
1 

Urban Terrorism in the Arab World: Introducing a Dataset of Jihadist 

Attack Plots in Jordan  

Henrik Gråtrud 

Norwegian Defence Research Establishment (FFI), Norway 

Norwegian Defence Research Establishment/FFI Postboks 25, 2027 Kjeller, Norway

henrik.gratrud@ffi.no 

Henrik Gråtrud is a research fellow at the Norwegian Defence Research Establishment (FFI). 

Word count (including abstract, keywords, figures and tables): 9990 

Dette er en postprint-versjon/This is a postprint version.  
DOI til publisert versjon/DOI to published version:  10.1080/09546553.2021.1957674 



2 

 

Urban Terrorism in the Arab World: Introducing a Dataset of Jihadist 

Attack Plots in Jordan  

ABSTRACT 

Few regions have been more plagued by terrorism than the Arab world. However, 

knowledge of the phenomenon's nature is limited by a lack of attack plot data for most 

Arab countries. This article contributes to addressing this gap by presenting a dataset of 

jihadist incidents in Jordan from 1994 until the end of 2018. Based on recent progress in 

measuring terrorism, the dataset does not only include launched attacks but also foiled 

and failed attack plots to give a more accurate and comprehensive overview of the 

threat. It provides answers to fundamental descriptive questions such as how many plots 

there have been, which jihadist actors have been responsible, and what type of attacks 

they have attempted to carry out. This work matters because it reveals the main 

characteristics of the jihadist terrorist threat to the Kingdom. This enables future studies 

to provide more empirically based explanations of what causes jihadist terrorism in 

Jordan than previously possible. 

Keywords: Jordan; jihadism; terrorism; targeting; tactics; dataset 

Introduction 

In 2005, the Jordanian capital Amman was rocked by the most lethal terrorist attack in 

the country's history. At the behest of al-Qaida in Iraq's (AQI) Jordanian leader Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi, three Iraqi men and one woman crossed into Jordan on November 5. 

Four days later, the woman and one of the men made their way to the Radisson Hotel, 

while another went to Grand Hyatt, and the last went to Days Inn. They were all 

carrying explosive belts. A little before 21:00, they attacked. As the dust settled, sixty 

people had been killed.1  
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Urban terrorism carried out during peacetime—such as the Amman hotel 

bombings in 2005—has unfortunately by no means been uncommon in the Arab world. 

However, knowledge of the phenomenon's nature and scale is limited by a lack of attack 

plot data for most Arab countries.2 As Horgan points out, descriptive analyses based on 

primary sources are "the building block[s]" of all rigorous research.3 They are the first 

step to understanding the causes and drivers of any phenomenon. Acknowledging this 

significant role of description, this article aims to provide a foundation for further 

research to build upon.  

A large body of research on terrorism is based on data from the Global 

Terrorism Database and the ITERATE database.4 They underreport the number of 

terrorist attacks—particularly in Arab countries. Moreover, they do not include 

unsuccessful plots, which is necessary to give a more accurate picture of the threat.  

By contrast, I present a dataset that not only includes a detailed overview of 

attacks but also of failed and foiled plots in Jordan. To my knowledge, the dataset is the 

most comprehensive overview of jihadist plotting in any Arab country that is publicly 

available. I demonstrate its utility by using it to explore how the jihadist threat5 in 

Jordan has evolved since the first suspected cases in 1994 until the end of 2018. I look 

at the variation in plot frequency and examine trends in group linkages, targeting 

selection, and tactics.  

The data suggests that the risk of attacks has been high, especially when al-

Zarqawi was the leader of AQI in the mid-2000s and after the rise of the so-called 

Islamic State (IS) in Syria and Iraq in 2014. Yet the threat has been largely contained. I 

found one hundred plots for the entire period. Jordanian authorities foiled eighty-two 

plots, two failed due to a perpetrator mistake, while sixteen materialized into attacks.  
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While many civilian Muslims were killed in the 2005 hotel bombings, the attack 

seems to be an outlier. Targeting of Muslim civilians is a controversial question in 

jihadist ideology. Nearly all plots have been directed against targets that most jihadists 

view as legitimate, such as the Jordanian security apparatus, Westerners, local 

Christians, and liquor stores. In the 2010s, the trend has been toward increased targeting 

of the security apparatus.  

Relatively little has changed in terms of tactics. Armed assaults with firearms 

and bombings have been the preferred modes of operation. The most significant 

changes to occur are that the networks responsible for terrorist plotting in the country 

have become increasingly autonomous from the mother organization abroad and that 

single-actor terrorism has become more common in the 2010s than before.  

Existing research shows that these tactical trends also are present in other 

contexts where jihadists operate clandestinely, such as Europe and North America.6 

While more research is required to draw definitive conclusions, my findings suggest 

that although they are located close to the jihadists' center of gravity in Syria and Iraq, 

jihadist tactics in Arab countries such as Jordan follow many of the same patterns as in 

Western countries.  

The article has four parts. First, I briefly describe recent progress in measuring 

terrorism and review what has been written on jihadist plotting in Jordan. Second, I 

present the dataset by discussing how the data collection and coding were conducted, as 

well as potential limitations and sources of inaccuracies in the material. Third, I present 

the main observations. Fourth, I examine if Jordan presents any specificities in terms of 

jihadist modus operandi.  

Only Scratching the Surface 

The most common way to measure terrorism has been to count the number of attacks. 
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While numerous studies have used terrorist attacks as the dependent variable to identify 

causes of terrorism, there is a growing realization that this practice is problematic.7 

Crenshaw and LaFree, for example, stress the need for not only including launched 

attacks but also unsuccessful plots.8 The reason is that attacks comprise only the net 

output of terrorist activity—or, as they put it, "the tip of the iceberg."9Although there 

are potential pitfalls when examining failed and foiled plots (I discuss this below), they 

hold that we must also include such plots in our analyses to get as precise overviews of 

the scale and drivers of terrorist threats as possible.  

This claim is supported by a recent study by Hegghammer and Ketchley. It finds 

“that, while [the numbers of] plots and attacks [in a given country] are often highly 

correlated, they differ enough to produce statistically different results in common study 

designs” to identify drivers of terrorism.10 If we only look at launched attacks, we, 

therefore, risk drawing the wrong conclusions.   

While outstanding work has been done on jihadism in Jordan—particularly on 

the movement's history and leaders such as Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and Abu 

Muhammad al-Maqdisi11—jihadist plotting in the Kingdom is understudied. There is no 

comprehensive study on the topic. Worse still, there is not even an analysis of all the 

attacks that have taken place in the country.12 

Existing literature offers only fragments of an answer to what the jihadist threat 

has looked like. We do not have answers to fundamental questions such as how many 

plots there have been, which jihadist actors have been responsible, or what type of 

attacks they have attempted to carry out. These answers matter because they are needed 

to provide empirically based explanations of what causes jihadist terrorism in Jordan. 

Several papers have tried to identify such causes, yet they have done so without 

knowing the main characteristics of the jihadist threat.13 Hence, they have skipped the 
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first step—description—in the process of understanding the phenomenon.  

These gaps and shortcomings do not appear to be unique to Jordan. Terrorist 

plotting has received scant attention in other relatively stable Arab countries as well. In 

the case of Morocco, for example, the only study we have is by Chapin.14 Investigating 

IS-linked activity in Morocco between June 2014 and June 2017, she demonstrates the 

importance of including unsuccessful plots in analyses. Even though no IS-attacks 

occurred during these three years, the group's followers still posed a threat. According 

to her data, Moroccan authorities uncovered thirty-three IS-linked plots during the 

period.15 Had she only focused on launched attacks, the study would have given a 

different impression of IS's role in the country. 

To sum up, if we accept the proposition that we must both include attacks and 

unsuccessful plots when examining terrorist violence during peacetime, then we can 

conclude that we have so far barely scratched the surface in Jordan and other Arab 

countries. As the most defining feature of terrorist groups is their violent nature, this 

topic warrants attention if we are to further the understanding of jihadist terrorism in the 

region. Without more comprehensive data, we will, to some extent, continue to fumble 

around in the dark.  

The Dataset  

In this section, I present the dataset and discuss the data collection and its limitations. 

As noted, the data used here consists of one hundred jihadist terrorist plots in Jordan. It 

is available in its entirety in this article's appendices: "Appendix I: A chronology of 

jihadist terrorist plotting in Jordan 1994-2018" and "Appendix II: A dataset of jihadist 

terrorist plotting in Jordan 1994-2018."   
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Definitions 

When coding the dataset, I used the following definitions. Jihadist and jihadism refer to 

transnational Sunni militants organizationally linked or ideologically associated with 

groups such as al-Qaida and IS.16 I employ the terms terrorist and terrorism to describe 

non-state actors who use (or threaten to use) violence to instill fear in a population to 

further a political or religious cause.17 Here, plots are defined as plans to carry out 

terrorist operations. They can be launched, failed, or foiled depending on their outcome. 

These descriptions are relatively standard definitions of these terms that most 

scholars probably would accept. Still, identifying what exactly constitutes a terrorist 

plot is not always clear-cut. Some forms of violence are relatively straightforward. Few 

would have misgivings about describing shootings and bombings motivated by political 

and religious extremism in a country during peacetime as terrorist plots. Most would 

probably agree with my decision not to include jihadist prison riots and demonstrations 

that turn violent—such as the 2011 Zarqa-events18—in the dataset. 

Yet vandalism and arson attacks are trickier to define. My solution was not to 

include acts of vandalism, such as when a group of adolescents smashed shisha pipes at 

a cafe in 2017 because they believe Islam forbids smoking.19 As for arson attacks, my 

approach was to make case-by-case decisions. I only included incidents where the 

perpetrators executed the attacks to further a jihadist agenda. A case in point is when a 

cell of seven individuals attacked two liquor stores in Amman with Molotov cocktails 

on behalf of IS in 2016.20 

Data Collection 

For each of the hundred plots, I completed a case history (see Appendix I), and I 

collected data on sixty-two specific factors. These factors provide information about the 

plotters, their ties to jihadist groups and networks, as well as how and against whom 
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they intended to carry out attacks (for those interested, description of each factor is 

available in the codebook in Appendix II).   

I conducted the data collection in two steps. First, I searched for jihadist plots in 

Jordan in two primary databases for terrorist incidents, the Global Terrorism Database 

(GTD) and the ITERATE database. They include data on terrorist attacks around the 

world. At the time of writing, GTD spanned from 1970 until 2018 and ITERATE from 

1968 until 2017. While they provide data on thousands of terrorist incidents, they 

proved not to be of much help for this study. As alluded to in the introduction, GTD and 

ITERATE greatly underreport jihadist terrorist activity in the Kingdom. GTD includes 

six jihadist incidents in Jordan, and ITERATE only has four.21       

Second, I searched for information about plots in open sources, reports, and 

academic literature, as well as leaked US government documents on Wikileaks and 

jihadist propaganda. Information about the specific sources for each case can be found 

in Appendix I. Put briefly, media reports as well as leaked US documents summarizing 

trials and verdicts of suspected jihadists were crucial for establishing basic facts about 

plots in the 1990s and 2000s. The works by Abu Rumman, Abu Hanieh, and Warrick 

were also useful for these two decades.22  

For the 2010s, I mainly relied upon Arabic media, primarily the Jordanian news 

outlets al-Ghad, Petra News Agency, Roya, Hala, and Jordan Times. They provided 

information about plots, as well as the final verdicts of suspected jihadists and their ties 

to jihadist groups such as IS. The data found in these local media sources has been 

corroborated and supplemented with information about plots provided by regional and 

international news outlets—such as al-Jazeera and CNN—as well as the US State 

Department’s annual reports on terrorism.  
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The data collection produced 134 potential jihadist plots. Because the available 

information about thirty-four incidents was scarce, I chose to exclude these from the 

trend analysis. Drawing on Nesser’s method of examining plots in Europe,23 I divided 

the dataset into “well-documented plots” (n = 100) and “vague plots” (n = 34).24 This 

classification is based on a qualitative assessment of the following criteria of 

documentation: 1) known jihadist perpetrator(s), 2) identified target(s), 3) identified 

attack method(s), and 4) concrete evidence (such as confiscated weapons). When 

information regarding these four elements is deemed insufficient, the plot is categorized 

as vague and not suitable for making generalizations. The observations presented below 

concerning the evolution of the jihadist threat in Jordan are only based on the hundred 

well-documented cases to reduce the uncertainty regarding the dataset. 

I encountered some challenges when coding the cases. Particularly in the early 

stages of planning, plotters discuss several targets and methods. Sometimes they decide 

on a sophisticated plan but then change their mind after realizing that they do not 

possess the skills or weapons needed to execute the attack.25 In such cases, I only 

registered the final mode(s) of operation in the dataset. However, I also included the 

initial, more elaborate plan in the detailed descriptions in the chronology.  

Another challenge was how to code incidents such as the hotel bombings when 

members of al-Qaida in Iraq carried out three coordinated suicide bombings in the 

capital. Should it be registered as one attack or three? I chose to count the bombings as 

one incident because they were carried out by the same cell on the same day. I have 

done the same for other cases as well to be consistent.       

Limitations 

Datasets of this kind are bound to include inaccuracies. A case in point is that the 

number of plots registered should be considered a conservative estimate of jihadist 
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plotting in Jordan. One reason is that there tends to be a time lag between the disruption 

of a given plot and the release of information about the plot to the public. Information is 

often first disclosed during trials of suspected plotters, which can take place more than a 

year after their arrest. It is therefore likely that “new” plots, particularly from the period 

between 2013 and 2018, will emerge during upcoming trials of jihadists.       

What is more, some plots are never revealed to the public if secrecy is deemed 

necessary by the security services.26 As my dataset is based on open sources and a 

limited number of leaked documents,27 some plots are probably missing. For example, 

whereas the dataset includes ten well-documented incidents from 2018, Jordan’s 

General Intelligence Directorate (GID) announced that it disrupted as many as thirty-

two plots inside Jordan that year.28 However, this figure probably includes plots that 

were stopped at an early phase, and that might never be characterized as “well-

documented” according to my criteria of documentation. It is unlikely that many clear-

cut cases are omitted.  

While my overview represents a conservative estimate, there is a possibility that 

some of the plots I have registered as “well-documented” are based on erroneous 

information. For example, although I have not found evidence that Jordanian security 

services have spread false information, it is impossible to guarantee that none of the 

plots was fabricated. Jordan is not a democracy and has fewer checks on what security 

services can do than Western states.29  

Another potential source of inaccuracy relates to specific details about given 

plots. Because terrorism involves secretive underground networks, sources can be 

uninformed, biased, or intentionally provide incomplete information. Most of the data 

for this paper comes from the semi-independent Jordanian media.30 With regard to 

terrorism cases, it tends only to report information approved by the state. The press 
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might willingly or unwillingly exaggerate or play down the scope of plots as well as 

their ties to jihadist groups outside Jordan.  

These issues show that there are potential pitfalls when studying plots in Jordan. 

While there is no bullet-proof solution to this methodological challenge, I have reduced 

the risk of inaccuracies by cross-checking the data whenever possible. For the same 

purpose, I also tracked the cases over time in the event new information emerged, as 

often happens during trials of suspected plotters or their appeal cases. In addition, over 

three years, I interviewed government officials and intelligence officers in charge of 

counterterrorism, as well as researchers and journalists who have been following the 

Jordanian jihadist movement closely since the 1990s.31 Their input was particularly 

useful when clarifying the details of some plots. 

Another step I undertook was to omit several vague incidents, as described 

earlier. The process of excluding vague plots is a way to avoid generalizing based on 

dubious information. An advantage of my conservative approach is that it makes the 

dataset more robust regarding the potential limitations discussed above. While not a 

perfect system, this reduces the uncertainty regarding the observations presented below.  

Observations 

In this section, I present the observations in three steps. I start by providing an overview 

of plot frequency and linkages to jihadist groups before examining trends in target 

selection and tactics.  

Plot frequency and group linkages 

Among the hundred well-documented plots, Jordanian authorities foiled eighty-two, two 

failed because of a critical mistake by the perpetrator, while sixteen materialized into 

attacks.32 The sixteen attacks varied in scope, from minor incidents involving Molotov 
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cocktails to large-scale bombings. There were two attacks with more than nine deaths: 

the hotel bombings and the Kerak attack in 2016 when an Islamic State (IS)-connected 

cell killed four police officers, three gendarmes, two Jordanian civilians, and a Canadian 

tourist.33 However, most attacks were small-scale and caused few or no casualties. In 

total, I counted eighty-six fatalities (excluding perpetrators). Of these deaths, sixty were 

caused by the hotel bombings.   
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Figure 1: Plots in Jordan 1994-2018 
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If we look closer at each decade, we find significant variation in plot frequency. 

During some periods, attack activity was limited. Several years I have not registered any 

plots at all (see figure 1).  

The nature of terrorist activity has also changed to some extent. The history of 

Jordanian jihadism can be divided into three phases based on the characteristics of the 

actors involved: The first phase was between the early 1990s and 1999 when groups 

inside Jordan represented the threat. During the second phase in the 2000s, al-Qaida in 

Iraq (AQI) and local supporters of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi posed the most substantial 

threat. In the 2010s, IS and its networks of followers in Jordan dominated the threat 

landscape.   

 I registered five plots for the 1990s. Returned foreign fighters, who had 

participated in the anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan in the 1980s, were involved in all 

cases. A group led by Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi and al-Zarqawi called Jamā‘at al-

Muwaḥḥidīn (the Society of the Upholders of the Unity of God) was connected to the 

first two cases.  

The group’s members appear to have disagreed on which strategy to pursue 

within Jordan. A particularly heated topic of debate was if they should carry out attacks 

in the Kingdom. Some wanted to launch a terrorist campaign, whereas others 

questioned if it was strategically wise or even legitimate to conduct terrorist operations 

on Jordanian soil.34 Nonetheless, some members were allegedly behind two foiled 

assassination plots against a General Intelligence Directorate (GID)-officer and a 

Jordanian politician, most likely in 1994.35  

Then, another group known as al-ʾiṣlāḥ wal-taḥaddi (The Reform and Challenge 

Group) carried out three non-lethal bombings against a former security officer’s car, an 

Israeli car, and an American school in Amman in 1998.36 Still, the scale of jihadist 
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terrorism during this decade was nothing compared to what was to come when groups 

outside Jordan began plotting attacks in the Kingdom.    

When Jordan foiled an al-Qaida-linked operation in late 1999 (referred to as “the 

Millennium plot” because it was scheduled to take place on Millennium day), it was a 

bad omen. The plot’s scope was more significant than all previous cases in the country. 

It marked the beginning of a period where the threat actors became increasingly 

international. Four of the plotters seem to have been to the Khalden camp37 in 

Afghanistan to learn how to manufacture explosives. They planned to conduct two 

waves of attacks against tourist sites.38 In 2001, Jordan foiled another plot by a cell 

linked to al-Qaida in Afghanistan. Reportedly, the plan was to carry out bombings 

against two hotels in Petra.39  

However, it was the war and emergence of jihadist groups in neighboring Iraq 

that affected the security situation in Jordan the most in the 2000s. Hundreds of 

Jordanians—most notably al-Zarqawi—traveled to Iraq to fight the US-led invasion in 

2003. Although al-Zarqawi had left Jordan in the late 1990s, he still had his eye on the 

Kingdom. His attack plans and ability to inspire others to plot terrorist operations 

against Jordan increased the threat level significantly. The number of plots reached a 

hitherto unprecedented level in 2004 and 2005 with seven and eleven well-documented 

plots, respectively.40  

 Al-Zarqawi had first gone to Afghanistan, where he established a training camp 

for fighters from the Levant. After the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, he fled to 

Iraq via Iran. Following Saddam Hussein's overthrow in 2003, al-Zarqawi’s group, 

which eventually came to be known as al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI), became the most 

influential jihadist faction in Iraq. Al-Zarqawi used his position as leader of AQI to send 

operatives to execute large-scale attacks in Jordan. These teams involved both 
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Jordanians and non-Jordanians. While most of their plots were foiled, they managed to 

carry out three attacks. The most well-known was the hotel bombings. The others were 

the assassination of the US diplomat Laurence Foley in 2002 and a rocket attack in 

Aqaba in 2005.41 As a testimony of al-Zarqawi’s role in increasing the threat, both the 

plot frequency and the level of sophistication of terrorist planning in Jordan decreased 

after a US airstrike killed the AQI-leader in 2006.42  

The number of incidents increased once again after the outbreak of civil war in 

Syria and the establishment of IS in 2014. For the period between 2014 and 2018, I 

registered fifty-five well-documented cases. One foiled scheme in 2016 was linked to 

al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula. It involved plans for three coordinated attacks with 

firearms and explosives against Jordanian security forces and tourists in downtown 

Amman.43 Another plot against a local church in 2017 was by an individual who had 

wanted to join Hayʼat Taḥrīr al-Shām (the Organization for the Liberation of the 

Levant), the former al-Qaida affiliate in Syria.44 Except for these two incidents, all cases 

since 2014 have been linked to IS.  

IS has outdone its predecessor AQI in terms of plot frequency. However, its 

campaign against Jordan has been more decentralized than AQI. Whereas the latter was 

able to send experienced operatives from Iraq to carry out attacks in the early 2000s, it 

seems to have been few cases in which IS-operatives have managed to travel from a 

conflict zone to Jordan to stage attacks in the 2010s. An exception was a plot I refer to 

as “the Irbid Cell” in 2016. It allegedly involved plans to bomb several targets, 

including a university close to the northern city of Irbid.45 The cell’s leader fought in 

Syria before returning to Jordan to form a cell and plan attacks.46 Apart from the Irbid 

cell, IS has mainly relied on its supporters inside the Kingdom to plot attacks on its 

behalf.  

Dette er en postprint-versjon/This is a postprint version.  
DOI til publisert versjon/DOI to published version:  10.1080/09546553.2021.1957674 



17 

 

Twenty-four of the fifty-three IS-connected cases appear to be so-called inspired 

plots, where there is no evidence that the culprits have communicated directly with IS. 

In slightly more cases, though, the local plotters have been in contact with IS-members 

online (twenty-nine plots – 55%). A recurrent pattern is that the IS-supporters have 

received instructions or assistance from IS-members in Syria or Iraq (nineteen plots – 

66% of the cases where there has been contact with IS-members). 

Exactly how and why the local IS-supporters came into contact with these IS-

members is difficult to ascertain based on the available evidence. Some might have 

sought out IS-members to get approval to carry out operations in Jordan. Another 

pattern is that the IS-supporters initiated contact because they wanted help to travel to 

Syria so that they could join IS. In at least eight cases, the IS-members convinced the 

Jordanian IS-supporters to plot attacks in their home country instead of joining IS 

abroad. They advised the Jordanians on how to do so via platforms such as WhatsApp 

and Telegram.  

Consider the plot in 2017 involving a 24-year-old IS-supporter. In 2016, he had 

joined a pro-IS channel on Telegram. There he came in contact with an IS-operative 

going by the moniker “the State’s Terrorist.” Court documents reveal that he was 

instrumental in the 24-year-old’s decision to plan an attack in Jordan.47 During 

exchanges on Telegram, the 24-year-old asked the operative to help him travel to Syria. 

At this point, the IS-operative started encouraging the 24-year-old to attack targets in 

Jordan instead. He said that such an operation would help guarantee that the 24-year-old 

could join IS. They agreed that he should stab a police guard outside the Ministry of 

Health, yet he was arrested before being able to do so.   

Most plots in the 2010s were small such as this plot by the 24-year-old IS-

supporter. Still, as was the case during the 2000s, some cases seem to have been large-
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scale. One example was a plot uncovered in January 2018 involving seventeen IS-

supporters. They reportedly intended to execute a series of attacks against a nightclub, 

the US embassy, a church, and Israeli businesspeople in Amman.48 The number of 

launched attacks remained low, however, with only seven well-documented incidents 

recorded in the dataset.49  

Figure 2: Share of launched, foiled, and failed plots per decade 

 

 To recapitulate, the data presented in this section indicates how closely related 

the upticks in terrorism levels have been to regional events. If the wars in Iraq and Syria 

had not created safe havens from which AQI and its successor IS could instigate and 

inspire terror abroad, the jihadist threat to Jordan would have been less significant in the 

2000s and 2010s. 

Target selection 
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minority50 (9% of all incidents). Examples include the plan to blow up a Catholic 

church in Amman in 2008 and a non-lethal attack on a church and cemetery in Irbid 

reportedly triggered by a Christian boy’s remark insulting the Prophet Muhammed that 

same year.51 Two plots have been against public figures (2%), including a scheme to 

assassinate President Bush during his state visit to Jordan in November 2006.52 

Moreover, others have targeted what jihadists deem symbols of immorality such as 

liquor stores (10%).  

The second observation is that the trend is towards increased targeting of the 

security apparatus. As figure 3 shows, 71% of plots in the 2010s have targeted 

Jordanian security forces. Jihadists have, in particular, attempted to carry out attacks 

against the General Intelligence Directorate (GID) (24% of all cases). The intelligence 

agency has been one of the CIA’s most significant partners in the so-called “war on 

terror.” Its efforts protect and perpetuate a regime viewed by jihadists as repressive and 

ruling based on un-Islamic laws.53 For these reasons, jihadists see GID as both their 

arch-enemy and the most prestigious target in Jordan.54  

Some jihadists—including Abu Musab al-Zarqawi—have also had personal 

motives for attacking GID. Both jihadists and some GID-officers emphasize that a 

desire for revenge has been one reason why some jihadists have singled out intelligence 

officers.55 One example was the attempt to assassinate the former Director of the Anti-

Terrorist Unit in Jordan, Ali Burjak, in 2002.56 Several jihadists claim Burjak used 

torture during interrogations and that this was why he was targeted.57  

The third observation is that the share of plots targeting Westerners—including 

tourists, diplomats, and military and police forces stationed in the Kingdom—has 

decreased substantially. That said, this decrease happened from a very high level (67% 

in the 2000s, see figure 3). 20% of all plots in the 2010s have continued to be against 
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Westerners. Not surprisingly, it is particularly Israeli and US citizens that have been 

singled out. While no Israelis have been killed in jihadist attacks in Jordan,58 there have 

been several US victims. A case in point was the assassination of Laurence Foley 

mentioned earlier. Another was the Muwaqqar shooting in November 2015 when a 

Jordanian police officer killed five individuals in a green-on-blue attack (i.e., when 

someone attacks an ally). The victims were two US police instructors, two Jordanian 

interpreters, and a South African citizen.59  

 

Figure 3: Share of plots targeting Western targets and Jordanian security forces 

per decade  

 

The fourth observation is that indiscriminate targeting of civilians has been 

uncommon. This finding might seem odd, given that the most well-known terrorist 

attack in Jordan's history—the hotel bombings—targeted civilians. Most of the victims 

were guests at a Muslim wedding party at the Radisson Hotel in Amman. Yet such plots 

have been the exceptions rather than the rule.   

Relatively few plots have involved plans to carry out bomb attacks against 

public areas such as hotels, coffee shops, shopping centers, and universities where 
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ordinary Muslim civilians most certainly would be among the victims (ten plots - 10% 

of all cases).60 Such indiscriminate plots have become rarer since the mid-2000s. The 

"Irbid Cell" mentioned above is the only clear-cut example since IS declared the 

establishment of its so-called caliphate in Syria and Iraq in June 2014. The nine attacks 

between 2006 and 2018 primarily targeted Jordanian security forces, Westerners, local 

Christians, and liquor stores.61  

To sum up, my examination shows that jihadists have been very selective in 

what targets they choose to attack in Jordan. They increasingly go after the security 

apparatus. Meanwhile, they target Jordanian civilians relatively seldom. When they do, 

it is almost exclusively the Christian minority that is singled out. I will discuss these 

findings in more detail below, but before doing so, I will examine patterns in tactics and 

weapon preferences. 

Tactics  

The overall observation concerning terrorist tactics is that relatively little has changed. 

All plots have been land-based. Armed assaults (41%), bombings (33%), and 

assassinations (16%) have been the most widely used (or planned) attack types by 

jihadists in Jordan. As figure 4 shows, there has been some variation as to which attack 

method has been the most common, but armed assaults have been most prevalent both 

in the 2000s and in the 2010s.  

A few plots have involved plans for complex operations, combining different 

attack methods. One example was a foiled plot known as “the Second 9/11” because it 

was supposed to be executed in 2012 on the seventh anniversary of the hotel bombings. 

The plan was to carry out the attack in several phases. First, they intended to attack 

shopping malls and cafes to "draw the attention of security forces." Then they planned 

Dette er en postprint-versjon/This is a postprint version.  
DOI til publisert versjon/DOI to published version:  10.1080/09546553.2021.1957674 



22 

 

to attack the US embassy and possibly other targets with "vehicle-borne improvised 

explosive devices, suicide bombers, and mortars.”62 

Attempts at other attack methods have also occurred, but they have been much 

less common. There were six arson plots, mainly against liquor stores. Three schemes 

involved plans to lure security forces into ambushes.63 Another four unsuccessful cases 

involved hostage-taking. These cases were similar in the sense that the culprits did not 

plan to demand a ransom but intended to kill the hostages. In two cases, sources 

mention that they were planning to film the executions.64 

 

Figure 4: Number of plots involving bombings, assassinations and armed assaults 

per decade 

 

 The most striking development is that there has been a trend towards more 

single-actor terrorism (although group plots continue to be most common). As figure 5 

demonstrates, there were almost no such plots between 1994 and 2009.  

Few of the single-actors in Jordan can be regarded as so-called “lone wolves” 

who become radicalized and plan attacks entirely on their own. Most appear to have 

been part of larger jihadist networks. In several cases, there is evidence that others have 
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been involved in the planning of attacks. A case in point is the already mentioned plot in 

2017 involving the 24-year-old IS-supporter. Another was a foiled plot in 2016, where 

an individual who had joined IS in Syria appears to have convinced a person in Jordan 

to plan an armed assault against Christians and "apostate" Muslims. The IS-member 

also promised that the organization would provide funds for purchasing the weapon.65  

 

Figure 5: Share of group plots versus single-actor plots per decade 

 

As for weapon preferences, firearms (51%) and improvised explosive devices 

(IEDs) (46%) have been the weapons of choice. Some plans have involved other 

weapon types such as Molotov cocktails (7%) and melee weapons, including knives and 

other blunt objects (5%). It should be mentioned that all the plots involving melee 

weapons have occurred after 2016, so increased use of knives could be an emerging 

trend. However, the number of such plots continue to be low in comparison with 

firearms and IEDs.  

There have been few attempts to employ other means of attacks. Four plots have 

involved rockets or mortars. Only one of these materialized into an attack (the rocket 

attack by al-Qaida in Iraq in 2005). There is only one known example of a drone plot. 
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The IS-connected cell responsible for the IED-attack on a gendarmerie vehicle close to 

the predominately Christian city of Fuheis in August 2018 planned additional 

operations, which reportedly included a plot to use a drone to bomb military 

installations in the Kingdom.66 

When it comes to chemical, biological, radiological, or nuclear agents (CBRN), 

there is only one serious case in the dataset: the Amman chemical bomb plot in 2004.67 

The details of this plot are disputed. It was reportedly orchestrated by Abu Musab al-

Zarqawi and his lieutenant Azmi al-Jayyousi. Their aim was to strike GID’s 

headquarters, the Jordanian prime minister’s office, and the US embassy with vehicle-

borne chemical bomb attacks. The blasts were allegedly intended to be huge. After his 

capture, al-Jayyousi said on Jordanian state television that they could have caused as 

many as 80,000 deaths, which appears highly unlikely.68 The cell had allegedly 

prepared 20 tons of “bombs intended to spread toxic gas.” Jordanian officials claimed 

the large quantity of sulfuric acid would have caused a deadly “toxic cloud.”69 US 

officials commenting on the plot’s damage potential were more cautious in their 

assessment. They explained that sulfuric acid is commonly used to “increase the size of 

conventional explosions,” rather than dispersing chemical agents. They agreed, 

however, that the plot would have resulted in a significant number of casualties if it had 

materialized.70 

To recapitulate, the above suggests that little has changed in the way jihadists 

attempt to conduct attacks in Jordan. The most significant differences are that the 

networks responsible for terrorist plotting in the Kingdom have become more 

autonomous from jihadist groups abroad and that single-actor terrorism has increased. 

The question now is if Jordan presents any specificities in terms of jihadist modus 

operandi. 
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Comparative Observations and Possible Explanations 

In this section, I begin by discussing tactics before looking at targeting behavior. My 

overall observation concerning jihadist tactics in Jordan is that they largely conform to 

what we observe in other regions, such as the West.  

Several scholars have noted that most terrorists are operationally conservative.71 

They tend to stick to methods that have been effective elsewhere. This observation 

applies to a large extent to jihadists in Jordan as well. As noted, few changes have 

occurred. Armed assaults with firearms and bombings have been the most common 

attack types. The same pattern is present worldwide.72 In general, firearms and 

explosives have been the terrorist’s weapons of choice ever since Alfred Nobel invented 

dynamite in 1867.73  

Despite concerns that jihadists would employ weapons of mass destruction, 

particularly after the 9/11 attacks, hardly any plots in Jordan have involved CBRN 

agents or other sophisticated weapons. There is not comparable data about terrorist plots 

in other Arab countries, but there are datasets about jihadist plotting in the West. The 

same observations appear to be true there. Similarly, there have been few CBRN plots 

in the West, and most have been small-scale.74 The Jordanian case confirms claims that, 

for all the hype, there has not been a shift towards more technologically advanced 

modes of operation in urban terrorism (although terrorists have made good use of new 

communication technologies such as end-to-end encryption).75  

If anything, there has been a change towards somewhat simpler methods and 

tactics. The networks responsible for terrorist plotting have become increasingly 

autonomous from the mother organization, giving local plotters more operational 

freedom. Like others have observed about jihadists in the West, their counterparts in 

Jordan have increasingly resorted to single-actor terrorism.76 
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 There are at least two explanations for this shift to greater autonomy and more 

single-actor terrorism. The first is that it is an adaptation to more effective counter-

terrorism measures. As governments have become more adept at tackling the jihadist 

threat, it has become more difficult for terrorist cells to avoid detection. Jihadist 

strategists such as Abu Musab al-Suri have promoted single-actor terrorism in their 

writings because it is more challenging for authorities to uncover.77 Groups such as al-

Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula and IS have focused on single-actor terrorism and 

provided would-be solo-jihadists with information on conducting different types of 

operations in magazines such as Inspire and Rumiyah.78 IS has tasked individuals with 

instructing single-actors via messaging apps such as Telegram to carry out operations.  

Finally, a more general explanation is the phenomenon known as the contagion 

effect. Like copycat killers, terrorists have been found to emulate one another.79 As 

more solo attacks have occurred worldwide, the focus on single-actor terrorism has 

increased both in the mainstream media and on social media platforms, resulting in an 

ominous cycle where new incidents inspire more individuals to carry out solo 

operations.  

However, a difference is that the tactical adaptation has gone further in Western 

countries than in Jordan. In the West, jihadists have increasingly employed simple 

weapons that require little training or preparation such as knives and vehicles (in 

ramming attacks) to make it harder for security services to thwart plots.80 In Jordan, the 

jihadists have mainly stuck to firearms and explosives, although plans involving melee 

weapons could be an emerging trend, as described earlier. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore this difference in weapon usage in 

detail. Yet, one reason why more than half of the plots in Jordan involve firearms could 

be that this type of weapon is readily available in the country. This situation might 
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change in the future, though, as the Jordanian government is currently conducting a 

crackdown on unlicensed firearms.81 As for why we have not seen vehicles used in 

ramming attacks, the reason might be tied to targeting preferences. Such attacks usually 

target pedestrians indiscriminately. Jihadists have wanted to avoid indiscriminate 

attacks in Jordan. 

When it comes to targeting behavior, there are both similarities and differences 

between Jordan and Western countries. On the one hand, jihadists appear to select many 

of the same types of targets in both contexts. Although there is some variation between 

Western countries, the plots have mainly been directed against security forces, ordinary 

Western citizens, Christians, and symbols of immorality.82 As in Jordan, they seemingly 

try to avoid targeting ordinary Sunni Muslims partly because doing so would risk 

alienating potential supporters and recruits.83  

In the Jordanian context, the specification that whom they avoid targeting are 

ordinary Muslims is critical because most of the security forces also are Sunni. Yet, as 

the literature on jihadist ideology and targeting shows, the security forces are still 

considered legitimate targets because they serve an "apostate regime."84 Since 2014, IS 

has increasingly called for attacks against the security apparatus to avenge Jordan's 

airstrikes on the caliphate.85 These calls could be one reason why an increasing share of 

plots in the Kingdom has been against the security forces. 

The targeting preferences mean that jihadists must be more careful 

when selecting targets in Jordan than in the West. The reason is simple: while the 

majority of people in the West are legitimate targets, only a minority can be targeted in 

Jordan because most Jordanians are Sunnis. As a result, plots against public areas aimed 

at killing random civilians have been frequent in Western Europe, for example, while 

they have been rare in Jordan.86 

Dette er en postprint-versjon/This is a postprint version.  
DOI til publisert versjon/DOI to published version:  10.1080/09546553.2021.1957674 



28 

 

Anecdotal evidence from countries such as Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia 

indicates that jihadists primarily target security forces, Westerners (or symbols of 

Western influence), and religious minorities in these countries as well.87 Although 

jihadists have employed excessive violence against Sunnis, this appears to be mainly 

limited to groups trying to enforce their control over local populations in the context of 

civil wars, such as the Armed Islamic Group in Algeria and IS in Syria and Iraq.88 

Hence, it seems probable that the targeting behavior observed in Jordan is similar in 

other Arab countries, where jihadists have to operate clandestinely. However, this is a 

hypothesis that must be tested further. 

Conclusion  

The literature on jihadism has yet to explain what type of threat jihadists pose to Jordan. 

In this article, I set out to explore the evolution of the jihadist threat by presenting a new 

dataset about jihadist plots in the country. To my knowledge, this paper is the first study 

of a non-Western country to do so by examining launched, foiled, and failed terrorist 

plots systematically.  

While most existing studies only examine launched attacks,89 my findings show 

the merit of studying foiled and failed plots as well. I found eighty-two foiled plots, two 

failed plots, and sixteen launched attacks between 1994 and 2018. The high number of 

foiled plots shows that one is exposed to significant misrepresentation if launched 

attacks are the sole measurement of terrorist activity. 

 My data shows that the threat to Jordan has consisted mainly of plans to carry 

out armed assaults and bomb attacks against the Jordanian security apparatus and 

Westerners. Like the general observation elsewhere, Jordanian jihadists have been 

operationally conservative.  
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One of the few significant changes that have occurred is that the networks 

responsible for terrorist plotting in the country have become increasingly autonomous 

from the mother organization. While al-Qaida in Iraq managed to send trained 

operatives to carry out attacks in Jordan in the 2000s, IS has mainly had to rely upon 

jihadists based inside the Kingdom to act on its behalf in the 2010s. Another change is 

that the jihadists have increasingly attempted to carry out attacks on their own, although 

group plots continue to outnumber single-actor plots in absolute numbers.  

As discussed, the same tactical trends are seen in the West. Trends in jihadist 

tactics in other relatively stable Arab countries such as Morocco and Saudi Arabia 

might also follow similar patterns as in other contexts where jihadists must operate 

clandestinely. However, more work needs to be done before definitive conclusions can 

be drawn. A necessary first step is to collect and examine data on jihadist plots in these 

countries, as I have done here for Jordan. Doing so would also address the dire need for 

better data on terrorism in Arab countries. If we obtain more comprehensive data, it will 

also be possible to probe the phenomenon’s causes and drivers in a more scientific 

manner.  
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