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Executive Summary
The United States is currently in a struggle against violent, self-described “jihadists” who have 
struck at the United States and U.S. interests across the globe.  In order to develop sound, 
workable, and sustainable policy responses, we must understand both the nature and the scope 
of the challenge.

Violent jihadism has three core causes:

• a crisis of legitimacy in the Muslim world brought on by economic stagnation, 
population pressures, failures of political institutions, and disputes over the 
interpretation of religious texts;

• the foreign policies of the United States and other Western countries toward the Arab 
and Muslim world;

• pathological dynamics within the Muslim world which promote beliefs in conspiracy 
theories, unsubstantiated rumors, and anti-Semitism.

In addition, a key finding of this report is that our jihadist enemies are not cynical manipulators 
of faith, but rather, genuinely religious individuals whose interpretations of Islam are grounded 
in both scholarly interpretation and historical movements. Furthermore, they are respected by a 
significant percentage of the Muslim world. 

This study of violent jihadism yields three important policy recommendations:

• American public diplomacy efforts must be refocused from providing timely, clear 
governmental responses to the development of relationships with credible interlocutors 
who can communicate American values indirectly.

• We need to develop better sources of knowledge about the social systems that support 
violent jihadism.  There is a knowledge gap about the connections between mass beliefs 
and operational terror networks.

• Our attempts to delegitimize violent jihadism by securing condemnations from 
mainstream clerics and governmental leaders only serves to reinforce the radicals’ claims 
that these elites are tools of American imperialism.  We must be much more cautious 
about how we wade into theological disputes.

This report is the first of three reports that will be issued by the American Security Project’s 
research program on “Securing America in an Age of Terror.”  The next report will assess how the 
United States is performing in the struggle against violent jihadism since 9/11.  The final report 
will be a comprehensive counter-terrorism strategy.
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Introduction
On September 11, 2001, the United States was attacked by violent jihadists affiliated with Al 
Qaeda.  Though this was the first time many Americans had heard of Al Qaeda and its leader, 
Osama bin Laden, the roots of this movement can be traced back to the 1950s.  Despite nearly 
six years of a so-called “war on terror,” the United States is no closer to a solution to this 
challenge than it was on the day prior to 9/11.  This study, the first of three major reports by the 
American Security Project’s program on “Securing America in an Age of Terror,” examines the 
causes and scope of the challenge posed by violent jihadism.

The broad outlines of the conclusions are simple: there are multiple causes for violent jihadism 
and there are multiple communities that make up both the active and tacit elements of the 
movement.  Beyond those broad conclusions, however, there remain stunning gaps in our 
knowledge of the threat.  In addition to making assessments about the challenge, this report 
will highlight the issues that are sources of major debates in the research on jihadism and areas 
where the empirical record is too sparse to allow for any but the broadest of generalizations.  
This report seeks to examine many of the key issues identified as causes of jihadism, but does 
not claim to be comprehensive.1  Rather, the focus is on those issues we consider the most 
significant.

Definitions
The challenge faced by the United States has been variously described as a threat posed by 
terrorism,2 violent extremism,3 Islamo-fascism,4 Salafism, Wahhabism,5 bin Ladenism, Qutbism,6 
and Takfirism.7  None of these terms quite accurately captures the policy problem highlighted 
by 9/11.  “Terrorism” and “violent extremism” are too broad.  As a practical matter, terrorism is 
a tactic used by various groups around the world, some of which, historically, have been allied 
to the United States.  Violent extremism also does not narrow the scope of the problem down 
to a manageable size.  Mao’s Red Guards were violent extremists, but beyond the scope of the 
issue at hand.  “Islamo-fascism” is rhetorically aggressive, but practically meaningless.  Indeed, 
one could easily imagine a relatively peaceful, or at least minimally anti-American, movement 
that would be both fascist and Islamic, perhaps such as the Akramiya movement in Uzbekistan.8  
Salafism and Wahhabism are too general to be useful terms, referring, as they do, to movements 
within Islam to practice the religion as it was practiced in the time of the Prophet Muhammad.  
These movements may or may not promote violence and may or may not be anti-American 
at any given time.  Bin Ladenism is too closely linked to one man, and the movement, as will 
be discussed below, both predates him and is likely to continue beyond his demise.  Qutbism, 
which reflects a belief in an individual duty toward jihad, and Takfirism, which reflects a 
rejection of un-Islamic influences, have both been directed mostly at internal reform rather than 
international violence. 

In this report, and in future projects in this research program, we use the term “violent jihadists” 
or “violent international/transnational jihadists” to define the threat.  We use the term “jihadist,” 
because it is the term many of the groups that sponsor anti-American violence use to define 
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themselves, but also because it connotes an active striving to achieve a goal.  We limit our inquiry 
to violent groups because “jihad” can also refer to any number of activities to become a better 
Muslim, including charitable giving, living in conformity with Islamic law, and performing rituals 
that are central to the faith.9  We focus, furthermore, on transnational or international groups 
because, while we may be concerned, for reasons of human rights, regional stability or access to 
oil, with the actions of purely domestically-focused groups, those issues ought to be conceptually 
separated from the challenge of groups that would use violence against the United States or U.S. 
interests abroad.

Jihadism is related to, but not synonymous with, the broader movement, “Islamism.”  The Islamist 
movement seeks to replace secular politics with rule by Islamic law and the imposition of Islamic 
cultural values as the governing norms in society.10   The Islamist movement is global, and its 
effects can be seen wherever there is a significant community of Muslims.  While not always 
taking the form of outright rejection of non-Muslim values, it does often promote a serious set of 
tensions.  However, it is important not to conflate the two terms.

Sources of Violent Jihadism
There are three broad schools of thought in the debate over the sources of violent jihadism.  
Though not mutually exclusive, these represent three distinct sets of emphases about the nature of 
the problem.  The first school of thought focuses on internal factors of the Muslim world.   These 
dynamics include economic stagnation, population pressures, failures of political institutions, 
and disputes over the interpretation of religious texts.  The second school of thought focuses on 
factors external to the Muslim world, in particular the foreign policies of the United States and 
other Western countries toward the Arab and Muslim world.  The third school of thought is 
less clearly defined.  It focuses on how various dynamics in the Muslim world – such as distrust 
of formal sources of news – help shape perceptions of the outside world that promote a siege 
mentality and violent response.  Each of these three schools of thought will be examined in detail 
below.

In all three schools of thought there are interlocking processes at work that generate violent 
international jihadism.  First, there is a set of grievances that create pressure for political action.  
This creates a fertile pool of recruits for those who choose to use violence to further these political 
aims.  Second, a lack of progress addressing these grievances, over time, serves to (a) delegitimize 
political elites, (b) encourage the formation of groups willing to use violence to achieve their 
ends, and (c) legitimize violence by virtue of association with a well-established set of political 
demands.  Third, a process develops that serves to internationalize the grievances.  This process 
can either arise from (a) the “realization” that the issue is actually the fault of outsiders or (b) 
the assessment that, while outsiders may not be the cause of the problems, outside support for 
unresponsive political authorities is the key factor in preventing an indigenous response.  The 
existence of generalized grievances also provides opportunities for outsiders – such as radical 
clerics and terrorist operatives – to expand the movement and recruit local operational cells.



�

Internal Sources of Violent Jihadism

Economic Factors

For the past two decades, economic growth has been largely stagnant in the Arab world.11  
The exceptions have been due to oil wealth which has ebbed and flowed as world prices have 
fluctuated.  The combination of corrupt and inefficient bureaucracies that stifle free enterprise 
and the boom and bust cycle of oil revenue have created dysfunctional economies that cannot 
provide adequate opportunities to the vast numbers of young people in the Arab world.  The level 
of education in much of the Arab world is quite high, and the expectations gap for individuals 
with secondary schooling is significant.12

High expectations and economic frustration have increasingly become externalized due to the 
impact of globalization.  The developing world has long complained that international trade 
is a double-edged sword.  Poorer nations are forced to rely heavily on the extraction of non-
renewable resources which results in environmental degradation and low-wage industries 
that suffer from a long-term tendency to weaken in terms of trade relative to high-wage, high-
productivity industries.13  This intellectual critique has been married in recent years to a more 
visceral response to affluence in the West, which is now broadcast by an increasingly globalized 
media.  Though, as a practical matter, there is little the West could do to promote economic 
development given the bureaucratic impediments in place throughout the Arab world, the 
resentment bred by economic factors is significant.  Indeed, even within Arab countries, income 
stratification is significant enough to be a source of frustration.  Polling data suggests that, while 
frustration over economic conditions is high, most Arabs tend to blame their own regimes – in 
some cases blaming nepotism and other forms of favoritism – rather than external actors.14  

However, as with the other factors this report will examine, economic frustration need not be 
a prime motivation for all radicals in order to be important.  Rather, it is one of several factors 
that create a pool of angry, frustrated individuals with, perhaps, the time and inclination to join 
radical movements.15

For Muslims living abroad, particularly in Europe, the expectations gap has taken on an 
increasingly radical flavor as many Muslims see themselves as victims of active discrimination, 
which, as a practical matter, they are.

While it is easy to overstate the impact of economics on creating an atmosphere conducive 
to violent jihadism, it should be noted that Indonesia and Malaysia, usually considered home 
to a more moderate brand of Islam, have also had some of the most robust economic growth 
in the Muslim world over the past 20 years as well as some of the lowest measures of income 
inequality.16  These two factors have minimized tensions by providing social mobility and 
opportunity.  But opening up a country to the influence of globalization, increasing social 
mobility, and expanding the reach of markets domestically can all serve to exacerbate the 
tensions between traditionalists and modernizers.
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Traditionalists and Modernizers

In addition to economic tensions, there is a 
battle between forces of modernity and those of 
traditionalism.  Th ose two terms are inherently 
value-laden, but are used so commonly by 
individuals on both sides of the divide that there 
is no point in trying to redefi ne the terms.  Th e 
modernists tend to generally value secularism, 
freedom of speech, equality or near-equality for 
women, democracy, and economic development.  
Th e traditionalists tend to focus their attention on 
public morality and legal systems based on Islamic 
law, with the resultant limitations on other elements 
of modernity, constrained democracy for instance, 
since men cannot legislate changes to God’s law.  
Interestingly, both camps are motivated by similar 
perceptions of the weakness and backwardness 
of the Muslim world.17  Th e modernists propose 
to change that by embracing the modern and 
transforming their societies.18  Th e traditionalists 
harken back to a golden age when, led by legitimate 
rulers in accordance with the dictates of Islam, the 
Muslim world was united as a great power with a 
strong military, thriving scientifi c establishment, 
and a rich and diverse culture.19 

Part of the challenge is that secularism, especially in the form of nationalism in the political 
sphere and statism in the economic, has failed much of the Islamic world.  Free markets and 
democracy have never been given a chance in much of the Islamic world, but to the extent that 
these innovations are lumped together with the previous “Western” inventions, it is diffi  cult for 
these forces to gain real traction.  Th e failure of a “Western” model, albeit one based on Eastern 
bloc concepts, has opened the door for an “Islamic” model instead.20  Indeed, one of the few 
countries where there seems to be genuine enthusiasm for trying the “Western” model of reform 
is Iran, which has lived through the failure of both a statist, secularist model under the Shah and 
now the failure of an “Islamic” model under the mullahs.21

Th e United States, and the West in general, is associated with the modernizer’s position, though 
incompletely.  Because the United States has also been willing to support authoritarianism in 
the pursuit of stability, it has lost credibility in the Muslim world on the issue of political reform.  
Th e result is that the United States has become linked, in the minds of many, solely to the most 
unpopular elements of modernity – authoritarian secularism, the weakening of public morals, 
and the exposure of fragile economies to the rigors of international competition.22

from Qutb to Bin laden.  Modern jihadists 
trace their philosophy to the writing of 
Sayyid Qutb, a leader of the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood in the 1950s and early 1960s.  
His core argument was that Muslims had a 
duty, individually, to strive – engage in jihad 
– against governments that placed human law 
over the law of God.  His views ultimately led 
to his being imprisoned and executed by the 
Egyptian government, though he infl uenced the 
conspirators who ultimately assassinated Anwar 
Sadat.  Qutb was focused on the “near enemy” 
– those Arab governments that rejected Islamic 
law in favor of various forms of secularism.  
Osama bin Laden, by contrast, came to believe 
that jihad had to be directed not against Arab 
governments primarily, but rather against those 
external powers – notably the United States – 
that supported and sustained these illegitimate 
local regimes. 

Sources: Sayyid Qutb, Signposts on the Road 
(1964) & Osama bin Laden, “Declaration of War 
against the Americans Occupying the Land of 
the Two Holy Places” (August 1996) 
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Population Dynamics

Unlike the West, where this sort of divide often pits more traditional elders against non-
conformist youth, in virtually every community of Muslims around the world today the dynamic 
is much more complex.  In many cases, the radical traditionalists are the young, who reject the 
secularist leanings of their parents’ generation.23  Given the fact that most Muslim countries have 
population distributions that trend heavily toward youth, this is a significant dynamic. 

There is debate over whether the beliefs of young people are a function primarily of ideas 
or of material factors.  One school of thought claims that youth radicalism is a function of a 
spiritual reawakening.24  Another school of thought suggests that instead the main dynamics are 
generational, with children choosing a different path from that of their parents.25  Still another 
school of thought focuses on the factors already described, most notably the lack of economic 
opportunity which causes massive unemployment and underemployment leading to frustration 
and radicalization.26  As a result, it is difficult to predict how population factors will affect 
support for jihadism.  

However, when one considers the challenges of ecological degradation and resource depletion, 
the problem of rapidly growing populations with a skew toward youth paints a potentially dire 
picture of the future of the region.  In much of the Muslim world, rapid population growth is 
occurring at the same time as ecological problems are growing.  Water scarcity in particular may 
be a significant cause of tension and the issue may further destabilize and radicalize politics in 
many countries.  At the very least, it seems likely that a large pool of potential recruits for radical 
movements will continue to exist.27

The Role of Religion

Many analysts engage in a form of mirror-imaging when they assume that Muslim societies 
are motivated primarily by such issues as economic opportunity.  While material factors clearly 
play a role in setting the context for the rise of radicalism, the specific form of this radicalism 
is deeply lodged in a particular set of movements regarding the meaning and interpretation of 
Islamic teachings.  Of particular interest, within Islam there is a religious schism reminiscent of 
the Reformation in Europe.

Many analysts have underestimated the importance of this religious schism.28  However, one of 
the most revolutionary aspects of the current jihadist movement is the claim of the jihadists to 
be able to perform legitimate scriptural analysis.  Traditionally, in Islam, the right to interpret 
the Koran and Sunnah was lodged with the ulema, the community of scholars.  Current radicals 
claim that both the Koran – the revelations of the Prophet Muhammad -- and the Sunnah -- 
the record of his deeds – can be interpreted individually by righteous Muslims.29  It is a similar 
argument to that made during the Reformation in Christianity. 
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While it is tempting to simply classify Osama bin Laden as a heretic and cynical abuser of his 
faith, the problem is that his position on scriptural interpretation may, in fact, be an increasingly 
common and powerful one.  Once the monopoly on scriptural interpretation is broken, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to return to traditional hierarchical processes.30  This is a serious 
concern because much of the Western response to bin Ladenism on religious terms has been to 
try to line up as much of the mainstream ulema as possible against him.  However, if what we 
are witnessing is, in fact, an assault on the traditional ulema’s role, then this approach is unlikely 
to succeed at best and is profoundly counter-productive at worst since it tends to reinforce the 
radical’s critique of the ulema as out-of-touch bureaucrats.  

Furthermore, to the extent that legitimacy for scriptural interpretation may come from a 
commitment to radicalism and to personal sacrifice, the dynamics of religious legitimacy may 
be becoming increasingly problematic.31  Preaching radicalism and the promotion of violence 
is increasingly the source of legitimacy for popular clerics.  In the past, clerics who preached 
violence had to first earn legitimacy either through great scholarship or personal sacrifice. Among 
a new generation of radical clerics, it is their commitment to violent jihadism as an ideology that 
gives them legitimacy in the first place.  This is not a general indictment of Muslim clerics, but 
rather refers to a subset of populist radicals who are challenging the legitimacy of mainstream 
moderate clerics.

Any successful strategy for dealing with religiously-motivated terrorism will need to address the 
processes of legitimate scriptural interpretation in the Muslim world.

The Near Enemy and the Far Enemy

In the language of the jihadist movement, the “near enemy” refers to “apostate” Muslim regimes 
that refuse to institute pure Sharia law.  These regimes are widely seen as brutal and corrupt, 
even among non-jihadists.  The “far enemy” refers to the United States and the West generally.  
The concept of the near enemy and the far enemy is of crucial importance because it allows the 
jihadists to bridge the gap and make common cause with large numbers of moderate Muslims 
who do not otherwise support the goals of the jihadist movement.32

For committed jihadists, war with the far enemy has always been seen as inevitable.  Driven by 
the injunction to spread the faith, by the sword if necessary, the precursors to the current jihadist 
movement always planned for a time when, having unified the Muslim world, they would be able 
to take the fight global.  This appeal to a global war for the sake of Islam naturally only attracted 
support from the fringe of the population.   

One of the great innovations of the current jihadist movement has been to reverse the priority 
placed on the near enemy and the far enemy.  Whereas traditionally the goal was to unify the 
Muslim world first, current jihadists believe it is imperative to strike first at the West which they 
claim sustains in power oppressive secular regimes throughout the Muslim world.  The spread 
of this concept has served to unite extremists with moderates.  While a great many moderates 
would reject the notion of a global war to spread the domain of Islam, other moderate reformers 
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have begun to accept the idea that reform in the Middle East will be difficult to achieve as long as 
the United States in particular supports oppressive regimes.33  Moderates and radicals may have 
different long-term goals, but they are united in their anger at the United States and the West.  
Though moderates may not agree with the use of violence to force a U.S. disengagement, they are 
often sympathetic to the sentiments of the radicals.  

External Sources of Violent Jihadism
The factors discussed thus far focus primarily on issues within the Muslim world that create 
support for jihadism.  Though each factor must undergo a process of internationalization in 
order to justify striking out at perceived external enemies, the roots of the problem lie within 
those Arab and Muslim societies.  As a result, they are considered more intractable problems 
because, as a matter of strategy, the West can only hope to encourage reform or act to mitigate 
the externalization processes.  Analysts who focus on internal factors tend to be more pessimistic 
since they have fewer direct policy levers to effect change.

An alternative assessment of jihadism focuses on factors external to the Arab and Muslim worlds, 
and in particular focuses on the foreign relations of outside powers.  This avenue of approach 
is controversial in many circles, as it seems to some to be “blaming the victims.”  However, 
since American foreign policy and the Israeli-Palestinian dispute are often cited by jihadists as 
justifications for violence, it is crucially important to examine the arguments in some depth.

The Suffering of Muslims Internationally

Jihadist writings often portray the lot of Muslims internationally as an endless series of outrages.  
These writings often include a litany of complaints ranging from civil rights abuses of individual 
Muslims in Western countries to cases of near-genocidal situations, as in Bosnia and Chechnya.  
In this narrative, all sorts of disparate events are linked together. The massacres at Sabra and 
Shitila by Maronite Christians and the Assad regime’s atrocities at Hama, both in 1982; the 
suffering indirectly caused by sanctions against Iraq in the 1990s; the plight of the Palestinians; 
and discrimination against European Muslims are all seen as part of a global pattern of abuse 
and oppression.  Often, the blame for these actions is laid at the door of the United States, which 
either through action or inaction is supposed to have had a hand in what is seen as a campaign 
against Muslims.  This argument is the source of the popular allegation that the United States is 
responsible for the deaths of 10,000,000 Muslims worldwide.34  

Linking this argument to a claim of self-defense allows jihadists to assert a moral justification for 
virtually any attack against U.S. interests or allies.  It also serves as a recruiting tool.  This image 
of Islam under attack from a remorseless and unyielding enemy is tremendously effective at 
mobilizing resources and recruits for anti-American activities.
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American Foreign Policy

A common theme in studies of jihadism is the role of U.S. foreign policy in encouraging 
radicalism.35  On the surface, there is a great deal of validity to this perspective.  The United 
States has supported Israel.  It has supported oppressive authoritarian regimes.  The United 
States has placed troops in the Middle East and, with the war in Iraq, invaded and occupied an 
Arab state, destroying an authoritarian but stable country and replacing it with anarchy.  Even 
when the United States has been seen positively, as in the case of supporting the independence of 
Afghanistan in the 1980s, U.S. foreign policy has seemed opportunistic, as demonstrated by the 
abandonment of the Afghans after the withdrawal of the Soviets in 1989.

However, it would be easy to overstate the independent influence of American foreign policy as 
a cause of jihadism.  The problem with blaming U.S. foreign policy is that the challenge for the 
United States is as much the perception of American foreign policy as the reality of it.  Individuals 
with an affinity for the jihadist movement tend to interpret all U.S. actions in the most hostile and 
conspiratorial light possible.  The U.S. humanitarian intervention in Somalia in 1992 is seen as an 
invasion.  The failure to respond in Bosnia until 1995 is seen as evidence of disinterest in the fate 
of Muslims.  The decision to work with a coalition of Arab states to reverse the Iraqi invasion of 
Kuwait is seen purely as an attempt by the United States to humble a powerful Arab country and 
seize Arab oil.  When the United States is absent from the Israeli-Palestinian peace process it is 
seen as abandoning the Palestinians to a brutal occupation, but when the United States becomes 
involved it is seen as a biased intervention to suppress Palestinian rights.36  Activity is condemned, 
but so is inactivity.  As long as the jihadists and their supporters assume the worst about the 
United States, any policy change is likely to be interpreted as either a duplicitous ploy or a sign of 
weakness.

With those caveats, however, there is no doubt that American foreign policy is widely cited 
in public opinion polls as a major cause of discontent with the United States.  Furthermore, 
while some American analysts have sought to discount these findings as the result of cynical 
propaganda, jihadist groups have been successful in painting American foreign policy in a very 
negative light throughout much of the Muslim world.

The War in Iraq

The Bush administration has argued that the war in Iraq is a central front in the “war on terror.”  
At first, this was clearly a dubious argument.  The links between Saddam Hussein’s regime and 
terrorist groups were minimal.37  Four years into the intervention, however, the relationship 
between Iraq and violent jihadism has become more complicated.

Anger at American actions in Iraq is now one of the key factors supporting the recruitment of 
individuals into jihadist groups.  Though the evidence is anecdotal, it does seem as though the 
Iraq war has replaced the plight of the Palestinians as the cause celebre of Islamic radical groups.38  
There is undoubtedly much cynicism in the use of the issue by jihadist leaders – who, after all, 
were no friends of Saddam’s regime – but there is no doubt that anger at the United States over 
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Iraq is both deep and broad throughout both the Arab and Muslim worlds.  This dynamic 
complicates American efforts to “win hearts and minds” and limits the ability of pro-American 
governments to work actively and openly with the United States.  The resentment felt in much of 
the world over American unilateralism and perceived over-reliance on force has been heightened 
by the Iraq war, and has complicated efforts to work even with long-standing American allies on 
other issues related to the struggle against violent jihadists.39

Though, strategically, the war in Iraq has been a disaster, it is possible to overstate the impact of 
the war on the sources of support for violent jihadism.  Radical groups have been very effective 
in using a long series of varied grievances to promote their cause.  At various points, these groups 
have focused on secularism, statism, and corruption in 1960s Egypt; Arab accommodation 
toward Israel after 1973; Israeli complicity in the massacres at Sabra and Shatila; the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan; American troops in Arabia; the suffering of Muslims in Bosnia and 
Chechnya; the plight of the Palestinians during the two intifadas; and now, of course, the war 
in Iraq.  As a result, it seems likely that in the absence of the war in Iraq, some other issue may 
have taken center stage.  Other issues might not have been as effective as the war in Iraq has 
been in motivating opposition to the United States, but the long history of radicalism and violent 
jihadism suggests deeper roots and causes than any specific policy, no matter how misguided. 

Israel and Palestine

Clearly, the on-going Israeli-Palestinian dispute is a significant factor in the strength of the 
jihadist movement.  However, going beyond the truism that this dispute serves to destabilize 
the Muslim world, there are many outstanding questions about the long-term connection to 
jihadism.

American support for Israel is the Israeli-Palestinian issue’s connection to anti-American 
jihadism.  The central argument is that as long as the United States is seen as playing a biased 
role, it will never be able to make headway in the war for the hearts and minds of the Arab world.  
This may be true as far as it goes, but it implies a procedural view of the American role rather 
than a substantive one.  In other words, there is a critique that the problem is that the United 
States has not been sufficiently involved in trying to broker some agreement.  However, during 
the late 1990s, the Clinton Administration took a proactive role toward helping solve the dispute, 
including offering to use American intelligence assets to monitor implementation of agreements 
and help develop confidence-building measures between the two sides.  The positive effects of 
this were muted, however, because of continuing debate over the legitimacy, viability, and details 
of a two-state solution.  

As a practical matter, the nature of the settlement will be as important as the simple existence 
of an agreement.  American involvement could be counter-productive, from the standpoint of 
reducing anti-Americanism, if the resultant agreement is seen as illegitimate, which is likely to 
be the case with any agreement that seems to ensure the permanent survival of Israel as a Jewish 
state.40  After all, would the existence of an independent Palestinian state in Gaza and the West 
Bank, even one conforming to the 1967 “green line” and with all settlements dismantled, defuse 
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the tension caused by the Israeli-Palestinian dispute?  It may. However, we need to be aware 
of three additional substantive factors that are often cited about the dispute.  First, there is the 
problem of the right-of-return.  Absent some right for Palestinians to return to Israel proper and 
reclaim lost property, there will always be some who consider the situation unjust.  Second, given 
existing anti-Semitism in the region and calls for Sharia law, it is likely that the status of Israeli 
Arabs will continue to be a source of tension.41  Indeed, even without anti-Semitism and concerns 
over the Sharia, the existence of ethnic divisions within a country often cause tensions within 
diaspora communities.  Third, there were no occupied territories or settlements prior to 1967, 
and yet Israel found itself at war with all of its neighbors.  Regardless of the additional indignities 
heaped upon the Palestinians since, there remains a solid core of rejectionists who consider Israel 
itself an illegitimate and illegal last bastion of colonialism.  These rejectionists may not comprise a 
majority of Palestinians, but neither is jihadism a majority movement in the Muslim world.

Supporters of Israel often seek to downplay the link between jihadism and lack of progress on 
Israeli-Palestinian issues.  While it is true that many in the Muslim world have either cynically 
sought to leverage the issue for their own benefit, such as Saddam Hussein, or emphasized it only 
when seeking to broaden the appeal of their message, as in the case of Osama bin Laden, it is 
also true that the issue has a deep, visceral significance to virtually all Arabs and most Muslims 
around the world.  The strategic challenge, however, is to identify the key elements of this 
significance in order to ascertain whether the problem is the Israeli occupation of the territories, 
or the existence of Israel itself.  It may be that as long as Israel exists in any form, many Arabs will 
feel humiliated and angry, and support groups that lash out at external enemies.

Mixed Causes
There are other factors in the Muslim world that help sustain the violent jihadist movement.  
These factors are broadly cultural and are difficult to address with any specific policy initiative.  
Nonetheless, these factors play a significant role in laying a receptive foundation for jihadist 
activities.

Conspiracy Theory and the Rumor Mill

Although the rise of Al Jazeera is beginning to change this dynamic, the media in most Muslim 
countries is tightly controlled and governments are considered illegitimate by many. As a 
result, the public profoundly distrusts formal sources of news.42  Instead, there are two public 
information dynamics that have little analogue in the West.  The first is the role of conspiracy 
theories.  The public’s view of politics in many Muslim countries is largely that they are plagued 
by competing self-interested conspiracies.43 As a result, the dominant mode of political analysis 
is to pose the question, “Who benefited from the action?” as a way to ascertain the truth.  In the 
case of the 9/11 attacks, for instance, most Muslims in the Middle East and South Asia do not 
believe that Arabs were involved.  After all, who benefited?  Not Al Qaeda, which was attacked 
and scattered.  Not the Taliban, which was removed from power.  Not the Arab nation as a whole, 
which has found itself under siege and suspicion.   This mode of thinking explains why many are 
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prone to believe that the 9/11 attacks were some sort of conspiracy hatched by the Israeli Mossad 
in conjunction with a cabal of American oil companies.  According to a 2006 poll,44 only 15% 
of Pakistanis believe Arabs carried out the 9/11 attacks. That number was 32% in Egypt, 16% 
in Turkey and Indonesia, and 39% in Jordan.  Among Europeans, only 17% of British Muslims 
believe Arabs were behind 9/11.  Only in France did a plurality of those polled accept the role of 
Al Qaeda, and then only by a 48-46% margin.  These results highlight the difficulty of any sort of 
American outreach effort, since any message put out by the United States will have to compete 
against a pervasive skepticism of official or governmental communications.

The second dynamic is the role of rumors.  Individuals in Arab societies may not trust official 
sources of information, but they do trust their family, friends, close acquaintances, tribal and clan 
leaders and, in many cases, religious authorities.  In the West, we see a shadow of this dynamic 
with the role of blogs.  Some bloggers are actually talented journalists who just happen to work 
for a new media, but others are simply crackpots.  In the Arab world, public opinion is often 
formed in response to the informal distribution of bizarre rumors.  The rise of Al Jazeera is a 
welcome development in this area.  Though also prone to report rumor as fact, Al Jazeera does, 
on the whole, subscribe to the principle of independent, fact-based reporting.  The rapid growth 
of this news channel may signal a movement away from informal rumor to verified reporting as a 
major source of news for much of the Arab world.

Anti-Semitism

The issue of anti-Semitism is politically charged.  Accusations of anti-Semitism are often used to 
discredit critics of America’s Israel policy and as a result there is a great deal of skepticism about 
the label.  That said, one simply cannot come to grips with the challenge of jihadism without 
considering the phenomenon of anti-Semitism in the Muslim world.  Throughout the Muslim 
world there is evidence of wide-spread, virulent anti-Semitism, unseen in the Western world 
since World War II.45  In mainstream state-sponsored media, educational materials such as 
textbooks, and popular discourse, Jews are commonly portrayed as the cause of virtually every 
calamity.  Jews are described as parasites, conspirators, enslavers, and murderers of children.  
This is not just a critique of Israel’s policies, but a characterization of Jews that bears more than a 
passing resemblance to Nazi propaganda.

The consequence of this anti-Semitism is significant.  First, it makes any negotiation or 
accommodation with Israel difficult to achieve.  This dynamic justifies hard-liners within 
Israel and sustains Arab rejectionists as well.  The lack of progress on a settlement of the 
Palestinian question, in turn, justifies the anti-Semitism that, in part, blocks a solution.  Second, 
the demonization of Jews implicates the United States as an enemy of Islam.  In much of the 
rhetoric in Muslim countries, either the United States is controlled by Jews or is using the 
Jews for its own nefarious purposes.  In either case, attacks on the United States or American 
interests become justifiable as a defensive measure.  Third, the mode of analysis that sustains 
anti-Semitism also promotes a conspiratorial view of politics.  For many Muslims, their 
worldview is shaped by the perception of malevolent conspiracies that seek to destroy Islam 
and impoverish and enslave Muslims.   This, of course, in turn justifies the creation of counter-
conspiracies as a defensive measure.
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MAPPING THE COMMUNITIES
The Muslim World

Committed Jihadists

There have been four generations of the modern jihadist movement.  The first generation focused 
on internal reform in the Muslim world.  It separated itself from the mainstream, which included 
a broadly popular Islamist movement, by its willingness to use violence against opponents.  The 
culmination of this generation was the successful assassination of Egyptian president Sadat in 
1981.  This first generation was motivated by frustration with the failure of Arab governments to 
govern according to Islamic law and their weakness in confronting Israel.  These radicals tended 
to be well-educated, and were motivated by numerous religious commentaries, most notably by 
13th century scholar Taqi al-Din Ibn Taymiyya as interpreted by Sayyid Qutb in the 1950s and 
1960s.46  The core of Qutb’s arguments was that Arabs had fallen into a moral corruption and 
were being kept there by their secular leaders and docile clergy.  He called upon all Muslims, 
individually, to struggle to restore the standing of the Arab people by promoting rule according 
to the Koran.  The central innovation was the claim that jihad was an individual obligation, not 
just a collective duty in response to calls from legitimate governments.  The lack of legitimate 
government was precisely what justified, indeed demanded, individual jihad.  Because this 
generation of jihadists was quite public in its views, it was also relatively easy to suppress.  Qutb 
himself was executed by the Egyptian government, and the security measures adopted in the wake 
of the Sadat assassination were sufficient to suppress the movement for a time.

The second generation of jihadists was composed of the committed young men who ventured 
to Afghanistan to help fight the Soviet invasion.  Though inspired, in part, by religious 
commentaries, most seem to have been motivated by a more general desire to help fellow 
Muslims.  A key transition in jihadism occurred at this time as the movement changed from an 
elite, ideologically motivated group to a mass organization with a large-scale recruitment and 
mobilization apparatus.  For many Arab governments, the second generation of jihadism was a 
welcome development.  Not only did it allow these governments to curry the favor of the United 
States by supporting an anti-Soviet initiative, it also allowed them to export dissent.  The second 
generation of jihadism came to an end with the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan and 
the ultimate victory of the Taliban in that country’s civil war.

The third generation of jihadism is the bin Laden generation.  Bin Laden, and many men like 
him, became radicalized as part of the anti-Soviet campaign.  With the defeat of the Soviet 
Union, they turned their attention again to reform in their home countries.  The atmosphere 
remained inhospitable, however.  Rather than continue to try to engage their own governments, 
this generation adopted the strategic orientation of striking at the “far enemy” as a way to 
weaken their domestic opponents.  Many countries tacitly tolerated the operation of these “far 
enemy” jihadists because, although clearly dangerous to their own control, the threat at home 
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was long-term.  This allowed for a continued exportation of the threat.  Operating in a less 
friendly environment, however, did push the jihadist movement to adopt more sophisticated 
tradecraft, most notably in terms of cell-organization, financing and money-laundering, and 
covert recruitment and training.  Jihadism became an underground conspiracy, but one of 
large reach.  While some jihadist leaders remain clearly influenced by scholarly arguments 
(Qutb and Ibn Taymiyya are widely quoted in jihadist texts), the foot-soldiers of jihad were 
largely recruited among disgruntled young men.  Some of these young men were veterans of 
Afghanistan.  Others were frustrated by the lack of economic opportunity and political freedom 
at home.  Still others were animated by dismay over public morals.  Many were driven by a desire 
to help fellow Muslims, in particular Palestinians in the wake of the first intifada (1987-1993).  
Finally, some were motivated by deep feelings of “humiliation,” a catch-all term for resentment 
of Western wealth and power, the American intervention in Iraq from 1991 to the present, and 
the continued American involvement in the Middle East.  This discourse of humiliation also 
found fertile ground in the disaffected Muslim communities in Western Europe and led to the 
formation of viable cells in European cities and the recruitment of some committed jihadists of 
British citizenship, among others.

We still know very little about the fourth generation of jihadism.  Following the disruption of 
jihadist networks after 9/11, the movement seems to have transformed again.  This time the form 
of jihadism seems to be small, independent organizations, relying on the ideology of jihad, but 
otherwise motivated by local particularities.  The implication is that future successful counter-
terrorism approaches will need to be even more finely tailored to specific targets than ever before.  
Given the difficulty of segmenting policy approaches in a globalized world, the challenge to 
policy makers is significant.

Active Supporters

The active supporters of jihadism can be divided into two groups, with government or quasi-
governmental support on one hand, and support from individuals on the other.  

We know more about the causes of governmental or quasi-governmental support.47  Here we 
can identify two key dynamics.  The first, already alluded to, is the desire of many authoritarian 
Muslim countries to export dissent.  This is done both by encouraging domestic radicals to 
focus on the “far enemy” and by the deliberate scapegoating of external enemies.  Various states 
essentially encourage a focus on the “far enemy” by differential policies of repression for groups 
fomenting domestic disruptions compared to those calling for international jihad.  Radicals 
calling for domestic change are often arrested, tortured and, frequently, executed.  Those calling 
for international jihad are, at most, harassed and exiled.  This serves to channel dissent.  U.S. 
policy has also tended to shape jihadism due to a reluctance to press Middle Eastern and South 
Asian governments to introduce democratic reform.  The net effect has been that the United 
States has acted as a safety valve, taking upon itself the wrath of frustrated populations, in order 
to sustain stability in the region.  This may no longer be a strategically wise choice.

The scapegoating of external enemies takes many forms, but there are three in particular worth 
mentioning: the use of educational systems, the role of the government-controlled media, and the 
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dynamic of message segmenting.  In virtually every 
Muslim country, the textbooks used in schools focus 
heavily on the claim that the Muslim world has been 
the target of a systematic campaign of oppression 
and looting by the West.48  Th ese texts emphasize 
the impact of colonialism, tracing its roots back to 
the Crusades.  Th ey stress the predatory nature of 
Western capitalism and, in particular, its appetite for 
Middle East oil.  And they stress the connection and 
support of Western governments for Israel.  Th ese 
broad themes are reinforced in the government-
controlled media (there is little freedom of the press 
in most of the Muslim world), both in terms of 
sensational coverage given to Western and Israeli 
“outrages,” and in terms of editorial comment 
that spreads rumors and conspiracy theories.  
Message segmenting occurs when leaders give quite 
diff erent messages to domestic audiences than to 
international audiences. 

We know relatively little about the causes of 
individual active support for jihad.  Our knowledge 
of the jihadists themselves comes from their 
public pronouncements, investigations following 

attacks, and their own confessions when captured.  Th us, there is a knowledge gap in the study 
of terrorism.  We have information about mass beliefs, and we have some information about 
how specifi c groups operate, but our knowledge of the processes by which mass frustration turns 
into operational organizations is limited.  In other words, we understand some of the inputs and 
outputs, but we do not have a clear sense of terrorism as a complete system.  Our understanding 
of terrorism support structures is a prime example.

Active supporters who, nonetheless, refrain from direct participation in violence are harder to 
study because they tend to remain out of the spotlight.  We do know that some of these active 
supporters are individuals within or close to the ruling elites. Members of the Saudi royal family 
are the most visible examples; their support for Palestinian suicide bombers and charities that 
funnel money to Al Qaeda has been amply documented.49  Th ese elites are presumably motivated 
in part by the same dynamics that motivate state toleration or support of externally-focused 
radicalism.  As individuals, they are also driven by religious and ideological motivations as well 
as their own personal situations.  For some individuals, the injunction for Muslims to engage in 
charitable acts and to provide shelter to the needy clearly also plays a part.  To the extent that the 
educational system, media, and state elites promote the view of Muslims as victims, active support 
for jihadism is oft en justifi ed as self-defense.  Unfortunately, much of this is speculative.  Studies 
of support for jihadism oft en rely on aggregate survey data.  Th is is useful for understanding some 
of the general society trends, but is of limited utility in understanding the particular motivations 
of specifi c individuals.

broad themes are reinforced in the government-

Th e making of a ‘martyr.’  Hasib Mir Hussain 
was born and raised in a Muslim household in 
Leeds, England.  He played soccer and cricket 
in school.  But it was not an ideal childhood.  
Th e Matthew Murray comprehensive school he 
attended was riven by racial divides – “It was 
always whites against Asians and there were 
so many fi ghts.”  By the end of his school days, 
Hasib had turned heavily to religion.  He began 
attending mosque regularly.   He wore robes and 
grew his beard out.  He made the pilgrimage 
to Mecca, and when he returned, frequented 
with Shehzad Tanweer and Mohammad Sidique 
Khan.   Khan was apparently a cell organizer.  
He had traveled to training camps in Pakistan 
and Afghanistan.  Along with Germaine 
Lindsey, these four detonated a series of bombs 
in London on July 7, 2005.  Hasib was a classic 
recruit – young, frustrated, and alienated. 

Source: David Williams, “Young and British: Th e 
London Suicide Bombers,” Daily Mail, July 13, 
2005.
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Tacit Supporters

Much of the challenge in the struggle against violent extremism is that it is difficult to get much 
cooperation from the population as a whole in Muslim countries.  While active supporters are 
driven by similar motivations as violent jihadists, tacit supporters – whose support often comes 
from inaction rather than action – seem to be driven by a different set of concerns.

First, there is clearly broad-based sympathy with the macro-level goals of the jihadist movement 
if those goals are defined as domestic reform, resistance to Israel, and a restoration of the pride 
and strength of Muslim peoples everywhere.  Second, because many governments in the Muslim 
world are authoritarian and corrupt, much of the population is reticent to turn to the authorities.  
Lack of transparency and due process, and the wide-spread use of torture, have undermined the 
legitimacy of local governments.  Third, while relatively few Muslims support the violence used 
by radicals, many see it as a legitimate response to violence used by local governments, and by 
the United States, Israel, and other perceived “enemies of Islam.”50 

The gap between broad-based sympathy for the cause and quite narrow support for violence 
against civilians is the source of the vast discrepancy regarding the scope of the problem.   
Analysts are forced to rely on extremely indirect means to ascertain the number of potential 
supporters of jihad in any given country.  For instance, analysts try to measure support for 
fundamentalism by counting the number of men wearing full beards in formal ceremonies, such 
as the graduation photos of university students and cadets.51  Other methods include the use of 
content analysis for specific phrases in public speeches that are presumed to send intelligible, 
though subtle, messages of support to extremists.  The methodology of the study of jihadism 
resembles Kremlinology during the Cold War when Western analysts pored over pictures of May 
Day parades to see who was standing next to whom on the Lenin mausoleum.  It is an inexact 
science at best.

Tacit Opponents 

The largest difference between tacit supporters of jihadism and its tacit opponents is an 
ethical judgment about the legitimacy of violence, in particular the use of terror against 
civilians.52  Linked to that is a strategic assessment about the utility of violence.  In many 
Muslim communities, there is a sense that violence is counter-productive.  For example, among 
Palestinians there is a general consensus that attacks on Israelis have made things worse.  Some 
Palestinians continue to support violence, however, because they believe that presenting a unified 
front is useful, and others do so simply out of a desire for revenge.

There are three important dynamics that explain why many Muslim opponents of violence remain 
tacit opponents, expressing their frustrations privately rather than actively opposing jihadism.  
The first is fear.  Jihadists do not just use violence against governments or external enemies.  They 
also use violence, and the threat of violence, against individuals in their community whom they 
suspect of working with the authorities.  The inability of governments to protect individuals living 
amongst the jihadists contributes to a dramatic muting of resistance to violence.
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Second, many Muslim are convinced that presenting a united front against external enemies, in 
particular, is strategically valuable and that arguments about tactics ought not undermine this 
unity.  This is particularly true in the more embattled Muslim communities, most notably among 
the Palestinians, though it should be noted that even Osama bin Laden has explicitly embraced 
cooperation with “heretical” Shiites in order to present a united front against the United States.53

Third, as with the tacit supporters, many tacit opponents of terror nonetheless support the 
radicals’ macro-level goals.  There is a perception that even though they may commit morally 
reprehensible acts, their “heart,” so to speak, is in the right place.  In other words, opposition to 
terrorism ought not be mistaken for support for the United States.

Active Opponents

There are in all Muslim countries at least some activists and government leaders who oppose 
jihadism openly and publicly.  The activists are brave individuals who risk their lives and 
standing in their communities by challenging violent thugs.  They are often motivated by 
religious commitments and more general secular norms.  Threats of violence often chase them 
to the West, where they lose some credibility as authentic Muslim voices.  Additionally, Middle 
Eastern governments are suspicious of these individuals, who are often as critical of oppressive 
governments as of radical jihadists.  The dynamics of emigration and lack of state support serve to 
undermine the active opponents of jihadism.

The other opponents of jihadism are the state governments and state-employed clergy in 
many Muslim countries.  Protectors of the status quo and elite privilege, these groups are often 
aggressive in their attacks on jihadists.  Unfortunately, their tactics and lack of sympathy for the 
jihadist cause of reform undermine their credibility.  The more authoritarian governments seek to 
suppress jihadism, the more legitimacy they give to the radicals.

The Non-Muslim World
The challenge of jihadism in the non-Muslim world largely consists of cells of individuals who 
take advantage of sympathetic enclaves and civil liberties in order to plan and execute terror 
attacks.  We see many of the same dynamics as in the Muslim world, but there are some key 
differences.

• First, in the West, jihadist groups seem to have shallower support structures.  Most 
terrorists and jihadists recruited in the West have been disaffected young men recruited 
into small, radical mosques or often into small religious study circles.  The implication 
is that jihadism is not yet a mass movement among Western Muslim communities, and 
might be curtailed through careful intelligence and investigation measures.54  Greater 
efforts at integration may ease tensions, but ultimately there will always be a pool of 
disaffected among the young prone to recruitment into radical cells – as well as cults, 
gangs, drug subcultures, and so on.
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• Second, Muslims in the West are torn between a desire to join the mainstream and 
concern over protecting their cultural heritage and values.  Especially in Europe, this 
concern over culture and values – including such hot-button issues as the wearing of the 
head scarf – becomes a self-reinforcing dynamic.  Europeans use Muslim separateness 
as an excuse for discriminatory treatment, and Muslims use discriminatory treatment to 
justify measures to assert a distinct identity.  

• Th ird, the civil liberties issue complicates the matter of an eff ective response to terror 
networks.  Clearly, jihadists use the protections of Western civil liberties to act in the 
United States and Europe.55  Th is produces a backlash that justifi es the use of invasive 
investigation and surveillance as well as preventive detentions in some European 
countries.  But these restrictions on civil liberties, oft en seen as discriminatory in 
Muslim communities, cause Muslims to turn a blind eye to radicals in their midst.  Th is 
issue is complicated further by the fact that civil liberties are valued for reasons that are 
completely separate from the terrorism issue.

• Fourth, the Israeli-Palestinian issue, oft en crystallized with crude forms of anti-
Semitism, creates a clear wedge between Muslims and Western governments, particularly 
the United States.

assessing the scope of the Problem
Is the problem of violent jihadism getting better or worse?  As a practical matter, this is an 
extraordinarily diffi  cult question to answer.  Th ere are relatively few discrete data points, and 
each provides only limited insight into the general question.  

Th e fi rst, and more obvious, data point is the trend line in terms of numbers of terror attacks 
by jihadist organizations.  While the numbers tend to fl uctuate to a certain degree from year 

Polling data from the muslim World
Views of attacks against civilians

   Oft en  Sometimes Rarely  Never
   Justifi ed Justifi ed Justifi ed Justifi ed
Pakistan  12  13  19  46
Lebanon  26  13  19  33
Jordan   24  33  31  11
Morocco  8  5  5  79
Indonesia  2  13  18  66

Source: Pew Global Attitudes Project, 17- Nation Survey, Spring 2005
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to year, the trend is both unmistakable and alarming.  Attacks by Islamic radical groups have 
increased both in number of incidents and numbers of casualties since 9/11.56  In part, this is a 
function of the decentralization that has accompanied the rise of “fourth generation” jihadism,  
which has increased the difficulty of detection, while making the organization of attacks both 
easier and cheaper, since the groups are local and hence do not require sophisticated processes for 
international communication, travel, and financing. 

The second data point is the number of suspected terrorists who are killed, captured, or arrested.57  
From this number, it may be possible to infer the number of cells and plots disrupted.  This 
number, unfortunately, is of limited analytical value.  Just as more arrests domestically can signal 
either better law enforcement or worsening criminality, eliminating terrorists either demonstrates 
better counter-terror processes or simply the presence of more terrorists.

The third set of data points is polling data.  A great deal of the work on terrorism has relied 
on these measures, but they are tremendously limited in utility.  Ultimately, judgments about 
violent jihadism based on polls rely on a vast number of analytical inferences that may or may 
not be warranted.  Polls are subject to various biases based on how questions are posed and the 
respondents’ beliefs about the nature of the questioner and the aims of the poll.  Respondents 
may exaggerate their support for extremism as a form of bragging, or may suppress it out of a 
desire for privacy.  Polls do a poor job, on the whole, of assessing intensity of preferences.  In 
domestic political polling, it is possible to narrow the range of potential errors by sub-classifying 
individuals based on whether they are registered or “likely” voters and to further refine that 
by adjusting results based on the history of past polling data matched against election results.  
Even then, the science is imprecise.  In the case of polling data on jihadism, we simply do not 
have enough empirical information to assess the nature or extent of the gaps in the data.  What 
percentage of individuals who believe terrorism is justified in fact give support to terrorist 
organizations?  Does it vary based on their identification of certain issues as more important 
than others?  Does it vary based on age or socio-economic status?  Is support for Islamism a good 
predictor of support for jihadism?  We simply do not know the answer to those basic questions.

At this juncture, there are three broad schools of thought about the general trendline of the 
jihadist threat.  The first school of thought is closely associated with the Bush administration, 
which claims great progress in the “Global War on Terror” since 9/11.  The Administration 
claims that not only has terror become less legitimate, but that its actions in Afghanistan and 
Iraq have significantly downgraded the capabilities of jihadist networks by capturing and killing 
numerous terrorist leaders and by eliminating key safe havens that allowed the movement to 
function in the first place.58  A second school of thought suggests quite the opposite.  Pointing to 
the weakening of Islamism in countries such as Algeria and Iran, some analysts suggest that the 
upsurge in jihadist terror in the late 1990s was a last spasm of a dying movement.  Many analysts 
in this school suggest that although Islamism was dying in the 1990s, American actions since 9/11 
– most notably, human rights abuses such as those at Abu Ghraib and the legally problematic 
confinements at Guantanamo – have reinjected life into the movement.  It is possible, of course, 
that both of these positions have some truth to them, namely that the United States did degrade 
existing networks significantly while at the same time easing the process of recruiting for new 
networks.  The third school of thought – favored by this study’s author – is that both Islamism 
and jihadism are movements based on deep economic, political, social, and cultural trends and 
that any judgments based on one or two cases or short time periods are likely to misinterpret the 
nature of the problem and ascribe too much significance to short-term variations.
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Conclusions
There is a fundamental governance crisis in the Muslim world that stretches beyond state 
government into the realm of religious matters.  This governance crisis creates a “legitimacy gap” 
into which various radical movements have effectively moved.

Different communities within the Muslim world have different relationships with violent jihadism.  
Any serious policy response must acknowledge the differences and not be lured into simple, one-
size-fits-all strategies.  At the very least, strategy in the “war on terror” must include numerous 
mitigation tactics to neutralize unintended, but predictable, consequences of our actions.

We need to take the religious roots of terrorism and extremism seriously.  While it is comforting 
to accuse violent radicals of cynicism, it is more important to acknowledge that many of the 
jihadists are genuinely religious.  Furthermore, it is imperative to examine the nature of the 
theological debates in the Muslim world in order to craft a viable response.

The tacit supporters and opponents of terror, by their inaction, provide effective sanctuary for 
radicals.  While it may be possible to make these communities jump off the fence, it is likely that 
under pressure many would become active supporters of violent jihadism.  These groups need to 
be handled very carefully because, while they may oppose violence, they may also support some 
of the core goals of jihadist movements.

Understanding of the specific effects of the various identified causes of violent jihadism remains 
incomplete.  As a result, there are many unresolveable, on-going debates about the nature of the 
challenge that serve to complicate the development of appropriate policy responses.
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