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 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  What was your title in the Clinton administration?  

 JESSICA STERN: I worked in the Clinton administration.  And my title was Director for 

Russian, Ukranian, and Eurasian Affairs.  And I was spending most of my time helping to advise the 

president on nuclear security in the former Soviet Union, and the potential for nuclear terrorism, arising 

partly out of nuclear theft.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And did you look at risks associated with nuclear terrorism from 

other sources, such as, including terrorists? 

 JESSICA STERN: No.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Ah.  Okay.   

 JESSICA STERN: Not when I was there. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And whatÕs your academic specialization now? 

 JESSICA STERN: My academic specialization now is terrorists; the people who would use the 

weapons that I have studied in the past.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think of the effects of our adventure in Iraq on 

terrorism risks relative to the United States? 

 JESSICA STERN: It was very easy for a person who thinks about terrorism to predict that the 

war in Iraq would dramatically increase the threat, the terrorist threat, to the United States.  It was quite 

obvious.  

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Because? 

 JESSICA STERN: In a way, the United States fell into a trap.  It was as if bin Laden set a trap 

for us, that, uh, w-, we should go and attack a Muslim country.  Iraq is, of course, ic-, an extremely 

important Muslim country.  And uh, we did exactly what bin Laden would have wanted us to do.  And 

indeed, he has pointed this out, in his, uh, rel-, in his statements; that President Bush has really assisted 

him, uh, in his effort to decimate the U.S. economy, and make the jihadi movement thrive.  



 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: How so? 

 JESSICA STERN: Bin Laden is interested in proving that the United States is out to humiliate 

the Islamic world, and destroy the Islamic world.  And we went into a country allegedly because of its 

weapons of mass destruction, which we still have not found; and humiliated, uh, the Muslim people 

globally.  He has been able to argue that.   He has been able to use our adventures in Iraq as proof that 

that was our goal.  And of course, the pictures coming out of Abu Ghraib really helped him in that 

regard. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.  And what do you think the effect of the American invasion of 

Iraq has been on general Arab public opinion, not just bin LadenÕs supporters? 

 JESSICA STERN: As soon as it was clear that we were going to invade Iraq, the bottom fell out 

in support for the United States in the Islamic world, according to polling by [Zoghbi].  And then, once 

we did invade, poll after poll showed that in Muslim-majority countries, the United States had lost all 

respect.  And indeed, in Jordan and in Pakistan, majorities claimed to have more confidence in bin 

Laden than in President Bush. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Do you think... 

 JESSICA STERN: Ordinary Muslims.  IÕm not talking about pro-jihadi Muslims.  IÕm talking 

about regular people. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And do you think that this would have been true even if the 

occupation had been handled competently, as opposed to the way it was handled? 

 JESSICA STERN: I think that the invasion itself was deeply distressing to many Muslims.  But 

obviously, our inept occupation has not helped us at all.  Uh, the, it, it has really pushed ordinary Iraqis 

into supporting an insurgency that they might otherwise have opposed. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think of the insurgency in Iraq and the 

development of terrorism in Iraq after our invasion? 

 JESSICA STERN: The, eh, o-... 



 

 Saddam Hussein obviously had been preparing for our invasion, but I donÕt know that he would 

have been able to predict the extent to which the international jihadi movement would be prepared to 

provide both physical support, in, in, in the sense of donating suicide bombers, and also psychological, 

emotional, spiritual support, to the extent that they have.   This has become...the, an Afghanistan, in 

essence.  This is very much like what happened when the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, and the United 

States actually facilitated an internation-, the formation of an international, uh, jihadi movement.  That 

has happened again.   The United States has facilitated the next iteration of that international jihadi 

movement.  We have given that movement the best possible training.  We have p-, provided war games 

for them.  They are now trying to fight against the best trained military on earth.   

 And they will not stay there.  ThatÕs very clear.  This is not a kind of roach motel, where we 

gather the worldÕs international jihadis and, and kill them in Iraq.  Uh, they will escape from that motel, 

and weÕve already seen that, in Jordan.  Uh, they are now very well trained, and very angry.  And I 

believe we will eventually see them on Western streets.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And why donÕt you believe the assertion that the administration has 

made that in fact this is a place where large numbers of terrorist jihadis will be caught and/or killed by 

American forces, and that this represents a disaster for them? 

 JESSICA STERN: One of the problems with the Bush administrationÕs thinking about this 

issue, in my view, is that weÕre not talking about a, a, a...uh, definite number of jihadis; that you just kill 

three, and there are three less.  WeÕre talking about a movement that continues to grow.  WeÕre t-, we 

should be thinking about the flow of new jihadis into the movement, rather than [a stalk].   

 So when the administration touts its purported successes by bragging about the number of 

known members of Al Qaeda who have been captured or killed, without thinking about how many new 

ones have been created, I get quite distressed.  It seems to me that, uh, the more we kill, the fewer we 

have turned.  We should be trying to bring them over to our side, and use them to undermine the 

movement, rather than capturing or killing them.  This represents an intelligence failure, when we 

capture or kill them, or when we incarcerate them or kill them, uh, rather than turning them to our side.   



 

 And moreover, the more important element is how many new ones are being created.  And the 

war in Iraq has really facilitated bin LadenÕs efforts to continue to spread that jihadi movement 

internationally.    And itÕs become a kind of virtual movement, where it doesnÕt require active 

recruitment.  ItÕs just become a kind of fad to become a jihadi, fighting the West, largely, in my view, as 

a result of whatÕs happened in Iraq.  Or I should say, greatly facilitated by what has happened in Iraq.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think, if anything, the administration or the United 

States could do now to arrest or reverse this development? 

 JESSICA STERN: Sometimes when you make a really bad decision, all options available are 

unattractive.  And IÕm afraid that thatÕs the situation weÕre currently in.  I think we made a grave error.  

And...itÕs a disaster if we leave Iraq; itÕs a disaster if we stay in Iraq.  ItÕs, eh, I think itÕs gonna take a very 

long time for us to recover from this mistake. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: LetÕs go back to Iraq.  If you could say that again.  So what do you 

think we can or should do about the Iraqi situation?  What do you think its consequences are going to 

be? 

 JESSICA STERN: I think that itÕs going to take a very long time for the United States to recover 

Ñ  for the world, in fact, to recover Ñ  fro-, from the mistake that weÕve made.  Some bad decisions have 

very long-term consequences, and I think this is one of them.  And I think that the options available to 

us are all bad.  Uh, the option to leave is a bad one, because Iraq I-, is really close to a failed state.  And 

the option to stay is a bad one, because weÕre, weÕre [pro-oc-], our presence is a provocation.   

 What will help us recover?  I think that we really are going to need to demonstrate that we donÕt 

aim to harm the Islamic world.  I think thatÕs going to be very important.  And how we do that, I, IÕm 

not, IÕm not sure. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Could you say a bit more about, you said earlier that weÕre providing 

war games for the resistance, for the insurgence, for the jihadi movement.  Could you say more about 

that? 



 

 JESSICA STERN: Um hm.  In Iraq today, former Baathist military personnel, intelligence 

personnel, are now working together with ordinary criminals and international jihadis, getting the best 

possible training that they could ever hope to get: fighting against the worldÕs best-trained military.  

TheyÕre getting to work together, and practice.  And the, this is a fabulous opportunity for them.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Now, if itÕs the best-trained military in the world, why is it a fabulous 

opportunity for them, as opposed to a disaster for them? 

 JESSICA STERN: Um... ItÕs a disaster for those who are killed.  But those who survive...are 

world-class terrorists.  They will have extraordinary skills and expertise, that they will be able to take with 

them into future jihads.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And do you have any sense, do we have any sense, of how many of 

these people there are? 

 JESSICA STERN: No.  I c-, I donÕt.  No. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Do you... 

 JESSICA STERN: I mean, itÕs also just constantly changing.  You know, itÕs not like... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah.   

 JESSICA STERN: ...thereÕs an answer to that.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think about the relationship between bin Laden and his 

organization and the other elements that are fighting in Iraq?  Is this an alliance of convenience?  Is it 

going to endure?  Is it not going to endure?  Do you think itÕs going to have any consequences for the 

future behavior of bin LadenÕs organization? 

 JESSICA STERN: I believe that Saddam HusseinÕs intelligence chief was trying, for a long time, 

to communicate with Al Qaeda, with the Al Qaeda leadership.  And I believe that he probably did meet 

with bin LadenÕs number two.  But he wasnÕt getting very far.  There was no real cooperation, or at least 

thereÕs no evidence of any real cooperation between SaddamÕs regime and Al Qaeda.   

 But now, thatÕs no longer the case at all.  Now, Al Qaeda in Iraq is working very closely with the 

remnants of the Baathist regime.  And there are jihadis, volunteers, coming in, offering themselves as 



 

suicide bombers.  There are Iraqis who facilitate that; who, I mean, we, we actually have a new type of 

suicide bombing operation, where there are handlers who find targets, who find weapons, for 

international jihadi volunteers, who come in, and have to prove their mettle; 

that they really are worthy of offering themselves up, uh, in a, quote, martyrdom operation.  But we see 

these, these different groups working together in a way that, that in fact, weÕve never seen before.  WeÕve 

never seen a handler offering this kind of service to many different organizations.   

 So history is really being made, uh, right now.  Uh, new types of virtual organizations, new types 

of, uh, well, a kind of chaordic organization as well; groups that are sometimes competing and sometimes 

cooperating.  TheyÕre...okay.   

 JESSICA STERN: Um hm.  I think the relationship, at least what we know about the 

relationship between Zarqawi, the head of Al Qaeda in Iraq, and the original Al Qaeda organization, uh, 

itÕs very interesting.  There, it, it appears that thereÕs both competition and cooperation.  Zarqawi has 

been very good at, at getting a tremendous amount of attention, partly by, through horrific crimes; 

beheadings that are filmed; films sent around on the Internet.    And interestingly, as far as we know, 

Zawahiri, bin LadenÕs number two, doesnÕt like this.  A letter that was, is alleged to have been written by 

Zawahiri, sent to Zarqawi, suggests that this is offensive.  Zawahiri thinks this will turn Muslims against 

the Al Qaeda organization.  And yet, they are cooperating.    This is not the first time that weÕve seen Al 

Qaeda feel that a kind of franchise outfit has gone too far; that terror-, terrorism is theater; terrorists have 

to moderate the level of violence that they engage in, in order to keep their supporters behind them.    It 

has to be just enough, uh, to make people follow this, the, the strong horse, as, as bin Laden put it.  Uh, 

but not offend them.  And Zawahiri seems to feel that Zarqawi is going a bit too far.  And yet, Zarqawi is 

persisting. 

 So, so we see a kind of cooperation, lack of cooperation, uh, at the same time.  And I, I think 

weÕll continue to see this virtual organization evolve; uh, with offshoots of ZarqawiÕs organization; uh, Al 

Qaeda in Iraq; independent groups operating in the name of Al Qaeda, doing things that the original Al 

Qaeda members might not like around the world; uh, w-, w-...um... 



 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well, why donÕt we talk first about what you wanted to say?  So IraqÕs 

WMD capabilities and the impact our various activities had on them.   

 JESSICA STERN: Yeah.  I worked in the Clinton administration, as I said.  And um, anybody 

who was exposed to intelligence about IraqÕs capabilities believed that Iraq had very significant biological-

weapons program, and was working very hard on its nuclear program, and had a significant chemical-

weapons program.  So the idea that the Bush administration made up the story about IraqÕs WMD, it 

seems to me, is not, uh, credible.  Even if they exaggerated it, I fully believed, as did many of my 

colleagues, uh, from the Clinton administration, as did anyone who actually looked at what Iraq 

admitted to having possessed Ñ  biological weapons, uh, eh, an extraordinary variety, including one, 

aflatoxin, that is a terrorist weapon.  ItÕs a carcinogen.  It would be utterly useless on the battlefield.  ItÕs a 

long-term, cancer-causing agent.   

 But that doesnÕt mean that going to war in Iraq was a credible way to rid Iraq of those weapons.  

The Gulf War Air Power Survey, which was available on the Internet for quite awhile, made clear that 

we had almost no impact on IraqÕs WMD program when we went to war the last time.  What had an 

impact was this, the presence of United Nations inspectors, and their monitoring the destruction of 

IraqÕs programs.   

 So for me, the argument that we needed to go to war in order to rid Iraq of its WMD did not fly 

at all, even though I did not doubt, for a minute Ñ  foolishly Ñ  that Iraq had a sig-, significant program.  

It seemed to be far more likely that we would assist in the dissemination of those weapons; that we would 

create a kind of loose nukes, or loose biological weapons, or loose chemical weapons problem for 

ourselves, uh, by going to war.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well but of course, after 1998, there werenÕt any inspections.  And so 

the Bush administrationÕs argument was that for a four- or five-year period, Iraq had gone uninspected... 

 JESSICA STERN: Right. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...while presumably continuing to develop weapons. 



 

 JESSICA STERN: So the Bush administrationÕs argument that Iraq had a WMD arsenal, I, I 

thought was a credible argument.  I understand why many people in the Bush administration apparently 

believed it.  I, I, I donÕt think that this was...a deliberate act of deception, even if, in some cases, there 

might have been exaggeration.  I th-, I think it, it was quite believable.  I think there really w-, were 

many people who, who were really alarmed by what they believed was not only IraqÕs capability, but its 

intentions.   

 That doesnÕt mean that going to war in the way that we did was going to rid the world of that 

problem.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think we should have done? 

 JESSICA STERN: I think we would, we should have kept inspectors on the ground.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: But there werenÕt inspectors on the ground. 

 JESSICA STERN: No, I, but wha-, they were, [UI] before.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Ah.  Okay.   

 JESSICA STERN: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well, the argument that the Bush people make is that the only reason 

that those inspectors were permitted in was because there were 200,000 American soldiers ready to 

invade.  Which would have been, in their view, unsustainable as a permanent matter.  So what do you 

think would have been the right way to go about that? 

 JESSICA STERN: I think the right way to go about it would have been to do whatever it took 

to make sure that those inspectors had access long enough to show what actually was the case.  And to 

take more seriously the results of those inspections.   

 It appears that the Bush administration wanted to go to war in Iraq, whatever intelligence they 

were able to find that might undermine the prevailing wisdom about what Iraq was doing.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you have to say about IraqÕs role in terrorism before we 

went to war?  What role did SaddamÕs regime play in terrorism? 



 

 JESSICA STERN: SaddamÕs regime was a terrible regime.  And his intelligence operatives did 

terrible things.  Saddam was threatening to put chemical weapons in Europe.  There were... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: He did that publicly? 

 JESSICA STERN: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Oh.  Say that again.  I didnÕt know this.   

 JESSICA STERN: [UI] some chemical weapons in perfume bottles, or I wish I could remember 

the exact details.  Um. {sigh} 

 SaddamÕs regime was a terrible regime.  His intelligence agents murdered many people.  He was 

threatening to put chemical agents in Europe Ñ  I, IÕm, IÕm a little bit uncomfortable, Ôcause actually I 

donÕt even recall exactly what it was.  It was something... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.   

 JESSICA STERN: ...in perfume bottles.  But weÕll, weÕll leave it at that. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: All right... 

 JESSICA STERN: Um, h-,  

 CHARLES FERGUSON: But this was a public statement? 

 JESSICA STERN: Yes. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  If you could say that.   

 JESSICA STERN: It was a, SaddamÕs regime made public statements about their intentions to 

use chemical weapons in the West. Let me leave it at that.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ThatÕs fine. 

 JESSICA STERN: Uh... 

 S-, his regime was guilty of the most horrific human-rights violations imaginable: women 

beheaded on the street; using chemical weapons against his own people, the Kurds.  There are people, 

even today, who are still suffering as a result of the use of chemical weapons by SaddamÕs regime against 

his own citizens.   



 

 There were very, very good reasons to want to take that regime out.  But the way we went about 

it, it seems to me, is very dangerous for the West, and very dangerous, in particular, for Americans, 

because of the way it has enhanced the capabilities of the [Internet] [whole] jihadi movement, and 

enhanced the mobilization strategy of Al Qaeda beyond its wildest dreams.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And do you think that this in fact poses an increased risk of terrorism 

in the West and in the United States? 

 JESSICA STERN: I believe that the war in Iraq has greatly increased the risk of terrorism in the 

West and in the United States.  One reason for that is that some of the jihadi volunteers are coming in 

from Europe.  They are coming in from Europe, with European passports; and theyÕre going back to 

Europe.  We know this is already happening.  Those people, with European passports, will have much 

easier access to the United States than people from Iraq, for example.  I, I think itÕs just a matter of time 

before jihadis who have been trained in Iraq end up in the West, bringing their jihad back to us.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And do you think that... 

 JESSICA STERN: God, I sound like such an alarmist.  But I really do think this, so... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Uh... 

 JESSICA STERN: I guess it makes for better theater.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well... 

 JESSICA STERN: But I believe it, so.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: We want what you think. 

 JESSICA STERN: Do I sound alarm-, too alarmist?  I probably do. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: You sound very alarmist.  If...itÕs whether you really believe this or 

not, Jessie.  If you really believe it, then... 

 JESSICA STERN: I do. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Do you think that the West, and in particular, the United 

States, and even more particularly, the current administration, are preparing adequately for this 

possibility? 



 

 JESSICA STERN: I think the Bush administration is taking this threat seriously.  And there is 

one program that I, IÕm very excited about, that isnÕt very well known.  And that is that at Logan 

Airport, the state police are training in behavioral profiling as a way to avoid racial profiling.  They are 

trying to learn about behavioral indicators associated with covert activities.  

  And I think this is a very exciting development.  Because our fantasy about what the terrorists of 

tomorrow are gonna look like Ñ  the one thing IÕm sure of is that those fantasies are wrong.  Our fantasy 

that, that the terrorists will be a Middle Eastern or perhaps with a beard, perhaps looking very devout; 

uh, itÕs wrong.  ItÕs wrong today, and itÕs even more wrong tomorrow.  So I am excited about, a-, about 

that program.  I, IÕm not the right person to, you know, critique the overall policy.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Tell us about the book you wrote, beginning with its title. 

 JESSICA STERN: I went around the world, talking to jihadis, to write a book that is called 

Terror in the Name of God.  And it was clear to me that the most important motivation, underneath all 

the political grievances Ñ  and this applies, actually, across religions Ñ  is a feeling of humiliation; a 

feeling that some entity is trying to steal or destroy a groupÕs identity.  And thatÕs why Ñ  itÕs based on 

what I learned as a result of talking to terrorists that I am so concerned about what we did in Iraq.  

Because I know that a feeling of humiliation, a feeling that some global power in particular is trying to 

destroy a groupÕs identity is such a powerful motivator for terrorism.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Actually, there was one other thing I wanted to ask you in regard to 

your book.  The impression I had from reading it is that there is a great deal of anger and passion and 

altruism, of a sort, at the lower levels.  But at the higher levels, there is a great deal of quite Machiavellian 

calculation and self-interest and even quite selfish ambition and enjoyment of life...  

 O-, one of the things I found is that what makes terrorists join organizations, as they first form, 

it varies; but it also changes over time.  And that leaders may be quite different from followers, especially 

over time.  When a terrorist organization first forms, passion, or altruism Ñ  at least from the terrorist 

perspective Ñ  can be a very important component.    It can be a very strong view about my people being 

harmed; uh, whoever that people is.  But that over time, the terrorist leader may become quite cynical Ñ  



 

the followers as well.  The terrorist leader may be far more interested in financial gain; in his own vanity; 

in political power; than in the original grievance he claimed to be trying to redress.    And that terrorist 

organizations, over time, often begin to recruit criminals; people with special skills, who actually have no 

interest in the purported grievance of the organization.  And that, that grievance can become a kind of 

marketing ploy; a way to bring people in, perhaps to enrich the leader, or perhaps to assist the leader in 

achieving his own political ambitions, or feeding his own vanity.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Do you think thatÕs happening with bin Laden, and do you think 

that thatÕs happening with the terrorist organizations that are being created as a result of our war in Iraq? 

 JESSICA STERN: I think that bin Laden is indeed a very vain man.  He is a man who is 

interested in attention; who is interested in political power, as much as anything else.  Are people making 

money off the jihad?  IÕm certain that they are.  And IÕm certain that Al Qaeda, in Iraq, will eventually 

evolve to include offshoots that are really businesses; IÕm sure that will happen.   

 


