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Zongker 2011). For the 10 years following September 11, 
2001, the search had been on. That was when three com-
mercial airplanes became the missiles of terrorists, two 
crashing into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center 
in New York City and one into the Pentagon in 
Washington, DC. Another crashed into the fields of 
Pennsylvania after the passengers heroically attacked the 
terrorists piloting the plane. Altogether more than 3,025 
people from 68 nations died, and countless others were 
injured. This was an act of terrorism. Why did bin Laden 
and his followers do it?

Terrorism refers to the planned use of random, unlaw-
ful (or illegal) violence or threat of violence against civil-
ians to create (or raise) fear and intimidate citizens in 
order to advance the terrorist group’s political or ideologi-
cal goals (U.S. Department of Defense 2012). Terrorism 
usually refers to acts of violence by private nonstate 
groups to advance revolutionary political goals, but state 
terrorism—government use of terror to control people—
also proliferates. Terrorists are found at all points on the 
political continuum: anarchists, nationalists, religious 
fundamentalists, and members of ethnic advocacy groups. 
Worldwide, terrorist attacks rose by 80% from 2013 to 
2014, killing 32,685 globally. Most of these terrorist activi-
ties took place outside the United States. More than 3 out 
of 4 of these deaths by terrorism occurred in only five 
nations: Afghanistan, Iraq, Nigeria, Pakistan, and Syria 
(Institute for Economics & Peace 2015).

What makes terrorism effective? Terrorists strike ran-
domly and change tactics so that governments have no 
clear or effective way of dealing with them. This unpredict-
ability causes public confidence in the ability of govern-
ment to protect citizens to waver. Private terrorist groups 
tend to be most successful when attacking democratic 
governments. They seldom attack targets in oligarchic or 
dictatorial societies because these countries ignore their 
demands despite the risk to innocent civilians and hos-
tages’ lives (Frey 2004).

Why do terrorists commit hostile acts? In our anger 
against terrorists, we sometimes fail to look at why they 
commit these atrocities. Who are the terrorists, and what 
have they to gain? Without understanding the underlying 
causes of terrorism, we can do little to prevent it.

Few terrorists act completely alone. They tend to be 
members of or connected in some way (even if only through 
the Internet) to groups highly committed to an ideology or a 
cause—religious, political, or both. Class, ethnic, racial, or 
religious alienation often lies at the roots of terrorism. The 
ideology of terrorist groups stresses us-versus-them percep-
tions of the world, viewing “them” as evil. Those committing 
terrorist acts often feel victimized by more powerful forces, 
and they sometimes see their lives as the only weapon they 
have to fight back. Many believe they have nothing to lose by 
committing terrorist acts, even suicidal terrorist acts. One 
person’s terrorist may be someone else’s freedom fighter—it 
is in the eye of the beholder.

Ahmad is a 20-year-old terrorist. All of his life, his fam-
ily has been on the move, forced to work for others for 
barely a living wage and controlled by rules made up by 
other people—ones he feels are hostile to his group. When 
he was very young, his family’s home was taken away, and 

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, DC—like many 
European war memorials do—expresses and elicits a sense of the 
anguish and suffering of war. This man mourns the loss of a close 
friend and comrade.
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A protester addresses the “Bring Back Our Girls” protest group as they 
march to the presidential villa to deliver a protest letter to Nigeria’s 
president Goodluck Jonathan in Abuja. The letter calls for the release 
of the Nigerian schoolgirls kidnapped by the Islamist militant group 
Boko Haram on May 22, 2014.
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