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For all the parents who have lost a child to terrorism.


FOREWORD

Why would anyone join ISIS—the terrorist offspring of al-Qaeda?

While much has been written on the roots of the organization and the violent tactics used by the group, more understanding is needed on what brought these terrorists to the world stage. People are not recruited to commit murder simply as a result of watching a propaganda video or from a belief in a particular religion. It is a process known as radicalization.

By selectively targeting vulnerable individuals, terrorists use a series of techniques to lower the recruits’ inhibitions, increase a strong sense of grievance, and build a feeling of community. To understand this process, we look at cases and testimony from those who have taken this path to destruction and learn from the choices they made. In this book, Dr. Kimberly Mehlman-Orozco applies her experience in criminology to lay out an understanding of what it takes to draw people from the fabric of society into a world of extremism and, ultimately, terrorism.

Understanding these lures assists counterextremist efforts in exposing the lies used by recruiters. Targeted conscripts are pulled in by promises of being made heroes—of being useful and relevant. Recruits come from various backgrounds and many seem surprising at first glance.

For example, Colleen LaRose of Detroit became a high-profile recruit to ISIS, yet her background seemed at odds with what many people conceived as the type of person who would join the terrorist group. However, as the book will show, she had all the conditions necessary to be at risk of radicalization. All her recruiter needed to do was give her a role that she had failed to achieve in her life thus far. She had an opportunity to become someone else—someone important, valued, and cherished. With the terrorists who recruited her, LaRose felt her abusive upbringing, repeated mistreatment, failed relationships, and drug-addicted life could be things of the past. She reinvented herself as Fatima LaRose—an aspiring suicide bomber— before becoming internationally notorious as Jihad Jane.

This pattern isn’t isolated in one country, either. The Jihadi Next Door highlights stories of men and women, young and old, from around the world, who joined ISIS based on promises of change, community, and heroic adventure. Despite many differences on the surface, most recruits shared common characteristics in their lack of social acceptance, engagement, and successes.

The range of their personal attributes reflected a clear pattern of ISIS targeting. They wanted to bring in people from the Muslim world as part of their effort to hijack the religion. They sought to recruit people from outside the Muslim world who didn’t understand the Arabic language, the deep roots of the Islamic culture, or the religion so they could carry out their death cult view of Islam. They sought out people from various sectors of society to fill organizational needs. For grunt fighters, ISIS worked to lure young men who would fight to the death for their so-called caliphate. For breeding another generation, they sought women who desired husbands and a sense of fulfillment. To lure these groups in, they targeted recruits who would focus on promises of brides and husbands. They sought bright, computer-savvy people like Junaid Hussain and Siful Sujan from the UK to hack and engage in social engineering. They pursued people in marginalized groups of societies and fed their need to belong.

As the caliphate crumbled underneath them in recent years, ISIS fanned out into other fragmented countries that were at the outer perimeter of their reach. After they lost territory in Syria and Iraq they retreated to failed countries like Yemen, Libya, and Afghanistan. ISIS efforts in Boko Haram, the Sinai Peninsula, and the Philippines remained ongoing crises even after the losses in Syria and Iraq. It must be stated that though ISIS failed to hold its grip on Syria and Iraq in the second half of 2018, they still have an estimated thirty thousand fighters in the organization at the time of this publication.

Terrorists thrive on resentment and ignorance. The examples in this book are a guide for those who wish to understand the inception of extremism through the stages of radicalization to the acts of terror, which can be equally applied to other groups. Gangs, white supremacists, neo-Nazis, and other extreme political organizations follow many of the same patterns as we’ve seen used by ISIS. The Jihadi Next Door does well at covering specific examples of recruitment and can serve future scholars as a window into the radicalization process, which needn’t be limited to ISIS.

—Chris Sampson

Terrorism Analyst

Coauthor of Hacking ISIS: How to Destroy the Cyber Jihad


AUTHOR’S NOTE

You will soon realize that the title of this book is paradoxical, which was my intention. I will argue that the term “jihadi” should not be used interchangeably with the nouns “terrorist” and “extremist.”

Jihad is a religious word, which is referenced in the Qur’an. It literally means a struggle or effort—to live out the Muslim faith as well as possible, to build a good Muslim society, and to defend Islam, with force if necessary, but with rules of engagement.1

Terrorists do not engage in religiously sanctioned or legal warfare with proper rules of engagement; they are criminals who commit horrific acts of violence with cowardice and deceit. Their leadership is truly motivated by money and power, not religion. Therefore, despite their self-proclamations, I try not to describe them as “jihadists” or as engaging in “jihad.” Instead, I have attempted to more accurately refer to them as “terrorists” or irjafiyyun (singular irjafi), extremists, and criminals.2

Likewise, a mujahid is someone who engages in jihad, which terrorists don’t do; and a martyr is someone who is killed because of their religious beliefs. Terrorists are suicide bombers, not martyrs.

Although this may seem like I am quibbling over semantic distinction for the sake of political correctness, I will argue that this confounding use of language reflects a larger issue that undermines the efficacy of counterterrorism interventions.

Words matter, especially because:

A lie told often enough becomes truth.

—Vladimir Lenin


INTRODUCTION

Close your eyes and imagine a criminal.

Now visualize a law-abiding citizen.

Whom did you see?

Over the last ten years, I’ve taught undergraduate criminology classes at two top-ranked universities. Each semester, I have my students do this exercise and collect their anonymous responses. Despite teaching diverse groups of educated young people, the reactions to this assignment are usually, stereotypically patterned. The “criminal” is most frequently described as being a young black male.1 Even if my students are politically correct enough to refrain from remarking on the particular race of the person they imagined, the “criminal” is still described in “dark” places, with “dark” features (e.g., eyes or hair), and “dark” clothing.

On the other hand, the “law-abiding citizen” is most frequently described as being an old white woman. Again, even if the student omits the race of the “law abiding citizen,” this person is still described in “light” places, with “light” features (e.g., white teeth), and “light” clothing, such as a sundress.

These stereotypes exist, whether we admit to them or not. Naturally, people will develop heuristics based on the information they are exposed to. The reason why young black men are stereotyped as criminals is that the media disproportionately portrays them as such.2 Moreover, our criminal justice system has perpetually suffered from disproportionate minority contact and sentencing. This means that although the likelihood of engaging in crime is similar across different races, young people of color are more likely to be stopped, searched, arrested, and incarcerated based solely on their skin hue.3

Similar patterns exist when discussing terrorism and who is profiled as a terrorist.

When I ask my students to envision a terrorist, many of them describe a “Muslim-looking” man with a “turban and long beard.” Some even believed that “Allahu Akbar” is “something that terrorists say,” despite the fact that it literally translates to “God is greater” or “God is the greatest.” 4

In response, I would try to challenge their preconceived notions. Is it even possible to see someone’s criminality? Why would saying, “God is great,” in Arabic be considered “a sign of terrorism,” but not when said in English?

“I didn’t know that’s what Allahu Akbar means, I just heard that’s what terrorists shout before killing people,” one student explained.

The information that we are exposed to shapes our assumptions on criminality in a way that is often divergent from reality. The same holds true for persons recruited into terrorism. To us, we are the freedom fighters, and they are the terrorists killing civilians. To them, we are the crusaders who invaded their country, and they are the freedom fighters.

Given the instability in certain regions in Iraq and Syria, ISIS leadership and recruiters want people to believe that they are protecting their community and killing people in accordance with Islam, under the will of Allah, but that’s a lie.

Violence in the name of God results from the perversion of religion to exploit marginalized people for money and power. Religion is just another veneer under which criminal enterprises can operate.

ISIS leadership is comprised of nothing more than sacrilegious opportunists who are using Islam for their own personal gain and selfish motives—what many would consider a sin. The criminals who run ISIS and other terrorist organizations manipulate their interpretation of the religion in order to use it to force, defraud, and coerce exploitable people into fighting and dying for them.

Many of you may not believe this reality now, but by the end of this book, my hope is that you will understand why exposing this falsehood is key to counterterrorism.


PART I


1

Drawing Parallels

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Dr. Kimberly Mehlman-Orozco. I am a mother of four children—two girls, two boys—and a social scientist, with an expertise in human trafficking.

I’ve spent nearly a decade researching human trafficking by serving on task forces; attending related conferences and summits; and collecting qualitative data from convicted human traffickers, human trafficking survivors, commercial sex consumers, and consenting sex workers. I’ve written extensively on the topic of trafficking in persons—one book; two magazine features; four peer-reviewed scholarly journal articles; and over two dozen opinion editorials, all before the age of thirty-five. At the time of this writing, I have served as a human trafficking expert witness on approximately one dozen criminal and civil court cases, across multiple states, and I’ve been interviewed over two dozen times by reporters writing pieces on human trafficking.

Given my area of expertise, you may be wondering why am I writing a book about a seemingly unrelated topic—terrorism. The explanation begins more than six years before this publication.

After graduating in the summer of 2012 with my PhD in criminology, law, and society from George Mason University, I took a position as an instructor in the criminology department of a top-ranked university. I was on a nine-month teaching contract and instructed four classes per semester, with over 500 students. My introductory criminology courses were in large lecture halls that could fit 250 students at one time.

Due to the size of those classes, I normally didn’t know any of the students by name. However, there was an interesting phenomenon that I noticed—undergrads were territorial. No matter the size of the class or lack of seat assignments, they typically sat in the same location, every class, and would become perturbed if someone took their seat.

Given the self-selected and consistent seating structure, I was able to familiarize myself with some faces, especially of those students who regularly attended class. I’ll call one of them Amal.1

Amal was in the very first class2 I taught after earning my PhD. She didn’t sit in the front row or actively participate in class discussion, but she never missed a lecture and always sat in the same location—middle row, in the seat closest to the isle on my right. I also noticed her because of her clothing, as she was one of the few female criminology students at the time who wore a hijab.

I had become familiar with the significance of the hijab nearly ten years earlier in a psychology class during my undergraduate coursework. It was in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, and one of my classmates wanted to do a presentation on the stigma that she felt had become associated with Muslim veils. This student wore a hijab, which is a scarf that covered her head and neck, along with a niqab, which concealed her entire face apart from her eyes, and a jilbab—a loose fitting garment, which covered her entire body, aside from her hands. During her presentation, she removed the niqab and jilbab, which shocked everyone in the class, including our professor.

Underneath her jilbab, she dressed in jeans and a shirt, like any other student in class. After removing the niqab, she revealed a naturally beautiful, makeup-less face. The student explained that she didn’t wear the niqab, jilbab, or hijab during high school but had made the choice to start wearing these veils once she started college. She believed that the Qur’an called for modesty, and wearing the hijab, niqab, jilbab, or other veils fulfilled this commandment. She told us that she wore these garments in order to avoid the gaze of men, which she wanted to reserve only for her future husband and in the comfort of her own home.

Before that moment, I had no idea why some Muslim women chose to wear veils, and I hadn’t cared enough to find out. I suppose I had just assumed it was some relic of paternalistic restrictions against females. After listening intently to my classmate’s presentation, however, I came to realize that for many women, the choice was left to their discretion and served as a symbol of their commitment toward their current or future partner, as well as to their God.

I remember leaving that class with a positive connotation of the hijab. My takeaway was that Muslim women who chose to wear a veil were no different from you or me; they just decided to express their modesty on their own terms, in accordance with their interpretation of religion.

As such, although I noticed Amal because of her hijab, I thought nothing of it. She was just another undergrad in my class.

About midway through the semester, Amal approached me after my lecture and asked if she could interview me for her communications course. Her assignment was to interview a professor to gain insight into career paths associated with her major—criminology. I told her that I would be happy to help her out with the assignment and to visit me during office hours.

A few weeks later, Amal knocked at my office door and asked if I had time that day for the interview. I welcomed her into my office and gave her a seat, before shutting the door for privacy. She pulled out a notebook with her interview questions and a tape recorder. After asking my permission to record the interview, she began.

I don’t remember all of the questions Amal asked, but I believe there were about ten. They included inquiries about my pathway into the criminal justice field, how I became interested in the subject, where I went to school, and what positions I had before teaching at her university.

After about thirty minutes, she opened up to me about her aspiration: “I want to become an FBI agent.”

In every class I’ve ever taught, I try to look at my students as if they were my own children, so that I can give them genuine advice on how to bring their professional dreams into reality. I responded to Amal the same, by giving her my assessment of what makes a competitive applicant for the FBI, before urging her to seek out one of the many internship opportunities that are available for college students. However, I could tell there was something left unsaid in our conversation, as she didn’t respond to the advice as most students did.

“Ummmm,” she hesitated, fidgeting in her seat.

Her shyness was palpable, so I encouraged her: “You can ask me anything, I won’t judge.”

“Okay,” she paused. “Can … can someone still join the FBI if their family member committed a crime?”

I was taken a bit off guard by her question, as I couldn’t imagine how it pertained to her. “I believe so. The most important thing is that you’re honest when they perform the background checks. As long as you’re honest, there shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Are you sure? What if … if it was a serious crime?”

“As long as you weren’t involved and are honest on your background and polygraph, I couldn’t imagine it would affect you.”

“What if it’s a close family member, like a sibling, does that matter?”

“No, I don’t think so, just as long as you weren’t involved and you are upfront with it. I don’t think you’ll have a problem. Did your family member commit a crime?”

“Yes, my brother.”

I felt as though she wanted to tell me more but for some reason was refraining.

“If you don’t mind me asking, what type of crime?”

A pregnant pause filled the room.

I broke the silence, confused about the impetus for her questions but wanting to give her the opportunity to speak with me without fear of judgment. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I honestly won’t judge, and I think it would help me provide you with a better answer. What type of crime was it?”

She let out a soft sigh, before whispering the word terrorism.

After she said it, Amal looked up from her hands, waiting, and watching for my reaction.

I was utterly shocked but tried my hardest not let my facial expression show. I didn’t know exactly how to respond but endeavored to academically assess the situation to provide the best advice for this student who sought my counsel. “Well, that might be a little different, depending on how serious it was. Can you tell me what happened?”

In the interest in preserving Amal’s anonymity, I won’t go into details about her brother’s case, but essentially he was convicted of providing material support to terrorists—an increasingly common charge in the United States. According to U.S. Federal Criminal Code, material support includes the provision of any property, tangible or intangible, or service, including currency or monetary instruments or financial securities, financial services, lodging, training, expert advice or assistance, safe houses, false documentation or identification, communications equipment, facilities, weapons, lethal substances, explosives, personnel, or transportation.3

Terrorist recruiters targeted Amal’s brother online, recognizing his computer programming skills, and asked him to set up a website to facilitate money transfers for the “jihad.” Federal agents monitored the exchange and arrested her brother after he complied with the terrorists’ request.

Amal began to tear as she recalled them searching her family’s home on the day of his arrest and on additional occasions thereafter. Streams were running down her face by the time she told me, “One of the agents, I asked him, and he said I could never be an FBI agent because of what my brother did. And this is all I’ve wanted to do with my life since I was a little girl. My dreams are crushed because of his mistake.”

I tried to console her the best that I could and give her some advice on how to still have a meaningful career, but I was at a loss. Her brother was facing fifteen years in federal prison.

I continued to meet with Amal during my office hours throughout the course of the semester and got to know her and the story of her family more closely. Her parents worked hard to make ends meet and provide the best educational opportunities for Amal and her siblings. They had absolutely no extremist leanings, and were just pursuing the American Dream like everyone else. Their hard work had seemingly paid off when Amal’s older brother received a full scholarship to a prestigious university, but it was all washed away with his conviction. After he served five years in federal prison, he was deported back to their home country, and his family chose to self-deport with him to stay united.

After getting to know Amal, I do not believe her brother was destined to become a terrorist sympathizer; he was recruited. Like many high-risk terrorist recruits, her brother was rather isolated, impressionable, and had very few friends. In fact, he was later diagnosed with Asperger syndrome, which is an Autism Spectrum Disorder that, among other things, causes challenges for normal social interactions. He found solace online, chatting with strangers for more than 40 hours per week. Terrorists lured him by providing a sense of belonging that he struggled to find in normal day-to-day relationships. He fed off of their positive reinforcement and failed to realize that they were exploiting him.

There was something incredibly familiar about the manner in which Amal’s brother was recruited into terrorism. To me, his story at least was somewhat reminiscent of how human traffickers recruit and control victims.

The way that I conceptualize human trafficking recruitment, in a nutshell, is as follows:

First, the human trafficker identifies a target and determines which of his or her needs are not being met: physiological, safety, love/belonging, esteem, or self-actualization.4

Next, the human trafficker typically makes the false promise to fulfill the needs of the target or temporarily meet the needs of the target in order to gain her or his trust and distance them from social support systems.

Once the target is distanced from their social support, the human trafficker often attempts to create a bond and power imbalance with him or her. To the extent possible, the aim is to make the target reliant on the trafficker and distrustful of anyone besides the trafficker, while the target internalizes blame for any negative consequence received.

Ultimately, human traffickers are typically very skilled in making their victims believe they are consenting to their own exploitation, and I have come to find that terrorist recruiters exhibit similar characteristics.

Amal’s brother, for example, clearly had a void in his life. The terrorists he met online temporarily filled that void by giving him a sense of belonging that was difficult for him to obtain in normal day-to-day interactions, in part due to his Asperger syndrome. Although he never left his home, Amal’s brother became reliant on terrorists for these social interactions and began to believe in their message, because, after all, they were coercing him through positive reinforcement. All the while, they were using him as a means to an end.

I do not believe that Amal’s brother was preordained to become a terrorist. Almost through happenstance, extremist recruiters just recognized and exploited his unmet needs, as human traffickers.

Although at this point it may seem like a stretch in my reasoning, this potential parallel was enough for me to develop a new scholarly interest in better understanding terrorist recruitment strategies.

For the purpose of this inquiry, I defined a terrorist as a clandestine agent who provides material support for and/or perpetrates premeditated, politically motivated violence against noncombatant targets. Although this definition certainly encompasses a variety of both foreign and domestic terrorists, I decided to focus on persons who claimed affiliation with the Taliban, al-Qaeda, al-Shabaab, ISIS, and related criminal organizations.5

As a first step, I read dozens of peer-reviewed journal articles and published books by renowned counterterrorism scholars. In my research, I noticed that relatively few studies explored the methods of terrorist recruitment.

Of those experts who did publish on the topic, some claimed that recruitment was random and unpatterned, meaning that anyone was at risk of joining extremist groups like ISIS and there was no way to predict or prevent it. Others asserted that only devout religious Muslims were the ones choosing to join, and it was the responsibility of the Islamic community to stop them by alerting authorities. However, I felt that both of these theories were quantitatively and qualitatively unsupported.

Given the dearth of research on terrorist recruitment strategies, I decided to conduct my own mixed-methods, exploratory investigation.

Following my dissertation, I conducted longitudinal qualitative interviews with convicted human traffickers, human trafficking survivors, consenting sex workers, and commercial sex consumers, which were later published in my first book—Hidden in Plain Sight: America’s Slaves of the New Millennium. I found that interviewing the actors in criminal networks provided nuanced insight into how victims were recruited and controlled. I decided to employ this same methodology by interviewing convicted terrorists. However, gaining access to this population was much more difficult.

Utilizing publicly available materials, I created a list of convicted terrorists incarcerated in the United States.6 I then referenced the Federal Bureau of Prisons inmate locator tool7 to find the mailing address for each person I wanted to write.

My initial inquiry was straightforward and unrelated to recruitment. I asked the same four questions on every handwritten notecard:

1.   Why did you do what you are convicted of?;

2.   If you could tell the world one thing, what would it be?;

3.   Why do people commit acts of terrorism?; and

4.   What, in your opinion, is the best way for the United States to prevent future acts of terrorism?

I thought the questions were potentially provocative, and I just wanted to see who would respond. However, due to the Special Administrative Measure (SAM) restrictions for convicted terrorists, most of my cards were returned, along with a letter from the US Department of Justice Federal Bureau of Prisons. Each letter was signed by the respective associate warden, stating, “Your correspondence to the above named inmate is being returned. This correspondence was not delivered to the inmate because you are not approved to correspond with this individual.”

A SAM is a process under United States law 28 C.F.R. 501.3 that allows the attorney general to direct the Bureau of Prisons to further restrict the terms of incarceration for specific inmates. In layman’s terms and in this situation, this means that although most inmates have the first amendment constitutional right to correspond while in prison, there was a compelling government interest to restrict the correspondence of persons convicted of terrorism. Only a few terrorists have had their SAM restrictions lifted, allowing them communication to the outside world.

Given the number of returned cards due to SAM restrictions and the lapse in time following my mailing, I wasn’t sure if anyone would respond, but eventually I received my first letter from a convicted terrorist: Richard Colvin Reid a.k.a. “The Shoe Bomber.”

Reid was sentenced to life in prison for attempting to blow up American Airlines Flight 63 from Paris to Miami three months after 9/11. During the course of his trial, he claimed that he was a solider of God under the command of Osama bin Laden.

At the time of my correspondence, he had been in prison for over a decade; however, the content of his communications suggested that his extremist perspective had not wavered. From his solitary confinement cell at the maximum-security prison in Florence, Colorado, he wrote:


Our religion teaches us that if our religion or lands are attacked it is our duty to defend them—if necessary with our lives—so “terrorism” is simply a tactic which has been employed in that regard…. If one claims to accept the existence and reality of God then it follows that the ONLY valid reason for taking another life can be if that is done in His name and/or in accordance with His law.



His belief was incredible to me, because, like many convicted terrorists, Reid wasn’t born into extremism or Islam, for that matter. In fact, he actually converted as a young adult only a few years before his attempted terrorist attack.

As a mixed-race child in England, Reid felt ostracized from part of his community. He rebelled by spraying graffiti and engaging in petty crimes. At age 16, he dropped out of school to become a career criminal, like his father. While serving a sentence at Feltham Young Offenders’ Institution in West London for petty theft, Reid was advised by his father to convert to Islam so that he would receive better food in jail.8 Following his release in 1996, he joined Brixton Mosque. There, militant recruiters targeted him. According to Brixton Mosque chairman, Abdul Haqq Baker, extremists worked on “weak characters,” and Reid was “very, very impressionable.”9 Three years later, Reid traveled from England to Pakistan and Afghanistan, receiving religious and combat training.

Richard Reid’s background suggests that he experienced multiple voids in fulfilling the needs in his life, from unstable housing and a broken family to his lack of belonging in the mainstream London community. The idea of Islamic conversion was suggested as a conduit to better meeting his needs while incarcerated and in the free world. Again, I felt that Reid’s narrative was reminiscent of the type of people targeted by human traffickers for exploitation: impressionable, in need, and seeking belonging. I wondered, How many other terrorists fit that profile?

And so, I continued researching terrorist recruitment strategies by reading and analyzing the content of their propaganda and videos, as well as continuing to write qualitative inquiries to inmates who were imprisoned for terrorism.

In addition to Richard Reid a.k.a. “The Shoe Bomber,” I received responses from Colleen LaRose a.k.a. “Jihad Jane,” two of the “Fort Dix Five” (Eljvir and Shain Duka), Kevin James and Levar Washington of Jam’iyyat Ul-Islam Is-Saheeh, and ISIS hopefuls Donald Morgan and Michael Wolfe, among others.

Ultimately, my research suggests that from the outside looking into the Islamic State, most people see these men and women as nothing more than evil terrorists with a psychotic penchant for violence. Internally, they perceive themselves as freedom fighters or mujahideen who violated the laws of men to protect their Ummah (community) according to the will of Allah.

However, neither of these perceptions is based in reality.

While some experts claim that terrorist recruitment is completely random, my analyses of terrorist propaganda and interviews with convicted terrorists suggest that there are clear patterns that can be used to explain how regular people are being conscripted into terrorism and who is at high risk of being targeted.

By laying bare the tactics used by ISIS to deceive and exploit new recruits and exposing the veneer these extremists operate under, the intent of this book is to empower readers with the knowledge needed to prevent future recruitment and thereby to prevent acts of terrorism.

My research and experiential knowledge lead me to wholeheartedly believe that:

With guns you can kill terrorists,
with education you can kill terrorism.

—Malala Yousafzai
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Archetype

Like many Americans, I can tell you exactly where I was and what I was doing on September 11, 2001. I had graduated from Annandale High School in the spring that year and was working as a receptionist for a prominent law firm in Tysons Corner, Virginia—approximately thirteen miles from the Pentagon. I took a semester gap from school in order to work and save money for college.

I remember sitting at the front desk, like any other day, answering phones, processing invoices, and greeting clients. I tried to be as efficient as possible, so that when I’d have a lull in work, I could play my new favorite video game—Bejeweled—on my computer.

My desk faced the elevators to our floor, and there were hallways to my left and right, leading to dozens of offices and various conference rooms. Most of the time, I sat there quietly, in the black, marble-lined reception area, doing my work, with very little interaction with the attorneys and staff.

In fact, aside from when they were entering or exiting the building, I rarely saw anyone. As such, my curiosity was piqued that morning when shortly after 9:00 a.m., I watched several attorneys and staff briskly walk from one side of the building to the other, crossing my desk. I could tell by their pace and their facial expressions that something was wrong, but I was completely unaware of what troubled them.

Earlier that morning, at 8:46 a.m., American Airlines Flight 11, departing from Logan International Airport in Boston, Massachusetts, had crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in New York.1 Five Arab men, ranging in age from twenty-two to thirty-three, had taken control of the plane after smuggling box cutters onto the aircraft and charging the cockpit. After gaining control of the Boeing 767 roughly fourteen minutes after takeoff, the terrorists changed course, aiming the airplane at the twin towers, a symbol of American finance, power, and achievement.2 A mushroom of fire appeared to engulf the top of the building upon impact. Professional news agencies and amateur filmmakers across the city began recording the tower, as black smoke billowed out into the clear blue sky.

Nearly twenty minutes later, another plane approached the towers. A second group of hijacker terrorists from United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia purposefully collided United Airlines Flight 175 into the South Tower, resulting in a succeeding fiery explosion, followed by another stream of smoke.

At the time, the details were unknown by the staff and attorneys in my office, but they had likely seen the second attack on the news or heard of the horror from colleagues in New York. The link to terrorism was confirmed by 9:31 a.m., when President George W. Bush addressed the American public from Florida:


Today, we’ve had a national tragedy. Two airplanes have crashed into the World Trade Center in an apparent terrorist attack on our country.



Much of America watched President Bush’s televised statement in shock and horror, while I remained at my desk, unaware.


I have spoken to the Vice President, to the Governor of New York, to the Director of the FBI, and I’ve ordered that the full resources of the federal government go to help the victims and their families and to conduct a full-scale investigation to hunt down and to find those folks who committed this act. Terrorism against our nation will not stand. And now, if you join me in a moment of silence.



A diverse group of students, teachers, and faculty from Emma E. Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, Florida, stood behind President Bush, all bowing their heads and closing their eyes in silence. After about five seconds, he concluded his brief address: “May God bless the victims, their families, and America. Thank you very much.”

President Bush received a round of applause as he left the podium and made his way to exit the school. Five minutes later, a third set of terrorists crashed American Airlines Flight 77 into the western façade of the Pentagon.

Although our office was approximately thirteen miles away, I could feel our building shake when the plane hit. My heartbeat quickened with fear. At the time, I remember thinking it was an earthquake. I didn’t realize that terrorists perpetrated the act until one of the office managers came out to my desk.

“No visitors are allowed onto our floor, and do not accept any packages,” she ordered.

“Is everything okay? What’s going on?” I asked.

“Terrorists are crashing planes into buildings. There are multiple attacks,” she replied. I was speechless. I was only seventeen years old and didn’t have any concept of terrorism or war.

“Don’t accept any packages, under any circumstance,” she reiterated, before walking away.

Roughly one hour after the attack on the Pentagon, I was dismissed early from work. I tried to call my mom and dad from my cell phone, but the lines were busy. In fact, I couldn’t reach anyone. I imagine it was because the large volume of calls at that time, driving the phone lines over capacity.

During my commute home, I remember how perfect the weather was. It was exceptionally sunny and comfortably warm, with a slight breeze. But the outdoor silence was deafening. It was almost as if the world had stopped turning in the wake of such a catastrophic loss of life. No birds, no cars, no people—just a void.

When I think of terrorism, my mind immediately jumps to the tragedies on September 11, 2001. Watching the video of planes being aimed at the World Trade Center, and piercing the buildings like missiles, will forever be engrained in my mind as my first exposure to premeditated, politically motivated, horrific violence perpetrated against civilians. Watching businessmen and women escape the flames and smoke by jumping, falling like rag dolls, down the length of those buildings was disturbingly surreal and made my heart sink into my stomach. Honestly, there are no words to express how those images changed me. When the building folded in on itself and collapsed into nothing but a cloud of smoke and debris, I became painfully aware of what terrorism is—an awareness that has gripped our citizens, young and old, ever since.

The perpetrators on each flight were eventually identified, but they remained nameless and faceless in my mind. Perhaps I never came to learn or remember their identities because each man was treated like a pawn by both the media and the extremist organization that financed their terrorism—al-Qaeda. None of the men were unique. They were simply interchangeable instruments of mass destruction.

A face and name wasn’t paired with the word terrorist, until I learned of Osama bin Laden. Osama bin Mohammed bin Awad bin Laden (Anglicized as Osama bin Laden) was the billionaire founder of al-Qaeda, responsible for funding and orchestrating the most catastrophic terrorist attack in the world. After 9/11, his likeness was everywhere—in the news, magazines, and newspapers. Effigies of bin Laden were even sold as targets at American shooting ranges—I know this because I shot at one. For many, a newfound patriotism was forged through a collective hate for this man—a loathing strong enough to wage international war.

Less than one month after 9/11, George W. Bush announced Operation Enduring Freedom. American military offensively entered Afghanistan in an attempt to stamp out the Taliban regime, which had allegedly aided and abetted al-Qaeda in the plot against America. The fear, security changes, and additional attacks seemed to just fold into the counterterrorism milieu post-9/11.

While patriotism appeared to help many Americans cope with the attacks, Islamophobia became rampant and felt wrong.

I remember eating at one of my favorite strip-mall restaurants—Food Corner Kabob—when an older white man came in and began yelling at the employees about terrorism and 9/11. Oddly enough, while the restaurant served Afghan cuisine and was owned by a lovely Afghan family (who were extremely kind, incredibly generous, and welcoming), the employees were all from Central America and spoke very little English. While I was disturbed by the clear racism and religionism of the verbal attack, the workers just smiled, shrugged it off, and kept cooking and serving patrons.

Although the efforts to combat terrorism following the 9/11 tragedies may have been well intentioned, many of them made about as much sense as a white man yelling at Hispanic immigrants about terrorism in an Afghan strip-mall restaurant in suburban Virginia.

The wars in Afghanistan and eventually Iraq were heavily debated, prompting protests across the country. For those in support, they believed that military action would exact retributive justice against those who financed and supported the 9/11 attacks and in turn deter future acts of terrorism. However, the protracted conflicts did not yield such effects, as antiwar demonstrators had cautioned. In fact, the extremist ideas that motivated the 9/11 terrorists appeared to have proliferated, infecting the minds of an increasingly diverse group of young people.

Nearly two decades after 9/11, these young people are whom I now envision when I think of a terrorist.

They were lured into extremism following the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, as terrorist organizations began exploring new outlets for effective propaganda.

The Afghan Taliban began publishing English-language magazines in 2009, starting with In Fight (see Image 1).

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula followed suit by publishing Inspire magazine, beginning in 2010 (see Image 2).

Much of the magazines featured what was presumably inspiration for terrorists—images of Arab children who were killed in war, pictures of wounded American soldiers and funerals, as well as the aftermath of suicide-bomber attacks. While the overwhelming majority of the magazines were made up with nothing more than images of violence and war, a smaller proportion focused on religion. A manipulated interpretation of Islam was used as justification for their crimes:


… But [even so], if there are a hundred of you, patient and persevering, they will vanquish two hundred, and if a thousand, they will vanquish two thousand, with the leave of Allah: for Allah is with those who patiently persevere.3



In the propaganda, terrorists would ask readers to pray for the mujahideen as follows:


O Allah, make them and their weaponry a booty for the mujahideen. You are our support and you are our only victor; By your order we attack; By your order we retreat and by your order we fight. O Allah, the sky is yours; the earth is yours; the sea is yours, so whatever forces they have in the sky, drop them. Destroy all their forces in earth and sink all their forces in sea. O Allah, deal with them for verily they can never disable you. Retaliate upon them, afflict them like you did the Pharaoh and his nation.

O Allah defeat them, destroy them O the All-Strong, the All-Mighty Allahu Akbar.

Honor, Power and Glory Belong to Allah, His Messenger and the believers, but the hypocrites know not.4



American soldiers were labeled “invaders,” “terrorists,” or “enemies”; local ally militias and police were called “puppets” or “minions”; and Muslims who did not support terrorism were denounced as “apostates.”

Given the success of these online magazines in gaining attention for the plight of terrorists, ISIS did the same, first with Dabiq magazine in 2014 (see Image 3), followed by Rumiyah magazine in 2016 (see Image 4).

In addition to magazines that boasted of victories and explained the purported ideology behind the group, ISIS also proliferated its message through its notorious and brutally violent videos, disseminated through social media savvy. Even after the horrific crimes on September 11, 2001, these images were a shock to the conscience.

* * *

MESSAGE TO AMERICA

Following a clip of President Barack Obama authorizing military airstrikes against the Islamic State, the video transitioned to a gaunt-looking white man, with a shaved head, kneeling in a desolate desert with his hands bound behind his back. He was wearing a prisoner-orange tunic-and-pant uniform, made to portray him as a criminal. A graphic of the black ISIS flag with white Arabic lettering waved in the top, right-hand corner of the video. At the bottom, there was a white label with the name of the prisoner in thin, black lettering: James Wright Foley.

Foley was a freelance journalist-photographer who was abducted in northwestern Syria while working as a war correspondent for the Global Post. The FBI believed that he was targeted after leaving an Internet café, where he was uploading his last images on November 22, 2012.5 Armed men sped up behind his vehicle and forced Foley out at gunpoint.6

Almost two years after his kidnapping, and following a series of failed hostage negotiations and rescue attempts, Foley’s ISIS captors filmed his last moments, as he read from a script:


I call on my friends, family, and loved ones to rise up against my real killers, the U.S. Government. For what will happen to me is only a result of their complacency and criminality.



One of his captors stood next to him, wearing a balaclava mask, jet-black uniform shirt and pants, with military boots and a brown leather gun holster over his left arm. He waited for his part in the script, with his feet shoulder-width apart and his head slightly tilted.

Foley continued, as the screen split—an image of him before his capture, looking healthier, wearing army fatigues and sunglasses to the left and him kneeling in the desert before his execution to the right.


My message to my beloved parents—save me some dignity and don’t accept any meager compensation for my death from the same people who effectively hit the last nail in my coffin with their recent aerial campaign in Iraq. I call on my brother John, who is a member of the U.S. Air Force.



Foley paused, seemingly choking back tears at the mention of his brother, prompting his captor to lean in and inch closer toward him, nonverbally intimidating him to continue:


Think about what you are doing. Think about the lives you destroy, including those of your own family. I call on you, John. Think about who made the decision to bomb Iraq recently and kill those people, whoever they may have been. Think John, who did they really kill? And did they think about me, you, our family when they made that decision? I died that day, John. When your colleagues dropped that bomb on those people, they signed my death certificate. I wish I had more time, I wish I could have the hope of freedom and seeing my family once again, but that ship has sailed. I guess, all in all, I wish I wasn’t American.”



The video briefly faded to black before recording a statement from his on-screen captor, who now gripped a large knife with his left fist. He rested his right hand on Foley’s upper back and pointed the knife at him. In a British accent, muffled by the mask, he professed, “This is James Wright Foley, an American citizen of your country.” The terrorist turned his knife, pointing toward the camera, before continuing:


As a government, you have been at the forefront of the aggression towards the Islamic State. You have plotted against us and gone far out of your way to find reasons to interfere in our affairs. Today, your military air force is attacking us daily in Iraq.



Again, he pointed the knife toward the camera for violent emphasis.


Your strikes have caused casualties amongst Muslims. You are no longer fighting an insurgency. We are an Islamic army, a state that has been accepted by a large number of Muslims worldwide. So effectively any aggression towards the Islamic State is an aggression to Muslims of all walks of life who have accepted the Islamic caliphate as their leadership. So any attempt by YOU, Obama, to deny Muslims their safety of living under the caliphate will result in the bloodshed of your people.



The ISIS spokesman stepped directly behind Foley, who remained stoic with his chest held high. He wrapped his right arm around Foley’s head, placing his hand tightly over his chin and mouth, took the knife in his left hand, and began vigorously sawing on his neck.

The sounds of the knife cutting against him were gruesome. Although it was only a few seconds, the noise reverberated until it was replaced with gurgling and the video again faded to black.

The recording returned with the aftermath of the attack—James Foley’s lifeless body lying in the desert sand, with his fully decapitated and bloodied head resting on his back and handcuffed hands, facing the camera. A pool of blood soaked the sand under his neck and chest. I had never seen someone commit such a horrific crime, with a soulless and unflinching disregard for humanity. This was a terrorist.

The video concluded by filming the masked murderer, who now gripped the orange jumpsuit collar of another victim—Steven Joel Sotloff—as he kneeled in the desert, also looking haggard with a shaved head.

“The life of this American citizen, Obama, depends on your next decision,” he ominously warned.

The world later learned that the man who perpetrated this horrific crime was named Mohammed Emwazi. Although he was born in Kuwait, he moved to the United Kingdom at age six and was raised in a middle-class neighborhood in West London.7 Emwazi was considered a member of the “Beatles of ISIS”—a four-person terror cell of British ISIS recruits: Junaid Hussain from Birmingham, Mohammed Emwazi from London, Cardiff-born Reyaad Khan, and Raymond Matimba from Manchester.8 As a member of the group, Emwazi was given the moniker “Jihadi John” by the Western media.

After the video of him beheading James Foley was disseminated to the world, Emwazi became the face of ISIS for a short time, which was particularly frightening because there was no apparent catalyst or explanation for his recruitment.

According to media reports, Emwazi had a relatively normal childhood, being raised in the United Kingdom by his Kuwaiti immigrant parents. His teachers described him as “a quiet young man and reasonably hardworking.”9 In school, he had some issues with bullies—girls making fun of the way he walked or his breath—but nothing extreme or out of the ordinary for primary school. He aspired to be a soccer player, liked French fries, pop music, and The Simpsons10—for all intents and purposes, he was a regular kid.

Emwazi eventually graduated with a degree in computer sciences from the University of Westminster, while also engaging in some minor delinquency and petty crime. He attempted to get his life back on track by planning to get married and securing a new job in his native country of Kuwait, but British authorities blocked his travel.11 As a result, his fiancée called off their engagement.

Following these travel restrictions and encounters with law enforcement, Emwazi expressed frustration regarding what he perceived as the injustices toward and oppression of Muslims worldwide. In 2013, he disappeared, and his parents reported him as missing. The following year, he resurfaced in Islamic State beheading videos.

After brutally murdering James Foley on August 19, 2014, Emwazi went on to behead Israeli-American journalist Steven Sotloff and British aid workers David Haines and Alan Henning for ISIS propaganda.

When I first watched the footage of 9/11 and the beheading of James Foley, my initial reactions were based in lex talionis—the law of retaliation. I wanted the offenders—these terrorists—to be met with a punishment that was equivalent to the severity of the offenses they had committed. However, after further reflection, I questioned what affect that would have in preventing future acts of terrorism.

Prima facie, I, like many Americans, felt that the indiscriminate murder of civilians was an action that could only be committed by an evil person—whether by nature or nurture, someone who was or had become profoundly immoral and malevolent. Yet, each time I began researching the biographies of these terrorists, there was no discernible pattern of evil behaviors or lifelong religious extremism prior to their recruitment into terrorism.
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