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Fifth, many terrorist foot soldiers and even their leaders never develop a ba-
sic understanding of their organization’s political purpose. This finding
strengthens the argument that ideological commitment enters through the
back door, if at all, of terrorist organizations. In his study of the IRA, for exam-
ple, Robert White found that nearly half of the terrorists he interviewed were
unaware of the discrimination in Northern Ireland against Catholics, despite
the salience of this issue in IRA communiqués."™ According to Olivier Roy,
Mia Bloom, and a former mujahideen, al-Qaida foot soldiers and their leaders
are often ignorant about the basic tenets of Islam, if not bin Laden’s political
vision.""® Al-Qaida is unexceptional in this regard; Richardson’s research
shows that “a striking and quite surprising” aspect of terrorism is that the
leaders of “very different terrorist movements” are unable to explain their ba-
sic political purpose.’® When asked to describe the society that their organiza-
tions hoped to achieve, the leader of the Shining Path conceded, “We have not
studied the question sufficiently”; the founder of the RAF responded, “That is
not our concern”; the leader of the Japanese Red Army replied, “We really do
not know what it will be like”; and the spokesman for the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia acknowledged, “I must admit that we have yet to
define this aspect.”'” Audrey Cronin has found that leaders of both left-wing
and anarchist terrorist groups are also “notorious for their inability to articu-
late a clear vision of their [political] goals.”!"® That even terrorist leaders fre-
quently cannot explain their organizations’ political purpose suggests that
members have a different motive for participating in them.!

Sixth, terrorist organizations focus their recruitment on the socially isolated,
not on people with a demonstrable commitment to their given political cause.
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Pedahzur’s research, for example, shows that Hezbollah, the PKK, and
Chechen and Palestinian groups recruit young, unemployed men “who have
never found their place in the community,” not fervent nationalists committed
to political change.'® Similarly, Peter Merkl shows that Marxist terrorist
groups have historically recruited unemployed youth with “failed personal
lives” who lacked “political direction.”’?! Gregory Johnsen likewise suggests
that al-Qaida, at least in Yemen, focuses its recruitment not on committed
jihadists, but on “young and largely directionless” socially marginalized
Muslim men.'??

Seventh, terrorist organizations are particularly attractive outlets for those
seeking solidarity. According to political psychologists, terrorist groups are far
more tight-knit than other voluntary associations because of the extreme dan-
gers and costs of participation, as well as their tendency to violate societal ex-
pectations.'® This observation may account for the fact that even when
terrorist organizations fail to achieve their political platforms, committing acts
of terrorism tends to generate new recruits, boost membership morale, and
otherwise strengthen the social unit.'?

Eighth, terrorists seem to prefer participating in terrorist groups and activi-
ties most conducive to developing strong affective ties with fellow terrorists.
Jacob Shapiro has found that within the al-Qaida network, terrorists prefer op-
erating in more centralized, cohesive clusters of cliques.!® Indeed, since the
emergence of modern international terrorism, terrorists have flocked to where
other terrorists—regardless of their political orientation—were gathered. In
the 1970s, thousands of terrorists from dozens of countries and organizations
descended on training camps run by the Palestine Liberation Organization; in
the 1980s and mid-1990s, the locus of terrorist activity shifted first to Afghani-
stan to train with the Afghan mujahideen and then to al-Qaida camps. Based
on her interviews with terrorists, Jessica Stern has likened these adventures to
an “Outward Bound” experience for young men seeking challenges, excite-
ment, and above all “friendship” with fellow terrorists of diverse political
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backgrounds.’® First-hand accounts from these camps confirm that the terror-
ists often had little idea or preference where they would fight upon completing
their training.'®

Ninth, there is circumstantial evidence that terrorist organizations collapse
when they cease to be perceived as desirable social collectivities worth joining.
David Rapoport’s research demonstrates that throughout history terrorist or-
ganizations have disbanded when their members grew old, tired of waging
the armed struggle, and their group failed to appeal to the younger genera-
tion.'?® Cronin’s research on the decline of terrorist groups also lists “genera-
tional transition failure” as their leading cause of death.'” The tendency for
terrorist groups to die out in the course of a “human life cycle”—irrespective
of the state of their political grievances—suggests that they appeal to new
members primarily for social, not political, reasons.

The research landscape is constrained by the limited reliable demographic
data on terrorists, representative samples, and controlled studies to firmly es-
tablish causation. In the aggregate, however, there is mounting empirical evi-
dence that people may participate in terrorist organizations mainly to achieve
social solidarity, not their official political agendas. This incentive structure is
testable. The natural systems model posits that when members attach utmost
importance to an organization’s social benefits, the organization will seek to
prolong its existence, even when doing so impedes its official goals. This is
precisely the way terrorist organizations typically behave.

THE PUZZLES REVISITED
The seven puzzles are perplexing for the strategic model because they demon-
strate that terrorist organizations behave more as social solidarity maximizers
than as political maximizers. The puzzles are easily resolved from the vantage
of organization theory. The natural systems model predicts that terrorist orga-
nizations will routinely engage in actions to perpetuate and justify their exis-
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tence, even when these undermine their official political agendas. True to
the model, terrorist organizations (1) prolong their existence by relying on a
strategy that hardens target governments from making policy concessions;
(2) ensure their continued viability by resisting opportunities to peacefully
participate in the democratic process; (3) avoid disbanding by reflexively
rejecting negotiated settlements that offer significant policy concessions;
(4) guarantee their survival by espousing a litany of protean political goals that
can never be fully satisfied;'® (5) avert organization-threatening reprisals by
conducting anonymous attacks, even though they preclude the possibility of
coercing policy concessions; (6) annihilate ideologically identical terrorist or-
ganizations that compete for members, despite the adverse effect on their
stated political cause; and (7) refuse to split up after the armed struggle has
proven politically unsuccessful for decades or its political rationale has be-
come moot.

None of these common tendencies of terrorist organizations advances their
official political agendas, but all of them help to ensure the survival of the so-
cial unit. Together, they reveal the operating decision rules of terrorist mem-
bers. Whereas the strategic model locates the motives of terrorists in the
official goals of the terrorist organization, the trade-offs it makes provides di-
rect insight into its members” incentive structure. Just as economists measure
utility functions through revealed preferences, terrorism scholars need not
make comparisons among utilities.'* The seven puzzles discussed above con-
tradict the strategic model because terrorists already make such trade-offs by
regularly prioritizing the maintenance of the terrorist organization over the
advancement of its official political agenda as predicted by the natural systems
model."*
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In sum, the seven puzzles for the strategic model challenge the prevailing
view that terrorists are rational people who use terrorism for political ends.
The preponderance of theoretical and empirical evidence is that people partici-
pate in terrorist organizations not to achieve their official political platforms,
but to develop strong affective ties with fellow terrorists—an incentive struc-
ture reflected in the trade-offs terrorist organizations typically make to main-
tain their survival. If terrorists generally attach greater importance to the social
benefits than to the political benefits of using terrorism, then extant counter-
terrorism strategies require fundamental change.

Counterterrorism Implications

The most common counterterrorism strategies are designed to reduce terror-
ism by divesting it of its political utility. The predominant strategy is to
deter terrorism by decreasing its political utility via a strict no concessions pol-
icy." Like most heads of state, President George W. Bush believes that terror-
ism will desist when its practitioners realize that “these crimes only hurt their
[political] cause.”’®* Although target governments rarely appease terrorists,
there is also a widespread belief in the international community that they can
be defused through political accommodation.®® Proponents of this second
strategy urge rekindling stalled peace processes, for example, to deny prospec-
tive political benefits from using terrorism. The third most common
counterterrorism strategy is democracy promotion, which is intended to de-
crease terrorism’s utility by empowering citizens to peacefully address their
country’s political problems.'?® All three strategies have poor track records. As
I have shown, terrorist organizations often resist disbanding in the face of con-
sistent political failure, in spite of the ending of their immediate political griev-
ances, and even when presented with peaceful alternatives for political gain.

Why does withholding political concessions, granting political concessions,
or providing nonviolent political alternatives fail so often to eradicate terror-
ism? The strategic model’s premise that terrorists are political maximizers is
empirically weak. Strategies to dry up the demand for terrorism by minimiz-
ing its political utility are misguided and hence unlikely to work on any sys-
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tematic basis. The evidence is stronger that terrorists tend to think and act
more as social solidarity maximizers, which requires a different counterterror-
ism approach.

Both supply-side and demand-side counterterrorism strategies must be in-
formed by the terrorist’s incentive structure. Supply-side strategies can help
law enforcement identify potential terrorists, unravel covert networks, and
even thwart terrorist attacks by exploiting the knowledge that people tend to
participate in terrorist groups to develop strong affective ties with fellow ter-
rorists. There is no single “terrorist personality,” but certain communities are
prone to terrorism. Law enforcement must pay greater attention to the socially
marginalized than to the politically downtrodden. This includes diaspora com-
munities in Western countries that host large unassimilated, dislocated popu-
lations such as the Maghrebin in France; single, unemployed, Islamist men
residing in comparatively secular Muslim countries such as in Pakistan; res-
tive, youthful populations that feel estranged from the state such as in Saudi
Arabia; and prison populations, which, by definition, are home to the socially
isolated and dislocated. These are impossibly large groups of people to moni-
tor. Law enforcement can tighten the noose considerably by exploiting the fact
that terrorist groups are composed of networks of friends and family mem-
bers, and that knowing one of them is the key scope condition for entry into
the group. Governments should utilize this knowledge to aggressively boost
funding of social network analysis (SNA) research. SNA is a mathematical
method for mapping and studying relationships between people, with un-
tapped counterterrorism potential. The basic idea is to trace the social relations
or “links” emanating from known terrorists or suspects, and then connect the
dots between these “nodes” of people, to estimate the probability of their
involvement in the terrorist network. People who email, talk on the phone, or
intentionally meet with terrorists or their close friends are statistically more
likely to be complicit. In this way, SNA can help law enforcement identify and
then surveil the inner circle. Because acquaintances can also play a critical role
in the network, greater data-mining power and accuracy need to be developed
to expose these weak ties without undue infringements on civil liberties.**”

Demand-side strategies should focus on divesting terrorism’s social utility,
in two ways. First, it is vital to drive a wedge between organization members.
Since the advent of modern terrorism in the late 1960s, the sole counter-
terrorism strategy that was a clear-cut success attacked the social bonds of the
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terrorist organization, not its utility as a political instrument. By commuting
prison sentences in the early 1980s in exchange for actionable intelligence
against their fellow Brigatisti, the Italian government infiltrated the Red Bri-
gades, bred mistrust and resentment among the members, and quickly rolled
up the organization.'*® Similar deals should be cut with al-Qaida in cases
where detainees’ prior involvement in terrorism and their likelihood of rejoin-
ing the underground are minor. Greater investment in developing and seeding
double agents will also go a long way toward weakening the social ties under-
girding terrorist organizations and cells around the world. Second, counter-
terrorism strategies must reduce the demand for at-risk populations to turn to
terrorist organizations in the first place. To lessen Muslims’ sense of alienation
from democratic societies, these societies must improve their records of crack-
ing down on bigotry, supporting hate-crime legislation, and most crucially,
encouraging moderate places of worship—an important alternative for dislo-
cated youth to develop strong affective ties with politically moderate peers
and mentors. In authoritarian countries, an abrupt transition to democracy
risks empowering extremists.'” These regimes must, however, permit the
development of civil society to provide opportunities for the socially disen-
franchised to bond in peaceful voluntary associations. Counterterrorism oper-
ations must also redouble their efforts to minimize collateral damage, which
invariably creates dislocation, social isolation, and calls for revenge. Such poli-
cies will help reduce the incentive and therefore incidence of terrorism by
diminishing its social benefits, which are what its practitioners apparently
value most.
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