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Since 11 September 2001, Europe has suffered multiple jihadi attacks but the United 
States has not. This “American exceptionalism” has been attributed to the special qual-
ities of U.S. Muslims, who are seen as politically better integrated and less sympathetic 
toward radical politics than other Muslims. This article tests the exceptionalism hy-
pothesis by comparing results from a 2007 Pew poll of U.S. Muslims with results from 
2006–2007 START polls of Muslims in Morocco, Egypt, Pakistan, and Indonesia. On 
questions about religious identity, attitude toward Al Qaeda, U.S. intentions in the War 
on Terrorism, and suicide terrorism, U.S. Muslims differed only slightly from comparison 
Muslims. 

There have been no significant terrorist attacks in the United States since 9/11, but terrorist 
bombs in other countries—notably in Madrid and London—have increased concerns about 
the possibility of terrorist attacks in the United States. Unsuccessful and thwarted attacks 
show the same kind of disparity: although several terrorist groups have been arrested in the 
United States, none got as far as the attempt to blow up U.S.-bound airliners from Heathrow 
in 2006 or the failed car bombs in London in 2007. Jihadi terrorist attacks have been even 
more common outside of Europe, not just in Iraq and Afghanistan but in Morocco, Algeria, 
Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan, and Indonesia.1 Why have terrorist attacks and near-attacks been 
fewer in the United States than elsewhere? 

One possibility is that U.S. Muslims are different from other Muslims. In this view, 
emigration to the United States is difficult and expensive, with the result that U.S. Muslims 
are a select group with higher education and higher economic status than other Muslims. 
Immigrants with more resources may be more easily assimilated and less attracted to radical 
Islam. 
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comparisons with Pew polls of Muslim countries conducted in March 2004 and April 2006. 
The mismatch in timing of the surveys (2004 and 2006 compared with 2007) is not ideal; 
political events associated with the passage of time can affect survey results. 

This article provides comparisons of U.S. and Muslim-country polls of Muslims that 
were more closely matched in time. It compares results of the Pew poll of U.S. Muslims 
conducted between January and April of 2007 with results from START polls conducted be-
tween December 2006 and February 2007 in Morocco, Egypt, Pakistan, and Indonesia.8 The 
similarity in timing of the surveys provides general assurance that differences across surveys 
are not likely to be an artifact of responding to different current events related to the War on 
Terrorism. Again, the issues of interest are those related to the War on Terrorism: identifica-
tion with country versus religion, views of the War on Terrorism, and support for terrorism. 

The article does not present statistical significance tests for comparisons across coun-
tries. With large sample sizes, approximately a thousand respondents per country, differ-
ences of five percentage points or less can be statistically significant. Instead of statistical 
significance the article employs a judgment of substantive significance in which differences 
of less than ten percentage points are treated as negligible. 

Religious Identification 

Table 1 indicates that Pakistani Muslims demonstrated the highest level of religious iden-
tification (80 percent), followed by Egypt (53 percent), then Morocco and Indonesia (27 
percent, 22 percent). U.S. Muslims were in the middle of this range with 47 percent agree-
ing that they thought of themselves primarily as Muslims. It is interesting to note that 
a Pew Global Attitudes poll in May 2006 found that 48 percent of U.S. Christians saw 
themselves first as Christians, 48 percent saw themselves first as Americans, and 7 percent 
saw themselves as “both.”9 

Table 1 
Religious identification 

START: Which of the following statements do you agree with most? 

• I think of myself primarily as a citizen of [Country]. 
• I think of myself primarily as a member of my religion. 
• I think of myself primarily as a member of my tribe or ethnic group 
• I think of myself not so much in these ways, but primarily as an individual. 

Pew: Do you think of yourself first as an American or first as a Muslim? 

START Morocco Egypt Pakistan Indonesia Pew U.S. Muslims 

Citizen 60 34 13 65 Citizen 28 
Religion 27 53 80 22 Religion 47 
Tribe/ethnic group 3 3 3 6 Both 18 
Individual 9 8 2 5 Other 7 
Don’t know/Refuse 1 2 2 2 

Note. Tabled values are country percentages; because of rounding, these values do not always sum 
to 100 percent. For Egypt, an original urban sample of 1,000 was augmented with a rural sample 
of 500; thus percentages reported for Egypt in this and succeeding tables are from data weighted to 
represent the actual urban–rural proportion in Egypt. 
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Table 2 
Al Qaeda 
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START: How do you feel about Al Qaeda? 
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Table 3 
The War on Terror 
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START: Do you think the primary goal of what the U.S. calls “the War on Terrorism” is to: 

• Weaken and divide the Islamic religion and its people? 
• Achieve political and military domination to control Middle East resources? 
• Protect itself from terrorist attacks? 

Pew: Do you think that the U.S.-led War on Terrorism is a sincere effort to reduce 
international terrorism or don’t you believe that? 

START Morocco Egypt Pakistan Indonesia Pew U.S. Muslims 

Yesa 19 10 11 22 Yes 26 
Noa 72 82 62 56 No 55 

Bothb 2 
DK/R 9 8 26 22 DK/R 17 

a
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Table 4 
Muslim suicide attacks 
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START: When you hear or read about an attack in which a Muslim blows himself up 
while attacking an enemy, do you think that this action is: 

• Often justified 
• Sometimes justified 
• Rarely justified 
• Never justified 

Pew: Some people think that suicide bombing and other forms of violence against civilian 
targets are justified in order to defend Islam from its enemies. Other people believe that, 
no matter what the reason, this kind of violence is never justified. Do you personally feel 
that this kind of violence is often justified to defend Islam, sometimes justified, rarely 
justified, or never justified? 

Pew 
START Morocco Egypt Pakistan Indonesia U.S. Muslims 

Often/sometimes 35 61 14 16 8 
Rarely/never 53 34 71 79 83 
DK/R 12 4 16 5 9 

instead the similarity of U.S. and European Muslims on issues such as justifying suicide 
terrorism to defend Islam. At least with regard to these issues, U.S. Muslims show no signs 
of American exceptionalism. In this article, therefore, the authors compared U.S. Muslims 
with Muslims in Morocco, Egypt, Pakistan, and Indonesia. 

In general, U.S. Muslims are less likely than those in the four Muslim countries 
surveyed to hold opinions that might support opposition to the War on Terrorism. But the 
differences are often small. For all four items, U.S. results are within ten percentage points 
of results from at least one Muslim country. For religious versus national identity, U.S. 
Muslims are similar to Egyptian Muslims. For attitude toward Al Qaeda, U.S. Muslims are 
similar to Moroccan Muslims. For doubts about the War on Terrorism, U.S. Muslims are 
similar to Muslims in Morocco and Indonesia. And for justification of suicide attacks, U.S. 
Muslims are similar to Muslims in Pakistan and Indonesia. 

The study’s conclusion is that the margin of difference is too small to support the 
view that the United States is substantially safer from domestic terrorism than Muslim 
countries because U.S. Muslims are less susceptible to radical opinions. Socialism may 
appeal less to Americans than to citizens of other countries, but this kind of American 
exceptionalism is not evident in regard to Muslim opinions about the War on Terrorism, 
not even in comparison with Muslims in Muslim countries. 

If U.S. Muslims’ opinions relating to the War on Terrorism are only marginally different 
from opinions of Muslims in Muslim countries, then the United States is only marginally 
safer from domestic terrorism. In this regard it is worth noting that the 5 percent of U.S. 
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U.S. security forces and police, greater willingness to cooperate with these forces by U.S.
Muslims disapproving of jihadi violence, or perhaps the slower development of networks
among the few U.S. Muslims who sympathize with jihadi violence.

The last possibility is worth emphasizing. The United States has approximately 2.4
million Muslims in a population of approximately 300 million (0.8 percent).10 The United
Kingdom has about 1.6 million Muslims in a population of 59 million (2.8 percent). In
Spain, Muslims are 1 million of 43 million (2.3 percent), in the Netherlands nearly 1 million
of 16 million (5.8 percent), in France 5 to 6 million of 62 million (about 9 percent).11 It
is possible that the small percentage of Muslims in the United States represents a barrier
to the development of networks and organizations among the few who sympathize with
Al Qaeda. That is, the potential for radical action may depend not just on the numbers or
percent of Muslims with radical sympathies, but on the degree to which Muslims are salient
as a proportion of the population.
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http://www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/crt/ (accessed 24 October 2007).

2. Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of American Political
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the agencies in each country. Interviewing was conducted face-to-face in respondents’ homes using
probability-based samples developed according to the experience of each research agency. Gender
matching of interviewer and respondent was implemented as needed based on the judgments of
the research agencies. The questionnaires were administered as follows: Egypt (sample size 1,000
from urban areas 17 January–9 February 2007; sample size 500 from rural areas 25 May–28 June
2007); Indonesia (sample size 1,141), 12 December 2006–8 January 2007; Morocco (sample size
1,000), 9–19 December 2006; Pakistan (sample size 1,243), 15 January–15 February 2007. The
numbers of non-Muslim participants in these polls were too small for separate analysis and only
Muslim participants appear in our results. Details of the survey methods and results are available
at http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/pdf/apr07/START Apr07 rpt.pdf (accessed 30 January
2008).

9. Pew Global Attitudes Project, The Great Divide, p. 87.
10. Pew Research Center, Muslim Americans, p. 10.
11. Population estimates for European countries from BBC News website, last updated 23

December 2005, available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4385768.stm#netherlands (accessed
30 January 2008).
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