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Cover Story The US after San Bernardino

Has ISIS terrorism crossed the Atlantic?

Washington

T 

he mass shooting in San 
Bernardino, California, 
that killed 14 and wound-
ed 21 increasingly looks 
like a terrorist attack that 

was inspired by one or both of the 
shooters’ devotion to the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Although much remains un-
known about the motivations of 
the killers, it is clear that Syed 
Rizwan Farook, who was born in 
Chicago and raised in the United 
States, travelled to Saudi Arabia to 
meet and marry Tashfeen Malik, 
a devout Pakistani woman he had 
met online.

Malik reportedly posted online 
comments in support of ISIS and 
an official of the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI) said that 
Farook had attempted to contact 
the Somali-based terrorist group 
al-Shabab and the Syria-based al-
Qaeda affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra.

Farook and Malik were killed 
in a firefight with police. When of-
ficials searched their home, they 
found thousands of rounds of am-
munition and a dozen pipe bombs, 
suggesting the attack on the Inland 
Regional Center — a state govern-
ment facility where Farook was 
employed — was not intended to 
be the couple’s only target.

As of yet, there is no evidence 
Farook and Malik were part of a 
larger operation or members of an 
ISIS cell and they appear to have 
had no accomplices in the United 
States. In public expressions of 
shock, Farook’s family appears to 
have been taken by complete sur-
prise. The consensus is that Farook 

and Malik were “lone wolves” who 
were inspired by, but not directed 
by, ISIS and other radical jihadist 
movements.

In some ways, the “lone wolf” 
theory is more frightening than 
the idea of an organised cell. Or-
ganisations can be disrupted and 
destroyed; lone wolves are virtual-
ly impossible to stop. The fact that 
America is literally awash in fire-
arms — there are more guns in the 
United States than there are people 
— means that an American with no 
prior criminal record can purchase 
a gun, including the deadly assault 
weapons favoured by mass killers, 
far more easily than he can secure 
a licence to drive a car.

The fact that Farook was Amer-
ican-born and raised and had no 
prior criminal convictions meant 
that his purchase of weapons did 
not even raise an eyebrow among 
law enforcement officials. The Cal-
ifornia terrorist attack has raised 
many issues but access to guns is 
unlikely to change any time soon. 
Just 24 hours after the San Ber-
nardino attack, the Republican-
controlled US Senate rejected a bill 
that would have prevented indi-
viduals on the US terrorist watch 
list from purchasing weapons. In 
other words, the fact that someone 
is on the “no-fly” list and cannot 
board an airplane will not prevent 
him from purchasing an assault 
weapon.

In other areas, however, there 
likely will be changes in policy: 
US President Barack Obama’s plan 
to greatly increase the number of 
Syrian refugees accepted in the 
United States in 2016 and beyond is 
unlikely to be implemented. It was 
already under threat from Republi-
cans and state governors following 
the ISIS attack on Paris.

Anti-Muslim sentiment in Amer-
ica also is likely to surge and will be 
reflected in the rhetoric of the 2016 
presidential election, especially 
among Republican candidates. 
That Farook was born and raised in 
the United States could add a po-
tentially dangerous new angle to 
the anti-Muslim rhetoric, for it will 
intensify the hateful arguments 

that it is the religion of Islam itself 
that is the source of terror.

Pressure will grow on Obama to 
take more aggressive actions in the 
ground war against ISIS. Even be-
fore San Bernardino, polls indicat-
ed that 60% of Americans believed 
Obama’s strategy against ISIS was 
failing. That number certainly is 
higher now.

And Obama — who in any event 
has just over a year left in office — 
is not the only one threatened by 
perceptions of policy failure. For-
mer US secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, the leading Democratic 
candidate for 2016, told an inter-
viewer following the San Bernardi-
no attack that the United States is 
“not winning” the war against ISIS, 
her cleanest break yet from the 
administration in which she once 
served.

On December 6th, Obama ad-
dressed the nation on national tel-
evision. His speech was essentially 
designed to quell fears and calm a 
nervous nation; it offered very lit-
tle in terms of new policy propos-
als. “The threat from terrorism is 
real,” the president said, “but we 
will overcome it.” Obama called 
the San Bernardino attack a “new 
phase” in the terrorist threat: US-
born extremists who fly below the 
radar of investigators and are vir-
tually impossible to stop.

Obama warned against the de-
monisation of Muslims and ap-
peared to make a direct reference 
to Republican presidential rhetoric 
when he said: “Our success won’t 
depend on tough talk or abandon-
ing our values and giving in to 
fear.”

The bottom line is that Obama is 
determined to maintain his strat-

egy — air strikes against ISIS posi-
tions, deploying US Special Op-
erations forces to Iraq and Syria, 
cooperating with Turkey on border 
security and intensifying intelli-

gence efforts. While these policies 
may be successful in the long term, 
in the short term they will not pre-
vent lone wolf attacks nor the ris-
ing xenophobic rhetoric.

Pressure will grow 
on Obama to take 
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ground war against 
ISIS.

Anti-Muslim 
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the rhetoric of the 
2016 presidential 
election.

A California woman visits a makeshift memorial near the Inland 
Regional Center on December 5th, in San Bernardino, California.
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San Bernardino and America’s struggle with terror, gun violence

B
ehind every single 
one of the 353 mass 
shootings in the 
United States in 2015 
lies a policy debate 
narrative. The latest 

one in San Bernardino, Califor-
nia, is no exception. This tragedy 
is not being seen through the 
lens of the recurring trend of gun 
violence in the United States and 
the exclusive focus on the 
Islamic State (ISIS) is obscuring 
the residual impact of al-Qaeda 
on US-based self-radicalised 
individuals.

US President Barack Obama 
spoke from the Oval Office hoping 
to calm a nation considering the 
recent rampages in Paris and San 
Bernardino as sequential attacks 
foretelling a new wave of terror-
ism on American soil. The 2016 
presidential election campaign 
is exacerbating this fear as well, 
prompting Obama to defend his 
counterterrorism strategy instead 
of attempting to make progress 
on gun control measures.

Syed Farook and Tashfeen Ma-
lik managed to easily turn their 
home into a bomb factory and 

arms stockpile before killing 14 
people at a holiday party at an 
office where Farook worked. 

It has been labelled a “hybrid at-
tack” where the motive is a com-
bination of workplace violence 
and terrorism, although federal 
investigators are treating the case 
as an act of terrorism. The obvi-
ous reason was Malik’s deleted 
Facebook post pledging allegiance 
to ISIS; the jihadist group re-
turned the favour by calling the 
attackers “supporters”.

ISIS, in fact, has not focused on 
expanding its operations inside 
the United States, despite US air 
attacks on the group for more 
than a year. But the Paris attacks 
on November 13th signalled a 
shift in its approach with the 
emergence of an alliance between 
the home-grown “self-radical-
ised” and fighters affiliated with 
ISIS.

As international air strikes on 
Raqqa increase in the coming 
weeks and months, the extremist 
group might adopt an outward ap-
proach by systematically expand-
ing operations in the West. This 
is probably the greatest concern 
post-San Bernardino, leaving US 
officials to wonder whether this 
will become a recurring scenario 
with young, US-based, tech-
savvy, self-radicalised individuals 
emerging from the shadows to 
commit sporadic violence.

However, there is no cred-
ible evidence yet that the San 
Bernardino attack was the result 
of a centralised decision taken 
by the ISIS leadership. Only an 
amateur terrorist would use a real 
Facebook account to announce al-
legiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 

days before planning an attack.
Compared to 5,000 from 

Europe, including 750 from the 
United Kingdom, only 250 people 
have travelled or attempted to 
travel from the United States to 
join ISIS in Syria or Iraq, according 
to a study by George Washington 
University researchers. Moreover, 
even though the self-radicalised 
individuals may idealise and 
laud ISIS, they turn to alternative 
sources such as al-Qaeda to learn 
about the execution of terror acts, 
as the investigation in Farook’s 
background is showing.

Al-Qaeda’s influence in the 
United States should not be taken 
lightly. Perhaps the greatest threat 
to US national security, even long 
after his death, remains Anwar al-
Awlaki, the soft spoken American 
imam killed in a US drone strike in 
Yemen in 2011.

Awlaki inspired and recruited, 
in direct contact and via social 
media, many US-based terror-
ists and his followers continue to 
look for his online videos along 
with al-Qaeda textbooks on how 
to make bombs, which are the 
major recruiting tools for those 
Americans who are prone to be 
radicalised.

With scarce resources available, 
US authorities are struggling to 
determine how to allocate law 
enforcement measures between 
a looming terror threat and an 
increasing rate of general gun 
violence. Most of the mass shoot-
ings reported in the United States 
have no correlation with al-Qaeda 
or ISIS.

According to the Gun Violence 
Archive, a non-profit organisation 
that provides statistics on gun-
related violence, more than 12,000 
people have been killed by fire-
arms in the United States in 2015, 
while 350 Americans were killed 
from 2001-13 in terror attacks 
overseas. Since the 9/11 attacks, 
45 Americans have been killed in 
jihadist attacks inside the United 
States, compared to 48 killed by 
right-wing attacks, according to 
the New America Foundation, a 
Washington based think-tank.

A survey published in June by 
the Police Executive Research 
Forum showed that 74% of 382 US 
local and state law enforcement 
agencies view anti-government 
violence as the biggest threat 
they face in their jurisdiction, 
while 39% mentioned “al-Qaeda-
inspired” attacks.

The San Bernardino attack fits 
the gun violence debate as much 
as it falls in the category of the 
growing terror threat by lone 
wolves. The challenge of how best 
to approach law enforcement in 
the age of terrorism is daunting. 
Closing loopholes terrorists can 
use in the US system to easily 
acquire guns should be as critical 
as fighting ISIS abroad.

Joe Macaron is a political analyst 
specialising in US foreign policy 
in the Middle East. He has 
worked on Middle East Affairs at 
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and on counterterrorism issues 
at West Point’s Combating 
Terrorism Center.
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