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Really want

Terrorist Motives and
Counterterrorism Strategy

What do terrorists
want? No question is more fundamental for devising an effective counter-
terrorism strategy. The international community cannot expect to make terror-
ism unprofitable and thus scarce without knowing the incentive structure of its
practitioners.’ The strategic model—the dominant paradigm in terrorism stud-
ies—posits that terrorists are rational actors who attack civilians for political
ends. According to this view, terrorists are political utility maximizers; people
use terrorism when the expected political gains minus the expected costs out-
weigh the net expected benefits of alternative forms of protest.? The strategic
model has widespread currency in the policy community; extant counter-
terrorism strategies are designed to defeat terrorism by reducing its political
utility. The most common strategies are to mitigate terrorism by decreasing
its political benefits via a strict no concessions policy; decreasing its prospec-
tive poljtical benefits via appeasement; or decreasing its political benefits rel-
ative to nonviolence via democracy promotion.

Are any of these counterterrorism strategies likely to work? Can terrorism
be neutralized by withholding political concessions, granting political conces-
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sions, or providing peaceful outlets for political change? In other words, does
the solution to terrorism reside in diminishing its political utility? The answer
depends on whether the strategic model is externally valid, that is, on whether
terrorists are in fact rational people who attack civilians for political gain. If the
model is empirically grounded, then the international community can presum-
ably combat terrorism by rendering it an ineffective or unnecessary instrument
of coercion. If the model is unfounded, however, then current strategies to re-
duce terrorism’s political utility will not defuse the terrorism threat.

Despite its policy relevance, the strategic model has not been tested. This is
the first study to comprehensively examine its empirical validity.®> The strate-
gic model rests on three core assumptions: (1) terrorists are motivated by rela-
tively stable and consistent political preferences; (2) terrorists evaluate the
expected political payoffs of their available options, or at least the most obvi-
ous ones; and (3) terrorism is adopted when the expected political return is su-
perior to those of alternative options.

Does the terrorist’s decisionmaking process conform to the strategic model?
The answer appears to be no. The record of terrorist behavior does not adhere
to the model’s three core assumptions. Seven common tendencies of terrorist
organizations flatly contradict them. Together, these seven terrorist tendencies
represent important empirical puzzles for the strategic model, posing a formi-
dable challenge to the conventional wisdom that terrorists are rational actors
motivated foremost by political ends. Major revisions in the dominant para-
digm in terrorism studies and the policy community’s basic approach to
fighting terrorism are consequently in order.

This article has four main sections. The first section summarizes the strategic
model’s core assumptions and the empirical evidence that would disconfirm
them.” The second section demonstrates the empirical weakness of the strate-
gic model. In this section, I present the seven puzzles—based on the records
of dozens of terrorist organizations from the late 1960s to the present,

3. Martha Crenshaw has raised important questions about the strategic model’s empirical validity.
See, for example, Crenshaw’s “Theories of Terrorism” and “The Logic of Terrorism.”

4. There is a debate within the social sciences about whether a hypothesis’s assumptions need to
be empirically valid. Milton Friedman famously argued that the merit of a hypothesis depends
strictly on its predictive power, whereas many other theorists believe that the core assumptions of
a hypothesis must also be grounded in reality. For a summary of this theoretical debate, see Jack
Melitz, “Friedman and Machlup on the Significance of Testing Economic Assumptions,” Journal of
Political Economy, Vol. 73, No. 1 (February 1965), pp. 37-60. In the field of international relations,
most theory testing takes the assumptions as exogenous, but this is not always the case. For two
important exceptions that criticize realism because of its assumption of anarchy, see David A.
Baldwin, ed., Neorealism and Neoliberalisin: The Contemporary Debate (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1993); and Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The Social Construc-
tion of Power Politics,” International Organization, Vol. 46, No. 2 (Spring 1992), pp. 391-425.
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supplemented with theoretical arguments from the bargaining and coercion
literatures—that cannot be reconciled with the model’s underlying assump-
tions. The third section develops an alternative explanation for terrorism. The
argument is not that terrorists are crazy or irrational; as Louise Richardson |
notes, psychiatric ‘profiles of terrorists are “virtually unanimous” that their
“primary shared characteristic is their normalcy.”® Rather, I contend that the
strategic model misspecifies terrorists” incentive structure; the preponderance
of empirical and theoretical evidence reveals that terrorists are rational people
who use terrorism primarily to develop strong affective ties with fellow terror-
ists.® If terrorists generally attach utmost importance to the social benefits of
using terrorism, then extant strategies to reduce its political benefits will fail to
counter the terrorism threat. In the final section, I suggest a reorientation of
counterterrorism strategy in light of what terrorists really seem to want.

The Strategic Model

In classical economic theory, rational agents (1) possess stable and consistent
preferences; (2) compare the costs and benefits of all available options; and
(3) select the optimal option, that is, the one that maximizes output.” Modern
decision theory recognizes that decisionmakers face cognitive and informa-
tional constraints. Rational actor models therefore typically relax each assump-
tion such that the rational agent must only (1) possess relatively stable and
consistent goals; (2) weigh the expected costs and benefits of the most obvious
options; and (3) select the option with the optimal expected utility.? The strate-
gic model is explicitly predicated on this trio of assumptions.

First, the strategic model assumes that terrorists are motivated by relatively
stable and consistent political goals, which are encoded in the political plat-

5. Richardson, What Terrorists Want, p. 14.

6. Sociologists routinely treat social objectives as rational. See, for example, Jeffrey Pfeffer, Organi-
zations and Organization Theory (Boston: Pitman, 1982), pp. 9, 42-43, 62, 72, 256. Rational choice the-
orists in economics and political science also frequently treat social objectives as rational. See, for
example, Jon Elster, “Introduction,” in Elster, ed., Rational Choice (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986),
p- 1; Gary Becker, “The Economic Approach to Human Behavior,” in Elster, Rational Choice,
pp. 115, 119; and John C. Harsanyi, “Rational Choice Models of Political Behavior vs. Functionalist
and Conformist Theories,” World Politics, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Guly 1969), pp. 513-538.

7. See David M. Kreps, A Course in Microeconomic Theory (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1990), p. 480; Elster, “Introduction,” pp. 4, 16; Sidney Verba, “Assumptions of Rationality
and Non-Rationality in Models of the International System,” World Politics, Vol. 14, No. 1 {October
1961), pp. 93-117; and Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban
Missile Crisis, 2d ed. (New York: Longman, 1999), pp. 17-18.

8. Elster, “Introduction,” p. 5; and Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision, p. 18.
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torm of the terrorist organization. That West Germany’s Red Army Faction
(RAF) identified itself as Marxist, for example, implies that RAF members par-
ticipated in the organization to achieve its stated revolutionary agenda.’
Disconfirming evidence would therefore reveal that the RAF expressed a pro-
tean set of political objectives, fought mainly against other groups with its
identical political platform, or continued using terrorism after its stated politi-
cal grievances had been resolved.

Second, the strategic model assumes that terrorism is a “calculated course of
action” and that “efficacy is the primary standard by which terrorism is com-
pared with other methods of achieving political goals.”!® Specifically, the
model assumes that terrorist groups weigh their political options and resort to
terrorism only after determining that alternative political avenues are
blocked." Disconfirming evidence would therefore demonstrate that terrorism
is not a strategy of last resort and that terrorist groups reflexively eschew po-
tentially promising nonviolent political alternatives.

Third, the strategic model assumes that the decision to use terrorism is
based on “the logic of consequence,” that is, its political effectiveness relative
to alternative options.'? Specifically, it is assumed that terrorist organizations
achieve their political platforms at least some of the time by attacking civilians;
that they possess “reasonable expectations” of the political consequences of
using terrorism based on its prior record of coercive effectiveness; and
that they abandon the armed struggle when it consistently fails to coerce
policy concessions or when manifestly superior political options arise.!
Disconfirming evidence would therefore reveal that terrorist organizations
do not achieve their political platforms by attacking civilians; that they do
not renounce terrorism in spite of consistent political failure or manifestly
superior political options; or that they do not even use terrorism in a manner
that could potentially coerce policy concessions from the target country. Below
I identify and then describe seven tendencies of terrorist organizations that
challenge the strategic model with disconfirming evidence of its core
assumptions. ‘

8. See McCormick, “Terrorist Decision Making,” p. 482; and Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,”
pp. 15, 27.

10. McCormick, “Terrorist Decision Making,” p. 481.

11. Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,” p. 16. See also Alex P. Schmid and Albert J. Jongman, Polif-
ical Terrorism (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1988), pp. 122-123.

12. See James G. March, A Primer on Decision Mnking: How Decisions Happen (New York: Free Press,
1994), pp. 2-3. See also Crenshaw, “The Logic of Terrorism,” p. 20.

13. See Pape, Dying to Win, p. 62. See also Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,” p. 16; and Schimid
and Jongman, Political Terrorism, pp. 122-123.
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The Seven Puzzling Tendencies of Terrorist Organizations

Seven empirical puzzles vitiate the strategic model’s premise that terrorists are
rational people who are motivated mainly to achieve their organization’s
stated political goals. The seven puzzles contradicting the strategic model are
(1) terrorist organizations do not achieve their stated political goals by attack-
ing civilians; (2) terrorist organizations never use terrorism as a last resort and
seldom seize opportunities to become productive nonviolent political parties;
(3) terrorist organizations reflexively reject compromise proposals offering
significant policy concessions by the target government; (4) terrorist organiza-
tions have protean political platforms; (5) terrorist organizations generally
carry out anonymous attacks, precluding target countries from making policy
concessions; (6) terrorist organizations with identical political platforms rou-
tinely attack each other more than their mutually professed enemy; and (7) ter-
rorist organizations resist disbanding when they consistently fail to achieve
their political platforms or when their stated political grievances have been
resolved and hence are moot.

PUZZLE #1: COERCIVE INEFFECTIVENESS
In the strategic model, people participate in a terrorist organization because
they are deeply committed to achieving its political platform. The strategic
model js explicit that success for a terrorist organization requires the attain-
ment of its stated political goals.! Even if all other strategies are blocked, ter-
rorism is not based on the logic of consequence and is thus irrational according
to the model unless organizations achieve their political platforms at least
some of the time by attacking civilians."® A major puzzle for the model then is
that although terrorism is by definition destructive and scary, organizations
rarely if ever attain their policy demands by targeting civilians.'®

The Rand Corporation reported in the 1980s that “terrorists have been un-
able to translate the consequences of terrorism into concrete political gains. . . .
In that sense terrorism has failed. It is a fundamental failure.”!”” Martha

14. Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,” p. 15.

15. Sun-Ki Chai, ”An Organizational Economics Theory of Antigovernment Violence,” Compara-
tive Politics, Vol. 26, No. 1 (October 1993), p. 100.

16. The strategic model focuses on strategic terrorism, not redemptive terrorism. The fonner aims
to coerce a government into changing its policies, whereas the latter is intended solely to obtain
specific human or material resources such as prisoners or money. On this distinction, see
Abrahms, “Why Terrorism Does Not Work,” p. 46.

17. Bonnie Cordes, Bruce Hoffman, Brian M. jenkins, Konrad Kellen, Sue Moran, and William
Sater, Trends in International Terrorism, 1982 and 1983 (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 1984), p. 49.
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Crenshaw remarked at the time that terrorist organizations do not obtain “the
long-term ideological objectives they claim to seek, and therefore one must
conclude that terrorism is objectively a failure.”!® Thomas Schelling reached
the same conclusion in the 1990s, noting that terrorist attacks “never appear to
accomplish anything politically significant.”! In a study assessing terrorism’s
coercive effectiveness, I found that in a sample of twenty-eight well-known
terrorist campaigns, the terrorist organizations accomplished their stated pol-
icy goals zero percent of the time by attacking civilians.?’ Although several po-
litical scientists have developed theoretical models predicated on the notion
that terrorism is an effective coercive instrument, their research fails to identify
a single terrorist organization that has achieved its political platform by attack-
ing civilians.”!

Terrorist organizations may not realize their policy demands by targeting ci-
vilians, but do these attacks generally advance their political cause? Walter
Laqueur notes that for terrorist organizations, the political consequences of
their violence is nearly always “negative.”?* Polls show, for example, that after
the Irish Republican Army (IRA) attacked the British public, the British people
became significantly less likely to favor withdrawing from Northern Ireland.®
Similar trends in public opinion have been registered after groups attacked
civilians in Egypt, Indonesia, Israel, Jordan, the Philippines, and Russia.?
Although the international community frequently appeals for target countries
to appease terrorists, terrorist attacks on civilians have historically empowered
hard-liners who oppose, as a matter of principle, accommodating the perpetra-
tors. For this reason, numerous studies have shown that terrorist attacks tend
to close—mot open—the bargaining space between what terrorist groups

18. Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,” p. 15.

19. Thomas C. Schelling, “What Purposes Can ‘International Terrorism” Serve?” in R.G. Frey and
Christopher W. Morris, eds., Violence, Terrorism, and Justice (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1991), p. 20.

20. Abrahms, “Why Terrorism Does Not Work,” pp. 42-78.

21. Proponents of the strategic model claim that terrorism is an effective coercive instrument. Yet
their confirming examples are limited to successful guerrilla campaigns, which are directed
against military and diplomatic—not civilian—targets. See, for example, Pape, Dying to Win, p. 39;
and Kydd and Walter, “The Strategies of Terrorism,” p. 49. On the distinction between terrorist
and guerrilla campaigns, see Abrahms, “Why Terrorism Does Not Work,” pp. 44-46.

22. Walter Laqueur, Terrorism (Boston: Little, Brown, 1977), p. 117.

23. Peter R. Neumann and Mike Smith, “Strategic Terrorism: The Framework and Its Fallacies,”
Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 28, No. 4 (August 2005), p. 587.

24. See, for example, John Mueller, Overblown: How Politicians and the Terrorism Indusiry Inflate Na-
tional Security Threats, and Why We Believe Them (New York: Free Press, 2006), p. 184; and Claude
Berrebi and Esteban F. Klor, “On Terrorism and Electoral Outcomes: Theory and Evidence from
the Tsraeli-Palestinian Conflict,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 50, No. 6 (Spring 2006), pp. 899—
925.
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demand and what target governments are willing to offer.® In sum, the strate-
gic model posits that rational people participate in terrorist organizations
to achieve their stated political goals. In practice, however, terrorism does not
accomplish them. Predictably, terrorism’s political ineffectiveness has led
scholars to question its rationality and motives.®®

PUZZLE #2: TERRORISM AS THE FIRST RESORT

The strategic model assumes that groups turn to terrorism only after weighing
their political options and determining they are blocked. In the parlance of the
model, the decision to use terrorism is a “last resort,” a “constrained choice”
imposed by the absence of political alternatives.”” In reality, terrorist groups do
not embrace terrorism as a last resort and seldom elect to abandon the armed
struggle to become nonviolent political parties.

Terrorist groups never lack political alternatives.®® Large-n studies show,
first, that only the most oppressive totalitarian states have been immune from
terrorism, and second, that the number of terrorist organizations operating in a
country is positively associated with its freedom of expression, assembly, and
association—conditions conducive to effecting peaceful political change.”” The
“paradox of terrorism” is that terrorist groups tend to target societies with the
greatest number of political alternatives, not the fewest.® Case studies on ter-
rorist organizations confirm that the decision to use terrorism is not a last re-
sort.’! In their study of Italian terrorist organizations in the mid-1960s and
early 1970s, for example, Donatella Della Porta and Sidney Tarrow found that
terrorism was “part of the protest repertoire from the very beginning,” even

25. See, for example, Alan B. Krueger, What Makes a Terrorist: Economics and Hie Roots of Terrorism
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007), pp. 130-131; and Christopher Hewitt, Conse-
quentces of Political Violence (Sudbury, Mass.: Dartmouth, 1993), pp. 80, 97-98.

26. See Ariel Merari, “Terrorism as a Strategy of Insurgency,” Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 5,
No. 4 (Winter 1993), p. 229; Richardson, What Terrorists Want, p. 75; and Martha Crenshaw, “How
Terrovists Think: What Psychology Can Contribute to Understanding Terrorism,” in Lawrence
Howard, ed., Terrorisin: Roots, Impact, Responses (New York: Praeger, 1992), p. 75.

27. See McCormick, “Terrorist Decision Making,” p. 483; Crenshaw, “How Terrorists Think,”
p. 72; and DeNardo, Power in Numbers, p. 242.

28. Crenshaw, “How Terrorists Think,” p. 71.

29. See, for example, William L. Bubank and Leonard B. Weinberg, “Does Democracy Encourage
Terrorism?” Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 6, No. 4 (Winter 1994), pp. 417-443; and Leonard B.
Weinberg and William L. Eubank, “Terrorism and Democracy: What Recent Events Disclose,” Ter-
rorism and Political Violence, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Spring 1998), pp. 108-118. See also Laqueur, Terrorisin,
p. 220.

30. Bonnie Cordes, “When Terrorists Do the Talking: Reflections on Terrorist Literature,” in
Rapoport, Inside Terrorist Organizations, p. 150. See also Walter Laqueur, “Interpretations of Terror-
ism: Fact, Fiction, and Political Science,” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 12, No. 1 (January
1977), p. 1.

31. Laqueur, “Interpretations of Terrorism,” p. 1; and Laqueur, Terrorism, p. 80.
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though opportunity abounded for nonviolent, constitutionally protected polit-
ical p:ro’cest.32 More generally, the authors concluded that terrorism “tended to
appear from the very beginning of the protest cycte” for the dozens of terrorist
organizations operating in Western Europe during this period.”

Relatively few terrorist organizations have elected to abandon the armed
struggle to become normal political parties.* More commonly, terrorist organi-
zations toil alongside peaceful parties, refuse to lay down their arms after par-
ticipating in national elections, or sabotage open elections that would have
yielded major political gains for the group, such as today’s militant Sunni
groups in Iraq.” In many instances, nonviolent strategies are believed to be
more policy effective, but terrorist organizations tend to retain, in one form or
another, the path of armed resistance.*

For these reasons, Crenshaw has sensibly asked, “Why use terrorism when it
cannot be justified . . . as a last resort?”? The answer of most terrorism experts
is that terrorist groups seem to possess “an innate compulsion” to engage in
terrorism and an “unswerving belief” in its desirability over nonviolence, con-
tradicting the strategic model’s assumption that groups employ terrorism only
as a last resort upon evaluating their political options.®

PUZZLE #3: REFLEXIVELY UNCOMPROMISING TERRORISTS
As a rule, terrorist organizations do not compromise with the target country.
Bruce Hoffman has observed that terrorist organizations are notorious for their

32. Donatella Della Porta and Sidney Tarrow, “Unwanted Children: Political Violence and the Cy-
cle of Protest in Italy, 1966-~1973,” European Journal of Political Research, Vo). 14, Nos. 5-6 (November
1986), p. 616: See also Peter H. Merkl, ed., Political Violence and Terror: Motifs and Motivations (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1986), p. 146.

33. Della Porta and Tarrow, “Unwanted Children,” pp. 14, 53.

34. Paul Wilkinson, Terrorism versus Democracy: The Liberal State Response (London: Frank Cass,
2000), p. 59.

35. Examples of the first point include the dozens of United States— and European-based Marxist
terrorist organizations from the late 1960s to the late 1980s, such as Action Directe, the Communist
Combatant Cells, the RAF, the Red Brigades, and the Weather Underground. Examples of the sec-
ond point, including terrorist organizations overtly aligned with a “parent” political wing, are
Aum Shinrikyo, the Communist Party of Nepal, the Communist Party of the Philippines, Dev Sol,
ETA, Fatah, Hamas, Harakat ul-Mujahidin, Hezbollaly, the TRA, the Japanese Red Army, Kach, the
PKK, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, and the Revolutionary United Front. On the
relationship between terrorist organizations and political parties, see Leonard Weinberg and Ami
Pedahzur, Political Parties and Terrorist Groups (London: Routledge, 2003).

36. See Maria Stephan and Erica Chenoweth, “Does Terrorism Work? Comparing Strategies of
Asymmetric Warfare,” presentation to the Centre for Defence Studies, King’s College, London,
March 2007. See also Crenshaw, “How Terrorists Think,” p. 71; and Laqueur, “Interpretations of
Terrorism,” p. 1.

37. Crenshaw, "How Terrorists Think,” p. 72.

38. Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), p. 174; and
Audrey Kurth Cronin, “How al-Qaida Ends: The Decline and Demise of Terrorist Groups,” Inter-
national Security, Vol. 31, No. 1 (Summer 2006), p. 11. See also Laqueur, Terrorism, p. 119.
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“resolutely uncompromising demands.”* Crenshaw has likewise noted that
terrorist organizations are characterized by “an intransigent refusal to compro-
mise.”# It is far more common for them to derail negotiations by ramping up
their attacks.”! In fact, no peace process has transformed a major terrorist orga-
nization into a completely nonviolent political party.*? Proponents of the stra-
tegic model claim that terrorists are acting rationally in opposing compromise
because their policy preferences are inherently extreme, precluding a mutually
acceptable bargain solution with the target country.** This argument is empiri-
cally and theoretically flawed.

First, terrorism is an extremism of means, not ends.** Many terrorist organi-
zations profess surprisingly moderate political positions. Russian terrorist
groups of the mid-nineteenth century were known as “liberals with a bomb”
because they sought a constitution with elementary civil freedoms.*® The ex-
pressed goal of the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades is to achieve a Palestinian state in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip—a policy preference held by most of the inter-
national community. Robert Pape points out that even in his sample of con-
temporary suicide terrorist organizations, “the terrorists” political aims, if not
their methods, are often more mainstream than observers realize; they gener-
ally reflect quite common, straightforward nationalist self-determination
claims of their community . . . goals that are typically much like those of other
nationalists within their community.”4® Yet terrorist organizations rarely com-
mit to negotiations, even when these would satisfy a significant portion of
their stated political grievances. The al-Agsa Martyrs Brigades, for example,
responded with an unprecedented wave of terror to Israeli Prime Minister
Ehud Barak’s January 2001 offer of the Gaza Strip and most of the West Bank.*’

Second, even when terrorist groups are motivated by extreme policy prefer-
ences, a negotiated settlement is always preferable to political deadlock, ac-

39. Hoffman, Inside Terrorisim, p. 128,

40. Martha Crenshaw, “An Organizational Approach to the Analysis of Political Terrorism,” Orbis,
Vol. 29, No. 3 (Fall 1985), p. 481.

41, See Andrew Kydd and Barbara F. Walter, “Sabotaging the Peace: The Politics of Extremist Vio-
lence,” International Organization, Vol. 56, No. 2 (Spring 2002), pp. 263-296. See also Stephen John
Stedman, “Spoiler Problems in Peace Processes,” International Security, Vol. 22, No. 2 (Fall 1997),
pp. 5-53.

42. Wilkinson, Terrorism versus Democracy, p. 59.

43. See, for example, David A. Lake, “Rational Extremism: Understanding Terrorism in the
Twenty-first Century,” Dialog-IO, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring 2002), pp. 15-29.

44. Anthony Oberschall, “Explaining Terrorism: The Contribution of Collective Action Theory,”
Sociological Theory, Vol. 22, No. T (March 2004), p. 26. On the types of political demands that terror-
ist organizations make, see Abrahms, “Why Terrorism Does Not Work,” pp. 53-54.

45. Laqueur, Terrorism, p. 37.

46. Pape, Dying to Wi, p. 43.

47. See Dennis Ross, The Missing Peace: The Inside Story of the Fight for Middle East Peace (New York:
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cording to the logic of the strategic model.* Most bargaining theorists do not
accept “issue indivisibility” between rational adversaries as a viable explana-
tion for conflict because contested issues are typically complex and multidi-
mensional, enabling the warring parties to find linkages and side payments
that create a mutually beneficial bargain solution.* Hamas, for example, has
opposed surrendering claims to all of historic Palestine, but the Islamist
group professes to value the West Bank and Gaza Strip. If acting solely to opti-
mize its political platform, Hamas would therefore be expected to accept the
Palestinian territories in exchange for peace. Hamas, however, acts as a spoiler,
depriving its members of policy goals that the organization purports to sup-
port. In sum, bargaining theory dictates that the rational course of action is for
terrorist organizations to compromise—even if that means securing only par-
tial concessions over continued deadlock—but they rarely do. The tendency
for terrorist organizations to reflexively oppose compromise undercuts the
strategic model’s assumptions that terrorists weigh the most obvious political
options and select terrorism because of its relative political effectiveness.

PUZZLE #4: PROTEAN POLITICAL PLATFORMS

The strategic model assumes that terrorists are motivated by relatively stable
and consistent goals reflected in their organization’s political platform. But
terrorist organizations often have protean political platforms.*® The Rand
Corporation described France’s Action Directe in the 1980s as a “chameleon
organization” that “rapidly refocused” on a host of faddish policy issues, from
opposing Israel to nuclear energy to the Catholic Church.?’ For Ely Karmon,
Action Directe’s hodgepodge of stated goals reflected the organization’s inabil-
ity to agree on basic ideological principles.®® Action Directe was an unusually

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2004). See also Robert Malley, “Israel and the Arafat Question,” New
York Review of Books, Vol. 51, No. 15 (October 7, 2004), pp. 19-23.

48. See DeNardo, Power in Numbers, p. 90; and Navin A. Bapat, “State Bargaining with Transna-
tional Terrorist Groups,” Diternational Studies Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 1 (March 2006), p. 214. For a
seminal work on compromise from a rationalist bargaining perspective, see Robert Powell, “Bar-
gaining Theory and International Conflict,” Annual Review of Political Science, Vol. 5 (June 2002),
pp- 1-30. )

4§ See James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization, Vol. 49, No.
3 (Summer 1995), pp. 382, 390; and Robert Powell, “War as a Commitment Problem,” International
Organization, Vol. 60, No. 1 (Winter 2006), pp. 176-178, 180. For a contrarian perspective on issue
indivisibility, see Monica Duffy Toft, “Issue Indivisibility and Time Horizons as Ratjonalist Expla-
nations for War,” Security Studies, Vol. 15, No. 1 (January-March 2006), pp. 34~69.

50. See Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,” p. 20. See also Cordes et al., Trends in International Ter-
rorism, p. 50.

51. Quoted in Crenshaw, “Theories of Terrorism,” p. 20.

52. Ely Karmon, Coalitions between Terrorist Organizations: Revolutionaries, Nationalists, and Islamists
(Leiden, The Netherlands: Koninkliijke Brill, 2005), p. 141.
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capricious terrorist organization, but even the crucial case of al-Qaida has pur-
ported to support a highly unstable set of political goals.> In “The Protean
Enemy,” Jessica Stern charts al-Qaida’s transitory political agenda, as the
movement morphed rapidly and unpredictably from waging defensive jihad
against the Soviets in Afghanistan to fighting local struggles in Bosnia, the
Philippines, Russia, Spain, and in Muslim countries to its eventual targeting of
the “far enemy” in the late 1990s. The marked fluidity of al-Qaida’s political
rationale is reflected in the fatwas Osama bin Laden issued throughout the
1990s, which contain a litany of disparate grievances against Muslims.** Only
in his fourth call to arms on October 7, 2001, did he emphasize the Israeli occu-
pation, which is known in policy circles as his “belated concern.”% Al-Qaida
members have frequently criticized the inconsistency of their organization’s
jihadi message. The al-Qaida military strategist, Abul-Walid, complained that
with its “hasty changing of strategic targets,” al-Qaida was engaged in nothing
more than “random chaos.”® Other disgruntled al-Qaida members have re-
proached the organization for espousing political objectives that “shift with
the wind.”*” Not surprisingly, the “opportunistic” nature of al-Qaida’s politi-
cal platform has led scholars to question the movement’s dedication to achiev-
ing it.™® -

Some of the most important terrorist organizations in modern history
have pursued policy goals that are not only unstable but also contradictory.
The Basque separatist group ETA, for example, is criticized for failing to pro-
duce “a consistent ideology,” as its political goals have wavered from fighting
to overturn the Franco dictatorship in Spain to targeting the emergent
democratic government—a progression similar to that of the Shining
Path, Peru’s most notorious terrorist organization.” The Kurdistan Workers’
Party— Turkey’s most dangerous contemporary terrorist group (known by the
Kurdish acronym PKK)—has likewise vacillated between advocating jihad, a
Marxist revolution, and a Kurdish homeland governed without Islamist or
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