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ABSTRACT 

Scholars have studied who joins terrorist organizations, and why.  Thus far, no one 

has asked why members of the same population as known terrorists do not become 

terrorists.  This paper is a pre-theoretical examination of why individuals with similar 

backgrounds to those of known terrorists do not become terrorists.  I analyze 

autobiographies of six male Muslims from across the Middle East and South Asia; three 

joined terrorist organizations while three did not.  I argue that the key factor in the 

successful recruitment of a terrorist is timing.  A potential terrorist’s set of experiences 

results in a paradigm, or perception, shift that opens a critical window of opportunity in 

which he must be recruited in order to become a terrorist.  If this window is missed, an 

individual’s terrorist potential will fail to be realized.  Since recruitment must occur in a 

precise window of opportunity, very few members of a population become terrorists.  These 

findings suggest that a dynamic process, rather than static individual attributes, may be 

influential in the recruitment of terrorists.  

  



 iv 

CONTENTS  

Research Question ……………………………………………………………………. 1 

Literature Review …………………………………………………………..................   8 

A Definition of Terrorism ……………………………………………………………….  10 

Causes of Terrorism ……………………………………………………………………….  15 

Collective ……………………………………………………………………………….  15 

 Individual ………………………………………………………………………………  23 

 Who joins terrorist organizations? ……………………………………………  23 

 Why do individuals join terrorist organizations? ………………………..  25 

 How do individuals join terrorist organizations? ………………………..  38 

Conclusions ……………………………………………………………………………………..  47 

Hypotheses …………………………………………………………………………………..  50 

Analysis of Competing Hypotheses ………………………………………..  53 

Data ……………………………………………………………………………………………….....  56 

 Non-terrorists ………………………………………………………………………….  60 

 Terrorists ………………………………………………………………………………..  63 

Analysis …………………………………………………………………………………………….  66 

Comparative Case Study …………………………………………………………….  78 

The Path to Terrorism: A Matter of Timing ………………………….  89 

How does an individual reach a window of opportunity? ……………….  90 

When does a window of opportunity begin and end,  

and how are these parameters defined?……………………………………….....  95 



 v 

Why must successful recruitment occur in a window  

of opportunity? …………………………………………………………………………………  100 

Can an individual be recruited outside a window of opportunity? ...   103 

Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………………...  107 

Conclusions and Implications …………………………………………………..  109 

REFERENCES ……………………………………………………………………………………….  118  

  



 vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

1 Generic ACH Matrix …………………………………………………………………..  55 

2 Evidence Categorization Criteria ……………………………………………….  67 

3 Terrorist Similarities ………………………………………………………………..  79 

4 Non-terrorist Similarities ………………………………………………………….  80 

5 Similar Factors and Affected Individuals ……………………………………  83 

6 Similar Factors and Affected Individuals Simplified ……………………  86 

 
LIST OF MATRICES 

1 Initial Hypothesis Evaluation …………………………………………………….  69 

2 Revised Hypothesis Evaluation ………………………………………………….  77 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

Research Question 

While a growing body of research explains why individuals become terrorists, little 

attention has been paid to why individuals do not become terrorists.  Borum (2010), 

Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Esposito and Mogahed (2006), Gere (2007), Kavanagh (2010), 

Kivimaki (2007), Krueger and Maleckova (2003), Laqueur (2004), Larsson (2006), 

McCauley (2011), Piazza (2006), Post (1998), and Sageman (2007) all agree that terrorists 

are no different from other members of their same population.  This belies the common 

perception that terrorists are unstable individuals from the margins of society.  Since 

known terrorists reflect the average members of their populations, most members of that 

population should become terrorists.  They do not.  In fact, even in countries known to 

produce significant numbers of terrorists, these individuals represent a small portion of the 

population.  Why do so few individuals from the same populations as known terrorists join 

terrorist organizations?   

This question has never been studied.  There is no theory and little relevant data to 

draw upon; thus, I examine autobiographies of former terrorists and non-terrorists from 

similar populations.  While successful terrorist recruitment is identifiable by the members 

of organizations, unsuccessful recruitment remains latent.  In this study I attempt to 

conceptualize the patterns and structures that may result in aversion to terrorism.  This is a 

pre-theoretical examination of the phenomena of why not terrorism.  I focus only on Islamic 

terrorism within Middle Eastern and South Asian countries because the rhetoric of Islamic 

terrorists and draw of terrorist activity seems to be most persuasive and pervasive within 

these populations.  According to the Department of State, the Middle East comprises the 

region from Morocco to Iran and from Syria south to Yemen.  South Asia includes 

Kazakhstan south through Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and east through Bangladesh.   
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There are a number of organizations, past and present, which do not rely on religion 

as a base for their grievances. However, Islamic terrorism has been at the forefront of the 

terrorism literature in the last decade and appeals to my particular interest.  I do not 

examine non-Islamic groups or others types of terrorism, which may include suicide 

terrorism, lone wolf terrorism, and cyber terrorism, among others.  Each type of terrorism 

is characterized by its perpetrators and methods, and has its own set of causal factors.  The 

different types of terrorism are too numerous and their explanations too expansive for one 

study.   Thus, I focus only on established terrorist organizations and how and why 

individuals choose to join or not join such organizations.  Because the focus is so narrow, 

this study is not generalizable beyond the sample presented.  Rather, this is an initial 

attempt to identify an argument that might inform a theory with broader applicability.  

Identification of a preliminary argument will guide future data collection and more focused 

questions and hypotheses to aid further research.    

There is no widely accepted definition of terrorism.  Yet, all definitions of terrorism 

include the strategic use of violence to obtain or further a goal.  A terrorist is someone who 

engages in acts of terrorism.  Members of terrorist organizations are either those who carry 

out attacks, or those who facilitate them on behalf of the collective.  A terrorist organization 

is a committed group of individuals that uses terror to achieve its goals.  Terrorist 

recruitment occurs when a member of a terrorist organization approaches an individual 

with a proposition to join the organization, and that individual joins willingly.   

Terrorism scholars have studied why groups choose terrorism, who joins these 

organizations, and how.  There are three main arguments for why groups choose terrorism.  

Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Crenshaw (1998), Moghaddam (2004), and Hoffman (1998) argue 

that individuals are empowered by the strength of the group identity.  They give in to the 

collective rationality and engage in acts they otherwise would not commit on their own.  
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Felter (2006), Storm (2009), Richardson (2006), and Laqueur (2004) suggest that 

repression or perceived deprivation drives individuals together and motivates terrorist 

activity.  Weinberg (2006), Bartolucci (2010), Migaux (2007), and Gerges (2007) argue the 

motivation for small, irrational groups derives from radical political ideology.  An 

organization’s true ideology and motivations are often concealed by legitimate charities.   

Esposito and Mogahed (2006), Gere (2007), Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Borum 

(2010), McCauley (2011), and Hegghammer (2006) examine who joins terrorist 

organizations.  All demonstrate that the differences between terrorists and non-terrorists of 

the same population are insignificant.  In fact, in some populations terrorists are better 

educated, more religious, and of a higher socioeconomic class than their moderate 

counterparts.  Munger (2006), Jenkins (2011), Laqueur (2004), Hughbank and Hughbank 

(2008), and Robison (2010) argue it is cultural and community preferences that push these 

seemingly normal individuals to join terrorist organizations.  Arena and Arrigo (2006), 

Larsson (2006) Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Dawson (2009), and Richardson (2006) believe 

identity plays a part in terrorist recruitment.  Individuals join terrorist organizations 

because they connect with the identity of a particular member, or the organization as a 

whole.  These individuals are searching for their own identity and place to belong, and are 

vulnerable to an organization’s charismatic rhetoric.  Piazza (2006), Krueger and Maleckova 

(2003), Laqueur (2004), Kavanagh (2010), Kivimaki (2007), Dawson (2009), Krieger and 

Meierrieks (2010), and Krueger (2007) examine economic status as a motivator.  

Essentially, poverty alone does not cause terrorism and prosperity does not cure it.  Habeck 

(2006), Hegghammer (2007), Arena and Arrigo (2006), Bergin, Jones, and Ungerer (2007), 

Hoffman (1998), Gerges (2007), Laqueur (2004), Migaux (2007), Abuza (2006), Levitt 

(2006), and Kohlmann (2006) discuss religion as a determinant of terrorist behavior.  They 



 4 

conclude that while religion is a strong driver of behavior, it is rarely the single cause.  Other 

concurrent factors are needed to motivate individuals to action.   

Berry, Ko, Moy, Smrcka, Turnley, and Wu (2004), McCauley (2011), Sageman 

(2007), Jenkins (2010), Jenkins (2011), Weimann (2006), Gruen (2006), Kohlmann (2008), 

Gray and Head (2009), Nacos (2006), Waller (2006), the Central Intelligence Agency (2002), 

Merari (2000), Wiktorowicz (2005), and Silber and Bhatt (2007) discuss how individuals 

join terrorist organizations.  Methods include personal relationships with members, self-

recruitment, influence of the Internet and social media, while incarcerated, or as a series of 

phases.    

The literature establishes that the differences between terrorists and non-terrorists 

of the same population are insignificant.  Terrorism scholars have overlooked this fact and 

focused only on why individuals join terrorist organizations.  In reality, most individuals 

from terrorist-prone populations, namely those in the Middle East and South Asia, do not 

become terrorists.  I examine why so few individuals from the same population as known 

terrorists join terrorist organizations.  I suggest there is a missing variable between being a 

member of a terrorist-prone population and joining, or not joining, a terrorist organization.  

I find that the critical factor in successful terrorist recruitment is timing.  While there are 

many experiences that make it more likely that a person will become a terrorist, it is far 

from the case that a majority or even a strong plurality of individuals across the Middle East 

and South Asia share the experiences that culminate in successful terrorist recruitment.  

Moreover, even among those who do, the probability that a person will embrace terrorism 

is quite low.  Successful recruitment of a terrorist is a matter of timing.  I argue that a 

potential terrorist’s set of experiences results in a critical window of opportunity in which 

he must be recruited in order to become a terrorist.  If this window is missed, an 

individual’s terrorist potential will fail to be realized.  While they may remain passively 
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committed, they never become fully involved.  Since recruitment must occur during a 

precise window of opportunity, very few members of a population become terrorists.   

This thesis presents my argument for terrorist recruitment as a matter of timing in 

six parts.  First, I provide an overview of the extant terrorism literature.  The literature 

review shows that research has only explained terrorism in one direction.  No attempts 

have been made to understand why individuals do not join terrorist organizations.  In 

addition, explanations for terrorism focus on individual attributes as causal factors, rather 

than experiences.  The literature review first discusses the attempts to codify a definition of 

terrorism.  Next, it addresses the causes of terrorism.  It concludes with a discussion of the 

gaps this study seeks to fill.   

Second, I derive exploratory hypotheses based on the literature.  I complete a 

comparative case study to examine why individuals choose not to join terrorist 

organizations.  As mentioned previously, there is no theory that addresses this question.  

Thus, I seek to construct a preliminary framework to explain why not terrorism.  Before 

relying completely on autobiographical evidence to generate a theory, I apply the main 

arguments from the current literature in the opposite direction to exhaust possible 

explanations.  I develop hypotheses based loosely on the literature to begin investigation of 

the topic.  A majority of the literature focuses on the individual attributes that make it more 

likely a person will join a terrorist organization.  Following this, I look at individual 

attributes that may make it not likely a person will join a terrorist organization.  The 

hypotheses include the perception of upward mobility, a solid religious background, in-

group status in a non-radical organization, strong personal efficacy, and influential relatives 

as factors that make it not likely an individual will join a terrorist organization.   

Third, I introduce the methodology and discuss the data.  I undertake a small-n, 

utilizing only six autobiographical cases, study to explore the phenomenon of why not 
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terrorism.  This question has never been asked.  To increase understanding of this 

important issue, I seek to establish an initial theory from which to base future research.  I 

am interested in developing a framework that identifies the social patterns and structures 

that may lead to an aversion to terrorism.  Because I only want to explore and provide a 

preliminary conceptualization of the phenomenon, I am careful about drawing conclusions.   

To begin, I develop hypotheses from the current terrorism literature and conduct a 

preliminary analysis using Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH), created by Richards J. 

Heuer.  Rather than confirm hypotheses based on supportive evidence, ACH seeks to 

uncover the hypothesis that is least inconsistent with the evidence.  The ACH process 

evaluates hypotheses side by side instead of one at a time.  This approach eliminates 

evidence that affects all hypotheses equally.  Such evidence provides no diagnostic value.  

First, evidence and hypotheses are placed in a matrix with evidence down the left side and 

hypotheses across the top.  Next, each piece of evidence is compared to all hypotheses 

simultaneously by moving across the table and determining if the evidence confirms, or is 

inconsistent with, each hypothesis.  These are called inconsistency scores and are 

represented by negative integers.  Then, each hypothesis is examined beginning at the top 

of the matrix and moving to the bottom, tallying the inconsistency scores along the way.  

The hypothesis that is least inconsistent with the evidence has a total inconsistency score 

closest to zero.  This is the most likely hypothesis.   

In this study, ACH does not yield conclusive results.  The hypotheses are based on 

arguments for terrorism; thus, the answer to why not terrorism does not exist in current 

literature.  Following the failure of ACH, I conduct a comparative case study to explore and 

develop an understanding of why not terrorism.  The evidence for both methods is first-

hand accounts of former terrorists and non-terrorists from terrorist-prone populations.  I 

compare each case to the other five, compiling the similarities among the terrorists and 
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among the non-terrorists.  I compare the two groups, noting any differences between them.  

The results confirm the lack of differences between the attributes of terrorists and non-

terrorists.  After completing two methods of analysis, I conclude that individual attributes 

do not show a relationship between whether someone joins or does not join a terrorist 

organization.  I reconsider the experiences of each individual, finding three that are shared 

by all six cases.  Following these experiences the three terrorists were successfully recruited 

into a terrorist organization, and the three non-terrorists were not.  Thus, it appears that 

successful terrorist recruitment occurs when external factors and personal circumstances 

coincide at the right moment, resulting in an affinity for terrorism.  The possibility of this 

intersection is the same for terrorists and non-terrorists, so recruitment depends on 

whether or not an individual is approached at this intersection.  The comparative case study 

produces a pattern of experiences and circumstances that may explain why so few 

individuals join terrorist organizations.   

The terrorism data are limited.  Most data are aggregate-level and only codify 

information on specific attacks or general characteristics of well-known organizations.  No 

data exist for the pre-radicalization phase of terrorist development.  To overcome this 

deficiency I examine six autobiographies of male Muslims of Middle Eastern and South 

Asian descent that grew up as members of populations known to produce terrorists.  The 

autobiographers represent a very small subset of their populations.  Their accounts provide 

detailed descriptions and nuances of their upbringing.  In-depth examination of each 

individual’s experiences allows exploration of difficult to observe phenomena. In this study, 

that is the development of a terrorist mindset and the decision to join or not join an 

organization.  Information and experiences from the autobiographies are employed as data 

in ACH, and then examined in depth for the comparative case study.    
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Fourth, I present my argument for terrorist recruitment as a matter of timing.  The 

three experiences shared by all six cases coincide with the steps to a paradigm shift, or 

perception change.  The fundamentals of an individual’s worldview are loosened and 

reconstructed in favor of terrorism.  When an original paradigm is rejected and a terrorist 

paradigm is accepted a window of opportunity for recruitment opens, indicated by a change 

in behavior that reflects the expectations of terrorism induced by the new environment.  

Those approached within their window are successfully recruited.  Those who are not 

approached eventually reject the terrorist paradigm and remain non-terrorists.  Since 

successful recruitment must occur within a precise window of opportunity, the critical 

factor is timing.     

 The last section provides conclusions and implications.  This is an initial look at the 

issue of individuals from terrorist-prone areas who do not join terrorist organizations.  I use 

a small-n study due to lack of data and for purposes of developing an initial theory.  The 

resulting framework highlights the path to potential terrorism and outlines a preliminary 

argument as a base for future research.   

 

Literature Review 
 

The terrorism literature is varied and encompasses perspectives from all fields.  The 

authors included are academics and professionals from the psychology, economy, history, 

political science, and statistics fields.  Works also include those produced by government 

agencies, institutes, and think tanks from the United States and abroad.  The diversity of 

disciplines brings new perspectives to terrorism, but also contributes to its disparity.  The 

literature review presents the main arguments on the causal factors of terrorism with an 

emphasis on organizations and individuals who may join organizations.            
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Historical accounts of terrorism begin with the French Revolution when terrorism 

was used by the state “to consolidate the new government’s power by intimidating counter-

revolutionaries, subversives, and all other dissidents whom the new regime regarded as 

‘enemies of the people’” (Hoffman, 1998, p. 15).  This use of terror is known as “propaganda 

by deed” (Hoffman, 1998, p. 17) where ideas are generated from deeds.  Violence was 

necessary to draw attention, educate, and rally the population to the state’s cause.  This led 

terrorism to be associated with mass governmental repression; it wasn’t until the 1960s 

and 1970s, when the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine began attacking 

internationally, that terrorism became associated with “a type of covert or surrogate 

warfare whereby weaker states could confront larger, more powerful rivals without the risk 

of retribution” (Hoffman, 1998, pp. 27, 67).   

The terrorism literature is almost always a reaction to current events.  Prior to 

September 11, 2001 (9/11) the literature on terrorism was limited and sporadic.  However, 

“the five years since 9/11 have probably seen more books published on terrorism than 

appeared in the previous 50 years” (Silke, 2008, p. 28).  As a result of the Global War on 

Terror (GWOT), terrorist attacks, organizations, and leaders change frequently.  To remain 

relevant, many researchers are “driven by a need to provide short-term, immediate 

assessments of current groups and threats” (Silke, 2008, p. 47).  This approach prevents the 

in-depth exploration required to understand terrorism.  “Currently [in 2008], out of every 

seven articles published in the core [terrorism] journals one is focused on Al Qaeda” (Silke, 

2008, p. 40).  Schmid and Jongman as quoted in Silke (2008) claim “as much as 80 percent 

of the literature is not research-based in any rigorous sense; instead, it is too often 

narrative, condemnatory, and prescriptive” (p. 30).   

The literature on terrorism focuses on the definition of terrorism, the causes of 

terrorism, and explanations for why individuals join terrorist organizations.  Terrorism is 
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an “extremely broad field of inquiry because there is no general agreement on what 

constitutes terrorism and because the field does not have an agreed conceptual framework” 

(Thayer, 2007, p. 28).  This lack of cohesion is particularly evident in the numerous 

definitions of terrorism.  The explanations for terrorism and terrorist recruitment are 

reactionary and prescriptive.  There is little foundation on which to base new studies.  While 

some trends are emerging, it is likely due to the repeated use of similar methods by terrorist 

organizations rather than a growing consensus among scholars.   

 

A Definition of Terrorism 

There is no widely accepted definition of terrorism.  Any study of terrorism provides 

its own definition, even if in the same subfield or from the same author.  Thus, definitions of 

terrorism number in the hundreds, if not thousands.  Each definition is dependent upon the 

requirements of the associated study.  Although the study of terrorism has increased in the 

last decade, dissonance remains among scholars on the nature and characteristics of 

terrorists.  Despite this, most definitions include some statement of violence, where 

innocent victims are pieces in a show of power and opposition.   

Countries, government agencies, terrorism scholars, and those personally 

influenced by terrorist acts all craft their own definitions of terrorism.  For example, 

Germany’s penal law book defines terrorism as “the enduringly constructed struggle for 

political goals which…is intended to be achieved by means of assaults on the life and 

property of other persons, especially by means of severe crimes” (Merari, 2007, p. 14).  To 

the British it is “the use of violence for the purpose of putting the public or any section of 

the public in fear” (Merari, 2007, p. 14).  In the United States each government agency uses a 

different definition.  The United States Department of State claims terrorism “is 

premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by 
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subnational groups or clandestine state agents, usually intended to influence an audience” 

(Merari, 2007, p. 16).  The Federal Bureau of Investigation calls terrorism “the unlawful use 

of force or violence against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a Government, the 

civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social objectives” 

(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1996, p. ii).  Additionally, the United States Department of 

Defense defines terrorism as “the unlawful use of – or threatened use of – force or violence 

against individuals or property to coerce or intimidate government or societies, often to 

achieve political, religious, or ideological objectives” (United States Departments of the 

Army and the Air Force, 1990, pp. 3-1).  The European Union understands terrorism as 

“intentional acts that are committed with the aim of seriously intimidating a population, or 

unduly compelling a Government or international organization to perform or abstain from 

performing any act, or seriously destabilizing or destroying the fundamental political, 

constitutional, economic or social structures of a country or an international organization” 

(Spaaij, 2010, p. 856).    

 Definitions provided by scholars vary greatly.  In fact, Bartolucci (2010) claims, “the 

term ‘terrorism’ is so widely used and misused that it is becoming meaningless” (p. 122).  

Contributing to this ambiguity, Githens-Mazer and Lambert (2010) say that we take a “we 

know it when we see it” (p. 901) approach to understanding radicalization.  “This 

conventional wisdom on radicalization has sapped the term of scientific value” (Githens-

Mazer & Lambert, 2010, p. 901).  But Laqueur (2004) contends that “terrorism is the 

contemporary manifestation of conflict, and conflict will not disappear from earth as far as 

one can look ahead and human nature has not undergone a basic change” (p. 58).  So a 

definition of terrorism, no matter how contentious, must exist.   

 Richardson (2006) defines terrorism as “deliberately and violently targeting 

civilians for political purposes” (pp. 4-6), and outlines seven characteristics:  
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1. A terrorist act is politically inspired.   

2. If an act does not involve violence or the threat of violence, it is not terrorism.   

3. The point of terrorism is not to defeat the enemy, but to send a message.   

4. The act and the victim usually have symbolic significance.   

5. Terrorism is the act of sub state groups, not states.   

6. The victim of the violence and the audience the terrorists are trying to reach are not 

the same.   

7. The deliberate targeting of civilians.   

Lutz (2010) provides a lengthy definition that includes all the characteristics outlined by 

Richardson.   

Terrorism involves political aims and objectives through the use of violence 

or the threat of violence.  It is intended to generate fear in a target audience 

that goes beyond the immediate victims.  The violence involves an 

identifiable organization.  Finally, the violence is designed to change the 

balance of power among contestants.  The violence is often directed against 

civilian or non-combatant targets. (Lutz, 2010, p. 31)   

 Crenshaw (1981) and Newland (2001) focus more on the individual effect of 

terrorism citing anxiety and fear as major ends for terrorist activity.  Crenshaw defines 

terrorism as “the systematic inducement of fear and anxiety to control and direct a civilian 

population” (1981, p. 380).  For Newland it is “the deliberate killing or an attempt upon the 

being of a single innocent person to inspire fear and convey a political message” (2001, p. 

643).  Enders and Sandler (1999) believe a political message is the main outcome.  For them 

terrorism is “the premeditated use or threat of use, of extra-normal violence or brutality to 

obtain a political objective through intimidation or fear directed at a large audience” 

(Enders & Sandler, 1999, p. 147).   Rosendorf and Sandler (2010) echo these definitions 
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with a simpler version; terrorism is “a mission meant to intimidate a wider audience, 

beyond that of the immediate victims, for the purpose of securing a political objective” (p. 

443).  Krueger and Maleckova (2003) use a similar definition but vaguely identify the actor, 

or terrorist; “terrorism is premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against 

noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to 

influence an audience” (p. 120).  Hoffman (1998) sees terrorism as a systematic act that is 

fundamentally and inherently political.  He defines terrorism as “violence, or the threat of 

violence, used and directed in pursuit of, or in service of, a political aim” (Hoffman, 1998, p. 

15).  Like Hoffman, Harmon (2000) focuses on the political nature of terrorism, “terrorism 

is the systematic murder, maiming, and menacing of the innocent to inspire fear for political 

ends” (p. 1).   

 The preceding statements define terrorism generally, focusing on violence, innocent 

victims, and the pursuit of political power.  Laqueur (2004) discusses trends and the future, 

claiming that megaterrorism “involving the use of weapons of mass destruction” (p. 63) is 

the terrorism to come.  Several authors felt it necessary to discern between terrorism and 

radicalization.  In their perception, radicalization is often what leads to terrorist activity.  

Cohen (2009) says radicalization is “the process by which illicit actors of any stripe hijack 

impressionable young people for criminal purposes” (p. 62).  Cherif, Yoshioka, Ni, and Bose 

(2009) state that “radicals are individuals who have internalized extreme ideology….and 

have gone through self-identification, indoctrination, and jihadization phases.  It is from this 

subgroup that terrorists emerge” (p. 5).  Bartolucci (2010) confirms this connection with his 

statement that “in US political elite discourse on terrorism ‘radicalism’ and ‘radicalisation’ 

are considered major global threats leading to ‘terrorism’” (p. 125).   

 Borum (2010) appeals to the personal side of an individual by describing a 

connection between ideology and terrorism.  He defines ideology as “a common and broadly 
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agreed upon set of rules to which an individual subscribes, which help to regulate and 

determine behavior” (Borum, 2010, p. 9).  For Jenkins (1980) “’terrorism depends on one’s 

point of view, if someone sympathizes with the victim they term the perpetrator a terrorist, 

but if they sympathize with the aggressor the terminology is relaxed” (p. 10).  It depends on 

the perception of the definer, and how terrorism appeals to each.  As Jenkins (1975) 

famously remarked, “terrorism is theatre” (Jenkins, 1975, p. 16).  Accompanying this 

declaration is the realization that “terrorism is an emotive subject” (Silke, 2001, p. 2).  

Terrorism invokes a reaction in all who study and/or experience such acts.  It is defined by 

these emotional perceptions based on each individual’s purpose or interest in terrorism.  

Therefore, it is necessary to approach terrorism without such biases.  Shanahan (2010) 

crafted a definition specifically for this purpose.  

Terrorism is the strategically indiscriminate harming or threat of harming 

members of a target group in order to influence the beliefs and/or emotions 

of an audience group in ways judged to be conducive to the advancement of 

some political, ideological, social, economic, religious, or military agenda. 

(Shanahan, 2010, p. 177)   

Because terrorists come from different regions, religions, beliefs, ethnicities, motivations, 

socioeconomic classes, and education levels it is necessary to use a definition devoid of 

these characteristics.  Shanahan’s definition eliminates emotion, morality, and 

discriminatory factors, and defines terrorism as a general phenomenon.  Most definitions of 

terrorism are crafted for specific purposes or studies.  Each fits within the definitional 

framework provided by Shanahan, but this does not mean all authors accept his approach, 

only that it is possible to umbrella definitions under one general framework.  I use 

Shanahan’s definition in the remainder of this study due to its broad applicability.   
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Causes of Terrorism  

Much of the terrorism literature focuses on the causes of terrorism.  This is often a 

result of the public and policy makers demanding answers following an attack; they want to 

know why it occurred and how it can be prevented in the future.  Thus, the literature seeks 

to explain why organizations choose terrorism, and why individuals join organizations.  I 

discuss the main arguments for terrorism from a collective standpoint, followed by the 

arguments for why individuals join organizations.   

 
Collective  

There are three main arguments for why collectives engage in terrorism.  They are 

collective rationality, repression and deprivation, and political ideology.  There is no single 

cause of terrorism.  The wide range of aspects discussed by the authors indicates an 

understanding that terrorism must not be approached as a phenomenon with a single 

causal factor.  The categories highlighted in the literature review represent the many multi-

faceted explanations of terrorism that fall under each category.   

 Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Crenshaw (1998), Moghaddam (2004), and Hoffman 

(1998) argue that individuals are empowered by the strength of the group identity.  They 

give in to collective rationality and engage in acts they otherwise would not commit alone.  

This motivates other individuals and groups to engage in terrorism in what is known as 

“propaganda by deed” (Hoffman, 1998, p. 17).  Moghaddam (2004) discusses eleven pre-

conditions leading to militant extremist collectives.   

 1.  The clandestine nature of and isolation of terrorist organizations.   

 2.  Dichotomous categorization of the world epitomized by good vs. evil, us vs. them.   

 3.  The existence of a belief system that portrays society as illegitimate and unjust.   

 4.  Desire for need for radical change that is warranted.   
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5.  Recognition that an absence of legal means exists to change society into its ideal 

form.    

6.  Alternative remedies that are sought through non-normative means.   

7.  A belief that acts of terror will destabilize society.   

8.  Perception that the terrorist group can bring about societal change.   

9.  Conviction that social change through terrorism will improve the group’s 

situation.   

10.  A protected, unstable, and inflated view of the self.   

11.  Perception that disengaging from the group is difficult, if not impossible.   

Based on these pre-conditions, Moghaddam creates “the staircase to the terrorist act” 

(Moghaddam, 2005, p. 161).  This staircase consists of five floors, and “whether someone 

remains on a particular floor depends on the doors and spaces that person imagines to be 

open to him or her on that floor” (Moghaddam, 2005, p. 161).  If an individual makes it to 

the top floor and commits a terrorist act with an organization, they have perceived enough 

open doors and floors to do so.  Individuals who make it to the top floor are often 

encouraged by the group-ness of an organization and its collective identity.  Terrorist 

ideology and the decision to engage is completely based on, often skewed, perception.      

Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010) points out that “radicalization is not a reaction to political 

repression or economic deprivation.  [It] occurs as individuals seek to reconstruct a lost 

identity in a perceived hostile and confusing world” (p. 800).  Militant Islamism provides an 

accommodating answer to the search for identity and meaning.  When individuals see other 

like-individuals coordinating around a common goal, terrorism, it illustrates that it is ok for 

them to also behave similarly.  Crenshaw (1998) describes terrorism as collective 

rationality where the terrorist organization possesses “collective preferences and selects 

terrorism as a course of action from a range of perceived alternatives” (p. 8).  When a group 
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is collectively rational members recognize their contribution is important, this includes 

recognizing that individual rationality may be collectively irrational (Crenshaw, 1998).  

When an individual commits to a terrorist organization they find a new identity, gain 

communal support, and contribute to something of perceived significance.  But often this 

does not happen without sacrificing individuality or surrendering to group rationality.     

Once an organization commits an act of terrorism it encourages others to do the 

same.  According to Hoffman (1998) terrorism was used by the state during the French 

Revolution to consolidate government power through intimidation, counter-

revolutionaries, subversives, and those regarded as enemies of the people.  This use of 

terror is known as propaganda by deed, where ideas are generated from deeds.  Terrorists 

without causes are merely violent intellectuals; thus, a political agenda is needed to 

legitimize organizations.  “Terrorism is designed to create power where there is none….they 

seek to obtain leverage, influence, and power to affect political change” (Hoffman, 1998, p. 

44).  Terrorist acts not only encourage other groups, but also motivate individuals to seek 

out like-minded organizations with which they can identify.  The studies of Dalgaard-

Nielsen (2010), Crenshaw (1998), Moghaddam (2005), and Hoffman (1998) all point to 

organizations that draw in like-minded individuals through propaganda by deed, then 

motivate them to engage in terrorism based on a collective rationality.   

 Collective rationality explains the effect of influential groups on individuals.  But 

what explains a group’s desire to engage in terrorist activity?  Felter (2006), Storm (2009), 

Richardson (2006), and Laqueur (2004) suggest that repression or perceived deprivation 

drives like individuals together and motivates terrorist activity.  Felter contends that 

relative deprivation defined by Ted Robert Gurr in Why Men Rebel, published in 1970, is a 

determinant of terrorist recruitment and activity.  Relative deprivation is a reaction to rapid 

urbanization, overpopulation, unemployment, poverty, marginalization, inequality, and 
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corruption where individuals’ perceptions of discrepancy between their value expectations 

and capabilities lead them to violent action to redress intolerable inequities (Felter, 2006, p. 

85).  An important aspect of this theory is that deprivation need only be perceived.  When 

individuals feel they are deprived, particularly by their government, they seek informal 

means to address their grievances, including terrorism.  Felter found that communists in the 

Philippines would create or exaggerate perceived deprivation by exploiting a village’s 

contentious issues.  This started a secret militia that perceived illegitimate options for 

redress, rather than grievances evaluated in real terms.  “Effective responses to such 

propaganda turn on a state’s ability to satisfy expectations generated by the hearts and 

minds of the population” (Felter, 2006, p. 96).   

Similarly, Storm (2009) argues “there is a link between authoritarianism and 

radicalization based on the vicious cycle of repression and radicalization that has been in 

place for decades” (p. 997).  She frames her argument in the types of opposition.  Genuine 

opposition exists legally but only because they pose no real threat and are controlled 

through electoral manipulation.  Political opposition has an Islamist foundation and seeks to 

overthrow the regime.  The youth exposed to this atmosphere can either exit the political 

system for radical opposition, or exit North Africa for a future abroad (Storm, 2009).  Often, 

they choose to explore the former not because they support it, but because they need a 

different way to pursue change.  In 2009, Storm described the foundations for what has 

become known as the Arab Spring.  “There is a very valid concern that the vicious cycle of 

repression and radicalization, coupled with global economic downturn, may lead to political 

unrest in Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia” (Storm, 2009, p. 1010).   

Richardson (2006) highlights that “terrorism is employed by [repressed] 

minorities” (p. 50); they would not need terror tactics otherwise.  According to Richardson, 

terrorists are sub state actors who carry out violent acts to communicate a political 
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message.  The one thing all terrorists have in common is that “they are weaker than those 

they oppose” (Richardson, 2006, p. 20).  They lack the numbers for legitimate political or 

military activities so they have learned to employ terror tactics in the place of formal, legal 

resistance.  “Terrorism does not accept laws and rules, whereas governments are bound by 

them; this, in briefest outline, is asymmetric warfare” (Laqueur, 2004, p. 59).  Richardson 

explains the motivation for asymmetric warfare by describing the three R’s exercised by 

retributional terrorists: revenge, renown, and reaction.  Revenge is the most powerful 

motivator for an individual, and once they become involved in violence their grievances to 

be avenged multiply (Richardson, 2006).  Terrorists also seek renown for themselves and 

their community.  Usama bin Laden remarked, “being killed for Allah’s cause is a great 

honor….we love this kind of death for Allah’s cause as much as you like to live” (Richardson, 

2006, p. 97).  Last, terrorists crave a reaction and are more interested in the scale than the 

details.  Terrorism motivated by revenge demonstrates that terrorism is driven by 

humiliation in some capacity.  Laqueur (2004) warns that the small groups are especially 

dangerous because they are independent, irrational actors who have learned how to inflict 

vast destruction with limited resources.        

Weinberg (2006), Bartolucci (2010), Migaux (2007), and Gerges (2007) argue the 

motivation for small, irrational groups derives from radical political ideology.  An 

organization’s true ideology and motivations are often concealed by legitimate charities or 

institutes.  Weinberg (2006) asserts that the political program of terrorists is driven by 

ideology.  He assumes that acquiring certain kinds of ideologies plays an important role in 

the making of certain kinds of terrorists.  Ideology is “a set of ideas that purport to explain 

general social and political conditions, perform the function of rationalizing certain actions, 

and mobilize people into seizing whatever opportunities for change they may confront” 

(Weinberg, 2006, p. 182).  Ideology makes it easier to commit to terrorism because it 
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deflects responsibility from the individual.  This is helped by propaganda by deed as 

described by Hoffman (1998) to explain the powerful influence of groups.  Ideology helps 

draw in potential recruits then allows them to act for change as they desire.  This 

propaganda by deed cycle often produces harsh government responses that lead to 

retributional terrorists.   

Migaux (2007) claims “jihadist terrorism cannot prevail because it has no genuine 

political vision” (p. 258).  He provides definitions for Islamism and Political Islamism.  

Islamism is the political use of Islam, not theological doctrine.  Political Islamism involves 

movements that endeavor-by legal means-to use Islam to reform the institutional structure 

and sociological environment of a particular geopolitical grouping (Migaux, 2007).  Thus, 

terrorists misuse Islam to substantiate their violent rhetoric rather than establish a political 

framework in which they can pursue fundamental governmental changes.   

Gerges (2007) found through field interviews with former terrorists that Usama bin 

Laden was able to craft a political strategy for Al Qaeda based on Sayyid Qutb’s writings.  

Sayyid Qutb was a Muslim Brother who laid the groundwork for radical political Islam.  

Usama bin Laden hijacked religion and used it in the service of his political strategy with 

goals of dismantling the secular authoritarian rulers in Arab countries, and expanding 

political debate in the Muslim world, as long as it was in Al Qaeda’s favor (Gerges, 2007).  

Through their experiences fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan, jihadis who became members 

of Al Qaeda learned that “violence replaced politics as a means of interaction” (Gerges, 2007, 

p. 112).  Al Qaeda couched its political struggle in religious terms to justify their actions and 

convince Muslims they were fighting on their behalf.  Gerges concludes, “the key to 

understanding the jihadist and his journey lies in politics, not in religion” (2007, p. 11).          

Political ideology creates a terrorist’s worldview and informs rationality.  Bartolucci 

(2010) argues, “when something is considered rational, it is because it is only the 
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expression of the temporary hegemony of a particular political discourse” (p. 119).  He 

believes Islamist parties are simply the political façade of terrorist networks who seek long-

term goals.  To conceal their networks terrorists often establish charitable institutions as a 

way of gathering support and attempting to demonstrate they are fighting for the entire 

Muslim community.  One of the most successful organizations is the Muslim Brotherhood, 

with affiliates all over the world.  In the 1970s and 1980s Middle Eastern teachers 

associated with the brotherhood planted the seeds of fundamentalism in North Africa 

(Migaux, 2007).  The Jemaah Islamiyya succeeded in recruiting individuals through radical 

educational institutions in Southeast Asia funded by Saudi-Gulf charities.  Many of these 

schools were established by veterans of the Soviet Jihad in Afghanistan who emphasize 

Islamic Jihad over ethno-nationalist liberation (Abuza, 2006).  Similarly, Hamas capitalizes 

on the humanitarian crisis in the West Bank and Gaza to “build grassroots support, 

radicalize youth, recruit, and fund and facilitate acts of terrorism” (Levitt, 2006, p. 120).   

The charitable arms of terrorist organizations are often accepted, and sometimes 

welcomed, because they fill a void the local government cannot or will not.  In turn, 

organizations conceal their activities and support for terrorism behind these charitable 

institutions.  The difficulty with Islamic charitable organizations is that most of them are 

legal.  They provide the perfect platform to indoctrinate impressionable populations, offer a 

means of anonymous contribution, use their built in clique for humanitarian purposes that 

fill the void left by broken governments, and arrive first on disasters providing 

unconditional aid that cannot be refused (Kohlmann, 2006).  The danger with these 

organizations is that they are more transnational than secular groups, they exercise less 

restraint, and they often possess a legal means of garnering support and carrying out 

activities through charitable institutions.   
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In summary, political ideology guides the activities of terrorist organizations.  But 

the politics of the organization may simply be the hegemonic rhetoric of the moment, or 

concealed by a charitable organization that garners loyalty by providing services to the 

people.  Weinberg (2006), Bartolucci (2010), Migaux (2007), and Gerges (2007) all stress 

the importance of political ideology in motivating, and gathering support for, terrorist 

organizations.  The politics of the group inform individual members and rationalize their 

actions in pursuit of change.  Storm (2009), Richardson (2006), and Felter (2006) believe 

terrorist organizations seek change, but are motivated by repression and deprivation rather 

than political goals.  Laqueur (2004) warns of the danger of small, irrational groups that are 

not bound by law.  This asymmetric warfare, coupled with propaganda by deed, influences 

like-minded individuals to join the fight and engage in terrorist activity.  According to 

Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Crenshaw (1998), Moghaddam (2005), and Hoffman (1998) 

individuals who are motivated to engage in terrorism join organizations because they 

identify with the members or give in to group rationality.   

The literature has focused on why collectives are motivated to engage in terrorist 

activity.  But this does not explain why individuals seek to join terrorist organizations.  

Individuals may be motivated by certain factors, or give in to group rationality once a part 

of an organization.  But why do they make the jump from upset or disaffected citizen to 

being a member of a terrorist organization?   

 Much of the literature seeks to explain the activities and motivations of terrorist 

organizations.  As outlined above, the main arguments include the groupthink that develops 

when individuals of similar identity join in a singular cause, perceived or real repression 

and deprivation, and political ideology as motivators for terrorist organizations.  But these 

arguments do not explain individual motivations for terrorist behavior.   

 
 



 23 

Individual   

The literature discussing why individuals engage in terrorism centers on three 

questions: Who joins terrorist organizations?  Why do they join terrorist organizations?  

How do they join terrorist organizations?  Overall, individuals who choose terrorism are 

relatively normal, possess the same level education or higher than their peers, and are 

middle class.  They join organizations due to cultural or community preferences, because 

they are searching for an identity, to change their economic status, or to accommodate 

religious beliefs.  They can be recruited into organizations through relationships with 

current members, by self-recruiting, through social media, while incarcerated, or through a 

series of phases that develops a terrorist mindset.   

Who joins terrorist organizations?   

Scholars agree that, for the most part, terrorists are no different than other 

members of their same population.  In fact, they are sometimes of higher education and 

socioeconomic class than those who do not engage in terrorism.  Esposito and Mogahed 

(2006) dispel the belief that terrorists are poor, radical, disaffected individuals full of 

hopelessness and hate.  They conducted a Gallup poll of 9,000 Muslims in nine countries, 

finding no significant difference in religiosity between moderates and radicals.  They also 

found that radicals earn more money, and stay in school longer than moderates (Esposito & 

Mogahed, 2006).  In addition, radicals expressed greater satisfaction with their quality of 

life and expected to be even more financially sound in the future.  Gere (2007) also finds 

that terrorists, leaders in particular, are better off than their peers.  Gere asserts that 

terrorist generally belong to the privileged minority within developing societies.  They are 

intelligent and well-educated going back two or three generations (Gere, 2007).   

 Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010) differentiates between radicals, radicalization, and violent 

radicalization to illustrate how radicals are relatively normal individuals.  “A radical is a 
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person harboring a deep-felt desire for fundamental sociopolitical changes; radicalization is 

understood as a growing readiness to pursue and support far reaching changes in society 

that conflict with, or pose a direct threat to, the existing order” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 

798).  Violent radicalization is “a process in which radical ideas are accompanied by the 

development of a willingness to directly support or engage in violent acts” (Dalgaard-

Nielsen, 2010, p. 798).  Through examination of radicalization in Europe she finds that 

violent radical attacks and plots involved well-educated and well-integrated individuals 

who were not socioeconomically repressed.   

 Borum (2010) and McCauley (2011) also support the contention that terrorists are 

relatively normal individuals, and include psychological considerations in their 

assessments.  “Research on the relationship between psychopathology and terrorism has 

been nearly unanimous in its conclusion that mental illness and abnormality are typically 

not critical factors in terrorist behavior” (Borum, 2010, p. 2).  Terrorist organizations do not 

want to recruit individuals with psychological issues.  McCauley provides a relatable 

example.  

Another way to think about this issue is to imagine yourself a terrorist, living 

an underground existence cut off from all but the few who share your goals.  

Your life depends on the others in your group.  Would you want someone in 

your group suffering from some kind of psychopathology? (McCauley, 2011, 

para. 6)             

While terrorism is extreme and seems erratic, it requires a certain level of planning 

and sophistication to be successful.  This coordination cannot be achieved if those 

responsible for an attack are unstable.   

 Hegghammer (2006) conducts a profile-based study of Islamist militancy in 

Saudi Arabia, finding that most militants are older veterans of the Afghan war, from 
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urban areas around Riyadh, comfortably middle class, and represent a variety of 

tribes.  The only consistent theme was that they all had previous jihad experience.  

Saudi Arabians were in a unique position to participate in the jihad against the 

Soviets in Afghanistan due to the influence of a fellow countryman, Usama bin 

Laden.  Thus, the Afghan experience is an anomaly in the backgrounds of most 

terrorists since it only pertains to Saudi Arabians of a certain generation.  In 

addition to similar jihad experience, most of the Saudi militants demonstrated 

normalcy on par with the rest of their population.   

 Esposito and Mogahed (2006), Gere (2007), Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), 

Borum (2010), McCauley (2011), and Hegghammer (2006) all demonstrate that the 

differences between terrorists and non-terrorists of the same population are 

insignificant.  Borum and McCauley introduce psychology as a consideration, finding 

that terrorists are generally mentally stable.  Even among Saudi Arabians with 

previous jihad experience in Afghanistan, their characteristics are similar to others 

of their population without jihad experience.   These findings support the contention 

that those who join terrorist organizations are generally not poor, disaffected, 

uneducated individuals living on the margins.  Rather, they are normal, productive 

members of society.     

Why do individuals join terrorist organizations? 

 Esposito and Mogahed (2006), Gere (2007), Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), 

Borum (2010), McCauley (2011), and Hegghammer (2006) established that 

terrorists are relatively normal.  So why do these seemingly normal individuals 

decide to engage in terrorism and join organizations?  Much of the literature seeks 

to answer this question.  Most explanations fall under four categories, culture and 

community preferences, the search for an identity, economic status, and religion.   
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 Munger (2006), Jenkins (2011), Laqueur (2004), Hughbank and Hughbank (2008), 

and Robison (2010) argue that individuals engage in terrorism based on cultural and 

community preferences.  Munger tries to determine whether culture creates a primitive 

preference for cooperation in terrorist organizations, or accommodates incentives that can 

only be obtained from cooperation (Munger, 2006).  He defines culture as “the set of 

‘inherited’ beliefs, attitudes, and moral strictures that a people use to distinguish outsiders, 

to understand themselves and to communicate with each other” (Munger, 2006, p. 134).   

Culture affects preferences by influencing rational choices directly, or supporting incentives 

that guide an individual to choose terrorism as a rational choice based on these incentives.  

“It is perfectly possible to understand terrorism as a rational decision problem, if we accept 

that culture (where preference comes from) matters” (Munger, 2006, p. 132).  “Culture is a 

commitment device in cooperation settings, and [coupled with] adherence to religious 

tenets are means of controlling access to club goods valued by citizens” (Munger, 2006, p. 

132).   Munger argues that culture is the answer to achieving solutions to two cooperation 

problems.  First, a terrorist organization must attract or inculcate recruits with an innate 

preference for cooperation.  Second, it must create a set of incentives that reward loyalty by 

giving access to excludable near-public (club) goods.  Munger uses a prisoner’s dilemma 

where actors either have a preference for cooperation, or distaste for defection.  A culture 

that supports a moral system and convention favorable to terrorist organizations creates an 

atmosphere that leads individuals to accept terrorist membership and violent activity.  

Under these circumstances, culture influences recruitment.   

If an individual has a cultural preference for cooperation and their community 

supports terrorist activity they are likely to join a terrorist organization.  Jenkins (2011) 

claims a major factor contributing to the success or failure of terrorist organizations is 

community support.  
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Community attitudes are an important factor in radicalization, but their 

effects are unequal.  Community support facilitates radicalization and 

permits recruitment, and it allows terrorist violence to persist, while 

community disapproval may limit radicalization and recruitment to only 

those who seek to defy the community anyway. (Jenkins, 2011, p. 23)     

Terrorist groups that are backed by their local communities have a better chance of 

remaining active despite efforts by the government, and may even turn into political 

movements.   

 While Munger (2006) and Jenkins (2011) discuss enabling communities, Laqueur 

(2004) explains how immigrants can be pushed out of their adopted communities and into 

terrorism.  Communities of Muslim immigrants have begun to see the radicalization of their 

children and grandchildren.  Much of this radicalization is occurring in Western countries 

where young individuals are fully socialized and better able to blend into society.  Many of 

the first generation immigrants moved to get away from rough and corrupt societies and 

live in peace, but the radicalization of the second generation of immigrants is now a 

common phenomenon (Laqueur, 2004).  These younger generations “have become 

westernized to the extent of no longer feeling part of the community of their parent’s home 

countries” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 800).  The increasing number of Muslims in Western 

societies caused “non-Muslims to feel threatened in streets they could once walk without 

fear” (Laqueur, 2004, p. 56).  Growing tensions coupled with the freedom to organize led 

young immigrant Muslims to assert themselves more violently against their host country’s 

citizens.  “It is not necessarily the power of the fundamentalist message that gets them…it is 

the feeling of deep resentment because they could not successfully compete” (Laqueur, 

2004, p. 56).  But they are fighting a losing battle because while “extremists may be repelled 

by the decadence of the society facing them, they are also attracted by it” (Laqueur, 2004, p. 
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57).  They have been socialized in the Western world and are easily influenced by terrorist 

organizations that purport to fight the injustices they face, but they are not always willing to 

give up the lifestyle they supposedly fight.  The communal role in terrorist organizations 

and recruitment is extremely important in influencing the level of support these 

organizations receive.   

 Hughbank and Hughbank (2008) expand on the role of communities by arguing that 

individuals’ will be socialized to reflect the accepted roles of their societies.  This occurrence 

is known as the social learning theory.  “The social learning theory is the persuasion that 

people learn to be aggressive by observing others acting aggressively to achieve some goal 

or being rewarded as a direct result of committing violent acts” (Hughbank & Hughbank, 

2008, p. 1).  In communities where terrorism is accepted, young potential recruits learn 

very early through socialization that terrorism is a legitimate path in adulthood.  They are 

conditioned to hate their enemies, promote violence, and celebrate attacks and martyrdom.  

“By examining the social interactions of individuals and weighing their vulnerabilities to the 

recruitment of local domestic and international terrorist cells” (Hughbank & Hughbank, 

2008, p. 1) we better understand how they are socialized towards radicalization.  These 

isolated pockets of extremism must be understood in order to change their collective 

preferences and re-socialize their communities.   

 Hughbank and Hughbank (2008) argue that individuals are socialized to reflect the 

prevalent behavior of their societies.  Robison (2010) believes that this socialization applies 

unequally to men and women.  He tests the hypothesis that the percentage of the formal 

sector workforce that is women is negatively related to terrorist events (Robison, 2010).  

He theorizes that women are traditionally violence-averse in order to protect their position 

as caretaker.  This is a result of men and women being socialized into different roles based 

on the evolution of slightly different survival strategies (Robison, 2010).  Additionally, 
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women in positions of power reduce the visions of violent leadership and reinforce to 

younger generations that “masculinity is not a logical requirement of political power…that 

those elements of traditional masculinity such as aggression and even violence are not 

necessary for the attainment of power” (Robison, 2010, p. 738).  Robison concludes that 

“the effect of women in the workplace on terrorism is the result of women gaining greater 

control over the use of their family’s free time and resources and serving as powerful and 

effective selection agents for more docile and less aggressive forms of male or female 

political identities” (2010, p. 750).  While these findings are encouraging they indicate only 

a correlation between women in the workforce and a decrease in violence, not necessarily 

terrorist violence.   

 Socialization to community values and behavior applies to all individuals and affects 

each of them separately.  Munger (2006) and Jenkins (2011) contend that culture and 

community preferences influence individuals’ decisions to engage in terrorism.  Laqueur 

(2004) argues that Muslim immigrants are pushed out of their communities and into 

terrorism.  Hughbank and Hughbank (2008) claim that through the social learning theory 

individuals are socialized to reflect the prevalent ideology of their society.  The basic 

contention upon which scholars agree is that community and cultural preferences influence 

whether or not an individual engages in terrorism.   

 Arena and Arrigo (2006), Larsson (2006), Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010), Dawson (2009), 

and Richardson (2006) argue that individuals join terrorist organizations because they 

connect with the identity of a particular member, or the organization as a whole.  These 

individuals are searching for their own identity and place to belong.  They are vulnerable to 

an organization’s charismatic rhetoric and fantastic demonstrations of power and defiance.  

Often they are disconnected from society and find a terrorist organization welcoming.  

Arena and Arrigo (2006) explain how societal roles can lead individuals to terrorism.  
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Within society five components constitute the social person: symbols, definition of 

situation, roles, socialization and role-taking, and the self.  Symbols help interpret and 

situate the individual in the interactive environment (Arena & Arrigo, 2006).  To define a 

situation is to “describe a process through which people ascribe to and exchange meanings 

for the symbols in their environment” (Arena & Arrigo, 2006, p. 57).  A person’s situational 

definition is based on reference groups to which they compare every stimulant and 

experience.  The role a person plays in society is where their behaviors and expectations 

converge.  “These [roles] cue conduct, functioning as behavior predictors for those placed in 

certain categories” (Arena & Arrigo, 2006, p. 59).  Socialization and role-taking are ways to 

“imaginatively occupy the place of another in an effort to see and experience the world from 

the other’s standpoint” (Arena & Arrigo, 2006, p. 60).   This includes understanding the 

other’s reference group and assessing how to respond, giving the person a defined place in 

society.  The self is a product of society manifested through social processes.  Roles provide 

the “link between the self and one’s relationship to others” (Arena & Arrigo, 2006, p. 61).  

When an individual’s place in society does not fit the status quo, they seek others whose 

behavior and expectations converge in a similar manner.   

Arena and Arrigo (2006) believe an individual possesses a collection of identities to 

which they relate in different circumstances, based on Identity Theory.  “The association 

between social structure and the structural processes of the self that constitute identity is 

known as Identity Theory” (Arena & Arrigo, 2006, p. 62).  Identities are hierarchically 

organized and activated in given situations depending on each identity’s prominence, need 

for support, intrinsic gratification, extrinsic gratification, and perceived suitability for 

acquiring gratification in a given situation.  Individuals may engage in selective interaction 

where they only interact with those who confirm their identity.  If they consistently fail to 

confirm their chosen, or activated, identity they may experience depression and distress 
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leading to reduced commitment and abandonment of that identity (Arena & Arrigo, 2006).  

However, once an individual finds and confirms an identity they “will rush to and defend 

[any] aspect of their identity under siege in an impending crisis” (Arena & Arrigo, 2006, p. 

34).  The search for identity begins when an individual becomes disillusioned and 

unsupported in their current environment.   

Similarly, Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010) believes radicalization “occurs as individuals 

seek to reconstruct a lost identity in a perceived hostile and confusing world” (p. 800).  

Militant Islamism provides an accommodating answer to the search for identity and 

meaning.  Peter Nesser quoted in Dalgaard-Nielsen outlines four identities within a terrorist 

organization.  The leader, a charismatic and idealist figure; the protégé, a young, intelligent, 

accomplished person with an active mindset; the misfit, a person with a troubled 

background; and the drifter, someone who joins through social connections (Dalgaard-

Nielsen, 2010, p. 806).  Each person moving toward terrorism is drawn in further by the 

potential associated with occupying the personality with which they identify.   

Larsson (2006) discusses the vulnerability of intelligent individuals searching for an 

identity, confirming Dalgaard-Nielsen’s (2010) previous assessment that “most religious 

terrorists are highly intelligent and emotionally stable” (Larsson, 2006, p. 200).  Intelligent 

individuals who are frustrated and disillusioned with society are targeted for recruitment 

because they need dependency and are vulnerable.  They do not trust their situation, but do 

not have an organization or network to support them.  “The recruit is therefore given a 

place in a system that seems to mirror his or her own beliefs” (Larsson, 2006, p. 201).  This 

gives the individual status, purpose, and a position within a perceived elite organization.   

Dawson (2009) emphasizes the importance of the leadership identity claiming, 

“effective leadership is crucial to formation, daily operation, and success of terrorist 

groups….this leadership rests on a charismatic mode of authority” (p. iv).  Potential recruits 
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searching for an identity have found their current social environment unfulfilling and are 

disconnected from it; thus, they have weaker social ties than the average individual.  It is 

easier for potential recruits with weaker social ties to be drawn in by personalities that 

offer an explanation of their unjustified world.  “People with fewer social attachments have 

lower stakes in conformity…they are often young because they can afford to experiment 

with alternative ways of living…rendering them more structurally available for 

recruitment” (Dawson, 2009, p. 9).  The combination of the struggle to find an identity, 

tension between personal life in the family, and the realities of the world is particularly 

effective for young people.   

Recruitment is based on relationships.  When an individual does not identify with 

members of their population, they begin searching for a place to belong.  This search often 

pushes individuals toward accommodating terrorist organizations, and makes them more 

fervent violent radicals because they found and confirmed a new identity.  “Many terrorists 

swing like a pendulum from one extreme to another…and will often pursue violence and 

terrorism against his or her former life” (Dawson, 2009, p. 209).  This is why terrorists and 

the organizations they fuel are so dangerous.   

 One of the most debated causes of terrorism in the literature is economic status.  For 

years it was widely believed that terrorists were poor, uneducated individuals with no 

opportunities.  Recent studies have not supported this assertion.  In fact, several claim 

correlation in the opposite direction; terrorists are well-educated, wealthy individuals.  

Despite the recent focus, it is still unclear how economic status influences terrorist 

recruitment.  Piazza (2006), Krueger and Maleckova (2003), and Laqueur (2004) examine 

poverty and economic conditions as predictors of terrorism.  Kavanagh (2010) and 

Kivimaki (2007) look at poverty coupled with education to predict terrorism.  Dawson 

(2009) discusses a moral deprivation as leading to terrorism.  Krieger and Meierrieks 
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(2010) and Krueger (2007) further elaborate on deprivation theory as a calculated decision 

of opportunity cost.   

 Poverty, unemployment, backwardness, and inequality were thought to be roots of 

terrorism.  “Today there is still a belief in a fatal link between poverty and violence” 

(Laqueur, 2004, p. 50).  But Laqueur (2004) claims that any backwardness was intellectual 

and cultural, not economic and social.  He maintains that poverty combined with 

unemployment creates a climate where Islamist sects flourish, providing the grounding for 

violent groups in internal conflicts (Laqueur, 2004).  Piazza (2006) disproves the rooted-in-

poverty theory permeated after 9/11, through multiple regression analyses on terrorist 

incidents and casualties in ninety-six countries from 1986-2002.  In theory, low levels of 

economic and social development increase the appeal of political extremism and encourage 

political violence.  Piazza tests poverty, malnutrition, inequality, unemployment, inflation, 

and poor economic growth factors, and finds no significant predictors of terrorist incidents.  

He suggests that social cleavage theory better explains terrorism based on the significance 

of the populations, ethno-religious diversity, and numbers of variables in the model.   

Krueger and Maleckova (2003) also discredit the link between poverty and 

terrorism.  They claim any link between the two is indirect and probably quite weak.  “More 

educated people from privileged backgrounds are more likely to participate in politics 

because it requires a certain level of interest and expertise” (Krueger & Maleckova, 2003, p. 

142) not found in people only concerned with minimum subsistence.  Those with the means 

to become involved are inspired by the poverty of their countrymen in poor countries.  

Krueger and Maleckova consider the cost-benefit analysis that may take place when 

considering work in the formal sector or pay from a terrorist organization.  Terrorism may 

offer more benefits for those with a higher education.   
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 Kavanagh (2010) examines the relation between poverty and education closer by 

arguing that “poverty should increase terrorist group participation only for individuals with 

high education” (p. 107).  She theorizes that terrorist groups target more productive, 

educated individuals who lose opportunities from counterterrorism actions.  Additionally, 

weaker economies reduce the opportunity cost of participating in terrorist activities.  She 

tests her hypothesis using education and poverty variables with an interaction term formed 

by the product of these variables.  Kavanagh finds that “poverty reduces the likelihood of 

participation in terrorism for those with low education, but increases the likelihood for 

those with high education” (2010, p. 124).  This results from the rational preference of 

terrorist groups for educated individuals combined with low opportunity cost of joining an 

organization.  Kivimaki conducted a study of development aid in Southeast Asia and 

remarked, “it is obvious that terrorist individuals are largely well educated” (2007, p. 53).  

Many of them are migrants who struggle in their new environment and are sometimes 

deprived of political rights.  However, new migrants can flourish due to either weak states 

or more liberal freedom.  “Economic and political conditions become sources of terrorism 

only in the context of a specific struggle” (Kivimaki, 2007, p. 51).  This struggle is often the 

product of educated individuals who are deprived economic or social benefits, and who 

desire change.               

 Dawson (2009) contends it is a moral deprivation that leads individuals to 

radicalize.  The radicalization process is religious with mixed motives of political, 

psychological, economic, or social factors.  Moral deprivation could explain why individuals 

from varying socioeconomic backgrounds radicalize.  Those who are financially secure 

search for fulfillment beyond physical survival; they seek more than retribution for 

injustices by governments.  It is personal rather than collective.  Dawson (2009) believes 

that a perceived deprivation is all that is needed to motivate potential terrorists.  “If people 
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think there is a discrepancy between the social rewards they feel entitled to and the 

rewards they think they are getting or believe others are getting…there will be an incentive 

to join a movement that promises change or compensation” (Dawson, 2009, p. 8).   

Krieger and Meierrieks (2010) hypothesize that higher social spending translates to 

higher opportunity cost of terrorism, and that welfare capitalism is more successful at 

ameliorating poor socioeconomic conditions that lead to a vulnerability to terrorism.  They 

examine welfare policies and spending in Western Europe from 1980-2003 using time-

series cross-sectional data for fifteen countries.  Their theory, economic rational actors, 

identifies terrorists as rational actors who use violence to achieve political goals following a 

calculation of opportunity costs (Krieger & Meierrieks, 2010).  They find that higher social 

spending is associated with lower levels of homeland terrorist activity.  Thus, “an 

improvement in socioeconomic conditions makes terrorism less attractive as it generally 

increases the opportunity costs of violence” (Krieger & Meierrieks, 2010, p. 905).  Krueger 

(2007) furthers the idea of opportunity cost by suggesting that involvement in terrorism is 

an occupational choice based on economics.  Terrorism is a market with supply and demand 

sides.  Those with low opportunity cost participate more because they give up less and lose 

less when they commit violent crimes.  Additionally, terrorist organizations seek those who 

are better educated and financially sound in order to be successful.  Although opportunity 

cost is important, Krueger believes it is outweighed by other factors.  The literature on 

economic factors shows that, in general, poverty does not cause terrorism and prosperity 

does not cure it.   

While culture, identity crises, and economic status are factors likely to influence 

terrorist recruitment, religion, particularly Islam, is the most recognized and most blamed 

cause of terrorism.  Habeck (2006), Hegghammer (2007), Arena and Arrigo (2006), Bergin, 

Jones, and Ungerer (2007), Hoffman (1998), Gerges (2007), Laqueur (2004), Migaux 
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(2007), Abuza (2006), Levitt (2006), and Kohlmann (2006) discuss religion as a 

determinant of terrorism; in particular, the idea of Pan-Islamism and manipulation of 

populations through Islamic charities and schools.        

Habeck (2006) and Hegghammer (2007) highlight the origins and main idea behind 

modern Pan-Islamism.  The first enemy of Islam was apostate Muslims who ruled without 

Sharia law.  Those who wanted to depose them and implement an Islamic Umma believe 

“Islam is the one true faith that will dominate the world, Muslim rulers need to govern by 

Sharia law alone, there is no separation between religion and the rest of life, and Muslims 

are in a state of conflict with the unbelievers” (Habeck, 2006, p. 17).  Arena and Arrigo 

(2006) echo these beliefs with four fundamentalist positions of Hamas, “claims to universal 

validity, theocratic demands on all parts of life, sanctification of Islamic law and teachings, 

and creation of a Palestinian state with implementation of Islam” (p. 139).  Jihadist views 

are absolutist and they reject the concept of human rights because it resembles freedom, 

which contradicts Islam.  The desire for an Islamic Umma was emphasized by the jihadists 

who fought the Soviets in Afghanistan and fell under the guidance of Usama bin Laden.  

Their declared motivations following this experience were altruistic, to liberate fellow 

Muslims, and personal, to achieve martyrdom and go to heaven (Hegghammer, 2007).  

Jihadists blame Western nations for the decline of Islam and justify jihad by labeling them 

religious enemies.  Habeck (2006) stresses that to understand terrorists we must listen to 

their reasoning, and their explanations are always religious.  Many of their activities are 

aimed at gathering support from other Muslims, rather than punishing outsiders.         

 Bergin, Jones, and Ungerer (2007) think that globalization has facilitated the spread 

of terrorism through “a global network of mosques, sympathetic non-governmental 

organizations, failed states, and Internet sites” (Bergin, Jones, & Ungerer, 2007, p. 2).  The 

spread of Islamic ideology has allowed for a pervasive desire and call for a national Islamic 
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homeland.  According to Hoffman (1998) religious terrorists see themselves as outsiders to 

the systems they are trying to change.  “Violence and coercion are not only permissible to 

achieve the worldwide spread of Islamic law, but a necessary means to this divinely 

sanctioned end” (Hoffman, 1998, p. 96).  Interviews by Gerges (2007) with former Islamist 

terrorists revealed that almost every one of them was recruited at a specific mosque.  They 

found their calling in Wahhabi-Salafi theology, which views any form of intellectualism, 

mysticism, or diversity within Islam as corruptive and un-Islamic (Gerges, 2007).  But 

Laqueur (2004) asserts that a phenomenon of “Salafi burnout” (pp. 53-54) has permeated 

the generation of young people in Egypt.  Salafi burnout refers to the rejection of traditional, 

strict Salafi ideology and practices.  Yet, the amount of aggression and terrorist rhetoric still 

exceeds burnout of the Salafi ideology.              

 Terrorist organizations often establish charitable institutions or contribute to 

organizations as a way of gathering support and attempting to demonstrate they are 

fighting for the entire Muslim community.  One of the most successful organizations is the 

Muslim Brotherhood, with affiliates all over the world.  In the 1970s and 1980s Middle 

Eastern teachers associated with the brotherhood planted the seeds of fundamentalism in 

North Africa (Migaux, 2007).  The Jemaah Islamiyya succeeded in recruiting individuals 

through radical educational institutions in Southeast Asia funded by Saudi-Gulf charities.  

Many of these schools were established by veterans of the Soviet Jihad in Afghanistan who 

emphasize Islamic Jihad over ethno-nationalist liberation (Abuza, 2006).  Similarly, Hamas 

capitalizes on the humanitarian crisis in the West Bank and Gaza to “build grassroots 

support, radicalize youth, recruit, and fund and facilitate acts of terrorism” (Levitt, 2006, p. 

120).  The charitable arms of terrorist organizations are often accepted, and sometimes 

welcomed, because they fill a void the local government cannot or does not.  In turn, 

organizations conceal their activities and support for terrorism behind these charitable 
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institutions.  The difficulty with Islamic charitable organizations is that many of them are 

legal.  They provide the perfect platform to indoctrinate impressionable populations, 

provide a means of anonymous contribution, use their built in clique for humanitarian 

purposes that fill the void left by broken governments, and arrive first on disasters giving 

unconditional aid that cannot be refused (Kohlmann, 2006).  The danger with Pan-Islamist 

terrorist organizations is that they are more transnational than secular groups, they 

exercise less restraint, and they often possess a legal means of garnering support and 

carrying out activities through charitable institutions.   

Religion is cited in almost every study on the causes of terrorism.  Most people think 

radical interpretations of Islam lead ordinary Muslims to take extraordinary action.  While 

religion is a strong driver of behavior, it is rarely the single causal factor.  Populations that 

benefit from Islamic charities absorb their radical religious rhetoric.  While individuals may 

believe in an organization’s goals, other factors are needed to motivate them to action.    

How do individuals join terrorist organizations? 

 The previous sections discussed who joins terrorist organizations and why.  

Terrorists are generally normal individuals who choose to engage in terrorism based on 

cultural and community preferences, solidification of their identity within society, economic 

status, and religious considerations.  So how do individuals become involved with 

organizations once they’ve accepted terrorism as a legitimate path?  Berry et al. (2004) and 

Sageman (2007) agree that relationships with current terrorists are key to an individual’s 

decision to engage.  Jenkins (2010) discusses how individuals may self-recruit.  Jenkins 

(2011), Weimann (2006), Gruen (2006), Kohlmann (2008), Gray and Head (2009), and 

Nacos (2006) discuss the media’s influence on potential recruits.  Waller (2006), and the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) (2002) describe recruitment that occurs while individuals 
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are incarcerated.  Wiktorowicz (2005) and Silber and Bhatt (2007) argue that recruitment 

is a process characterized by several phases.    

 Berry et al. (2004) use agent-based technology, organization software, and social 

science concepts to understand social behavior.  They introduce into a model, abstract 

agents that can interact with each other and simple agents to incorporate social concepts.  

The abstract agents are society, which is a reflection of culture, the mosque, which provides 

the value of disgruntlement, and the clique, which captures the group dynamics of close 

friends.  “When the disgruntlement of the clique passes a threshold, the cliques are 

susceptible to a bridge agent’s influence in converting them to terrorism” (Berry et al., 2004, 

p. 4).  The simple individual agents employed are the expatriate agent and the bridge agent.  

Also included are social networks derived from past interactions and abstract agents and 

include the world, the mosque, and the acquaintance, strong bond, and clique.  For the 

model two rules are defined: Linear Reinforcement and Linear Attraction.  Linear 

Reinforcement incrementally increases or decreases both agents’ disgruntlement, and 

Linear Attraction incrementally draws both agents’ disgruntlement closer or further from 

their average.  The results show that relationships are the fundamental units on which 

social networks are built.  A similarity percentage is computed for each relationship and is 

determined by the condition of being the same race, chance, and time.  More homogenous 

groups form relationships quicker, meaning race plays a part in terrorist group formation.  

This makes it easier for potential terrorists to connect with organizations if their close 

relations are already involved.      

 Sageman (2007) echoes the assertion that relationships are fundamental to building 

a terrorist network in a testimony before the U. S. Senate on June 27, 2007. 

 Contrary to popular belief, radicalization is not the product of poverty, 

various forms of brainwashing, youth, ignorance or lack of education, lack of 
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job, lack of social responsibility, criminality or mental illness.  Their 

mobilization into this violent Islamist born-again social movement is based 

on friendship and kinship. (Sageman, 2007)   

Individuals who have close personal relationships with members of terrorist organizations 

are more exposed to, and more likely to accept, terrorist views and beliefs than individuals 

who do not have similar access.   

Dalgaard-Nielsen (2010) discusses a series of interviews conducted by Slootman 

and Tillie in 2006 who found that “the youngsters in the sample…radicalized due to 

interaction with a significant other – a charismatic leader, a family member, or a trusted 

peer – and frequently within smaller groups increasingly isolated from the rest of society” 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 808).  Radicalization is about who you know.  Radical ideas are 

transmitted by social networks, and violent radicalization takes place within smaller groups 

where individuals are more easily influenced (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010).  Even when 

potential recruits do not have relational ties to a terrorist organization, the forging of new 

relationships with charismatic members can encourage their radicalization.   

 Terrorist organizations are social networks.  They are tied together through 

relationships and social interactions.  When these interactions extend outside of the 

organization, unaffiliated individuals who show interest and affinity for the group’s goals 

and activities are encouraged to join.  Unaffiliated individuals and members of organizations 

evaluate each other through existing relationships to determine if joining a terrorist 

organization is the correct path.  Individuals who have strong relationships with members 

of organizations are more likely to join due to better exposure and more encouragement 

from current members.  But individuals may also be discouraged from joining if an 

organization feels the individual is not a good fit.  Regardless of the outcome, relationships 

are fundamental to building a terrorist network.   
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 Jenkins (2010) believes that successful recruitment begins when an individual self-

recruits by demonstrating a desire to engage in terrorism, which is then identified by an 

organization.  While most terrorist organizations seek out vulnerable, yet promising 

individuals to recruit, these individuals must be open to the terrorist organization.  They are 

often identified because they begin to self-recruit due to religious practices, an 

organization’s rhetoric, and the search for a stronger identity.  The drive to terrorism is as 

much internal as it is external (Jenkins, 2010).  The combination of external factors and 

personal circumstances must coincide at the right moment in an individual’s life to move 

them towards terrorism.  When this occurs individuals begin seeking alternative methods 

on their own and are targeted by terrorist organizations.  Due to the individuals’ need to 

self-recruit before being targeted, “it is possible to identify the phases of jihadization, it is 

not possible to predict who will become a jihadist” (Jenkins, 2010, p. 7).   

Jenkins (2011) maintains that self-recruited individuals remain small in number, 

possess limp determination, and poor competence.  Self-radicalized individuals who are not 

targeted by an organization often become lone wolf terrorists.  Lone-wolf terrorism 

“involves terrorist attacks carried out by persons who a) operate individually b) do not 

belong to an organized terrorist group or network, and c) whose modi operandi are 

conceived and directed by the individual without any direct outside command or hierarchy” 

(Spaaij, 2010, p. 856).  These individuals are often influenced by global terrorist 

organizations, but act locally on personal grievances.   

 Self-recruited individuals begin to radicalize following exposure to terrorism 

through the media.  Terrorist organizations use the media to attract and recruit new 

members, and to reach a mass audience to garner support.  Many organizations have 

embraced the Internet as a tool, but it has also become a substitute for action.  Muslim youth 

are also using the Internet to create and distribute their own material, which deviates from 
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traditional radical rhetoric.  Jenkins (2011), Weimann (2006), Gruen (2006), Kohlmann 

(2008), Gray and Head (2009), and Nacos (2006) address terrorists’ use of the media.    

 Jenkins (2011) claims that most new terrorists begin the path to radicalization 

through the Internet.  He quoted Usama bin Laden as saying, “communication is 90% of the 

struggle to build an army of believers” (Jenkins, 2011, p. 15).  Terrorist websites capture 

information about those who browse their sites and target users who seem most interested 

(Weimann, 2006).  Once recruits view extremist websites they receive a constant stream of 

messages that deconstructs their worldviews.  They are then offered a position in a solid 

social structure with an objective (Gruen, 2006).  These virtual safe havens make it easy for 

individuals to explore a terrorist organization anonymously.  Once drawn in recruits are 

indoctrinated, taught basic military skills, and provided a web of social contacts, all through 

the Internet (Kohlmann, 2008).  This type of recruitment strategy supports the changing 

structure of terrorist organizations from hierarchical to a network.  The Internet functions 

as the terrorists’ perfect command and control system (Gray & Head, 2009).  They have 

learned how to hide messages in chat rooms and message boards, and even employed 

steganography to conceal data within pictures.  Terrorists’ use of the Internet has made 

them a cyber concern as well as violent threat.        

 The young generation of potential recruits grew up more technically savvy than 

their elders and is using the Internet to produce their own materials and messages.  Several 

rap groups profess their anger and hatred in homemade YouTube videos.  These groups go 

by the names Arab Legion, Arab Stick-up Boyz, and Soldiers of Allah with songs titles like 

Palestine’s Dream and Baghdad Babies (Gruen, 2006).  Terrorist organizations also use the 

Internet and media to gather support and incite a reaction.  “9/11 was partly a 

choreographed production aimed at potential recruits to bin Laden’s jihad against America” 

(Nacos, 2006, p. 42).  The problem is that the media wants to be the first to break news so 
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they will report terrorist activity.  What they should do is agree not to report on any activity 

or organization in order to strip them of their power and legitimacy.  After all, terrorism is 

theatre and you have no one to play to if your theatre is empty.     

Waller (2006) and a report from the CIA describe how unaffiliated individuals can 

become radicalized while incarcerated.  The CIA (2002) report that the prison is a city, it 

bears the same hostility as the outside world.  Waller (2006) quotes the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA) who characterizes prisons as “schools for the future” (p. 24).  According to the 

CIA (2002) Al Qaeda created manuals for how to set up terror cells within prisons, and 

instructed members to establish these structures in search of new recruits.  Many inmates, 

especially those at Guantanamo Bay (GTMO), find that they cannot survive without 

incorporating into this structure.  First, they allow themselves to be recruited, and are then 

indoctrinated into the ideology.  Because incarceration provides a field of vulnerable 

potential recruits, terrorist organizations view time in prison as worthwhile (CIA, 2002).  

Members of terrorist organizations may also influence potential recruits by visiting an 

inmate as his religious leader or lawyer.  These relationships are granted confidentiality, 

allowing communication to the inside network without detection.  Al Qaeda finds 

individuals in these professions who sympathize with them, and uses them as a proxy 

between the organization and inmates without arousing considerable suspicion.  They often 

convince inmates to convert to Islam because it is the easiest choice, and allows blame to 

fall on society.  Efforts to counter recruitment in prisons are bound by current law, which 

limits the ability for direct or meaningful action.  “US personnel at GTMO noted the difficulty 

of monitoring communication and organization among the detainees without the benefit of 

sources inside” (CIA, 2002, p. 4).   

Waller (2006) notes that the most common ideology uniting inmates is their desire 

for the destruction of the system.  At the same time he claims that extremists are willing to 
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work with individuals “considered among their archenemies…as long as they are fighting 

the same foe” (Waller, 2006, p. 39).  Radicalization while incarcerated is a significant threat 

due to the ability of terrorists to operate clandestinely within prisons, and to recruit new 

individuals when they perceive no other option.   

The wide variety of literature on terrorism demonstrates that terrorism is not the 

result of a single casual factor.  Merari (2000) outlines a combination of four factors that 

create a conceptual framework for suicidal terrorism.  They include cultural factors, 

indoctrination, situational factors, and personality factors.  Culture, including religion, sets 

the norms for circumstances under which a person may be influenced to commit a suicidal 

terrorist act, and also influences expectations concerning what may happen after death. 

This is particularly persuasive in Islamic radicalism where martyrs, those killed in battle 

fighting for Islam, are promised heaven and a number of maidens.  Indoctrination is an 

educational process where an individual is convinced of the importance of the cause and the 

means necessary for its implementation.  “Indoctrination may serve as an ancillary factor by 

strengthening already-existing convictions and behavior tendencies” (Merari, 2000, p. 200).  

Individuals responsible for indoctrination may include family, friends, teachers, and writers. 

Situational factors are the conditions and circumstances under which a suicide attack is 

committed.  Individuals are convinced a suicide attack is better than the alternative, which 

may include torture or long imprisonment.  Last, psychologists believe personality factors 

are the critical component in the decision to engage in a suicide attack.  Merari finds that a 

broken family background is particularly influential in this decision (2000, p. 207).            

   Wiktorowicz (2005) and Silber and Bhatt (2007) describe similar factors, but 

discuss them as parts of a process that lead to terrorist behavior. Wiktorowicz describes 

terrorist recruitment as a process based on the Social Movement Theory.  The Social 

Movement Theory places greater emphasis on the social context rather than individual 
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motivations.  There are four stages and a breakdown at any stage can divert an individual 

from the radicalization track. They are cognitive opening, an individual becomes receptive 

to the possibility of new ideas and worldviews; religious seeking, an individual seeks 

meaning through a religious idiom; frame alignment, the public representation proffered by 

a radical group makes sense to a seeker and attracts initial interest; socialization, an 

individual experiences religious lessons and indoctrinating activities (Wiktorowicz, 2005).  

These stages allow a potential recruit to develop meaningful relationships that pull 

them further into the terrorist organization until they are fully indoctrinated.  Wiktorowicz 

(2005) concludes that radicalization is a social process that results from interaction with 

and within a radical group.   

Similarly, Silber and Bhatt (2007) discuss terrorism as a process that results from 

an individual’s experiences, religious ideology, status, and internal state of mind.  Silber and 

Bhatt, members of The New York Police Department’s Intelligence Division, studied 

homegrown terrorism and identified pathways and characteristics among terrorist groups.  

Their analysis resulted in a detailed account of the radicalization process encompassing 

four stages: pre-radicalization, self-identification, indoctrination, and jihadization.  Pre-

radicalization describes an individual’s world just prior to the start of the radicalization 

journey, including lifestyle, religion, social status, neighborhood, and education (Silber & 

Bhatt, 2007).  Vulnerable individuals are 15-35 year old male Muslims living in male-

dominated societies who are trying to find their identity, and are often from the middle 

class and bored.  Self-identification marks the point where an individual begins to explore 

religious ideology, Salafi Islam, while migrating away from their former identity (Silber & 

Bhatt, 2007).  The individuals vulnerable at this stage are usually at a crossroads in life and 

are catalyzed by a cognitive crisis.  “Indoctrination is the stage where an individual 

progressively intensifies his beliefs, wholly adopts jihadi-Salafi ideology and concludes, 
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without question, that the conditions and circumstances exist where action is required to 

support and further the Salafist cause” (Silber & Bhatt, 2007, p. 36).  The last stage, 

jihadization, is where members of a radicalizing clique accept their duty to participate in 

jihad, self-designate themselves as holy warriors, and begin operational planning for attacks 

(Silber & Bhatt, 2007).  Group-think is a major force at this stage.  Silber and Bhatt conclude 

that once an individual completes these stages there isn’t much anyone can do to reverse 

the process.  However, it is not a linear process and individuals drop out along the way.       

Individuals may become involved with terrorist organizations in a variety of ways.  

Berry et al. (2004), McCauley (2011), and Sageman (2007) emphasize that relationships are 

fundamental to building a terrorist network.  Alternatively, Jenkins (2010) believes 

terrorists must first self-recruit.  An individual demonstrates the desire first, and is then 

identified by an organization.  Jenkins (2011), Weimann (2006), Gruen (2006), Kohlmann 

(2008), Gray and Head (2009), and Nacos (2006) believe the media play a large part in 

recruitment.  Individuals are more likely to exhibit an interest in terrorism after seeing it 

publicized.  They often explore this interest through social media.  Individuals who express 

an interest are contacted by terrorist organizations, recruited, and even provided training, 

all online.  Waller (2006) and the CIA (2002) describe prisons as terrorist breeding grounds.  

Inmates join out of fear and necessity for survival.  This type of recruitment is particularly 

difficult to identify because inmates are granted confidentiality with their religious leaders 

and lawyers, who are often posers for terrorist organizations.  Silber and Bhatt (2007) and 

Wiktorowicz (2005) underline the importance of the process leading an individual to 

terrorism.  While each phase is important, it is the compounding of experiences and 

environment that results in an inclination toward terrorism.   
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Conclusions 

 The literature on terrorism is disorganized.  There is no coherent framework in 

which to orient new inquiries and analyses.  This is reflected in the lack of a consensus 

definition.  In addition, terrorism literature is largely a reaction to current events and 

focuses on widely recognized organizations or individuals.  Terrorism scholars provide 

explanations and solutions for recent terrorist activity.  But this approach does not address 

the roots of terrorism or allow identification of patterns among different regions and 

groups over time that may provide insight into terrorism’s causes.  The literature review 

attempts to address this issue by reviewing studies on the motivations for terrorists at the 

collective and individual levels from different regions and time periods.   

 The definitions of terrorism are numerous.  They include a statement on victims, 

perpetrators, purpose, and method.  But each reflects the nuances of the specific study they 

serve.  This increases the disparity of the terrorism field rather than brings it together.  

While diverse studies are critical to understanding the variances of terrorism, it does no 

good unless such studies can be compared to a universally understood conceptual 

framework.  Shanahan’s (2010) definition comes closest to establishing an all-

encompassing description of terrorism devoid of emotion and distinction.   

 The review on the causes of terrorism shows there are motivators at two levels, the 

collective and the individual.  Collective explanations focus on the groupthink that occurs 

when like-minded individuals closely associate.  Individuals recognize the strength of the 

group identity and the importance of contributing to something significant.  They are driven 

to terrorist organizations by repression and perceived deprivation that create intolerable 

inequities.  Individuals without hope are more willing to give up part of themselves to find a 

place to belong.  Ideology also motivates terrorist collectives because it deflects 

responsibility from the individual to the group.  This results in propaganda by deed where 
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individuals are motivated to join terrorist organizations based on what they witness.  

Overall, individuals feel stronger and less responsible as part of a collective, making it easier 

to engage in terrorist activity.       

The individual level literature asks who joins terrorist organizations, why, and how.  

Terrorists are generally normal individuals with the same or higher level of education and 

socioeconomic status.  Studies indicate that the differences between terrorists and non-

terrorists from the same population are insignificant.  It is extremely difficult to predict who 

may eventually join a terrorist organization.   

Individuals are motivated to join terrorist organizations based on four attributes, 

cultural and community preferences, the search for an identity, economic status, and 

religion.  Cultural and community preferences socialize individuals toward terrorist 

behavior.  Individuals who are lost and searching for an identity connect with the roles they 

find in organizations.  They seek people whose behavior and expectations converge in a 

similar way.  Many studies examine the role of economic status in pushing individuals 

towards terrorism.  The literature is inconclusive and only shows that poverty alone does 

not cause terrorism and prosperity does not cure it.  The fourth individual attribute 

motivating terrorism is religion.  Terrorist organizations misuse Islam to substantiate 

violent rhetoric rather than establish a political framework in which to pursue changes.  

Radical Islam, even shallow beliefs, is necessary but not sufficient to create extraordinary 

action.  Religion almost always combines with other factors to motivate terrorism.   

 According to the literature, terrorists join organizations through a variety of 

connections that include relationships with current members, by self-recruiting, through 

the Internet, while incarcerated, or as the result of a series of phases.  Individuals who have 

relationships with terrorists are exposed to organizations, while organizations use this 

exposure to evaluate potential recruits.  Relationships are the fundamental units on which 
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social networks are built.  Terrorist networks are essentially social networks with specific 

goals.  Individuals must first demonstrate an affinity for terrorism by self-recruiting.  They 

can then be targeted by an organization.  This process often commences on the Internet.  

Radical websites provide safe havens for individuals to anonymously explore terrorism and 

allows organizations to provide guidance and training.  Individuals may also be pressured 

to join organizations while incarcerated.  Prison is a city as hostile as the outside world, and 

prisoners join in order to survive.  Last, radicalization is the result of a series of phases that 

increase an individual’s affinity for terrorism.  This is not necessarily a linear process; it is 

the compounding of experiences and environment that results in an inclination toward 

terrorist behavior.   

 The terrorism literature examines why individuals and groups choose terrorism.  

There is a gap in the literature in understanding why they would not choose terrorism.  The 

literature demonstrated that there are few differences between terrorists and non-

terrorists, and it is difficult to determine who may eventually turn to terrorism.  Studies 

disregard the similarity between terrorists and non-terrorists and focus on other causes.  

Why don’t individuals from the same population, possessing similar characteristics, join 

terrorist organizations?   In order to better understand what makes terrorists, it is 

necessary to also understand what makes non-terrorists.  This study examines why so few 

individuals from the same population as known terrorists join terrorist organizations.  

Findings will aid the understanding of terrorist recruitment by filling the gap in causal 

explanations left by not exploring the why not terrorism.  The next section discusses initial 

hypotheses derived from the literature.   
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Hypotheses 

I present five hypotheses based on current literature.  The hypotheses are meant to 

provide a starting point for further exploration, rather than produce conclusive results.  I 

begin with current literature because the arguments for terrorism may provide insight into 

why not terrorism.  Does the absence of the factors leading to terrorism keep individuals 

from joining terrorist organizations?  The literature review focuses on attributes of 

individuals that make it more likely they will join a terrorist organization.  Following this 

approach, I propose five individual attributes that make it not likely an individual will join a 

terrorist organization.   

H1: Individuals who perceive opportunities for upward mobility are not likely 

to join a terrorist organization.    

The calculation to engage in terrorism is often made by those above the poverty line.  

In fact, those who engage in terrorism are generally well educated and members of the 

middle class (Krueger & Maleckova, 2003; Kavanagh, 2010; Kivimaki, 2007; Esposito & 

Mogahed, 2006).  These individuals possess the means and knowledge to become 

productive in society, but lack opportunities due to government repression or an 

underdeveloped economy.  Krueger (2007) and Kavanagh (2010) theorize that individuals 

are economic rational actors who engage in terrorism when the opportunity cost is low.  

Low opportunity cost means there is little to lose by engaging in terrorist activity.  This is 

most likely when an individual no longer perceives opportunities to succeed in the formal 

sector.  Alternatively, individuals who perceive opportunities to improve their economic 

and social situations are less likely to view terrorism as a legitimate alternative.  Thus, 

individuals who perceive opportunities for upward mobility are not likely to join a terrorist 

organization.   
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H2: Individuals with a solid religious background are not likely to join a 

terrorist organization.   

Religious arguments characterize much of Middle Eastern and South Asian terrorist 

rhetoric.  Terrorist organizations interpret the Quran and the Hadith, the sayings and 

actions of the Prophet Muhammed, in ways that justify their actions.  Arena and Arrigo 

(2006), Habeck (2006), Hegghammer (2007), and Gerges (2007) describe varying 

interpretations of Islam employed by terrorist organizations.  These interpretations 

manipulate Islam’s core beliefs and practices to create an ideology that mixes radical 

religious views and political objectives.  Weinberg (2006) states that “ideology is a set of 

ideas that purport to explain general social and political conditions, perform the function of 

rationalizing certain actions, and mobilize people into seizing whatever opportunities for 

change they may confront” (p. 182).  A former student at the University of Moulay Ismail in 

Meknes, Morocco, describes how organizations use ideology to justify terrorist activity.   

 These groups [terrorist organizations] are very professional in 

manipulating and controlling weak [individuals].  If we take some of the 

Muslim cases we could see how they use religion to make them blow 

themselves [up].  The promises are heaven and the sacrifice is made to 

purify the world and get rid of the ones who are not Muslims.  This of course 

has nothing to do with Islam because killing yourself or others is totally 

forbidden. (Issam Laouer, personal communication, June 16, 2012)    

This statement shows that terrorist ideology opposes fundamental Islamic beliefs.  

Individuals that have formally studied Islam are better able to recognize the discord 

between conventional Islamic beliefs and practices and the manipulating rhetoric of 

terrorist organizations.  Thus, individuals with a solid religious background are not likely to 

join a terrorist organization.   
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H3: Individuals who have in-group status with a non-radical organization are 

not likely to join a terrorist organization.   

Richardson (2006) and Wiktorowicz (2005) emphasize the “group-ness” that draws 

some individuals to terrorist organizations.  According to Wiktorowicz potential terrorists 

go through cognitive opening, religious seeking, frame alignment, and socialization stages 

that allow meaningful relationships to develop.  These relationships pull them further into 

terrorist organizations.  Potential recruits find an identity and sense of belonging that is 

missing from their lives.  Individuals who have strong relationships within one organization 

are not likely to seek acceptance by another.  Thus, individuals who have in-group status 

with a non-radical organization are not likely to join a terrorist organization.   

H4: Individuals who perceive strong personal efficacy in influencing 

government institutions and leaders are not likely to join a terrorist 

organization.   

Moghaddam (2004) describes eleven pre-conditions for militant extremism.  They 

include “recognition that an absence of legal means exists to change society into its ideal 

form, perception that the terrorist group can bring about societal change, and conviction 

that social change through terrorism will improve the group’s situation” (Moghaddam, 

2004, pp. 162-166).  Additionally, Storm (2009) contends “there is a link between 

authoritarianism and radicalization based on the vicious cycle of repression and 

radicalization that has been in place for decades” (p. 997).  Both authors demonstrate that 

individuals who do not perceive avenues to address their grievances will turn to illegitimate 

means.  When individuals feel they can affect change through legitimate means they will 

likely not engage in terrorism.  Thus, individuals who perceive strong personal efficacy in 

influencing government institutions and leaders are not likely to join a terrorist 

organization.   
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H5: Individuals whose immediate relatives achieve positions of high authority 

or influence are not likely to join a terrorist organization.    

Arena and Arrigo (2006) believe individuals must be socialized toward a basic set of 

beliefs, attitudes, political values, and perspectives in which to see the world.  According to 

Jenkins (2011), community attitudes are an important factor in radicalization.  An 

individual’s socialization directly reflects the attitude and beliefs of their community.  A 

family member who is influential in the community or wider government affects the 

socialization of other family and community members by helping to shape the local 

environment.  Individuals who have influential relatives are less likely to be socialized to 

accept informal means such as terrorism.  Thus, individuals whose immediate relatives 

achieve positions of high authority or influence are not likely to join a terrorist organization.   

 

Analysis of Competing Hypotheses 

Here I evaluate the five hypotheses discussed in the previous section.  Recall they 

are: H1: Individuals who perceive opportunities for upward mobility are not likely to join a 

terrorist organization; H2: Individuals with a solid religious background are not likely to 

join a terrorist organization; H3: Individuals who have in-group status with a non-radical 

organization are not likely to join a terrorist organization; H4: Individuals who perceive 

strong personal efficacy in influencing government institutions and leaders are not likely to 

join a terrorist organization; H5: Individuals whose immediate relatives achieve positions of 

high authority or influence are not likely to join a terrorist organization.   

Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH) was developed by Richards J. Heuer and is 

used primarily by government agencies.  “ACH requires an analyst to explicitly identify 

alternatives [hypotheses] and to have them compete against each other for the analyst’s 

favor, rather than evaluating their plausibility one at a time” (Heuer, 1999, p. 95).  
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Simultaneous hypothesis evaluation allows identification of evidence that is consistent with 

all hypotheses.  Such evidence provides no diagnostic value and should be removed from 

the analysis.  “Evidence is diagnostic when it influences your judgment on the relative 

likelihood of the various hypotheses” (Heuer, 1999, p. 102).   Once non-diagnostic evidence 

is removed, hypotheses are compared side by side to see which is least inconsistent with 

the diagnostic evidence.  The most plausible hypothesis is the one with the least evidence 

against it, not the one with the most evidence for it (Heuer, 1999, p. 108).  Eight steps 

comprise the ACH process.   

1.  Identify the possible hypotheses to be considered.  It is important to only keep for 

evaluation the hypotheses that are unproven, not disproved.  There is no 

evidence that an unproven hypothesis is correct, but there is positive evidence 

that a disproven hypothesis is wrong (Heuer, 1999, p. 98).      

2.  Make a list of significant evidence and arguments for and against each hypothesis.  

This list should include evidence that applies to all hypotheses and each 

individually.   

3.  Prepare a matrix with hypotheses across the top and evidence down the side.  

Analyze the “diagnosticity” (Heuer, 1999, p. 100) of the evidence and arguments.  

Evaluate evidence diagnosticity by comparing it to each hypothesis, rather than 

comparing all evidence to one hypothesis.  Assign a value based on whether the 

evidence confirms (+) or is inconsistent with (-) each hypothesis.  Table 1 

portrays a generic matrix.  In the matrix, Evidence 1 provides no diagnostic value 

and cannot be considered.  After discarding Evidence 1, Hypothesis 1 is the most 

likely because it is least inconsistent with the evidence.   
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Table 1.  Generic ACH Matrix 
 Hypothesis 1 Hypothesis 2 

Evidence 1 (no diagnostic 
value) 

+ + 

Evidence 2  - + 

Evidence 3 + - 

Evidence 4 + - 

 

4.  Refine the matrix.  Reconsider the hypotheses and delete evidence and 

arguments that have no diagnostic value.   

5.  Draw tentative conclusions about the relative likelihood of each hypothesis.  

Proceed by trying to disprove hypotheses rather than prove them.  Examine each 

hypothesis as a whole by working down the matrix rather than across, looking 

for evidence that allows rejection of a hypothesis (Heuer, 1999, p. 103).  Keep 

only those hypotheses that cannot be refuted by the evidence.  The hypothesis 

that is least inconsistent with the evidence is the most probable, and the 

hypothesis that is the most inconsistent with the evidence is the least probable.   

6.  Analyze how sensitive your conclusion is to the diagnostic evidence.  Consider 

the consequences if that evidence were wrong, misleading, or subject to a 

different interpretation.   

7.  Report conclusions.   

8.  Identify milestones for future observation.   

 The Palo Alto Research Center (PARC) created a software version of the ACH 

process to encourage non-governmental usage of the method in analytic research.  The 

program creates matrices and assigns numeric inconsistency values and total hypothesis 

scores based on user input.  I employ this program in my analysis.   
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Data       

Discussion of the data includes the lack of available data to address my question, 

and provides reasoning and background information for each of the six cases that provide 

evidence for the analysis.   

Terrorism data are limited compared to other fields.  While attempts to expand 

access to information have been successful, the data are mostly aggregate level.  For 

example, the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents (DWTI) and the University 

of Maryland’s Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START) Global Terrorism 

Database (GTD) classify terrorism by country, region, type of attack, target, weapons, 

perpetrators, casualties, and injuries (University of Maryland , 2012; The RAND 

Corporation, 2013).  These databases categorize terrorism at the organization level, 

highlighting actions of groups that have already committed acts of terror.  Other databases 

collect information on specific aspects of terrorism.  They include the National Institute of 

Justice’s Terrorism Databases for Analysis, which focuses on terrorism-related indictments, 

the Monterey Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) Terrorism Database focusing on 

acquisition of WMDs by terrorist organizations, and the American Terrorism Study, which 

was prepared to aid evaluation of criminological theories and governmental policies 

concerning acts of American terrorism (National Institute of Justice, 2008; Center for 

Nonproliferation Studies' WMD Terrorism Research Program, 2013; Smith & Damphousse, 

2002).  A grant from the National Institute of Justice resulted in a report on the pre-incident 

indicators of terrorism.  The authors begin their analysis at recruitment, but cannot quantify 

their timeline to a terrorist incident until the third phase, preparatory conduct, due to the 

lack of information on the recruitment process (Smith & Damphousse, 2006).   

Even when individual-level information is obtained, it focuses on a specific group or 

region and cannot be generalized.  Muldoon, McLaughlin, Rougier, and Trew (2008) 
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examine motivations for paramilitary activity of 14-16 year olds in Ireland through 

personal essays.  Hegghammer (2006) reviews biographies of known Saudi militants 

gathered through press reports and militant publications.  His analysis reveals a correlation 

between current terrorist activity and being a veteran of the Afghan jihad where the foreign 

fighters were primarily Saudis.  Moaddel, Karabenick, and Thornton (2005) conducted face-

to-face interviews with approximately 2,000 youth in Egypt and Saudi Arabia to gather 

social opinion and demographic data (Moaddel et al., 2010).  Yet even these data are 

aggregated to establish regional-level characteristics.  All of these studies provide insight 

into specific issues, but do not translate to other terrorism studies.   

No individual-level data exists for members of terrorist organizations.  Current 

terrorism data groups individuals into collective categories, eliminating the nuances of 

experiences that often influence a person’s behavior or outlook.  The best way to 

understand individual motivations and perceptions is through first-hand accounts.  Since 

most terrorist organizations are very secretive, few individuals disclose their experiences.  

Yet several who have exited the terrorist environment felt they had a story to tell, and wrote 

autobiographical accounts.  For my analysis, I rely on six autobiographies of former 

terrorists and non-terrorist individuals who grew up in terrorist-prone environments and 

have since left.  These individuals are unique because they identified themselves and their 

experiences where many do not.  Traditional terrorism studies divide populations into 

terrorists or non-terrorists, where non-terrorists represent the status quo.  My analysis 

indicates this division is superficial.  The autobiographers provide detailed description of 

their upbringing and formative experiences that go beyond the simple terrorist non-

terrorist categorization.  By recounting their experiences, the autobiographers highlight a 

previously unobservable crucial step between being a terrorist and non-terrorist, the 

potential terrorist phase.  It is from this phase that individuals are recruited.    
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The autobiographers are males of Middle Eastern and South Asian descent 

representing various countries and socioeconomic classes.  Terrorists known to come from 

these geographic regions are almost always Muslim.  For this study male Muslims of Middle 

Eastern and South Asian descent represent the status quo population.  I exclude women 

because they are socialized differently in traditional Middle Eastern and South Asian 

culture.  Boys and men are given preferential treatment in obtaining education and finding 

work.  They also have more freedom to exist as individuals and direct their lives.  Robison 

(2010) theorizes that women are traditionally violence-averse in order to protect their 

position as caretaker.  This is a result of men and women being socialized into different 

roles based on the evolution of slightly different survival strategies (Robison, 2010).  While 

some women do engage in terrorist activities, they are seldom the first targets for 

recruitment into terrorist organizations.  These differences make comparison difficult.    

The sample of autobiographies, or cases, is quite small and not representative of the 

entire population of potential Middle Eastern and South Asian terrorists.  Fifteen to 20 cases 

are generally the benchmark for analyses involving case studies.  Additional cases would 

provide greater insight, but the cases that match my criteria for evaluation are limited to six.  

There simply are not enough accounts that are published in English by individuals from the 

Middle East and South Asia, and written without significant bias or agenda, to reach this 

threshold.  In addition, the cases describe experiences that occurred previous to the current 

literature.  The analysis would benefit from more current accounts, but they simply do not 

exist yet.  Because I am interested in exploring the phenomenon of why not terrorism, I 

employ the six cases to establish a base for when additional cases may become available.   

Each case is grouped according to whether the individual became a terrorist or 

remained a non-terrorist.  While each grew up in slightly different circumstances, four 

characteristics are common to all six that apply generally to Middle Eastern and South Asian 
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populations.  First, all are Muslim.  Nearly every child of Muslim parents acquires some 

Islamic education.  Although there are different strains of Islam, all believe in the main 

tenets.  Each received some religious education either from their parents, at school, or at a 

religious school called a madrassa.  The presence of Islam is visible in everyday life in the 

Middle East and South Asia.  It defines the culture and informs morality, though this 

depends largely on one’s interpretation.  The influence of Islam is important because 

terrorist organizations often use the faith to guide and justify their activities whether or not 

individuals were initially drawn to an organization because of religious beliefs.     

Second, each experienced some degree of physical discipline and emotional abuse.  

Children are spanked or beaten on the soles of their feet for poor performance and behavior 

at school, and may experience the same at home.  It is more common to find households that 

use physical discipline than not, and it is not questioned.  While this may seem harsh and 

unjust, it is a traditional part of the culture.  Five of the six individuals experienced physical 

discipline while one only mentions emotional abuse.   

Third, all six individuals were brought up in a collective atmosphere where the 

needs of the family outweighed personal desires.  As children they were expected to do well 

in school to maintain or improve the family’s honor and societal standing.  Several worked 

at a young age to help their families financially, often taking them away from school and 

friends.  In Middle Eastern and South Asian cultures the honor and well being of the family 

takes precedence over individual aspirations or needs.   

Last, all were affected by violent conflict outside the home.  While this is not a 

feature of their geographic regions all the time, each individual’s formative years were 

characterized by some level of violence and perceived injustice.  Conflicts include the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, the First Intifada in the Palestinian 

territories, Pakistan’s war with India over Bangladesh, and gang and ethnic violence fueled 
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by religious and racial animosity.  Such close proximity to conflict either socializes a person 

to be more accepting of violence, or pushes them to reject violence.  The effects are 

individual and either help or hinder their path to terrorism.  The variety of conflicts 

provides a contrast of time and space that limits the likelihood of finding one particular 

historical event as driving the results.     

The four commonalities, being Muslim, experiencing abuse, a collective mindset, and 

close proximity to violent conflict, are largely characteristic of the entire populations from 

which each originates.  Considering only these factors, the six individuals are no different 

from other members of their same populations.  To get a sense of each individual I provide 

background information highlighting family history, religiosity, education, abusive or 

difficult experiences, and path toward potential terrorism, first for the group of non-

terrorists, followed by the terrorists.   

 
Non-terrorists 

 The three non-terrorists are Chris, Masood, and Mosab.  Christopher Alam was born 

in Pakistan to a Muslim family descended directly from the Prophet Muhammed.  His father 

was an army officer, and they moved every three years.  The family was upper class, 

socializing with the military elites, and enjoyed secular arts and activities.  Chris’s father 

provided religious tutors for his two sons, and Chris was virtually unaware of any religion 

but Islam.  His father was a moderate Muslim, but over time shifted to fundamentalist views.  

Chris attended the best schools, run by Irish Roman Catholic priests, and spoke three 

languages.  At age thirteen he was accepted into the Pakistan Air Force College.  Chris 

struggled academically, and his father threatened to disown him if he did not do well on his 

exams.  Chris’s father became cold and abusive after divorcing his wife when Chris was 

eight.  After Chris’s mother left, his father would not let him or his brother see her or any of 

her family members.  Chris’s father remarried and their new stepmother severely physically 
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and verbally abused her stepchildren.  Chris felt worthless and unloved, and began asking 

God why he’d been created.  His brother attempted suicide and Chris understood his 

motives.  At the Pakistan Air Force College Chris learned that dying in a holy war sent a 

Muslim straight to heaven.  He began volunteering for especially perilous missions.  He was 

seventeen years old and his “only desire was to die” (Alam, 2006, p. 28).  One day, after 

completing his five years at the college, he encountered a Christian missionary on the street 

who spoke to him about Jesus.  He converted to Christianity as a result of this meeting.  

Chris eventually snuck out of Pakistan, and now lives in the United States.    

 Masood Farivar was born in Sheberghan, Afghanistan in the ancient Laghmani 

province.  Masood’s grandfather was a well-respected village elder.  His father studied 

mechanical engineering, taking a job with the state Oil and Gas Exploration Company.  

Masood grew up on his father’s company campus and enjoyed nice neighborhoods complete 

with green lawns, running water, heating, and electricity; rare amenities in Afghanistan.  

Masood’s father was very modern and hated Afghanistan’s backwardness; he was not very 

religious because he did not agree with folk religion of his youth.  The family was Muslim, 

but no one Masood’s age prayed and he found it strange when they did.  After the Soviet 

invasion Masood’s father sent him to madrassa with designs of him fighting with Ahmed 

Shah Masood, but Masood did not stay long in the school.  Before the Soviet invasion 

Masood attended a modern school and excelled.  Physical discipline was expected, but 

Masood went an entire year without it due to his classroom performance.  His father was 

very proud, yet their relationship was cold.  Masood’s father dictated and he obeyed.  As 

Masood got older his cousins taunted him for having fairer skin.  He got in several fights and 

was punished each time.  But overall, physical discipline and bullying in Masood’s childhood 

was minimal.  Three years after the Soviet invasion Masood’s father felt it was time to leave 

Afghanistan, and paid someone to smuggle the family into Pakistan.  Masood attended a 
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local high school for a short time, and then gained acceptance to a Saudi-run school for 

refugees.  He interacted with recently returned mujahideen, or holy fighters, and began to 

embrace Wahhabism, the radical strain of Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia.  At eighteen 

Masood decided to join his friend in the Hizb-i-Islami, but was often bored with his duties.  

In between jihad missions near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, Masood began helping 

foreign journalists as a guide and translator.  In this capacity he met a Harvard graduate 

who facilitated his travel to the United States and acceptance into Harvard University.   

Mosab Hassan Yousef was born to one of the seven co-founders of Hamas.  His 

grandfather was Sheikh and imam in a small village, and his father became an imam near 

Ramallah, West Bank.  Mosab’s mother encouraged her seven children to be good Muslims, 

and rewarded their religious and academic achievements.  As a teenager Mosab became 

president of the Islamic Student Movement at his school.  While Mosab’s father never 

engaged in violence, he could not tell other members of the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas 

they were wrong.  This confused and eventually frustrated Mosab.  He was ten years old 

when the first intifada began, making attendance at school difficult.  Curfews were imposed, 

strikes occurred, and Palestinian children were shot for insignificant transgressions.  Mosab 

and his friends loved the rush of throwing stones at passing Israeli vehicles, but did not 

understand why so many Palestinian children got hurt over something so trivial.  Hamas 

grew in power, and Mosab’s father was arrested, released, and rearrested thirteen times.  

During his father’s incarcerations Mosab was beaten severely by relatives who felt they had 

to keep him in line.  Mosab was living in a world without government, without police, and 

without peace.  At seventeen Mosab wanted revenge for the Palestinian people and his 

father’s recurring incarceration.  His father encouraged him to finish his education, but 

Mosab wanted to join the military wing of Hamas and be dangerous.  He was arrested 

during a botched attempt to acquire some faulty weapons a few weeks before his high 
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school final exams.  While in jail Mosab was approached by a Captain in the Israeli Shin Bet 

who asked him to collaborate with them.  After much consideration Mosab finally agreed, 

and worked with the organization for ten years.   

Chris, Masood, and Mosab are three individuals who grew up in countries known to 

produce terrorists, yet they remained non-terrorists.  Their family background, including 

socioeconomic status, and educational experiences, abuse, proximity to conflict, and 

eventual outcome are summarized above to outline the possible evidence for analysis.  In 

the next section I provide the same information for those who became terrorists.   

 
Terrorists 

The three terrorists are Tass, Kamal, and Ed.  Taysir (Tass) Saada was born in a 

refugee camp in Gaza, but his family moved to Saudi Arabia shortly after to escape 

impending war.  His father and other male relatives opened a successful auto body shop and 

the family was financially stable.  Tass’s parents raised him in a moderate Islamic tradition.  

He also witnessed Wahhabism as practiced by the Saudis.  He once saw his father beaten for 

working during prayer time and could not understand this in the name of Islam.  In 

addition, his teachers taught hatred of Jews and Christians, and that they should all be 

eliminated.  In school, teachers and other students taunted Tass because he was a refugee 

and immigrant.  He released his resentment in schoolyard fights, putting his family at risk 

when he engaged Saudi princes.  When Tass was ten years old the family moved to Qatar at 

the request of a Qatari prince who wanted access to auto body shops.  Tass continued to 

perform poorly in school, was obnoxious in class, and often cheated by giving bribes.  The 

frustration with his situation as a displaced Palestinian resulted in fights among peers and 

with his family.  More than once his father used connections to the prince to get Tass out of 

jail.  Tass’s relationship with his father became distant and cold as he failed to live up to 

expectations.  During the Six Day War Tass and his family listened to the radio thinking the 
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Arab armies were winning.  When they found out this was all propaganda he felt betrayed, 

and his lifelong resentment greatly increased.  Enthused by Yasser Arafat’s charismatic 

rhetoric to fight Israel, Tass secretly left with a friend to join Fatah.  At seventeen years old, 

he became a Fatah sniper.   

Kamal Saleem was born the fifth of ten children to devout Sunni Muslims in Beirut.  

Kamal’s father was a blacksmith, a trade he learned from Kamal’s Turkish grandfather.  The 

family was poor, but survived until blacksmithing fell out of demand.  As a young child 

Kamal did not think it strange that they had only one bedroom.  His mother taught daily 

madrassa lessons to her children around the kitchen table, emphasizing their duty as 

Muslims to kill the Christian and Jewish pigs.  His father told of a Muslim’s journey through 

hell to heaven, highlighting the searing flames and meat hooks used on Muslims who 

weren’t deemed worthy.  This terrified Kamal, but when his father told him, “the first drop 

of infidel’s blood you shed, you can provide atonement for seventy of your loved ones” 

(Saleem, 2009, p. 20), he dreamed of saving his whole family by becoming a martyr.  Kamal 

attended a private school, and loved to read and study.  But at age seven he was forced to 

leave school and sent to work for his uncle to help his family financially.   His family, 

particularly his father, began to lose interest in him because he was too young to 

significantly contribute, and was not a girl who could be married into another family.  

Kamal’s father lost affection for his children as their financial situation worsened.  He only 

acknowledged them when they needed discipline.  Kamal was constantly in trouble for 

using his left hand because infidels were “the people of the left” (Saleem, 2009, p. 21).  One 

evening his father ordered his mother to burn his hand.  When she lit a match and only 

refrained at the last second, Kamal decided that no place was safe.  One morning on his way 

to work, Kamal endured a series of beatings by neighborhood bullies that led him to seek 

refuge in a Muslim Brotherhood mosque.  A group of Muslim Brotherhood imams came to 
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his rescue, took him in for the day, and gave him money.  Kamal attended their mosque 

every night following this incident.  Through his Muslim Brotherhood connection Kamal 

became a member of Fatah at age seven.    

 Mohamed (Ed) Husain was born in London to a Bangladeshi mother and Indian 

father.  He considered himself “British by birth, Asian by descent, and Muslim by conviction” 

(Husain, 2009, p. 3).  The family was a tight run, middle class household.  To Ed, his parents 

were “overly protective, exceptionally caring, and committed to God” (Husain, 2009, p. 41).  

Ed learned about Islam from an Indian Sheikh who was a friend and father figure to Ed’s 

father.  He called this man Grandpa.  Grandpa taught Ed how to recite the Quran, and 

demonstrated a gentle, moderate, spiritual side of Islam.  As a young child, school was the 

center of Ed’s life.  He attended a primary school where the teachers were accepting and 

caring, and often took their students to the theatre on weekends.  Following primary school 

Ed entered a private institution where all the students were Bangladeshi, Muslim, and male.  

Many of them were recent immigrants with whom Ed could not relate.  At school he was 

taunted for being a “Paki” (Husain, 2009, p. 2), wearing glasses, and for his connection to 

Grandpa.  He had no friends, was bullied, and felt ignored.  Following Saddam Hussein’s 

invasion of Kuwait, Ed began taking religious lessons with a boy from a known radical 

mosque.  One evening he joined this friend at his mosque and was treated like an honored 

guest.  Ed knew his father would not approve, but did not want to lose his friend.  He soon 

came in contact with members of Hizb ut-Tahrir and found that the Hizb had answers to all 

his questions.  Ed became a member and was a radical Islamist for five years before having 

doubts about his relationship with God.   

 Tass, Kamal, and Ed are three individuals who grew up in countries known to 

produce terrorists, and joined terrorist organizations.  Like the non-terrorists, their family 

background, including socioeconomic status, and educational experiences, abuse, proximity 
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to conflict, and eventual outcome are summarized above to outline the possible evidence for 

analysis.  In the next section I employ ACH to evaluate the five hypotheses.  Background 

information for the six case study individuals provides a basis for the evidence used to 

analyze the likelihood of each hypothesis.   

 

Analysis 

 ACH should identify categorical differences between the individual attributes of 

terrorists and non-terrorists that affect their outcomes.  Individual attributes are the 

hypothesized causal factors that make it not likely an individual will join a terrorist 

organization.   If the causes of terrorism are distinct, then the non-terrorists should confirm 

all hypotheses and the terrorists should be inconsistent with all hypotheses.  The distinction 

should clearly indicate the attributes that support terrorism and those that support 

remaining a non-terrorist.     

I use the PARC software version of ACH to create a matrix with shortened 

descriptions of the hypotheses across the top and evidence down the side.  Evidence for the 

analysis is the case study individuals and their corresponding characteristics.  One case 

represents the collection of personal attributes pertaining to that individual and is referred 

to as a single piece of evidence.  The PARC program allows designation of evidence as 

strongly confirming (CC), weakly confirming (C), weakly inconsistent with (I), or strongly 

inconsistent with (II) each hypothesis.  These designations are inconsistency values and are 

represented by negative integers.  Individuals whose personal attributes coincide with a 

hypothesis are less likely to join a terrorist organization.  Thus, individuals who possess a 

hypothesized attribute and remain non-terrorists strongly confirm that hypothesis, while 

those who possess a hypothesized attribute and become terrorists demonstrate strong 

inconsistency with the hypothesis.  Individuals who do not possess a hypothesized attribute 

and remain non-terrorists demonstrate weak inconsistency with the hypothesis, while 
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those who do not possess the hypothesized attribute and become terrorists weakly confirm 

the hypothesis.   Because the hypotheses are in the direction of making it less likely for an 

individual to join a terrorist organization, only individuals who possess a hypothesized 

attribute and remain non-terrorists can strongly confirm a hypothesis.  In summary,  

Non-terrorist  +  Hypothesized Attribute  =  strong confirmation 

       Terrorist  -  Hypothesized Attribute  =  weak confirmation 

           Terrorist  +  Hypothesized Attribute  =  strong inconsistency 

Non-terrorist  -  Hypothesized Attribute  =  weak inconsistency 

I establish specific criteria to standardize the categorization of attributes in relation 

to each hypothesis, presented in Table 2.  An individual’s personal attribute is consistent 

with a hypothesis when it fits the criteria.  Only the attributes of each individual up to the 

point where they either joined a terrorist organization or clearly turned away from 

terrorism are included as evidence.  If an individual’s attribute changes before this point, 

altering the confirmation or inconsistency of a hypothesis, that information is characterized 

according to which perception most influences the individual’s eventual outcome.   

 
Table 2.  Evidence Categorization Criteria 

H1: Upward 
Mobility 

Perception of opportunities for upward mobility in the formal 
sector; only important if opportunities are perceived, not whether 
they actually exist.   

H2: Solid 
Religious 
Background 

Formal religious education or familial teachings of mainstream, 
moderate Islam.   

H3: Non-radical 
in-group status 

In-group status in a non-radical organization, excluding school and 
the mosque.   

H4: Strong 
Personal Efficacy 

Perception an individual can influence legitimate government 
leaders or institutions, the desire to affect change through a jihad 
or paramilitary group does not count.    

H5: Influential 
Relatives 

A blood relative, or close family friend who is treated like a blood 
relative, that is influential outside the family.   

 
Evidence is assigned an inconsistency value according to the evidence 

categorization criteria.  These values are presented in Matrix 1.  I discuss the diagnosticity 
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of each piece of evidence, or case, by moving across the matrix from Hypothesis 1 to 

Hypothesis 5, beginning with Kamal and moving down through Masood.  Each cell is 

identified by the intersection of its evidence and hypothesis.  For example, the top left cell is 

Kamal/H1.  As a reminder, diagnosticity refers to the diagnostic value a piece of evidence 

provides.  For example, a piece of evidence that yields the same inconsistency value for 

every hypothesis provides no diagnostic value because there is no variation.  Evidence that 

is not diagnostic is removed from the matrix before final conclusions are drawn.   
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Matrix 1.  Initial Hypothesis Evaluation 

Case/ 
Hypothesis 

 H1: Upward 
Mobility 

H2: Solid 
Religious 
Background 

H3: Non-
radical in-
group Status 

H4: Strong 
Personal 
Efficacy 

H5: Influential 
Relatives 

 Type/ 
Inconsistency Score 

-4.0 -3.0 -3.0 -5.0 -4.0 

Kamal  Terrorist C C C C C 

Tass  Terrorist C C C C II 

Ed  Terrorist II II C II II 

Chris  Non-terrorist CC CC I I CC 

Mosab Non-terrorist I CC I I CC 

Masood Non-terrorist I I I I CC 
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Kamal’s case weakly confirms all five hypotheses because he does not possess any of 

the hypothesized attributes and became a terrorist.  As a terrorist, Kamal can only weakly 

confirm or be strongly inconsistent with a hypothesis.  Kamal’s attributes weakly confirm 

every hypothesis; thus, his case provides no diagnostic value and is removed from the final 

matrix presented in Matrix 2.  This has no effect on the remaining inconsistency scores.   

Kamal/H1: Kamal grew up poor and was taken out of school at age seven to 

contribute financially to his family.  While he still dreamt of attending school, Kamal was 

forced into unskilled labor; thus, he did not perceive any opportunities for upward mobility.  

This attribute does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 1, providing weak confirmation.   

Kamal/H2: Kamal did not attend formal religious lessons and was taught warped, 

radical views by his parents.  He did not possess a solid religious background.  This 

background does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 2, providing weak confirmation.   

Kamal/H3: Kamal was not a member of any group until he was invited to attend a 

Muslim Brotherhood mosque.  He was granted in-group status, but the Muslim Brotherhood 

teachings Kamal experienced do not qualify as non-radical.  This attribute does not fit the 

criteria for Hypothesis 3, providing weak confirmation.   

Kamal/H4: Kamal did not perceive strong personal efficacy.  When he learned of 

jihad he dreamt of fighting to save his family, but had no perception of influencing 

government institutions or leaders.  This perception does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 

4, providing weak confirmation.   

Kamal/H5: Kamal had no influential relatives; his father was a blacksmith and his 

mother stayed home with the family.  These relationships do not fit the criteria for 

Hypothesis 5, providing weak confirmation.   

Tass’s case weakly confirms all but Hypothesis 5.  As a terrorist, Tass can only 

weakly confirm or be strongly inconsistent with a hypothesis.   
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Tass/H1: Tass did not perceive opportunities for upward mobility, but they existed 

for him.  His father owned successful auto body shops, had regular contact with Saudi 

Arabian and Qatari royals, and encouraged Tass to do well in school.  Tass resented his 

position as an immigrant and cheated his way through school, refusing to take advantage of 

his opportunities.  These experiences do not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 1, providing weak 

confirmation.   

Tass/H2: Tass did not attend formal religious lessons and was taught hatred of Jews 

and Christians in school.  He never acquired a solid religious background.  This background 

does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 2, providing weak confirmation.   

Tass/H3: Tass felt like an outsider most of his life and never gained in-group status 

in any organization.  This attribute does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 3, providing weak 

confirmation.   

Tass/H4: Tass did not perceive strong personal efficacy.  Resentment of his 

situation kept him from realizing the potential of his family’s connections.  He was only 

concerned with fighting for Palestine, not influencing government institutions or leaders.  

These perceptions do not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 4, providing weak confirmation.   

Tass/H5: Tass’s father had some influence outside the family due to his business 

with Saudi Arabian and Qatari royals.  This relationship does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 

5, providing strong inconsistency.    

Ed’s case is strongly inconsistent with all but Hypothesis 3.  As a terrorist, Ed can 

only weakly confirm or be strongly inconsistent with a hypothesis.   

Ed/H1: Ed perceived and had opportunities for upward mobility.  His family was 

middle class, he attended private school, and he lived in London among a stronger formal 

job sector.  These experiences do fit the criteria for Hypothesis 1, providing strong 

inconsistency.   
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Ed/H2: Ed obtained a solid religious education from his family friend Grandpa, a 

well-known Indian Sheikh who practiced a gentle, spiritual Islam.  In addition, Ed’s family 

interacted with believers of other faiths, even participating in Christmas activities.  This 

background does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 2, providing strong inconsistency.   

Ed/H3: Ed engaged with the Muslim Youth Organization (YMO) just prior to joining 

a terrorist organization.  He gained in-group status with the YMO, but their views and 

activities were radical and extreme.  This attribute does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 3, 

providing weak confirmation.   

Ed/H4: As a member of the YMO Ed felt empowered and organized community 

activities and educational seminars.  He felt he could truly affect the way British Muslims 

were treated.  This perception does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 4, providing strong 

inconsistency.   

Ed/H5: Ed’s family friend Grandpa was well known and influential throughout the 

South Asian Muslim community.  Grandpa was very close to the family and considered a 

relative.  This relationship does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 5, providing strong 

inconsistency.   

Chris’s attributes are weakly inconsistent with Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4, and 

strongly confirm all other hypotheses.  As a non-terrorist Chris can only strongly confirm or 

be weakly inconsistent with a hypothesis.   

Chris/H1: Chris perceived opportunities for upward mobility.  His father was a 

Pakistani military officer and the family was upper class.  Chris attended the best schools 

and was offered a commission after graduating from the Pakistan Air Force College.  These 

experiences do fit the criteria for Hypothesis 1, providing strong confirmation.   
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Chris/H2: Chris gained a solid religious background through private tutors.  He also 

completed daily Quran lessons at the Pakistan Air Force College.  This background does not 

fit the criteria for Hypothesis 2, providing weak inconsistency.    

Chris/H3: Chris gained in-group status in a non-radical organization when he 

attended the Pakistan Air Force College.  However, the college is a school and military 

academy.  This attribute does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 3, providing strong 

confirmation.   

Chris/H4: Although Chris was a member of the military, he did not perceive strong 

personal efficacy.  He was depressed by his harsh family background, and had little desire to 

affect major change through his position.  This perception does not fit the criteria for 

Hypothesis 4, providing weak inconsistency.   

Chris/H5: Chris’s father was influential as a military general and served in ISI, 

Pakistan’s intelligence agency.  This relationship does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 5, 

providing strong confirmation.   

Mosab’s case strongly confirms Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 5 and is weakly 

inconsistent with the other three.  As a non-terrorist, Mosab can only strongly confirm or be 

weakly inconsistent with a hypothesis.   

Mosab/H1: Mosab did not perceive upward mobility.  He grew up very poor and 

attended school infrequently due to local fighting between Palestinians and Israelis, leaving 

little chance to succeed in the limited formal sector.  These experiences do not fit the 

criteria for Hypothesis 1, providing weak inconsistency.   

Mosab/H2: Mosab gained a solid religious background from both of his parents.  

His father was an imam and his mother demonstrated a moderate form of Islam to her 

children.  This background does fit the criteria for Hypothesis 2, providing strong 

confirmation.   
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Mosab/H3: Mosab never gained in-group status with a non-radical organization 

because he attended school intermittently and spent his free time helping his mother care 

for the family.  These attributes do not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 3, providing weak 

inconsistency.   

Mosab/H4: Mosab did not perceive strong personal efficacy because the Palestinian 

leadership was unreachable and he saw his father arrested for attempting to affect change.  

These perceptions do not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 4, providing weak inconsistency.   

Mosab/H5: Mosab’s grandfather was an influential Sheikh in a Palestinian village.  

His father was a Sheikh near Ramallah and became the closest thing to a government for the 

villagers.  Additionally, Mosab’s father was influential as a co-founder of Hamas.  These 

relationships do fit the criteria for Hypothesis 5, providing strong confirmation.   

Masood’s case is weakly inconsistent with all but Hypothesis 5.  As a non-terrorist, 

Masood can only strongly confirm or be weakly inconsistent with a hypothesis.  Masood’s 

case is unique because his attributes are inconsistent with all but one hypothesis, yet he 

remained a non-terrorist.    

Masood/H1: Masood perceived upward mobility as a child while attending a 

modern school and living a middle class lifestyle.  After the Soviet Union invaded 

Afghanistan his situation radically shifted, and he no longer perceived opportunities for 

upward mobility in Afghanistan.  The latter perception influenced his outcome more than 

the former; thus, his experience is categorized as not perceiving opportunities for upward 

mobility.  This does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 1, providing weak inconsistency.   

Masood/H2: Masood did not gain a solid religious background.  His father hated the 

folk religion of his youth.  The family was Muslim, but did not regularly practice.  This 

background does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 2, providing weak inconsistency.   
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Masood/H3: Masood never gained in-group status with a non-radical organization.  

He grew up in a tribal society and non-academic activities reached only as far as his 

extended family.  This attribute does not fit the criteria for Hypothesis 3, providing weak 

inconsistency.   

Masood/H4: Masood did not perceive strong personal efficacy.  His family fled 

Afghanistan after the Soviet invasion and he felt the only way to help his country was by 

engaging with jihad-oriented organizations.  This perception does not fit the criteria for 

Hypothesis 4, providing weak inconsistency.   

Masood/H5: Several of Masood’s relatives were influential outside the family.  His 

grandfather was a well-respected religious leader and district governor in Kabul.  His 

mother grew up as a member of the ruling aristocracy, and his father was a successful 

employee of the state oil and gas company.  These relationships do fit the criteria for 

Hypothesis 5, providing strong confirmation.   

 Matrix 2 summarizes the results of the ACH process.  The matrix eliminates Kamal 

as evidence because his case weakly confirms all five hypotheses, providing no diagnostic 

value.  This does not change the overall inconsistency score for each hypothesis.  According 

to the matrix, there is no clear surviving hypothesis.  Hypothesis 3: Non-radical in-group 

status and Hypothesis 2: Solid Religious Background both score -3.0.  They are the least 

inconsistent with the evidence.  Hypothesis 1: Upward Mobility and Hypothesis 5: 

Influential Relatives closely follow with scores each of -4.0.  Hypothesis 4: Strong Personal 

Efficacy is least likely to be true with a score of -5.0.  The differences among the scores are 

not significant enough to distinguish causal factors of terrorist recruitment.  There is only 

one unique score, there are only two points separating the least likely and the most likely 

hypotheses, and all the scores are at least three points from 0.0, or perfect consistency with 

the evidence.  This indicates that the differences in causal attributes between terrorists and 



 76 

non-terrorists are insignificant, and the proposed causal attributes of terrorism also apply 

to non-terrorists.  Thus, they have no unique, significant effect on terrorist recruitment.    
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Matrix 2.  Revised Hypothesis Evaluation 

Case/ 
Hypothesis 

 H1: Upward 
Mobility 

H2: Solid 
Religious 
Background 

H3: Non-
radical in-
group Status 

H4: Strong 
Personal 
Efficacy 

H5: Influential 
Relatives 

 Type/ 
Inconsistency Score 

-4.0 -3.0 -3.0 -5.0 -4.0 

Tass  Terrorist C C C C II 

Ed  Terrorist II II C II II 

Chris  Non-terrorist CC CC I I CC 

Mosab Non-terrorist I CC I I CC 

Masood Non-terrorist I I I I CC 
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ACH does not yield any conclusive results, indicating there are no clear categorical 

differences between the individual attributes of terrorists and non-terrorists.  The goal of 

ACH in this study is to find a most likely hypothesis that clearly demonstrates differences 

between terrorists and non-terrorists based on hypothesized attributes.  The design 

assumes there are systematic differences between terrorists and non-terrorists.  The 

closeness of inconsistency scores and their distance from 0.0 indicate there are not.  The 

proposed causal attributes have no significant effect on the outcome.  

 

Comparative Case Study 

 ACH does not yield any conclusive results because the hypotheses are derived from 

arguments on the causal factors of terrorism.  There are no arguments for causal factors of 

non-terrorism.  The hypothesized attributes affect terrorists and non-terrorists similarly, 

providing no insight into why some individuals join organizations and others do not.  This 

suggests the set of causal factors for non-terrorism are discrete from the set of factors for 

terrorism.  Here, I complete a comparative case study to further explore what makes it 

likely an individual will not join a terrorist organization.  A comparative case study allows 

exploration of phenomena that are difficult to observe or codify.  ACH fails to observe 

significant differences between the attributes of terrorists and non-terrorists.  In addition, 

the codified effect of the hypothesized individual attributes is not significant.  A comparative 

case study should yield clearer categorization of attributes that distinguish terrorists and 

non-terrorists and reveal factors that may contribute to a path away from terrorism.   

I begin analysis by comparing each individual to the other five individuals, noting 

the similarities and differences between each pair.  Similarities between a terrorist and a 

non-terrorist are discarded, as are differences between two terrorists and two non-
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terrorists.  This leaves the similarities among the terrorists and similarities among the non-

terrorists.  Diagnostic information is the difference between these two groups.   

Following initial pairwise comparison, I find eight factors shared by all three 

terrorists.  They are champion a cause, some family tension, a traumatic or life-changing 

event, access to influential leaders, taunted for ethnicity, struggled with identity, felt 

isolated, and interested in western entertainment.  The data for each terrorist and 

corresponding factor are listed in Table 3.   

 
Table 3.  Terrorist Similarities 

 Tass Kamal Ed 
1.  Champion a 
cause 

Hated being a 
displaced 
Palestinian and 
fought for 
Palestinian 
liberation.   

Taught to hate 
Jews and became 
passionate about 
liberating 
Palestine.   

Dedicated to 
establishing an 
Islamic state and 
organized rallies 
to support 
Bosnian Muslims.   

2.  Some family 
tension 

Was a 
troublemaker and 
constantly fought 
with peers and his 
father.   

Family struggled 
financially and he 
lived in fear of 
harsh physical 
discipline.   

Had a strained 
and distant 
relationship with 
his parents.   

3.  Traumatic or 
life-changing 
event 

Devastated 
following defeat 
of the Arab 
armies in the Six 
Day War and felt 
there was no 
option but to 
fight.   

Endured a series 
of harsh beatings 
by neighborhood 
bullies.  His 
frantic escape led 
him to a Muslim 
Brotherhood 
mosque.   

Forced to attend 
an all-boys school 
of all Bangladeshi 
Muslims, became 
isolated and 
lonely.  Was 
cruelly taunted or 
ignored.   

4.  Access to 
influential 
leaders 

Father had 
business and 
personal 
relationships with 
Saudi and Qatari 
royals.   

Was a pupil of 
several influential 
Muslim 
Brotherhood 
imams.   

A widely 
respected Indian 
Sheikh was a 
close family 
friend.   

5.  Taunted for 
ethnicity 

Taunted by 
teachers and 
peers for being a 
Palestinian 
immigrant in 
Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar.   

Bullied when 
passing through 
Armenian, Kurd, 
and Shia 
neighborhoods.   

Taunted for his 
South Asian 
heritage and 
connection to an 
Indian Sheikh.   
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6.  Struggled 
with identity 

Resentful of being 
a Palestinian 
among Saudi 
Arabians and 
Qataris.  Practiced 
moderate Islam, 
but was 
surrounded by 
Wahhabism.   

Experienced 
socioeconomic 
and religious 
changes at a 
young age.  
Struggled to find 
his place in an 
unstable 
environment.   

British by birth, 
Asian by descent, 
and Muslim by 
conviction.  He 
struggled to 
solidify his 
identity growing 
up in London.   

7.  Felt isolated Isolated at school 
as an immigrant 
and at home for 
being a 
troublemaker.  
Had no affinity for 
Saudi Arabia or 
Qatar.   

Threatened 
constantly by 
neighborhood 
bullies and 
ignored at home.  
Parents paid no 
attention unless 
he needed 
discipline.   

Didn’t relate to 
peers at school, 
never had friends, 
was ignored by 
teachers, and had 
a distant 
relationship with 
his parents.   

8.  Interested in 
western 
entertainment 

Loved flashy cars 
and reading 
Western comics.   

Enjoyed 
Superman and 
Batman comics.   

Grew up in 
London and 
enjoyed secular 
arts, particularly 
theatre.   

 
 There are seven factors shared by all three non-terrorists.  They are champion a 

cause, some family tension, traumatic or life-changing event, access to influential leaders, 

notable family background, large family, and importance of education.  The data for each 

non-terrorist and corresponding factor are listed in Table 4.   

 
Table 4.  Non-terrorist Similarities 

 Chris Masood Mosab 
1.  Championed a 
cause 

Despised the 
Soviet Union and 
attempted to 
organize attacks 
against Soviet 
targets inside 
Pakistan.   

Hated the Soviet 
Union for 
invading 
Afghanistan, his 
home.  Explored 
opportunities to 
fight them as a 
refugee.   

Attempted 
preparations in 
order to fight 
Israel for his 
home village and 
the Palestinian 
people.   

2.  Some family 
tension 

Lived in constant 
fear of an abusive 
stepmother and 
an unloving 
father.   

Had a cold 
relationship with 
his father.  He 
dictated and 
Masood was 
expected to obey.   

Struggled 
financially 
throughout his 
father’s thirteen 
incarcerations.   
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3.  Traumatic or 
life-changing 
event 

Parents divorced 
and father 
remarried an 
abusive 
stepmother at a 
time when 
divorce was rare 
in Pakistan.   

The Soviet Union 
invaded his 
Afghan home, 
completely 
changing his 
lifestyle.   

Father was 
arrested during 
the First Intifada 
and rearrested 
thirteen times 
throughout 
Mosab’s 
childhood.   

4.  Access to 
influential 
leaders 

Father was a 
military general 
and worked for 
Pakistani Inter-
Services 
Intelligence (ISI).   

Father was an oil 
businessman and 
grandfather was a 
senior 
government 
administrator.   

Father was an 
Imam and co-
founder of Hamas, 
and grandfather 
was a well-
respected Sheikh.   

5.  Notable 
family 
background 

Claims to be 
direct descendant 
of the Prophet 
Muhammed.   

From a well-
respected 
religious lineage 
in an ancient part 
of Afghanistan.   

From one of the 
most religious 
families in the 
Middle East, 
grandfather was a 
religious 
authority and 
village leader.   

6.  Large family  Large extended 
family.   

Large tribal 
family.   

Large immediate 
family.   

7.  Importance of 
education  

Father was well 
educated and 
demanded Chris 
excel in school.   

Father was well 
educated and 
pushed Masood to 
succeed in school.   

Father was 
religiously 
educated and 
stressed 
importance of a 
well-rounded 
education.   

 
 Diagnostic information is the difference between the two sets of shared factors.  

Comparison of the two tables shows four similarities shared by all six individuals.  They are 

champion a cause, some family tension, traumatic or life-changing event, and access to 

influential leaders.  For now, I discard these as not diagnostic since they apply to all the 

terrorists and all the non-terrorists.  This leaves four factors shared by the terrorists and 

not the non-terrorists.  They include taunted for ethnicity, struggled with identity, felt 

isolated, and interested in western entertainment.  There are three factors shared by the 

non-terrorists and not the terrorists.  They include notable family background, large family, 

and importance of education.  It appears that the remaining terrorist similarities are causal 
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in creating terrorists, and the remaining non-terrorist similarities are causal in preventing 

terrorism.  But this conclusion is rudimentary.  Upon closer examination I find that there is 

only one factor shared by all members of one group and no members of the other group.  

This factor is notable family background, similar to all non-terrorists and no terrorists.  The 

remaining factors for each group apply to at least one member of the opposite group.  This 

indicates the factors do not determine whether or not someone will join a terrorist 

organization.  Table 5 shows the remaining eight factors and the individuals to which they 

apply.  Remember that the first four for both groups are discarded. 
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Table 5.  Similar Factors and Affected Individuals 
 Chris (NT) Masood (NT) Mosab (NT) Tass (T) Kamal (T) Ed (T) 

1.  Taunted for 
ethnicity 

 Taunted by 
peers and 
relatives for 
having lighter 
skin than most 
in his tribal 
village.   

 Taunted by 
teachers and peers 
for being a 
Palestinian 
immigrant in 
Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar.   

Bullied when 
passing through 
Armenian, Kurd, 
and Shia 
neighborhoods.   

Taunted for his 
South Asian 
heritage and 
connection to an 
Indian Sheikh.   

2.  Struggled 
with identity 

Had no friends 
and was ignored 
or abused by his 
family.  Didn’t 
know who he 
was, or who to 
become due to a 
lack of guidance.   

  Resentful of being 
a Palestinian 
among Saudi 
Arabians and 
Qataris.  Practiced 
moderate Islam 
but surrounded by 
Wahhabism.   

Experienced 
socioeconomic and 
religious changes at 
a young age.  
Struggled to find his 
place in an unstable 
environment.   

British by birth, 
Asian by 
descent, and 
Muslim by 
conviction.  He 
struggled to 
solidify his 
identity growing 
up in London.   

3.  Felt isolated Had no friends 
and was ignored 
or abused by his 
family.  His 
isolation 
depressed him.   

  Isolated at school 
as an immigrant 
and at home for 
being a 
troublemaker.  
Had no affinity for 
Saudi Arabia or 
Qatar.   

Threatened 
constantly by 
neighborhood 
bullies and ignored 
at home.  Parents 
paid no attention 
unless he needed 
discipline.   

Didn’t relate to 
peers at school, 
never had 
friends and was 
ignored by 
teachers, and 
had a distant 
relationship wit 
his parents.   

4.  Interested 
in western 
entertainment 

 Experienced and 
enjoyed modern 
art, theatre, and 
museums and 
monuments.   

 Loved flashy cars 
and reading 
Western comics.   

Enjoyed Superman 
and Batman comics.   

Grew up in 
London and 
enjoyed secular 
arts, particularly 
theatre.   
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5.  Notable 
family 
background 

Claims to be 
direct 
descendant of 
the Prophet 
Muhammed.   

From a well-
respected 
religious lineage 
in an ancient 
part of 
Afghanistan, and 
grandfather was 
influential in 
government.   

From one of the 
most religious 
families in the 
Middle East, 
grandfather 
was a religious 
authority and 
village leader.   

   

6.  Large family Large extended 
family.   

Large tribal 
family.   

Large 
immediate 
family.   

 Large immediate 
family.   

 

7.  Importance 
of education 

Father was well 
educated and 
demanded Chris 
excel in school.   

Father was well 
educated and 
pushed Masood 
to succeed in 
school.   

Father was 
religiously 
educated and 
stressed 
importance of a 
well-rounded 
education.   

Father possessed 
technical 
automotive skills 
and stressed 
importance of 
education.   

 Family stressed 
religious and 
secular 
education and 
expected Ed to 
excel.   
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As stated previously, notable family background is the only factor completely 

separate between the two groups.  This is more distinct in Table 6, where the data are 

removed and replaced by symbols.   
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Table 6.  Similar Factors and Affected Individuals Simplified 
 Chris (NT) Masood (NT) Mosab (NT) Tass (T) Kamal (T) Ed (T) 

1.  Taunted for 
Ethnicity 

 ✓  X X X 

2.  Struggled with 
Identity 

✓   X X X 

3.  Felt Isolated ✓   X X X 

4.  Interested in 
Western 
Entertainment 

 ✓  X X X 

5.  Notable Family 
Background 

X X X    

6.  Large Family X X X  *  

7.  Importance of 
Education 

X X X *  * 
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The factors marked with an X represent the expected results, clear distinction 

between the individual attributes of terrorists and non-terrorists.  But the results include 

the factors marked by a check and a star.  Factors applicable to all terrorists are marked 

with an X, and additional application to at least one non-terrorist is marked with a check in 

the appropriate non-terrorist’s column.  Factors applicable to all non-terrorists are marked 

with an X, and additional application to at least one terrorist is marked with a star in the 

appropriate terrorist’s column. The comparative case study should yield clearer 

categorization of attributes that distinguish terrorists and non-terrorists.  Yet there is only 

one factor unique to one group and not the other, the notable family background of all non-

terrorists.  This factor is not unlike access to influential leaders, one of the four discarded 

factors shared by all six individuals, because the influential leader for each non-terrorist is a 

family member.  This diminishes notable family background as a unique factor.  In fact, in a 

large-n study this distinction may be erased completely.  Similar to ACH, the comparative 

case study fails to demonstrate significant differences between individual attributes of 

terrorists and non-terrorists.  However, reconsideration of the four discarded factors 

shared by all six individuals reveals a possible pattern of experiences and interactions that 

affect an individual’s decision to join or not join a terrorist organization.     

Recall the four similar factors are champion a cause, some family tension, a 

traumatic or life-changing event, and access to influential leaders.  Notable family 

background is very similar to access to influential leaders, so should affect all six individuals 

relatively the same.  However, access to influential leaders applies to all six individuals 

while notable family background applies to only the non-terrorists.  The discrepancy in the 

applicability of these two similar factors indicates they do not have an observable causal 

effect.  Thus, I remove access to influential leaders from further consideration.  
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Champion a cause, some family tension, and a traumatic or life-changing event are 

experiences more than they are individual attributes.  The literature cites individual 

attributes as causal factors of terrorist recruitment.  Following this, I evaluate individual 

attributes that may make it likely an individual will not join a terrorist organization.  But 

ACH and the comparison of cases show there is no relationship between individual 

attributes and whether or not an individual joins a terrorist organization.  The three 

remaining experiences shared by all six individuals suggest explanations should focus on an 

individual’s experiences and interactions rather than individual attributes.  Since the 

remaining experiences are the same for all six individuals, there must be another factor, or 

set of factors, that contributes to whether or not an individual joins a terrorist organization.   

Upon further examination of the three experiences I find that the intersection 

between an individual’s experiences and environment create a window of opportunity in 

which he must be approached for successful recruitment.  This indicates that timing is 

critical in whether or not an individual joins a terrorist organization.  In the preceding 

analysis I evaluate hypotheses based on arguments from the current literature.  These 

arguments not only ignore the fact that not all potential terrorists join terrorist 

organizations, but the analysis indicates there is a completely separate explanation for why 

they do not.  My analysis demonstrates that the proposed individual attributes are 

characteristic of known terrorists and also non-terrorists from the same populations; this 

means the factors thought to produce terrorists are simply characteristics of the general 

population.  Thus, for both terrorists and non-terrorists there must exist another 

explanation for why some join organizations and others do not.  The only significant, 

observable difference between terrorists and non-terrorists is the timing of their 

recruitment attempt.  This means it is nearly impossible to tell who will join a terrorist 

organization and who will not.  The trajectory to a window of opportunity for recruitment 
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may be identified, but the intersection of this window and a recruitment attempt cannot be 

predicted.  In the next section I explain the path to a window of opportunity and 

demonstrate why timing is the critical factor.   

 

The Path to Terrorism: A Matter of Timing 

In this section I explain how the three remaining experiences from the four similar 

factors indicate a pattern that leads each individual to a critical window of opportunity in 

which he must be approached to be successfully recruited.  In summary, witnessing violence 

and inequities resulting in family tension, championing a cause, and a traumatic or life-

changing event lead all six individuals to reject the current understanding of their 

environments and accept a new worldview, or paradigm, that favors terrorist behavior.  

Acceptance of the new paradigm opens a window of opportunity in which each individual is 

vulnerable to recruitment.  If an individual is approached within this window they will 

likely join a terrorist organization.  If they are not approached within this window their 

terrorist potential will fail to be realized, because those not recruited recognize the lack of 

interaction as an anomaly of their environment and begin seeking a new understanding that 

accommodates their reality.  This process eventually leads to rejection of the terrorist 

paradigm and closes the window of opportunity.  An individual’s intersection with an 

environment that induces expectations of terrorist behavior must coincide with a 

recruitment attempt.  Since recruitment must occur in a precise window of opportunity, few 

individuals join terrorist organizations.   

To demonstrate this process I provide examples from the six autobiographical cases 

by answering a series of questions.  How does an individual reach a window of opportunity?  

When does a window begin and end, and how are these parameters defined?  Why must 
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successful recruitment occur within a window of opportunity?  Can an individual be 

recruited outside a window of opportunity?   

 
How does an individual reach a window of opportunity? 

 An individual reaches a window of opportunity through the set of three experiences, 

witnessing violence and inequities that result in family tension, undergoing a traumatic or 

life changing event, and championing a cause.  These experiences result in a paradigm shift 

that alters an individual’s worldview and perceived opportunities.  Paradigms are 

worldviews that inform perception.  “What a man sees depends both upon what he looks at 

and also upon what his previous visual-conceptual experience has taught him to see” (Kuhn, 

1996, p. 113).  Kuhn (1996) discusses paradigms and paradigm shifts in the context of 

scientific research, but the framework can also apply to individuals.  As stated above, a 

paradigm is a worldview that informs perception.  Individuals accept paradigms that outline 

how they perceive their environments just as scientists accept paradigms to bring order to 

their fields.  In fact, every person has an individual paradigm through which they 

understand their personal environments and any fields to which they adhere.  In this study I 

employ Kuhn’s description of paradigms to explain individual perception changes.   

According to Kuhn (1996), paradigm shifts occur as a result of three main steps.  

First, there is recognition of an anomaly that violates paradigm-induced expectations.  

Something is amiss when it shouldn’t be.  Second, a crisis occurs following failure to 

rationalize a traumatic event.  Individuals ask why, and find no possible explanation.  Third, 

a period of exploration leads to a novel theory, in this case a worldview.  The reconstruction 

of perceptions based on new fundamentals is what opens a window of opportunity for 

recruitment into a terrorist organization.  But paradigms, or worldviews, change as 

individuals gain new experiences and knowledge throughout their lives.  Thus, a window of 

opportunity is only open as long as an individual does not accept a new paradigm.  The 
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combination of the three shared experiences and interaction with a particular environment 

lead individuals to accept new worldviews with paradigm-induced expectations of 

terrorism.  Acceptance of a terrorist paradigm opens a window of opportunity for 

recruitment.  Those who have not accepted a terrorist paradigm are not likely to join a 

terrorist organization.  Not only do all cases share the three experiences, but they occur in 

the same order.  This creates a trajectory to a window of opportunity.  While the order of 

experiences is the same, the process may begin at different points in an individual’s life.    

 First, individuals witness violence and inequities that result in family tension.  

Inequities may be religious, socioeconomic, or racial and ethnic.  The fact that the violence 

and inequities are witnessed, not just experienced, shows they are aggregate level issues.  

Individual occurrences of injustice cause personal reflection, but aggregate level injustices 

create questions concerning the regional environment.  Often such questioning leads to 

realization of large-scale issues, and sometimes action.  In all six cases the path to potential 

terrorism begins when views change as a result of witnessing violence and inequities.  For 

example, Mosab witnessed and experienced socioeconomic injustice and violence growing 

up near Ramallah in Palestine.  His father believed in working for Allah, not wages.  Mosab’s 

entire neighborhood was very poor, and his family struggled significantly throughout his 

father’s periodic incarceration.  Mosab also experienced frequent physical discipline from 

relatives outside his immediate family while his father was away.  Additionally, he saw 

Palestinian children disciplined harshly by Israelis and fellow Palestinians for throwing 

rocks at passing vehicles.  He could not understand the strong reaction for such a small act.    

As another example, Tass dealt with religious and ethnic injustices.  He witnessed 

stark differences between the more extreme Saudi Arabian version of Islam, Wahhabism, 

and his parents moderate Islam.  Tass saw his father beaten by Saudi police for working 

through prayer time instead of attending a mosque (Saada, 2008, p. 12).  He was seven 
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years old, and could not understand this discipline in the name of Islam.  Tass was taught in 

school to hate Jews and Christians and that the Quran called for their elimination.  He was 

also demeaned as a Palestinian refugee and taunted frequently by peers and teachers.  This 

exclusion built up resentment as Tass got older.  Mosab and Tass’s experiences demonstrate 

anomalous occurrences that made each question what they understood about their world, 

particularly because it affected their families.  Mosab’s family was financially stable, and 

immediate family members never physically disciplined him.  But the socioeconomic 

injustices and violence following his father’s incarceration forced him to reevaluate what he 

knew about his own situation and the surrounding environment.  Tass was taught a 

moderate strain of Islam and did not perceive himself as different from others.  But after he 

saw his father disciplined in the name of religion, and experienced taunting at school for his 

Palestinian heritage, he began to question his surroundings.  Tass did not understand his 

position as an outsider and it angered him.  All six individuals realized that the injustices 

they witnessed did not fit within their paradigm-induced expectations of the world.    

Second, individuals experience a traumatic or life changing event.  These events 

correspond to the crisis step of a paradigm shift and can affect an individual physically, 

emotionally, mentally, and financially.  Crises push individuals far beyond their current 

understanding of acceptable norms, resulting in a loss of identity and perceived 

opportunities.  The loosening of paradigm-induced expectations allows a search for a new 

worldview that better accommodates their situation.  For example, Chris experienced a 

significant change at eight years old when his parents divorced and his father remarried an 

abusive stepmother.  “I was beaten, called names, and cursed daily, and for little or no 

reason at all” (Alam, 2006, p. 10).  The entrance of his stepmother completely changed the 

family dynamic, even turning his father against him.  Chris’s father claimed Chris was only 

his son legally, and threatened to disown him if he did not do well on his school exams.  
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After a couple of years Chris felt he had lost his father, and his “life dissolved into a 

nightmare” (Alam, 2006, p. 11).  Chris dealt with the mental and emotional damage of his 

childhood for many years.   

Kamal’s life dramatically changed in one day when he endured a series of beatings 

by neighborhood bullies that left him injured and robbed of all but his basic clothing.  In an 

effort to escape he burst into a mosque, interrupting a meeting of Muslim Brotherhood 

imams.  These men took him in for the day, gave him money, and confronted his enemies 

with threats and sometimes violence.  He recognized the imams as zealots, but honored 

their invitation to return to the mosque.  Previously, Kamal dealt with family tension and 

frequent physical discipline along with disrupted schooling due to the family’s financial 

situation.  When he found the Muslim Brothers, they embraced him in a way his family 

never did.  As he recalls, “for me the teaching of the Muslim Brotherhood and, even more so, 

their protection and acceptance quenched the thirst caused by my family’s rejection” 

(Saleem, 2009, p. 83).  Where Kamal found a more accepting environment, Chris felt 

isolated and outcast.  Both began to explore new worldviews because their paradigm-

induced expectations were loosened by traumatic and life changing events.   

Third, individuals engage in a period of exploration.  Exploration leads to 

championing a cause while attempting to solidify a new worldview.  Exploration occurs as 

paradigm-induced expectations are loosened by a traumatic event, and then reconstructed 

based on fundamentals of a new paradigm that better accommodate an individual’s 

understanding of their altered world.  For example, Masood endured the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan then fled with his family to Pakistan.  He went from living a modern, upper 

class lifestyle to being a poor refugee.  Masood reevaluated what he knew about the world 

and adjusted to new socioeconomic, political, and religious standards.  In his search for 

understanding Masood began volunteering at the Islamic Unity of Afghanistan, a front for a 
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mujahideen fundamentalist party.  He also attended a Saudi Arabian-run school for refugees 

in Pakistan where he was exposed to Wahhabism and interacted with Arab mujahideen 

fighters.  Masood became more radical in his views and passionate about defending his 

homeland through jihad.  As a second example, Ed joined the Muslim Youth Organization 

(YMO) of a mosque in his London neighborhood, and became passionate about defending 

Muslims in Bosnia and across the world.  Ed latched on to the defense of Bosnian Muslims 

because there were no immediate conflicts involving Muslims in London.  Previously, Ed 

was forced by his parents to attend a private school where all the students were 

Bangladeshi, Muslim, and male.  He was taunted for his ethnicity and was frequently 

ignored.  Ed found he could relate to people at the new mosque and became an influential 

member.  “My evenings were filled with YMO events and meetings, my time at school in 

organizing and leading prayer meetings, encouraging others to join the YMO” (Husain, 2009, 

p. 35).  Ed was so passionate, and radical, about promoting the plight of Muslims that his 

father kicked him out of the house with an ultimatum to change his ways.   

These experiences correspond to the steps leading to a paradigm shift.  First, 

witnessed or experienced injustices and violence leading to family tension are recognized as 

anomalies.  Second, a traumatic or life changing event occurs that cannot be rationalized 

according to paradigm-induced expectations.  Coupled with recognition of anomalies, these 

events and changes push individuals to question their identity and the norms of their 

environment.  They begin searching for better explanations that aid understanding of their 

new circumstances.  Third, individuals engage in a period of exploration that leads them to 

champion a cause, and eventually accept a new worldview based on reconstructed 

fundamentals.  Championing a cause gives each the chance to redefine their understanding 

of the world based on new information that better accommodates their anomalous and 

traumatic events.  The culmination of these steps, or experiences, results in reconstruction 
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of perceptions that accept paradigm-induced expectations of terrorism.  The intersection 

with terrorist ideas and acceptance of a terrorist paradigm creates a window of opportunity 

for recruitment into a terrorist organization.     

 
When does a window of opportunity begin and end, and how are these 

parameters defined? 

A window of opportunity for recruitment into a terrorist organization begins when 

an individual accepts a terrorist paradigm.  A window of opportunity ends when an 

individual’s paradigm again shifts, rejecting previously held terrorist inclinations and 

expectations.  “The decision to reject one paradigm is always simultaneously the decision to 

accept another” (Kuhn, 1996, p. 77).  Thus, windows of opportunity are defined by the 

acceptance and rejection of a paradigm with induced expectations of terrorism.  Recall that 

Kuhn (1996) discusses paradigm shifts as revolutions within scientific fields.  The shifts 

leading to a window of opportunity, as described in this section, represent an individual 

revolution.  Individual perceptions of environments are completely redefined by a paradigm 

shift.  A paradigm shift is a “change in both procedures and expectations” (Kuhn, 1996, p. 

61).  The parameters for a window of opportunity can be identified by a change in an 

individual’s behavior based on new expectations.  The change in behavior reflects an 

intersection with a new environment.   

 When paradigm-induced expectations are violated individuals no longer understand 

their environments and begin searching for new norms.  These violations are anomalous 

and traumatic events that challenge what they have been taught to expect.  Those who no 

longer accept or understand the norms of their current paradigm become susceptible to 

various influences by exploring new views.  Simultaneous acceptance of a terrorist 

paradigm and rejection of an original paradigm opens a window of opportunity.  This is the 
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point where individuals become potential terrorists.  The change in perceptions and 

expectations alters behavior.  Behavior changes may occur gradually as an individual 

explores a new paradigm, or may become pronounced once a paradigm shift occurs.  

Individuals’ behavior and attitude reflect the prevailing attitude and expectations of a 

current paradigm.  This change in behavior based on expectations allows identification of 

paradigm shifts.  For example, Tass struggled as a Palestinian living in Saudi Arabia and 

Qatar.  He was an unwelcome immigrant and refugee, but remained hopeful that his family 

could return to Gaza.  After the Arab armies lost the Six Day War Tass realized the positive 

radio reports were propaganda, and his anger and frustration multiplied.  He blamed 

western backing of Israel for the loss.  The realization exacerbated his lifelong resentment, 

and he wanted more than anything to fight for his homeland.  Tass listened to the 

charismatic rhetoric of Yasser Arafat, quit caring about his education, and became focused 

on joining the jihad.  Most notably, he fought with his parents about taking action, indicating 

a divergence from current norms.  The shift in his focus and behavior demonstrates Tass’s 

acceptance of jihad as an expectation of a terrorist paradigm.    

As another example, Kamal’s behavior changed after he came in contact with the 

Muslim Brotherhood attempting to escape neighborhood bullies.  He began attending their 

mosque every evening, often lying to his parents.  He received individual instruction and 

internalized the hatred promulgated by the imams.  “The imams taught us that the life call of 

the devout Muslim is to become a missionary zealot.  To do the world a favor and rip it from 

its sin and lust and idolatry, whether by conversion or by death” (Saleem, 2009, p. 82).  

Previously, Kamal was quiet and felt worthless.  Following his initiation into the mosque he 

began to conduct himself with greater confidence and sense of purpose.  He was their star 

pupil and spent more time at the mosque than at home.  Kamal’s new attitude and 

preference for Muslim Brotherhood companionship over his family marks a shift in 
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behavior based on new expectations for himself and his radical version of Islam.  Similarly, 

Ed preferred the embrace of a new mosque to his family.  Ed joined the YMO and became an 

influential member.  He quit caring about school and focused on furthering YMO goals.  

Before discovering the YMO Ed was helpful at home, studied the Quran faithfully, and stayed 

away from the gangs in his neighborhood.  Recall that Ed was also bullied and socially 

isolated.  The YMO gave him friends, a place in the world, and answered his questions.  “I 

was sixteen years old and I had no white friends.  My world was entirely Asian, fully 

Muslim” (Husain, 2009, p. 35).  When Ed’s father threatened to kick him out of the house for 

his radical activities, Ed chose the companionship of his mosque over his family.  This choice 

indicates Ed’s acceptance of a new paradigm with induced expectations of radical behavior.   

Tass, Kamal, and Ed’s behaviors all changed upon acceptance of a new paradigm.  

Each engaged with new organizations and internalized beliefs and teachings previously 

avoided.  This transition occurs following anomalous and traumatic events that push 

individuals to explore alternative views.  The change in behavior reflects the opening of a 

window of opportunity.  A terrorist’s window of opportunity closes when he is recruited 

into a terrorist organization.  Tass, Kamal, and Ed were all successfully recruited into a 

terrorist organization, closing their windows of opportunity.  This distinction is not as 

identifiable for those who remain non-terrorists.  The exploration that leads individuals to 

terrorist paradigms also leads those not recruited away from terrorism.  The expectation of 

a terrorist paradigm is that an individual will join a terrorist organization and engage in 

terrorist activities.  When a recruitment attempt is not made it violates the paradigm-

induced expectations, beginning the process of exploration that eventually leads individuals 

to reject terrorism.  Chris, Masood, and Mosab provide examples of windows of opportunity 

that closed due to lack of recruitment.  The closing of a window of opportunity is, like the 

opening, identifiable by a change in perceptions and expectations that alters behavior.  In 
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the following examples I briefly identify when each individuals’ window opens, and then 

describe how their windows close.   

Chris’s window of opportunity opened after his father remarried an abusive 

stepmother and he entered the Pakistan Air Force College.  He lost any hope of pleasing his 

father and began experimenting with terrorist views and behavior in search of a more 

accommodating paradigm for his harsh reality.  He learned that dying in a jihad sent you 

straight to heaven and he volunteered for the most perilous missions.  He left the college 

after five years and tried to establish an organization to attack Soviet targets in Pakistan.  At 

this point Chris was primed for recruitment into a terrorist organization, and his activities 

reflect this expectation.  A friend pleaded with him to stop his plan and he realized “what I 

was getting into was nothing short of madness.  I had not stopped to think that what I was 

planning was terrorism” (Alam, 2006, p. 33).  When he was not recruited, and realized his 

terrorist inclinations were illegitimate, he began exploring other options.  Chris tried 

working various civilian jobs and was eventually selected for a regular commission in the 

army, but turned it down due to unexplainable doubts.  One day he encountered a 

missionary who introduced him to Christianity.  Shortly after, Chris converted from Islam to 

Christianity, accepting a new worldview and rejecting the terrorist paradigm.   

Masood’s window of opportunity opened when he embraced Wahhabism and 

engaged with the Islamic Unity of Afghanistan, a front for a mujahideen group.  As a refugee 

in Pakistan, the norms of Masood’s childhood no longer applied, and he accepted the 

fundamental tenets of radical Islam.  Masood’s relatives did not support his radical positions 

and pushed him to mellow in his views.  After waiting for an opportunity to wage jihad in 

Afghanistan that did not come, he discovered the writings of Ghazali, and his views 

moderated.  As he describes, “Ghazali was a revelation and a breath of fresh air, laying bare 

my superficial piety and exposing how petty and small-minded I’d been all along” (Farivar, 
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2009, p. 115).  Masood reestablished amicable relations with his uncle with whom he was 

living, and began working and taking English classes.  His window of opportunity closed 

upon discovering his superficial piety.  Despite his window closing, Masood was persuaded 

to complete several jihad missions into Afghanistan.  He found himself bored and without 

hope of advancement or acceptance into the organization.  Masood’s successful recruitment 

would have occurred after his immigration to Pakistan, but before he read Ghazali.  But he 

was not approached to join an organization in this window; thus, he never fully embraced 

his jihad opportunities.   

The parameters of Mosab’s window of opportunity are particularly difficult to 

identify.  His window was short and it closed without an observable change in behavior.  At 

age seventeen, recent bombings and the events of Mosab’s childhood culminated in deep 

hatred for everything in his environment.  He claims, “my hatred had multiple focal points.  I 

hated the Palestinian Authority and Yasser Arafat, I hated Israel, and I hated secular 

Palestinians” (Yousef, 2009, p. 62).  He fully accepted a new terrorist paradigm when he 

decided to take action.  “Life no longer meant anything to me.  I could think of nothing else 

except joining the military wing of Hamas and taking revenge on Israel and the Palestinian 

Authority” (Yousef, 2009, p. 63).  Mosab was arrested in a botched attempt to acquire 

weapons.  While in jail he was approached by a captain in the Israeli Shin Bet with an offer 

to work for them.  At first Mosab resisted, but agreed to occasionally interact with the 

organization.  Mosab was surprised to find that the Shin Bet respected his religion, gave him 

money, and took care of his family’s needs.  This violated the paradigm-induced 

expectations of his environment, changing his views.  He then agreed to work with them.  He 

recounts that “at the age of twenty-two, I became the Shin Bet’s only Hamas insider who 

could infiltrate Hamas’s military and political wings, as well as other Palestinian factions” 

(Yousef, 2009, p. 135).  Mosab’s window of opportunity closes when he agrees to work with 
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the Shin Bet, but his behavior does not change until this relationship ends ten years later.  

This parameter is only identifiable because Mosab wrote an account of his experiences.   

Tass, Kamal, and Ed’s cases demonstrate how windows of opportunity open, while 

Chris, Masood, and Mosab show windows of opportunity that close due to lack of 

recruitment.  Windows of opportunity for recruitment into a terrorist organization are only 

open as long as an individual accepts a paradigm with induced expectations of terrorism.  

While it is possible a window could stay open for many years, it is not likely.  An individual 

is either successfully recruited or begins searching for a new paradigm when no 

recruitment attempt is made.  Windows of opportunity open upon acceptance of a terrorist 

paradigm and are marked by a change in behavior that reflects the procedures and 

expectations of the new environment.  When individuals are not recruited their window 

closes upon acceptance of a new paradigm and rejection of the terrorist paradigm.  The 

closing is again marked by a change in behavior that reflects the new paradigm and non-

terrorist environment.  But paradigm shifts aren’t always clearly identifiable by behavior 

changes, as Mosab’s case demonstrates.  Altered behavior is a general indicator of a 

paradigm shift, but motivation must be taken into account as well.    

 
Why must successful recruitment occur in a window of opportunity? 

Recruitment must occur within a window of opportunity because that is when an 

individual accepts a terrorist paradigm and expects terrorist opportunities.  Paradigms are 

worldviews that inform perception.  Recall that “what a man sees depends both upon what 

he looks at and also upon what his previous visual-conceptual experience has taught him to 

see” (Kuhn, 1996, p. 113).  When individuals accept a terrorist paradigm their perceptions 

and behavior reflect the prevailing views of the paradigm, and they expect opportunities to 

engage in terrorist activity that will alter their environment.  This expectation primes an 

individual for recruitment into a terrorist organization.  Individuals who have not accepted 
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a terrorist paradigm do not expect terrorist opportunities or embrace terrorist views; thus, 

they are not likely to join a terrorist organization.   

Acceptance and rejection of a terrorist paradigm defines windows of opportunity for 

successful recruitment.  All six case study individuals accepted a terrorist paradigm, but 

only three were approached within their within their windows of opportunity and joined 

terrorist organizations.  The remaining three individuals were not approached during their 

windows of opportunity and did not join terrorist organizations.  The combination of 

personal experiences and interaction with an enabling environment must coincide at the 

right moment in an individual’s life to move them towards terrorism.  This intersection is 

unpredictable because it depends on external influences and how individuals react to such 

influences.  Since successful recruitment must occur in a precise window of opportunity, 

terrorist recruitment is a matter of timing.   

Tass, Kamal, and Ed’s cases demonstrate successful recruitment attempts within 

windows of opportunity.  For example, Tass’s window of opportunity opened after the Arab 

armies lost the Six Day War.  He began following the rhetoric of Yasser Arafat and searching 

for a way to join the jihad.  But Tass’s parents rejected his new ideas.  When a friend asked 

Tass to sneak away with him to join Fatah he went willingly.  Tass had accepted terrorism 

as a legitimate path and was ready for an opportunity.  He became a Fatah sniper and 

remained in the organization until a relative recognized him three years later and forced 

him to return home.  Tass’s recruitment most likely would not have succeeded before the 

Six Day War because he was not fully committed to terrorism.  The loss by the Arab armies 

solidified his acceptance of a terrorist paradigm and he perceived no other alternatives.     

As another example, Kamal’s window of opportunity opened after he came in 

contact with Muslim Brotherhood imams.  He returned to their mosque each night and 

internalized their beliefs and goals for an Islamic state.  Kamal received special attention 
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and instruction at the mosque, and chose its companionship over his family.  Before finding 

the mosque, Kamal struggled to understand his environment.  He did not comprehend his 

family’s financial difficulties or frequent physical discipline, and was paid little attention.  

The new mosque and Muslim Brothers gave him a place to belong, and influenced his views.  

After less than a year attending the mosque, he was offered a position at a Fatah training 

camp.  Kamal describes shooting his first AK-47 at age seven, “an alarm sounded in my 

heart, and at that moment, my childhood slipped through my hands into the rifle’s hot steel.  

Everything I knew had changed” (Saleem, 2009, p. 91).  Kamal became a child soldier of 

Yasser Arafat because he had accepted the lifestyle and beliefs of the Muslim Brotherhood.  

He remained in Fatah until his late teens.  If the Muslim Brotherhood imams had not 

embraced Kamal when he burst into their mosque he likely would not have accepted the 

terrorist behaviors and expectations that led to his recruitment.   

Finally, Ed’s window of opportunity opened when he chose a radical mosque and its 

Muslim youth organization over his family.  After years of being an outcast Ed found a 

purpose and a place to belong.  He quit caring about school and became focused on 

promoting an Islamic state.  But Ed was frustrated with the YMO when its leaders failed to 

come to his aid or provide answers to his questions.  Ed encountered members of the Hizb 

ut-Tahrir at his college and was shocked when they ripped apart the teachings of Mawdudi, 

the radical author upon which Ed based his beliefs.  He recalls, “I was disgruntled with 

YMO’s obsession with the Bangladeshi community, lack of intellectual vigor, and complete 

failure to provide an answer to the Bosnia issue” (Husain, 2009, p. 76).  Ed was disillusioned 

with his group and its worldview, priming him for further articulation of his terrorist views 

and expectations.  Members of the Hizb ut-Tahrir stepped in to provide opportunities and 

answers to all his questions.  Shortly after initial encounters with Hizb members, Ed was 

asked to join their organization, and he became a local leader.  He was eighteen years old 
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and spent five years as a member.  The majority of Ed’s window of opportunity was spent 

engaged with the YMO.  But Ed became disillusioned and his recruitment would likely not 

have been successful had he been approached any later.  Without Hizb ut-Tahrir 

intervention Ed would have begun exploring new ideas, eventually rejecting the terrorist 

paradigm and closing his window.   

Tass, Kamal, and Ed were all approached for recruitment after they had accepted a 

terrorist paradigm.  Each entered an environment that altered their perceptions in favor of 

terrorist attitudes and behavior.  Tass saw terrorism as his only option to defend Palestine, 

Kamal found a place to belong within the Muslim Brotherhood, and Ed discovered political 

Islam and viewed an Islamic state as the ultimate goal.  Within these environments each 

individual came to expect opportunities for terrorist action.  Without this expectation and 

belief in the prevailing ideas individuals will not be in the state of mind to be successfully 

recruited.  As demonstrated by Ed’s nearly missed recruitment, timing is critical.  

Individuals must be approached before their views change and their paradigm shifts.  

 

Can an individual be recruited outside a window of opportunity? 

Successful recruitment outside a window of opportunity is not likely because an 

individual has not accepted, or has already rejected, a terrorist paradigm.  If an individual 

does not view his environment within the framework of a terrorist paradigm he will not be 

susceptible to recruitment.  When a window of opportunity for terrorist recruitment is 

missed an individual’s terrorist potential will fail to be realized.  If not recruited, potential 

terrorists eventually accept a new paradigm.  When individuals accept a terrorist paradigm 

they expect opportunities to engage in terrorist activity.  If such opportunities do not 

appear it violates the paradigm-induced expectations, creating a situation anomalous to 

current understanding.  This begins the search for another, more accommodating 

worldview that eventually results in the rejection of terrorism in favor of a new paradigm.  
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Chris, Mosab, and Masood were not successfully recruited.  All were approached by 

someone who challenged their terrorist views and behaviors, catalyzing their rejection of 

the terrorist paradigm.  Chris and Mosab’s cases provide examples of when individuals are 

not approached for recruitment.  Masood’s case demonstrates a recruitment attempt 

outside a window of opportunity.  He briefly engaged in terrorist activities, but had already 

rejected the terrorist paradigm; thus, he was never successfully recruited as a member of a 

terrorist organization.  I describe Chris, Mosab, and Masood’s rejection of the terrorist 

paradigm to demonstrate the difficulty of recruitment outside a window of opportunity.   

Chris’s world changed when his father remarried an abusive stepmother.  Chris’s 

window of opportunity opened when he lost any hope of pleasing his father and began 

experimenting with terrorist views and behaviors at the Pakistan Air Force College.  Shortly 

after leaving the college he attempted to organize attacks on Soviet targets within Pakistan.  

When he realized the danger of his actions his window began to close.  Chris believed in his 

actions, but was unsure of their consequences.  This is the point where a recruitment 

attempt would have succeeded, but Chris was never approached.  Perhaps because his 

father was an influential military officer, or because the authorities began following his 

attempt to organize terrorist plots, or because Chris was not considered a valuable asset to 

any terrorist organization due to his mental and emotional state.  Whatever the reason, 

Chris was not approached at the point he was most vulnerable for recruitment.  Without an 

approach Chris’s failure to capitalize on a terrorist opportunity altered his expectations, and 

he began searching for views that better accommodated his situation.  Chris worked various 

civilian jobs, and even turned down a commission in the army.  He then encountered a 

missionary and converted to Christianity.  His conversion solidified rejection of the terrorist 

paradigm and closed his window of opportunity.   
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Like Chris, Mosab was not recruited within his window of opportunity, and then 

approached by an individual who catalyzed his acceptance of a new, non-terrorist 

paradigm.  Mosab began searching for explanations after his father was arrested during the 

first intifada.  Mosab’s window of opportunity opened at age seventeen when his hatred 

extended to all aspects of his environment, and he decided to take action.  Mosab was 

arrested when he attempted to acquire weapons, and soon realized his mistake.  As he 

recounts, “yes, I had wanted to be dangerous, and I had dangerous ideas.  But clearly, I 

wasn’t very good at being a radical” (Yousef, 2010, p. 80).  The last time Mosab could have 

been approached and successfully recruited was while in jail directly following his arrest.  

He had accepted terrorist views and expectations, but was unsure how to proceed.  Instead, 

a captain of the Israeli Shin Bet asked Mosab to work with them.  He initially resisted, but 

eventually agreed after their tolerance and kindness violated his paradigm-induced 

expectations.  Mosab worked with the Shin Bet for ten years without changing his behavior 

to reflect a new paradigm.  Mosab’s case is unique in this regard.  Just before he quit 

working with the Shin Bet Mosab converted to Christianity.  He was not approached for 

recruitment into a terrorist organization because it was likely thought, as the son of a 

Hamas co-founder, that he was already involved.  In reality, his father encouraged him to 

stay in school and out of trouble.  At the moment Mosab was most vulnerable to recruitment 

he was instead approached by the Shin Bet captain who solidified his rejection of terrorism.  

Mosab’s window of opportunity closed when he agreed to work with the organization.      

Chris and Mosab solidified acceptance of new non-terrorist paradigms when they 

converted to Christianity.  But this is not the case for all who remain non-terrorists; 

individuals simply must reject paradigms with terrorist expectations.  Masood’s case 

demonstrates a recruitment attempt that occurred too late.  Masood’s world drastically 

changed when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan.  His family fled to Pakistan where he 
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became involved with the Islamic Unity of Afghanistan and interacted with mujahideen 

fighters at a refugee school.  The norms Masood learned growing up no longer applied, and 

he embraced the fundamental tenets of radical Islam, opening a window of opportunity.  His 

family did not approve of his new views and his uncle even taunted him for them.  Masood’s 

window of opportunity closed after he read the writings of Ghazali and realized his 

superficial Islamic piety.  Masood reestablished good relations with his uncle, and began 

working and taking English classes.  While Masood’s understanding of his radically charged 

world had changed, his situation had not.  He still attended school and was surrounded by 

individuals eager to wage jihad.  His friend from school, Mirweis, pushed him to join the 

jihad, claiming it was dishonorable not to fight for his country.  Masood joined the Hizb-I 

Islami Party “perhaps because of Mirweis’s braggadocio, or perhaps because I had nothing 

better to do in Peshawar” (Farivar, 2009, p. 122).  Masood went on several missions to Tora 

Bora over the next year and a half, but never embraced his experiences.  He was not 

committed because he had already rejected the terrorist paradigm.  Masood’s successful 

recruitment would have occurred after his immigration to Pakistan, but before he read 

Ghazali.  Thus, he never fully accepted jihad and was not recruited as a committed member.  

Masood encountered a Harvard graduate while working as a translator in between missions 

who spoke to him about educational opportunities in the United States.  This man helped 

Masood gain acceptance to Harvard.  Masood’s case demonstrates that individuals may still 

engage in terrorist activities, but those who are approached outside their windows of 

opportunity are not likely to be recruited in to an organization.   

    Masood was approached for terrorist recruitment too late, while Chris and Mosab 

were not approached at all.  An individual can also be approached too early, but this is rare 

because they will not have demonstrated terrorist potential by accepting a terrorist 

paradigm.  When a window of opportunity is missed, an individual may still engage in 
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terrorist activities, as shown by Mosab and Masood.  Mosab’s window of opportunity closed, 

but his behavior did not change because he was working undercover for the Israeli Shin Bet.  

Masood’s window closed, but he could not escape his environment.  Paradigm shifts are 

internal changes of perception and understanding.  While these shifts are often identifiable 

by altered behavior, it is not always immediately the case.  As previously stated, the 

acceptance of a new paradigm cannot occur without the simultaneous rejection of a 

previous one.  Thus, it is unlikely a window of opportunity will reopen.  An individual’s 

successful recruitment closes their window of opportunity because their expectations are 

fulfilled.  A window of opportunity that closes for a non-terrorist will not reopen because 

individuals are not likely to return to a paradigm that failed them.  When no recruitment 

attempt occurs within an individual’s window, the opportunity for successful recruitment is 

missed and an individual’s terrorist potential will fail to be realized.   

 

Conclusion  

 Successful terrorist recruitment is a matter of timing.  Based on the six cases the 

same circumstances that make terrorists also make non-terrorists.  In addition to the 

characteristics shared by all members of a population, there are three experiences that lead 

to a similar change in worldview.  This change is a paradigm shift.  Kuhn (1996) outlines 

three main steps leading to a paradigm shift that correspond with the three shared 

experiences of the six cases.  They are witnessing violence and injustice leading to family 

tension, undergoing a traumatic or life changing event, and championing a cause.  This 

process loosens paradigm-induced expectations and reconstructs them in a way that better 

accommodates an individual’s reality.  The experiences create a trajectory to an intersection 

with a terrorist environment that results in a paradigm shift.  The combination of external 

factors and personal circumstances must coincide at the right moment in an individual’s life 

to move them towards terrorism.  This process may begin at different points in each 
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individual’s life, but occurs in the exact same order.  The simultaneous acceptance of new 

norms and rejection of old indicates a paradigm shift.  The new paradigm for all six cases is 

a terrorist-centered paradigm.  All six individuals arrive at a similar paradigm because they 

share the same set of experiences.  Those who accept a terrorist paradigm become potential 

terrorists, opening a window of opportunity for recruitment into an organization.  Since a 

new paradigm cannot be accepted without the rejection of the old, a window of opportunity 

stays open only as long as an individual accepts the terrorist paradigm.   

Some potential terrorists are approached for recruitment within their windows of 

opportunity and are successfully recruited.  However, it is far more likely that an individual 

will not be approached.  My sample does not accurately represent this reality because I 

specifically chose three known former terrorists and three non-terrorists in order to make 

comparisons.  If my sample more closely reflected the true population, there would be far 

more terrorists than are currently known.  Tass, Kamal, and Ed were successfully recruited 

and became committed members of terrorist organizations.  Chris, Masood, and Mosab 

were not successfully recruited, and closed their windows by rejecting the terrorist 

paradigm.  When an individual accepts a terrorist paradigm they expect opportunities to 

engage in terrorist activity that will affect change.  If these opportunities do not appear it 

violates the paradigm-induced expectations.  Lack of recruitment is recognized as an 

anomaly and the process to a paradigm shift begins again.  The rejection of a terrorist 

paradigm may be aided by an interaction.  For Chris and Mosab, their catalysts are 

interactions with Christians that led to conversion.  While Masood did not convert from 

Islam, he encountered a Harvard graduate who introduced him to educational opportunities 

outside his radical environment.  Rejection of a terrorist paradigm closes the window of 

opportunity.  Once a terrorist paradigm is rejected, it is not likely the window of 

opportunity for recruitment will reopen because the paradigm failed when its expectations 
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were violated.  However, as demonstrated by Masood’s few jihad missions and Mosab’s 

work with the Shin Bet, it is possible for individuals to passively engage in terrorist 

activities without fully committing to an organization.   

Successful recruitment depends on an organization identifying and approaching an 

individual while their window is open.  However, this combination is rare.  Many more 

individuals become potential terrorists than become terrorists.  The same three experiences 

lead known terrorists and non-terrorists to accept a terrorist paradigm.  There is no 

difference in the circumstances that make terrorists and those that make non-terrorists.  

The determining factor is the alignment of an individual with a particular environment.  

This intersection creates a window of opportunity in which a recruitment attempt must 

occur to be successful.  Since recruitment must occur in a precise window of opportunity, 

very few members of a population become terrorists.   

 

Conclusions and Implications 

In this study I examine why individuals do not join terrorist organizations.  Not only 

has this question never been asked, but it is also extremely relevant.  Scholars have 

acknowledged that few members of terrorist producing populations commit to terrorist 

organizations.  Jenkins (2011) points out that “there is no easily identifiable terrorist-prone 

personality, no single path to radicalization and terrorism.  Many people share the same 

circumstances, but only some will, as a consequence, adopt radical views, and only a handful 

of the radicals will go further to become terrorists” (p. 7).  This was clearly demonstrated 

when two brothers detonated bombs at the Boston Marathon on April 15, 2013.  Out of all 

the Muslim immigrants living in the United States why did these two take action?  Further, 

there are preliminary reports that one brother was highly radicalized while the other was 

not.  What accounts for this difference?  Following this incident John D. Cohen said, “officials 
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want to identify signs of impending trouble and find ways to intervene” (Shane, 2013).  

Understanding what makes a non-terrorist is just as important as understanding what 

makes a terrorist.   

The current terrorism literature focuses on codifying a definition and explaining the 

causes of terrorism based on particular circumstances or processes.  Scholars study 

terrorist recruitment in three parts.  Why do collectives engage in terrorism?  Why do 

individuals join these collectives?  How do they join?  The literature proposes many 

explanations for terrorism, but all focus on the individual attributes that lead individuals 

and collectives to engage in terrorism.  There has been no attempt to understand why 

individuals do not commit to terrorism.  Few members of a population from which known 

terrorists originate become terrorists.  Why?  To answer this question I analyze five 

hypotheses using six autobiographies of known former terrorists and non-terrorists first 

through Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH), then in a comparative case study.   

I derive five exploratory hypotheses based on the literature.  H1: Individuals who 

perceive opportunities for upward mobility are not likely to join a terrorist organization.  

H2: Individuals with a strong religious background are not likely to join a terrorist 

organization.  H3: Individuals who have in-group status with a non-radical organization are 

not likely to join a terrorist organization.  H4: Individuals who perceive strong personal 

efficacy in influencing government institutions and leaders are not likely to join a terrorist 

organization.  H5: Individuals whose immediate relatives achieve positions of high authority 

or influence are not likely to join a terrorist organization.  I begin with these hypotheses to 

uncover explanations that may extend beyond why terrorism to why not terrorism.  

Through an analysis of competing hypotheses I find that the causal factors thought to 

characterize terrorists also apply to non-terrorists.  There are no observable differences 
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between the individual attributes of terrorists and non-terrorists in my sample, indicating 

the proposed explanations for terrorism do not, in fact, have a significant causal effect.    

I then complete a comparative case study using the same sample, and confirm there 

are no significant differences between terrorists and non-terrorists.  The case study also 

uncovers a set of three similar experiences shared by all six individuals that result in a 

paradigm shift.  Following examination of these experiences, I find the only difference is the 

timing of a recruitment attempt.  All the terrorists were approached following their 

paradigm shift, while all the non-terrorists were not.  Based on this, I suggest that successful 

terrorist recruitment depends on timing rather than a set of predictable, causal factors.   

Terrorist recruitment is a matter of timing.  A potential terrorist’s set of experiences 

results in a critical window of opportunity in which he must be recruited in order to become 

a terrorist.  The path to a window of opportunity consists of three experiences that result in 

a paradigm shift.  First, individuals recognize violence and injustice resulting in family 

tension as anomalies of paradigm-induced expectations.  Second, a crisis occurs following 

failure to rationalize a traumatic or life changing event.  Third, a period of exploration leads 

to championing a cause, facilitating the acceptance of a new worldview.  These experiences 

loosen expectations of an original paradigm and reconstruct an individual’s fundamental 

understanding of his world.  Those who reject their original paradigm in favor of a 

paradigm with induced expectations of terrorism open a window of opportunity for 

recruitment into a terrorist organization.  Windows of opportunity open when individuals 

intersect with a terrorist environment and accept a terrorist paradigm, and close upon 

successful recruitment or rejection of the terrorist paradigm.  These parameters are 

identifiable by a change in behavior that reflects the prevailing views of the new 

environment.  An individual approached within his window of opportunity will be 

successfully recruited.  An individual who is not approached for recruitment recognizes the 
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lack of opportunity as a violation of paradigm-induced expectations of terrorist activity, and 

will restart the process to a paradigm shift.  When a window of opportunity is missed an 

individual’s terrorist potential will fail to be realized.  Since recruitment must occur in a 

precise window of opportunity, very few members of a population become terrorists.     

Rather than further articulate a current theory of why terrorism, this study uses a 

small-n comparative case study for the purpose of developing a preliminary theory of why 

not terrorism.  The small-n study allows exploration of a phenomenon that is particularly 

difficult to observe and has no precedent.  The element of timing aids understanding of 

successful terrorist recruitment and provides an initial argument for why so few potential 

terrorists join terrorist organizations.  The process leading to a recruitment attempt 

establishes that the path toward or away from terrorism is dynamic, rather than the 

product of static factors.  Simply categorizing individuals according to their characteristics 

does not help predict who will join a terrorist organization and who will not; it may only 

help identify a pool of potential recruits.  The utility of characteristics and individual 

experiences is in how they shape the development of a terrorist mindset and lead to 

interaction with a terrorist environment.  They are components of a dynamic process, not 

static predispositions.   

This is a pre-theoretical examination of why individuals do not join terrorist 

organizations.  My argument for timing as the causal factor in successful terrorist 

recruitment identifies a pattern for those who become vulnerable to terrorist recruitment.  

This trajectory establishes a dynamic framework for further inquiry.  The six 

autobiographical case studies provide insight into why so few individuals from Middle 

Eastern and South Asian populations join terrorist organizations, but the conclusions are 

not generalizable beyond this sample.  They begin a long term agenda that will help build a 

theoretical base for why not terrorism.   
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Future research should continue to study both sides of terrorist recruitment.  This 

research will provide better understanding not only of the recruitment process, but the 

pulse of the general population that affects the ability of terrorist groups to recruit.  This 

study identified a set of experiences and interactions with terrorist environments that 

create a pattern to potential recruitment.  This trajectory and the subsequent timing of a 

recruitment attempt suggest that the timing of interactions and impact of certain types of 

life events affect decision-making.  The first question to ask is, does this pattern apply to 

additional cases of terrorist recruitment?  I only examine individuals who interact with a 

person in order to be recruited into an organization.  Is the trajectory the same for 

individuals who are recruited through alternative means?  If not, what is different and why?  

In addition, further studies should examine the effect of the three similar experiences 

individually and in combination.  Is the effect only applicable if all three are present?  What 

occurs when one or two experiences are removed?  Also, is the interaction with a terrorist 

environment a necessary component of the path toward a window of opportunity?  What 

happens when an individual interacts with a terrorist environment but has not experienced 

the three factors?  Last, are there better indicators of when an individual will accept a 

terrorist paradigm?  This study demonstrates acceptance by observing a change in 

behavior, yet there is nothing after the three experiences but before this change that 

indicates acceptance of a terrorist paradigm.  This step is only identifiable based on the 

individual accounts.  Without them, how do we know?   

Second, do sequential windows of opportunity exist?  For example, if an individual 

rejects an Islamic terrorist paradigm and moves to another country with a history of secular 

terrorism, will they end up accepting another terrorist paradigm, the only difference being 

the motivation and rhetoric?  If so, will certain individuals always find their way to a 
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terrorist paradigm? I would suggest they do not because this goes back to the presence of 

static factors that predispose individuals.  But, it is worth examining.    

 Last, does a similar pattern affect decision-making in other fields?  Closer 

examination of the psychology and sociology literatures may reveal similar circumstances 

surrounding other types of events, particularly regarding group behavior and the decision 

to engage or disengage according to group and individual needs and desires.  This could 

include political parties, social movements, ethnic conflicts, and even peer pressure 

situations.  In addition, examination of the literature on political psychology may produce 

similar patterns regarding decisions on foreign policy, actions by leadership, voting 

behavior, and political party cohesion.  While my argument centers on terrorist recruitment, 

the framework it establishes, that of a series of life events and interactions leading to a 

decision, may be applicable beyond the terrorist environment.    

To test these applications researchers could conduct social science lab experiments 

on individual and interactive decision-making.  This could include game theory that tests 

the influence of certain experiences on a particular decision.  This should include whether 

the decision to be made is known before the formative experiences, if it appears following 

the experiences, or if it develops throughout the process.  Does an individual’s perception 

change based on knowledge of an impending interaction and subsequent decision?  

Additionally, experiments on network formation may provide insight into the processes 

that influence the decision to join a network.  Are social network patterns significantly 

different from the pattern leading to a terrorist recruitment attempt?  While these questions 

are good examples of future experiments, they rely on quality numerical data.  This type of 

data does not yet exist for studies of terrorist recruitment.  Until such data is collected or 

made available, longitudinal survey research may be better served by the question and 

argument I present.   
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Longitudinal research highlights the nuances of variables through repeated 

observations at the individual level.  For example, a large-n examination of the lives of five 

to twenty-five year old male Muslims from the Middle East and South Asia may confirm the 

pattern I suggest leads to a window of opportunity, or it may reveal a completely different 

set of factors.  The comparative case study allows similar observations, but only for one 

sample set over one time period.  It was also retrospective because I observed first-hand 

accounts of past experiences, rather than the experiences themselves.  Multiple cases 

observed over time will provide stronger evidence for a pattern to terrorist recruitment.   

Another area prompting further research concerns the ages of the sample cases.  All 

six individuals in my sample experience a window of opportunity as children or teens.  Does 

the suggested pattern and argument hold for other age groups?  If an individual is beyond 

teen age can the likelihood of recruitment be discounted?  Essentially, is there an age 

threshold where life experiences and the timing of interactions do not have an effect on 

recruitment, or rather, strengthen the chance of recruitment?   

The previous suggestions for further research depend largely on the availability of 

data.  I complete a comparative case study to allow in depth examination of each account, 

but also due to lack of available information on the pre-radicalization phase of terrorist 

recruitment.  I found it particularly helpful to learn what each individual thought and felt 

following the three formative experiences.  These nuances are eliminated from numerical 

data.  Yet, the collection of data may provide additional means to confirm or reject the 

preliminary conclusions of this study and future studies.   

Researchers should focus on collecting more case studies to make the sample more 

representative of the true population.  This should include autobiographical accounts, 

interviews with individuals from terrorist-prone populations who now live in the United 

States, and first-hand observations, if possible.  Additional data should further articulate the 
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theory in three areas.  First, confirm or refine the process to a window of opportunity.  The 

three experiences closely correspond to other explanations of terrorism and pertain to all 

six cases.  However, more cases may show a different path to a window of opportunity.  

Second, establish a set of behaviors that characterize a shift to a terrorist paradigm.  

Behavior changes indicate a paradigm shift.  Are there certain behaviors that are always 

present when an individual has accepted a terrorist paradigm?  Are there indicators 

between the three experiences and acceptance of a terrorist paradigm?  Third, determine 

the average length of a window of opportunity.  Windows for the six cases were open for a 

few months to ten years.  What is the average length of a window when more cases are 

available?  Is it random, or is there a general timeline that can be established?  Answers to 

these questions will strengthen the argument and help articulate a theory of why 

individuals do not join terrorist organizations.   

The main limitation of the study is the lack of data.  There are no coherent data on 

the pre-radicalization stage of terrorist recruitment.  In addition, terrorism data are codified 

at the aggregate level.  There exist no individual-level data on the members of terrorist-

prone populations.  Most data are classified according to organization or attack.  This 

information provides no insight into individual experiences and motivations.  There is a 

difference between collective thought and action, and the beliefs and actions of an 

individual.  Individuals tend to support group goals even if they are detrimental to them as 

an individual.  Since this study is concerned with the period leading up to recruitment into 

an organization, individual level information is crucial.   

The drawback of a small-n study is that causal inferences are not as strong.  Because 

I only use six cases this sample does not accurately reflect the true population.  Three cases 

are former terrorists, and three are not.  But far less than fifty percent of a population joins 

terrorist organizations.  In addition, the case individuals are unique because they recounted 



 117 

their experiences, believing they had a story to tell.  Most former terrorists and individuals 

from similar populations do not provide such detail.  It is unlikely that the six stories are 

unbiased.  It is more likely that each wanted to show the dangers of terrorism, is still angry 

about their experiences, or is driven by monetary gain.  The motivations are uncertain.  

Regardless, their insight allows exploration and initial explanation of a difficult to observe 

phenomena in terrorism studies, individual paths to terrorist recruitment.     

This study is an initial look at why individuals do not join terrorist organizations.  It 

is a small-n study due to the lack of data and desire for in-depth observation of personal 

perceptions for the purpose of exploration.  I attempt to establish an initial framework with 

this agenda that can be tested later based on more coherent and complete data.  I diverge 

from the main argument of why join terrorist organizations to why not join terrorist 

organizations.  I establish the narrative that successful terrorist recruitment is a matter of 

timing.  Since a window of opportunity for recruitment results from a precise combination 

of experiences and interactions, few members of a population join terrorist organizations.   
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