global computer networks led to a brief period of increased security, which 

was partially responsible for disrupting the Millennium bomb plot that targeted Los 

Angeles International Airport and holy cites in Jordan.  By 2001, the planes operation 

designed by Kahlid Sheik Mohammad for Al Qaeda was in its final stages of preparation, 

though it went largely undetected due to a combination of bureaucratic failures within the 

intelligence community, and the lack of knowledge of KSM's allegiance to Al Qaeda.  

This caused information gathered on KSM to be filed separately from information 

gathered on Al Qaeda.  Also the incoming Bush administration had chose to focus 

foreign affairs on great powers issues, as the threat of terrorism was viewed as a 

secondary concern by those not involved with President Clinton's long and theretofore 

unpublicized struggle against the Al Qaeda network.140   

 

 

                                                 
139 Additionally, much media focus was given to the massacre at Columbine High School in Colorado, 
which took place on April 20, 1998, and the impact of laws protecting American citizens' easy access to 
guns and other weapons domestically as well as the availability of recipes for home made pipe bombs on 
the burgeoning Internet.   
140 Benjamin and Simon spend the last few chapters of their book detailing their first hand experience of 
working with the Clinton administration on the Al Qaeda issue, and portray Clinton as highly determined to 
kill bin Laden, though highly intimidated of losing public opinion at home and abroad for using lethal force 
against a poorly armed band of fanatics and their “jungle gyms in Afghanistan.” 
Benjamin and Simon, 200-300. 
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In Sum: History of Radical Islam 

  Al Qaeda's ideology similarly comes from a long history of Islamic 

scholarship that starts with the medieval jurist Taqi al-Din ibn Taymiyah.  ibn Taymiyah 

had authorized Muslim fighters to denounce the Mongol leaders of the conquered lands 

of the former Abbasid Caliphate.  The Mongol occupation was disliked by the Muslim 

population, but the official conversion of the Khan to Islam, and the resulting conversions 

of his followers, made the Arab Muslims unable to violently resist the occupation.  

However, the Mongols were Muslim in name only, and ibn Taymiyah offered Qur'anic 

justification for waging a defensive jihad against Muslim rulers who proved to be 

apostates.  He similarly provided justification for what would come to be known as 

collateral damage centuries later.  Ibn Taymiyah was the first of a long line of Muslim 

jurists, activists, and theologically inclined military commanders, who desired a return to 

the Salaf, the Islam practiced by The Prophet Mohammad and his companions in the 7th 

century C.E.  The next prominent Salafist was ibn Abd al-Wahhab whose name is now 

associated with the puritanical Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia, which has been exported 

through Saudi influence to other developing regions of the Muslim world, known as 

Wahhabism.  Wahhab formed an allegiance with al-Saud in the 18th century, and 

ultimately conquered the entire Arabian Peninsula, which after both men's deaths would 

come to be known as Saudi Arabia.  Though Islamic civilization had been in a period of 

continued decline since the Mongol invasions of the 13th century, the Caliphate had 

existed, at least formally, until the end of World War I.  After the breakup of the Ottoman 

Empire, the state of Turkey abolished the Caliph's position in government, as part of a 

grand modernization strategy.  This caused Rashid Rida, an Egyptian intellectual living in 
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Cairo, to decry Egypt's own modernization reform as bringing Islam back to the jahilyya, 

which is the Islamic term for the allegedly barbaric Arabian society in the period before 

The Prophet Mohammad's revelation.  Rida's salafism was marked by its intense anti-

western and anti-colonial sentiment, as he saw Egyptian modernists as the product of 

Western influence and Western thought, which stood counter to Egypt's longstanding 

Islamic traditions.  Rida's influence was felt by Hassan al-Bana, who established the 

Muslim Brotherhood in 1928, after a coalition of Islamic scholars failed to reestablish the 

Caliphate in 1926.  Al-Bana's Muslim Brotherhood functioned as a state in exile that was 

diligently working to regain its power.  The Muslim Brotherhood published underground 

newspapers, and spread anti-monarchical propaganda, but they also established hospitals 

and other services that the government would ostensibly provide for its citizens.  The 

Islamism of the Muslim Brotherhood sought to establish the Qur'an as Egypt's 

constitution, and Sharia as its law.  However, the Muslim Brotherhood was often denied 

any right to participate in the official Egyptian government of the period.  In 1948, al-

Bana was assassinated, and it is believed that his assassination was governmental 

retaliation for the Muslim Brotherhood's assassination of the Prime Minister that same 

year.  In 1952, the underground elements of the Muslim Brotherhood, which had been 

formally outlawed after al-Bana's assassination, joined forces with the Egyptian Military 

commander, Gamal Abdel Nasser to stage a coup against King Farook.  Ultimately, 

Nasser came to head the new regime in Egypt with a blend of his own Egyptian 

Nationalism and Pan-Arab Socialism, once again disenfranchising the Islamist Muslim 

Brotherhood.  Under Nasser and his successor, Anwar Sadat, the Muslim Brotherhood 

continued to plan ways to overthrow the secular regime in order to establish a Salafist 
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political order in Egypt and ultimately restore the imperial Caliphate.  During this period 

the intellectual forces of Mohammed Abd al-Salam Faraj and Sayyid Qutb continued to 

advance the doctorine of Salafi Islamism.  Faraj wrote The %eglected Duty, which 

extolled the virtue of military jihad to the importance of the other five pillars of Islam.  

Though this concept was borrowed directly from the writings of ibn Taymiyah, Faraj 

contextualized the issue to the context of contemporary Egypt.  Sayyid Qutb was a 

prolific author, whose namesake connotes a contemporary branch of Islamic 

jurisprudence studied at Universities and Graduate Schools the world over.  Qutb is 

unique amongst Salafi Islamists for having traveled to the United States.  His stay at a 

planned utopian village during this visit to the Colorado State College of Education, in 

Greeley, Colorado, became the subject of his vitriol in his memoir The America I Have 

Seen, in 1951.141  However, scholars and commentators often note the blatant 

contradictions between the actual Greeley, Colorado that Qutb would have visited and the 

nightmarish version he describes in his memoir.142  However, it is possible that Qutb, who 

was imprisoned by the Egyptian government at this time was writing to criticize Egypt in 

a manner that would not be caught by the government's censors.  Nevertheless, his works 

remain widely read and studied in the Muslim world as extolling the corruptions of the 

United States.  Yet, his importance as an Islamic scholar is found in his masterwork on 

jurisprudence, Milestones, which was published in 1964.  Milestones synthesized 

                                                 
141 It is worth noting that Greeley, Colorado was named after Horace Greeley, the boss of Nathan C. 
Meeker.  Meeker was a utopian Christian who established the Colorado community to conform to higher 
moral standards, after Horace Greeley suggested that he go West and do good.   
Robert Siegel, “Sayyid Qutb's America: Al Qaeda Inspiration Denounced U.S. Greed, Sexuality,” %PR 

originally aired May 6, 2003, under http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=1253796 
(accessed May 2, 2009). 
142 Robert Siegel, “Sayyid Qutb's America.”  The focus of Siegel's piece is the fact that Qutb's visit to 
Greeley exposed him to a highly puritanical culture, which would have shared many virtues with his own 
idealized society.  However, his reflections on America, were likely veiled references to the Egypt he 
returned to. 
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centuries of Salafi Islamic interpretations, and culminated in a step by step plan for future 

generations to build the ideal Islamic world out of the existent jahilyya of modernism. 

In Sum: Al Qaeda 

 Nearly all of Al Qaeda's leadership had studied the works of Qutb, and several 

can cite personal connections to the man, who was executed by the Egyptian government 

for acts of treason in 1966; two years after the publication of Milestones.  Al Qaeda 

emerged out of the jihad in Afghanistan, which came at the confluence of many 

serendipitous influences.  First, the aggression of the Soviet Union was decried as an act 

of hostility, which fundamentally betrayed the mutual policies of containment with the 

West.  Furthermore, the Khomeni revolution in Iran that same year gave cause to many of 

the most repressive Sunni regimes to send their Islamists abroad in order to fight against 

the Soviet Union rather that attempt an overthrow of the local regime.  Egypt allowed 

many of the Islamists that it had sentenced to prison for their connection to the 

assassination of Anwar Sadat to leave for the Afghan jihad.  In Afghanistan, Osama bin 

Laden, the demure son of a Saudi billionaire, and Abdullah Azzam, the Palestinian jurist, 

established the Services Bureau in order to house, train, and regiment the incoming 

Islamists.  The Afghan Arabs enjoyed western funding, and an advantageous alliance 

with Ahmed Shah Massoud, a Tajik commander who fought and won many of the battles 

against the Soviets while the Afghan Arabs took all of the credit.  However, bin Laden 

and the Services Bureau had established a series of training camps in Afghanistan, which 

certainly trained both the Afghan Arabs, as well as the native Afghani fighters, and 

remained a strategic asset long after the Afghan jihad was complete.  Then, as the Soviet 

army retreated, the Afghan Arabs reveled in the victory, and many returned to their 
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country of origin.  However, the Egyptian Islamists—who were believed to be more 

radical due to their experience in prison, which by all accounts involved being subject to 

torture—could not return to Egypt and helped Osama bin Laden establish an international 

organization after the death of Abdullah Azzam.  Ayman al-Zawahiri, a distinguished 

Egyptian Surgeon who considered Qutb a personal friend, became the second in 

command.  Al Qaeda, The Base, then coordinated efforts between worldwide Islamist 

organizations that sought the overthrow of corrupt domestic regimes, and ultimately the 

restoration of the Caliphate.  Headquartered in the Sudan, Al Qaeda itself played a 

managerial role in the affairs of its network of Islamists, the Global Shura, until 1996 

when Hassan al-Turabi, the leader of Sudan's National Islamic Front, either asked or 

forced bin Laden and his company to leave the country.  This resulted in bin Laden 

publishing a fatwa declaring war on the United States.  He made this declaration again in 

1998, before Al Qaeda, as opposed to an affiliated organization, conducted its first 

successful attack on the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.  Al Qaeda 

completed another series of attacks on elements of strategic interest to the United States 

over the next few years, using finances it funneled from the Muslim world to its Afghan 

training camps and to the cells established by the camp's graduates in Muslim countries, 

as well as Europe and the United States itself.  Finally, in 2001, Al Qaeda's Hamburg 

Cell, which was led by Mohamed Atta, hijacked four planes and crashed them into the 

Twin Towers of Manhattan's World Trade Center, destroying both buildings, and the 

Pentagon building in Washington D.C.  
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The Big Answer 

 In this regard, Al Qaeda is a new kind of organization insofar as its central 

leadership effectively facilitates the activities of Islamist terror networks worldwide.  

Though the network is similar to the 18th century anarchists, in that most of the work is 

done at the grassroots level, and the core doctrine is subject to many different 

interpretations, Al Qaeda's network is far more interconnected than the disparate 

anarchists' struggles in Europe and North America.  Similarly, the struggle of the Al 

Qaeda network is uniquely international in its scope, as a restoration of the Caliphate 

would necessitate the dissolving of the national borders of the nations of the Islamic 

world.  Arguably, the anarchists also would have preferred to dissolve the bourgeois 

political constructions of the nations to which they belonged, however, the Al Qaeda 

network would only dissolve the existent order as a means to construct a new order in its 

place.  Their goal is not absence of order, but a new order entirely.  The attacks 

endeavored by many Al Qadea cells follow the formula of the suicide attacks of 

Hezbollah in Lebanon, however, Al Qaeda cells tend to innovate the method of their 

attacks to employ previously untested techniques and technologies in terrorism.  Prior to 

9-11, hijackings had been used mainly by the demonstrative terrorists of the 1970's, 

however, Islamists did not find much use for hijackings as they required a friendly state 

to ally with the hijackers so as to allow the plane to land without obstruction at an airport.  

However, Kahlid Sheik Mohammad drew inspiration from his nephew's 1993 bombing of 

the World Trade Center, in that Ramzi Youssef had intended his truck bomb to facilitate 

the building’s collapse.  Other truck bomb attacks would instead detonate truck bombs to 

directly cause casualties, but the goal of Youssef's attack was to have the structure itself 
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cause the casualties.  For KSM, commercial airliners were vulnerable to hijackings, due 

to the infrequency of hijackings over the past decade, and viable as weapons in that they 

could be used as missiles.  This innovation was unprecedented.  However, Al Qaeda's 

strategy of targeting the United States in order to affect domestic change in Muslim 

nations, is exclusively a product of the international order in which the organization 

emerged.  For the anarchists, the wave of globalization that affected European powers of 

the 19th century was less absolute than the wave of globalization that affected the 20th 

century.  In an age of colonies, and post-mercantile occupation, economic and political 

exploitation was overt and direct, where in the age of multinational corporations, these 

relationships are far more subtle and complex.  Yet, Al Qaeda is still much like the 

terrorist organizations of the whole of history in that they hold political ambitions, and 

their use of violence is the instrument by which they seek to affect change.  Like the 

anarchism and Marxism that came before it, Islamism is an ideology that is not strictly 

embodied in the use of terrorism.  Islamist parties have become increasingly popular in 

many Muslim countries where they had previously been outlawed.  Furthermore, since 

their inception Al Qaeda has seen itself strictly as the vanguard of the movement.  Peter 

Bergen, Osama bin Laden's preeminent English language biographer, has suggested that 

bin Laden himself does not seek personal power in the Caliphate he seeks to establish.  

He does not consider himself the world's best interpreter of the Qur'an, and he is 

surprisingly humble and austere in his ascetic lifestyle.143  In this sense, bin Laden sees Al 

Qaeda functioning similarly to the   Narodnaya Volya in Russia.  Narodnaya Volya 

managed to assassinate Czar Alexander II, which was only the first step in a series of 

                                                 
143 Peter Bergen, The Osama bin Laden I Know: An Oral History of Al Qaeda’s Leader, (New York: Free 
Press, 2006). 
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revolutions to establish a Marxist regime.  Of course, Narodnaya Volya held anarchist 

sentiments, and the Leninist who finally came to power in the Soviet Union held a 

different interpretation of Marx, and in this sense, bin Laden may be doomed to repeat 

the mistakes of the past.  His coalition invited all cooperative Islamist organizations into 

the Shura, regardless of interpretation, so long as bin Laden approved of their preferred 

means of violence.  However, in the post 9-11 period Al Qaeda suffered a loss of 

inclusiveness as the leadership in Afghanistan lost power to Al Qaeda in Iraq, and the far 

less tolerant Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.  Yet, the organization is still large, and if nothing 

else the world has not seen the last of Al Qaeda or radical Islam.  The question now, as 

we move forward, will be how will the West coexist with the movement as it continues to 

evolve and shape the lives of those in and out of the Islamic world?   

Hoffman vs. Sageman: Slight Return 

 The debate between Bruce Hoffman and Marc Sageman that started on the pages 

of Foreign Affairs caught the attention of the %ew York Times.  On June 8, 2008, Elaine 

Sciolino and Eric Schmitt portrayed the otherwise academic debate as the central issue in 

Washington.  The debate itself was mischaracterized as Hoffman’s systems approach 

against Sageman’s psychiatric approach to individuals and their motivations.  Though, 

the actual content of the debate is far more complicated than their description, the duo 

found many high-profile names in terrorism studies who were willing to weigh in on the 

issue, including Peter Bergen, Steve Simon, Karen J. Greenberg, Robert Gates, and 

Baltasar Garzón.144  Interestingly, the article lends one of its greatest insights into the 

debate inadvertently.  In discussing the personalities of Bruce Hoffman and Marc 

                                                 
144 Elaine Sciolino and Eric Schmitt, “A Not Very Private Feud Over Terrorism,” %ew York Times, June 8, 
2008. 
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Sageman, the article paints the picture of an aging academic and a fiery iconoclast 

respectively.  This still remains the essence of the split between the pre-9-11 scholars of 

terrorism and their post-9-11 counterparts.  For all the internal debate amongst the pre-9-

11 academic community, after the 9-11 attacks they became “the establishment.”  

Collectively, the establishment sought to provide a definite series of explanations for 

terrorism.  In rebellion, the new literature sought to provide insight into Al Qaeda and 9-

11.   

 This explains the vitriol behind Hoffman’s review of Sageman’s book, Leaderless 

Jihad.  The book itself was not flawed.  Hoffman’s own writings confirmed its very 

thesis, which stated that Al Qaeda after 9-11 was driven by a series of autonomous cells 

and motivated individuals, who took inspiration from the Al Qaeda attacks.  They did not 

have any formal connection to, nor did they take commands from the underground Al 

Qaeda leadership.  Instead, Hoffman’s frustration with Sageman was due to his rebellious 

concession that the conclusions drawn to explain the emergence of Al Qaeda need not be 

universally applicable to all terrorists, and terrorist organizations at all times.  In this 

sense, the establishment worked tirelessly to establish a universally acceptable definition 

of terrorism, not for the sake of the language, but rather for its instrumental utility in 

furthering the perception that terrorism was a regular phenomenon with its own internal 

systematic logic, which had to be consistent in all cases.  This is why Hoffman seems to 

take a special umbrage with Sageman’s brief reference to the IRA.  It is not for the fact 

that the IRA does have a special relationship to Al Qaeda, but that it must.   



 119

 This became the Achilles’ heel of the establishment after 9-11.  None of the pre-

9-11 scholars were quite willing to admit that the 9-11 attacks were another outlier on an 

already inconsistent graph of terrorist attacks.145  Instead, it seemed as though the 

establishment wanted desperately for the 9-11 attacks to be the quintessential illustration 

of the trends in terrorism that had led up to that point.  Once it became obvious that this 

was not the case, many took Paul Wilkinson’s lead and began to view Al Qaeda as the 

perfect illustration of the terrorism that was heretofore unseen, yet, destined to 

characterize the new era in terrorism’s long evolution.  This was also untrue, as the 9-11 

attacks were so successful, that even Al Qaeda’s leadership allegedly ended the plots 

underway in the mainland United States prematurely.  This action is now believed to be a 

consequence of the fact that these maturing plots would not have been as destructive or as 

spectacular as the 9-11 attacks.  Al Qaeda had been hoisted by its own petard.  If they 

successfully launched an attack that was only moderately destructive, then they would 

have consumed a great deal of their own resources to ameliorate the fears of the 

American population, which would only cause their influence over political elites to 

diminish.   

 However, the establishment was slow to call the 9-11 attacks an anomaly.  The 

editorial board of Popular Mechanics probably did more to set the record straight on the 

                                                 
145 Further Reading: Alan B. Krueger, What Makes a Terrorist: Economics and the Roots of Terrorism, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).  In this book, which was briefly discussed in Chapter I, 
Krueger seems to test every prevalent theory on the causes of terrorism, who becomes a terrorist, and when 
do terrorists strike, by correlating a huge dataset taken from the United States’ Department of State annual 
reports, Global Patterns of International Terrorism, which date back 1982.  However, his results only seem 
to consistently disprove theories, and the only theory shown to be consistent across the whole dataset is that 
low levels of civil liberties and political rights lead to increased levels of terrorism until they reach the 
lowest levels where levels of terrorism once again decrease.  This makes sense when considering that a 
disenfranchised group with political goals would revert to terrorism in the instances where legitimate 
political participation was forbidden, yet, there would still need to be enough freedom to mobilize support 
for radical anti-government causes.  
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divergence from the intentions of the “Planes Operation” and the realities of 9-11.  Their 

special issue dedicated to debunking 9-11 myths did not criticize the academy, or the 9-

11 Commission, or the President.  In fact, it was directed at a series of high school and 

college aged activists known as the 9-11 truth movement, whose allegations of a 9-11 

conspiracy were listed in a series of YouTube videos known as the Loose Change Films.  

Though, there is no real need to address the specifics of the truth movement’s claims, it 

puts the academic establishment’s access to its audience as well as its credibility in 

perspective, as the public was willing to satiate their curiosity for insight and 

explanations into the 9-11 attacks with the dubious assertions of YouTube videos rather 

than the published works of men and women with Ph.D.s who had been studying 

terrorism for decades.  This still does not resolve the issue of Hoffman vs. Sageman 

though.   

Sageman, even if he was rebelling against the establishment of academics 

studying terrorism, his theory did not become the final word on terrorism or on Al Qaeda 

for that matter.  Returning to the %ew York Times article, Steve Simon gave an interesting 

comment on the subject.  In his words, “But the problem is that ‘Al Qaedatry’ is more art 

than science – and people project onto the subject a lot of their own preconceptions.”146  

To this end there may come to be a more serious debate over the content of Sageman’s 

own observations of Al Qaeda and the Global Salafi Jihad network, as opposed to his 

bibliography, as the organization continues to evolve.  For it can still be the case that 

what is true for terrorism in general is true for the nature of Al Qaeda, which is that it is 

ultimately inconsistent.  What is true of the organization’s structure for one period in time 

                                                 
146 Elaine Sciolino and Eric Schmitt, “A Not Very Private Feud Over Terrorism,” %ew York Times, June 8, 
2008. 
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is not necessarily so for all periods of time, and until the organization reaches a point 

where it can no longer evolve, further analysis will be required.  So it is a good point to 

ask, as scholars prepare for future events, how should the academic community study 

terrorism? 

Final Thoughts on the Study of Terrorism and the Al Qaeda 1etwork 

In an earlier age political scientists had a tremendous amount of difficulty 

studying and explaining the causes of war.  Depending on the perspective of the observer, 

different factors would appear to have the most salient impact on the choice to go to war.  

In order to resolve this issue, Kenneth Waltz devised a method for researchers to consider 

all of the potential causes.  In Man, the State, and War, he illustrated the need for three 

perspectives to be applied to lead up to war so that a researcher could start with a simple 

explanation in looking first on the level of the individual personalities involved at the 

level of leadership, and to find the causes inherent in said leader’s self interest.  Then, the 

researcher was to add to this simple explanation the additional factors that derived from 

the level of the state, and the state’s self interest.  Finally, the researcher was to add the 

factors derived from the systemic level to the previous explanations in order to arrive at a 

comprehensive, albeit complex explanation for the outbreak of war.  To this end perhaps 

terrorism requires the same level of complexity in explanation.  Researchers will continue 

to contend with the biographies of Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, Kahlid Sheik 

Mohammed, Mohammed Atta, and on the flip side, George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, 

George Tenent, and Donald Rumsfeld.  However, once this information is established it 

is even more necessary to look at the political needs of the United States as well as the 
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political needs of the Al Qaeda network.  To this a full explanation can be established as 

the final factors of the systemic explanation, i.e. the nature of terrorism, the influence of 

radical Islam, the disruptions caused by the contemporary wave of globalization, the post-

Cold War international political climate, and lastly, the capacities and the obstacles 

facing the intelligence and security forces in the West, and synthesize it all into one 

highly complex causal explanation.   

Having tried to effectively synthesize aspects of each perspective within this 

thesis I believe it is possible for future research on terrorism to use similar mulit-

perspective explanations for the emergence of any terrorist attack.  It may be that the 

better we can explain the individual attacks the more information can be abstracted to 

inform issues of the nature of terrorism.  However, it may be the case that the variation 

inherent in this particular behavior is so vast that future attacks cannot be explained, nor 

prevented, strictly through an understanding of terrorism in general.  If that turns out to 

be the case, then has the academic community failed?  No.  It is not the responsibility of 

the academic community to prevent acts of terrorism, that’s the responsibility that the 

government owes its people.  Instead, the academic community is responsible for 

understanding complex phenomena as best as possible.  For now, that requires a 

combination of the research on the nature of terrorism, as provided by the pre-9-11 

establishment researchers, and the single organization approach provided by researchers 

like Sageman, as well as the biographical insights into the key players as it has been and 

will be provided by a variety of sources at various degrees of access to the subject and 

quality of analysis.  No single explanation is ever perfect in the social sciences, yet, the 

more comprehensive the analysis offered; the greater the likelihood may be that the 
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shortcomings of a single source for a theory will be corrected by the strengths of its 

corroborating sources.  As such, there remains much work to be done. 
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