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Executive Summary

Years of scholarship have produced academic models to evaluate pathways
to radicalization and have attempted to explain individual risk factors for
radicalization. However, these studies do not consider how changes to
sociopolitical conditions over time affect and drive jihad. Using data from the
Western Jihadism Project (WJP), I drafted a timeline (Figure 4.1) from the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan to the present that overlays a polygon depicting the
frequency of plots against Western targets with selected disruptive events. To
conduct my analysis of each disruptive event included on the timeline, I created a
chain of influence model (Figure 3.2). The model incorporates my research,
Judea Pearl’s causal models (2018), and the North Carolina State University Lab
for Analytic Science’s (NC State-LAS) Radicalization Working Group’s (RWG)
socioecological model. The model also serves as my recommended inclusion
criteria for events on the timeline.

By testing my model on each disruptive event, I found the following:

1. The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan’s importance cannot be
underestimated as a driving/enabling force in the formation of Al-Qaeda
and the global jihad ideology.

2. The United States-led coalition’s involvement in repelling Iraqi forces
from Kuwait strengthened the West versus Islam narrative.

3. The September 11, 2001 attacks were inspirational for global jihad;
triggering an increase in the number of plots targeting the West.

4. The United States invasion of Iraq temporarily decreased plots targeting
the West, but led to increased plots in Europe and the Islamic State’s
formation in the long-term.

5. The information technology boom beginning in 2007 so effectively enables
my model’s mechanism of influence, it merits inclusion on the timeline.

6. The Islamic State became its own disruptive event, though its continued
influence remains to be seen.

My findings and the trends identified on the timeline emphasize the need for
policy makers to consider jihadi’s perception of disruptive events when deciding
how to respond to such events. Finally, while my chain of influence model is used
as an explanatory model in this paper, it has promise as a predictive model for
analyzing global jihad’s potential responses to future disruptive events.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Research Question

My client, the North Carolina State University Lab for Analytic Science’s
(NC State-LAS) Radicalization Working Group (RWG), analyzes pathways to and
risk factors for radicalization. Their goal for upcoming research is to place that
analysis within greater socioeconomic context by creating a timeline of disruptive
events that affected global jihad. I produced a first draft of the RWG’s timeline
by answering the following research question:

Are trends seen in global jihad from the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan to the present attributable to disruptive events?

I addressed this question by drafting a timeline (Figure 4.1) for the RWG
from the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan to the present that overlays a polygon
depicting the frequency of plots against Western targets with selected disruptive
events. I produced the polygon using a dataset from the Western Jihadism
Project (WJP). The WJP dataset encompasses plots (including failed/foiled
attacks, recruiting, and facilitation) targeting the West from 1990 to the present.
The WJP defines the West as the United States (US), Canada, the United
Kingdom (UK), Western Europe, Australia, and New Zealand (Klausen 2019).

To conduct my analysis, I created a model (Figure 3.2) for the RWG to use
when analyzing additional events for inclusion on the timeline.

1.2 Issue Background

Years of scholarship have produced academic models to evaluate pathways
to radicalization and have attempted to explain individual risk factors for
radicalization. However, these studies do not consider how changes to
sociopolitical conditions over time affect and drive jihad. As such, many of their
findings and policy recommendations are reactionary—they do little to help
policy makers anticipate and respond to changes in global jihad. My model helps
broaden our understanding of socioeconomic context on global jihad by
analyzing how disruptive events influenced jihadi culture and thereby influenced
the major trends seen in the WJP data.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Activity, Policy, and Perception

To evaluate the effects of changing sociopolitical conditions on terrorism
over time, it is important to evaluate the impacts of terrorists’ physical, policy,
and perceptual environment. In his article, “The Space of Terrorism,” Alexander
Murphy categorizes the environments terrorist groups operate in, and are
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influenced by, as activity spaces, policy spaces, and perceptual spaces. Activity
spaces are those within which terrorists are physically located and through which
they must move to facilitate and conduct attacks. By using the term “policy
spaces,” Murphy refers to policy that inadvertently inspires radicalization—such
as Western intervention in the Middle East and South Asia—or directly counters
radicalization—such as aggressive sting operations (2003).

Perhaps the most important spaces to consider when analyzing
environmental factors contributing to radicalization are what Murphy calls
“perceptual spaces”. Murphy explores terrorist perceptions through the common
terrorist narrative of the “Islamic World”—encompassing Islamic countries,
ethnically Muslim groups, and all practitioners of Islam around the world—
versus the Western world (Murphy 2003). Jihadists’ view of the world divided
into two spheres further illustrates this idea. For jihadists the world is diametric:
there is dar al-Islam, the land of belief governed by Islamic law, and dar al-kufr,
the land of unbelief (Nesser 2011).

Murphy and Nesser both provide general descriptions of jihadis’ activity,
policy, and perceptual spaces in general terms and do not discuss specific
changes to jihadis’ experience of these spaces over time. The disruptive events on
my timeline have altered jihadis’ experience of one or all three spaces, and
therefor altered trends in jihad.

2.2 Clashing Cultures

Jihadis’ diametric view of the world is informed by major disruptive
events. The First Persian Gulf War may have started the perception that the
United States was at war with the Islamic World (Huntington 1993), but Al-
Qaeda was the first to advocate fighting the United States (the “far enemy”)
directly to counter U.S. military, economic, and cultural interference in Muslim
countries (Nesser 2011). Though global jihad’s target list has expanded to include
many Western nations, global jihadists still see the United States as the largest
threat and highest priority for attacks.

Until relatively recently, many jihadist groups and radical clerics viewed
Western Europe and the United Kingdom as a safe haven. London got the
nickname “Londonistan” in the 1980s and 1990s due it its acceptance of radical
clerics and fighters en route to the Middle East and South and Central Asia
(Nesser 2011). Within this safe haven, fighters returning from jihad conflict
zones supported radical clerics and inspired a second generation of radicals who
did not have foreign fighting experience. As travel for foreign fighting becomes
increasingly difficult and radical ideologues are prevented from openly espousing
their views in person, radicals increasingly turn to the internet for inspiration and
community (Nesser 2006).

Before 9/11, jihadi groups generally preferred what Hegghammer calls
classical jihad—which is focused on directly fighting oppressive regimes or
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invaders, such as mujahideen from Arab nations travelling to Afghanistan to fight
the Soviets—over global jihad—characterized by mass casualty attacks with the
goal of impacting global affairs (Nesser 2011, Hegghammer 2013, Stenersen
2014). During this period, jihadi terrorism in Europe focused on U.S., Jewish,
and Russian targets (Nesser 2011, Stenersen 2014). From the jihadi perspective,
the shift from classical to global jihad in Western Europe and the United
Kingdom seems to be justified as acts of retaliation for support of wars in Muslim
lands, like the 2004 Madrid train bombings; or for offending Islam, like the 2005
killing of Theo Van Gogh.

The distinction between “Western” and “Islamic” has Western roots as
well. In his 1993 article for Foreign Affairs, Samuel P. Huntington theorizes that
future conflict will occur at fault lines between civilizations. Two of the eight
contemporary civilizations he identifies are “Western” and “Islamic” (Huntington
1993). David C. Rapoport also suggests that the Iranian Revolution in 1979
further “altered the relationships among all Muslims as well as between Islam
and the rest of the world” (Rapoport 2004).

However one tries to define it, the “Islamic World” is heterogenous and
experiences varying degrees of Western intervention (Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan,
etc.), influence (Jordan, Turkey, etc.), or relative apathy (Rohingyas in Myanmar,
Yemen, etc.). Though all these populations’ experiences with the West are
different—and those experiences provide objectively differing degrees of
justification for a grievance with the West—jihad’s framing of the “Islamic World”
as a unified body at odds with the West justifies the movement’s desire to take
violent action against Western targets (Huntington 1993, Hegghammer 2006,
Nesser 2006, Stenersen 2014).

All the research mentioned in this section describes how jihad’s goals,
targets, and justifications have changed over time. My research identifies
disruptive events which influenced those changes and ties them to trends in the
WJP dataset.

2.3 Social Movement Theory

Anja Dalgaard-Nielsen’s (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010) synthesis of scholar’s
efforts to understand the radicalization process in Europe helped me build my
chain of influence model (Figure 3.1 below). Her examination of social
movement theory—and its component, framing theory—are especially
informative.

Framing theory asserts that different interpretation frameworks, or
frames, compete to be the authoritative interpretation of events. The success of a
social movement therefore depends on its ability of its frame to resonate with
potential members. Jihad’s basic frame is the narrative of an Islamic World that
must use violence to defend itself against an aggressive Western World
(Huntington 1993, Hegghammer 2006, Nesser 2006, Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010,
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Hegghammer 2013).

Dalgaard-Nielsen describes sociologists Khosrokhavar and Roy’s work to
understand how jihadis become radicalized (Roy 2004, Khosrokhavar 2006).
Jihadi groups frame events by invoking their perceptual space (Murphy 2003): a
global community of Muslims either oppressed by perceived anti-Muslim policies
or under direct threat in conflict zones. Within this frame, individuals and peer
groups find solidarity, purpose, and justification for violence (Dalgaard-Nielsen
2010).

2.4 Evaluation Criteria

Evaluating assumptions and assessing causal intuition is made easier
through the use of causal diagrams such as those described in Judea Pearl’s book,
“The Book of Why” (Pearl 2018). My chain of influence model is based on Pearl’s
causal diagrams, and served as my evaluation criteria for each disruptive event on
the timeline.

3. Methods and Analysis

To answer my research question, I developed a timeline from the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan to the present which includes: disruptive events, quotes
highlighting events’ significance to global jihad, and a to-scale polygon depicting
the number of plots in the WJP dataset by year. To produce this timeline, I used
my model to employ the phenomenological approach to qualitative research to
understand jihadists’ shared experience of each phenomenon/disruptive event.
The RWG’s socioecological model of radicalization risk (2019) and Pearl’s causal
models (2018) form the primary structure of my model.

3.1 The Phenomenological Approach

The phenomenological approach to qualitative research seeks to
understand a group’s shared experience of a given phenomenon (Creswell and
Poth 2017). I examined jihadi statements—especially their justifications for
targeting the West—using the phenomenological approach. Using my model, I
analyzed their shared experience of selected disruptive events at each level of the
RWG’s socioecological model of radicalization risk (2019).
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3.2 The Socioecological Model

Figure 3.1, The RWG’s Socioecological Model
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The RWG uses a socioecological model adapted from Dawson’s to conduct
their analysis (Dawson 2017). The RWG’s model organizes an individual’s risk
factors for radicalization into four levels: individual, relationship, community,
and societal. The individual level refers to personal characteristics, beliefs,
and/or behaviors that increase—or decrease—an individual’s likelihood of
radicalization. The relationship level examines what those in an individual’s
closest social circle (peers, partners, family members, etc.) contribute to that
individual’s risk of radicalization. The community level considers social and
physical environments, such as schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods. The
societal level looks at factors such as social and cultural norms, as well as
economic, educational, and social policies that contribute to a climate in which
radicalization may occur (Desmarais, Simons-Rudolph et al. 2019). Finding
indicators in scholarship, news articles, and jihadi statements that described how
an event affected global jihad at each level of the socioecological model helped me
construct my chain of influence model.

3.3 Causal Diagrams

Judea Pearl (2018) uses causal diagrams to examine causation. Each node
on a causal diagram represents an event or a condition. When one node affects
another, an arrow connects them on the diagram. The direction of the arrow has
meaning (i.e., if A affects B, the arrow will originate at A and point to B). In the
cases where we can see exactly how much one event affects another, Pearl assigns
the arrow connecting them what he calls a path coefficient (2018). A causal
diagram’s goal is to use known path coefficients to isolate as many confounding
variables as possible and calculate a given unknown path coefficient (Pearl 2018).
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Given the global scope of these disruptive events and global jihad, I am
unable to calculate specific path coefficients and make strong causation
arguments. Instead, I constructed a chain of influence (Figure 3.2 below).

Figure 3.2, Chain of Influence Model
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Instead of path coefficients, I used my research to assign each arrow a
mechanism of influence. These mechanisms illustrate jihad’s frame for how they
interpret—and strive to influence others to interpret—disruptive events
(Huntington 1993, Hegghammer 2006, Nesser 2006, Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010,
Hegghammer 2013).

3.4 Sources

The data I analyzed came primarily from the WJP, scholarship focused on
jihad, and published jihadi statements. Christine Brugh at the RWG did the bulk
of the statistical analysis I needed to identify trends.
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4. Analysis
4.1 WJP Data Trends

The RWG’s analysis of WJP data showed the lowest instance of jihadi
violence targeting the West prior to 2001, an increase in plots from 2001 to 2006,
and the highest proportion of plots from 2007 onward. The WJP data also shows
temporary decreases in plots in 2003 and 2014. These trends are overlaid with
the disruptive events I selected, and quotes that illustrate the events’ significance
to global jihad on my timeline (Figure 4.1 on the next page). I use the chain of
influence model to analyze each event impact on global jihad on the following

pages.



Figure 4.1, Disruptive Event Timeline
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4.2 The Soviet Occupation of Afghanistan (1979-1989)

I cannot analyze the Soviet Occupation of Afghanistan’s correlation with
trends in the WJP dataset because the dataset begins in 1990—one year after the
Soviets withdrew. However, the occupation merits inclusion on the timeline as a
major foundational event for global jihad.

The conflict attracted mujahedeen from all over the world, but most
notably from Arab nations who shared religion with the Afghan mujahedeen but
little else. Hegghammer (2006) reports that after travelling to Afghanistan and
fighting the Soviet military together, Usama bin-Laden and his fellow
mujahedeen such as Ayman al-Zawahiri, remained in Afghanistan and began
forming the philosophy that now underpins global jihad. In the view of these
influential “Afghan Arabs,” before Palestine could be liberated and an Islamic
state established in Egypt (classical jihad’s long-term goals), Muslims needed to
defend the entire Islamic World from the West’s aggression. By attacking in the
West, global jihad seeks to defend the entire Islamic World at once, rather than
fighting specific regimes for specific pieces of territory (Hegghammer 2006).

Experience fighting the Soviets in the Afghan jihad also provided vital
credibility for those who didn’t stay in Afghanistan, but began recruiting a new
generation to global jihad. To illustrate, Nesser (2011) cites three radical clerics
in the United Kingdom as the most influential in advocating global Jihad: Abu
Qatada, Abu Hamza, and Umar Bakri Muhammad. Though Afghan jihad
veterans Abu Qatada and Abu Hamza’s radical messages have come under more
intense scrutiny than Umar Bakri Muhammad’s (a non-veteran), the veteran’s
messages carry greater credibility. For example, videos and audiotapes of
Qatada’s sermons were found in the so-called “Hamburg Cell’s” apartment and in
the Madrid bombing cell’s hideout (Nesser 2006).

To further illustrate the significance of the first Afghan jihad, consider that
many of those recruited by the clerics mentioned were advised to seek training at
camps in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region, Kashmir, or Chechnya. Investigations
of disrupted cells report that all of the cells’ key coordinators and operatives had
trained at Al-Qaeda camps in Al-Qaeda, and had been recruited by religious
guides and senior leaders who fought the Soviets in the 1980s (Nesser 2006).

The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan’s chain of influence story emerges:
Individuals are drawn to fight an invader in Muslim lands. While fighting, they
bond into peer-groups who form and reinforce the global jihad frame. After the
invader is repelled, they form a community to train for and prosecute global jihad
(Nesser 2006). The community grows into a society level movement whose
global jihad frame continues to influence the way jihadi’s perceive disruptive
events to this day.
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4.3 The First Gulf War (1990-91)

If the Soviet Occupation of Afghanistan helped rally jihadis against a
specific, invading nation, The First Gulf War deepened the perception among
jihadis that the West was at-odds with the Islamic World. The phenomenon
H.D.S. Greenway dubbed the “kin-country syndrome” can be seen in quotes from
four prominent but very different Muslim leaders (Greenway 1992). These
leaders’ statements make it clear that the First Gulf War influenced the society,
community, and individual levels of the socioecological model through the
mechanisms indicated on my chain of influence.

After the U.S.-led coalition invaded Kuwait to repel the invading Iraqi
military, Safar Al-Hawali, the dean of Islamic Studies at the Umm Al-Qura
University in Mecca said, "It is not the world against Iraq, it is the West against
Islam” (Huntington 1993). Al-Hawali’s widely-circulated comments are notable
because he was much more likely to have an audience with—and appeal to—the
international moderate Muslim audience. He was also much less likely to be
dismissed by moderate Muslims as a terrorist than someone like Usama bin-
Laden, whom we can assume would have agreed with Al-Hawali.

The highest-ranking religious leader in Iran at the time, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, called for a holy war against the West in response to the First Gulf
War: “The struggle against American aggression, greed, plans and policies will be
counted as a jihad, and anybody who is killed on that path is a martyr”
(Huntington 1993). The Ayatollah’s support for Iraq against the U.S.-led
coalition is especially remarkable. Iran and Iraq fought a bloody war resulting in
stalemate from 1980-88. In the Ayatollah’s support for Iraq as a religious ally
despite recent secular conflict and continued competition, one can see the
broadening of Murphy’s perceptual space of jihad to incorporate all Muslims in a
struggle against an aggressive West (Huntington 1993, Hegghammer 2006,
Nesser 2006, Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010, Hegghammer 2013).

Jordan’s King Hussein stated, “This is a war against all Arabs and all
Muslims and not against Iraq alone” (Huntington 1993). Jordan is one of the
United States’ staunchest allies in the Middle East, yet even King Hussein wasn’t
immune to the “kin-country syndrome” (Greenway 1992).

In an interview that aired on PBS’s Frontline in May 1998, Usama bin-
Laden referred to the U.S.-led coalition staging in Saudi Arabia before invading
Kuwait to repel the Iraqi invaders. “The call to wage war against America was
made because America has spear-headed the crusade against the Islamic nation,
sending tens of thousands of its troops to the land of the two Holy Mosques” (bin-
Laden 1998).

A few months after this interview, Al-Qaeda bombed the U.S. Embassies in
Kenya and Tanzania. These attacks required the attraction of individuals and
peer groups to jihad, the formation of community-level terror cells to execute the
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attacks, and marked the beginning of Al-Qaeda’s society-level terror campaign
against the West. One can clearly the see the chain of influence from the U.S.-led
coalition’s invasion of Kuwait from Saudi Arabia leading to Al-Qaeda’s
increasingly successful attacks.

Bin-Laden also used the same rationale to justify the 9/11 attacks, but he
needed support to conduct the attacks (Yetiv 2015). The so-called “Hamburg
Cell’s” story illustrates Dalgaard-Nielsen’s explanation of social movement
theory, and supports the chain of influence (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010). The cell’s
individuals found the courage to pursue jihad together and traveled to
Afghanistan to train for the Chechnyan jihad (Hegghammer 2013). In the terms
of the chain of influence, individuals were called to action, reinforced group
identity within their peer group, and pursued community-level support to wage
jihad. While in Afghanistan, they were recruited by Al-Qaeda and participated
directly in the 9/11 plot (Hegghammer 2013). While seeking out the community-
level jihad, they were recruited by the society-level Al-Qaeda campaign and
helped conduct one of the deadliest series of terror attacks ever.

4.4 The 9/11 Attacks (2001)

The chain of influence leading to the September, 11, 2001 (9/11) attacks is
clear, but the attacks set off their own mechanisms of influence leading to an
increase in plots targeting the West. The increase in terrorist plots in Western
states from 2001 to 2006 suggests that the September 11, 2001 attacks changed
terrorists’ perceptions of what was possible and justified. Before 1998, not even
Al-Qaeda publicly advocated attacks on Western states (Nesser 2011). After 9/11,
more jihadist ideologues and radical religious leaders openly advocated attacks
on the West. Hegghammer reports that before 9/11, the norm among jihadists
was to view fighting in conflict zones as more “legitimate” or “legal” than
attacking civilians outside conflict zones (Hegghammer 2013).

Since 9/11, this norm has gradually eroded. Hegghammer provides
evidence for this by showing that the ratio of Western radicals who choose
foreign fighting over domestic plots decreased from 11:1 in the 1990s to 3:1in the
2000s. Hegghammer’s analysis demonstrates that post-9/11, more jihadi
individuals, peer-groups, and communities were attracted to Al-Qaeda’s society-
level strategy of attacking the West directly (Hegghammer 2013).

The extremely deadly 9/11 attacks also demonstrated that large-scale
violence in Western nations was possible. Mass casualty attacks are desirable for
terrorist organizations because they bring public attention to their cause, and
because successful attacks build a group’s notoriety and attract new members.
The increase in attacks in Western states from 2001-2006 suggests that the 9/11
attacks attracted many new radicals to Al-Qaeda and to global jihad.

Even nations attempting to counter jihad were not immune to the 9/11
attacks’ influence. The coalition response to the 9/11 attacks may have actually
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helped solidify the narrative of the West versus the Islamic World (Murphy
2003). By invoking Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO),
wherein an attack on one member constitutes an attack on all (NATO 1949), and
focusing the response to the 9/11 attacks on removing the Taliban from power
instead of exclusively pursuing Al-Qaeda, the United States may have actually
given credibility to the jihadists’ claims that the entire Western World was
opposed to the Islamic World.

While Al-Qaeda’s pre-9/11 claims about globalization had not inspired
some would-be radicals, Western military intervention most likely made the issue
more salient for them (Nesser, 2011). The 9/11 attacks provided the “call to
action” mechanism many individuals needed to join Al-Qaeda’s call for global
jihad and plot their own attacks in the West.

Their actions are indicated in the sharp increase in plots between 2001
and 2002 on the timeline (Figure 3.3) and the significant increase in recruitment
and fundraising plots in Figure 4.1 below. The global reach and the inspirational
influence of the 9/11 attacks on jihad is depicted in the diversification of target
locations beginning in 2001 on Figure 4.2 below.

Figure 4.1, WJP Plots by Type
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Figure 4.2, WJP Plots by Target Location
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The increases in fundraising, recruitment, incitement, and target diversity
also tell a story of the relative “normalizing” of global jihad after 9/11
(Hegghammer 2006, Hegghammer 2013). After 9/11, global jihad’s frame clearly
reached and influenced a broader number of individuals, peer groups, and
communities, thereby expanding the size of its societal influence. For example,
the additional fundraising and recruitment plots indicate more people felt a call
to action, if not direct participation in violence. While these may be seen as
“moderate jihadis,” their actions did enable the concurrent increase in violent
plots seen on Figure 4.1 beginning in 2001.

4.5 US Invasion of Irag (2003)

The United States’ 2003 invasion of Iraq influenced global jihad three key
mechanisms. First, it further reinforced the Western World versus Islamic World
narrative—a crucial mechanism of influence at the community and society levels.
Second, it temporarily elevated fighting in Iraq’s importance, influencing jihadis
to join cells in Iraq over conducting global jihad in the West. Third, U.S.
detention centers provided the means for peer groups and communities to form
that would eventually become the Islamic State (discussed in more detail in
Section 4.7 below).

The First Gulf War influenced jihadis frame for their friendly perceptual
space: a global community of Muslims that must defend themselves (Murphy
2003). The Second Gulf War influenced their framing of the enemy perceptual
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space: instead of just the United States and Israel, the enemy of jihad became the
West as a whole.

For example, Nesser and Stenersen report that prior to 2003, most terror
attacks in Europe targeted U.S. interests. This largely resulted from Al-Qaeda
rhetoric prioritizing the United States as “the far enemy” above other Western
nations. From 2003 onward, European Jihadis increasingly targeted European
interests, with the explicit desire to influence European involvement in Iraq (see
for example the March 11, 2004 Madrid bombing) (Hegghammer 2006, Nesser
2006, Stenersen 2014).

As jihad’s frame of its enemy expanded, so did opportunities to attract new
individuals and peer groups. The increased span of targets global jihad
considered legitimate gave peer groups and individuals more opportunities to
form community-level domestic terror cells, and to conduct small-group and lone
actor attacks. While the timeline indicated that the total number of attacks
initially decreased after 2003, global jihad’s target-list diversified (Hegghammer
2006, Nesser 2006, Ahmed 2018).

The decrease in total terror plots targeting the West from 2002 to 2005
(Figure 3.3) indicates that the United States’ 2003 invasion of Iraq also
influenced global jihad in a somewhat counterintuitive way. Hegghammer
(2006) argues that in the short-term, Iraq rose in importance, displaced
Afghanistan as jihad’s ideal place to gain combat experience, and undermined
other “jihad fronts.” Nesser (2006) reports that up to 3,000 recruits traveled
from Europe to fight in the Iraq jihad between 2003 and 2005—a figure that
offers a partial explanation for the decrease in plots in the WJP’s dataset during
the same period.

Nesser and Hegghammer’s research indicate that while the total number
of plots against the West in the WJP’s dataset decreased after the United States’
2003 invasion of Iraq, the invasion was still a powerful mechanism of influence
on jihad at the individual, relationship, community, and society levels. This
influence resulted in diversified terror targets in the West and increased foreign
fighting in Iraq in the short term. In the long term, one can see on the timeline
(Figure 3.3) that after 2004, the total plots against the West rose to a new high by
2007.

4.6 Information Technology Boom (2007)

I hypothesize that the further increase in plots in the WJP data from 2007
onward are related to the democratization of communication and technology
innovation catalyzed by several events, including the invention of the smartphone
(Friedman 2016). Thomas Friedman (2016) highlights 2007 as a transformative
year in global connectivity. In late 2006, Facebook opened to anyone above the
age of 13 with a valid e-mail address. In 2007, the first smartphone was released,
and Twitter launched (Friedman 2016).
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Recent studies predict and report jihadists’ increasing use of the internet
and social media such as Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter for recruiting,
incitement, and messaging (Lia 2002, Stenersen 2014, Friedman 2016). The
increase in plots from 2007 onward suggests that the democratization of global
communication, collaboration, and innovation enabled by information
technology is at least correlated with the increase in number and frequency of
jihadi plots post-2007.

Compiling enough specific examples to support the influence of the
information technology boom on jihadi plots after 2007 is beyond the scope of
this paper.! However, that the greatest proportion of plots in the WJP dataset
occur in 2007 and later implies that advances in information technology in 2007
facilitated the mechanisms of influence on my chain of influence model.
Information technology helps global jihad promote its frame of disruptive events
to a larger, more diverse audience, helps individuals find like-minded peer
groups and communities more easily, and provides new ways to resource and
conduct violent attacks.

4.7 The Islamic State (2011-2019)

The Islamic State—a jihadi organization that has used social media like
none before it—provides two interesting ways to employ the chain of influence
model. TI'll first examine how the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and subsequent
counter-insurgency campaign provided conditions for the eventual formation of
the Islamic State. Finally, I'll briefly apply the model to suggest why total plots in
the WJP dataset declined sharply in 2014—the year the Islamic State’s “caliphate”
reached its apex.

Abu Ahmed, who the Guardian’s Martin Chulov described as a “senior
official” within the Islamic State, met future Islamic State emir Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi in Camp Bucca. They were both detained there by US counterterrorism
forces for participating in the Sunni counterinsurgency against the U.S.-backed,
Shia-dominated, post-Saddam Iraqi government. Abu Ahmed states that the
prison camps he and Baghdadi were detained in provided an unmatched
opportunity to form the peer groups and communities of like-minded individuals
who would found the Islamic State: “We could never have all got together like this
in Baghdad, or anywhere else” (Chulov 2014).

In this sense, the U.S. occupation of Iraq initiated a chain of influence that
led to the Islamic State’s formation in the same way the Soviet occupation of
Afghanistan’s led to Al-Qaeda’s formation. Individuals were drawn to fight an
invader in Muslim lands. While fighting, they bonded into peer-groups who
formed and reinforced the global jihad frame. After the invader was repelled,
they formed a community; establishing a caliphate from which to prosecute
global jihad. The community grew into a society level movement with its own

1 At the time of this writing, NC State-LAS analysts are compiling this data for a future project.
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influential momentum, and whose lasting impact remains to be seen.

This chain of influence story speaks to the Islamic State’s formation, but
the Islamic State’s ability to leverage framing gave them influence independent of
the U.S. occupation of Iraq. After the U.S. withdrawal, the Islamic State
maintained momentum for its insurgency by taking a more classical jihad
approach. They asserted that no Sunni was safe until the Shia-dominated Iraqi
government and the oppressive Assad regime in Syria were defeated. By 2014,
the Islamic State employed around 20,530 foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria
(Bakowski and Puccio 2015).

This explosion of foreign fighters waging classical jihad suggests that the
decrease in total plots in the WJP dataset from 2012 to 2014—where total plots
were at their lowest since 2004—occurred for similar reasons to the decrease in
total plots from 2003 to 2005. As Hegghammer suggested about Iraq in 2006,
the Islamic State’s cause had temporarily undermined the significance of other
jihadi fronts. In essence, the Islamic State had become its own disruptive event,
steering radicals from global jihad to classical jihad (Hegghammer 2006).

That changed in 2014. The United States began bombing the Islamic
State, and the Islamic State responded by executing American hostages and
publishing videos. In one of the videos, Jim Foley’s executioner makes the
Islamic State’s transition from classical to global jihad clear: “...any aggression
against the Islamic State is an aggression towards Muslims” (Wright 2015).

Some analysts maintain that the Islamic State planned the transition to
global jihad from the beginning, pointing out that the Islamic State dispatched its
first cells to conduct attacks in Europe in early 2014—before the United States
announced its counter-Islamic State bombing campaign (Chulov 2014, Burke
2017). In any case, total plots against the West skyrocketed again in 2015, further
reinforcing my assertion that the Islamic State became its own disruptive event.
The mechanism of influence used by the Islamic State is similar to that of the
9/11 attacks; success in global jihad reinforcing the global jihad narrative and
inspiring others to join the cause and plot attacks of their own. With the demise
of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and the Islamic State’s caliphate, it remains to be seen if
the Islamic State’s ideology will continue to have this effect.

5. Conclusion

5.1 Chain of Influence Model

I recommend that for a disruptive event to merit inclusion on the timeline,
the event must have exercised mechanisms of influence on each level of the chain
of influence model (individual, relationship, community, and societal), regardless
of what level plots result (lone actor, small group, terror network, large-scale
campaign). However, the model can also be used to analyze the influence path
leading to specific attacks.
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In order to demonstrate the influence of disruptive events on a given
terror plot, it is sufficient only to show that the event served as a call to action for
an individual, and that the individual then carried out a plot (the path highlighted
in red in Figure 5.1 below). This chain of influence would apply to the most basic
plots: lone actor attacks, individual fundraising, etc.

Figure 5.1, Sufficient Influence Path for Individual-Level Plots
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More research on lone actor attacks is needed to confirm this, but I
hypothesize that even these basic, individual-level plots involve some necessary
interaction between the individual and the relationship-level before an
individual’s resolve is hardened enough to execute a terror plot. In this case, an
analyst would make the case for an influence path highlighted in red in Figure 5.2
below.
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Figure 5.2, Necessary Influence Path for Individual-Level Plots
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In this case, if the analyst can demonstrate that the same event influenced
multiple lone actor plots in locations around the world, the event may merit
inclusion on the timeline as a disruptive event that influenced global jihad.

5.1 Policy Implications

Just as global jihad cannot accomplish its goals without attacking the West
at home, effective countering of the global jihadi threat will always require some
level of engagement in the jihadi’s activity space in addition to the policy space
and perceptual space (Murphy 2003). However, it is difficult to justify the logic
of large-scale, conventional operations preventing attacks in the West when
examining the trends on the timeline. The US invasion of Iraq and the Islamic
State’s classical jihad campaign temporarily distracted jihadis from other fronts
and led to a decline of plots targeting the west (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010). The
timeline demonstrates that those gains were temporary; for Al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State, fighting in conflict zones outside the West did not dissuade global
jihadis from their ultimate goal to attack the West in the long term.

Therefore, it is essential to understand Murphy’s (2003) perceptual space
when responding to disruptive events. Policy makers must understand that their
framing of a disruptive event will compete with competitors’ and adversaries’
framing to become the dominant narrative about the disruptive event. Policy
makers must try to learn all they can about how their competitors and
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adversaries frame an event when deciding how to respond to it. At the time of
this writing, New Zealand’s response to the Christchurch shooting in March 2019
(collective mourning with little incitement for vengeance, refusal to publish the
shooters names or images, etc.) provides an example of policymakers sensitive to
perceptual space.

Before the Christchurch shooting, there had never been a jihad-inspired
terror attack in New Zealand (Battersby 2018). Given patterns of retaliatory
jihadi terrorism in Europe (Khosrokhavar 2006, Nesser 2006, Dalgaard-Nielsen
2010, Nesser 2011, Stenersen 2014), one would expect a retaliatory attack in New
Zealand. No such attack has occurred to date.

5.2 Areas for Further Study

The information technology boom does not meet my criteria for inclusion
on the timeline at first glance. However, it facilitates the influence mechanisms
of other disruptive events so effectively that I recommend it remain on the
timeline for now. NC State-LAS analysts’ further analysis will support or
invalidate my recommendation.

I have used the chain of influence model throughout this paper as an
explanatory model to demonstrate how selected disruptive events influence
global jihad and to justify the inclusion of those events on the timeline. I believe
the chain of influence has promise as a predictive model. Analysts may use it to
predict the scope of future disruptive events, and as a framework for analysis to
inform policy makers deciding how to respond to those events.



Matt Buchanan
Sanford School of Public Policy: Master’s Project

6. Works Cited

Ahmed, R. (2018). "Terrorist Ideologies and Target Selection." Journal of Applied
Security Research 13(3): 376-390.

Bakowski, P. and L. Puccio (2015). 'Foreign fighters' Member States' responses and
EU action in an international context, European Parliament Research Service.

Battersby, ]. (2018). "Terrorism Where Terror Is Not: Australian and New Zealand
Terrorism Compared.” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 41(1): 59-76.

bin-Laden, U. (1998). Frontline interview with Osama bin Laden. PBS Frontline. J.
Miller. pbs.org, PBS.

Burke, J. (2017). Rise and fall of Isis: its dream of a caliphate is over, so what now?
The Guardian. London, UK.

Chulov, M. (2014). Isis: The Inside Story. The Guardian.

Creswell, ]. W. and C. N. Poth (2017). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design:
Choosing Among Five Approaches, SAGE Publications.

Dalgaard-Nielsen, A. (2010). "Violent Radicalization in Europe: What We Know and
What We Do Not Know." Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 33: 797-814.

Dawson, L. L. (2017). "Sketch of a social ecology model for explaining homegrown
terrorist radicalisation.” The International Centre for Counter-Terrorism-The
Hague, Research Note. 8(1).

Desmarais, S. L., et al. (2019). DO10 White Paper: Using Secondary Data to Examine
How Sociopolitical Conditions Impact Pathways to Radicalization Over Time, North
Carolina State Univserity.

Friedman, T. L. (2016). Thank You for Being Late: An Optimist's Guide to Thriving in
the Age of Accelerations. New York, Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.

Greenway, H. D. S. (1992). The Kin-Country Syndrome is Adding to the Crisis in
Bosnia. The Boston Globe. Boston.

Hegghammer, T. (2006). "Global Jihadism After the Iraq War." Middle East Journal
60(1): 11-32.

Hegghammer, T. (2013). "Should I Stay or Should I Go? Explaining Variation in
Western Jihadists’ Choice between Domestic and Foreign Fighting." American
Political Science Review 107(1): 1-15.




Matt Buchanan
Sanford School of Public Policy: Master’s Project

Huntington, S. P. (1993). "Clash of Civilizations?" Foreign Affairs 72(3): 22-49.

Khosrokhavar, F. (2006). Terrorism in Europe. Terrorism and international
relations. D. Hamilton. Washinton, DC, Center for Transatlantic Relations: 23-38.

Klausen, J. (2019). The Western Jihadism Project: An Archive Data File Charting the
Evolution of Al Qaeda-Inspired Terrorist Networks and Recruitment in Western
States. 1990 to the Present. B. University. Waltham, MA.

Lia, B. (2002). Our Technological Future. Globalization and the Future of Terrorism:
Patterns and Predictions, Routledge.

Murphy, A. B. (2003). The Space of Terror. The Geographical Dimensions of
Terrorism. S. L. Cutter, Routledge: 47-52.

NATO (1949). The North Atlantic Treaty. NATO. Washington, DC.

Nesser, P. (2006). "Jihadism in Western Europe After the Invasion of Iraq: Tracing
Motivational Influences from the Iraq War on Jihadist Terrorism in Western
Europe." Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 29(4): 323-342.

Nesser, P. (2011). "Ideologies of Jihad in Europe." Terrorism and Political Violence
23(2): 173-200.

Pearl], ]. (2018). The Book of Why: The New Science of Cause and Effect, Basic Books.

Rapoport, D. C. (2004). The Four Waves of Modern Terrorism. Attacking Terrorism:
Elements of a Grand Strategy. A. K. C. a. ]. M. and Ludes. Washington, DC,
Georgetown University Press: 46-73.

Roy, 0. (2004). Den globaliserede islam. Kgbenhavn, Vandkunsten.

Stenersen, P. N. a. A. (2014). "The Modus Operandi of Jihadi Terrorists in Europe."
Perspectives on Terrorism 8(6): 2-24.

Wright, L. (2015). Five Hostages. The New Yorker. New York.

Yetiv, S. A. (2015). "Misperceiving U.S. foreign policy in the gulf: raising the hidden
costs of U.S. dependence on oil." Journal of International Affairs 69(1).




