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Part II: Weighing the Threat of Terrorism Today

Today, al Qaeda and other extremist groups 
forge an international network of hun-

dreds of cells belonging to different terrorist 
groups and located on different continents. 
According to international intelligence reports, 
recruitment has increased since the September 
11 attacks and the war in Iraq, particularly 
among women and youth. The continuing 
threat of terrorism has forced the United States 
to consider a range of potential dangers, in-
cluding use of nuclear or biological weapons.

The U.S. government recognizes al Qa-
eda and its allies as the greatest threat to U.S. 
national security. One of the aims of terror 
attacks is to create a climate of fear and un-
certainty. With a host of foreign and domestic 
issues facing the United States, it is important 
for policy makers and U.S. citizens to assess 
the actual threat that terrorism poses to the 
United States today.

What is al Qaeda and why does it pose 
such a threat? In what ways has terrorism 
remained a global concern? How has home-
grown terrorism in the United States become a 

growing problem? In the pages that follow you 
will explore the answers to these questions.

Al Qaeda
In the weeks following the September 11 

attacks, the United States identified Osama bin 
Laden’s al Qaeda network as responsible for 
the violence.

September 11 was not the first time bin 
Laden and al Qaeda had organized attacks 
against the United States. Al Qaeda claimed 
responsibility for the attacks on the U.S. em-
bassies in Tanzania and Kenya in 1998. Other 
reports linked bin Laden and al Qaeda to the 
killing of U.S. troops in a battle in Somalia in 
1993, the bombing and deaths of U.S. military 
personnel in Saudi Arabia in 1996, and the at-
tack on the U.S.S. Cole by suicide bombers in 
2000 that killed nineteen U.S. sailors. 

Why did al Qaeda wage a terror 
campaign against the United States?

Bin Laden, a Saudi born multimillionaire, 
formed the al Qaeda terrorist organization in 
the late 1980s. Al Qaeda (loosely translated 

as “the base”) is made up 
of militants who aim to rid 
Muslim countries of West-
ern influence and replace 
those governments with fun-
damentalist Islamic regimes.

Over the years, several 
other militant organiza-
tions from places like Egypt, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh 
have become part of al 
Qaeda. Many other terrorist 
organizations have forged 
connections with this net-
work. Experts warn that al 
Qaeda is a large collection 
of loosely connected secret 
cells or groups that are 
dispersed around the world. 
They note that thousands 
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came to al Qaeda’s camps in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan to learn the skills they need to be-
come terrorists.

In the 1990s and 2000s, Osama bin Laden 
made a number of public statements giv-
ing his justifications for his attacks against 
U.S. citizens. He expressed anger about U.S. 
involvement in the Middle East, particularly 
U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia, the sacred lands 
of Islam. He also objected to U.S. policy to-
wards Iraq, as well as U.S. support of Israel. 
Bin Laden and many of his followers believed 
that U.S. actions in the Middle East amount to 
a declaration of war by the United States on 
God and Muslims. Bin Laden presented his 
call to arms as a defense of Islam, a cosmic 
struggle against an enemy whom he believed 
wanted to destroy Islamic culture and religion.

“We call upon Muslim scholars, their 
faithful leaders, young believers, 
and soldiers to launch a raid on the 
American soldiers of Satan and their 
allies of the Devil.”

—Osama bin Laden

What is the connection between 
bin Laden and Islam? 

Bin Laden used his beliefs about Islam 
to justify his methods and attacks against the 
United States. For many around the world this 
raised concerns about Islam. Some wondered 
whether there are justifications for terrorism 
within Islam. For others, the events seemed to 
confirm a perception of Islam as a violent and 
fanatical faith. Many Muslims worried that 
their religion would be wrongly associated 
with the beliefs of bin Laden. 

Like all religions, Islam is subject to in-
terpretation. Most interpretations of Islamic 
tradition note a history of tolerance and peace. 
(The word Islam is related to the Arabic word 
salaam, which means peace.) Throughout 
much of history, Muslims have lived peace-
fully with followers of other religions. For 
example, many Jews fled the persecutions 
found in Christian Europe for the relative 
freedom of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle 
East. Islam permits the use of force in self-
defense, but not the killing of innocents or 
civilians. 

Most Muslims do not support violence 
against U.S. citizens, even though they might 
be dissatisfied with U.S. policies in the Middle 
East or the presence of U.S. troops in the holy 
lands of Islam. After September 11, numerous 
important Islamic clerics from many branches 
of Islam and different countries condemned 
bin Laden.

How strong is al Qaeda today?
On May 1, 2011 U.S. special forces 

stormed a compound in Abbottabad, Paki-
stan and killed Osama bin Laden. Bin Laden, 
thought to be the mastermind of the Septem-
ber 11 attacks, had eluded U.S. forces for ten 
years. 

Many have questioned what effect the 
death of bin Laden will have on the strength 
of al Qaeda. Some experts argue that without 
its famous leader, al Qaeda’s influence and 
appeal in the Muslim world will decrease. 
Some point to the uprisings across the Middle 
East and North Africa in 2011 as evidence that 
there is broad support for democracy in these 
countries, and waning support for militant 

What is jihad?
Osama bin Laden described his campaign against the West as a form of jihad. This term, 

often associated with Islam and violence, is open to interpretation. Scholars point out that jihad, 
which literally means struggle or effort, has two meanings. For the founder of Islam, the Prophet 
Muhammad, the “great jihad” was the struggle against one’s own moral shortcomings. The “little 
jihad” was the struggle against the enemies of Islam. Nevertheless, in recent years, the idea of 
jihad and the term jihadist have been commonly used to describe international Islamic terrorists 
or extremists.
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Islamist groups. Others 
argue that his death could 
provide a rallying point, 
and fear that it might spark 
violence among al Qaeda 
sympathizers across the 
world. 

While al Qaeda con-
tinues to direct attacks, 
experts argue that one of 
its greatest strengths today 
is its ability to inspire 
other radical terrorist 
groups and individuals. 
Al Qaeda has morphed 
from a highly structured 
and bureaucratic organiza-
tion into an ideological 
movement made up of a 
network of weakly linked 
groups and individuals 
across the world. 

A growing number of terrorist groups from 
places like Yemen, Somalia, Pakistan, and 
Malaysia have affiliated with the al Qaeda 
network. Al Qaeda’s ideology has encouraged 
some national and regional terrorist groups to 
link their aims to the international goals of al 
Qaeda. For example, some leaders of al Sha-
baab, an Islamist terrorist group in Somalia, 
have pledged allegiance to bin Laden, and in 
July 2010 the group claimed responsibility 
for bombings in Uganda that killed more than 
seventy people—the group’s first major attack 
outside of Somalia. Al Qaeda does not have 
control over the loosely connected individu-
als, cells, and groups that make up its network. 
Although al Qaeda’s core leadership may be 
weakened by the death of bin Laden, terror 
attacks by al Qaeda affiliates and by individu-
als and groups inspired by the organization 
continue to pose a significant threat.

International Terrorism
Globalization and advances in communi-

cation and technology have made the threat 
from terrorism greater in recent decades. 
Transportation moves an ever-increasing num-
ber of people across borders, the internet has 

led to an explosion in global communication, 
and technological advances have made weap-
ons ever more deadly. Terrorist organizations 
can now spread their ideas and recruit new 
members on the internet. Would-be terrorists 
can more easily travel to places like Paki-
stan where they can attend al Qaeda training 
camps.

“In today’s globalizing world, terrorists 
can reach their targets more easily, 
their targets are exposed in more 
places, and news and ideas that 
inflame people to resort to terrorism 
spread more widely and rapidly than 
in the past.”

—Paul R. Pillar, CIA official, 2001

Why is the United States a target?
For many in the United States, the threat 

of terrorism raises the question, “Why us?” 
No explanation will ever justify the murder of 
thousands in the attacks of September 11. But 
it is important to try to understand some of the 
reasons why terrorists, including Osama bin 
Laden and his organization, chose to target the 
United States. 
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Protests for democratic change swept throughout the Middle East and North 
Africa in late 2010 and 2011 in countries such as Tunisia, Libya, Bahrain, 
Algeria, and many others. The wave of protests is called the “Arab Spring.” 
Above, protestors and government security forces clash in Egypt in February 
2011. The revolution in Egypt overthrew the regime of President Hosni 
Mubarak. Mubarak had ruled Egypt for close to thirty years. 
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As the most powerful nation in the world, 
the United States is also the most visible na-
tion in the world. The U.S. military presence 
in the Middle East and support of Israel con-
tinues to fuel anger against the United States 
in that region. In addition, the United States 
sometimes supports dictatorships and govern-
ments guilty of human rights abuses in order 
to promote U.S. political, economic, or securi-
ty interests. In some cases, radical or extremist 
religious movements are able to harness this 
resentment against the United States.

But U.S. power is much more than just 
military and political might. The ability of 
U.S. companies and ideas to expand through-
out the world has helped kindle resentment 
against the “Americanization” of cultures 
of different nations. Some fear that the cul-
tures and traditions of their countries may be 
overwhelmed by the values, popular culture, 
technologies, and lifestyles of the United 
States. For example, the values conveyed 
by MTV or Hollywood are often regarded as 
harmful—an assault by an immoral U.S. soci-
ety on traditional values. For many people, the 
rapidly changing global and political environ-
ment has led to shifting and uncertain cultural 
and economic landscapes. 

How has terrorism remained 
a global problem? 

While the threat of terrorism remains a 
concern for people around the world, there 
are certain regions that have seen a far greater 
share of terror attacks in recent years. Ter-
rorism is a bigger threat to people in other 
countries than it is to the United States. In 
particular, countries in the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Central Asia have been plagued 
by many more terror attacks than countries in 
other regions. And in many cases, this terror-
ism is increasing. For example, in Pakistan 
there were seventy-six suicide attacks in 2009, 
as compared to only two in 2003. From Janu-
ary 2010 to May 2011, 2,654 civilians were 
killed in terror attacks there. 

At the same time, many countries have 
been successful in thwarting terror plots in 
the last decade. The United States and other 

countries have allocated many more resources 
to addressing this threat, and the work of their 
intelligence, security, and law enforcement 
agencies have helped prevent numerous terror 
attacks from occurring. For example, in 2006, 
the joint efforts of British, U.S., and Pakistani 
intelligence sources foiled a plot to detonate 
liquid explosives on as many as ten flights 
from London to North America. The British 
police had been monitoring the suspected 
terrorists for months, and arrested the men in 
their homes before they were able to carry out 
the attacks. Today, airline passengers are re-
stricted in the amount of liquid they can bring 
aboard planes because of this plot. 

Other attacks have been stopped as they 
were unfolding by concerned individuals. For 
example, in December 2001 the passengers 
and crew of an American Airlines flight from 
Paris to Miami managed to prevent a Brit-
ish man from setting off a bomb in his shoe. 
Similarly, in December 2009 passengers over-
powered a man trying to detonate a bomb in 
his underwear on a Northwest Airlines flight 
from Amsterdam to Detroit.

There have been no major terrorist attacks 
in the United States since September 11. Many 
experts argue that, among Western countries, 
the place most threatened by al Qaeda is the 
United Kingdom. In 2009, British intelligence 
officers identified approximately two thousand 
citizens or residents who they believed posed 
serious threats to the country’s security. Many 
of these individuals had links to al Qaeda. 

In what countries is terrorism 
a growing problem?

In recent years, the United States has 
placed particular emphasis on the growing 
terrorist threat in three countries: Pakistan, 
Somalia, and Yemen. All three are countries 
without strong central governments where ter-
rorists could easily hide, recruit new members, 
or make plans for future attacks. 

Pakistan: Pakistan has been an important 
ally of the United States in the war against al 
Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan. At the 
same time, Pakistan is a country plagued by 



www.choices.edu ■ watson institute for international studies, Brown university ■ choices for the 21st century education Program ■

Responding to Terrorism: 
Challenges for Democracy 13

violence from terrorist groups. The leadership 
of both al Qaeda and the Afghan Taliban are 
currently living in Pakistan. There are also 
numerous local militant groups that have con-
tributed to violence and insecurity in Pakistan 
in recent years.

The relationship between Pakistan’s 
government and local terrorist groups is 
complex. Pakistan has supported and even 
helped create some of these terrorist groups in 
order to further its interests in the region. But 
despite these connections, Pakistan is not able 
to control the groups within its borders. As 
the Pakistani government has taken a stron-
ger stance against militants in recent years, 
security forces and political leaders are find-
ing themselves the targets of terrorist violence. 
In December 2003 Pakistan’s president at the 
time, Pervez Musharraf, survived two assas-
sination attempts by militants. Benazir Bhutto, 
Pakistan’s former prime minister, was assas-
sinated in 2008 for her strong anti-militant 
stance. As terror attacks in Pakistan have in-
creased, the popularity of these groups among 
the general public in Pakistan has plummeted. 
Many Pakistanis have 
begun to see extremists 
as a serious threat to the 
country.

Pakistan has been a 
particular concern for the 
United States due to the 
close connection between 
the terrorist groups in 
Pakistan and the violence 
in Afghanistan. In ad-
dition, U.S. officials are 
concerned about the ter-
rorist training camps that 
continue to operate within 
Pakistan’s tribal areas, a 
region that the Pakistani 
government has little con-
trol over. Another worry 
is that Pakistan’s nuclear 
weapons may fall into the 
hands of extremists. The 
United States has pro-
vided Pakistan with more 

than $100 million to help secure its nuclear 
weapons and materials.

Somalia: Somalia is one of the poorest and 
most insecure countries in the world. It has 
lacked an effective central government since 
1991. Currently the country is ruled by a tran-
sitional government that relies on the support 
of African Union peacekeepers and donations 
from Western nations. 

Somalia has become a concern to U.S. 
counterterrorism officials largely because of 
the actions of al Shabaab, a militant Islamic 
group that controls much of southern Somalia. 
In 2007, some of al Shabaab’s leaders pledged 
allegiance to Osama bin Laden. The group’s 
aims are largely national—it hopes to over-
throw Somalia’s weak central government. But 
its ties to al Qaeda and its successful recruit-
ment of dozens of Somali Americans and U.S. 
Muslims to fight in Somalia have been points 
of concern for many U.S. officials. Some have 
claimed that al Shabaab’s dual bombing at-
tacks in Uganda in July 2010 indicate that the 
organization is broadening its aims to include 
international targets. 

A malnourished Somali infant receives treatment at a hospital in Mogadishu, 
Somalia in August 2011. In 2011, Somalia experienced a severe drought and 
famine that has claimed the lives of tens of thousands of Somalis and pushed 
millions more to the brink of starvation. International aid has been limited 
by al Shabaab’s control over regions of the country. Al Shabaab has blocked 
Somalis from fleeing the country and has imprisoned those attempting to 
leave al Shabaab territory.
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Yemen: Yemen, the poorest country in the 
Middle East, is also a region of concern. In 
2009, leaders from al Qaeda affiliates in Saudi 
Arabia and Yemen merged their organizations 
to form Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) in Yemen. While the primary goal 
of this group is to overthrow the Saudi and 
Yemeni governments, the group has also been 
involved in a number of international terror 
attacks. For example, in October 2010, AQAP 
was accused of sending bombs in packages 
addressed to two synagogues in Chicago. (The 
bombs were intercepted en route in Brit-
ain and Dubai.) The group has also claimed 
responsibility for a number of attacks on West-
ern tourists and embassies in Yemen. 

Poverty and unemployment affect large 
portions of Yemen’s population, and the 
central government is weak and plagued with 
corruption. Many experts believe that Ye-
men’s problem with terrorism will continue 
to grow in the coming years. U.S. leaders have 
identified AQAP as the most active al Qaeda 

affiliate outside of Pakistan 
and Afghanistan. Anwar 
al-Awlaki, a Yemeni-Amer-
ican cleric who advocates 
violent attacks against the 
United States, is believed 
to be hiding in Yemen. In 
addition, more than half 
of the suspected terrorists 
who remain in the U.S. 
prison in Guantanamo Bay, 
Cuba are from Yemen.

How great is the risk of 
a nuclear terror attack?

One of the greatest 
concerns of some experts 
is the threat of nuclear 
terrorism. While no one 
knows if any terrorist 
group has acquired nuclear 
weapons, all are aware 
that any nuclear explosion 
would dwarf the devasta-
tion of September 11. Al 
Qaeda has made no secret 
of its attempts to acquire 

nuclear materials, but some experts argue that 
the group has exaggerated its ability to obtain 
and use nuclear devices in order to spread fear 
among Western leaders.

“At various times from at least as 
early as 1992, Osama bin Laden and 
others, known and unknown, made 
efforts to obtain the components of 
nuclear weapons.”
—From the Justice Department Indictment 

for the 1998 Embassy Bombings

There are several ways that a terrorist 
organization might acquire a nuclear weapon. 
Terrorists might choose to steal one. In one 
example from 1977, a German terrorist group, 
the Baader-Meinhof gang, attacked a U.S. 
military base in Germany and engaged in a 
gun fight with U.S. soldiers. They were unsuc-
cessful and retreated before they could steal a 
weapon.

In early 2011, thousands of Yemenis took to the streets, demanding 
democratic change and an end to the thirty-three-year rule of President 
Ali Abdullah Saleh. The government responded with a violent crackdown 
on protestors, many of whom were students and youth. Prior to the 
demonstrations, the United States had considered President Saleh to be an 
ally in the fight against terrorism and provided him with military aid. In the 
photo above, pro-democracy protests continue in August 2011.
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Although nuclear weapons facilities are 
generally well-guarded, experts point out that 
weapons are more vulnerable to theft when 
they are being transported from place to place. 
Another period of vulnerability might occur if 
a state experiences a coup, collapses, or loses 
control of its military.

Terrorist organizations might also try to 
buy a nuclear weapon. There is concern that 
North Korea, a country desperate for cash, 
might sell a nuclear weapon. But many experts 
argue that the political consequences for such 
a move would be so great that it is unlikely 
any country would attempt it. 

Finally, some authorities point out that if 
a terrorist organization obtained the necessary 
materials, it might be able to produce a nuclear 
device. Others are not so sure that terrorists 
would be able to produce a bomb. But even if 
terrorists could not produce a nuclear explo-
sion, there is concern that they could place 
radioactive materials around a conventional 
bomb. If this “dirty bomb” were to explode, it 
would shower poisonous radioactive materials 
over the surrounding area.

Most experts believe it is highly unlikely 
that terrorists would deliver a nuclear weapon 
using conventional military means—launching 
a missile or dropping a bomb from a plane. But 
experts do worry that a nuclear device could 
be smuggled into the United States, perhaps 

hidden in one of the more than one-hundred 
million cargo containers entering U.S. ports 
annually. 

Why are Russian nuclear weapons of 
such concern to the United States?

The two countries with the greatest 
number of nuclear weapons are Russia and 
the United States. Many U.S. officials are 
concerned about the safety of Russia's nuclear 
weapons. Since the end of the Cold War, 
Russian society has undergone a remarkable 
transformation. While it has become a more 
free and open society, it has also become more 
chaotic and criminalized. A highly profes-
sional and well-trained segment of the Russian 
military guards its approximately eleven thou-
sand nuclear weapons. Nonetheless, reports 
of terrorist groups attempting to break into 
Russian nuclear storage sites have heightened 
anxieties. In the past two decades groups and 
individuals have successfully stolen weapons 
materials, only to be caught when attempting 
to export them from Russia. 

What other major terrorist acts have 
occurred since September 11?

While the threat of a nuclear terrorist 
attack may be small, terrorist acts continue 
to plague populations worldwide, targeting 
civilians, transportation systems, schools, 

and governments. Below 
are five examples of major 
terrorist attacks that have 
occurred since September 
11. Note that some are 
international, while others 
are domestic or regional in 
their aims.

Madrid, Spain: In 
March 2004, a group of 
individuals who may have 
been affiliated with al 
Qaeda detonated ten ex-
plosive devices on several 
commuter trains during 
morning rush hour as they 
entered the downtown 
train station in Madrid, 

Yemen’s Counterterrorism Unit runs a training exercise in January 2010.
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Spain. One hundred ninety-one people were 
killed and more than 1,800 were wounded. 
The event shook the Spanish population, 
who viewed the terrorist attacks as retalia-
tion against Spanish troops’ participation in 
the 2003 Iraq War. In the Spanish presidential 
election that took place four days after the 
bombing, the public ousted the previously 
supported incumbent in favor of a new presi-
dent who not only had a more liberal agenda, 
but who also promised to withdraw the troops 
from Iraq.

Beslan, Russia: In September 2004, 
Chechen separatists took twelve hundred 
people hostage in a school in Beslan, Russia. 
The rebels set off several bombs in the school 
gymnasium after negotiations deteriorated, 
and as children, adults, and rescue workers 
fled, many were shot in the back. Close to 350 
people were killed and 700 wounded; many 
of the victims were children. Many Russians 
regarded their government’s response to the 
crisis as botched and suspicious. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin cited 
the need to fight terrorism and corruption and 
enacted major changes to Russia’s political 
and justice systems. He reintroduced the death 
penalty, he greatly increased security forces 
and measures, and started personally appoint-
ing the regional governors instead of having 
them elected democratically.

London, England: In July 2005, suicide 
bombers set off four explosive devices during 
morning rush hour in three subway stations 
and aboard a double-decker bus in London, 
England. Fifty-six people were killed and 
hundreds were wounded as the G-8 summit, a 
meeting of major world leaders, convened in 
Scotland to address issues of poverty in Africa 
and problems of climate change. Officials 
believed the acts to be the work of four British 
Muslim men affiliated with or inspired by al 
Qaeda.

Mumbai, India: Over the course of three 
days in November 2008, a series of coordinat-
ed attacks swept through Mumbai, the largest 
city in India. Gunmen targeted a train station, 
hospital, hotels, and other buildings with ma-
chine guns and grenades, claiming the lives of 

over 160 people. The attacks were carried out 
by Lashkar-e-Taiba, an Islamic militant group 
based in Pakistan that was created to fight 
against India’s control over the disputed ter-
ritory of Kashmir. The dispute between India 
and Pakistan over Kashmir has a long history, 
and animosity between these two countries is 
ongoing. The United States has labeled Lash-
kar-e-Taiba a terrorist organization. The attacks 
have aggravated relations between the two 
countries; India has accused Pakistan’s govern-
ment of involvement in the attacks.

Oslo, Norway: On July 22, 2011, a car 
bomb went off at a government office in Oslo, 
Norway killing eight people and wounding 
many more. Two hours later a gunman dressed 
as a police officer opened fire at a political 
summer camp for youth on the Norwegian 
island of Utøya, killing sixty-nine. It was the 
deadliest attack by a single gunman in history.

 Norwegian police quickly charged An-
ders Brevik, a thirty-two-year-old right-wing 
extremist, for the attacks. Brevik later admit-
ted his guilt. On the day of the attack, Brevik 
released a 1,500-page manifesto detailing the 
motivations behind his actions. The manifesto 
revealed Brevik’s hatred of Muslims and his 
belief that multiculturalist policies were caus-
ing an Islamic takeover of Europe. Brevik cited 
a variety of writings as major influences on his 
political philosophy, including those of right-
wing extremists from the United States.

Homegrown Terrorism
Since September 11, new developments 

have heightened concerns about terrorism per-
petrated by U.S. citizens and residents. Just as 
jihadist terrorism has inspired individuals in 
other parts of the world, it has proved compel-
ling to a small number of people in the United 
States as well. 

“Home-based terrorism is here. And, 
like violent extremism abroad, it will 
be part of the threat picture that we 
must now confront.”

—Janet Napolitano, secretary of homeland 
security, December 2009
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Still, experts caution that the vast major-
ity of terrorist acts that have occurred in the 
United States have not been committed by 
Muslims. 

How has domestic terrorism 
become a growing problem? 

In recent years, U.S. citizens have been 
involved in terrorist plots and attacks both 
at home and abroad. Some of these individu-
als worked independently, while others had 
connections to international terror groups. By 
2011, dozens of U.S. citizens and residents 
had traveled overseas to study at terrorist 
training camps or participate in the campaigns 
of foreign terror groups, such as al Shabaab 
and the Taliban. In 2008, a Somali American 
became the first known U.S. suicide bomber 
when he blew up a truck and killed about 
twenty people in northern Somalia. Some fear 
that the involvement of U.S. citizens in suicide 
attacks abroad makes suicide attacks within 
the United States more likely.

Although the number of U.S. citizens 
involved in jihadist terrorism has been very 
small, observers warn that the trend is increas-
ing. Because many of these individuals have 
no prior involvement with radical groups, law 
enforcement officials have found it more dif-
ficult to identify potential threats.

Experts stress that radicalism in the U.S. 
Muslim community is actually very small. 

The vast majority of U.S. 
Muslims are opposed to 
militant jihadist groups. 
In 2007, a national study 
found that 76 percent of 
U.S. Muslims were very 
or somewhat concerned 
about the rise of Islamic 
extremism worldwide. An-
other study found that U.S. 
Muslims had provided 
information to help foil 40 
percent of the U.S.-based 
terrorist plots eventually 
prevented by U.S. law en-
forcement officials.

While domestic 
Islamic terrorism has re-

ceived a great deal of attention in recent years, 
experts warn that right-wing violence is also 
on the rise in the United States. The number 
of antigovernment patriot and militia groups 
in the United States has spiked in recent years, 
jumping from 149 in 2008 to more than 800 
in 2010. This rise has coincided with a sharp 
increase in the number of right-wing domestic 
terror plots, including plans to attack police 
officers, judicial officers, and Latino and Mus-
lim immigrants. 

There has also been a rise in anti-Muslim 
sentiment in the United States, which in 
some cases has led to hate crimes and terror-
ist acts against U.S. Muslims. In 2010, attacks 
on Muslims and anti-Islamic hate crimes rose 
dramatically after a controversial proposal to 
renovate an abandoned building into a mosque 
two blocks from the former site of the World 
Trade Center. The incident fueled a backlash 
against Muslims throughout the United States. 
In May 2010, a local citizen planted a bomb 
at an Islamic center in Jacksonville, Florida. 
Although the bomb went off during evening 
prayers, no one was injured. 

How have U.S. citizens been 
involved in terrorist plots? 

The following are examples of some of the 
most notorious U.S. citizens involved in ter-
rorist acts at home or abroad.

Mourners in Oslo attend a candlelight vigil following the two terror attacks 
in Norway in July 2011. 
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Faisal Shahzad: In May 2010, Faisal 
Shahzad, a Pakistani American who lived in 
Connecticut, parked a car full of explosives 
on a busy street near Times Square in New 
York. The explosive device failed to detonate, 
and was defused after street vendors reported 
smoke coming out of the vehicle. Law en-
forcement officials arrested Shahzad at J.F.K. 
Airport in New York as he tried to flee the 
country. Shahzad pled guilty to the attempted 
attack, and admitted to training in bomb-
making with the Taliban in Pakistan. He was 
sentenced to life in prison.

Omar Hammami: Omar Hammami, who 
also goes by the name Abu Mansoor Al-Amri-
ki, was born in Alabama to a Southern Baptist 
mother and Syrian father. He became a Muslim 
in high school and grew increasingly religious 
over time. In 2007, he joined al Shabaab, a mil-
itant Islamist group based in Somalia that is 
leading an insurgency against the Somali gov-
ernment. Hammami has become a prominent 
member of the group and stars in videos that 
are used to recruit foreign fighters, performing 
rap songs that criticize the U.S. involvement in 
the Muslim world and promote violent jihad.

Anwar al-Awlaki: Anwar al-Awlaki is a 
radical U.S.-born Muslim cleric and advocate 
of violent jihad against the United States. 
U.S. officials have accused him of recruiting 

for al Qaeda. His sermons 
are broadcast online and 
have a large international 
audience. Al-Awlaki has 
never been accused of 
carrying out an attack, but 
has inspired others to carry 
out terrorist attacks. Both 
Faisal Shahzad, the Times 
Square bomber, and Umar 
Farouk Abdulmutallab, the 
man who tried to detonate 
a bomb in his underwear 
on a Northwest Airlines 
flight, were followers of 
al-Awlaki. The cleric also 
had ties to three of the 
September 11 hijackers. He 
is believed to be hiding in 
Yemen. The Obama admin-
istration has authorized the 

killing of al-Awlaki without trial. Critics argue 
that assassination is illegal under U.S. law.

Kevin Harpham: A Washington state na-
tive with ties to white supremacist groups, 
Kevin Harpham is accused of planting a bomb 
at a Martin Luther King Jr. Day parade in 
Spokane, Washington on January 17, 2011. 
The bomb, which contained shrapnel dipped 
in rat poison and was hidden in a backpack, 
was spotted and defused. Authorities reported 
that the device was very sophisticated and ca-
pable of causing multiple casualties. Harpham 
has ties to the National Alliance, a neo-Nazi 
organization, and frequently posted on white 
supremacist websites. He faces two charges: at-
tempting to use a weapon of mass destruction 
and possession of an improvised explosive 
device. He faces life in prison if convicted.

You have just read about how the threat 
from terrorism has evolved in the last decade. 
You have also explored the threats that people 
in the United States and around the world face 
from terrorism today. In the next section you 
will examine the ways in which the United 
States has responded to terrorism since Sep-
tember 11. As you read, consider the ways in 
which U.S. policy has addressed the threats 
you read about here.
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A diagram showing the explosives inside the vehicle found near Times 
Square in May 2010. 




