The economics and the education of suicide bombers.

Does Poverty Cause Terrorism?

By ALAN B. KRUEGER and JiTkA MALECKOVA

L

HAT INVESTMENT IN educa-
tion is eritical for economic
growth, improved health, and
social progress is beyond ques-
tion. That poverty is a scourge
that the international aid community and
industrialized countries should work to
eradicate is also beyond question. There
is also no doubt that terrorism is a scourge
of the contemporary world. What is less
clear, however, is whether poverty and low
education are root causes of terrorism.

In the aftermath of the tragic events of
September 11, several prominent obser-
vers and policymakers have called for in-
creased aid and educational assistance as
a means for ending terrorism. “We fight
against poverty,” President George W.
Bush has declared, “because hope is an
answer to terror.” But a careful review of
the evidence provides little reason for
optimism that a reduction in poverty or an
increase in educational attainment would,
by themselves, meaningfully reduce inter-
national terrorism. Any connection be-
tween poverty, education, and terrorism is
indirect, complicated, and probably quite
weak. Instead of viewing terrorism as a
direct response to low market opportu-
nities or lack of education, we suggest it
is more accurately viewed as a response
to political conditions and long-standing
feelings of indignity and frustration (per-
ceived or real) that have little to do with
economics.

An understanding of the causes of ter-
rorism is essential if an effective strategy
is to be crafted to combat it. Drawing a
false and unjustified connection between
poverty and terrorism is potentially quite
dangerous, as the international aid com-
munity may lose interest in providing sup-
port to developing nations when the im-
minent threat of terrorism recedes, much
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as support for development waned in the
aftermath of the Cold War; and connect-
ing foreign aid with terrorism risks the
possibility of humiliating many people
in less developed countries, who are im-
plicitly told that they receive aid only to
prevent them from committing acts of ter-
ror. Moreover, premising foreign aid on
the threat of terrorism could create per-
verse incentives in which some groups are
induced to engage in terrorism to increase
their prospects of receiving aid. In our
view, alleviating poverty is reason enough
to pressure economically advanced coun-
tries to provide more aid than they are cur-
rently giving, Falsely connecting terrorism
to poverty serves only to deflect attention
from the real roots of terrorism.

0 MAKE ANY headway investigat-

I ing the determinants of terrorism,

one must have a working definition
of terrorism. This is a notoriously difficult
task. More than cne hundred diplomatic
and scholarly definitions of the term exist.
The types of activities by various groups
that are considered terrorist acts differ
substantially across the definitions. The
term “terrorism” has also evolved over
time. It was first used in a political con-
text during the French Revolution, when
it was reserved for accusations against
those who, like Robespierre, made use of
violence in the name of the state. By the
late nineteenth century, however, Russian
and French anarchists proudly used the
word “terrorism” to describe their violent
endeavors against the state. A part of the
difficulty in defining terrorism is that
there are valid disputes as to which partyis
a legitimate government. During World
War II, for example, the German occupa-
tion forces labeled members of the French
Resistance terrorists.

A range of possible definitions exists.
The State Department, which acknowl-
edges that no single definition of terrorism
has gained universal acceptance, seems
to have captured what is considered ter-
rorism by many governments and inter-
national organizations. Since 1983, it has
employed this definition for statistical and
analytical purposes: “The term ‘terrorism’
means premeditated, politically motivated
violence perpetrated against noncombat-

ant targets by subnational groups or clan-
destine agents, usually intended to influ-
ence an audience. The term ‘international
terrorism’ means terrorism involving citi-
zens or the territory of more than one
country” The State Department also spec-
ifies that “the term noncombatant is inter-
preted to include, in addition to civilians,
military personnel who at the time of
the incident are unarmed and/or not on
duty. ... We also consider as acts of terror-
ism attacks on military installations or on
armed military personnel when a state
of military hostilities does not exist at the
site, such as bombings against U.S. bases
in the Persian Gulf, Europe, or elsewhere.”
The rub, of course, is that the definitions
of “subnational” and “military hostilities”
leaves much latitude for disagreement.

The definitions of terrorism used by
scholars, by contrast, tend to place more
emphasis on the intention of terrorists to
cause fear and terror among a targeted
population that is considerably larger
than the actual victims of their attacks,
and to influence the views of that larger
audience. The actual victim of the vio-
lence is thus not the main target of the ter-
rorist act. Scholarly definitions often also
include nation-states as potential perpe-
trators of terrorism.

ATHER THAN DOGMATICALLY
adhere to one definition, we have
analyzed involvement in or sup-
port for activities that, at least when
judged by some parties, constitute terror-
ism. Still, in the incidents that we have
analyzed, the line between terrorism and
resistance is often blurred. At the least, all
of the cases we examine could be thought
of as involving politically motivated vio-
lence. Moreover, it is reassuring that our
main conclusions appear to hold across
a varying set of circumstances, cultures,
and countries. (We do not examine state
terrorism because we suspect that the
process underlying participation in state
terrorism is quite different from the pro-
cess underlying sub-state terrorism, and
would involve a different type of analysis.
We do not dispute that state terrorism
exists, and that it has at times generated
sub-state terrorism as a response.)
In economies, it is natural to analyze
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participation in terrorism in the frame-
work of occupational choice. As is con-
ventional in economics, involvement in
terrorism is viewed as a rational deci-
sion, depending on the benefits, costs, and
risks involved in engagement in terrorism
compared with other activities. Not sur-
prisingly, the standard rational-choice
framework does not yield an unambigu-
ous answer to the question of whether
higher income and more education would
reduce participation in terrorism.

In this context, we have also reviewed
evidence on “hate crimes,” which can be
viewed as a close cousin to terrorism in
that the target of an offense is selected
because of his or her group identity, not
because of his or her individual behavior,
and because the effect of both is to wreak
terror in a greater number of people than
those directly affected by the violence.
A consensus is emerging in the social
science literature that the incidence of
hate crimes, such as lynchings of African
Americans or violence against Turks in
Germany, bears little relation to economic
conditions.

Most significantly, we have considered
data from a public-opinion poll conducted
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip by the
Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey
Research (PCPSR). In December 2001,
Palestinians were asked whether they
supported attacks on Israeli civilian and
military targets, and about whether they
considered certain incidents acts of ter-
rorism. Breaking down the data by edu-
cation and occupation indicates that sup-
port for violence against Israeli targets is
widespread in the Palestinian population,
and at least as great among those with
higher education and higher living stan-
dards as it is among the unemployed and
the illiterate. Similarly, a review of the
incidence of major terrorist acts over time
in Israel, and an analysis that relates the
number of terrorist acts each year to the
rate of economic growth in that year or in
the recent past, yields the same skepticism
about the idea that poverty is a cause of
terrorism.

The data on participation in and sup-
port for political violence, militancy, and
terrorism that we have examined are
meager, often indirect, and possibly non-
representative. In addition, participation
in terrorist activities may be highly
context-specific, and we have examined
terrorism, militancy, and politically moti-
vated violence in a small number of
settings primarily in the Middle East.
Consequently, our results must be consid-
ered tentative and exploratory. Yet we are
not aware of compelling evidence that
points in the opposite direction from what
we have found. In light of our results,
we would urge intellectuals and policy-
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malkers to exercise caution in presuming
that poverty and education have a direct
and causal impact on terrorism.

1I.

SIMPLE VIEW of terrorism is that
A participation in terrorism is akin

to participation in crime in gen-
eral. Economists have a well-developed
and empirically successful theory of par-
ticipation in criminal activities. As em-
phasized by Gary Becker, individuals
should choose to allocate their time be-
tween working in the legal job market or
working in criminal activities in such a
way that maximizes their utility. After
accounting for the risk of being caught
and penalized, the size of the penalty, and
any stigma or moral distress associated
with involvement in crime, those who re-
ceive higher income from criminal activi-
ties would choose involvement in crime.
According to this model, crime increases
as one’s market wage falls relative to the
rewards associated with crime, and de-
creases if the risk of being apprehended
after committing a erime, or the penalty
for being convicted of a crime, rises. Avail-
able evidence suggests that individuals are
more likely to commit property crimes if
they have lower wages or less education;
but the occurrence of violent crimes, in-
cluding murders, is typically found to be
unrelated to economic opportunities.

Some economists, notably William
Landes, Todd Sandler, and Walter Enders,
have applied the economic model of crime
to transnational terrorism. They focus on
how an increase in penalties and law
enforcement influences the incentive to
partake in terrorist activities. But the eco-
nomic model yields few concrete predic-
tions insofar as the relationship between
market opportunities and participation in
terrorism is concerned, because participa-
tion in terrorist acts by individuals with
different characteristics depends on the
probability that participation will bring
about the desired political change, as well
as the differential payoff for the various
groups associated with achieving the ter-
rorists’ desired aims versus the penalties
associated with failure. It is possible, for
example, that well-educated individuals
will disproportionately participate in ter-
rorist groups if they think that they will
assume leadership positions if they suc-
ceed, or if they identify more strongly with
the goals of the terrorist organization than
less-educated individuals.

Other important considerations in-
clude the relative pay of skilled and un-
skilled individuals for participation in
terrorist organizations and how it com-
pares to relative pay in the legal sector,
and the selection of particular terrorists

by terrorist organizations. Bill Keller re-
cently reported in The New York Times
that Iraq decided in March to increase the
payment to families of suicide bombers in
the West Bank and Gaza from $10,000 to
$25,000. In the month after that decision,
suicide bombings increased, though it is
unclear whether the connection is causal.

VEN BEFORE THE inerease in the
E payment to families of suicide

bombers, there was a large supply
of willing suicide bombers, as Nasra
Hassan, a relief worker for the United
Nations, reported last year in The New
Yorker. Between 1996 and 1999, Hassan
interviewed nearly two hundred fifty mili-
tants and associates of militants involved
in the Palestinian cause, including failed
suicide bombers, the families of deceased
bombers, and those who trained and pre-
pared suicide bombers for their missions.
One Hamas leader whom Hassan inter-
viewed remarked: “Our biggest problem
is the hordes of young men who beat on
our doors, clamoring to be sent [on sui-
cide missions . It is difficult to select only
a few” A senior member of the al-Qassam
Brigades said: “The selection process is
complicated by the fact that so many wish
to embark on this journey of honor. When
one is selected, countless others are dis-
appointed.” Thus, the demand side is also
part of the equation.

With a queue of willing participants,
how do terrorist or militant groups choose
their suicide bombers? A planner for
Islamic Jihad explained to Hassan that his
group scrutinizes the motives of a poten-
tial bomber to be sure that the individ-
ual is committed to carrying out the task.
Now, a high level of educational attain-
ment is probably a signal of one’s commit-
ment to a cause, as well as of one’s ability to
prepare for an assignment and carry it out.
For this reason, the stereotype of suicide
bombers being drawn from the ranks of
those who are so impoverished that they
have nothing to live for may be wildly
incorrect. This interpretation is also con-
sistent with another of Hassan’s observa-
tions about suicide bombers: “None of
them were uneducated, desperately poor,
simple-minded, or depressed. Many were
middle class and, unless they were fugi-
tives, held paying jobs. More than half of
them were refugees from what is now
Israel. Two were the sons of millionaires.”

Suicide bombers clearly are not moti-
vated by the prospect of their own individ-
ual economic gain, although it is possible
that the promise of larger payments to
their families may increase the willing-
ness of some to participate in these lethal
missions. We suspect their primary moti-
vation instead results from their passion-
ate support for the ideas and the aims of



their movement. “Over and over,” Hassan
reported, “T heard them say, ‘The Israelis
humiliate us. They oceupy our land and
deny our history.” The eradication of pov-
erty and the attainment of universal high
school education are unlikely to change
these feelings. Indeed, it is even possible
that those who are well-off and well-
educated experience such feelings more
acutely.

CONOMIC THEORY IS unlikely to
E give a very convineing answer one

way or the other as to whether pov-
erty and education are important root
causes of terrorism. One could construct
plausible explanations for why a reduc-
tion in poverty and a rise in education
might increase or decrease the incidence
of terrorism. It might help to consider the
evidence on hate crimes. Since the lit-
erature on participation in terrorism is
less well developed than the literature on
hate erimes, we begin by briefly review-
ing evidence on the economic determi-
nants of hate crimes, a phenomenon that
many have considered closely related to
terrorism.

Hate crimes are commonly defined as
crimes against members of religious,
racial, or ethnic groups because of their
group membership, rather than because of
their characteristics or actions as individu-

als. Hate crimes include acts of violence
as well as destruction of property, harass-
ment, and trespassing. Until recently,
social scientists thought that economic
deprivation was a crucial determinant of
hate crimes, but new evidence strongly
challenges the empirical basis for this con-
clusion. In fact, a new consensus is emerg-
ing that views hate crimes as independent
of economic deprivation.

The original empirical support for
the economic deprivation hypothesis
stemmed mainly from historical evidence
on anti-black lynchings in the southern
United States. In his classic book The
Tragedy of Lynching, which appeared in
1933, Arthur Raper documented a corre-
lation of -0.532 between the number of
lynchings in a year and the value of an
acre of cotton (a measure of economic con-
ditions) in that year, using data from 1882
t01930. He concluded that “periods of rel-
ative prosperity bring reduction in lynch-
ing and periods of depression cause an
increase.” In 1940, the psychologists Carl
Hovland and Robert Sears seized on this
finding as support for the view that inter-
group antagonism results from frustration
accompanying economic contractions.

But a landmark study by Donald Green,
Jack Glaser, and Andrew Rich overturned
that conclusion in 1998. First, they showed
that the correlation between lynchings and

economic conditions vanished once secu-
lar trends in both variables were taken into
account. That is, apart from the long-term
tendency for the number of lynchings to
decline and the economy to grow, lynch-
ings were unrelated to year-to-year eco-
nomic fluctuations. Second, when they
applied Simon Kuznets’s measure of real
per capita GNP growth (which was un-
available to Raper) as a measure of eco-
nomic conditions instead of the value of
cotton, they found that lynchings and eco-
nomic conditions were virtually unrelated.
Raper’s sample ended just before the
Great Depression. Lynchings did not rise
during the Great Depression, despite the
dramatic deterioration in economic condi-
tions. When Green, Glaser, and Rich ex-
tended the original sample through 1938,
they found an insignificant correlation
between the number of anti-black lynch-
ings and the value of an acre of cotton,
and a positive correlation between anti-
black lynchings and real GNP growth.
It is almost certainly the case that the
inverse correlation reported between eco-
nomic conditions and anti-black lynch-
ings that launched the “aggression-
frustration hypothesis”™ was spurious, a
coincidence of two unrelated trends that
happened to move in opposite directions
at the turn of the twentieth century.
Moreover, evidence of a connection
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between economic conditions and other
types of hate crimes in contemporary data
is elusive as well. Green, Glaser, and Rich
also report evidence on the incidence of
hate crimes against blacks, Jews, Asians,
and homosexuals using data from New
York City each month from 1987 to 1995.
They found that the incidence of these
crimes was unrelated to the city’s unem-
ployment rate. And across regions in a
given year, the occurrence of hate crimes
and the prevalence of hate groups are also
found to be unrelated to the economic cir-
cumstances of the area. In a study of the
“geography of hate,” Philip Jefferson and
Frederic L. Pryor examined determinants
of the existence of hate groups across
counties in the United States in 1997
(About 10 percent of counties, they noted,
are home to a hate group.) They found that
the location of hate groups was unrelated
to the unemployment rate, divorce rate,
percentage of blacks, or gap in per capita
income between whites and blacks in the
county. The share of the adult population
with a high school diploma or higher had
a statistically significant positive associa-
tion with the likelihood that a hate group
was located in the area. They concluded
that “economic or sociological explana-
tions for the existence of hate groups in an
area are far less important than adventi-
tious circumstances due to history and
particular conditions.”

HE FINDINGS ¥OR the United

States do not appear to be unique.

Germany experienced a rash of
violence against foreigners in the early
1990s. Unemployment was high, particu-
larly in the former East Germany. But
economists who have studied the German
case found no relationship between the
unemployment rate and the incidence of
ethnic violence across 543 counties in
Germany, once they took account of whe-
ther the county was located in the former
East or West Germany. Likewise, average
education and the average manufacturing
wage in the county was unrelated to the
amount of violence against foreigners.
Within the former East Germany, those
counties located farthest from the West
had the highest incidence of ethnic vio-
lence, a geographical pattern that may be
explained by a failure of law enforcement
farther east and a pent-up animosity that
was suppressed during communism.

In sum: neither cyclical downturns nor
longer-term regional disparities in living
standards appear to be correlated with the
incidence of a wide range of hate erimes.
This is not proof of the absence of a causal
relationship, of course; but if there were a
direct causal effect one would expect hate
crimes to rise during periods of economic
hardship. Rather than to economic condi-
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tions, the hate crimes literature points to a
breakdown in law enforcement, as well as
official sanctioning and encouragement of
civil disobedience, as significant causes of
the occurrence of hate crimes.

IIIL.

HE Palestinian Center for Policy

I and Survey Research (PCPSR) is

an independent, nonprofit research
organization in Ramallah that conducts
policy analysis and academic research in
the West Bank and Gaza. In December
2001, PCPSR conducted a public-opinion
poll of 1,357 Palestinians eighteen years
old or older in the West Bank and Gaza.
The survey, which was conducted by in-
person interviews, covered topics includ-
ing the participants’ views toward the
September 11 attacks in the United States,
the participants’ support for an Israeli-
Palestinian peace agreement, and their
opinions about armed attacks against
Israel. Under trying circumstances in the
middle of one of the worst periods of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a researcher
at the center kindly provided us with tabu-
lations of key questions broken down by
the educational level and the occupational
status of the respondents.

Although public-opinion polls are sub-
jeet to multiple interpretations, such data
can provide indirect information about
which segments of the population sup-
port terrorist or militant activities. The
PCPSR poll reveals several things. First,
the support for armed attacks against
Israeli targets by the Palestinian popula-
tion is widespread, though it is impor-
tant to emphasize that there is a distinc-
tion between support for armed attacks
expressed in a public-opinion poll at a
particular point in time and participation
in or active support for such attacks. Sec-
ond, a majority of the Palestinian popula-
tion believes that armed attacks against
Israeli civilians have helped to achieve
Palestinian rights in a way that negotia-
tions could not have achieved. This find-
ing raises obvious implications concern-
ing the difficulty of ending the attacks, and
may partially account for the Palestinian
public’s opposition to a United Nations
initiative to fight terrorism, which was
also found in the poll. If the Palestinian
public believes the attacks are efficacious,
they are unlikely to cease supporting addi-
tional attacks unless their demands are
met. Another question asked was: “To
what extent do you support or oppose the
position taken by President Arafat and
the [Palestinian Authority] regarding the
U.S. campaign against terror?” Thirty-six
percent supported or strongly supported
the position of Arafat in this case, and
50.4 percent opposed it.

Moreover, a majority of the Palestin-
ian population did not consider suicide
bombings, such as the one that killed
twenty-one Israeli youths at the Dolphi-
narium disco in Tel Aviv, terrorist events.
Toward the end of the questionnaire,
respondents were also asked whether
they thought the international commu-
nity considered the Dolphinarium bomb-
ing a terrorist event. Ninety-two percent
responded yes. These results highlight
important differences in interpreting the
meaning of the word “terrorism.”

OST IMPORTANT FOR Our pur-
poses, there is no evidence in
these results that more highly

educated individuals are less supportive
of violent attacks against Israeli tar-
gets than are those who are illiterate or
poorly educated. Consider the percentage
of individuals who say they support or
strongly support armed attacks against
Israeli targets less those who say they
oppose or strongly oppose such attacks.
By a margin of 68 points, those with more
than a secondary school education sup-
port armed attacks against Israeli targets,
while the margin is 63 points for those
with an elementary school education and
46 points for those who are illiterate.

A survey conducted by PCPSR in Nov-
ember 1994, before the current intifada,
asked respondents whether they sup-
ported a dialogue between Hamas and
Israel. Responses were reported by educa-
tional attainment. More highly educated
respondents were less supportive of a
dialogue with Israel: 53 percent of those
with a B.A. and 40 percent of those with
an M.A. or a Ph.D. supported a dialogue,
compared with 60 percent of those with
nine years of schooling or less. (Based on
other questions, it is clear that supporters
of dialogue generally favored a more
peaceful coexistence with Israel.)

The PCPSR study in 2001 showed also
that support for armed attacks against
Israeli targets is widespread across all
Palestinian occupations and groups, but
particularly strong among students (re-
call that respondents are age eighteen or
older) and merchants and professionals.
Notably, the unemployed are somewhat
less likely to support armed attacks
against Israeli targets. If poverty was
indeed the wellspring of support for ter-
rorism or politically motivated violence,
one would have expected the unemployed
to be more supportive of armed attacks
than merchants and professionals, but
the public-opinion evidence points in the
other direction.

The survey also found that the Pales-
tinian population doubted Osama bin
Laden’s role in the September attacks on
New York and Washington. A subsequent



poll of adults in nine Islamic countries by
the Gallup Organization also found con-
siderable skepticism toward the role of
bin Laden’s group in the attacks. Seventy-
four percent of Muslim Lebanese, for
example, did not believe news reports that
groups of Arabs carried out the attacks,
while 65 percent of Christian Lebanese
accepted the veracity of the news reports.
Respondents in the PCPSR survey were
divided on whether they defined as a “ter-
rorist event” the “destruction of the Twin
Towers in New York City by people sus-
pected to be members of Bin Laden’s
organization™ 41.4 percent agreed and
53.1 percent disagreed.

data to infer trends in economic

expectations. On three occasions—in
July-August 1998, in September 1999,
and in February 2000—PCPSR asked
respondents in the West Bank and Gaza
the following two questions: “How would
you describe your economic situation over
the last three years compared to the situ-
ation today? Better, Worse, Stayed the
Same, or Don't Know?” and “Are you opti-
mistic or pessimistic regarding your eco-
nomic situation over the next three years?
Optimistic, Pessimistic, It will remain the
same, No Opinion/Don’t Know?”

The survey results indicate that between
1998 and 2000 the public perceived eco-
nomic conditions to be improving. Opti-
mism about the future was rising. The
downward trend in the unemployment
rate is also consistent with this interpre-
tation of economic cirecumstances. There
is little evidence here to suggest that a
deteriorating economy or falling expecta-
tions for the economy precipitated the
latest intifada, which began in September
2000, although it is possible that expec-
tations could have changed between the
PCPSR’s last survey and the start of the
intifada.

In 1995, Joshua Angrist closely exam-
ined Palestinian trends in school enroll-
ment, earnings, and unemployment by
level of education in a period encompass-
ing the intifada in 1988. He found that
college enrollment in the West Bank and
Gaza increased rapidly in the early 1980s,
doubling between 1981 and 1985, Be-
tween 1982 and 1988, the number of
Palestinian men in the labor force with
twelve or more years of schooling doubled,
while the number with eleven or fewer
years of schooling increased only by about
30 percent. This remarkable rise in the
education of the workforce coincided with
a sharp increase in the unemployment
rate for college graduates relative to high
school graduates in the 1980s. In addi-
tion, from 1985 to 1988 the real daily
wage of college graduates fell by around

I T IS POSSIBLE to use public-opinion

30 percent, while the real wage of those
with twelve years of schooling held steady
and the real wage of those with eleven or
fewer years of schooling increased slightly.
Angrist observes that the decline in Pales-
tinian school enrollment in the early
1990s probably represents “a belated sup-
ply response to low returns to schooling.”
Thus, the noteworthy increase in edu-
cational attainment of Palestinians in the
1980s coincided with a marked deterio-
ration in the economic position of more
highly educated Palestinians. Angrist and
others speculate that the deterioration in
economic opportunities for the highly
educated contributed to the civil unrest
that broke out in December 1987, Angrist
notes, though, that the confluence of these
developments could be unique to the
Palestinian situation, and not a universal
response to expanding educational oppor-
tunities. Importantly, the Israeli occupa-
tion of the territories and the lack of an
effective capital market or banking system
probably prevented the labor markets in
the West Bank and Gaza from function-
ing smoothly, particularly in light of the
fact that many Palestinians are depen-
dent on Israel for jobs. Consequently, the
link between an expansion in educational
attainment, deteriorating economic con-
ditions, and protest may not generalize.
Indeed, the contrasting economic envi-
ronments surrounding the intifadas in

1988 and 2000 suggest that protest, vio-
lence, and even terrorism can follow a ris-
ing economic tide or a declining one.

E ALSO PERFORMED a detailed
‘ ; ‘ ; analysis of participation in Hez-
bollah in Lebanon, which has

reportedly instructed Palestinian extrem-
ist groups on the use of suicide bomb
attacks. We compared the background
characteristics of 129 members of Hez-
bollah’s militant wing who died in action
mostly in the late 1980s to those of a ran-
dom sample of 121,000 young people in
the Lebanese population. Many of these
militants died fighting Israeli occupation,
while others died in suicide bomb attacks
or while planting booby traps. The Hez-
bollah militants in this sample are likely
to be representative of those who engaged
in terrorist acts, and some were carrying
out terrorist acts when they died. Com-
pared to the general Lebanese popula-
tion from the same age group and region,
the Hezbollah militants were actually
slightly less likely to come from impover-
ished households, and were more likely to
have attended secondary school or higher.
These results suggest that the militants
were not particularly drawn from those
with the least opportunities in society.
And this conclusion is ratified by politi-
cal violence on the other side as well. In
the late 1970s and early 1980s, numerous
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violent attacks against Palestinians were
conducted by Israeli Jews in the West
Bank and Gaza. These attacks included
attempts to kill three Palestinian mayors
of West Bank cities and attempts to blow
up the Dome of the Rock mosque in
Jerusalem. From 1980 to 1984, a total
of twenty-three Palestinians were killed
in attacks by what became known among
Israelis as the Jewish Underground, and
191 Palestinians were injured. The Inter-
national Encyelopedia of Terrorism (1997)
refers to these attacks as acts of terrorism.
In a ruling in 1985, an Israeli court con-
vieted three Israeli settlers of murder and
found others guilty of violent crimes in
cases involving attacks in the West Bank.
What were the biographical back-
grounds of those involved in these violent
attacks by Israeli Jewish extremists? A list
may be compiled of the name, the age,
the occupation, and the nature of under-
ground activity for twenty-seven individu-
als involved in the Jewish Underground in
the early 1980s, based mainly on a mem-
oir of the Jewish Underground by Haggai
Segal, one of its members. It is clear from
such a chart that these Israeli extremists
were overwhelmingly well-educated and
in high-paying occupations. The list in-
cludes teachers, writers, university stu-
dents, geographers, an engineer, a combat
pilot, a chemist, and a computer program-
mer. As Donald Neff observed in 1999
about the three men convicted of murder,
“all were highly regarded, well-educated,
very religious” Although we have not sta-
tistically compared the backgrounds of
these extremists to the wider Israeli pop-
ulation, these twenty-seven individuals
certainly do not appear to be particularly
underprivileged or undereducated.

Iv.

HE EVIDENCE THAT we have
I assembled and reviewed suggests
that there is little direct connection
between poverty, education, and partici-
pation in or support for terrorism. In-
deed, the available evidence indicates that
compared with the relevant population,
participants in Hezbollah's militant wing
in the late 1980s and early 1990s in Leba-
non were at least as likely to come from
economically advantaged families and to
have a relatively high level of education as
they were to come from impoverished
families without educational opportuni-
ties. We should caution, however, that the
evidence we have considered is tentative
due to data limitations. In addition, our
focus has been primarily on the Middle
East, so our conclusions may not general-
ize to other regions or circumstances.
Still, less quantitative studies of partici-
pants in a variety of forms of terrorism in
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several different settings have reached a
conclusion similar to ours. We are par-
ticularly struck by Charles Russell and
Bowman Miller’s work in this regard. In
1983, to derive a profile of terrorists, they
assembled demographic information on
more than three hundred fifty individuals
engaged in terrorist activities in Latin
America, Europe, Asia, and the Middle
East from 1966 to 1976 based on news-
paper reports. Their sample consisted of
individuals from eighteen revolutionary
groups known to engage in urban terror-
ism, including the Red Army in Japan,
the Baader-Meinhof Gang in Germany,
the Irish Republican Army in Northern
Ireland, the Red Brigades in Italy, and
the People’s Liberation Army in Turkey.
Russell and Miller found that “the vast
majority of those individuals invelved in
terrorist activities as cadres or leaders is
quite well educated. In fact, approximate-
ly two-thirds of those identified terrorists
are persons with some university training,
university graduates or postgraduate stu-
dents.” They also report that more than
two-thirds of arrested terrorists “came
from the middle or upper classes in their
respective nations or areas.”

Maxwell Taylor likewise concluded
from his survey of the literature, in his
book The Terrorist in 1988, that “neither
social background, educational opportu-
nity or attainment seem to be particu-
larly associated with terrorism.” And this
conclusion also accords with the conclu-
sion of the Library of Congresss report
“The Saciology and Psychology of Terror-
ism: Who Becomes a Terrorist and Why?”
This report was prepared for the CIA in
September 1999 and foresaw the possibil-
ity of Al Qaeda crashing explosive-laden
airplanes into the Pentagon, the CIA, or
the White House. After reviewing profiles
of terrorists, the report observed that “ter-
rorists in general have more than average
education,” and questioned whether there
is a typical terrorist profile.

While economic deprivation may not be
associated with participation in terrorism
and political violence at the individual
level, it may nonetheless matter at the
national level. If a country is impover-
ished, a minority of the relatively well offin
that country may turn to terrorism to seek
to improve the conditions of their country-
men. One might question, though, whe-
ther the goal of many terrorist organiza-
tions is to install a political regime that is
likely to reduce poverty. In addition, there
are well-documented cases of homegrown
terrorism in economically advanced coun-
tries (remember Timothy McVeigh?), so it
is far from clear that poverty at a national
level is associated with support for terror-
ism. Of course, this question can only be
addressed by cross-country analyses.

In addition, poverty may indirectly
affect terrorism through the apparent
connection between economic conditions
and the proclivity for countries to undergo
civil wars. James Fearon and David Laitin
have found that GDP per capita is in-
versely related to the onset of civil war,
and Paul Collier and Anne Hoeffler have
found that the growth rate of GDP per
capita and the male secondary-school
enrollment rate are inversely related to
the incidence of civil war. Lebanon,
Afghanistan, and Sudan are high-profile
examples of countries where civil war pro-
vided a hospitable environment for inter-
national terrorists to operate. But there
are other situations in which countries
undergoing a civil war did not provide a
breeding ground for international terror-
ism, so it is unclear how much one should
extrapolate from the relationship between
economic development and civil war. And
terrorism has arisen in many countries
that were not undergoing a civil war.

NOUGH EVIDENCE Ts accumulat-
E ing that it is fruitful to begin to

conjecture why participation in
terrorism and political violence is appar-
ently unrelated—or positively related—to
individuals’ income and education. The
standard economic model of crime sug-
gests that those with the lowest value of
time should engage in criminal activity.
But we would hypothesize that in most
cases terrorism is less like property crime
and more like a violent form of political
engagement. More-educated people from
privileged backgrounds are more likely to
participate in politics, probably in part
because political involvement requires
some minimum level of interest, exper-
tise, commitment to issues, and effort, all
of which are more likely if people are edu-
cated enough and prosperous enough to
concern themselves with more than eco-
nomic subsistence. These factors could
outweigh the effect of opportunity cost on
individuals’ decisions to become involved
in terrorism.

The demand side for terrorists must
be considered as well as the supply side.
Terrorist organizations may prefer highly
educated individuals over less-educated
ones, even for suicide bomb attacks. In
addition, educated middle-class or upper-
class individuals are better suited to carry
out acts of international terrorism than
are impoverished illiterates, because the
terrorists must fit into a foreign environ-
ment to be successful. This considera-
tion suggests that terrorists who threaten
economically developed countries will
disproportionately be drawn from the
ranks of the relatively well off and highly
educated.

On the whole, we must conclude that



there is little reason to be optimistic that
a reduction in poverty or increase in edu-
cational attainment will lead to a mean-
ingful reduction in the amount of inter-
national terrorism without other changes.
Jessica Stern has observed that many
madrasahs, or religious schools, in Paki-
stan are funded by wealthy industrialists,
and that those schools deliberately edu-
cate students to become foot soldiers
and elite operatives in various extremist

movements around the world. She further
reported that “most madrasahs offer only
religious instruction, ignoring math, sci-
ence, and other secular subjects impor-
tant for functioning in modern society.”
These observations suggest that, in order
to use education as part of a strategy to
reduce terrorism, the international com-
munity should not limit itself to increas-
ing years of schooling, but should consider
very carefully the content of education. m
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HAT IS A
“ White  Man?”
asked Charles
Chesnutt in the
pages of the In-

dependent, a mass-circulation weekly, in
1889. This was no mere academic ques-
tion. “The fiat having gone forth from the
wise men of the South that the ‘all-
pervading, all-conquering Anglo-Saxon
race’ must continue forever to exercise
exclusive control and direction of the gov-
ernment” made it imperative for “every
citizen who values his birthright to know
who are included in this grandiloquent
term.” And the African American writer
ventured a straightforward answer. It was
“perfectly obvious” to him that a white
Southerner who invoked the expression
“Anglo-Saxon race” surely did “not say
what he meant” In Chesnutt’s view;, it “is
not probable that he meant to exclude
from full citizenship the Celts and Teutons
and Gauls and Slavs who make up so large
a proportion of our population; he hardly
meant to exclude the Jews” Rather, what
was “really meant by this high-sounding
phrase was simply the white race” and no
further explanation was needed. Anglo-
Saxon supremacy implied “that for the
good of the country the Negro should have
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no voice in directing the government.”
Judging by the work of certain contem-
porary historians of race and racial classifi-
cation in America, things are no longer
so straightforward. What was self-evident
to Chesnutt, an on-the-scene student of
American race relations, is commonly re-
jected by many of today’s students of the
history of race. The very solidity of lan-
guage, of clear-cut and well-understood
categories and definitions of who was black
and who was white, has given way to the
widely accepted notion that race is not a
biological category or a trans-historically
fixed phenomenon, but is itself socially
constructed. Indeed, one is hard-pressed
to find credible humanists or social scien-
tists who would claim otherwise. (The few
who attempt to resuscitate the old concept
of race as biologically or genetically based,
like Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles
Murray in The Bell Curve, find their spuri-
ous arguments immediately demolished
by a small army of critics.) But some have
gone turther, posing a variant of Chesnutt’s
“What is a White Man?” question: if race
is socially constructed, then so, too, are the
categories into which people are classi-
fied and the categories into which they
place themselves. “With biologically based
racism in retreat” David R. Roediger
asserts, “it has become possible to ask bed-
rock questions such as ‘What makes some
people think that they are white?’ and
‘When did white people become white?”
These are not trivial questions to re-
cent scholars of “whiteness,” who have
spent the past decade or so producing a
stream of books and articles purporting to

address them. The last question implies
that some white people today were not
white at some point in the past, a proposi-
tion that whiteness historians have set
out to prove. First there was Roediger’s
seminal The Wages of Whiteness (1991),
followed by Noel Ignatiev’s How the Irish
Became White (1995), both of which
argued that the American public did not
see early nineteenth-century Irish immi-
grants as white, and that the Irish had to
fight their way into the more elite category
of whiteness. Karen Brodkin then did for
Jews what Ignatiev did for the Irish in
How Jews Became White Folks and What
That Says About Race in America (1998).
Roediger and James Barrett boldly argued
in an essay called “Inbetween Peoples”
that the millions of Eastern European and
Southern European immigrants who set-
tled in the United States in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries were
not-quite-white, while the labor historian
Bruce Nelson and others have applied that
notion to the same immigrants and their
children as late as the 1940s. Whiteness,
some argue, is not just a one-way street,
for the process of “becoming” could work
both ways: groups recognized as white
could be demoted to non-white status.
When Texas cotton farmers lost their land
and economic independence in the era of
the New South, Neil Foley contended in
The White Seourge (1997), they lost more
than their property—they lost their white-
ness, too.

These findings, if they are valid, would
promise to revolutionize our understand-
ing of the immigrant and working-class
experience, and of the history of race in
America. Indeed, for some historians on
the left, they offer nothing less than a new
framework for interpreting the American
past, with race—or one version of it—
explicitly at its center. And this perspec-
tive comes complete with a double dose
of moral indictment: the first castiga-
tion aimed at those unquestioned whites
(Anglo-Saxon types, for instance, whose
whiteness was never in question) who
racialized new immigrants and denied
them the privileges of whiteness; and the
second castigation directed at the new
immigrants themselves, who climbed their
way into whiteness through the adoption
of white identities and racist practices
that were aimed at increasing the distance
between themselves and African Ameri-
cans (or Asian Americans or Mexican-
Americans).

ND YET, ALL their boldness and
A their buzz notwithstanding, these
startling claims have generated
more historiographical smoke than fire.
More archivally grounded historians of

American immigration have remained

THE NEW REPUBLIC : JUNE 24, 2002 : 33



