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Foreword

Lt Col Curtis C. Connell hits a sensitive key in his observation
that Islamic terrorism became one of the most important Ameri-
can security concerns after the attacks of 11 September 2001.
Having spent three years as assistant air attaché in Buenos
Aires, he sought to combine a fresh interest in Latin America
with his desire to learn more about the nature of radical Islamic
fundamentalism and its virulent association with terrorism. His
fellowship year at Harvard University and guidance of his pro-
fessors encouraged him to coalesce interests into a combined
study of Islamic fundamentalism and its manifestation in Latin
America. At the end of the term, he produced this very useful
and attractive monograph, Understanding Islam and Its Impact
on Latin America.

The initial question of this study concerns the debate between
those who believe in a general Islamic threat, as defined most
eloquently by Samuel P. Huntington in The Clash of Civilizations
and the Remaking of World Order, and others who see a small
band of religious fanatics who have hijacked Islam from the
moderate majority. This question about the source of terrorism
has importance to the major Islamic nations as it does for Latin
American countries, where Muslims are a largely undistinguish-
able minority. 

The preliminary answer for Latin America is that the United
States should not be alarmed at the potential for Islamic fun-
damentalism, but sufficiently concerned to keep a watchful
eye on future developments. In fact Connell suggests that the
demographics do not favor the growth of an effective radical
movement. If there are too few Muslims in Latin America to
birth radicalism, there is on the other hand, a very active and
extensive native, non-Islamic terrorism. The author connects
these dots because he sees a latent connection to Muslims in
the areas where terrorist organizations and drug traffickers
proliferate. It is a potentially easy step for incipient Muslim
radicals to get caught up and find beneficial purpose with
these criminals. For example, the US dependence on imported
petroleum and natural gas and a vulnerable transportation
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system provide an attractive target for Islamic terrorists, one
they have used in the past.

Understanding Islam and Its Impact on Latin America was
written as part of the Air Force Fellows research requirement.
The College of Aerospace Doctrine, Research and Education
(CADRE) is pleased to publish this study as a CADRE Paper
and thereby make it available to a wider audience within the
Air Force and beyond.
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DANIEL R. MORTENSEN
Chief of Research
Airpower Research Institute, CADRE
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Since 11 September 2001 (9/11)—that dreadful day forever
etched in the memories of people around the world—Westerners
have displayed increased interest, curiosity, and questioning
of Islam. Numerous books, op-ed pieces, and scholarly re-
search have addressed this subject. Many of these works try
to explain why Islam—and, in particular, radical or fundamen-
talist Islam—is seen as a threat to Western security. Some
scholars have suggested the basic problem is not terrorism
but one of religion and ideology, at least as perceived by Is-
lamic fundamentalists. Pres. George W. Bush said, “Our war
is against evil, not against Islam.1” This is true. Unless Islamic
extremists are convinced of this reality, the United States may
underestimate the threat. 

The first portion of this paper looks at various perspectives
of “Islam” and the “Islamic threat.” Is the Islamic threat sim-
ply a small band of religious fanatics who have hijacked Islam,
or is it more on the grand scale of Samuel P. Huntington’s The
Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order?2 Some
scholars argue that promoting moderate Islam is the solution
to countering the radical threat. The struggle within Islam be-
tween moderates and radicals has implications not only for Is-
lamic countries, but also for regions where Muslims comprise
a minority population, including Latin America and the
Caribbean. 

Whether US national security policy makers should be con-
cerned about radical Islamic influence, support, and actions in
pockets of Latin America and the Caribbean is an open question.
Research suggests a mild concern regarding the level of Islamic
fundamentalism in Latin America and the Caribbean, but no
great cause for alarm and apprehension. 

There are several keys to understanding why the Islamic
threat in Latin America and the Caribbean is nominal. First and
foremost, the demographics do not favor the growth of Islamic
fundamentalism because not many Muslims live in the region.
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Second, while the region has a rather extensive history of terror-
ist attacks, they have not come from Islamic groups. What exists
in Latin America is a history of Islamic support activities, espe-
cially by Shiite groups such as Hezbollah, but not by radicals like
al-Qaeda.

However, in certain areas within the region—for example
Venezuela’s Margarita Island and the Tri-Border Area (TBA)
between Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay—terrorist support
activities probably necessitate extra vigilance. A nexus be-
tween terrorist organizations and criminal elements including
drug traffickers is possible, but the lack of hard evidence
makes that speculative.

Ignoring the possibility of an Islamic threat in Latin America is
a mistake. The key to a successful national security policy is con-
tinuing US cooperation with Latin American partners through
cooperative structures. Fortunately, organizations are in place to
facilitate this course of action.

Notes

1. George W. Bush, remarks in the Oval Office, Washington, DC, 28 Sep-
tember 2001.

2. Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of
World Order, 1st ed. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997).
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Chapter 2

Understanding “Islamic Fundamentalism”

As with many who write about controversial topics, the de-
fenders of Islamic fundamentalism seek the high ground by
defining the terms from their perspective. This chapter explores
various scholarly and intellectual perspectives of Islam. This is a
major undertaking due to the volume of resources published
since 9/11. However, a concise consolidation of these myriad view-
points should assist in understanding Islamic fundamentalism.

One of the first challenges when viewing Islam through West-
ern eyes is the absence of an Arabic word for Islam as a religion.
According to the Quran, Islam is Deen, and Deen is usually
translated as religion or mathhab. However, Deen from the Mus-
lims’ perspective is not only a “religion,” but also a code of life, a
social system, an all-encompassing law and structure that
comes from Allah alone. Mathhab means a passage or path made
by man, which would apply to every other religion but Islam.1

This is one of the first clues of a possible chasm between follow-
ers of Islam and those of Western democracy ideals. 

Even scholars of Islam have a difficult time deciding what to
call the various followers of Islam. The terms political Islam, Is-
lamism, traditional Islam, radical Islam, Wahhabism, Salafism,
militant Islam, Islamic movement, and moderate Islam are all
pregnant with meaning.2 The bias of each author becomes quite
apparent when investigating the different scholarly perspectives.
The important point is Islamic fundamentalism’s proximity to
the religious mainstream, in contrast to the distance of Islamic
modernism, puts Muslims at ease with its message.3

Into which category would Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda
fit? Through Western eyes, these two would probably be iden-
tified with radical Islam, maybe even an extreme radical Is-
lamic category. On the other hand, some in the Islamic world
may view bin Laden and al-Qaeda as fighting for the purest
form of Islam. This paper refers to Muslims who believe they
are adhering to the closest form of Islam as taught by their
founder Muhammad as Islamic fundamentalists.
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Perspectives of Islam
Islam has a history full of conflict from the death of Muham-

mad in A.D. 632 to the present. Islam comprises two main divi-
sions: the great majority are Sunnis and the minority, around 17
percent, are Shiites. Not only do followers of Shi’a Islam consti-
tute a majority of the Muslims in Iran and Iraq, but these coun-
tries also have the largest concentration of Shiites in the world.
Saudi Arabia has a majority of Sunnis that practice a stricter
and more conservative form of Islam called Wahhabism. Sufis, or
teachers and practitioners of spiritual Islam, are a large commu-
nity within both Sunni and Shi’a Islam. There are also many
sects within Sunni and Shi’a traditions. 

Regardless of the various divisions, sects, and practices of
Islam, two perspectives dominate Western scholarly circles
today. In one camp, those that view the Islamic resurgence as
a major concern to the West could be called confrontationalists.
The other group could be called accommodationists and view
Islam more as a religion of peace that is given a “bad image”
by a small minority of radicals and terrorists. The accommo-
dationists see the confrontationalists’ stance as creating an
imaginary united Islam, and argue the Arab/Islamic world is
much more divided than some Western commentators would
like to admit. Many fall in between these opposing sides.
Here’s a sampling of perspectives.

Confrontationalists

Some of the better known in this camp are Harvard Univer-
sity’s Samuel Huntington, Princeton University’s Bernard Lewis,
and Daniel Pipes of the US Institute for Peace. The grand over-
arching viewpoint is characterized by Huntington’s Clash of Civi-
lizations concept and a resurgence of the Islamic ideals, politics,
and culture.4

According to Huntington, Muslims are turning toward Islam
as a source of identity, meaning, stability, legitimacy, develop-
ment, power, and hope. He calls this an Islamic Resurgence
since Muslims comprise one-fifth of the world’s population and
the movement has implications similar to other major move-
ments like the Protestant Reformation and the revolutions in the

CADRE PAPER
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United States and Russia. The Islamic cultures are making re-
newed efforts to find solutions, not in Western ideologies, but in
Islam. There is an acceptance of modernity but a rejection of
Western culture. There is also a desire to use Islam as the guide
to life in the modern world. Religion is seen as perhaps the cen-
tral force that motivates and mobilizes Muslims.5

The extent of this movement is pervasive throughout the
Muslim world. By the middle of the 1990s, every country with
a predominantly Muslim population, except Iran, was more Is-
lamic and Islamist culturally, socially, and politically than it
had been 15 years earlier. The majority of Muslims see Islam
as the solution to their development problems and resent
Western influence in their culture. This Resurgence is an ef-
fort to modernize their countries, but in a distinctly Islamic
manner. It is mainstream, not extremist; pervasive, not iso-
lated; and a rededication to Islam by Muslim populations in
the view of Huntington.6

Historian Bernard Lewis views the clash from the broad per-
spective of almost 1,400 years of Islamic history. His central
theme is that from the seventh century until the Ottomans’ failed
second attempt to sack Christian Vienna in 1683, Muslims and
their culture were dominant and powerful throughout the Is-
lamic world. During the last three centuries, Islam has been on
the defensive and Muslims have watched in horror and humilia-
tion as the Christian civilizations of Europe and North America
overshadowed them militarily, economically, and culturally.7

Lewis states, “In a sense, (Muslims) have been hating us for
centuries, and it’s very natural that they should. You have this
millennial rivalry between two world religions, and now, from
their point of view, the wrong one seems to be winning.”8 The
notion of jihad is especially important in understanding this
rivalry. Even though there is debate among Islamic scholars
about the meaning of jihad, Lewis claims that for most of
recorded Muslim history the correct interpretation is an
armed struggle for the defense or advancement of Muslim
power. Although primarily a fundamentalist idea, it is not that
far out of the Islamic mainstream to consider this struggle
continuing until the entire world either adopts Islam or sub-
mits to Muslim rule.9

CONNELL
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Daniel Pipes describes the challenge in terms of Islamism, a
terroristic and militant version of Islam with totalitarian roots
in its struggle against moderate Islam. Even though he does
not paint the picture as a pure “clash of civilizations,” he be-
lieves the majority of Muslims support the ideology and beliefs
of the fundamentalists. This helps explain the joy within the
Muslim world following the attacks on 9/11.10 Furthermore,
the struggle between the West and the Islamic world is ulti-
mately one of ideas and armies, not of law enforcement or re-
ligion. Just as World War II and the Cold War were ideological
conflicts, Islamism has a grip on the majority of Muslims and
this must be defeated. Pipes thinks militant Islam is the prob-
lem, but moderate Islam is the solution.11

Accommodationists

The Accommodationists view the Islamic world as very frag-
mented and divided from within, not as a unified block. This
viewpoint claims the confrontationalists are creating a civiliza-
tional threat that comes from historical fallacy. These scholars
tend to blame the radicalization of Muslims on US policies such
as support for Israel, long-standing hegemony of the West, and
support for oppressive and degenerate regimes in the Middle
East. This camp attempts to understand and explain the rea-
sons behind the fundamentalism of Islam and points out that
radicalism flourishes where there is an absence of economic
equality and political freedom. Some of the scholars associated
with this position are Georgetown University’s John Esposito,
Columbia University’s Edward Said (recently deceased), and
Cato Institute’s Leon Hadar.

Esposito posits the West’s rising perception of “Islamic radical-
ism” may be more about filling the security threat vacuum left by
the ending of the Cold War than a “clash of civilizations.” He does
not deny the growth of Islam and Islamic movements, but says
it is simply wrong to tie the violent actions of a few with the broad
and legitimate democratic aspirations of many. He stresses this
phenomenon is more of an Islamic revivalism than resurgence.
Revivalism in this sense is a return to Islam in personal and pub-
lic life that will ensure the restoration of Islamic identity, values,
and power, but still accept modernization.12

CADRE PAPER
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Esposito criticizes the sensationalized and monolithic ap-
proach of the confrontationalists that reinforces generaliza-
tions and stereotypes of Muslims. The focus on radicalism and
equating Islam with extremism that threatens the West is too
common in the media and government, he says. This selective
analysis fails to tell the whole story of Islam and provide a full
context for a wide variety of Muslim attitudes, events, and di-
versity. He thinks the vast majority of Muslims have little in-
terest in the radical or fundamentalist movements. The con-
cept that Islam and Muslims are portrayed as the instigators
and protagonists in 14 centuries of warfare is wrongheaded.13

Contrary to conventional wisdom, the resurgence of Islam and
modernization are compatible, Esposito argues. The Islamists
desire to bring their societies up to technological levels of mod-
ern industrial society but within Islamic civil society and without
Western influences.14

Edward Said is probably best known for his defense of the
Palestinians and his criticism of how the West makes mali-
cious generalizations about Islam based on Orientalism. Ac-
cording to Said, Orientalism occurs when the world is divided
up into an “us versus them” mentality, viewing Islam as a
threatening “other.” The perception of the Islamic threat only
exists because the West generally depicts Muslims as fanati-
cal, violent, and irrational.15 In other words, the West has an
awareness problem and an incorrect understanding of Islam
because of a desire to compartmentalize the world. 

According to Leon Hadar, Islam is neither unified nor a
threat to the West. The supposed worldwide threat from mili-
tant Islam has simply replaced the perception of danger expe-
rienced during the Cold War from Soviet communism. Instead
of the Red Menace, the West has made the Green Peril, green
being the color of Islam, our new global threat.16 Islam is a re-
ligion, not a radical ideology threatening Western peace. He
claims it is a mistake to portray the struggle between militant
Islam and the West as a zero-sum game that can only end in
the defeat of one or the other. This supposed monolithic threat
is nothing more than taking isolated events and trends in the
Muslim world and using the old Cold War jargon to describe
the struggle with Islam.17

CONNELL
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Islam is also open to various interpretations and is used to
support democracy, dictatorship, republicanism, and monarchy.
Islamic fundamentalism should not be viewed as a disease that
spreads to infect whole populations. In fact, it is conceivable that
a new Islamic force will play the same constructive political role
that the Protestant reformation played in Europe.18

Islamic Anti-Western Rage:
Historic and Strategic Explanations

Why do Islamic terrorists kill and what explains their anti-
Western rage? Did Americans stir up the rage and bring it on
themselves because of US policies? Maybe their rage is less a
clash against the West than a conflict between Sunnis and
Shiites. What if all Islamic fundamentalists’ demands were
met including resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, no
Western presence in the Islamic world, and Islamic rule in the
region? Would there still be a threat? 

The answers to these simple, but critical questions are as im-
portant as defining Islam. Later in this paper, the focus turns to
Latin America to evaluate the threat from Islamic fundamental-
ism and Islamists. The answers may have policy implications for
the region, either to discount the threat or raise a legitimate con-
cern. But first, this section explores possible avenues to under-
standing the roots of Islamic fundamentalists’ anger.

Impact of Colonialism

For nearly 1,000 years, the Islamic world enjoyed a position of
power, influence, and prestige. Colonial expansion by European
powers throughout the Middle East brought this era to a close.
Not since the Crusades had the West and Muslims clashed over
lands and influence in areas considered Islamic. The colonial pe-
riod may have impacted Muslims more than any other peoples.
First, Islamic civilization places heavy emphasis on control of the
land, so the loss of sovereignty to the Europeans had a lasting
effect. Second, Islamic autonomism provided Muslims with a
unique drive to defy foreign domination. Unlike other peoples
that were colonialized, the Muslims continued to resist. Because

CADRE PAPER
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Islam requires its adherents to wield political power, the colonial
experience especially bruised Muslims.19

Today, Muslims are concerned about how to modernize and
deal with globalization. They generally have an admiration for
what the West does mixed with resentment that the United
States and Europe fare so well. Muslims desire the achieve-
ments of the West but are unwilling to emulate its actions.
There is an emotional rejection of the West, but at the same
time a material dependence.20

United States Foreign Policy

Rather than focusing on religious and cultural differences as
a cause of the hostility, a number of scholars place the source of
Islamic militancy on US foreign policy. They argue that Muslim
extremists like Osama bin Laden loathe the United States pri-
marily because of its foreign policy. This judgment is largely
based on recent public opinion polls taken in the Islamic world.

In early 2003, Zogby International conducted a survey in-
volving 2,620 men and women in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Mo-
rocco, and Saudi Arabia. Most reported “unfavorable atti-
tudes” toward the United States and indicated their hostility
was based more on US policy than their values. Not surpris-
ingly, the issue that arouses the most hostility is the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the Muslim perception of US-caused
Palestinian suffering.21

Viewed from an exclusively Western perspective, the creation
of the state of Israel represented Jewish national redemption, es-
pecially when considering the Holocaust and the centrality of
Jewish presence in evangelical Christian thought about Pales-
tine. But from an Islamic and Arab perspective, the state of Is-
rael has never been seen this way. They view Zionism in Pales-
tine as trampling the existing Arab majority, destroying
Palestinian society, and dispossessing the Arab inhabitants. The
dominant view in the Islamic world is that the pro-Israel lobby
shapes American foreign policy regarding the Arab-Israeli con-
flict, which intensifies their anger at the United States.22

The Zogby poll also found that most Arabs have a different
perspective of the US-led war in Iraq. A strong majority felt the
United States attacked Iraq to gain control of Iraqi oil and to help

CONNELL
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Israel. They do not accept the premise that the United States
overthrew Saddam Hussein out of humanitarian motives.23

In fact, most Muslims view the US fight against terror as a war
against the Islamic world. A 2003 Pew survey found that even In-
donesians, Pakistanis, and Turks were either somewhat or very
worried about a potential US threat to their countries. This is
surprising because these are countries whose governments gen-
erally cooperate with the United States in the war on terror. It’s
more than startling that roughly half of the Muslims surveyed
listed bin Laden as one of the three world figures in whom they
had the most confidence “to do the right thing.”24

Presence of Foreign Military Forces

Robert Pape from the University of Chicago posits a similar
but more straightforward explanation for all terrorism, not just
Islamic terrorism. He has compiled a database of every suicide
bombing and attack around the globe from 1980 to 2001, a
total of 188. He found that a Marxist-Leninist group called the
Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka committed the most of these attacks,
75 in all. 

Pape’s research suggests little connection between suicide
terrorism and religion. Rather, what most suicide terrorist
campaigns have in common is a specific secular and strategic
goal. That primary goal in most cases is to coerce liberal
democracies to withdraw military forces and control from terri-
tory that the terrorists consider their homeland. Although reli-
gion is often used as a tool by terrorist organizations in recruit-
ing and other efforts, it is not their root cause. Lebanon, Israel,
Sri Lanka, Kashmir, and Chechnya are each experiencing con-
flicts where suicide terrorists are striving to establish or main-
tain political self-determination by compelling a democratic
power to withdraw.25

Globalization

If US foreign policy or the presence of military forces is a
source of Muslims’ anger, an even more encompassing root of
anger may be globalization and the opposition to secular mod-
ern states. Viewed from the Islamic fundamentalist perspective,
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globalization represents secularism and a force in opposition to
Islam. This conflict is not just a worldly struggle in their eyes,
but also a sacred battle against the secular state represented by
the United States.

Under the license of religion, fundamentalists wrap them-
selves in moral legitimacy and employ violence in assaulting
symbols of global economic and political power. Religion has
provided them a metaphor of cosmic war—a fight between
good and bad, truth and evil. The attacks on the World Trade
Center and the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad,
symbols of globalization, were in that sense very religious.26

An important distinction must be made between different as-
pects of modernity and globalization. In one sense, the al-Qaeda
network is a modern, transnational player, a symbol of globaliza-
tion. Its members are sophisticated and technically skilled pro-
fessionals, come from different nationalities, and use modern
communications. In this sense, fundamentalists are not opposed
to modernity and globalization, so long as it fits their own pur-
poses. But they loath the Western-style modernity that they per-
ceive secular globalization is forcing upon them.27 This push/
pull and a need to compromise to develop and modernize can be
terribly frustrating to fundamentalists.

This resistance to Western-style modernity reminds some
Muslims of prior colonialism. A leader in the Palestinian terror-
ist group Hamas gave his opinion about globalization in an inter-
view. “Globalization is just a new colonial system. It is America’s
attempt to dominate the rest of the world economically rather
than militarily. It will worsen the gap between rich and poor.
America is trying to spread its consumer culture. These values
are not good for human beings. The problem with pursuing cap-
italism as an end itself is that the name of the game is the dol-
lar. In the West, money really does talk. This is bad for the
human beings. It leads to disaster for communities.”28

Islamic Angst: Psychological
and Religious Struggles

Thus far, this paper has given some possible explanations for
Islamists’ rage and anger toward the West, focusing on strategic
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issues. However, it seems unlikely that colonialism, the Cru-
sades, globalization, or military presence fully explain their
loathing and hatred. There may be psychological, religious, or
deeper spiritual issues that provide additional reasons. Also, the
profound chasm between the Sunnis and the Shiites, or for that
matter the clash between the moderates and fundamentalists,
both need exploration. Perhaps the West is simply caught in the
middle of rival factions vying for political power in the name of
religion. 

Although the Islamic rage seems to be a recent phenomenon,
it could have deeper roots in history. Various explanations and
perspectives follow to help explain Islamic angst and anguish.

Humiliation

Renowned terrorism expert Jessica Stern highlights one of
the most basic psychological reasons for this rage in a recent
book, Terror in the Name of God. Stern devotes an entire chap-
ter to why she thinks humiliation is a major causal factor giv-
ing rise to desperation and uncontrollable rage among Pales-
tinians. She discovered an epidemic of despair and individual
hopelessness in interviews with Palestinians at many different
levels of society, from professionals to terrorists. The Islamic
terrorist leaders are able to tap into this sense of outrage and
humiliation to encourage youth to murder Israeli civilians.29

One can argue that the despair and hopelessness are limited
to Palestinians and caused by Israeli actions in the West Bank
and Gaza or Israeli support in the West. However, because of
the special role that Jerusalem plays in Islam, this sense of
humiliation probably extends throughout the Islamic world.
Granted, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has its own set of dy-
namics, but it offers a possible explanation for the rage among
many Muslims, not just Palestinians. Could this rage and/or
desire for violent action extend back even further?

The Assassins

An early sect of Shi’a Islam, called the Ismailis, began a
practice that may have laid some early groundwork for today’s
Islamic terrorists, especially those that target fellow Muslims.
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Beginning in the medieval period and within a few centuries
after the founding of Islam, this secretive sect was known for
unprecedented employment of planned, systematic, and long-
term use of terror as a political weapon. While not the first
group in history to use murder to accomplish political goals,
the Ismailis, unlike previous political murderers, used terror
for strategic effects.30

In fact, the English word assassin has its roots in the Ara-
bic language. During the Crusades, the Christian warriors
were warned about the Assassins and the precautions needed
to guard against them. Although the exact origin of the Assas-
sins was not known, the Crusaders regarded them as hired
killers who were ruthless and competent.31

The vast majority of victims, however, were Muslims, not
Crusaders. The Assassins’ attacks were directed not against
outsiders, but against the dominant elite and the prevailing
ideas in the Islamic world of their time. Unlike today’s Islamic
terrorists, the Assassins never harmed ordinary people, but
focused on the great and powerful.32

Several parallels from the Assassins apply today. After they
struck a victim, there was no attempt at escape or rescue. On
the contrary, to survive a mission was seen as a disgrace. This
was not considered suicide, which has always been forbidden
in Islam. Another constant theme of the Assassins was to pu-
rify the faith and overthrow the existing Sunni order in Islam
to replace it with their own. This theme of striving to purify the
faith may still be a factor today.

Impact of Wahhabism

Less than a century had passed after the death of the
founder of Islam before major conflict arose among Muslims.
The struggle for the heart of Islam that began in the seventh
century between Sunnis and Shiites continues today. Some
scholars suggest Western political and intellectual leaders fail
to adequately understand the internal crisis in Islam and the
conflict between tradition and extremism. Author Stephen
Schwartz has argued in his book, The Two Faces of Islam, that
the primary root of these problems is Wahhabism.
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Wahhabism is the puritanical form of Islam founded by
Muhammad ibn Abdul-Wahhab in the early eighteenth cen-
tury. Ibn Abdul-Wahhab called for a return to tradition and
what he proclaimed was the purest form of Islam. Ibn Abdul-
Wahhab’s goal was for all Muslims to surrender to his vision
of an original, authentic Islam such as he imagined had ex-
isted in the time of Muhammad. He successfully converted the
Bedouins living in the deserts of Saudi Arabia, including
Muhammad Ibn Saud, the forerunner of the House of Saud.
Ibn Abdul-Wahhab and Saud agreed to coordinate to expand
their influence and power. Saud would be the political leader,
or emir, and Ibn Abdul-Wahhab would be the religious leader,
the sheik.33 So began one of the most influential movements
that is impacting Islamic fundamentalism today.

From its beginning, Wahhabism declared the entirety of exist-
ing Islam to be unbelief, and traditional Muslims to be unbeliev-
ers subject to robbery, murder, and sexual violation. They viewed
Shiite Muslims genocidally, as non-Muslims worthy of annihila-
tion. According to Schwartz, this fundamentalist form of Islam
attacked the traditional, spiritual Islam or Sufism that domi-
nates in the Balkans, Turkey, Central Asia, India, Malaysia, and
Indonesia. Additionally, Wahhabism has spawned so-called neo-
Wahhabist movements such as the Egyptian Muslim Brother-
hood, Pakistani Islamists, and Palestinian Hamas movement in
Israel. Schwartz claims the majority of Islamic extremist violence
in the world today can be attributed to Wahhabist-inspired
groups like al-Qaeda or other terrorist movements that embrace
this distinct ultra-radical form of Islamism.34

While Islamic scholars debate the exact definition of Wah-
habism, there is little question that Saudi Arabia embraces
this form of Islam. The supposed goal of the Wahhabi-Saudi
alliance is to tear down the traditional Islam present from
Bosnia-Herzegovina to South Africa and from Morocco to the
Philippines, and to replace it with their extremist, ultrarigid,
and puritanical version of Islam. They attempt this through in-
doctrination, infiltration, and financial subsidies from Saudi
supporters. In addition to the main aim of capturing and guid-
ing the global Islamic community, Wahhabism doctrines are
deeply suffused with hatred of the other religions.35 If Wah-
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habism is indeed the penetrating dogma behind much of the
radical and fundamentalist Islam, is the Saudi state a collab-
orator and sponsor of terrorists?

Battle for Heart of Islam in Saudi Arabia

Whether or not the Saudi state is a willing or unwilling
sponsor of Wahhabi-inspired Islamic radicals may depend on
who is indeed ruling the roost. One very probable explanation
is the struggle for influence and power between two ruling fac-
tions or fiefdoms in the royal family. Since King Fahd’s stroke
in 1995, the unanswered question of succession has remained.
On one hand, Crown Prince Abdullah is the de facto head of
the monarchy, but his power is not solidified. His half-brother
and interior minister, Prince Nayef, controls the secret police
and casts a longer and darker shadow.36

The struggle for the heart of Islam in Saudi Arabia, and in ef-
fect the worldwide majority Sunni Muslims, may come down to
which prince has the most influence. Abdullah is a moderate, a
supporter of liberal political and economic reforms. He adheres
to the Islamic doctrine of Taqarub. This doctrine supports rap-
prochement between Muslims and non-Muslims as well as
peaceful coexistence with nonbelievers. Nayef, on the other
hand, is a conservative who sides with the Wahhabi clerics and
takes directions from an anti-American religious establishment
that shares many goals with al-Qaeda. Nayef supports the Is-
lamic doctrine of Tawhid, or monotheism as defined by Ibn
Abdul-Wahhab. For the most radical clerics, this doctrine pro-
motes a puritanical form of Islam whose enemies include Chris-
tians, Jews, Shiites, and moderate Sunni Muslims. This doctrine
translates into a foreign policy that supports jihad and worldwide
funding for Wahhabism.37

One should not underestimate the Wahhabi radicals’ hatred
and fear of Shiites. As much as the radicals dislike Abdullah’s
moderate sentiments, they may be willing to accept his control of
Saudi Arabia as long as the Wahhabi clerics do not perceive a po-
litical compromise with Shiites. The Shiites offer an alternative
notion of Islamic community and history as well as political in-
terests that coincide with those of Sunni reformers. The Wah-
habis’ worst nightmare is formation of a powerful political bloc
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between moderate reformers throughout the Islamic world, both
Sunni and Shiite.38

The winds of moderate reform in the Islamic world, whether
with democratic overtones or simply traditional Islamic theology,
are of great concern to fundamentalists inside and outside of
Saudi Arabia. This struggle for the soul of Islam could have im-
plications for all regions of the world, including Latin America
and the Caribbean.

Clash or Collusion of Islamic Fundamentalists?
It is difficult to develop a concise and comprehensive perspec-

tive of Islam, or even Islamic fundamentalism in a brief paper. It
does not take long to discover the wide variety of explanations
and opinions of this religion. Often, as more “layers of the onion”
are uncovered, Islamic fundamentalism becomes even more per-
plexing and confusing. 

Several broad conclusions can be drawn about Islam. First,
there is a general tendency for the vast majority of Muslims to
tightly fuse politics and religion, whether traditional or funda-
mentalist, Sunni or Shiite. Second, Islamic followers are gen-
erally of two types: devout, fundamentalist Muslims who ad-
here to the letter of the law or what they think is the letter of
the law, and moderates who are Muslim by birth, culture, or
tradition. What makes these moderates unique is a tendency
to either implicitly or tacitly support the actions of the funda-
mentalists. It’s unusual to hear Islamic moderates condemn
fundamentalists’ actions. Third, what separates Islamic fun-
damentalists from other religious fundamentalists and makes
them inherently more threatening to US national security is
their belief in violence to proliferate, enforce, and spread Islam.
Finally, this devout core of believers may not be peripheral, al-
though they probably represent only a small minority of the
more than one billion Muslims in the world. 

As was clearly displayed on 9/11, the struggle occurring in
the Islamic world does have implications for the rest of the
world. The following chapter explores whether Islamic funda-
mentalism is having an impact on Latin America and if there
is a connection to the turmoil in the Islamic world.
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Chapter 3

Islamic Fundamentalism in
Latin America and the Caribbean

Islamic fundamentalism and terrorist activity in Latin Amer-
ica—whether the unsolved 1992 bombing of the Israeli Embassy
in Buenos Aires or fundraising in the “Wild West” Tri-Border
Area (TBA) between Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay—does have
a connection to events in the Middle East. This terrorist activity
was part, and remains a part, of the global collision between
those who uphold Western ideals and Islamic fundamentalists
who do not hold a democratic worldview. Because of this nexus,
discovering who or what is driving the Islamic fundamentalist
“train” in Latin America and the Caribbean is significant. Is it
the Iranian/Syrian/Lebanese-inspired Hezbollah Shiites, the
Sunni/Wahabbi-motivated al-Qaeda, or somebody else? Fur-
thermore, these terrorist groups may now be collaborating and
morphing into new types of terrorist organizations.

Latin America is generally misunderstood by North Americans
and is much more diverse than most realize. Even the topic of Is-
lamic fundamentalism in Latin America draws skepticism. 

Latin America and the Caribbean are home to almost 500 mil-
lion inhabitants, who show startling contrasts between rich and
poor, learned and illiterate, and democracy and dictatorship. It is
a mistake to assume that everyone speaks Spanish and attends
Catholic Mass. Granted, most inhabitants of the region are
Catholic and are either of indigenous or Latin background
(Spanish, Italian, or Portuguese).1 But, as in the United States,
virtually every ethnic background in the world is represented.
These groups may include anyone from descendents of Africans
brought to Latin America for slavery to Syrian and Lebanese im-
migrants. 

In these small pockets of Arab, Indian, and African immi-
grants, Islam has gained a small footprint in Latin America and
the Caribbean. Former Argentine President Carlos Menem is a
significant example of how someone from one of these minorities
can gain prominence. Born in Argentina of Syrian Muslim
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parents, he converted to Catholicism in order to become presi-
dent in 1989.2

Muslim Demographics in the Region
Muslims probably represent less than one percent of the

total population of South America. Even the most optimistic
projection from Islamic sources is six million or less. One
source notes the number of Islamic followers in Brazil at 1.5
million (less than one percent of the population) and in Ar-
gentina, 700,000 (two percent of the population).3

Another Islamic source indicates an even smaller percent-
age in Brazil—around one million, including 10,000 converts
to Islam.4 This low number of Islamic converts versus Muslims
by ethnicity or birth could indicate a very tight or closed Is-
lamic community in Brazil. More likely, Islam simply does not
have much appeal for native Brazilians. 

The majority of Muslims in Brazil are Syrian and Lebanese
immigrants and their descendants. Some 11 million Syrian
and Lebanese immigrants live throughout Brazil. Just over 10
percent consider themselves Muslim, while the vast majority
claims the Catholic faith.5

Argentina has one of the most active Islamic groups in the
region, called Islamic Organization of Latin America (IOLA).
This is due to the slightly higher percentage of Muslims in Ar-
gentina as well as having the largest mosque in the region. The
King Fahd Islamic Cultural Center in Buenos Aires is a $22
million structure completed in 2000 and inaugurated with
Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Abdullah in attendance. The cen-
ter sits on 7.5 acres of prime real estate, valued at between
$20 and $40 million, which was donated by Menem during his
presidency. The 390,000-square-foot building has an audito-
rium, a primary and secondary school, dormitories, and under-
ground parking.6

IOLA holds events to promote the unification of Muslims living
in the region as well as the propagation of Islam. In March of
2003, IOLA sent 13 young Muslims from Argentina, Chile, Brazil,
Uruguay, Bolivia, Paraguay, Venezuela, Curacao, Guatemala,
Costa Rica, and Ecuador to Hajj.7 This range of countries indi-

CADRE PAPER

20



cates the wide distribution of Muslims in Latin America and the
Caribbean.

These small groups of Muslims scattered throughout the re-
gion surprise even experienced diplomats knowledgeable on
Latin America. A 35-year veteran US diplomat who visited a
small town in the southern Brazilian state of Parana shortly
after the death of Iranian Shiite leader Ayatollah Khomeini in
1989 recalls his surprise at finding three mosques filled with
Muslim Arabs mourning the death of Khomeini.8

Muslim demographics in the Caribbean area are similar to
Latin America at around one percent of the total population,
or 300,000, but with two notable exceptions in the English-
and Dutch-speaking communities. The highest percentage of
Muslims in the entire region exists in Dutch Suriname at just
over 28 percent of its 425,000 inhabitants.9 These Muslims
are primarily Javanese from Indonesia, Indo-Pakistanis whose
ancestors came as indentured laborers more than a century
ago, and the Afro-Surinamese. The 140,000 English-speaking
Muslims are evenly divided between Guyana (70,000 repre-
senting 10 percent of population), and Trinidad and Tobago
(70,000 or six percent of population).10

The only two members of the Organization of Islamic Con-
ference (OIC) in the Western hemisphere are Guyana (1998)
and Suriname (1996). The Arab Islamic influence in both
countries has grown since they joined the OIC. Because their
tradition and ethnic backgrounds are rooted primarily in Java
and Indo-Pakistan, they generally do not speak Arabic in the
mosques and some of their practices could be considered un-
orthodox. Therefore, some Guyanese Muslims have trained in
Saudi Arabia with the intent of “purifying” Islamic practices in
Guyana.11

Islamic Terrorist Attacks in the Region
The demographics in Latin America and the Caribbean give

little indication of Islamic fundamentalism or terrorism in the re-
gion. While Guyana and Suriname are recent members of the
OIC, these two countries have no history of violent Islamic ac-
tivity and only a minimal connection to Islamic fundamentalism.
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Except for Guyana, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago, the ex-
tremely low percentage of Muslims in any country in the region
hardly raises an eyebrow. 

Looking into these pockets of Islamic followers, is there a his-
tory of terrorism or radicalism that provides clues to future ac-
tivity? Latin American history is filled with examples of terrorism
from revolutionary organizations such as Peru’s Sendero Lumi-
noso (“Shining Path”) and Colombia’s FARC, but these move-
ments are not Islamic. Nevertheless, there are relevant examples
in the region.

Trinidad and Tobago 

In July 1990, Yasin Abu Bakr led a coup attempt by the black
radical Muslim organization Jamaat al Muslimeen in Port-of-
Spain, Trinidad. He and 114 rebels set off a car bomb that gut-
ted the police station in front of the Parliament and then stormed
into the legislature, spraying bullets, to gain control. The rebels
took over the television station to announce they had seized con-
trol of the country. A six-day hostage crisis ensued while the
rebels held Prime Minister Robinson and his cabinet. Twenty-five
people were killed during the crisis. The rebels surrendered after
a negotiated settlement with the government facilitated by US
and UK ambassadors and Caribbean Community (CARICOM).12

Ironically, the coup attempt was triggered by the denial of a
building permit for a mosque. Discontent in the black Islamic
community had been brewing for more than 20 years due to
struggles over government policies. After the failed coup at-
tempt, the government razed Jamaat’s compound consisting
of a school and medical clinic. Ten years later the government
made its first payment of $195,000 to Jamaat’s members for
damage incurred to their compound. This followed a $2.3 mil-
lion fine levied on 58 Muslim radicals by Trinidad’s high court
for the bombing of the police headquarters.13

Buenos Aires 

The 1992 suicide bombing of the Israeli Embassy in Buenos
Aires is arguably the first Islamic terrorist attack in South
America. Although the attack has yet to be officially solved, the
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bulk of the evidence points to the Iranian-backed Lebanese
terrorist organization Hezbollah. A car, driven by a suicide
bomber and loaded with explosives, smashed into the front of
the embassy and detonated. The attack wounded 242 people
and killed 29 Israelis and Argentine civilians. The probable
motive for the attack came one month earlier when Israeli
gunships attacked a motorcade in southern Lebanon, killing
Sheik Abbas al-Musawi, leader of the Hezbollah terrorist
group.14

While investigation of the embassy bombing dragged on for
more than two years in the Argentine Supreme Court, an even
more devastating terrorist bombing struck Buenos Aires’ large
Jewish community. The bombing of the Argentina Jewish Mu-
tual Aid Association (AMIA) resulted in 87 deaths and more
than 100 injuries.15

Although there have been several breakthroughs in the bomb-
ing investigations, both cases remain open. Despite repeated de-
nials by the governments of Iran and Argentina, several impor-
tant pieces of evidence point to their possible involvement or at
least a desire to leave the cases unsolved. A 1998 telephone call
intercepted from the Iranian Embassy in Argentina demon-
strated Iran’s involvement in the attack on the Israeli Embassy
and led to expulsion of six of the seven Iranian diplomats.16

Failure to solve the cases may also be due in part to the in-
volvement of former President Menem. According to the New
York Times, which obtained a 100-page Argentine secret deposi-
tion, the Iranian government paid Menem $10 million to cover
up the crime.17 Regardless of who committed the bombings or
who is responsible for delaying justice, the dynamic combination
of Menem’s Islamic heritage, the large Jewish population in
Buenos Aires, and the quick retribution of Hezbollah indicate an
environment ripe for Islamic terrorism and/or support.

Islamic Terrorist Support in the Region
The two bombings in Buenos Aires, most likely committed

by Hezbollah, and the attempted coup in Trinidad by Jamaat
al Muslimeen —all occurring more than 10 years ago—hardly
constitute a profound and deep history of Islamic terrorism in
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Latin America and the Caribbean. Although Latin American
countries have struggled with domestic terrorism for decades,
Islamic terrorist attacks do not seem to register high on their
anxiety scale. 

Should US policy makers, nevertheless, be concerned about
Islamic fundamentalists activities in the region? While no bomb-
ings attributable to Islamic fundamentalists have occurred since
1994, there is a more recent history of Islamic fundamentalist
support activities. The two geographic areas of primary concern
are Venezuela’s Margarita Island and the TBA between Ar-
gentina, Paraguay, and Brazil. 

Tri-Border Area

The TBA has a somewhat “Wild West” reputation and lax rule
of law, even by Latin American standards, especially in the
Paraguayan sector. A large Arab community of roughly 30,000
primarily Lebanese and Syrian immigrants is involved in busi-
ness enterprises there, both legal and illegal. Hezbollah and
Hamas have a history stretching back a couple of decades of
using the TBA for fundraising and other support. Although the
area had been monitored for some time, the 1992 bombing in
Buenos Aires increased scrutiny there. The attacks on 9/11
greatly intensified that attention.18

The area has been and remains a haven for illicit activities by
organized crime and, most likely, terrorist groups. These groups
use the TBA for smuggling, money laundering, product piracy,
and drug and arms trafficking. The geography, social climate,
economy, and permissive political environment allow criminals
and corrupt officials to thrive by exchanging bribes or payoffs. It
is difficult to determine whether these activities are crime-
and/or terrorism-related. Numerous organized crime groups, in-
cluding the Lebanese and Chinese Mafias, are known to use the
TBA for illicit activities. The level of financial “transactions” is
staggering. For example, the Paraguayan city of Cuidad del Este
generated $12 to $13 billion in cash transactions annually as of
2001, making it the third largest money-handler worldwide be-
hind Hong Kong and Miami. This figure may be declining due to
closer Argentine and Brazilian customs controls.19

CADRE PAPER

24



It is unknown exactly what portion of this illicit activity is
committed by Islamic fundamentalists or terrorist groups.
According to recent and extensive Library of Congress Federal
Research Reports on the TBA, various Islamic terrorist groups
have used the area for fundraising, drug trafficking, money
laundering, plotting, and other activities in support of their or-
ganizations. From 1999 to 2001, Islamic extremist groups,
specifically Hezbollah and Hamas, received up to $500 million
from Arab residents on the Brazilian side of the border
through Paraguayan financial institutions.20

Other Islamic terrorists groups thought to have a presence in-
clude Egypt’s Al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, Al-Jihad (Islamic Jihad),
al-Qaeda, and al-Muqawamah, which is a pro-Iranian wing of
the Lebanon-based Hezbollah. The large Arab community in the
TBA also makes it highly conducive to establishment of sleeper
cells. Although the TBA has one of the largest concentrations of
Islamic extremists in Latin America, as many as 11,000 may
have moved since late 2001 to other less closely watched Arab
population centers in South America.21 The bottom line is the
TBA remains a fertile ground for illegal and unlawful behavior,
but probably not quite to the extent of pre-9/11.

Margarita Island

Small groups of Muslims may be conducting similar sup-
port activities in other areas of Latin America. Research sug-
gests that where pockets of Arab immigrants and/or followers
of Islam exist, there is a potential for illicit support activity.
One such example is a resort island off the coast of Venezuela
and home to around 4,000 Arab immigrants, primarily Pales-
tinians, Syrians, and Lebanese. Although this is a small per-
centage of Margarita Island’s 300,000 residents and an even
smaller percentage of the estimated 600,000 Venezuelan citi-
zens of Arab descent, there are strong indications of support
activities for Islamic terrorists.22

Although they comprise a small fraction of the island’s
population, the Arabs exert a disproportionate influence on
daily life through their economic clout. The local cable televi-
sion outlet carries al-Jazeera as well as channels from
Lebanon and Syria. Women in headscarves work cash regis-
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ters, and verses of the Quran are displayed on most shop
counters. The Arabs are involved in retail businesses as well
as travel agencies and banks. The Venezuelan government is
aware of the Arab presence on the island and is investigating
various allegations, but has found no terrorism links.23

Venezuela’s ambassador to the United States denied accusa-
tions that the Chavez government has supported international
terrorism in an address last October at the Center for Latin
American Studies at the University of California-Berkeley. The
ambassador dismissed out of hand accusations that Venezuela
provided training for al-Qaeda terrorists on Margarita Island.24

Nevertheless, Gen James Hill, then commander of US South-
ern Command, specifically cited the existence of Islamic terrorist
support activities in the TBA and Margarita Island in a 2003
speech. He elaborated on a connection between narco-traffickers
and Islamic terrorists who generate funds by money laundering,
document forgery, and arms trafficking. In the words of the gen-
eral, “Simply put, direct drug sales and money laundering fund
worldwide terrorists operations. That is fact, not speculation.”25

Muslims’ Geographic Connection
with Terrorism

Although difficult to prove with certainty, the persistent con-
nections between Muslims in Latin America and the presence of
Islamic terrorism or support suggest a pattern. This blueprint in-
dicates that if Islamic terrorists desire to use a region for safe
haven purposes, illicit fundraising, money laundering, and so
forth, they will congregate with or near followers of Islam. This is
neither a startling discovery nor a profound concept; it simply
follows what Islamic terrorists do in other areas of the world with
Islamic populations. What makes Latin America and the Carib-
bean unique are a number of factors. 

Islamic terrorism and support in this region are exceptional
due to the demographics, geography, and lax rule of law. With
few exceptions, each country in the region has an extremely high
percentage of Catholics and very low percentage of Muslims.
Even the vast majority of Arab immigrants are not Muslims, but
Lebanese and Syrian Catholics. This Muslim minority tends to
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collect in pockets, whether in the TBA, Margarita Island, or
Buenos Aires. More noteworthy, these pockets of Muslims tend
to be either Lebanese or Syrian immigrants and followers of
Shi’ism, not Sunni Islam or Wahabbism. The major exceptions
are in Guyana, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago with their
Javanese, Indo-Pakistani, or African heritage. They are not
Shiites, but neither are they devout followers of Sunni Islam or
Wahabbism despite attempts to “purify” their doctrine.

The historical evidence of Islamic terrorist events over the
past couple of decades confirms this pattern. Although unre-
solved, the two Islamic terrorist bombings in Buenos Aires
point to Hezbollah presence and support in Argentina. The at-
tempted coup in Trinidad and Tobago is attributed to the
black Islamic group Jamaat-al-Muslimeen. Although Sunni
followers of Islam make up the majority of Muslims in the
world, this is not true of Latin American demographics.

The wide-open geography and lax rule of law in Latin America
also create a different dynamic from other areas of the world.
Much of Latin America developed around urban centers that
have grown into sprawling metropolitan areas like Buenos
Aires or Sao Paulo. At the same time, there are large sections
of undeveloped, unpopulated, and ungoverned areas that are
vulnerable to misuse and illicit activities. Both of these geo-
graphic phenomena give rise to exploitation by all types of
criminals and terrorists. General Hill summed up his view
about the region’s susceptibility:

Today’s foe is the terrorist, the narco-trafficker, the arms trafficker, the
document forger, the international crime boss, and the money laun-
derer. This threat is a weed that is planted, grown, and nurtured in the
fertile ground of ungoverned spaces such as coastlines, rivers, and un-
populated border areas. This threat is watered and fertilized with
money from drugs, illegal arms sales, and human trafficking. This
threat respects neither geographical nor moral boundaries.26

This does not mean there is a clear nexus or connection be-
tween Islamic terrorists and narco-terrorists. It does mean the
region has the right ingredients to foster the kind of support
environment sought by Islamic terrorists. Even though places
like the TBA appear a tangled web of organized crime groups
and Islamic terrorists, General Hill does not believe there is
cooperation and collaboration between the two.27
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Chapter 4

Today’s Islamic Threat

Arguably, the US security policy establishment is more fo-
cused on Islamic fundamentalist terrorism than simply “ter-
rorism.” Furthermore, most of this interest is concentrated on
Iraq and Afghanistan. The struggle occurring in the Islamic
world between fundamentalists and moderates is of utmost
importance not only to the future of the Middle East, but to
other regions of the world as well. 

Although Shiite fundamentalists such as Hezbollah certainly
remain a threat, especially to Israel, it’s the Sunni Wahabbi-
fueled fundamentalists like al-Qaeda who pose the greater threat
to US national security interests. 

What, Who, and Where is the
Islamic Terrorist Threat?

Fortunately, there does not appear to be a large presence of
Wahabbi Islamic fundamentalists in Latin America and the
Caribbean. That could mean the security concerns for the re-
gion are less than initially thought. Nevertheless, one cannot
discount the role of Hezbollah Shiites, ad hoc Islamic funda-
mentalist groups, or possible connections between Wahabbis,
Hezbollah, and/or drug traffickers.

Except in Guyana, Surinam, and Trinidad, the Muslim de-
mographics of Latin America point to a preponderance of
Lebanese and Syrian Shiites, not Sunnis. Are there Shiite fun-
damentalists embedded in these pockets of Islamic followers
who are cooperating with al-Qaeda or other branches of radi-
cal Sunni Wahabbis? 

Hezbollah-al-Qaeda Connection?

According to former CIA director George Tenet, such an al-
liance could be occurring in lawless regions like the TBA and
Margarita Island. He cited an increase in low-level cooperation
between al-Qaeda and Hezbollah and confirms that a “mixing
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and matching of capabilities, swapping of training, and the
use of common facilities” could be happening.1

Jessica Stern of Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment also points out several changes in the way terrorist
organizations, especially al-Qaeda, may be operating following
the crackdown in Afghanistan. She claims al-Qaeda is willing
to make unlikely alliances with other Islamic terrorist groups
such as Hezbollah in order to expand its reach. These groups
may also have morphed into less hierarchical and leaderless
organizations to avoid detection. The leaders inspire small
cells or individuals to take action on their own initiative in-
stead of taking orders from above. Stern also claims Islamic
terrorists are forging ties with traditionally organized crime
groups.2 If these developments are true, the threat in areas
with Islamic fundamentalists in Latin America could intensify.

A recent intelligence report obtained by the Boston Globe
seems to confirm this transformation. The report indicates US
efforts against al-Qaeda are hastening its evolution from a net-
work bound by a centralized control model of dominant figures
with strong jihadist pedigrees to again resemble loosely knit
groups headed by talented operatives at the local level.3 This
change may step up efforts by Islamic terrorist “sleeper cells”
in Latin America to seize the initiative rather than wait for
guidance from above, or to even cooperate and collaborate
with Hezbollah. 

Ad Hoc Radical Fundamentalists Threat

Another potential concern could be ad hoc radical funda-
mentalists groups forming within these small pockets of Is-
lamic followers without any particular tie to any state support
or Islamic doctrine. They may operate on a global scale and
claim to act for Islam. These ad hoc groups can form quickly,
require no headquarters, and have no recognized leaders.
Such characteristics make them more difficult to track and
apprehend than members of established groups.4 Even with
all of the tools available to US authorities, detecting and find-
ing Islamic terrorists in the United States is difficult. Imagine
how much more challenging the task is in South America.

CADRE PAPER

32



Potential ad hoc Islamic fundamentalist groups in Latin
America and the Caribbean pose a particular threat because
of the fluid nature of their organization, or even lack of a for-
mal organization. These groups can come together to carry out
a single operation, much like the group responsible for bomb-
ing New York’s World Trade Center in 1993. US authorities
have a difficult time detecting and infiltrating these groups
since they exist for such a limited period of time.5

One example of this type of operation might be the planned hi-
jacking of an aircraft by nine Islamic Bangladeshis in Santa
Cruz, Bolivia, in late 2003. The Bangladeshis allegedly planned
to attack a US target in Argentina with an aircraft. They had
been in Bolivia for a year when their suspected plot was revealed
to authorities by the French police attaché. It was reported that
the group was planning to fly to Buenos Aires on 2 December
2003, but Aerolineas Argentina cancelled the flight at the last
minute. Apparently, the French intelligence services received in-
formation that led them to believe citizens from Bangladesh
might board planes in South America, hijack them, and crash
them against US targets.6

An Islamic Terrorist and Drug Trafficker Nexus?

Even though General Hill minimizes the connection between
narco-terrorists and Islamic fundamentalists in Latin America,
some experts are increasingly worried about such a possibility.
Harold Wankel, the assistant administrator for intelligence at the
US Drug Enforcement Agency, recently expressed a concern that
al-Qaeda terrorists will turn to international drug trafficking and
Colombian and/or Mexican organized crime to transport funds,
people, and banned weapons.7

Wankel’s anxiety stems from his knowledge of the crime
groups’ infrastructure and how valuable their network might
be to al-Qaeda.

If al-Qaida comes to South America and they need to get something done
in the United States that requires movement, whether it is movement of
commodity or movement of people, they need not set up infrastructure,
they need not set up an operation capable of doing that. They need to get
x-number of dollars and go to the people who are the professionals, the
people that are the best at it, and that is the Colombian and Mexican or-
ganized criminal groups that are closely aligned these days.8
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He especially worries about al-Qaeda sympathizers in Latin
America who could turn to the drug trafficking network as the
international crackdown on Islamic terrorists’ finances dries
up funds. However, at this point, it is unclear whether al-
Qaeda has benefited from drug trafficking or cooperation from
the narco-terrorists in the region.9

The first empirical evidence linking al-Qaeda with the drug
trade was discovered in 2003 in the Middle East, according to
a RAND terrorism expert. The US Navy seized a boat carrying
nearly two tons of hashish in the Persian Gulf along with three
men believed to have al-Qaeda connections. The drugs were
worth between $8 and $10 million. Due to the huge profit mar-
gins involved in the drug trade, trafficking in drugs is proba-
bly becoming an attractive opportunity for al-Qaeda to rebuild
its finances.10

Even though the principal Islamic terrorist threat in Latin
America appears more related to support activities than to at-
tacking targets in the region, are there potential areas that
could be vulnerable to a strike?

Potential Islamic Terrorist Target
The purpose of this paper is not to identify every potential

target for Islamic terrorists, but only to provide an example to
stimulate thinking on the subject. Fortunately, there is not a
significant number of potential US targets in the region except
embassies and multinational businesses. Other than potential
diplomatic targets like embassies and consulates, are there
additional vulnerabilities and weak spots in Latin America
that are ripe for an attack by Islamic terrorists? One example
may stem from the United States’ dependence on the region’s
energy exports.

Western dependence on imported petroleum and natural
gas is no great secret. Nor is it a great surprise that Islamic
terrorists may target energy production and the transportation
supply chain. If there are any doubts about vulnerability, the
bombing of the French-flagged supertanker Limburg off the
coast of Yemen in October 2002 serves as an example. The
United States’ dependence on oil imports will grow from more
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than 50 percent today to more than 60 percent by 2010.11

Given that rising dependence on oil and natural gas resources,
an attack on these imports could bring significant economic
disruption.

Today the United States imports a significant amount of petro-
leum from Latin America. Of the top 15 countries that export
crude oil to the United States, seven are located in the Western
hemisphere, including Canada. Venezuela has at times exported
more oil to the United States than has Saudi Arabia, and Mexi-
can exports are not far behind.12

The small island nation of Trinidad and Tobago is the num-
ber one exporter of liquefied natural gas (LNG) to the United
States.13 Its exports have grown from zero in 1998 to almost
three-quarters of the imported LNG supply, mainly to termi-
nals along the US eastern seaboard. Most of the deliveries are
from supertankers carrying millions of gallons of super-chilled
LNG. They dock at the terminals to unload their cargo, which
is then converted to the vaporous form of natural gas for con-
sumer use. For a creative terrorist, these transfer points could
be a potential magnet for a debilitating strike.

Hitting a target like an LNG transfer point could be accom-
plished by any group of terrorists, Islamic or otherwise. Due to
the minimal Wahabbi-Sunni fundamentalist presence in the re-
gion, an al-Qaeda hit may be unlikely. Nevertheless, one cannot
completely discount the possible role of Hezbollah Shiites, ad hoc
Islamic fundamentalist groups, or possible connections between
Wahhabis, Hezbollah, and/or drug traffickers. 
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Chapter 5

Policy Considerations and Conclusions

One can certainly find potential vulnerabilities other than LPG
transfer sites, but fortunately Latin America is not a “target-rich”
environment. A larger concern may be differences in the way the
United States and Latin America perceive the primary security
threats facing the region. 

Prior to making effective policy recommendations, the wide
gulf separating these perceptions must be addressed. These
differences are especially challenging considering the cultural
differences between the United States and Latin America and
their long history of troubled relations.

Perceptions of the Primary Threat
Facing the Region

The cultural differences and distinct concerns of the United
States and Latin America can at times cause friction. For any
recommended solutions to have a chance at success, both sides
must address these differences and reach consensus. This divide
was inadvertently highlighted by Secretary of State Colin Powell
at the annual assembly of the Organization of American States
in Chile on 9 June 2003. While most representatives of the 33
other nations emphasized the need for social justice, warning
that democracy itself could be threatened by mounting econom-
ic difficulties and inequality, Mr. Powell was nearly alone in fo-
cusing on the triple scourge he described as “tyrants, traffickers,
and terrorists.”1

By at least recognizing and perhaps even narrowing this gap
in the perception of the primary threat facing Latin America, US
diplomats and military leaders may facilitate areas such as en-
hancing regional engagement and cooperation, strengthening
monitoring efforts, and seeking to eliminate or minimize the
criminal support activities. 

Regional Engagement and Cooperation
There are examples of successful engagement in the region

that can be expanded or used as models for other forums. One
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of the best models of cooperation and collaboration is the
Organization of American States’ Inter-American Committee
Against Terrorism (CICTE). A similar, but slightly more fo-
cused example of teamwork between the United States and the
countries bordering the TBA is the “Three+One” initiative. Fi-
nally, a regional roundtable made up of 19 Latin American
states, called the Rio Group, is developing initiatives to im-
prove security and minimize threats.

The CICTE forum was conceived in the mid-1990s after the
two bombings in Buenos Aires. Following 9/11, CICTE took on a
new sense of urgency and the frequency of the meetings has in-
creased dramatically. The mission of CICTE is straightforward:
coordinate efforts to protect the citizens of the member nations
from the scourges of terrorism through the exchange of informa-
tion between subject matter experts and decision makers to
strengthen hemispheric solidarity and security.2

According to Ambassador Cofer Black, US State Department
coordinator of counterterrorism, CICTE has established itself
as one of the foremost regional antiterrorism bodies in the
world and is recognized by the UN as a model to emulate.
CICTE has developed an ambitious program focused on
strengthening border and financial controls and developing
sound counterterrorism legal regimes.3 At their January 2004
session in Montevideo, delegates recognized the need to
strengthen CICTE and approved a work plan to deal with avi-
ation, port, and cyber security.4

The Tripartite Commission of the Triple Frontier was estab-
lished in 1998 as a security mechanism by the TBA countries.
When the United States joins these meetings, as it did in De-
cember 2003 in Asuncion, it becomes the “3+1” group. Three+
One serves as a continuing forum for counterterrorism coop-
eration and prevention among all four countries. In a recent
meeting, the parties discussed preventive actions against ter-
rorism such as strengthening financial institutions, enacting
money-laundering legislation, and reducing drug and arms
trafficking, as well as cooperation on the exchange of informa-
tion and law enforcement.5

The US ambassador to Brazil, Donna Hrinak, recently high-
lighted the growing effectiveness of security collaboration in
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the TBA. “Contrary to what you’re hearing in the Press, the
Brazilians are closely watching the TBA and cooperating with
the United States. We are pleased with their level of support
and the progress on clamping down on the illicit activities in
the TBA.”6

Although more liberal and less specific in nature, the Rio
Group is striving to tackle some of the same issues as CICTE
and “3+1” forums. Rio Group’s primary concerns are threats
to democratic governance, to the stability of its institutions,
and to social peace. These 19 Latin American countries sup-
port a multilateral system for peace and security and view all
terrorism as a threat to these goals.7

Improve Rule of Law and Eradicate
Criminal Activities

One of the struggles in Latin America is democratic gover-
nance and adherence to the rule of law. Although progress is
being made in cooperation and collaboration through the forums
noted above, the challenge comes is implementing and executing
the policies at the worker level. Simply because security policies
and procedures are agreed upon at the international level does
not mean the plan will be lawfully executed. For example, exist-
ing laws prohibit the illicit dealings in the TBA and Margarita Is-
land, but these profitable criminal activities continue. 

The concern of this study is Islamic terrorists, but whether
profits are used to support terrorism or purely for greed by the
mafia groups, the solution is the same: seek to eradicate the
lawlessness in those regions where it flourishes. This is where
improving the rule of law with regional cooperation is critical.

The challenge is outlined in a definitive Library of Congress
study on terrorists and organized crime groups in the TBA.
First, widespread corruption at all levels of government and
law enforcement is facilitating the activities of Islamic terrorist
groups and organized crime. Second, the capabilities of cur-
rent security and investigative forces are inadequate for rid-
ding the region of this problem. And finally, the laws for com-
bating terrorist fundraising, money laundering, organized
crime activities, and official corruption are also inadequate.8
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The strained relations between the US government and
some Latin American countries are increasing the challenge.
However, CICTE and the “3+1” are excellent examples of work-
ing together to combat terrorism and the criminal activities
that support it. The stepped-up efforts by the governments of
Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay to fight illicit activities by or-
ganized crime and terrorist groups in the TBA seem to have
helped reduce these behaviors, but by no means eliminated
them. US attempts to deal with Venezuela and President Hugo
Chavez regarding the activities on Margarita Island may have
to wait until relations improve.

Conclusions

Who will prevail in the battle for the heart of Islam, the mod-
erates or the fundamentalists? The confrontationalists posit the
clash could be a long-term struggle with repercussions not only
for the United States, but also for regions like Latin America,
where pockets of Islamic followers exist. If accomodationists like
Esposito are correct, addressing and solving the causes of the
conflict will help minimize, if not eliminate, Islamic terrorism. In
either case, the implications for how the US security establish-
ment addresses Islamic terrorism and terrorist support in Latin
America and the Caribbean are profound. 

If the Wahabbi-fueled fundamentalism grows and gains a
stronger foothold throughout the Islamic world, research sug-
gests the minimal threat in Latin America could increase. On
the other hand, the vast majority of Muslims may repudiate the
Islamic radicals and fundamentalists and embrace moderation
and democracy, so the Islamic threat in the region could even-
tually evaporate. 

CENTCOM commander Gen John Abizaid says it is going to
be a long-term battle. “I think this battle of moderation versus
extremism in this part of the world in particular is one that
will continue well beyond the point where I’m retired,” notes
Abizaid.9 Security policy makers do not have the luxury of
waiting a generation for results, but must act now by answer-
ing the hard questions and developing policy accordingly.
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There are two broad and strategic questions about Islamic
fundamentalist terrorism in Latin America. First, despite the
lack of a strong demographic or cultural connection with
Lebanese and Syrian Muslim immigrants in the region, will al-
Qaeda seek to develop a foothold in Latin America to sustain
or expand its operations? Second, will Shiite groups such as
Hezbollah continue the low profile they have maintained over
the last 10 years, using the region for support activities but
not direct attacks, or will they join forces with Wahabbi-oriented
Sunni fundamentalists in a clash against the West? 

Research suggests the following answers. First, the Islamic
threat from al-Qaeda will probably not gain traction in Latin
America due to the less-than-fertile ground for that form of Is-
lamic fundamentalism. Not only are there very low percent-
ages of all types of Muslims in the region, but the majority are
Shiite Muslims, not “Wahhabi-fueled” fundamentalist Sunni
Muslims. Second, Shiite fundamentalist groups like Hezbollah
may strive to continue using lawless areas like the TBA and
other smaller pockets in the region, but extra surveillance and
increased attention by the United States in cooperation with
Latin American partners will help control the problem.
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