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Dear Reader,  

We are pleased to announce the release of Volume XVIII, Issue 1 (March 2024) of Perspectives on 
Terrorism (ISSN 2334-3745). This Open Access journal is a joint publication of the International 
Centre for Counter-Terrorism (ICCT) in The Hague, Netherlands; the Handa Centre for the Study 
of Terrorism and Political Violence (CSTPV); and the Institute of Security and Global Affairs 
(ISGA) at Leiden University. All past and recent issues can be found online at https://pt.icct.nl/.

Perspectives on Terrorism (PT) is indexed by JSTOR, SCOPUS, and Google Scholar, where it 
ranks No. 3 among journals in the field of Terrorism Studies. Jouroscope™, the directory of 
scientific journals, has listed PT as one of the top ten journals in the category free open access 
journals in social sciences, with a Q1 ranking. Now in its 18th year of publication, PT has close 
to 8,000 registered subscribers and many more occasional readers and website visitors in 
academia, government and civil society worldwide. Subscription is free and registration to 
receive an e-mail of each quarterly issue of the journal can be done at the link provided above. 
The Research Articles published in the journal’s four annual issues are fully peer-reviewed 
by external referees, while Research Notes and other content are subject to internal editorial 
quality control.

In the first article of this issue, Michael Jensen and Elena Akers find significant disparities in 
international and domestic terrorism cases for three types of sentencing outcomes: length of 
incarceration; time spent on supervision upon release from prison; and the use of restrictive 
monitoring conditions. Next, Mauro Lubrano explains how insurrectionary anarchism shares 
parallels with the broader spectrum of anti-government extremism, including an inclination for 
conspiracy thinking and systematic targeting of politicians and/or governmental representatives. 
In the following article, Kathryn Lauren Roman Banda and Mahtab Shafiei examine intrastate 
wars that end in one-sided victories, and find that one-sided insurgent victories are linked to an 
increase in terrorist violence, while terrorism generally tends to decrease during the first year 
of the post-war period following incumbent victories. And in the final article of the March issue, 
Megan Kelly, Ann-Kathrin Rothermel and Lisa Sugiura critically assess the Incel Radicalisation 
Scale (IRS), and caution against legitimising misogynist incel narratives of victimhood and 
overlooking broader harms such as normalising misogynist violence, and male and white 
supremacism.

Our Research Notes section opens with Marcus Boyd and Timothy Leslie, who examine how 
socio-spatial embeddedness contributes to the emergence of sanctioned firms and terrorist 
attacks. And in the following Research Note, there is an update by Håvard Haugstvedt on his 
ongoing research on violent non-state actors’ use of armed UAVs, highlighting key geographic 
and targeting trends.

Our Resources section begins an extensive bibliography on risk assessment of terrorism, 
compiled by our Information Resources Editor, Judith Tinnes. This is followed by our Associate 
Editor for Book Reviews Joshua Sinai’s column, which provides brief capsule reviews of nine 
books on terrorism and counter-terrorism. This issue of the journal has been produced by the 
Editorial Team at ICCT with considerable assistance from Clarisa Nelu, for which we are very 
grateful.

Prof James Forest, Editor-in-Chief 
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Research Article
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Abstract: Recent mass casualty attacks in the United States have renewed a long-standing 
debate over the need for novel legislation to effectively prosecute domestic terrorism. Those 
who advocate for a new terrorism law argue that deficiencies in the US legal code present 
challenges to prosecuting domestic extremists, leading to unwarranted sentencing disparities in 
international and domestic terrorism cases. Critics of the proposal for a domestic terrorism law 
counter that the US legal code is sufficiently flexible for the courts to punish domestic extremists 
to the same extent as their international counterparts. Neither side, however, has produced 
an empirical assessment to support their claims. In this article, we address this research gap 
by analysing data on 344 US federal terrorism cases that were initiated between 2014 and 
2019. We find that significant disparities are endemic to US federal terrorism prosecutions for 
three types of sentencing outcomes: length of incarceration; time spent on supervision upon 
release from prison; and the use of restrictive monitoring conditions. International terrorism 
defendants are more likely than domestic extremists to receive severe penalties for all three 
sentencing decisions even when controlling for criminal severity. Sentencing disparities 
in US federal terrorism cases are especially large when domestic extremists are prosecuted 
using common criminal charges, like weapons violations. We conclude with a discussion of 
what these findings mean for promoting judicial fairness in US terrorism prosecutions.

Keywords: Domestic terrorism, international terrorism, terrorism laws, prosecuting 
terrorism, sentencing
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Introduction
On his first day in office as President, Joe Biden instructed his national security team to provide 
recommendations for combating extremism in the United States, resulting in the first-ever 
national strategy for countering domestic terrorism.1 When issuing his order, President Biden 
referred to domestic extremism as the “most urgent terrorism threat the United States faces.”2 
The President’s remarks reflect a belief held by many national security officials that domestic 
extremism is on the rise.3 The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) illustrated this trend in their most recent joint report to Congress, noting that 
there has been a substantial expansion in the number of federal terrorism investigations, with 
nearly all of the increase being attributed to domestic terrorism inquiries.4 Similarly, data show 
that more than 90 percent of the individuals who were charged in the United States between 2019 
and 2022 for committing extremist crimes were connected to domestic extremist groups, such 
as white supremacist and nativist organisations, anti-government militias and the sovereign 
citizen movement, and fringe conspiracy theories.5 All 22 of the mass casualty terrorist attacks 
committed in the United States from 2019 to 2022 were perpetrated by domestic extremists.6

While a host of legal statutes were passed after the September 11, 2001 (9/11) attacks to 
prosecute international terrorism, the rise in domestic extremism has not led to a similar 
process of revising the US legal code.7 US authorities continue to face obstacles to prosecuting 
domestic terrorism that are not present in cases involving foreign terrorist groups.8 For 
instance, terrorism charges like 18 USC §2339A (Providing Material Support to Terrorists) 
and 18 USC §2339B (Providing Material Support to Designated Terrorist Organisations) carry 
stiff penalties and often result in prison sentences of twenty years or more.9 However, because 
of the requirement that an offence has an international nexus, as in the case of §2339B, or 
the nature of the enumerated crimes that can trigger the charges, as in the case of §2339A, 
prosecutors often cannot use them in domestic terrorism cases.10 Instead, federal authorities 
often have to charge domestic extremists with more typical crimes, such as weapons violations 
or making criminal threats. In some cases, the Department of Justice has even had to utilise 
statutes designed to undermine the Mafia to prosecute domestic extremists.11

 
The lack of punitive, federal statutes designed explicitly for domestic terrorism has led to 
intense debate among legal experts over the need for new legislation.12 Those who advocate 
for a new domestic terrorism law claim that the lopsided use of terrorism statutes in 
international terrorism cases often results in unwarranted sentencing disparities.13 Sinnar, 
for example, notes that “...the uneven coverage of federal terrorism law means that a severe 
federal sentencing enhancement disproportionately applies to cases with an international 
nexus.”14 Those who advocate for new terrorism legislation claim that legal revisions are 
necessary to promote judicial fairness, address sentencing disparities, and deter individuals 
from engaging in domestic extremism.15 Opponents of a new domestic terrorism law argue that 
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the flexibility of the US Code allows the courts to punish domestic terrorists to a similar extent 
as their international counterparts.16 They also warn that a domestic terrorism statute could 
be used to target political opponents, including historically underserved communities and 
peaceful political protesters.17 While the debate over novel terrorism legislation often focuses 
on judicial fairness, neither side has provided an empirical analysis that explores the scale 
of sentencing disparities in US terrorism prosecutions.18 It is currently not possible to say if 
significant sentencing gaps are common in terrorism cases, how large they are, or whether the 
legal code is to blame. The lack of an empirical baseline demonstrating how the use of different 
laws in terrorism prosecutions influences judicial outcomes has prevented both sides in the 
debate from engaging in a productive dialogue about how best to counter the rise in domestic 
terrorism without infringing on civil rights and liberties.

This article contributes to the debate by providing an empirical assessment of sentencing 
outcomes in 344 US federal terrorism prosecutions that were initiated between 2014 and 
2019. We find that significant disparities are endemic to federal terrorism cases for three types 
of sentencing outcomes: incarceration length; time spent on post-incarceration supervision; 
and the use of restrictive monitoring conditions after release from federal prison. International 
terrorism defendants are significantly more likely to receive severe penalties on all three 
outcomes when compared to domestic extremists who commit similar crimes. Moreover, 
while some observers suggest that the current legal code is effective for prosecuting domestic 
extremism, we find that sentencing disparities are especially large when more common charges 
are used in cases of domestic terrorism.

These results suggest that new legislation may be necessary to address judicial inequities in US 
federal terrorism prosecutions. While some of the observed sentencing gaps in terrorism cases 
could be addressed by using existing hate crime statutes, significant obstacles exist to applying 
these charges to domestic terrorism cases. Absent changes in how judges perceive threats to 
public safety and how prosecutors make decisions, existing laws are unlikely to produce judicial 
fairness in US terrorism cases.

The Current Legal Regime
Any debate about the need for a domestic terrorism statute must consider the efficacy of the 
current legal regime, which includes several laws for prosecuting individuals who provide 
support to terrorists. Originally enacted after the 1993 World Trade Centre bombing and later 
expanded after the 9/11 attacks, the material support charges codified in 18 USC §2339A-D 
have become important tools for prosecutors building cases against defendants accused of 
committing acts of international terrorism.19 Material support laws significantly lower the 
bar for establishing a terrorism prosecution because they do not require that an individual  
participate in a specific crime or even know that a crime has occurred. For example, §2339B 
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requires only that an individual knowingly aid a group that has been designated as a foreign 
terrorist organisation by the US Secretary of State.20 Aid can include financial help; sending 
weapons or fighters overseas; or providing lodging, transportation, or expertise to someone 
acting on a group’s behalf in the US or abroad.21 The statute’s guidelines recommend a prison 
sentence of up to twenty years and they do not require that the defendant participate in a 
violent plot, making it an especially powerful tool for securing significant punishments in cases 
involving less serious criminal behaviours. Although the substantial prison sentences that 
accompany material support charges have been the subject of important debates about the 
ethical treatment of US defendants,22 they have been effective in promoting specific deterrence. 
The recidivism rate for more ordinary types of crime in the United States is often greater than 
50 percent,23 but it is estimated at just 3 percent for individuals convicted of international 
terrorism.24 In addition to their punitive effects, material support charges are commonly used 
in international terrorism prosecutions because the requisite elements of the offences are easy 
to prove, and convictions can result in reduced resources available to terrorist organisations.25

While §2339B and a companion statute that makes it a crime to receive military training from 
a terrorist organisation require that the offence in question have a nexus to international 
terrorism, the other material support charges codified in the US legal code do not.26 For instance, 
§2339A only requires that the case involve a federal crime of terrorism, which is defined as an 
act “calculated to influence or affect the conduct of government by intimidation or coercion, or to 
retaliate against government conduct.”27 The predicate offence list attached to §2339A includes 
over 50 crimes, ranging from conspiring to use a weapon of mass destruction to computer 
hacking to producing deadly viruses.28 Similar rules apply to the use sentencing enhancements 
in terrorism cases, the most common of which is §3A1.4 (Terrorism). The enhancement, which 
is found in the US sentencing guidelines provided to the federal courts, can be used in any case 
that meets the legal definition of terrorism, and it sets the minimum sentencing guideline to 
17.5 years in prison and assigns the defendant a criminal history score that is typically used for 
career offenders.29 

While there is no a priori reason why §2339A and related terrorism enhancements cannot be 
used in domestic terrorism prosecutions, critics of the current legal regime have noted that the 
statutes are typically only applied to cases of international terrorism.30 Mary McCord, a former 
Department of Justice prosecutor, attributes the non-use of §2339A in domestic extremism 
prosecutions to the fact that the most common form of terrorism in the US – plots involving the 
use of firearms against civilian targets – is not on the list of enumerated crimes that can trigger 
the charge.31 This is also true of 18 USC §2332A (Use of Weapons of Mass Destruction) because 
firearms are not included among the destructive devices listed in section 921 of the legal code.32 
Prosecutors must look for alternatives when building cases against domestic extremists who 
plot attacks using firearms. These cases often result in the use of more typical charges, like 18 
USC §922 and 18 USC §924, which make it a crime to possess an unregistered firearm, and for 



12 Perspectives on Terrorism 

Jensen and Akers

convicted felons to own a gun of any kind. Charges like these do not reflect the defendants’ 
terrorist intentions, and they can carry weaker penalties than terrorism laws. Indeed, non-
terrorism charges typically have wide sentencing guideline ranges, and they usually reserve the 
harshest penalties for repeat offenders.33

Finally, the US code includes several statutes and sentencing enhancements for prosecuting 
hate crimes that can result in significant prison terms. While these statutes can be used in 
cases of domestic terrorism that involve the deliberate targeting of victims based on protected 
identity characteristics, hate crime charges and sentencing enhancements are systemically 
under-utilised in cases with a clear bias motivation.34 Definitional ambiguity and the high mens 
rea requirements for establishing a hate crime prosecution mean that prosecutors typically 
favour charges that are easier to prove.35 In all but the most obvious cases (i.e., those that result 
in mass fatalities), this type of prosecutorial decision-making carries over to domestic terrorism 
cases.36 As we demonstrate below, hate crime charges have only been used in 5 percent of 
recent domestic terrorism prosecutions, and less than 9 percent of prosecutions that involved 
defendants with links to white supremacy.

The Debate Over a New Domestic Terrorism Law
Following the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, and the mass killing of 
Jewish worshippers at the Tree of Life Synagogue in 2018, legal observers began advocating for 
domestic terrorism legislation, noting that none of the neo-Nazi and white supremacist-affiliated 
individuals who participated in the deadly events were likely to be prosecuted as terrorists 
in federal court.37 Renewed calls for a domestic terrorism law were made in the aftermath of 
the January 6, 2021, attack on the US Capitol, in which thousands of demonstrators, including 
hundreds with links to extremist groups, battled with police and destroyed government 
property in an attempt to stop the peaceful transfer of presidential power.38 Legal advocates 
again pointed to deficiencies in the US code that would make it difficult for prosecutors to try 
the Capitol rioters as domestic terrorists – an argument that was subsequently shown to be 
true.39 Of the more than 1200 people who have been charged in connection with the Capitol 
attack, none have been prosecuted using material support charges, and only a handful have 
had a terrorism enhancement applied to their cases.40 Even the rioters who were convicted 
of seditious conspiracy for orchestrating the attack on January 6 avoided being prosecuted as 
terrorists.41 

The calls for a new terrorism law have coincided with an increase in domestic extremist activity 
in the US. For instance, the Profiles of Individual Radicalization in the United States (PIRUS) 
database, which tracks US criminal cases linked to extremism, shows that 57 percent of the 
extremist crimes committed in the United States between 2010 and 2016 were connected to 
domestic terrorism.42 From 2017 to 2022, domestic extremist crimes rose to 91.7 percent of all 
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cases included in the data. In 2022, crimes linked to domestic terrorism made up 95.4 percent 
of the cases added to the PIRUS database. 

Proponents of a domestic terrorism law argue that the legal code perpetuates racial and 
religious biases in the judicial system by reserving the harshest punishments for international 
terrorists, who tend to be non-White and non-Christian.43 Given the uneven use of terrorism 
laws in federal prosecutions, legal advocates assume that unwarranted sentencing disparities 
are the norm in terrorism cases.44 This extends to the use of capital punishment, as jurors are 
often instructed to treat premeditated acts of terrorism as an aggravating factor when deciding 
whether to sentence a defendant to death.45 

Critics of the proposal for a new domestic terrorism law counter that the US code gives 
prosecutors the tools they need to hold domestic terrorists accountable for their crimes.46 
They often point to a diverse set of conspiracy charges and more ordinary criminal statutes 
to support their claim, noting that the laws are broad in applicability, are familiar to judges 
and juries, and do not require prosecutors to prove what is and is not terrorism.47 Implicit in 
this line of argument is the assumption that these laws are sufficient for punishing domestic 
extremists to the same extent as international terrorists. 

Critics also see a darker side to proposed domestic terrorism legislation. Following the 
Capitol riot, more than 150 civil rights organisations signed a letter to Congress opposing a 
domestic terrorism law, claiming that revisions to the legal code could allow law enforcement 
and prosecutors to unfairly target the Black Lives Matter movement and other peaceful 
political demonstrators.48 Michael German, a former FBI agent and current researcher at the 
Brennan Centre for Justice, has similarly warned about the potential for a new terrorism law 
to be abused, arguing that federal prosecutors often make decisions that reflect their political 
biases rather than the need to ameliorate the greatest threats to public safety. German notes 
that as the highly lethal far-right movement was growing in the early 2000s, the FBI labelled 
environmental activists the number one domestic terrorism threat in the US. At the same time, 
federal prosecutors vigorously used the Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act to prosecute property 
crimes related to the animal rights movement.49 More recently, critics have pointed to the use of 
state-level domestic terrorism laws as evidence of how a federal law could be misused to silence 
political dissent. For example, prosecutors in Georgia are trying 23 non-violent demonstrators 
as domestic terrorists for their roles in protesting the construction of a police training facility 
outside of Atlanta.50

Both sides in the debate over a domestic terrorism law share concerns about the rising tide of 
extremism in the United States and the importance of protecting legal activism. However, they 
appear to be at an impasse about how best to achieve their common goals. One reason for the 
stalemate is that the debate is too often based on implicit assumptions about the legal outcomes 
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of terrorism cases.51 Those on the side of passing a domestic terrorism law have not used 
sentencing data to demonstrate that disparities are typical in terrorism prosecutions, or that 
they are the product of the legal code. Without an empirical baseline that demonstrates judicial 
inequalities in the prosecution of terrorism, critics of the proposal for a domestic terrorism law 
quickly dismiss the idea and the problem it is intended to solve. For their part, opponents of the 
new legislation have not taken the opportunity to bolster their claims by demonstrating that 
ordinary laws are used to punish domestic terrorists to the same extent as their international 
counterparts. Critics assume, rather than demonstrate, that prosecutors exploit the flexibility of 
the legal code to charge domestic terrorists with crimes that carry penalties like those issued in 
international terrorism cases. For the debate to move forward, it needs to be based on a shared 
empirical understanding of the consequences of using different laws to prosecute people who 
engage in similar extremist crimes. The remainder of this article attempts to fill this gap by 
analysing the sentencing outcomes of more than 340 recent federal terrorism prosecutions.

Data 
The data used in this study come from the PIRUS project, which is a suite of de-identified, cross-
sectional datasets on the radicalisation characteristics and social networks of US extremists.52 
The PIRUS datasets are coded using open sources and contain dozens of variables on a wide 
range of radicalisation characteristics and extremist events, including violent plots and attacks, 
extremist networks, and factors relevant to radicalisation processes, such as demographics, 
family characteristics, and personal histories. The datasets that make up the PIRUS portfolio 
include cases representing the far-right, far-left, Jihadist, and single-issue milieus.

For this article, we analysed federal terrorism prosecutions that were initiated between 
1 January 2014 and 31 December 2019.53 We chose the end of 2019 as the cut-off for case 
inclusion to maximise the odds that the final data would include a set of federal terrorism cases 
for which sentencing decisions have been made. Including more recent years in the study could 
bias the data by excluding high-profile domestic terrorism cases that are still being adjudicated. 
These cases often involve the use of mass casualty violence, and they can take years to work 
their way through the federal court system.54 They are also the cases that have the greatest 
potential to include the use of terrorism or hate crime charges, and to result in significant 
judicial punishments. Including more recent years in the data, therefore, could skew the sample 
of domestic terrorism cases towards less severe crimes and lead to overestimating sentencing 
disparities in federal terrorism prosecutions. We included all federal terrorism cases initiated 
during this period with two exceptions. First, narco-terrorism cases were not included because 
they do not satisfy the PIRUS inclusion requirement that crimes be primarily motivated by 
ideological goals. Second, individuals who travelled overseas to join foreign terrorist groups 
but did not commit additional crimes within the territorial boundaries of the US, were excluded 
from the study. Since international terrorism prosecutions typically involve the use of charges 
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that are not applicable to, or are rare in, domestic terrorism cases, examining sentencing 
disparities in federal terrorism cases requires comparing defendants who engaged in the same 
criminal behaviours. The act of travelling abroad to join a designated terrorist group does not 
have a domestic terrorism equivalent, making it impossible to compare the legal cases of foreign 
fighters to a cognate group of domestic terrorism defendants. Other types of material support 
were included in the data if the crimes are not unique to one type of terrorism prosecution. 
For instance, both international and domestic extremists have committed financial crimes to 
fund terrorist groups or pay for the materials needed to commit violent attacks. These types of 
material support cases were included in the data.

We classified cases as terrorism prosecutions if they resulted in federal criminal charges and 
met the PIRUS inclusion criteria, which require that the defendants were radicalised in the US 
and that there is clear evidence their criminal activities were the result of ideological motives, 
including the pursuit of political, economic, social, or religious goals. International terrorism 
prosecutions are cases where the defendants had links to, or were acting in support of, terrorist 
groups and movements whose bases of operation are located outside of the US.55 Most of 
these groups appear on the Foreign Terrorist Organisations (FTO) and Specially Designated 
Global Terrorist (SDGT) lists maintained by the US State Department and the Department 
of the Treasury. All international terrorism cases from this period are classified in PIRUS as 
Jihadist. Unlike international terrorism, the US government does not maintain a list of officially 
designated domestic extremist groups that we could use to help in the identification of domestic 
terrorism prosecutions.56 Thus, to identify domestic terrorism cases, we reviewed all subjects in 
the PIRUS data to determine if they were acting on behalf of groups or movements that pursue 
broad political, social, economic, or religious goals and operate primarily within the territorial 
jurisdiction of the US.57 This resulted in the inclusion of 185 prosecutions that we classified 
as far-right, 22 that we coded as far-left, and nineteen that we categorised as single-issue. The 
final dataset includes 344 federal terrorism prosecutions – 226 domestic terrorism cases and 
118 cases of international terrorism.58

We next added 25 variables to PIRUS that capture the courtroom and sentencing phases of 
terrorism cases. First, the legal statutes used in the prosecutions were coded, including the use 
of terrorism charges (e.g., §2339A, §2339B, §2339C, §2339D, §2332A, and §2332B). Second, 
cases were coded for several pre-sentence variables, such as where the cases were prosecuted, 
plea agreements, convictions by jury or bench trial, and whether some or all charges were 
dropped. Third, incarceration variables were added to the data, including the in/out decision (i.e., 
whether an individual was given a custodial sentence as opposed to probation), incarceration 
length, and whether prosecutors sought terrorism or other sentencing enhancements (e.g., 
§3A1.1, §3A1.2, and §3A1.4). Incarceration length and length of federal supervision were coded 
in months. Following the practice established by the US Sentencing Commission, defendants 
who were given life sentences were coded as receiving 470 months in federal prison.59 Finally, 
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each case was coded for several post-incarceration variables, including length of federal 
supervision, access to rehabilitation services, and the use of restrictive supervision conditions, 
such as internet or GPS location monitoring, polygraph testing, and no-contact orders. These 
conditions are dichotomous measures in the data indicating whether they were present or 
absent.

The values for these variables were drawn from federal court documents, including indictments, 
plea agreements, sentencing memoranda, and judgments. To accurately compare these values 
for similar sets of international and domestic terrorism cases, we matched defendants using a 
typology of criminal behaviours and outcomes. For example, if two terrorism defendants—one 
international and one domestic—stockpiled weapons for future attacks, they were assigned 
to the same crime category, regardless of the actual charges they faced. As we noted above, 
this was done because international and domestic extremists are typically prosecuted using 
different legal statutes, making it impossible to compare similar terrorism cases by grouping 
them according to criminal charges. 

Each case in the data was assigned to one of the following crime types: (1) successful attacks 
resulting in deaths; (2) successful attacks resulting in injuries only; (3) successful attacks 
resulting in property damage only; (4) violent attacks that were attempted but failed due to 
perpetrator error; (5) foiled violent plots in which the perpetrators successfully acquired 
weapons; (6) foiled violent plots in which the perpetrators failed to acquire weapons; (7) 
foiled violent plots in which the perpetrators identified targets but did not attempt to acquire 
weapons; (8) foiled non-violent plots to damage property; and (9) non-violent material support 
in the form of terrorist financing, making false statements, and illegally possessing weapons. 
We coded attacks as successful if the perpetrators deployed weapons against targets. Plots 
were coded as “foiled” if the defendants were interdicted by law enforcement while planning 
and preparing to commit attacks.

Findings
The Use of Terrorism Charges and Sentencing Enhancements
For prosecutions initiated between 2014 and 2019, terrorism charges were disproportionately 
used in international terrorism cases (see Figure 1).60 International terrorism defendants were 
the only subjects in the data who pleaded guilty to, or were convicted of, §2339B, which is limited 
to cases where the accused acted in support of a designated foreign terrorist organisation. 
Domestic extremists operating in the US often have links to terrorist groups abroad, such as 
European neo-Nazi organisations, but these entities do not appear on the FTO or SDGT lists.61 

By comparison, most international terrorism prosecutions involved defendants who had links 
to, or were inspired by, groups on these lists, such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
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and al-Qaeda and its various affiliates. Approximately 50 percent of international terrorism 
defendants prosecuted during this period pleaded guilty to, or were convicted of, §2339B. 

Figure 1. Frequency of Terrorism Charges in Federal Prosecutions

Somewhat more surprising, §2339A, which does not require that a crime have an international 
nexus, was rarely used during this period. The statute was used to prosecute 11 (9.5 percent) 
international terrorism defendants, six of whom were involved in the same criminal scheme to 
provide money, weapons, US military uniforms, and tactical gear to a friend who was fighting 
for ISIS in Syria.62 The statute was only used to prosecute one (0.05 percent) domestic terrorism 
defendant who was involved in a plot with their significant other to attack an oil pipeline.63

Conspiracy to use a weapon of mass destruction (§2332A), which is commonly included in 
discussions of terrorism offences, was also used sparingly during this period. The statute was used 
to prosecute fifteen terrorism defendants – eight domestic extremists and seven international 
terrorists. The defendants were involved in eleven unique plots, all of which involved attempts 
to acquire and use explosive devices. Only Ahmad Khan Rahimi, who committed several ISIS-
inspired bombings in New York that injured more than 30 people, was successful in perpetrating 
attacks.64 All told, 65 percent of international terrorism defendants pleaded guilty to, or were 
convicted of, one or more terrorism charges. However, only 4.5 percent of domestic terrorism 
defendants were prosecuted for committing terrorism offences. Instead, domestic extremists 
faced a wide array of charges that are not specific to crimes of terrorism. The most common of 
these were 18 USC §922 and 18 USC §924 (22 percent of cases), which involve the illegal use 
or possession of firearms, and 18 USC §875 (14.4 percent of cases), which makes it a crime to 
transmit threats across state lines. Conspiracy charges, which have been praised for their broad 
applicability to cases of domestic terrorism,65 were only used to secure guilty pleas or convictions 
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in fifteen (7.5 percent) domestic terrorism prosecutions. Similarly, hate crime charges were 
only used in ten (5 percent) domestic terrorism prosecutions that resulted in guilty pleas or 
convictions.66 Only eight (8.4 percent) defendants associated with white supremacist or neo-
Nazi groups were prosecuted using hate crime charges. An analysis of the use of a terrorism 
sentencing enhancement under §3A1.4 reveals similar results. The enhancement, which does 
not require a transnational element to the crime, was requested far more often in international 
terrorism prosecutions. Prosecutors sought a sentencing enhancement under §3A1.4 in 
approximately 60 percent of international terrorism cases, but only requested similar penalties 
in 15.4 percent of domestic terrorism cases. Other sentencing enhancements, such as §3A1.1 
(hate crime enhancement) and §3A1.2 (official victim enhancement), were seldom requested 
in either international or domestic terrorism prosecutions.

Case Disposition
Notable disparities in the outcomes of US criminal cases often occur before any decisions about 
incarceration are made. The choice of prosecutors to negotiate plea agreements with some 
defendants but not others can contribute to inequities in the judicial system.67 Similarly, the 
decision of juries to acquit some defendants while convicting others can be influenced by factors 
that are exogenous to the case, such as race and gender.68 The cases we reviewed, however, 
generally did not display notable disparities in these areas (see Figure 2). Roughly the same 
percentage of domestic and international terrorism defendants were offered, and accepted, 
plea agreements. Both types of defendants typically had one or more of their charges dropped 
by prosecutors as part of plea deal negotiations. Similarly, defendants who opted for jury or 
bench trials were convicted at similar rates, regardless of whether they were being accused of 
domestic or international terrorism.

Figure 2. Comparison of Case Outcomes
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The only part of the pre-sentence process that displayed significant differences between 
international and domestic terrorism cases was acquittals. Domestic terrorism defendants 
were more than 10 times as likely to be acquitted of their charges. Only one international 
terrorism defendant was acquitted during the six-year period we reviewed, while 23 domestic 
terrorism defendants were deemed not guilty or had their cases dismissed. This potentially 
points to a significant type of legal disparity in federal terrorism cases, but it is important to 
note that the acquittals of domestic extremists during this period were highly concentrated in 
just two events. All but four of the domestic extremists who received acquittals or dismissals 
were accused of crimes related to the 2014 armed standoff at the Bundy ranch in Bunkerville, 
Nevada, and the 2016 occupation of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge in Oregon. Both 
events involved rancher Cliven Bundy’s family and their supporters in the anti-government 
movement confronting federal authorities over perceived government overreach.69 Members 
of the Bundy family who were indicted for their roles in the ranch standoff walked free from 
a federal courthouse in 2018 after the judge in the case determined that the prosecution 
withheld evidence from the defence.70 In the Oregon case, jurors decided that the government 
did not prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the occupation was the result of a criminal 
conspiracy to keep federal employees from doing their jobs.71 When these cases are removed 
from consideration, the rate of acquittals in domestic terrorism prosecutions drops from 10.3 
percent to 1.9 percent. 

The In/Out Decision and Incarceration Length
Research on the judicial outcomes of typical criminal cases commonly highlights the “in/out” 
decision – whether an individual is required to serve time in prison or is given a non-custodial 
sentence – as a potential area of inequities in the judicial system.72 Indeed, when comparing 
defendants who committed similar crimes, studies show sentencing inequalities to be more 
common for the in/out decision than for incarceration length.73 Two findings about the in/
out decision in federal terrorism cases are worth noting. First, non-custodial sentences were 
uncommon (8.2 percent of all prosecutions) in the cases we reviewed, and they were only issued 
after guilty pleas. However, none of the defendants who received non-custodial sentences 
pleaded guilty to terrorism charges. 

Second, significant inequalities were evident when comparing defendants who were given 
non-custodial sentences to defendants who were ordered to serve time in federal prison. Non-
custodial sentences were given to domestic terrorism defendants at more than double the 
rate they were issued in international terrorism cases (12 percent vs 5 percent, respectively). 
Moreover, every international extremist who was given a non-custodial sentence pleaded guilty 
to a non-violent crime, such as making false statements to law enforcement about their support 
for foreign terrorist groups.74 The international extremists who were prosecuted for plotting 
violent attacks were all sentenced to serve time in federal prison, regardless of how far they 
progressed in their criminal schemes. By comparison, 42.9 percent of the domestic terrorism 
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defendants who were given probation rather than time in prison threatened to commit violent 
attacks.75 While none of these cases resulted in casualties, some plots were relatively mature, 
including two cases in which prosecutors alleged that the defendants had acquired weapons 
and selected targets for mass shootings.76 

Significant disparities were also evident in how much time the defendants were sentenced to 
serve in federal prison. International terrorism defendants received average federal prison 
sentences that were more than double those given to domestic extremists (13.9 years vs 6.3 
years, respectively). With that said, a potential limitation of comparing the aggregate average 
sentence lengths of the two populations is that it does not account for the role that criminal 
severity plays in driving sentencing decisions.77 If international terrorism defendants are more 
often involved in violent crimes, then we might expect them to serve more time on average in 
federal prison. However, significant disparities were found in the prison sentences issued to 
international and domestic extremists even when controlling for crime severity (see Figure 
3). International terrorism defendants were sentenced to serve more time in federal prison 
than domestic extremists for all crime types described above except for non-violent and violent 
attacks that resulted in property damage only – crimes and outcomes for which there were no 
international cases. 

Figure 3. Length of Incarceration in Years by Crime Severity

Disparities in sentence length were especially large in cases involving subjects who plotted, but 
failed, to commit violent attacks. International terrorism defendants involved in these types 
of plots received average prison terms of 11.2 years, while domestic extremists who engaged 
in similar schemes were, on average, sentenced to just 1.6 years in prison. The uneven use of 
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terrorism laws appears to be a significant contributor to the lopsided prison sentences issued 
in these cases. For example, 64.1 percent of the international terrorism defendants who were 
involved in foiled or failed violent plots pleaded guilty to, or were convicted of, terrorism charges. 
These defendants received average prison sentences of 19 years. Domestic extremists who 
plotted similar attacks were most commonly (29.4 percent) prosecuted for making interstate 
threats and were sentenced to 2.7 years in prison on average.78 Only 9.8 percent of domestic 
terrorism defendants who plotted foiled or failed attacks were prosecuted using terrorism 
charges.79 Importantly, however, the sentencing gaps with international terrorism defendants 
were eliminated in these cases, with the average defendant receiving 19.7 years in prison.

Drastic disparities in the length of incarceration were also observed in cases involving defendants 
who committed attacks that resulted in casualties. In cases involving at least one victim injury 
but no deaths, international terrorism defendants were sentenced on average to 34.6 years in 
prison – a more than fourfold increase over their domestic extremist counterparts, who received 
average prison terms of 8.6 years. Even crimes that resulted in victim fatalities displayed notable 
sentencing disparities. International terrorism defendants who were accused of killing at least 
one person were ordered to spend approximately ten more years in prison on average than 
domestic extremists who committed similar attacks. Relatedly, life sentences were issued in 10 
percent of international terrorism cases that involved violent plots but were only given to 5.7 
percent of domestic terrorism defendants who were accused of similar crimes. The domestic 
terrorism defendants who were given life sentences all committed serious crimes that resulted 
in multiple people being killed or injured. However, nearly half (43 percent) of the international 
terrorism defendants who were ordered to spend the rest of their lives in prison committed 
crimes that did not result in any casualties. Again, the disproportionate use of terrorism laws in 
international terrorism prosecutions appears to have been a significant factor in causing these 
sentencing disparities. Five out of the six international terrorism defendants who committed 
attacks that resulted in victim injuries or fatalities were prosecuted using terrorism statutes, 
while none of the twenty domestic extremists who committed attacks that resulted in casualties 
were tried as terrorists in federal court.

Sentencing enhancements under §3A1.4 also correlated with longer prison sentences. When 
prosecutors requested a terrorism sentencing enhancement, defendants were ordered to spend 
13.8 years in federal prison on average. When they did not, defendants were sentenced to 6.9 
years in prison on average. Prosecutors were nearly four times as likely to pursue a terrorism 
enhancement in international terrorism cases than they were in cases involving domestic 
extremists. When requested, sentencing enhancements were effective in producing more parity 
in prison sentences. For example, when prosecutors requested sentencing enhancements in 
terrorism cases involving foiled or failed violent plots, international terrorism defendants were 
sentenced to 17.7 years in prison on average, while domestic extremists were given average 
prison sentences of 15.1 years.80
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Post-Incarceration Supervision
Often overlooked in the literature on sentencing is inequalities that impact people after they 
leave prison.81 There can be notable differences in the amount of time defendants are ordered 
to spend on post-incarceration supervision, as well as the conditions with which they must 
comply upon release. Our analysis shows that international terrorism defendants leaving 
federal prisons will spend far longer on supervision than their domestic terrorism counterparts. 
International extremists were given average post-incarceration supervisory terms of 19.3 
years, while the average domestic terrorism defendant was put on federal supervision for 3.5 
years after leaving prison. 

A drastic disparity in post-incarceration supervision length was observed even after controlling 
for criminal severity (see Figure 4). International terrorism defendants were given post-
incarceration probationary sentences that were 3.1 to 8.1 times longer than domestic extremists 
who engaged in the same criminal behaviours. For instance, international extremists who 
committed attacks that resulted in casualties were sentenced to spend 22.1 years on average on 
supervision upon release from prison. Domestic terrorism defendants who committed similar 
attacks received average post-incarceration supervisory terms of just 2.9 years. Moreover, 
nearly a quarter (23.5 percent) of all international terrorism defendants were ordered to spend 
the rest of their lives on supervision after leaving prison. Only two (1.01 percent) domestic 
terrorism defendants received the same penalty.

Figure 4. Post-Incarceration Supervision Length in Years by Crime Severity

The unequal use of terrorism laws and sentencing enhancements in international terrorism 
cases again appears to be a contributing cause of these disparities. The average defendant who 
pleaded guilty to, or was convicted of, terrorism charges was sentenced to spend 26.3 years on 
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probation after leaving prison. Approximately 89 percent of these individuals were defendants 
accused of international terrorism. Overall, international terrorists who pleaded guilty to, 
or were convicted of, terrorism charges were ordered to spend 4.8 to 13.4 times longer on 
supervision after leaving prison than domestic terrorism defendants who engaged in similar 
crimes but were prosecuted using more typical criminal charges. 

In addition to the amount of time a federal releasee spends on supervision, the conditions 
with which they are required to comply while on probation can be an important contributor to 
inequalities in judicial outcomes. Special conditions of supervision can involve the provision of 
rehabilitative services, but they can also include restrictive monitoring techniques that make 
it difficult for formerly incarcerated individuals to have contact with their family and friends, 
find and maintain employment, and form new pro-social relationships.82 This includes location 
monitoring via GPS and the surveillance of electronic devices. 

During the period under review, both cohorts of defendants received rehabilitative services 
at similar rates (see Figure 5). Domestic extremists were more often ordered to attend drug 
and/or alcohol treatment programmes due to their higher levels of substance use disorders.83 
However, international terrorism defendants were considerably more likely than domestic 
extremists to be ordered to comply with restrictive monitoring conditions. For example, while 
nearly half of all international terrorism defendants were barred from using the internet or 
were subjected to the monitoring of their electronic devices, only 14.1 percent of domestic 
extremists were given internet restrictions of any kind. 

Figure 5. Rates of Post-Incarceration Rehabilitative Services and Supervision Conditions  

International terrorism defendants were also more likely than their domestic terrorist 
counterparts to have their physical location monitored via GPS, to be required to sit for periodic 
polygraph examinations, and to receive no contact orders prohibiting them from associating 
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with co-defendants or members of extremist groups. More than 27 percent of the international 
terrorism defendants who received these conditions were ordered to comply with them for 
the rest of their lives. Only 2.9 percent of domestic extremists were give the same punishment. 
The majority (74.3 percent) of the domestic extremists who were issued restrictive conditions 
of release were ordered to comply with them for three years or less. Overall, 139 terrorism 
defendants (45.4 percent) were required to comply with one or more restrictive special 
conditions after leaving prison. Approximately 55 percent of these cases involved the use of 
terrorism charges and/or terrorism sentencing enhancements.

Discussion and Conclusion
The above analysis demonstrates that sentencing disparities are pervasive among federal 
terrorism prosecutions. International terrorism defendants are subject to significantly harsher 
judicial penalties than domestic extremists, even when the two engage in the same criminal 
behaviours. The disproportionate use of terrorism laws in international terrorism cases 
appears to be a primary contributor to these sentencing inequalities. International extremists 
who are prosecuted using material support statutes or who are given terrorism sentencing 
enhancements receive considerably longer prison sentences and post-incarceration supervision 
terms than domestic extremists who are prosecuted using more typical criminal charges. They 
are also far more likely to be subjected to restrictive supervision conditions after release from 
federal prison. The results of this study provide preliminary empirical support for the claim 
that the uneven use of terrorism laws in federal prosecutions is a major obstacle to promoting 
judicial fairness in terrorism cases. Critics of the proposal to enact a new domestic terrorism 
law often point to the flexible nature of the US legal code as evidence that prosecutors and 
judges have the tools necessary to hold domestic extremists accountable for their crimes, but 
the data clearly show that the use of more typical criminal charges in terrorism cases results in 
comparatively lenient sentences. Defendants who were prosecuted using more typical charges, 
like weapons violations, were given significantly lighter penalties for every criminal severity 
type included in this study. 

There are practical challenges to using non-terrorism charges to punish domestic extremists 
to the same extent as international terrorists. The upper bounds of the sentencing guidelines 
attached to these criminal statutes are often reserved for repeat offenders or other special 
cases. For example, significant penalties can accompany a conviction for 18 USC §922(g) (Felon 
in Possession of a Firearm). However, in order for a defendant convicted of §922(g) to receive a 
prison sentence in the range of the ones commonly issued in cases involving terrorism charges, 
they would need to be prosecuted under the Armed Career Criminal Act (ACCA), which requires 
three previous convictions for violent crimes or serious drug offences.84 There is no such 
previous criminality requirement for a person convicted on terrorism charges to be given a 
severe sentence. Indeed, 61.1 percent of the international terrorists in our data who were given 



    

25

Vol. XVIII, Issue 1 - March 2024 

 Perspectives on Terrorism 

prison sentences of fifteen years or more had no prior criminal record. While judges are free 
to deviate from sentencing guidelines, serious upward departures are rare in cases involving 
more typical criminal charges.85 For example, approximately one third of the cases in the federal 
system that involve the use of §922(g) result in departures from sentencing guidelines, but 
more than 88 percent of these are downward departures below the guideline minimum.86

The more frequent use of hate crime laws could be effective in reducing sentencing disparities 
in terrorism cases. Our data show that defendants who pleaded guilty to, or were convicted 
of, hate crime offences were sentenced to 22.2 years in federal prison on average, which is 
comparable to the prison sentences issued to international extremists who were convicted on 
material support charges. However, hate crime charges in terrorism cases have been rare, and 
prosecutors appear unlikely to use them outside of cases that involve mass casualties or other 
extraordinary outcomes. Indeed, in our data, all twelve of the domestic terrorism cases that 
included hate crime charges involved attacks that resulted in victim fatalities. Five of the cases 
involved mass casualties. While federal hate crime laws have been routinely expanded since 
their initial adoption in 1968, only 15 percent of cases referred for prosecution as hate crimes 
each year result in the use of hate crime charges.87 Thus, without a sudden and significant 
change in how prosecutors make decisions, it is unlikely that hate crime statutes will be used to 
level the sentencing gaps in US terrorism cases. 

Critics of the proposal for a new domestic terrorism law could argue that more time is needed 
to determine if the January 6 Capitol attack, and the increased focus on domestic terrorism 
it has prompted, will compel judges to issue more equitable sentences in terrorism cases. 
Preliminary evidence, however, suggests that this is not the case. Domestic terrorism defendants 
have not been charged with material support crimes (e.g., §2339A) any more often in the last 
four years than they were in the preceding six.88 No Capitol riot defendant has been charged 
with a terrorism crime of any kind, and less than 3 percent have had a terrorism sentencing 
enhancement under §3A1.4 requested in their cases.89 Moreover, evidence from the January 6 
cases suggests that the prosecution of domestic terrorism continues to result in comparatively 
lenient sentences.90 For example, more than 150 people have been prosecuted for assaulting 
police officers on January 6. These cases have resulted in average federal prison sentences of 
under 4.5 years.91 At the time of this writing, 67 percent of the January 6 defendants received 
prison sentences below the federal guidelines.92

In addition to the ethical concerns that arise from the unequal treatment of people who commit 
the same types of crimes, the use of different laws in terrorism cases has real consequences for 
deterring future acts of violence.93 As we noted above, the recidivism rate among international 
terrorism defendants prosecuted on material support charges is vanishingly low, and this is 
in no small part due to the significant prison sentences that have been issued in their cases. 
However, recent instances of reoffending among domestic extremists suggest that the same 
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may not be true for individuals who are prosecuted using more typical criminal statutes.94 
Take the case of Brandon Russell, a Florida based neo-Nazi and former leader of Atomwaffen 
Division. In 2017, Russell was found to be stockpiling explosives in his garage, but rather than 
being prosecuted using terrorism laws – such as §2332A, which prohibits the possession or use 
of a weapon of mass destruction – he pleaded guilty to having an unregistered weapon and the 
improper storage of explosive materials.95 Russell was sentenced to five years in federal prison, 
of which he only served three. In February 2023, Russell was back in federal custody when 
authorities discovered that he and an associate were planning a series of attacks on power 
substations in Baltimore, Maryland.96 The uneven use of terrorism laws in federal prosecutions, 
and the sentencing disparities that result, also have a notable impact on how society perceives 
threats to public safety.97 Ample research shows that the way violent acts and their perpetrators 
are labelled influences how people conceive of terrorism, who they describe as terrorists, and 
what measures they find acceptable to counter the threat.98 Limiting the use of terrorism laws 
and harsh punishments to international terrorism cases reinforces societal perceptions of 
terrorism as something that is limited to Muslim populations and can only be deterred through 
swift legal penalties. In turn, these perceptions influence legal responses to terrorism, thus 
perpetuating a public opinion and prosecution cycle that produces unwarranted sentencing 
inequalities in terrorism cases.

The debate over proposed domestic terrorism legislation would be more constructive if both 
sides recognised the consequences of maintaining the status quo and sought to find solutions 
to the problem that also protects civil rights and liberties. This includes a more thorough 
discussion of the safeguards that would need to accompany a domestic terrorism law to ensure 
that it cannot be weaponised to target vulnerable populations and peaceful political protesters. 
Moreover, as McCord has argued, within the existing legal framework, more consideration needs 
to be given to amending the predicate offence list attached to §2339A to give prosecutors the 
power to use the charge in more domestic terrorism cases.99 This includes granting prosecutors 
the legal authority to apply the statute to terrorism cases involving the acquisition, storage, and 
use of firearms. During the period we reviewed, the majority (56.1 percent) of the individuals 
who were prosecuted for plotting to commit, or committing, violent terrorist attacks planned to 
use, or used, firearms. However, only 25 percent of these cases resulted in the use of terrorism 
charges. Although the legal ownership of guns is a constitutionally protected activity in the 
US, their use in terrorist attacks is not. When paired with ideological motivations, the use of 
firearms in acts of violence should not be viewed differently than other types of terrorism that 
involve similarly destructive weapons. Perhaps most importantly, an amendment to §2339A 
would not require the creation of a designated domestic terrorist organisations list, which 
would be legally tenuous at best and operationally dangerous at worst.100

Recent federal terrorism cases clearly demonstrate that international terrorism defendants 
frequently experience judicial inequalities that far exceed those observed in more typical 
criminal cases.101 Future research should consider if factors like race, ethnicity, religion, and 
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gender act as contributing causes of these disparities. Using data from a longer timeframe, 
future research should also examine how the outcomes of terrorism cases have been impacted 
by key events, like the September 11 attacks, the 2009 expansion of federal hate crime laws, 
and the 2005 Supreme Court decision that struct down the statute requiring judges to issue 
sentences within the federal guidelines. While additional research like this can provide a more 
complete picture of the causes of sentencing disparities in cases involving extremists, our 
analysis suggests that the current legal regime is a significant obstacle to promoting judicial 
fairness in the prosecution of terrorism. 
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Introduction
In recent years, anti-government extremism (AGE) has re-emerged as a major contemporary 
form of political violence, prompting scholars, practitioners, and policymakers to identify it as 
a substantial threat to “democracy, political processes, institutions, and elected politicians.”1 
Consequently, a wealth of scholarly articles has recently attempted to enhance academic 
conversations and shed light on the complex and multifaceted nature of anti-government 
extremism. Among these, two Special Issues published in Perspectives on Terrorism stand out. 
The first issue was published in December 2022, with the second one becoming available a few 
months later, in March 2023. 

Overall, the research articles featured in the Special Issues have made substantial contributions 
to the study of anti-government extremism, ranging from the role of conspiracy theories to 
the analysis of specific organisations and movements – such as Oath Keepers, Proud Boys, 
QAnon, or the German Reichsbürger2 – and of the patterns of attacks and threats directed 
towards politicians. However, both issues primarily feature studies on right-wing AGE. Other 
expressions of anti-government extremism – such as left-wing or anarchist extremism – receive 
only passing mentions in the context of historical overviews or, occasionally, in endnotes. To 
their credit, the editors – Tore Bjørgo and Kurt Braddock – sought to cover a broader variety 
of anti-government movements to include studies not limited to the far-right. The intention 
envisioned the inclusion of historical and/or contemporary anarchist movements. Yet the call 
for papers did not result in “contributions of sufficient quality to address left-wing forms of 
anti-government extremism.”3 Hence, the overwhelming emphasis on right-wing extremism. 
Additionally, this focus comes with a limited geographical scope, primarily centred on a handful 
of countries, such as the United States of America, Australia, Germany, and Norway.

The absence of noteworthy contributions – or any contributions at all – on far-left and anarchist 
extremism in the Special Issues is symptomatic of a broader problem within the scholarly 
debate on terrorism and political violence: the dearth of meaningful engagement and research 
that could provide accurate portrayals and analyses of these forms of extremism. Drawing on 
the four forms of anti-government extremism and the conceptual discussions provided in the 
Special Issues, this article thus seeks to address the gap identified by the editors by providing an 
overview of contemporary anarchist anti-government extremism, thereby partially rectifying 
the lack of engagement with this issue. While its contributions do not do justice to the complexity, 
nuances, and importance of the topic, this analysis can stimulate a reinvigorated debate on left-
wing and anarchist extremism in the terrorism and political violence literature. 

The article will begin by critically examining the field and discussing the potential reasons 
underlying the lack of scholarly inquiry into anarchist violence. Thereafter, it will discuss 
anarchist anti-government extremism vis-à-vis the conceptual distinction between ideological 
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AGE and issue-driven AGE provided by Jackson in his contribution to the Special Issues.4 Finally, 
the concluding section of the article will undertake an analysis of contemporary anarchist AGE 
using the two remaining forms identified in the Special Issues – namely conspiracy theories 
and attacks on politicians and/or governmental representatives.5

Why Should We Care About Anarchist Extremism?
In his famous theory, David C. Rapoport argues that modern terrorism developed through 
four distinct waves over the last century and a half: the anarchist, the ethno-nationalist (or 
anti-colonial), the New Left, and the “religious” wave.6 While scholars have speculated about a 
potential fifth wave, the decline of the previous waves does not imply the complete disappearance 
of the forms and expressions of violence associated with them.7 In the context of anarchist 
violence, Ariel Koch is, therefore, correct when asserting that “the first (anarchist) wave is still 
relevant for Europe and North America and should be considered a potential threat.”8 However, 
the contemporary expression of this first wave – insurrectionary anarchism – received scant 
scholarly attention. As a few scholars have underscored, insurrectionary anarchism represents 
“a neglected topic,” an “under-researched phenomenon,” or an “under-researched milieu.”9 
It is noteworthy that, while scholars have been reticent, practitioners and law enforcement 
agencies have diligently monitored the developments occurring within the anarchist universe. 
Notably, some of the documents and reports published by these entities – e.g., the yearly Europol 
Terrorism Situation and Trend Report (TE-SAT), or reports by the European Commission – 
represent some of the most compelling and comprehensive sources concerning anarchist 
extremism.10 The question then arises: why has there been limited scholarly engagement with 
this subject? A few interrelated factors might provide an answer to this question. 

First, a partial explanation can be found in “the event-driven nature of terrorism studies, 
with research interests influenced by dramatic developments in the terrorist threat and 
government’s changing counterterrorism priorities” which inevitably leads to “the exclusion 
of other subjects no less deserving of attention.”11 Consequently, research on terrorism and 
political violence tends to focus on what constitutes – or what is perceived as – the most 
pressing security concern or threat. Whereas studies on al-Qaeda, the Islamic State, and other 
Jihadist organisations have dominated the post-9/11 era, the last few years have witnessed a 
surge in investigations of far-right extremism – as also reflected in the Special Issues. Therefore, 
the lack of robust scholarly engagement with anarchist extremism can be linked, in part, to a 
lower perception of the threat and risk associated with this phenomenon. This is not to say that 
anarchist violence is infrequent – quite the opposite. The lack of scholarly inquiry is then even 
more surprising “considering the contrast existing between the current poor number of studies 
on violent left-wing and anarchist extremism (…) and the quite high numbers of left-wing and 
anarchist attacks reported by Europol every year.”12 Rather than being an issue of quantity, 
there is a matter of quality when it comes to anarchist violence. Anarchists tend to prioritise 
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actions against property and infrastructure over lethal violence, even though their attacks do 
occasionally result in casualties.13 The non-resort to lethal violence does not, however, make 
anarchists less destructive or less disruptive. In fact, anarchists do pose a serious security 
threat in several countries. For example, according to Europol, eighteen out of the 28 completed, 
foiled, or failed terrorist attacks recorded in the EU in 2022 were perpetrated by left-wing 
and anarchist individuals or groups.14 These attacks have resulted in damage amounting to 
millions of euros.15 Furthermore, in February 2023, the Italian intelligence service noted that 
insurrectionary anarchism poses the “most concrete and vital” threat to the country as far as 
clandestine political violence is concerned.16 Similarly, anarchism still represents, along with 
ultranationalism, a leading and ongoing threat to the security and political stability of Greece, 
and a recurring concern in countries like Chile or Spain.17 In other countries, instead, it poses 
a lower risk. For example, the UK considers the anarchist threat to be a low one.18 Overall, the 
lower profile of anarchist violence might contribute to its lesser appeal as a topic for scholarly 
investigation. 

Linked to this is the prevailing notion that anarchism is an inherently pacifist ideology. While it 
is undeniable that most anarchists embrace non-violent methods and pacifist ideals, it is equally 
indisputable that some adherents espouse violence as a legitimate means to achieve their 
goals.19 After all, as the next section will discuss, the ideology of anarchism can be somewhat 
convoluted and, at times, incoherent. 

Another potential explanation for the lack of scholarly engagement with anarchist extremism 
might reside in its geographical distribution. While the current resurgence of far-right politics 
is a global phenomenon, studies on far-right violence have mostly – albeit not exclusively – 
covered the Anglosphere along with some North European countries, a trend reflected in the 
geographical focus of the Special Issues. In contrast, contemporary anarchist extremism is more 
concentrated in Southern European nations such as Italy, Spain, and Greece, as well as countries 
like Mexico, Chile, Brazil, Indonesia, Syria, and Ukraine, where several anarchist foreign fighters 
have participated in the respective conflicts.20 Therefore, one may argue that a language barrier 
is preventing scholars from Anglophone countries from investigating anarchist extremism. To 
their credit, several anarchist websites and blogs translate their posts into different languages 
thereby partially – and, arguably, inadvertently – resolving this challenge for researchers who 
are not proficient in those languages. Beyond the potential language barrier, investigating local 
expressions of anarchist violence undoubtedly requires an understanding of the political, social, 
historical, and cultural contexts in which they emerge. Doing so will inevitably require the field 
of terrorism and political studies to broaden its geographical scope and areas of inquiry beyond 
the topical far-right extremism or Jihadism.

Finally, a recent report suggests that the concepts and ideas associated with the far-left and 
anarchism align more closely with mainstream societal notions, such as anti-fascism, anti-
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racism, and socioeconomic issues.21 This convergence, coupled with the lower magnitude of 
anarchist violence discussed above, results in anarchist ideas evoking less astonishment and 
rejection than their far-right or Jihadist counterparts. Although it is undeniable that far-right 
politics and ideas are also gaining mainstream traction, potentially leading to the normalisation 
of extremist ideas, the comparatively “acceptable” nature of anarchist ideals – combined with the 
less lethal modus operandi – helps explain why this topic has received less scholarly attention.22

In summary, several factors contribute to relegating the topic of anarchist extremism to the 
periphery of academic inquiry. These factors include the field’s inclination towards more 
striking forms of terrorism, misconceptions as to the very nature of anarchist extremism, a 
limited geographical scope, and the perception that anarchist ideas are “less radical.” There are, 
of course, several scholars who have authored seminal works on different aspects of anarchism 
and anarchist extremism.23 Yet, these efforts remain a minority, and the knowledge gap persists. 
As a recent report aptly summarised, there are no exact figures or fresh data about both attacks 
and attackers, there is no wide-range analysis on the use of the Internet and social media, 
and the drivers of anarchist radicalisation and extremism are poorly understood.24 Similarly, 
anarchism has received little attention in approaches, programmes, and initiatives to prevent or 
counter violent extremism.25 Finally, relatively little is known about anarchist foreign fighters’ 
participation in conflict around the world.26 Therefore, in alignment with the objective of the 
Special Issues on AGE, this article endeavours to “contribute to open a scholarly discussion on 
these issues and give us a better grasp on this slippery AGE concept and phenomenon.”27

The Four Forms: Placing Anarchism in the Anti-Government 
Landscape
In the introduction to the Special Issues, Bjørgo and Braddock outline four forms of anti-
government extremism, with the first one pertaining to movements, networks, organisations, 
and individuals that reject the legitimacy of the government in toto refusing to submit to its 
authority. The second form refers to the propagation of conspiracy theories that undermine the 
legitimacy of governments, their institutions, policies, and political opponents. Then, the third 
form centres on issue-oriented demonstrations and opposition to specific policies, whereas 
the last involves violent attacks, plots, threats, and harassment targeting politicians and 
governmental representatives.28 Since the first and third forms substantially align and overlap 
with Jackson’s conceptual discussion in his contribution to the Special Issues, the ensuing 
analysis will commence with these two forms before addressing the second and fourth.

Ideological vs Issue-Driven Anti-Government Extremism
Sam Jackson defines anti-government extremism as “instances of extremism that primarily or 
consistently focus on government as a source or cause of perceived crises, where that focus on 
government is central to the worldviews of the actors in question.”29 This definition is useful for 



42 Perspectives on Terrorism 

Lubrano

at least two reasons. First, as Jackson argues, it differentiates this form of extremism from other 
categories that, while focusing on the government, do not do so with a consistent or primary 
focus, or treat the government as a proxy for a broader target audience.30 At the same time, this 
definition accommodates the possibility of AGE coexisting with other extremist ideologies and 
ideas – e.g., white supremacy, various conspiracy theories, or anti-technology extremism.31 

Within this conceptualisation, Jackson identifies two sub-categories, namely ideological anti-
government extremism, and issue-driven anti-government extremism. The latter primarily 
objects to a specific government’s actions and/or priorities. A change in policies could, therefore, 
assuage the extremists and their demands for change. Conversely, ideological anti-government 
extremism remains rooted in the government’s fundamental existence as an oppressive, 
tyrannical, and malevolent actor. It is important to stress that, as Jackson posits, this distinction 
between ideological and issue-driven AGE “might not be as clean as suggested here (…). Some 
individuals might be best understood as ideological AGE but at different times express a form 
of AGE that seems more issue-driven.”32

Intuitively, one might assume that anarchism aligns closely with this definition. Yet, despite 
conceding that “it might be reasonable to say that anarchist extremism fits the definition of anti-
government extremism,” Jackson argues against this notion.33 While acknowledging that “[a]t 
a very broad level, it is true that both right-wing anti-government extremists and anarchists 
oppose the state in important ways,” he adds that “anarchist extremists often advocate for a 
radically inclusive form of governance, perhaps best understood as a non-hierarchical form of 
direct democracy.” Opposed to that, “right-wing anti-government extremists instead typically 
argue in favour of excluding people from a political community or restricting participation in 
public life, often for racial, ethnic, or cultural reasons.”34 Therefore, Jackson argues for excluding 
anarchism from the AGE category noting that including it “blurs the category in unhelpful ways, 
and we can better understand and explain anarchism by treating it as a concept on its own 
rather than folding into a broader category alongside right-wing AGE.”35 

There are two problematic assumptions in this argument. First, it treats anarchism as a 
monolithic political theory, ideology, and philosophy. As the subsequent paragraphs will 
illustrate, anarchism is diverse and multifaceted.36 With its different strands come different 
perspectives on governance. While acknowledging a degree of diversity within the anarchist 
universe by noting that anarchist extremists often “advocate for a radically inclusive form of 
governance,” this portrayal fails to capture the complexity of anarchist tradition and theory. 
Additionally, promoting certain perspectives on governance does not necessarily diminish or 
weaken anarchists’ anti-government stance. Advocating specific governance models does not 
imply support for a different form or practice of government. The idea that it is possible to 
achieve governance without government is not an innovative one and has been explored in 
various publications, including papers that drew inspiration from the anarchist tradition.37 
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This can be similarly applied to right-wing anti-government extremism, wherein proponents 
advance distinctive governance ideas rooted in racial, ethnic, or cultural considerations without 
detracting from their anti-government stance. 

Similarly, one could also argue the reverse of Jackson’s statement. Treating right-wing extremism 
as an independent concept – though often displaying, inter alia, anti-government sentiments 
– could potentially enhance the understanding of this milieu. However, as also noted in the 
introduction to the Special Issues, including anarchism in discussions about anti-government 
extremism would be beneficial for “comparative reasons as well as for ideological balance.”38 
Even more so, since both anarchist and right-wing anti-government extremists share similar 
positions on various issues, such as opposition to COVID-19 restrictions and vaccines, as well 
as 5G and other emerging technologies.39

 
To his credit, Jackson stresses that his definition of anti-government extremism reflects his 
“interest in understanding the relatively more mainstream correlates of AGE in the United 
States” and that, therefore, it “might not be equally helpful for research in other contexts.”40 
He then correctly argues that disagreements about a definition are not necessarily a problem 
as long as researchers agree on the core concept of anti-government extremism.41 Yet, this 
is not a matter of conflicting characteristics; rather, it is about arguing that anarchism can 
be comprehended and analysed within Jackson’s conceptual framework, provided certain 
misconceptions about anarchism are rectified. This naturally leads to the subsequent point of 
discussion: understanding anarchism and its place within the landscape of anti-government 
extremism.

What is Anarchism? What is Anarchist Anti-Government 
Extremism?
As previously mentioned, anarchism is a complex and multifaceted ideology. The following 
quote – from an anarchist’s document published online – eloquently captures this diversity 
within anarchism:

 
To call yourself an anarchist is to invite identification with an unpredictable array of associations, 
an ensemble which is unlikely to mean the same thing to any two people, including any two 
anarchists. (The most predictable is the least accurate: the bomb-thrower. But anarchists have 
thrown bombs, and some still do.)42

This quote effectively highlights crucial aspects of contemporary anarchism, namely the diverse 
nature of anarchism and its contradictory stances on violence. Indeed, it suggests that there is 
ample room for disagreement among anarchists. The author goes on to note that anarchists are 
“at odds over work, industrialism, unionism, urbanism, science, sexual freedom, religion and 
much more which is more important, especially when taken together, than anything that unites 
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them.”43 In the words of Borum and Tilby, “the nuances are myriad and complex.”44 In fact, 
“[e]ver since anarchism was born in the nineteenth century as an ideology and a political and 
social movement, it has meant many different things, both to its supporters and to its opponents.”45 
Anarchists “are notorious for disagreeing with each other”; a natural tendency towards dissent 
“for people whose fundamental principle is the rejection of authority.”46 Therefore, anarchism 
can be conceived as “a set of overlapping and sometimes competing traditions or aspects rather 
than a general theory or coherent ideology” and is also “characterized by the continual capacity 
to redefine and reconfigure itself.”47 According to Purkis and Bower, one of the main reasons 
behind the endurance of anarchism is “the fact that regardless of context it asks challenging 
questions about the nature of power.”48

Yet, despite these differences, there are still essential characteristics that can be identified 
within anarchism. At its core, anarchism rejects the legitimacy of the state and authorities.49 In 
other words, anarchists do not “oppose who is in power, but they generally oppose the notion 
that anyone is in power.”50 However, anarchists disagree on what constitutes the best approach 
or strategy to destroy the current existing structures and on the ways that the revolution 
should unfold.51 In this regard, a major bone of contention lies in the legitimacy of the resort 
to violence. While many ascribe to non-violent resistance and pacifism, some anarchists justify 
violence against property and/or individuals.52 This divergence has accompanied anarchism 
since its very inception. Already back in 1894, for example, as the world reacted with shock 
at the bombings and assassinations perpetrated by the anarchists, Errico Malatesta – a major 
proponent of the resort to violence – argued that while “the Anarchist Idea (…) is by its very 
nature opposed to violence,” the employment of physical force was inevitable to fight the 
“legions of soldiers and police (…) ready to massacre and imprison anyone who will not meekly 
submit to the laws which a handful of privileged persons have made in their own interests.”53 
These contrasting positions on the legitimacy of violence serve as a powerful reminder that 
anarchism is not a monolithic ideology and that various strands exist within it. Some examples 
include Green Anarchism, Anarcho-Primitivism, Anarcha-Feminism, Anarcho-Communism, 
Anarcho-Individualism, and Anarcho-Syndicalism. However, for the purpose of this discussion, 
this article will primarily focus on Insurrectionary Anarchism – a subset of anarchism that stands 
out for its commitment to violence and revolutionary insurrection. This strand of anarchism is 
often associated with violent actions against property, sabotage, bombings, and occasionally 
more serious forms of violence.54 It is important to note that these strands can overlap and 
intersect – i.e., an insurrectionary anarchist can espouse anarcho-primitivist ideas or subscribe 
to anarcho-individualism. For the remaining discussion, the terms insurrectionary anarchism 
and anarchism will be used interchangeably unless otherwise specified. 

Going back to Jackson’s definition, this article contends that anarchism aligns with both 
ideological and issue-driven anti-government extremism. With respect to ideological AGE, 
the government is viewed as the root cause of all the conditions that allow for oppressive and 



    

45

Vol. XVIII, Issue 1 - March 2024 

 Perspectives on Terrorism 

hierarchical relationships of power within society. These relationships are primarily maintained 
through violence, and – according to the more extremist interpretations of anarchism – it 
is with violence that they must be destroyed. The opposition to the government is not only 
expressed against its repressive institutions such as the police, prisons, the law, the armed 
forces etc. but also against those institutions that are “apparently benevolent – subsidised 
bodies and local councils, nationalised industries and public corporations, banks and insurance 
companies, schools and universities, press and broadcasting (…).”55 As such, there can be rather 
broad interpretations of what constitutes government. However, anarchist AGE is also driven 
by specific issues. Anarchists mobilise around certain issues, such as COVID-19 restrictions,56 
the abolition of the prison system,57 the environment,58 the rise of far-right political parties and 
organisations,59 and technological progress.60 

Therefore, ideological anti-government extremism represents the raison d’être of anarchist 
anti-government extremism. So long as there will be governments, there will be anarchist 
anti-government extremism. At the same time, specific issues contribute to the fluctuation and 
mobilisation of anarchist AGE. For example, a wave of anarchist violence has recently swept 
Italy along with other countries, including Greece, Spain, Chile, Germany, and Argentina. The 
casus belli was provided by Alfredo Cospito, a prominent anarchist and militant of the Informal 
Anarchist Federation. Cospito – who has been imprisoned since 2012 – launched a hunger strike 
to protest the imposition of a particular prison regime system. Building upon their long-standing 
opposition to the criminal justice system as a constitutive part of their anti-government stance, 
anarchists launched a series of demonstrations and attacks against the Italian government both 
domestically and abroad in solidarity with Cospito.61 

All in all, in maintaining that ideological AGE represents the raison d’être of anarchism whereas 
specific issues provide the necessary casus belli for mobilisation, Jackson’s categorisation 
helps to make sense of anarchist anti-government extremism at a conceptual level while 
also highlighting how the two categories intertwine at the practical one. Before moving on to 
analysing the two remaining forms of anarchist AGE, it is necessary to provide a brief discussion 
on the main characteristics of anarchist anti-government violence and modus operandi. This will 
not only substantiate the above discussion but also provide context for the following sections.

Hallmarks of Insurrectionary Anarchism
Generally speaking, a few hallmarks characterise anarchist extremism. First, its operational 
and organisational principles resemble leaderless resistance, emphasising decentralised 
actions without hierarchical leadership or a network of support.62 Despite this lack of central 
organisation, informal leaders may emerge to provide general ideological guidance, specific 
and/or general targets of interest, or even technical information without assuming any formal 
role.63 In addition to this leaderless nature, anarchists emphasise the recourse to direct actions 
as a means to achieve their goals.64 Associated with the concept of “propaganda of the deed”, 
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direct actions can be conceived as a series of practices of protest and resistance against societal 
structures, individuals, and/or positions of power;65 “[t]hrough unmediated action, oppressed 
individuals and groups attempt to overturn or destroy that which subjects them.”66 Direct 
actions can range from non-violent tactics to more confrontational and, at times, violent ones.67 
Anarchists also organise into affinity groups. Emerging at the end of the 19th century in the 
Spanish anarchist movement, an affinity group “is an autonomous militant unit (…) who share 
a sense of the cause worth defending and of the types of actions they prefer to engage in.”68 In 
doing so, however, they do not act as a revolutionary vanguard, which would essentially be a 
form of hierarchical structure and command.69 When the need arises, informal organisations can 
emerge as a means to coordinate affinity groups.70 The informal organisation thus represents 
a form of coordination that “lacks the formality and authority which separate organisers and 
organised.”71 Communication between affinity groups within informal organisations is carried 
out primarily in an indirect way – that is, through direct actions and the related communiqués 
published on anarchist blogs and websites.72 Any affinity group or individual can launch a 
campaign and explain its rationale through communiqués. Other affinity groups can then decide 
whether to join the campaign or not.73 Usually, these campaigns develop along a two-level 
approach. This consists of a movementist approach – i.e., infiltration of public demonstration 
and promotion of more antagonistic forms of struggle – and a clandestine one, including covert 
direct actions.74 It must be noted that, while anarchists popularised this organisational form, 
affinity groups have spread well beyond the boundaries of insurrectionary anarchism. Several 
activist groups have indeed adopted them without being necessarily infiltrated by anarchists or 
without promoting illegitimate forms of protests and activism.75

When it comes to the movementist approach, a prominent representative is Antifa, an anti-
fascist “militant, non-hierarchical, geographically dispersed social movement comprised of 
local autonomous groups.”76 Antifa militants are often involved in street protests which may 
involve the targeted destruction of property, vandalism, and ransacking.77 In doing so, they 
resort to black blocs tactics – militants wearing black clothing and masks to conceal their 
identities. Originating in the West German Autonomous Movement of the 1980s, this tactic 
has become a hallmark of anti-fascist and anarchist street fights and demonstrations across 
the globe,78 in particular following the 1999 Battle of Seattle at the World Trade Organisation 
conference.79 Other than preventing the identification of individual militants by the authorities 
or other opponents, black blocs are also used to de-arrest militants who are apprehended 
during street fighting by trying and overwhelming the police to remove their comrades from 
detention.80 Thus, social movements – defined as “informal networks, based on shared beliefs 
and solidarity, which mobilize about conflictual issues, trough the frequent use of various 
forms of protest”81 – represent a vibrant component of anti-government extremism, a fact also 
evidenced by some of the case studies discussed in the Special Issue (such as the article on the 
Reichsbürger). Yet, there is an important distinction to make here between activist movements 
that promote participation in normative political actions – such as lawful and/or non-violent 
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methods – and extremist movements that promote violence or a mixture of violent and non-
violent strategies.82 While many anarchists are involved in non-violent demonstrations or 
political actions, anarchist movements such as Antifa do promote the resort to violence, thus 
contributing to delegitimising their struggle.

When adopting the clandestine approach, instead, anarchist violence relies on a repertoire of 
tactics which includes arson, sabotage, assault, bombings, shootings, damage against property, 
and (less frequently) murder.83 While anarchist violence rarely results in fatalities, some militants 
advocate for more extreme and nihilistic positions.84 Additionally, operational capabilities 
are generally low – i.e., anarchists rarely resort to spectacular or complex modi operandi. The 
most sophisticated attacks are carried out using rudimentary improvised explosive devices or 
improvised incendiary devices.85 Occasionally, certain cells might display a more sophisticated 
modus operandi – in particular, in the main hotbeds of Italy and Greece – but this remains the 
exception.86 The most prominent of such clandestine organisations is the Informal Anarchist 
Federation – International Revolutionary Front (FAI-FRI, Federazione Anarchica Informale – 
Fronte Rivoluzionario Internazionale). Emerging in 2003 in Italy, the FAI has grown to become 
what is likely the world’s largest anarchist network and the one that claims the highest number 
of attacks. In 2011, it underwent an internationalisation process with the establishment of the 
International Revolutionary Front. From then on, cells would usually sign with the acronym FAI-
FRI. The FAI-FRI has claimed responsibility for attacks conducted in many countries, including 
Italy, Greece, Spain, Germany, the United Kingdom, Indonesia, Chile, Brazil, and Mexico.87 

Another major anarchist organisation is the Conspiracy of Cells of Fire (CCF, Συνωμοσία 
Πυρήνων της Φωτιάς – sometimes also translated as Conspiracy of the Fire Nuclei). Established 
in 2008 in Greece, the CCF has been responsible for the 2010 series of parcel bombs sent to 
European political leaders and foreign embassies along with numerous other actions involving 
bombings and incendiary devices targeting government buildings and representatives as well 
as law enforcement and bans.88 Some of these attacks have also resulted in casualties other 
than property damage. CCF supported the launch of the FAI-FRI and, in general, it is believed to 
have operational links with the Informal Anarchist Federation.89 

While some anarchists do not use acronyms or claim responsibility for attacks, other groups 
include Rouvikonas (Ρουβίκωνας), the Nucleus of Opposition to the System (Núcleo de 
Oposição ao Sistema), the Sect of Revolutionaries (Σέχτα των Επαναστατών), the Organisation 
for Revolutionary Self-Defence (Οργανισμός Επαναστατικής Αυτοάμυνας), the International 
Revolutionary People's Guerrilla Forces, and the Antagonic Nuclei of the New Urban Guerrilla 
(Núcleos Antagónicos de la Nueva Guerrilla Urbana). This list is quite reductive and includes 
only major networks and organisations. Typically, smaller cells claim affiliation with a larger 
one – in particular, the FAI-FRI and CCF – when carrying out attacks.90
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In summary, anarchism is a diverse ideology with differing perspectives on violence. 
Anarchists fundamentally reject hierarchical power structures and government authority 
while also mobilising around specific issues. Their operational principles involve leaderless 
resistance, direct actions, and affinity groups. While anarchist violence tends to avoid fatalities 
and is generally low-tech, it employs a range of tactics often coordinated by loose informal 
organisations. This multifaceted nature of anarchism is instrumental in understanding the two 
remaining expressions of AGE identified by Bjørgo and Braddock, namely the forms associated 
with conspiracy theories and attacks against politicians and government representatives.

Anarchism and Conspiracy Theories 
Overall, conspiracy theories have been positively associated with willingness to, or 
justifications for, the resort to violence.91 In particular, they have risen to prominence in the 
narrative and ideologies of several right-wing extremist groups and individuals.92 Similarly, 
conspiracy theories have also found a place within anarchist extremist circles, even though in 
a less pervasive and ubiquitous fashion when compared to far-right milieus.93 Unlike certain 
highly structured and catchy conspiracy theories prevalent on the far right – e.g., the Great 
Replacement Theory, Eurabia, Zionist Occupation Government, or QAnon – anarchist conspiracy 
theories do often appear less organised, less coherent, and more open to the interpretation of 
the individual militants with some going as far as openly rejecting them. To some extent, this 
milieu tends to lean more towards conspiracy thinking, rather than fully articulated conspiracy 
theories. Nonetheless, such conspiracy thinking does provide powerful narrative devices that 
can contribute to guiding anarchist direct actions thereby increasing their impact.

Unsurprisingly, the COVID-19 pandemic offered fertile ground for conspiracy theories to flourish 
within the anarchist milieu. For example, Campion et al. showed how anarchist blogs attempted 
to establish a link between 5G technologies and the Coronavirus pandemic, suggesting that 
5G weakened people’s immune systems.94 Additionally, the pandemic was also considered ‘an 
opportunity to justify the introduction of 5G network’ since “[f]ear is an ideal feeling to push us 
even further towards a world where human beings would be governed by ‘intelligent objects’ 
and by those who program them.”95 This narrative framed the pandemic response as a means 
of oppression against the subaltern classes.96 Subalternity is here conceived in the Gramscian 
acceptation as the “intersectionality of the variations of race, class, gender, culture, religion, 
nationalism and colonialism functioning within an ensemble of socio-political and economic 
relations (…)” which denotes a condition in which “subaltern groups are subordinated to the 
power, will, influence, leadership, and direction of a dominant group or a ‘single combination’ 
of dominant groups.”97 

Related to the pandemic narrative, anti-vaccine sentiments also emerged. On the one hand, 
some militants questioned the COVID-19 vaccination campaign without resorting to conspiracy 
tropes.98 On the other hand, however, others seemed quite comfortable in embracing them. 
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For example, according to an anonymous writer, it would be naïve to think that the worldwide 
vaccination programme is just a functional answer to the unforeseen spread of SARS-CoV-
2.99 They argue that so-called folkloric ideas about Bill Gates and population control are 
“certainly closer to the truth than the progressive illusion according to which techno-scientific 
development is not only neutral but even a factor of emancipation…”100 In other words, the 
vaccination campaign is part and parcel of the elites’ project of domination and modern 
totalitarianism:101 “the programme to vaccinate billions of people (…) is born out of a similar 
convergence of powers that declared ‘war on terror’ to justify bombings. Bombs or vaccines, 
these are two moves stemming from the same command centres.”102 As discussed at the Fifth 
International Meeting Three Days Against Techno-Sciences held in Italy at the end of July 2023, 
vaccines are also associated with infertility, cancer, and genetic engineering.103 Interestingly, 
some anarchists find it ironic that such considerations can be labelled as a conspiracy theory 
viewing it as part of the elites’ own conspiracy to discredit the revolutionaries as enemies of 
collective health.104

Anarchist conspiracy theories extend beyond the COVID-19 pandemic and often tie into the 
broader narrative about the role of technology in society. In particular, some anarchists believe 
that emerging technologies are enabling the state and the elites to establish a prison society, 
wherein the subaltern classes are permanently enslaved.105 These theories contend that nation-
states cannot adapt to the new technological landscape without relinquishing their democratic 
pretences.106 Consequently, “[t]he post-industrial nation-states are at risk, and are increasingly 
revealing their own developed and connected prison-society projects; the ascendant form of 
power relations backed by the multinational corporations.”107 Communication technologies, 
medicine, nanotechnology, artificial intelligence and other technologies are all contributing to 
this new form of totalitarianism.108 

Actions stemming from these conspiracy theories include attacks on vaccination centres, 
telecommunications infrastructure, health institutes, research facilities, and technology-related 
companies. Anarchist extremists have carried out these attacks as a response to their beliefs 
about the implications of modern technologies and the perceived control exerted by the state 
and corporations.109 

Summing up, conspiracy theories have become part of the narrative within anarchist extremist 
circles, influencing their direct actions and mobilisation strategies. These theories often focus 
on the role of technology, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. While they 
are less articulated and coherent when compared to the conspiracy theories that are popular 
among far-right milieus, they nonetheless offer powerful narrative devices and contribute to 
shaping the anarchists’ worldview and tactics.



50 Perspectives on Terrorism 

Lubrano

Anarchism and Actions Against Politicians and/or Governmental 
Representatives
Finally, anarchist anti-government extremism has historically manifested in the form of attacks 
and harassment against politicians and governmental representatives. The first wave of modern 
terrorism – the anarchist wave – saw numerous bombings in the 19th century. However, its main 
hallmark lay in the series of assassinations that targeted monarchs, heads of state, and heads 
of government.110 This period, also referred to as the Golden Age of Assassination, witnessed 
the death of prominent figures such as Russian Czar Alexander II (1881), French President 
Carnot (1894), Spanish Premier Canovas (1897), Austrian Empress Elizabeth (1898), Italy’s 
King Umberto I (1900), and US President McKinley (1901).111 These high-profile assassinations 
undoubtedly marked a significant chapter in the history of anarchist violence. 

While contemporary anarchist violence against politicians and governmental representatives 
may not reach the same level of intensity as the assassinations of the past, it remains a significant 
concern in many countries. The methods and targets have evolved, reflecting changes in society 
and the security landscape. Parcel bombs have been used to target political offices, as well 
as foreign embassies, politicians, and military bases. While the frequency of assassinations 
and the intensity of assaults are notably lower today, they still occur, particularly in Southern 
Europe and Latin America.112 The historical context of the Golden Age of Assassination serves 
as a backdrop to the ongoing challenges posed by anarchist anti-government extremism. While 
the contemporary landscape may be less lethal, the persistence of attacks against politicians 
and government representatives underscores the enduring nature of anarchist movements and 
their continued impact on the political sphere. The subsequent paragraphs will now provide a 
few examples to epitomise the type of violence described here while also enriching and giving 
substance to the above claim. 

Upon entering the stage of political violence in 2003, the Informal Anarchist Federation launched 
Operation Santa Claus with a series of parcel bombs targeting European Union representatives, 
senior officials, and institutions, including Romano Prodi who was serving as President of the 
EU Commission at the time.113 Greek militants of the Conspiracy of Cells of Fire followed suit 
in 2010, similarly targeting EU leaders and embassies with parcel bombs.114 Anarchist groups 
often direct their attacks at foreign embassies as also seen with the FAI’s bombings of the Swiss 
and Chilean embassies in Rome which resulted in two employees being injured.115 More recently, 
as the anarchist wave of solidarity with Alfredo Cospito propagated across the globe, Italian 
embassies, consulates, and diplomats were attacked in multiple countries, including Germany, 
Chile, Greece, and Argentina.116 Similarly, Indonesia experienced an attack – undertaken in 
solidarity with Cospito – on a local parliament building in Bandung in April 2023.117 

In addition to high-profile targets, lower-ranking figures also face anarchist aggression. In 
Greece, anarchist formations have repeatedly assaulted members of the neo-Nazi party Golden 
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Dawn. Some of these attacks resulted in injuries or death.118 In Chile, instead, anarchists have 
broken into the homes of police officers to attack them, while the Brazilian Nucleus of Opposition 
to the System has doxed prominent military leaders and government officials as part of their 
campaign.119 

Italy has also seen anarchists targeting judges and public prosecutors.120 While these targets 
do not necessarily represent the government, stricto sensu, they are seen as part of the broader 
criminal justice system and thus implicated in the functioning of the government. As discussed 
above, anarchists have a rather broad understanding of what constitutes the government and, 
therefore, institutions like the criminal justice system are considered complicit in maintaining 
hierarchical power structures. Additionally, some attacks take on a symbolic rather than 
purely destructive nature. The Greek anarchist group Rouvikonas, for example, engages in 
paint-throwing attacks against government targets such as embassies or personal offices of 
ministers. These actions carry a strong symbolic message and seek to publicly demonstrate 
opposition to the government and its representatives.121 While the actions of Rouvikonas tend 
to target governmental property rather than actual governmental representatives, the intended 
audience of such actions remains politicians and governments. For example, in 2019, Rouvikonas 
vandalised the private office of Education Minister Niki Kerameus after the government lifted a 
ban that prevented law enforcement officers from entering university campuses.122 Therefore, 
violence against governmental property becomes a means to attempt to intimidate, coerce, or 
protest politicians and governmental representatives. 

As mentioned previously, these anti-government direct actions against politicians and/
or government representatives are no match when compared to the 19th century series of 
assassinations that decapitated several Western governments. One might speculate that both 
the lower propensity for bloodshed among contemporary anarchists and the state’s more 
efficient means of control and repression have contributed to these qualitative differences in 
violence. However, this discussion – and the handful of examples that come with it – shows 
how anarchist anti-government extremism finds different expressions when it comes to attacks 
on politicians and/or government representatives. While a few of these actions still result in 
casualties or (more frequently) in property damage, their persistence is indicative of a lingering 
threat that anarchists pose to democratic institutions and politicians – a threat which, in line 
with the trends that characterised the second decade of the 20th century, could continue to 
escalate.123

In summary, contemporary anarchist anti-government extremism encompasses a diverse array 
of targets, including not only high-profile politicians but also individuals associated with law 
enforcement, the military, legal institutions, and even those aligned with perceived oppressive 
ideologies. This multifaceted targeting reflects the broader anarchist perspective that views 
various individuals and institutions as complicit in maintaining an oppressive system.
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Conclusion
As discussed throughout this article, anarchist anti-government extremism has not been 
relegated to the past. While its magnitude and modus operandi have changed over the decades, 
anarchist AGE still represents a dynamic and relevant phenomenon. The objective of this 
analysis was to provide an overview of anarchist anti-government extremism and, ideally, 
reverse the general trend when it comes to the lack of scholarly engagement with this topic. As 
initially noted, numerous dimensions within this phenomenon warrant more comprehensive 
exploration; this article, however, offers an introductory overview. 

Using the framework and conceptual discussion provided in the Special Issues, this article 
argued that anarchism constitutes both a form of ideological and issue-driven anti-government 
extremism. As anarchists fundamentally consider them the root of all evil, they strive to abolish 
any hierarchical and oppressive relationships of power crystallised in the idea of state and 
government. However, in their praxis, anarchists tend to be more reactive rather than proactive 
and, therefore, their lines of intervention, or campaign, develop along different issues ranging 
from the environment to the rise of far-right parties and technological progress. Occasionally, 
conspiracy theories play a role in shaping their narrative of insurrectionary anarchists 
surrounding these issues. Having said that, anarchist conspiracy theories are usually less 
structured and less pervasive compared to those found in far-right groups, such as Reichsbürger 
or QAnon. Nonetheless, they can still exert considerable appeal among anarchist extremists 
and inform their direct actions. 

Finally, anarchist AGE has also found a powerful expression through targeted attacks and 
harassment directed at politicians and government representatives. While contemporary 
instances might not parallel the Golden Age of Assassination witnessed in the 19th century, 
the trend persists, especially in regions like Southern Europe and Latin America. Notably, 
these attacks also encompass lower-ranking targets, including members of specific political 
parties, law enforcement officials, and judicial figures. These actions align with anarchists’ 
broad perception of what constitutes an oppressive government, thus expanding their range 
of targets.

Overall, as evidenced throughout this article, insurrectionary anarchism represents a serious 
security issue in several countries. Anarchist attacks occasionally result in considerable 
financial and economic damage, disruption, and (more rarely) casualties. Now, when compared 
to the more striking and more lethal attacks perpetrated by far-right or Jihadist groups and 
individuals, it is perhaps natural to consider insurrectionary anarchists a lesser threat. After 
all, how can one compare massacres like the 2015 Paris attacks or the 2011 Norway attacks 
with the actions of the anarchists? Yet measuring the seriousness of a security threat entirely 
or largely on the scale of physical destruction and the number of victims of the attacks can be 
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misleading. For example, in 1972, the Provisional IRA launched hundreds of operations a month 
– Moloney argues that May 1972 alone saw around 1,200 Provisional IRA operations.124 1972 is 
also the year that recorded the highest number of victims during the Irish Troubles.125 Twenty 
years later, on 10 April 1992, the PIRA bombed the Baltic Exchange in London in an attack 
that caused three deaths, ninety-one injured, and damage worth 800 million pounds – which 
was, McGladdery argues, worth the combined effect of 10,000 bombs in Northern Ireland.126 
When did, then, the Provisional IRA constitute a more serious threat? In 1972, when it reached 
the peak of its activity, or in 1992 when its actions had considerable economic and financial 
consequences? Arguably, these are two different forms of security threats or other ways to look 
at them. It goes without saying that the loss of even just one life is an irreparable tragedy, but 
the magnitude of a security threat is not necessarily linked to its lethality. Terrorism itself, as 
a phenomenon, rarely constitutes an existential threat, and yet it is often portrayed as such.127 
Furthermore, the above-mentioned Cospito affair shows that insurrectionary anarchism’s 
potential for societal conflict and violence can thrive when polarising issues are at stake – in 
this case, the special prison regime system. Having said that, this article is not trying to suggest 
that insurrectionary anarchism should be securitised or that extraordinary measures should be 
implemented against it. If anything, the Cospito affair shows that the heavy hand of the Italian 
justice system contributed significantly to escalating the situation.128 As always, a proportioned 
approach that does not overemphasise a military response and that adheres to democratic 
principles and the rule of law should be the cornerstone of every counterterrorism strategy.129

In conclusion, the article’s contribution lies not only in highlighting the ongoing relevance of 
anarchist anti-government extremism but also in underscoring the need for rigorous academic 
examination of this phenomenon. By incorporating anarchism into the discourse on anti-
government extremism, a more comprehensive understanding can emerge. Furthermore, the 
potential for comparative studies between different extremist ideologies, such as far-right 
and anarchist extremism, offers an avenue to explore intersections and overlaps on specific 
issues like COVID-19 responses. Additionally, delving deeper into contemporary anarchism’s 
intricacies, including aspects like data scarcity and the presence of anarchist foreign fighters, 
holds promise for enriching our knowledge of this field.
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Introduction
During the Intifada of 6 February 1984, the Amal Party and the Druze Progressive Socialist Party 
defeated the Lebanese military forces and took control of the capital of Lebanon. This ended 
the Fourth Lebanese Civil War. Despite this insurgent victory, fifteen terrorist attacks resulted 
in death or injury to hundreds of innocent civilians during the following year. Similar events 
took place in 2013. In the Central African Republic (CAR), Muslim Seleka rebels overthrew the 
incumbent regime and forcibly seized power. Again, in spite of – or because of – the insurgent 
win, there were at least seven new terrorist attacks by splinter groups of former Seleka rebels 
during the subsequent year. These two vignettes motivate our research. We pose questions 
such as, what is the effect of definitive, one-sided victories on post-war terrorism? Is post-war 
terrorism motivated by the war outcome and/or characteristics of the winning party? Under 
which circumstances do terrorists, who were active during the war, continue to employ similar 
violence during the post-conflict period?

In this study, we focus on terrorism during the transition out of intrastate war. Civil wars 
typically end in one-sided victories (Figure 1), yet these outcomes are comparatively neglected 
within the civil war literature.1 

Figure 1. Sample Population of Civil Wars Involving Terrorism Organised by Type of Ending 
1970-2014

In addition, authors posit that terrorism employed during wartime is both purposeful and, 
more importantly, linked to the central fighting.2 In other words, militant actors pursue wartime 
terrorism to accomplish goals within the context of the central fighting. These two events – 
i.e., the primary conflict and acts of terrorism – are spatially and substantively related. These 
actors’ objectives may include motivating the war effort, coercing civilians, cost-effectively 
displaying power, and incentivising concessions from the opposing party.3 Thus, regardless of 
its success rate, wartime terrorist violence is purposeful. In addition, if we assume for the sake 
of argument that intra-war terrorism is motivated by political goals, are these goals at least 
partially fulfilled by a one-sided victory?
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To answer this conundrum, we analyse over 70 terrorist groups active during civil wars from 
1970-2014. We hypothesise that terrorist activity is closely related to the outcome of the war 
and the winning party. More specifically, when groups share orientations in common with the 
winning party, the need for terrorism declines. For instance, terrorism by pro-government 
groups should decrease following an incumbent victory. Likewise, we postulate that an 
insurgent victory should reduce the need for terrorism among anti-government actors. To test 
these conjectures, we employ a negative binomial difference-in-difference (DID) model with 
fixed effects and multivariate controls. We additionally perform a sensitivity analysis to solidify 
the robustness of our results. Ultimately, we find that terrorism by pro-government actors 
is intuitive. Moreover, pro-government actors represent a minority of terrorist groups more 
generally. Across both one-sided victories for either the incumbent or the insurgents, terrorist 
violence is primarily perpetrated by anti-government actors. When an insurgent wins, these 
victories tend to be highly unstable, and terrorism by nonstate actors increases overall. Our 
supplemental analysis demonstrates that even when one group of insurgents wins the war – 
and presumptively enacts a regime change – these events do little to placate the political goals 
of ancillary terrorist groups. As a result, we obtain the counter-intuitive finding that terrorism 
tends to increase following one-sided insurgent victories in civil wars.

Literature Review
Defining Terrorist Actors 
In this study, we emphasise that terrorism is a violent tactic, not a precise type of actor. 
Chenoweth et al.4 loosely define this tactic as the use of violence by non-state actors with 
the intent to instil fear beyond their immediate victims; this violence is aimed at a broader 
audience. We loosely adopt this definition; however, we underscore the variety of groups who 
employ this form of political violence. For instance, scholars may further subdivide groups 
using inclusive or exclusive definitions.5 Inclusive definitions broadly consider any group 
engaging in terrorist tactics as a terrorist group. This perspective focuses on the method of 
violence; it makes few assumptions regarding the identity or goals of the groups who employ 
it. Additionally, this formulation typically incorporates subnational political organisations with 
organised command structures. Groups who target civilians with terror are ethically unique 
among violent political actors.6 In contrast, exclusive definitions of terrorist groups are more 
narrow. Terrorist groups are explicitly non-territorial, while guerillas employ terrorist tactics 
with the goal of maintaining territory. Exclusive definitions also emphasise that a group must 
predominantly use terrorist tactics as opposed to peaceful activities, such as protests, or other 
forms of political violence, such as insurgencies, riot, and coup d’états.7 

The notion that terrorism is a single tactic, rather than a defining characteristic, is taken up by 
other scholars such as Young and Shellman,8 who explore this debate in greater detail. They 
argue that the landscape of dissident tactics is not homogenous; some groups specialise in a 
single tactic, such as terrorism, while others adopt a mix of tactics. This distinction is crucial 
for understanding the strategic choices and classifications of violent nonstate actors. In their 
study, Young and Shellman9 dissect differences between groups, whom they define as terrorist 
organisations and insurgent groups, respectively, based on their targets and tactics. They posit 
that insurgent groups are primarily engaged in actions against state institutions, aiming for 
political change or control, while terrorist organisations are characterised by their targeting of 
societal elements, often using fear and violence to achieve their aims.10 

Our work bridges this diverse array of definitions and perspectives. We adopt an inclusive 
definition of terrorism in the sense we are primarily concerned with groups who employ 



    

65

Vol. XVIII, Issue 1 - March 2024 

 Perspectives on Terrorism 

terrorism as a tactic; our definition includes both guerillas and insurgents, in the ways that these 
concepts have been previously defined.11 More specifically, our loose formulation of terrorism 
as a tactic is consistent with the definition of political violence offered by Hou, Gaibulloev, 
and Sandler.12 These scholars define a terrorist organisation as a “non-state entity comprising 
individuals who pursue political objectives by employing intimidation tactics against a specific 
audience or constituency, primarily through the use of violence or the threat thereof.”13 This 
definition emphasises the ideologies and goals of these groups, which are pivotal to the causal 
mechanisms that we wish to understand.

Juxtaposing Terrorism with Intrastate War
Scholarship demonstrates that a majority of terrorist activity occurs during – rather than before 
or after – civil wars;* additionally, most extremist acts are linked to the primary fighting, rather 
than spatially or substantively outside the war.14 During civil wars, terrorist groups engage in 
violence with the political goal of coercing people outside the sphere of their immediate victims. 
This form of political violence has increased dramatically over the last several decades (see 
Figure 2). Terrorist groups attack both belligerents and civilians because they want to impact 
a wider audience. However, it is less costly to attack civilians in comparison with government 
troops.15 Terrorist actors harm civilians to maintain the appearance of strength while pursuing 
political and military goals with minimal resources.16 

Figure 2. Global Terrorist Attacks and Related Deaths 1970-2016

During wartime, terrorists employ minimal resources to attack civilians and incentivise 
political concessions.17 Terrorists view civilians in strategic ways. When violence takes the 
form of terrorism combined with racketeering, it permits actors to coerce civilian loyalties and 

* Note: We adopt the UCDP-PRIO notion of civil wars defined as 1000 or more battle deaths within a one-year period (Davies, Pettersson, and 
Öberg 2022; Gleditsch et al. 2002).
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obtain additional resources.18 Extremist violence may simultaneously coerce and mobilise non-
combatants. Superficially, terrorism may seem to be an effective method of accomplishing group 
goals during wartime; yet tests of this hypothesis have produced mixed results.19 Terrorism 
may be coincident with fighting between the primary combatants to an intrastate conflict even 
though ancillary terrorist groups may operate separately from these entities. A case in point 
is the Syrian civil war. There were no fewer than seven terrorist groups acting simultaneously 
during that conflict.20 Thus, to fully unpack the complex dynamics of actors who employed 
extremist violence during the post-war period, we start by differentiating terrorist groups.

To understand terrorist activity during civil war, we must unpack their unique – sometimes 
disparate – goals. Terrorists are utilitarian; they continually reassess their short and long-term 
objectives in response to social and political changes.21 This means that the end of a large-scale 
intrastate war – particularly ending with a one-sided victory – will cause groups to reconsider 
their objectives. When civil wars end in a one-sided way, most notably following an insurgent 
win, groups must reevaluate where they stand in relation to the new regime. Groups will 
modify their behaviour depending on how closely the outcome of the civil war aligns with their 
long-term goals. Not only do extremist actors have relationships with the primary combatants, 
but multiple violent groups typically operate simultaneously within the same political 
boundaries. As a result, terrorist groups must manoeuvre to impact rival group calculations 
while simultaneously acquiring supporters.22 Terrorist groups often leverage current social 
grievances to acquire members and adherents. As part of their campaigns to achieve popular 
backing, radical groups will prey upon marginalised populations, such as persecuted religious 
or ethnic minorities.23 Yet the end of a civil war may change each of these socio-political areas. 
Some grievances dissipate while others expand; changing political dynamics uplift some groups 
while marginalising others. One-sided victories, especially wins by anti-government actors, 
may alter the very fabric of society. This means that groups must reassess their goals, activity, 
and membership following the large-scale political and social upheaval accompanying a one-
sided war outcome.

Terrorists employ violence to accomplish short-term goals; however, these short-term objectives 
are intermediate to long-run political agendas. Groups’ long-term agendas become especially 
salient when conflicts end; these pursuits may include regime change, social revolutions, 
empire-building, territory changes, policy changes, or maintenance of the status quo.24 Scholars 
classify some of these goals as relatively minimal, which are attainable in the short or medium 
term; these objectives may include policy changes or increases in regional sovereignty, i.e., 
territorial changes.25 Yet other goals are expansive, termed maximal; these achievements are 
expressly long-term and predicated on numerous intermediate milestones.26 Examples of these 
objectives include social revolutions and empire creation. When groups pursue these massive 
political agendas during civil wars, they often prematurely foreclose the bargaining process.27 
Such expansive goals are both the most difficult to achieve and also least likely to be met with 
concessions from incumbent governments. Thus, it follows that groups with expansive goals are 
least likely to settle and most likely to fight until one side definitively wins. It also follows that 
groups with expansive political goals – such as regime changes, social revolutions, and empire 
creation – are most likely to retain grievances during civil war victories for the opposing side. 
To date, there is a dearth of quantitative literature that juxtaposes terrorist group behaviour 
before and after one-sided civil war endings; we do not fully understand how the ending itself 
impacts group goal achievement or the likelihood of future terrorism.



    

67

Vol. XVIII, Issue 1 - March 2024 

 Perspectives on Terrorism 

Terrorism in the Post-War Period
The extant literature on post-conflict violence is almost exclusively devoted to conflicts that 
end in negotiated settlements or ceasefires.28 For instance, during and after peace negotiations 
following the Angolan civil war, terrorist acts dramatically increased; scholars believe that 
non-state actors employed political terror to influence, or possibly curtail, the peace process.29 
Another case in point is the failed 2012 peace agreement between the Pakistani government 
and the Taliban. In this instance, the Taliban demanded increased concessions; they reinforced 
this demand with renewed violence after the initial peace agreement had been reached.30 
Despite the involvement of the US, its allies, and the United Nations, efforts to reduce attacks by 
the Taliban proved largely ineffective.31 Historically, scholars defined this process as spoiling.32

Despite a limited number of projects that directly focus on terrorist acts following one-sided 
victories,33 there are important generalisations to be gleaned from studies of post-war violence 
more generally. Scholars such as Subedi34 frame post-war violence in terms of post-war state 
institutions that have an interest in solidifying their holding while simultaneously quelling 
insurgent violence. He contrasts this interest with those of the losing parties, who continue to 
harbour social, economic, and political grievances. The author notes that deeply-held grievances 
– typically tied to lack of employment, education, infrastructure, and social mobility, more 
generally – are exacerbated by the economic destruction of the war. Particularly for the losing 
parties, the conclusion of the war may not have ameliorated any of these grievances.35 The 
destruction of physical infrastructure combined with the loss of former economic, political, and 
social institutions creates a vacuum in which both renewed and transformed violence foment.36

Wartime violence also creates inertia with respect to conflict resolution. On an individual 
level, authors note that the physical and psychological effects of war engender predispositions 
towards violent conflict resolution in the post-war period.37 Previous studies posit that violence 
during wartime does not stop; it simply morphs into other types of criminal activities.38 These 
activities may include petty theft, gang violence, or domestic violence, each of which is inversely 
related to the level of state and institutional fragility in the post-conflict period.39 Finally, some 
scholars stress that influxes of former combatants and displaced persons from international 
borders can create new tensions, which further compound the difficulties that state actors face 
when combatting belligerents in the post-war period.40

Government institutions, including the presence of peacekeepers, are an important component 
of violence prevention within post-war societies. Researchers suggest that post-conflict violence 
often emerges from opportunity rather than motive.41 Following the 2002 victory by the state in 
Sierra Leone, national leaders immediately turned to security provision as one of their primary 
objectives; the effectiveness of security forces and/or external policing is often critical to the 
prevalence – or relative absence – of violence following a conflict.42 Intuitively, winners of the 
war seek to establish legitimacy and suppress insurgent violence; these intentions naturally 
oppose the defeated party or parties, whose instincts would be to prolong the fighting. As a 
result, scholars, argue that violence observed in the post-war period is at least partially related 
to the cumulative resources of the winning and losing sides.43 

Yet, terrorism may not fit cleanly into our understanding of post-war violence. As we have 
previously observed, actors perpetrate political terror against civilians, which employs 
comparatively few resources. Intra-war terrorism is typically tied to the primary actors fighting 
within the conflict.44 However, we have little knowledge of terrorists’ motives in the post-war 
era, most notably when wars end in definitive victories for one side. We know that terrorists 
have heterogeneous ideologies and goals45 (see Figure 3). However, we do not understand the 
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contribution of these traits to post-war violence. Moreover, we have little understanding of the 
way that one-sided civil war outcomes mediate these factors. For instance, when insurgents 
with a political goal of regime change defeat an incumbent during the civil war, does their use of 
terrorism increase or decrease? To date, conflict scholars have not analysed the transition from 
intra-war to post-conflict terrorism in systematic, quantitative ways. This is the purpose of the 
study presented in this research article.

Figure 3. Population of Terrorist Groups Organised by Goals and Ideologies 1970-2014

Theory

As Fortna observes, a majority of civil wars end in either a government victory or a ceasefire; 
settlement agreements and rebel victories are the least likely to occur.46,† See also Figure 1. 
Additionally, in the post-Cold War era, a rise in terrorism has increased the number of civil 
wars that end in definitive victories.47 However, one-sided victories are relatively understudied 
despite their prevalence. Here, our focus is on these one-sided victories; we are particularly 
interested in one-sided victories for anti-government groups. 

Within this project, we employ the Uppsala Conflict Data Programme – Peace Research Institute 
Oslo (UCDP-PRIO) definition of one-sided victory. These researchers define victory as, “One 
side is either defeated or eliminated or otherwise succumbs to the power of the other (e.g. 
through capitulation).”48 They additionally describe how: 

† This remark pertains to intrastate wars more generally; however, it is also true in our sample data over the study period (1970-2014).
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A victory is considered to have occurred when a party to a conflict is considered to be 
defeated. With defeated the UCDP means that their military capability is destroyed to the 
point that it is seems unlikely that they could begin the fighting again. In this situation 
no other outcome can occur. A party that has been defeated can participate in a conflict 
again, if there is a new incompatibility or if there are new actors and goals of that party. 
A victory can occur both on the dyadic level as well as on the conflict level. The victorious 
party to the conflict does not have to provide concessions to the other side.

Thus, by definition, one-sided victory necessarily implies that the military capabilities of the 
losing side have been sufficiently depleted and the winning side is not compelled to provide 
concessions to the losing party. These facts engender the post-war dynamics that we wish to 
understand. 

First, we intuit that the winning side has political control over the government apparatus and 
the territory. We posit that this control creates disincentives towards future violence, primarily 
because the winning party has accomplished its goal(s). Terrorists are political actors. It follows 
more generally that if civil wars meet their goals – such as a regime change – then they will 
have fewer incentives (e.g., political grievances) for using political violence overall. Our goal 
is to ascertain whether a definitive victory – as a measure of political goal attainment – can be 
meaningful for wartime terrorists. Secondarily, the winning party has multiple disincentives 
towards future violence. Groups in this position seek legitimacy – in part, by maintaining peace. 
Additionally, winning groups desire loyalty from among nonviolent civilians. Both of these 
factors make winning groups less likely to continue political violence following a victory. 

Additionally, we argue that a one-sided victory may represent a political gain for particular 
groups, regardless of whether the group in question is the primary actor within the conflict. For 
example, we postulate that anti-government terrorist groups benefit – directly or indirectly – 
from an insurgent victory that removes the incumbent from power. Under these circumstances, 
actors may perceive the war outcome in a positive light even if their individual objectives and/
or ideologies are not perfectly synonymous with the actual winner, i.e., the primary insurgents. 
In other words, a right-wing terrorist group ultimately prefers to see another right-wing group 
in power, even if these groups are not perfectly aligned on the right-left political spectrum. 
These dynamics suggest the following hypothesis:

 Hypothesis 1. Groups aligned with the civil war winner will reduce terrorism in the post- 
 war period.

In a similar manner, conventional wisdom suggests that terrorists are politically motivated. It 
follows that they commit violence to express dissatisfaction with political outcomes. As a result, 
we posit that actors affiliated with the losing side of the civil war will be even further motivated 
to continue violence during the post-war era. This violence embodies their dissatisfaction with 
the outcome of the war itself. We propose the following hypothesis:

 Hypothesis 2. Groups aligned with the civil war loser will increase terrorism in the post- 
 conflict period.

Hypotheses 1 and 2 follow the conventional wisdom regarding civil war outcomes – winners 
decrease violence, while losers do the opposite. However, we acknowledge that political violence 
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is not always intuitive. Experts within the peacebuilding framework have long acknowledged 
that the end of the war has little bearing on the resources, institutions, and collective attitudes 
necessary to create a lasting peace.49 Since post-conflict violence is prevalent in general, we 
must entertain similar hypotheses with respect to post-war terrorism. There are valid reasons 
to suggest that terrorist activity might increase following a one-sided victory, regardless of the 
winning side. For instance, a victorious entity may employ political violence to solidify an initial 
win and fend off competitor gains.50 Scholars note that ISIS‡ insurgents acquired territories in 
Syria and Iraq but continued to use violence to maintain and solidify their holdings throughout 
2013 and 2014.51 

In addition, we concede that civil war violence is extremely complex. Intrastate wars typically 
contain many groups; these entities may or may not be the primary insurgents – as defined 
by UCDP-PRIO – within the conflict.52 Adopting UCDP labelling conventions, we postulate that 
terrorist groups active during intrastate wars may support the state (Side A), the insurgents 
(Side B), or neither. (See Appendix Table A-1). Thus, we deliberately frame terrorist groups as 
distinct and heterogeneous from the actors who are typically perceived as the main contributors 
to civil war violence. We acknowledge that the central actors in an intrastate war – the state and 
the primary insurgents – may not even choose to perpetrate post-war terrorism. Post-conflict 
violence may be entirely composed of ancillary groups. With this realisation in mind, we argue 
that groups whose political goals are aligned with the winning or losing sides of the war will 
have similar incentives to increase or decrease violence, respectively. For instance, groups 
aligned with the winning side will decrease post-conflict terrorism, while groups aligned with 
the losing side will do the opposite. 

The following analysis attempts to unpack these competing hypotheses. We posit that terrorism 
in the post-conflict period follows directly from groups’ relationships to the winners and losers 
of conflict. More specifically, the degree of overlap between a group’s identity – i.e., objectives 
and ideologies – with the conflict winner drives the violence that we observe. In exceptional 
cases, groups may employ terrorism to reinforce a win; yet we propose that this finding is 
relatively infrequent. More generally, we hypothesise that the prevalence of terrorist activity in 
the post-war period is indicative of the level of satisfaction with the war outcome.

Research Methodology
Data and Research Design
Our data represent a pooled, panel cross-section of the years 1970-2014. Our unit of analysis 
is the terrorist group-conflict-year, in which the conflict is defined by the incumbent state actor 
(Side A) and the major insurgent group (Side B). We draw terrorist data from the Extended Data 
on Terrorist Groups (EDTG) dataset.53 Our data are comprised of 72 terrorist groups who were 
active during civil wars; we selected civil wars that concluded during the study period (1970-
2014). We offer a list of these groups in Appendix Table A-1. Our interest primarily lies with the 
year immediately following the war. As a result, we merge terrorism data with the UCDP-PRIO 
Armed Conflict dataset54 and drop panel years that occur after 1969 but before an ongoing 
conflict. The EDTG dataset contains information regarding multiple geographical bases for each 
terrorist group. We employ the primary territory identified in the EDTG dataset to merge in 
the civil war data, while effectively ignoring the information regarding secondary and tertiary 
bases, etc.§ Our dependent variable is the number of annual terrorist attacks during the first 
post-conflict year. We are not interested in intra-war terrorism per se; instead, we focus on the 

‡ ISIS: Islamic State of Iraq and Syria; alternatively Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant
§ This is a simplifying assumption; however, we argue that it does not bias our results. We leave the analysis of multiple terrorist bases per 
group for future research.
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change in terrorism during the transition from wartime to a declared victory for one side. Our 
simplified difference-in-difference (DID) model55 includes three time periods: the final intra-
war year (-1), the year that the war ends (0), and the first year of the post-conflict period (1). 
We rationalise our choice of model for several reasons. First, scholars observe that terrorism 
is a time-varying parameter; it varies across the duration of civil conflicts.56 By analysing only 
the final year of the conflict, we avoid the necessity to make smoothing assumptions regarding 
terrorism throughout the war. Second, rates of violence demonstrate clear anticipation 
effects, which are especially salient towards the end of the war.57 Conflict duration, remaining 
resources, and expected outcomes contribute to these effects. Because actors are aware of 
impending conflict resolution, the year just prior to the end of the war provides the most 
accurate information about terrorists’ reactions to the current political context.58 We posit that 
our simplified, 3-period model is more appropriate for our data and research hypotheses than 
a more complex event history analysis. We leave this type of DID analysis for future research.
 
Our dependent variable is a count measure of terrorist attacks, which we acquire from the 
EDTG dataset. After testing for overdispersion, we determined that a negative binomial model 
represents the best fit for the dependent variable. We wish to analyse the credibility of a one-
sided victory by insurgents on terrorism in the post-war period. To assess whether the ending 
of the war potentially impacts the number of attacks, we employ a DID model. The basic model 
equation is: 

where  represents a vector of multivariate controls,   represents the dependent variable, 
i.e., the number of terrorist attacks, r represents the model residuals, i represents the terrorist 
group, and t represents time, {-1, 0, 1}. To create the DID model, we first designate treatment 
and control groups. The treated group is terrorists active during wars that end in a one-
sided insurgent victory. The DID measure is the multiplicative interaction effect between the 
treatment and the time in which the treatment is applied (onset time in Equation 1). We employ 
the DID formula within a negative binomial model for count data, which is consistent with 
current practice.59 We cluster error terms in each panel according to the country of the terrorist 
group’s primary base of operation.

Verification of Model Assumptions
The DID model permits us to draw causal conclusions about the impact of one-sided victories 
if its foundational assumptions are met. The first assumption is that the model has the correct 
functional form; as previously stated, we employ the appropriate count model for use with 
over-dispersion. The second assumption requires that the error terms have expectation zero 
and are uncorrelated with the covariates; we test this assumption within the full model below. 
Finally, the third assumption requires the property of as-if randomisation in which units are 
assigned to treatment and control groups in a way that mimics the randomisation of a true in 
vitro experiment. Practitioners normally test this assumption by ensuring that the slope of the 
lines created by the treatment and control groups is parallel in the absence of the treatment 
condition. This is also known as the parallel trends assumption.¶ 

¶ The parallel trends assumption cannot be directly observed in the post-treatment time period. Thus, Equation 2 below represents the parallel 
slopes condition. The dependent variable is Attacks. The prime symbol to represents the unobserved (counterfactual) dependent variable,  i.e. 
Attacks^'.. The superscripts represent times (0) and (1), respectively. Thus, the notation,, represents the unobserved counterfactual behaviour 
of the Treatment Group in the Absence of the Treatment (TGAT) at time period zero (0). To overcome the limitation of the unobserved 
counterfactual, scholars typically analyse the slopes of the treatment and control groups in the pre-treatment period as a method of verifying 
the parallel trends in the post-treatment period. The equality in Equation 2 permits us to create the DID indicator that we present in Equation 
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To create the DID model, we begin by testing the parallel trends assumption in the data in the 
absence of controls. This test takes the form of the simple negative binomial model that we 
present in Equation 4. We test for parallel trends over time periods (-1) and (0). In Equation 
4,  β_0 represents the difference in intercepts generated by the assignment to the treatment 
(insurgent victory) versus control (incumbent victory) conditions. To create the slope 
coefficient, β_1, we interact with the treatment condition with time. Z is a vector of fixed effects. 

Table 1, Model 1 demonstrates that the slope coefficient is significantly different from zero. 
However, when we include fixed effects for every year of the dataset (1970-2014), this 
significance disappears in Table 1, Model 2. Thus, the parallel trends assumption is not violated 
if we allow for the intercept term to vary according to year. This satisfies one pre-condition 
of the DID model; yet the problem of as-if randomisation is still outstanding. Recall that the 
assumption of as-if randomisation occurs when the conditions of a natural experiment may be 
plausibly likened to those of an in vitro experiment in which units are randomly assigned to 
treatment and control groups. Here, this assumption is especially tenuous due to the presence 
of endogeneity, i.e., the war outcome is not entirely exogenous to the presence of terrorism.

Table 1. Regression Model Test of Parallel Trends Assumption for Time Periods One and Two 
1970-2014

Scholars employ any number of adjustments to ensure that this assumption is valid. In 
this instance, a correction – such as the use of temporal lags – is not an option due to our 
experimental design. Instead, we employ two separate tools: (1) multivariate controls and (2) 
sensitivity analysis. We employ a variety of source matter to determine group orientation, which 
we operationalise as pro-government, anti-government, or neither (Appendix Table A-1). The 
scope of group goals is an ordinal composite measure defined in terms of increasing intensity 

3. In other words, the difference between what we observe – the difference between treatment and control – substitutes for the counterfactual 
that remains unobserved (Equation 3). 
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as, (1) preservation of the status quo, (2) policy change, (3) territory change, (4) regime 
change/social revolution, or (5) empire formation. With the exception of the group orientation 
measure, we draw all controls from the EDTG dataset (see Appendix Table A-4); this includes 
individual group goals prior to aggregation. For complete variable definitions, please reference 
the EDTG codebook.60 We log the population, battle death, elevation, and income measures 
due to heteroskedasticity; we standardise all non-binary variables; finally, we employ multiple 
imputations to fill in any missingness in the data. 

In Appendix Table A-4, we separated all of the starting variables into treatment and control 
groups. We calculated averages for each variable during the final year of the intra-war period, 
then used a nonparametric comparison of means test (Kruskal-Wallis) to determine which 
variables are statistically different across the two groups (Appendix Table A-4). We initially 
included all of the variables that were significantly different across the treatment and control 
groups—i.e., the starred values in Appendix Table A-4, in the DID models (results not shown). 
Then we employed sequential t-tests to trim the models down to those displayed in Table 
2 (below). Ultimately, our final model controls included (1) ethnic diversity, (2) total battle 
deaths, (3) a binary measure of war type (conflict scope), (5) religious diversity, (6) linguistic 
diversity, (7) ethnic diversity, and (8) yearly fixed effects (see Table 2; fixed effects are omitted 
for clarity). Graphical analysis of the residuals from the unimputed model demonstrates that 
errors are approximately evenly distributed around zero (results not shown).**

Despite our use of fixed effects and multivariable controls, endogeneity is still possible. This 
conclusion is intuitive because we assume that terrorist acts affect the progress of the war. 
Although we are interested in the effect of one-sided victories on terrorist attacks, we must 
address the fact that the war outcome is not fully exogenous (to terrorist attacks). In other 
words, one-sided victory (X) affects terrorist activity (Y) in the post-war period; yet, temporally, 
intra-war terrorist activity (Y) also affects the one-sided victory (X). We wish to partial out the 
potential causal effect of the war outcome from any lingering endogeneity in the DID model.†† 
Following Cinelli, Ferwerda, and Hazlett,61 we employ a benchmark method that frames the 
potential bias in terms of the existing model coefficients. Keeping in mind that the other 
variables are standardised, we infer that the binary variable, war for central control (CW), 
has the greatest effect on the dependent variable (see results below; Table 2). We employ this 
variable as a benchmark insofar as we hypothesise that any remaining endogeneity in the model 

** We computed the residuals by simply logging the dependent variable in Equation 1.
†† Ideally, we would prefer to instrumentalise the war outcome and avoid the simultaneity problem using two-stage least squares. For purposes 
of illustration, this problem may be represented as follows: 

In this instance, however, the task of finding an instrument with adequate power is nearly insurmountable. To address this problem, consider 
the first and second stages of the instrumental variable model above. In effect, the first stage model represents one or more variables that are 
used to approximate the endogenous variable (X); in the final equation, the instrumental variable(s) replaces this predictor. If a two-stage 
model is the correct functional form, omission of the instrumental variable(s) biases the second stage regression coefficients. This bias is 
consistent with the bias created by the use of an endogenous regressor in the DID model. Since we are aware of the simultaneity created by the 
use of the endogenous regressor, we wish to quantify the degree of bias, i.e., endogeneity, present in our DID models (Table 2). In other words, 
we operationalise the endogeneity in the war outcome as a form of omitted variable bias engendered by one or more omitted confounders 
(see proof above).
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would be equal to or less than this effect. Consistent with Cinelli and Hazlett,62 we quantify the 
bias in terms of the partial R2 value created by the correlation of potential confounder(s) with 
the outcome (terrorist attacks) and the treatment (one-sided insurgent victory). 

We employ the sensmakr package – designed by Cinelli and Hazlett63 – to perform our sensitivity 
analysis. This tool is robust to multiple nonlinear confounders and multiple functional forms. 
We are interested in the level of endogeneity in the war outcome, that would be necessary 
to overturn the causal relationship between the type of one-sided victory and the number of 
terrorist attacks in the postwar period. This endogeneity is effectively proxied by analysing 
the partial R2 values created by a hypothetical omitted variable.64 We test the sensitivity of our 
results using the contour plot in Figure 4. The plotted points in the graphic represent the size of 
the potential confounder as a multiple of the largest covariate in the model, central war (CW). 
The contour lines represent the coefficient size of the confounder that would be necessary 
to overturn the statistical effect of the DID indicator. The red line represents the threshold 
point. We observe that a confounder would need to be one-two times the size of the largest 
variable effect in order to overturn our results. Recall that all of the continuous variables are 
standardised—i.e., a coefficient of two (similar to the coefficient for CW in Table 2) represents 
two standard deviations away from the average value. As a result, we can be fairly confident 
that our model results in Table 2 are robust to any possible endogeneity in the war outcome. 

Figure 4. Contour plot of DID model robustness to confounding benchmarked using

 the control for the centrality of the war (CW)
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Results and Discussion
Appendix Tables A-2 and A-3 contain descriptive statistics and a correlation matrix for each 
of the variables. Table 2 below presents our primary findings. The grey-shaded portion of 
the table represents the set-up for the DID model, while the variables in the lower half of the 
table represent controls. The columns represent (1) the full population, (2) the population of 
anti-government groups, and (3) the subpopulation of groups seeking regime changes, social 
revolutions, and/or creation of empires. Notice, however, that the effects of an insurgent victory 
(in contrast with a government win) are positive across the three models. This result means 
that, on average, terrorism increases more overall following a one-sided insurgent victory than 
a one-sided incumbent win. Our sensitivity analysis (above) ensures that we can be confident 
with this result. 

Table 2. Negative Binomial Difference-in-Difference Model of the Effect of Insurgent Victories on 
Terrorist Attacks 1970-2014
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To further unpack this finding, consider the graphics in Figure 5 and Appendix Figure A-1. 
Figure 5 is a graphical representation of violence committed by each of the three types of 
groups during one-sided victories for the insurgents (treatment) and incumbents (control). 
Thus, the incumbent case only appears in Figure 2; the results in Appendix Table A-4 focus 
on the contrast between treatment and control groups; Appendix Table A-4 explicitly, and 
exclusively, highlights outcomes among treatment groups. Notably, however, the graphics 
displayed in Appendix Figure A-1 are consistent with Figure 5. This graphic reinforces results 
during the first post-conflict year insofar as initial trends tend to continue for several years then 
slowly die down. Overall, these graphics suggest several important conclusions. First, terrorist 
activity in general, and activity by anti-government groups in particular, is far more prevalent 
during civil wars that eventually end in incumbent victories. Pragmatically this makes sense 
because insurgents typically have less funding; terrorism is a relatively inexpensive tactic. 
Plus, anti-government groups have fewer incentives to maintain legitimacy by preserving the 
lives of civilians. The results in Figure 5 suggest that terrorism by pro-government groups is 
consistent with Hypotheses 1 and 2. Namely, terrorism by pro-government groups demonstrates 
a strong correlation with the winners and losers of the conflict. When the incumbent wins, 
terrorism by pro-government groups is low, which may be construed as satisfaction with the 
war outcome (Hypotheses 1). As we theorise, pro-government terrorist groups achieve their 
political goals; therefore, they have fewer incentives to continue political violence. This finding 
holds, regardless of whether groups are formally affiliated with the state – such as state-funded 
death squads or mercenaries – or independent from government payroll. In contrast, when the 
incumbent loses, political violence by pro-government groups increases. This is also consistent 
with the expression of dissatisfaction with the war outcome (Hypothesis 2). 

Figures 5a - 5b. Comparison of Terrorist Activity During One-Sided Insurgent and Incumbent 
Victories 1970 – 2014
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Although the activity of pro-government groups is fairly straightforward, terrorist violence 
by anti-government groups is completely counter-intuitive. Following one-sided insurgent 
victories, the war ending is correlated with a net positive increase in political violence by anti-
government groups in the post-conflict period (Table 2, Model 2 and Figure 5). Superficially, 
this finding appears to negate Hypothesis 1. This observation is a conundrum that we wish to 
explain.‡‡ Namely, why does terrorism by anti-government groups increase when the primary 
government is overthrown? We propose several reasons for this counter-intuitive result. We 
posit that anti-government groups in power may increase terrorism to solidify their holdings. 
This occurs because insurgent victories may be inherently less stable than other types of civil war 
outcomes. In addition, we argue that political violence increases due to latent heterogeneities 
between anti-government actors. We underscore the fact that terrorism is politically motivated. 
Yet, in this instance, regime change and the assumption of power by a single anti-government 
group, are insufficient to meet the political goals of other actors. 

Initially, we theorised that anti-government groups who favour regime changes should be at 
least partially satisfied by an incumbent defeat. Yet, this is not what we observe (Table 2, Model 
3). Terrorism by groups with goals of regime change increases following an actual regime 
change, i.e., an incumbent defeat. Why does political violence increase despite the presence of 
superficially similar goals? To unpack this finding, we need to further disaggregate the data. 
To understand an increase in terrorism following insurgent victories, we analysed a small 
subset of the data. We studied groups that engaged in terrorism despite purportedly supporting 
the primary insurgents and adopting regime-change goals. (Results not shown.) From this 
data, we make two primary observations. First, none of the terrorist activity in the post-war 
period is perpetrated by the primary insurgents within the conflict. Second, we observe clear 
discontinuities between ideologies of the terrorist groups and those of the insurgent victors. 
For example, the Democratic Front of the Central African People, a nationalist terrorist group 
and off-shoot of the Seleka, committed a total of seven terrorist acts in the Central African 
Republic during the ascendancy of the Seleka insurgents as a civil war victor. Additionally, 
‡‡ The data in Figure 5 appear to negate Hypothesis 2 with respect to anti-government groups; however, this information does not appear in Ta-
ble 2 due to the assignment of treatment and control groups. We primarily focus our analysis on the treatment group, i.e., one-sided insurgent 
wins. We speculate that anti-government group behaviour following a one-sided incumbent victory reflects a lack of physical resources, rather 
than the degree of satisfaction with the war outcome. We leave a more thorough analysis of this outcome for future research.
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numerous examples from the Lebanese civil wars illustrate that ideological (religious) 
differences across extremist political groups contributed to terrorism during multiple instances 
in which insurgents gained one-sided political victories. Each of these examples suggests that 
terrorism in the post-conflict period following an insurgent victory is not perpetrated by the 
primary insurgents. Rather, ancillary terrorist groups – who are not in power, and may possess 
strong ideological differences from the primary insurgent victors – commit terrorist violence, 
presumably to demonstrate dissatisfaction with the new regime. This finding lends nuanced 
support to Hypothesis 1.§§ Namely, terrorist groups respond directly to the outcome of the war. 
They are goal-oriented and calculating. Groups will employ terrorism to protest the victories 
of actors whom they oppose for a variety of political and/or ideological reasons. This finding 
is particularly salient when incumbents win civil wars. When insurgents win, however, our 
findings are less intuitive. We see little evidence of terrorism by winning parties. Instead, we 
observe that, even when terrorist groups presumptively support the primary insurgents and 
desire regime changes, they may continue to use terrorist violence when they possess deeply 
held ideological differences from the insurgent winners.

Finally, we underscore that our findings, although illustrative, aggregate information into annual 
intervals. As scholars have previously noted, aggregation may often mask more nuanced trends 
and patterns. Aggregation may smooth out statistical findings;65 in our case, it represents a more 
conservative summary of actual empirics. Thus, our study represents an initial foray into the 
question of one-sided victories and terrorism in the post-war period. Because our measurement 
of civil war endings is fairly imprecise – i.e., the year in which annual battle deaths drop below 
1,000 – a more detailed analysis of monthly violence may add new insights to our preliminary 
observations. We save this formulation of the data for future research.

Conclusion

In this study, we take a closer look at intrastate wars that end in one-sided victories and the 
effects of these victories on terrorism in the post-war period. Using a difference-in-difference 
(DID) negative binomial model with fixed effects and multiple controls, we find that one-sided 
insurgent victories are linked to an increase in terrorist violence. We contrast this finding with 
incumbent victories, in which terrorism generally tends to decrease during the first year of the 
post-war period. Using terrorists’ goals and ideologies, we unpack the motivations that contribute 
to post-conflict terrorism, or its relative absence. In general, we observe that groups employ 
terrorism to express dissatisfaction with the outcome of the war. This result is particularly clear-
cut with respect to pro-government groups. The behaviour of anti-government groups is more 
complex. Here, we observe that groups will employ terrorism – despite superficial similarities 
with the primary insurgents – when they possess deeply-held ideological differences from the 
winners of the war. We find little evidence that winners – neither incumbent, nor insurgent 
civil war victors – employ terrorism to solidify their conquests. Instead, terrorism continues to 
represent the voices of dissatisfied political actors whose goals remain unfulfilled, often in spite 
of changing political regimes.

§§ In a multivariate negative binomial model of post-war terrorism (time period 1 above), ideological differences are not significantly cor-
related with the dependent variable. (Results not shown.) Thus, our suppositions regarding ideological differences are tentative in nature. We 
postulate that the smaller sample size within a single time period may contribute to this outcome. We leave a more in-depth exploration of 
these findings for future research.
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Appendix 

Table A-1. Terrorist Groups Active During Civil Wars 1970-2014

Group Name

Government 
Orientation
(Pro/Anti/

Neither)
Group 
Goals

Civil War 
Side A

Civil War 
Side B

Front for the Liberation of the Cabin-
da Enclave (Angola) Anti Territory Change Angola UNITA

National Union for the Total Indepen-
dence of Angola Anti

Regime/Social 
Rev. Angola UNITA

Argentine Anti-Communist Alliance Pro Status Quo Argentina
Montoneros 

and ERP

Che Guevara Brigade Anti Policy Change Argentina
Montoneros 

and ERP
Ejercito Revolucionaria del Pueblo 

(ERP) (Argentina) Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Argentina
Montoneros 

and ERP

Montoneros (Argentina) Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Argentina
Montoneros 

and ERP

OPR-33 Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Argentina
Montoneros 

and ERP

Khmer Rouge Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Cambodia Khmer Rouge

Anti-Balaka Pro Status Quo
Central Afri-
can Republic Seleka

Convention of Patriots for Justice and 
Peace Anti

Regime/Social 
Rev.

Central Afri-
can Republic Seleka

Democratic Front of the Central Afri-
can People (FDPC) Anti

Regime/Social 
Rev.

Central Afri-
can Republic Seleka

Popular Front for Recovery (FPR) Neither Territory Change
Central Afri-
can Republic Seleka

Counterrevolutionary Solidarity (SC) Pro Status Quo Guatemala Leftists

Guatemalan Labor Party (Guatemala) Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Guatemala Leftists

Guatemalan National Revolutionary 
Unity (URNG) Anti

Regime/Social 
Rev. Guatemala Leftists

Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP) Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Guatemala Leftists

Rebel Armed Forces (Guatemala) Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Guatemala Leftists

Maoist Communist Center (MCC) Anti Territory Change India
Naxalite Marx-

ists

Vishwa Hindu Parishad Neither Policy Change India
Naxalite Marx-

ists
Free Aceh Movement (GAM) Neither Territory Change Indonesia FRETILIN

Free Papua Movement (OPM-Organi-
sasi Papua Merdeka) Neither Territory Change Indonesia FRETILIN

Komando Jihad (Indonesian) Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Indonesia FRETILIN
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Fedayeen Khalq (People’s Comman-
dos) Anti

Regime/Social 
Rev. Iran

Anti-Khomeini 
Coalition

Movement of Islamic Action of Iraq Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Iran
Anti-Khomeini 

Coalition

Peykar Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Iran
Anti-Khomeini 

Coalition
Arab Liberation Front (ALF) Pro Territory Change Iraq KDP-Barzani

Revolutionary Organisation of Social-
ist Moslems Neither Territory Change Iraq KDP-Barzani

Abu Nidal Organisation (ANO) Pro Territory Change Iraq Kurds

Kurdish Democratic Party-Iraq (KDP) Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Iraq Kurds

Palestine Liberation Front (PLF) Neither Territory Change Iraq Kurds

Amal Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Lahoud Fac-

tion

Asbat al-Ansar Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Lahoud Fac-

tion

Hezbollah Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Lahoud Fac-

tion

Islamic Unification Movement Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Lahoud Fac-

tion

Lebanese Liberation Front Neither Policy Change Lebanon
Lahoud Fac-

tion

Lebanese National Resistance Front Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Lahoud Fac-

tion

Black Hand Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Shi’ites and 

Druzes
Front for the Liberation of Lebanon 

from Foreigners Neither Policy Change Lebanon
Shi’ites and 

Druzes
Justice Commandos for the Armenian 

Genocide Neither Territory Change Lebanon
Shi’ites and 

Druzes
Lebanese Armed Revolutionary Fac-

tion (LARF) Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Lebanon
Shi’ites and 

Druzes

Sons of the South Neither Policy Change Lebanon
Shi’ites and 

Druzes

Revolutionary United Front (RUF) Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Liberia
LURD and 

MODEL

Al-Mua’qi’oon Biddam Brigade Anti Empire Change Mali
Northern 

Opposition

Ansar al-Dine Anti Empire Change Mali
Northern 

Opposition

Arab Movement of Azawad Neither Status Quo Mali
Northern 

Opposition
Azawad National Liberation Move-

ment (MNLA) Neither Territory Change Mali
Northern 

Opposition
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National Committee for the Resto-
ration of Democracy (CNRDR) Neither

Regime/Social 
Rev. Mali

Northern 
Opposition

Mozambique National Resistance 
Movement (MNR) Anti Status Quo Mozambique RENAMO

Baloch Liberation Front (BLF) Anti
Territory 
Change Pakistan

Baluchi 
Rebels

Hekmatyar (Hizb-I Islami Gulbud-
din) Neither Empire Change Pakistan

Baluchi 
Rebels

Islami Jamiat-e-Talaba (IJT) Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Pakistan
Baluchi 
Rebels

Shining Path Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Peru Shining Path
Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Move-

ment (MRTA) Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Peru Shining Path

Dagestani Shari’ah jamaat Anti
Territory 
Change Russia

Chechen 
Rebels

Red Guerrillas Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Russia
Chechen 
Rebels

Riyad us-Saliheyn Martyrs’ Brigade Anti
Territory 
Change Russia

Chechen 
Rebels

New Revolutionary Alternative Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Russia Chechnya
Ahlu-sunah Wal-jamea (Somalia) Neither Status Quo Somalia ICU

Al-Shabaab Neither Empire Change Somalia ICU
Hizbul al Islam Neither Empire Change Somalia ICU

Mujahideen Youth Movement Neither Empire Change Somalia ICU

Raskamboni Movement Anti
Regime/Social 

Rev. Somalia ICU
Shabelle Valley militia Pro Status Quo Somalia ICU

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) Anti Territory Change Sri Lanka LTTE

Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal 
(TMVP) Pro

Regime/Social 
Rev. Sri Lanka LTTE

Devrimici Halk Kurtulus Cephesi 
(DHKP/C) Neither

Regime/Social 
Rev. Turkey Kurds

Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) Anti Territory Change Turkey Kurds

People’s Liberation Army of Kurdis-
tan (ARGK) Anti Territory Change Turkey Kurds

Turkish Communist Party/Marxist 
(TKP-ML) Neither

Regime/Social 
Rev. Turkey Kurds

Turkish Hizballah Neither
Regime/Social 

Rev. Turkey Kurds

Turkish People’s Liberation Front 
(TPLF)(THKP-C) Neither

Regime/
Social Rev. Turkey Kurds

Ansar Allah Anti Status Quo Yemen Houthi Rebels
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Table A-2. Descriptive Statistics

Table A-3. Pairwise Correlations
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Table A-4. Pre-Treatment Comparison of Treatment and Control Groups by Indicator 1970-2014
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Figure A-1a and A-1b. Five-year comparison of post-conflict terrorism 1970-2014
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Introduction
In recent years, several deadly attacks perpetrated by self-identified incels (involuntary 
celibates) have attracted media, public, and academic attention.1 Incels are predominantly 
a subgroup of a growing (mostly) online network of misogynist websites and forums united 
around ideas of male supremacy, male entitlement, and anti-feminism, within the manosphere.2 
The manosphere is home to a variety of groups including Pick-Up Artists, Men’s Rights 
Activists, Men Going Their Own Way, Redpillers, and Tradcons, united in the belief of zero-sum 
gender relations, where women’s advancement and increased legal gender equality efforts, by 
feminist movements has resulted in the disruption of a supposed natural gender order granting 
women superfluous social, economic, political, and sexual power.3 Drawing from the 1999 film 
The Matrix, manosphere groups often refer to the acceptance of this belief as taking the red 
pill.4 Particular to incels is their belief in the blackpill,5 a nihilistic and misogynist ideology 
in which the realisation of being an incel means accepting the immutability of having the 
lowest social and sexual status, often manifesting as hatred and justification for violence.6 As 
scholars have highlighted, incels claim for themselves an “ultimate victimhood” where they 
position themselves as “subhuman” because of their lack of sexual or romantic interaction with 
women, attributed to their looks and feminism granting women more agency in choosing their 
romantic and sexual partners.7 Incels’ victimhood has been identified as a kind of “weaponised 
subordination,” where incels position themselves as subordinate “failed” men in order to 
degrade and justify their misogyny towards women.8  

While (feminist) scholars in gender studies, media and communications, and criminology 
have long taken an interest in the discourses and violence emanating from the “manosphere,” 
recent attacks invoking the communities have also piqued interest from terrorism and security 
scholars.9 Some of these newer works about incels have already raised concerns among 
feminist academics, including their potential to depoliticise and exceptionalise the misogynist 
and male supremacist structures underlying incel radicalisation and violence.10 In particular, 
some current studies uncritically accept, and thereby platform, incel’s narratives of victimhood 
and grievances.11 

Some recent incel research has turned towards survey data to provide an empirical backdrop 
for the largely theoretical engagement by terrorism scholars so far. One article that stands out 
in this trend creates an Incel Radicalisation Scale (IRS), claiming to identify, measure, and help 
prevent radicalisation among incels.12 However, as we show in this article, the nature of the 
data and the conclusions drawn from it raises both old and new concerns. Our perspective is 
based on our own research as scholars from political science, gender studies, and criminology, 
who have researched online male supremacist movements for the better part of ten years. 
Despite our different fields and focal points, we unite in a commitment to feminist theory 
and practice essential to understanding male supremacist movements, whose main identity 
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revolves around gender-based needs and grievances.13 We therefore use the remainder of this 
article to caution against using the IRS by highlighting what we consider to be its three most 
impactful shortcomings, and outline their potentially harmful conclusions.

First, drawing on a growing feminist knowledge base on incels and male supremacy, masculinity, 
and violence, we argue there are issues with how core concepts (radicalisation, violence, 
misogyny, and incels) are defined. We show how these conceptualisations lack systemic 
engagement with incel discourses and the patriarchal power structures they are built on and 
perpetuate, emphasised in the existing literature on male and white supremacism. Second, we 
criticise the methods used for sampling and concept validation, including reliance on incels’ 
self-representation and the dismissal of their online activity as “unreal.” Third, we assess what 
these conceptual and methodological shortcomings mean for the conclusions drawn in regard 
to the IRS, the violent potential of incels, and the role of mental health and misogyny for male 
supremacist incel movements. 

We draw on Kate Manne’s conceptualisation of misogyny as not just manifested within the 
psychology and internal attitudes of individual men, rather, misogyny is embedded within 
social norms, expectations, and impacts upon women’s lives, under a system of patriarchal 
oppression.14 When women challenge the status quo, by not adhering to prescribed “feminine 
codes,” and strive for or obtain “masculine-coded” achievements like authority, societal 
misogynistic structures dictate that women be put back in their place, through “subtly hostile, 
threatening, and punitive norm-enforcement mechanisms.”15 Misogyny, therefore, is not about 
merely hating women and enacting physical violence upon women (although the latter is the 
tragic and inevitable progression of misogyny), it also involves other seemingly less extreme 
ways of subjugating women, which can include discursive means, oppressing women, and 
validating and normalising violence against women. 

We conclude that the IRS article is based on several conceptual choices, which make its 
argument prone to overlooking broader harms emanating from incel ideology, and how this 
is situated within wider societal structures normalising misogynist violence and male and 
white supremacism. We consider this to be particularly problematic due to the IRS’s seemingly 
quantifiable and policy-oriented character, which might lead to these shortcomings applied 
within policies and practice. These conclusions extend beyond this article, and echo other 
critiques,16 about how incel misogyny is often and increasingly minimised via the pathologising 
of a minority group of deviant individuals, whose pernicious attitudes toward women are 
attributed to their personality or mental illness. If the connection to structural misogyny 
and patriarchal systems of socialisation is disregarded, this ends up reinforcing assumptions 
of male supremacism – the belief in cisgender men’s superiority and right to dominate and 
control others.17 Furthermore, viewing mental health as a primary factor for participation in 
incel spaces implies that ill mental health causes misogyny, or participation and identification 
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in incel spaces, whilst also stigmatising mental health issues. To avoid these fallacies, we 
emphasise the importance of having a comprehensive understanding of incel radicalisation 
that does not take incel’s claims to “wounded male victimhood” at face value.

The Incel Radicalisation Scale
In 2022, the article “Predictors of Radical Intentions among Incels: A Survey of 54 Self-identified 
Incels” was published in the Journal of Online Trust and Safety. In the article, the authors set out 
to “explore the relationship between radicalisation, mental health and inceldom by directly 
asking incels about their experiences and attitudes.”18 This is presented as part of an innovative 
turn towards primary data on incels, advocated by several recent articles.19 Aligned with these 
other works, the present article emphasises the potential of survey data to provide insights 
into “a potential mismatch between the mass public’s widespread beliefs about Incels and 
Incels’ own views of themselves as a group.”20 To implement this, the authors draw from survey 
data of 54 respondents, collected from individuals who reached out to the Incel Podcast, and 
“chose to connect with a Light Upon Light interventionist.”21 The survey asked questions about 
respondents’ mental health, radical intentions, and ideology. Responses are set in the context of 
several scales: an Activism/Radicalism Intentions Scale (AIS/RIS), an Incel Ideology scale (II), 
and the Incel Radicalisation Scale (IRS), pointing to “high intercorrelations” between them.22 
Finally, the authors “predict” incel radicalisation by correlating the scores across the three 
scales and additional questions from the survey on so-called misconceptions about incels. 
They claim there is no correlation between radicalisation and incel ideology, suggesting that 
“an ideological commitment to the Black Pill ideas and to incels as a tight-knit community is 
not a useful predictor of illegal/violent intentions or radical attitudes.”23 Instead, the authors 
highlight the high prevalence of reported “mental health needs” among respondents as a 
worthwhile consideration for de-radicalisation measures. They further suggest that incels 
are less violent than is often assumed, with high scores of radical beliefs reserved to a “small 
minority” of respondents, “many of which reject violence.”24 They conclude that there is thus a 
mismatch with media reports’ focus on incels as violent, and argue against “classifying incels 
as a terrorist group based on the action of a tiny minority among them.”25 They suggest that 
“The newly validated Incel Radicalisation Scale can be a useful measure for early detection of 
individuals vulnerable to radicalisation to violent incel action.”26

These conclusions about violence, incel ideology, and radicalisation stand in contrast to 
findings from numerous works, involving not only analyses of online data (e.g. forums, videos, 
memes, etc.) but also direct interviews with self-identified current and former incels.27 In the 
following sections, we outline how these conclusions are based on a particular, and in our view, 
problematically limited, understanding of key concepts and definitions of victimhood in incels’ 
identity and ideology, the presented types of violence linked to or de-linked from extremism, and 
what constitutes vulnerability(ies) to radicalisation. These three aspects are at the centre of the 
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IRS article as captured in the three scales whose alignment works to prove its core argument. 
We, therefore, structure the rest of this response piece around them. By walking through their 
methodological, conceptual, and epistemological shortcomings in turn, we show that the 
article’s core argument overlooks a variety of debates and insights from the existing literature 
on incels, masculinity, and violence (by feminist and non-feminist scholars). We conclude by 
linking these shortcomings to a broader trend in the reception of incels emerging among both 
preventing/countering violent extremism (P/CVE) practitioners and certain academic circles, 
and advocate for a reconsideration of these tendencies by emphasising their detrimental 
effects on efforts to counter both radicalisation in incel spaces and broader misogynist and 
male supremacist worldviews.

Victim: Incel Ideology and Identity
A central element of the article is the Incel Ideology scale, for which the authors asked twelve 
questions to their 54 incel respondents to measure their commitment to incel ideology.28 We 
see several problems with how the article approaches incels (and their ideology), including 
methodological issues in terms of sampling and survey questions, a lack of engagement with 
broader knowledge bases on discrimination and victimhood, and literature on how incel 
ideology interlinks with misogyny. 

Sampling
First, the 54 individuals surveyed self-selected to participate in the study based on chosen 
interactions with a podcast about incels and P/CVE interventionists.29 While the authors 
acknowledge in their limitations section that this might mean that those surveyed may not be 
representative of the larger incel network, this data is still ultimately used to draw conclusions 
that incels should not be considered a terrorist group, and only “a small minority of incels” 
are “radical.”30 However, the authors themselves note that many incels initially contacted the 
podcast “express[ed] gratitude to the show for featuring honest, nonjudgmental conversations 
with people like themselves.”31 This self-presentation stands somewhat at odds with the 
article’s literature review, highlighting incels as a “reclusive population” distrustful and 
hesitant to outside intervention including “to seeking psychological treatment.”32 Incels who 
engage with the media are often disparaged on incel forums with their legitimacy as incels 
questioned, emphasising that they might not be accurately representative of the larger incel 
community nor pose the threat (or not) that the authors are trying to determine. Another issue 
with the authors’ conceptualisation of incels is the disregard for the internal divisions rampant 
across many misogynist incel forums. As past research on incels has evidenced, incels are not a 
monolith historically nor presently.33 In fact, within and across various incel forums today there 
is much disagreement about who can claim the incel label and whether it is dependent upon 
relationship status or an ideology.34 More so, gatekeeping and controversies about the definition 
of incel based on race, class, geographical location, sexual histories and other hierarchies can be 
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understood as a regular, important and ongoing part of discussions in incel spaces.35 However, 
within the IRS article’s questions [“Do you consider yourself an Incel (yes/no),” whether they 
“believe in Black Pill,” and what they believe qualifies someone to “claim they are an incel”], 
there is no acknowledgement of these nuances and contradictions.36 Additionally, it is unclear if 
the blackpill was defined for survey participants. This is concerning because, like the definition 
of incel, within incel forums there is debate about the nuances of the blackpill, and mixed 
emotional responses to acceptance of the blackpill.37 The twelve questions used to measure 
incel ideology were composed of questions about support for the blackpill, and about what 
it means to be an Incel.38 Respondents were asked to rank the questions about believing the 
blackpill, and it being refreshing, comforting, objective etc. on a scale from (1) not at all to (5) 
very much.39 The responses then form the scale along which the commitment to incel ideology 
is ranked. However, given the above-mentioned debates, these responses to a vague reference 
to the blackpill as well as to inceldom cannot be meaningfully interpreted as an ordinal scale, 
where multiple characteristics translate into increasing ideological convictions. In fact, there is 
no mention of specific incel forums or other spaces, making it difficult to understand how the 
individuals surveyed fit into the larger incelosphere.

Identity 
On page 1 of the IRS article, incels are defined as “an online subculture of primarily men who 
believe that they are prevented by the society from fulfilling their desire to have sex, date, or 
establish relationships with women.”40 The authors also identify that incels “tend to blame their 
disenfranchisement on lookism, or women’s choice of sexual partners based solely on physical 
features” and the influence of “biological determinism” in incel forums.41 While much of this 
definition mirrors other research on incels and their beliefs (i.e., the prevalence of biological 
determinism, blaming women, and lookism), it does fail to comprehensively engage with how 
these elements fit into a broader context, and in doing so reproduces incel definitions as factual 
without critically interrogating them. This neglects how the incel use of terms like “lookism” 
relates to a biologically deterministic worldview reliant on the naturalisation of sexist and 
dehumanising gender stereotypes. Notably, this worldview depends on cherry-picked readings 
of evolutionary psychology and biological theories, theories which scholars have highlighted are 
outdated, falsified, and sexist.42 For example, philosopher Mari Ruti highlights that evolutionary 
psychology’s “standard narrative” relies on “gender profiling,” where gender stereotypes are 
naturalised and “validated” through methodologically suspect studies, that in turn promote 
“scientific sexism,” harmful and dehumanising to men and particularly to women.43 

The authors do not critically engage with these aspects, but instead seem to endorse incels’ 
definition of “lookism” as correct, noting that, there is “some evidence that it does factor into 
day-to-day interactions rather than being a figment of Incel’s imagination.”44 However, rather 
than just applying the term “lookism” as a phenomenon affecting men, this concept could 
be understood in the context of the “politics of desire,” which acknowledges that racism, 
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heteronormativity, ableism and class “do extend into the sphere of romance and sex” and 
impact people of all genders.45 This deeper engagement would serve not to give credence to 
incels’ victimhood narrative, in which they alone are affected, but allow for a comprehensive 
understanding of the structures of sexual relations and their entanglements with broader 
societal hierarchies. 

Ideology 
In line with this singular focus on victimisation of men reproducing incel narratives, the IRS 
conceptualisation of incels ignores the centrality of misogyny, which many other researchers 
on incels emphasise is a key component of incel ideology.46 As Jilly Boyce Kay argues “inceldom 
depends upon a logic in which men are the victims of women’s cruelty and shallowness” and that 
incels “rigorously polic[e]” victimhood along the lines of gender, as any sense that women might 
also face “sexual rejection and gendered cruelty threatens the basis of this claim.”47 Incel’s sense 
of victimhood is at least partially grounded in an aggrieved male sexual entitlement, where they 
express anger and occasionally physical violence in response to their belief that they are denied 
access to women as sexual and romantic partners.48 Misogyny then is deeply entangled in incels’ 
entitlement to women’s bodies and, therefore, their own sense of victimhood, which is rooted 
in that sexual entitlement. While the authors cite studies outlining misogyny as a central aspect 
of incel ideology and incel killer’s hating, dehumanising, and feeling entitled to women in their 
literature review, misogyny and hate as core elements of incel ideology are absent from their 
operationalisation of incel ideology. We view this as a concerning omission as the authors of 
the IRS article seek to measure violence, and as other scholars including Caron Gentry and Kate 
Manne have highlighted, how misogyny is linked to violence. However, misogynistic violence 
is often overlooked or made apolitical.49 The term misogyny in the article only appears in the 
results and findings of the survey in the response to the open-ended question: “What do you 
think is the biggest misconception about incels?”50 

Here the authors create a Dispute Misogyny category for a section on the “perceived 
misconceptions about incels.”51 Responses to this open-ended question were coded as disputing 
misogyny if they mentioned misogyny, captured as “misogyny, bitterness towards women, 
hatred of women, objectification of women” as a “misconception.”52 Instead of misogyny, incel 
ideology stands to be largely defined through the blackpill defined in the article as “the idea 
that Incels cannot form sexual relationships with women because of inborn deficiencies (i.e., 
physical appearance, height, weight, and cognitive abilities) and their lack of social skills or 
status.”53 The authors also reference the incel belief that there is a social hierarchy in terms 
of attractiveness, whereby incels see themselves on the bottom of the hierarchy due to their 
claimed unattractiveness, but also other relational and societal concepts often mentioned by 
incels, such as hypergamy and misandry. However, while this hierarchical worldview of the 
blackpill as well as its underlying societal constructs have been deconstructed as essentially 
misogynistic and resulting from patriarchal structures by scholars, the authors do not relate 
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them to misogynist worldviews.54 Here the ideological connection to structural misogyny and 
patriarchal systems of socialisation is neglected.55

Conclusion 
Given the above considerations, we are doubtful that the IRS is a valid measure of commitment 
to incel ideology. As we have outlined, it at best bears the potential to capture which aspects 
of the different existing interpretations of inceldom are particularly relevant to the sampled 
individuals. At worst, however, the scale represents a limited and superficial reproduction 
of a particular interpretation of incels as male and victim without engaging with underlying 
worldviews about broader gender relations of male superiority and misogyny (rather than 
individual experience) established as central to produce the self-identification as “male victims,” 
which finds expression in the blackpill at the core of incel radicalisation.56 Importantly, the 
reliance solely on survey data without engagement with the broader literature on incel ideology 
also disregards the possibility that the interpretation of inceldom conveyed by respondents 
reflects how incels might want to present themselves differently to researchers/outsiders than 
they do on forums. This disparity is not addressed because the authors explicitly do not engage 
with how incels perform their identity and victimhood online; at the same time, the wording 
of questions around misconceptions and persecution already assumes the sense of victimhood 
as central to the responses, yet does not inform the analysis. The lack of engagement with 
misogyny as a core element of incel ideology, nor a real grappling with incels’ conception of 
their own victimhood, a victimhood intimately tied to misogyny as incels blame women for 
their plight, results in the authors reproducing this victimhood rather than interrogating it.
 

Violent: Radical Intentions and Incel Violence
A main tenet of the article’s argument is that “strong adherence to Incel ideology did not 
predict radical attitudes or radical intentions.”57 The article finds that the “Incel Ideology (II) 
scale was not correlated with the “Radical Intentions Scale,” and that the majority of incels in 
this sample (83 percent) rejected radical attitudes and intentions.”58 The main argument made 
here is that incels are not as approving of violence as their reputation appears. While we agree 
that the common media depiction of incels as a homogeneous group of notorious and toxic 
killers is counterproductive at best and dangerous at worst,59 we find several shortcomings in 
the article’s engagement with incel violence noteworthy: its limited engagement with violence 
beyond mass murder, its flawed methodological operationalisation of sexual violence (rape), 
and its lack of engagement with the importance of violence for incels’ online practices and 
identities proven by a variety of studies.60 

Violence as a Concept 
First, the violence the article is concerned with seems to be mainly approached through incels’ 
responses on their willingness to commit rape and/or political violence, and their admiration 
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of incel mass killers. Notably, the authors coded open-ended responses as “disputing violence” 
if they mentioned opposing incels connection with “murder, terrorism, threat, dangerous.”61 
Beyond this, the survey itself only explicitly references violence in the question “I would 
continue to support a person or an organisation that fights for incels’ political and legal rights 
even if they sometimes resort to violence.” In this question it is again unclear what kind of 
violence is referenced, yet it seems to refer to terrorist activist violence. There are other types 
of (misogynist) violence, however, shown to be important in the context of male supremacist 
ideologies (and political violence more broadly), including interpersonal and domestic abuse, 
as well as misogynist online violence and sexual cyber harassment.62 Yet, misogynist and 
interpersonal violence is often neglected from the scope of “terrorist” or “political” violence.63 
Misogynistic behaviour is about punishing women who act in ways subverting gendered 
expectations and violating patriarchal norms.64 Inevitably, misogyny involves violence which 
manifests in various forms, from physical intimidation to sexual harassment, rape, and fatal 
violence. Specifically in the online realm, violent practices of misogynistic cyber harassment, 
ranging from active and passive verbal abuse through sexualised language and imagery to 
direct threats of physical violence often coupled with doxing, have been shown to result in 
the ostracising and silencing of women online.65 The IRS article thus focuses on a narrow and 
inadequate conception of violence, overlooking the broader continuum of sexual and misogynist 
violence, which is routinely experienced both online and offline.66

Rape
Violence is also considered with some brief mentions of rape. Specifically, respondents’ 
“willingness to rape” was measured with the question “I would rape if I thought I would get 
away with it.”67 Previous studies show that few men in the general population will answer such 
questions affirmatively.68 However, this changes when the question is altered to describe acts of 
sexual violence, omitting the word rape.69 In manosphere communities, including incels, rape 
as a criminal offence is often contested and/or minimised, and the belief that most women lie 
about rape is an accepted common mythology, meaning that men might indeed condone or 
even commit rape but claim it to be consensual sex.70 This is similar to how incels consider 
themselves as not misogynistic while engaging in misogynistic practices. For example, the 
authors find that “the majority of Incels (28 [participants], 52%) saw Incels as less violent/
misogynistic than they are perceived. Only a small minority (3 [participants], 6%) believed 
Incels to be more dangerous than perceived.”71 While this self-assessment may be true for those 
surveyed, it is important to note that incels regularly talk about (and celebrate) rape and sexual 
violence on their forums.72 

Even within the survey responses in the IRS article, there are references to violence and 
misogyny. Specifically, the authors created a “dispute innocuousness” category to capture 
some responses stating that the biggest misconception was that incels were harmless. Some 
of these responses included “People underestimate us, we will continue to kill until we get our 
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government assigned girlfriends” and “People underestimate us, they will regret it when the 
Incel revolution starts.” While the authors do acknowledge that the “dispute innocuousness” 
category is concerning, they interpret these responses as appearing only among a radical few, 
stating the “more support for incel killers and willingness to rape, the more likely a participant 
was to say that Incels were more dangerous than the public perceives them.”73 This finding is, 
however, not theorised in a broader sense but rather positioned as a contrast to a larger group 
of respondents that “dispute” violence and misogyny. 

Violence as Practice
The study concludes that “the majority of Incels reject violence as a course of action for 
themselves and denounce violence of the three notorious Incel killers.”74 In the third scale 
(Radicalisation Scale - IRS), the authors find that, 

…the majority of participants (64%; 35 individuals) had an average score of 1 (not at all) on the 
IRS scale, indicating that they fully rejected Incel violence. Only nine individuals in our sample 
(17%) scored above 2.5, the scale’s midpoint. In other words, the majority of Incels in this 
sample (83%) rejected radical attitudes and intentions.75

In their literature review, the authors claim that hateful content produced by a small subset 
is “consistent with existing research on incel online activity,” citing two studies - Baele and 
colleagues, and Jaki and colleagues.76 However, that is not what either study finds. In fact, Baele 
and colleagues found that, after the 2018 Toronto van attack, “messages explicitly endorsing 
or calling for violence remained extremely frequent, confirming the widespread support for 
violence produced by this worldview.”77 Meanwhile, Jaki and colleagues analysed hate speech 
rather than support for violence.78 They found that although “about 10% of the users are 
responsible for the majority of the hate speech”, that “about half of the users in our dataset 
posted hateful messages at one time or another.”79 These findings are further confirmed in 
other qualitative and quantitative analyses of incel spaces, showing an “overwhelming support 
among self-proclaimed incels for attacks and violence more generally” as well as a common 
practice of self-identified incels to commit other forms of violence such as doxing, image-based 
sexual abuse, harassment, and stalking.80 This is not to say that these forms of violence are 
exclusive to incels, but that various forms of violence have arisen from and are encouraged in 
incel spaces. The authors of the IRS article fail to assess the differences between their survey 
results and the everyday reality of the forums. Even if it is indeed only a small subset of forum 
users producing the content (making their respondents merely observers of such content), 
the authors do not explain why individuals who claim they do not endorse violence continue 
to participate in spaces where support of violence is commonplace, and where there is often 
active denial of broader societal misogyny and (male) violence against women and girls.81 In 
fact, posts perceived as being too “blue pilled” (anything viewed as counter to the blackpill, 
including advice like “work on your personality,” or “don’t be misogynist” as a way to stop being 
an incel) are often banned from misogynist incel forums or ostracised by other members of 
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these forums.82 This shows how normalised both misogynist and violent statements are in incel 
discourse and online “culture,” which does not, however, find entrance into the overall arguments 
the article makes about violence. Glossing over these broader perspectives on violence in the 
IRS article, the authors use their data to conclude that “given these parameters, there is little 
warrant for classifying Incels as a terrorist group based on the action of a tiny minority among 
them,”83 which is particularly odd given that they compare incels with other radical groups, 
pointing out “only a tiny minority of those who held radical Jihadist ideas engaged in radical 
action.”84 However, even if we were to accept both the idea that violence can be measured 
sufficiently through the survey questions and the idea of a threshold of violent membership as 
an indicator of ‘terrorist’ ideology, it is unclear where the authors would set such a threshold. 
Methodologically speaking, while nine individuals is a small subset of the population, if this 
percentage was extrapolated to the membership of the largest incel forum alone, 17 percent of 
their membership is roughly 3,566 individuals.85 This also does not do justice to the fact that 
even the small handful of incels who have committed mass murder over the last couple of years 
have taken many lives.86 

Conclusion 
The difference between the survey results that indicate rejection of violence and the day-to-day 
activity of normalised violent misogynistic language and related practices of cyberharassment 
and abuse within incel forums (as well as some of the survey results that endorse violence), 
while potentially explainable through extreme differences in the definitions about what 
rape, violence, and misogyny entail, is not theorised, explained and, subsequently reconciled 
in the article. Thus, we find three important shortcomings with how the article engages with 
violent intentions: first, on a conceptual level, we find the reduction of violence to physical 
political violence in the incel context problematic since it disregards other types of misogynist 
violence significant in contexts of gender as well as online spaces, both of which are relevant to 
engagement with incels. Second, on a methodological level, we are sceptical of the measure of 
“rape willingness,” which does not engage with the methodological and definitional problems 
that come with assessing these types of gender-based violence. Lastly, and related to the 
previous points about both violence and ideology, we contest the idea that incel perspectives 
of violence can be considered as objective measures. Understandings of incel ideology based 
on self-description to researchers should be coupled with an analysis of their online practices. 
Relying on self-description without analysing a group’s practices is something that has not been 
applied to other extreme groups—for example, the Taliban say they support women, but this is 
not accepted as the absolute reality of this group. 

In fact, the discrepancy between the assessments of the IRS article as well as other survey-
based research and studies that engage with the online performance of inceldom, should not 
come as a surprise given that the very violence of their online and anonymously performed 
identity and ideology produces a need to justify and present themselves (vis-a-vis outsiders) as 
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continuously non-violent. As Andersen puts it:
Incels set up boundaries between themselves and violent actors by asserting they are participants 
in online spaces or groups unrelated to the incelosphere, and framing them as “actual” harmful 
others...Boundary work thus protects the purity of the online incel milieu from contamination by 
harmful others.87

One could thus argue that rather than representing the actual purity of incels as portrayed by 
the authors, the study can serve as an example of the centrality of such purity/boundary work 
for incels’ very identity.

Vulnerable: Radicalisation and Mental Health 
Much of the study’s understanding of radicalisation, including the survey questions posed 
to measure it, is based on a particular understanding of radicalisation and (self-) assessed 
vulnerability to radicalise. We are concerned about the assumptions underlying both the 
conceptualisation and measurements in the article about how radicalisation is set in relation to 
activism, institutional mistrust, and mental health.

Activism
There is a common tendency in the traditionally rather state-centric and policy-driven field of 
terrorism research to only consider direct acts of violence as problematic and relevant to the 
analysis and prevention of political violence.88 In the article, instead of violence, the authors 
find that the “only significant predictor of Incel Ideology was Activist Intentions,” which they 
interpret as meaning that “among participants in this study, a greater commitment to Incel 
ideology corresponded to a greater commitment to only legal/nonviolent action to advance 
Incels’ interests.”89 This non-violent aspect of incel activism is considered mainly through a 
focus on support for and involvement with “organisations fighting for incels’ political and legal 
rights, for example through demonstrations, petitions, flyers etc.”90 This perspective draws 
largely on a view of social movement activism as offline, in-person, and somewhat centralised 
in organisational units. This conception of activist inceldom implicitly repeats a common 
misunderstanding of social movement activism and its goals as at least somewhat peaceful and 
essentially liberating, implying that it is not harmful to others.91 

In addition, none of these assumptions correspond to how most manosphere male supremacist 
groups—and incels in particular – organise. For example, while Men’s Rights Activists (MRAs), 
have indeed occasionally combined their online activities in virtual communities with offline 
protests and advocacy work, this type of activism does not resonate with most incels (nor the 
blackpill ideology), who purports that efforts to work through existing political and social 
institutions are futile.92 Rather, their online activities are more focused on providing alternative 
spaces for the exchange of their views, often based on violent discursive practices. Aside from 
the means of advocating for incels’ rights, when looking at incel violence the article does not 
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specify how non-violent the political or legal rights that incels might want to advance can indeed 
be, given that much of their goals are explicitly promoting the oppression of women’s rights. 

Mobilisation
The perspective on organisationally driven radicalisation, as well as successful radicalisation as 
equivalent to the usage of violence, is reflected in the previous comparison with Jihadist groups. 
However, far-right groups and their forms of recruitment and mobilisation may be a more 
appropriate comparison for incel spaces, given not only important overlaps in their misogynist 
ideology but also in their online practices, drawing extensively on pop-cultural references, 
dog whistles, and pseudoscientific evidence to construct an alternative view of the world.93 
Researchers have found important differences between Islamist and far-right online content, 
highlighting that “[o]rganisations like Islamic State use social media to recruit participants 
while the vast majority of far-right interactions take place on social media platforms, using 
aesthetics deeply influenced by internet youth cultures.”94 One aspect of these interactions that 
has received much attention in incel as well as far-right extremist spaces is a trend to engage in 
trolling or shitposting. Shitposting is the practice of posting deliberately provocative or off-topic 
comments to provoke others, distract from the main conversation, or to obscure the sincerity 
of the shitposter. Scholars note that such practices, along with the use of irony and trolling by 
far-right users often seek to mask true intentions, to spread and normalise hateful views (while 
rejecting accusations of bigotry), and spur recruitment.95 In the IRS article, both the potential 
of shitposting to mask dangerous content as well as the difficulty this presents for researchers 
to assess incel online rhetoric is noted. They suggest that survey-based responses can help 
overcome this difficulty by presenting “self-reported violent intentions.”96 

However, while shitposting is indeed complex and multilayered, as a part of the online culture 
as well as means of mobilisation it has to be taken into account. As Witt puts it, “serious or not, 
the products of these discourses are very real.”97 Indeed, countering the assumption that only 
the uptake of direct means of violence is to be problematised, researchers have argued that 
even though the consumption of media does not lead to the majority of its viewers becoming 
radicalised into violence, the adoption of radical beliefs “may have other deleterious impacts, 
such as increasing support for authoritarian ideas, diminishing trust in public institutions, or 
decreasing support for prosocial public health efforts.”98 These aspects resonate much more 
with incels, one of whose central claims is that their forums create ‘alternative spaces’ to what 
they perceive as a malevolent mainstream of real-life events. Research has highlighted how 
these alternative spaces of the far-right are often used to reinterpret social events, to foster a 
discriminatory and non-democratic worldview and how their growth – and successful use of 
online and offline media – has led to a movement of such ideas into the mainstream.99 
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Mental Health 
Instead of taking the violent discourse and practices in incel forums into consideration as both 
the root cause and effect of radicalisation, the article advocates a strong emphasis on mental 
health and autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in incel communities. The authors are careful 
not to claim a causal relationship between mental illness and participation in incel forums or 
violence.100 However, in another (closely related) paper on the subject of incels, Moskalenko 
and colleagues101 find that radical incels who embrace “violent manifestations of the incel 
subculture” are “qualitatively different from the non-radical majority,” arguing that “radicalised 
incels are more likely to be on the neuro-divergent spectrum and more likely to have been 
bullied than non-radicalised incels.”102 This study supports Speckhard and colleagues’ finding 
that in comparison to the general population, rates of ASD diagnoses and traits are significantly 
higher in incel communities.103 As Gheorghe and Clement highlight, however, not only are 
these works promoting an ableist narrative, but in connecting incels’ experiences of bullying, 
social exclusion, and difficulty forming relationships with autism, such individuals are then 
signposted to incel communities and to form an affinity with incel rhetoric, potentially fuelling 
the now established association between incels and autism.104 

On a methodological note, it is worthwhile to note that these mental health struggles (anxiety 
and depression) and autism spectrum disorder diagnoses were all self-reported and not 
externally validated, and the article notes that almost half of survey respondents that reported 
mental health issues were self-diagnosed. While there are a variety of scales used in research on 
mental health that could have been used to validate these claims of mental health issues, none 
were used by the authors.105 Further, bullying and persecution were not defined in the survey 
but left up to respondents to interpret. This is concerning given that the authors themselves 
acknowledge that, 

...it is possible that the prevalence of mental health issues discussions on Incel forums creates a kind 
of “demand characteristic,” normalising and even encouraging those who wish to belong to the 
Incel community to express mental health problems.106 

However, this limitation does not come into the analysis itself. This is problematic, as self-
reporting of mental health issues or histories of bullying should not be necessarily taken at face 
value and in isolation, but instead analysed for how these incidents might interact with incel 
ideology, and victimhood and persecution as a key factor. Further, the authors do not interrogate 
whether or not the mental health issues explored are pre-existing, formed, or were worsened 
by participation in incel spaces. This is a big omission, especially considering how normalised 
suicide discourse is in incel spaces.107

In the IRS paper, this such-derived mental health struggles and incels’ “history of bullying and/
or persecution” is set in relation to their (supposed) rejection of violence from most incels 
according to the scale. Taking both of these findings together leads the authors to conclude that 
“there is little warrant for classifying Incels as a terrorist group based on the action of a tiny 
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minority among them.”108 Even if these numbers are an accurate representation, poor mental 
health or an ASD diagnosis does not justify or even mitigate the violence emanating from incel 
spaces nor membership in a hateful group. Misogyny and misogynistic motivated violence are 
not caused by mental illness, poor mental health, or autism, but rather the result of misogynist 
and patriarchal structures. Such assessments further risk stigmatising people with autism, 
mental illnesses, and poor mental health.109 Similarly, this does not explain participation in a 
hateful forum. Straight cis-men, which is how most incels on misogynist incel forums identify, 
are not the most vulnerable population in regards to mental health, and many other vulnerable 
populations (take LGBTQ+ youth for example) suffering from mental health issues, including 
being at high risk for depression and suicide, are very unlikely to commit mass violence.110 

Research on masculinity has indeed long found that experiences of bullying can result in a 
feeling of humiliation and emasculation, which has played a role in school shootings.111 
However, different from the IRS study, such studies typically highlight how this humiliation 
tends to be gendered as masculine and results from a male supremacist feeling of entitlement.112 
This entitlement is particularly strong in incel spaces, which are  fuelled by aggrieved sexual 
entitlement, making them feel like that they have been “sexually excluded” and have a moral 
obligation to get their “sexual rights” back.113 As Nicole Nguyen explains, in her exploration of 
the treatment of the 2015 Charleston Church massacre perpetrator, 

Mental health often is used as an alibi to justify massacres waged by white shooters, eschewing 
more complex discussions about the primacy of white supremacy as an organising frame for 
violence while criminalising individuals with psychiatric disability labels.114

The way in which mental health and ASD diagnoses are invoked in the IRS article, in part to 
establish that incels should not be classified as a terrorist group, combined with the lack of 
engagement in understanding how systemic misogyny and male supremacism fuels incel 
communities, but is also enacted beyond them, mirrors Nguyen’s observation of the treatment 
of white supremacist shooters. The invocation of mental illness, ASD diagnoses, and poor 
mental health dismisses the political agency of white and male supremacist actors, and instead 
pathologises participation in violent action and/or extreme movements as resulting from an 
abject mental state. Platforming these incel convictions without engaging with their implications 
is based on an underlying tendency of himpathy—the undue sympathy for men who have done 
harm.115 Because the authors fail to analyse the misogyny that shapes this movement, and put 
the emphasis instead on mental health, misogyny and male supremacy is at once made aberrant 
and excused. 

Conclusion 
The article presents a distinction between activists, terrorists, and those suffering from 
depression and loneliness. Incels are presented as a vulnerable population, through a proximity 
to a (supposedly positive) activism, a misunderstanding of how their unorganised activism 
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can still lead to mobilisation, and through an emphasis on mental health issues and other 
vulnerabilities. All of these are not set into a causal relationship by the authors; yet their co-
consideration in the context of any combination of these scales, as well as their portrayal as being 
somewhat indicative of individuals and groups’ violence potential, are problematic, because 
they imply them as factors to assess risk of incel violence. These factors are not set in relation 
to a more systemic perspective on ideology, including the centrality of misogyny as a violent 
category or goal of advocacy in itself. Yet, it is precisely where we can see overlaps between 
the distinct categories, as their misogyny rather than their self-understanding as activists or 
suffering from mental illness, that their status has the potential to become violent. This lack 
of engagement with how ideology and worldviews interact with violence is also reflected in 
the lack of a broader understanding of online radicalisation and recruitment as established 
means of the far-right, which does not necessarily lead to individual lone actor violence for all 
those involved, but entails dangers of a broader societal anti-democratic mobilisation based on 
distrust of institutions and resulting justification of a diverse set of violence. 

Discussion: An Easy Fit? On “Unreal” Research and Real 
Victims 
We see a variety of issues with how the authors of the IRS article treat incel radicalisation. While 
we have focused in particular on the problems of how the article conceptualises the core aspects 
of inceldom, violence and radicalisation, here we want to focus on the methodological and 
epistemological problems that accompany these shortcomings to outline why we consider them 
as particularly problematic when set in relation to their potential reception by policymakers. 

First, as we have outlined in all three sections, there is a lack of reflection on how the 
methodological approach of surveying a particular sample of incels relates to the broader incel 
community. This is not only relevant considering the sampling method as outlined above. While 
survey and interview data can provide new insights on who and why people participate in 
these spaces, it is important to caveat and triangulate these insights with data from the forums 
themselves. However, the IRS article positions the data mined from surveys and interviews 
as actual and real: “The prevalence of trolling and ‘shitposting’ on Incel social media makes 
extrapolating from Incel online rhetoric to their actual116 opinions and attitudes problematic 
and primary data on Incels (surveys or interviews) remain scarce.”117 In this way, the authors 
render online discourse analyses unreal and suspect, and therefore position them as less 
accurate. However, this underestimates how misogynist incels, who often seek to represent 
themselves as victims of women, feminism, and society, might choose to represent themselves 
in a way that emphasises their perceived victimhood with researchers.118 Further, as the IRS 
article, and other researchers have noted, incels are hesitant with outsiders, be they researchers, 
mental health professionals, or P/CVE interventionists, and participating in such a survey may 
also be a method of trolling but also a reason that those who responded are not representative 
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overall. For example, an earlier survey with Light Upon Light (the same countering violent 
extremism initiative involved in the IRS paper) was met with extreme scepticism and 
paranoia in several misogynist incel forums, with posts warning members to leave the forum 
for other spaces to protect their identities or risk having their personal information leaked 
to security authorities.119 These problematiques should be considered when interpreting the 
authors’ conclusion that their findings indicate that “news stories about Incel killers do not 
adequately represent the larger Incel population, the majority of which reject violence.”120 
Surveys or interviews are no more objective “real” representations than online discourses, 
and understanding of incel ideology based on these self-representations alone is concerning 
particularly when the difference between self-representation in surveys and interviews and 
online activity is not investigated. 

Yet, this epistemological perspective is often adopted by policymakers and practitioners for 
three reasons: first, the understanding of good research as quantitative and/or quantifiable 
fits well with the incentive of policymakers to base their interventions on what is perceived 
as an objective measure, which the IRS article claims to provide.121 Scholars have shown that 
the path-dependencies, as well as technocratic workings of policy-making cycles resonate with 
both the quantitative language and perspectives.122 Second, a similar “easy fit” applies to a lack 
of engagement with systemic factors, including the complex interplay between practices and 
rhetoric, between online and offline, and between direct and indirect and structural violence. 
These types of interplay are hard to capture, complex to include, require much long-term 
planning and research, and the triangulation of data. More so, the required solutions to such 
problems are likely to expose a necessary shift in the systemic workings of the institutions of 
governance themselves (in our case P/CVE practitioners and policymakers, as well as security 
apparatuses in a variety of government systems), which require hard work, self-reflection, and 
significantly, the political will to change. Compared to this, the IRS scale presents a much easier 
approach to inceldom by focusing on the easier more direct manifestations and effects. 

Third, as has been shown in previous works, the very basis of P/CVE interventions and some 
of the research on incels, are themselves implicated in the logics of male supremacy, which 
makes the above-mentioned reflection all the more necessary and all the harder.123 Similarly, 
the authors of the IRS article fail to critically assess the role that victimhood plays among male 
supremacists and obscure this victimhood claim’s foundations in male sexual entitlement and 
misogyny, and the harm that these movements perpetuate. While the IRS authors as well as 
a range of others publishing similar research, are hesitant to take incel’s hateful discourse 
completely seriously, many of them seem to readily, and uncritically, accept other narratives 
that incels hope to forward, namely, incels’ claim to victimhood. This readiness to accept male 
supremacist assumptions is not a particularity of the authors but is instead indicative of the 
broader embeddedness and uncritical replication of misogynist arguments in media and 
public discourses about incels so far.124 The fact that – as opposed to other radical movements 
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– incels’  narratives of victimhood and “non-violent”/”non-radical intentions” are taken to 
trump their expressions of violence is both problematic and revealing about how the analysis 
is unable or unwilling to tackle the underlying male supremacist worldviews of incels. Because 
the epistemological and methodological setting of the article is likely to resonate well and be 
easily integrated with policymaking practices and logic, we caution strongly against the usage 
of the IRS scale to assess the danger and violence emanating from incel spaces. Ultimately, 
the authors present their “newly validated” IRS to be a “useful measure for early detection of 
individuals vulnerable to radicalisation to violent Incel action.”125 However, as we have outlined, 
the methodology and validation of this scale is highly suspect. As we have shown, the framing of 
incels as simply “vulnerable” and “mostly peaceful” fails to recognise the less spectacular harms 
and violence (i.e., misogynistic, racist, and homophobic hate speech and cyberharassment, for 
example) that exist in misogynist incel spaces as fully “real.”126 All of these harms are then not 
recognised as political or representative of incels nor connected to broader structural male 
supremacy, but rather painted as a problem of “certain men.”127 Coupled with the emphasis on 
ASD diagnoses and a history of victimhood (through bullying) seems to explain away “radical 
incels,” and therefore any group association with violence or misogyny, and likely further 
stigmatise those with mental illness as potentially violent. We strongly caution against this 
approach, because, as we have shown, it ends up depoliticising the misogyny and violent rhetoric 
that other studies have recognised as widespread in incel spaces, and which has motivated the 
violence emerging out of incel and other male supremacist spaces.128 Moreover, it is precisely 
this rhetoric that has been shown to increase distrust in institutions and underlie a general 
democratic backsliding and general support for populist voices.129

Conclusion
This article has provided a discussion and feminist critique of the methodological, conceptual, 
and epistemological underpinnings of the IRS article, a potentially influential publication into a 
broader trend to assess incels based on surveys without a more comprehensive understanding 
of societal power dynamics. We have concluded that at best, the article relativises and excuses 
the violent emanations from these spaces. At worst, this scale contributes to the mainstreaming 
of misogynist male supremacist discourses of victimhood and antifeminism, reproduces 
antifeminist stances within academia itself, as well as an outdated perspective on the role of 
social media and online mobilisation and radicalisation. The central claim of this type of research 
and policymaking on incels is that “listening to incels” can help to expose a hitherto hidden 
mismatch between public perception of incels and their self-description. However, as we have 
shown, the very problematising of this supposed mismatch is part of incel’s identification as 
ultimate victimhood and is thus vital to their strategies to legitimise and perpetuate misogynist 
violence through their own position as victims. 
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More so, the mismatch between incel and media discourses is not as significant as it seems. 
Instead, feminist researchers have consistently shown that the underlying misogynist and male 
supremacist assumptions that undergird incel ideology are deeply embedded in both media 
and academic discourse. That the beliefs shared by incels are so easily published in media and 
research without problematising their misogynist roots and effects shows they are somewhat 
of an “easy fit” with sets of sexist beliefs, still deeply rooted in society and academia. Viewing 
the IRS article in this light, it can be identified as one incident of a broader tendency whereby 
the platforming of incel convictions contributes to the uncritical reproduction of misogynist 
male supremacist discourses of victimhood, which serve to cement antifeminist and misogynist 
belief sets within society and academia itself. In order to productively deal with decidedly 
antifeminist and misogynist movements, we argue that what is required instead is greater 
critical feminist awareness about how misogyny and male supremacy is not an individual 
characteristic of some men, which sometimes turn violent, but rather a systemic underpinning 
of most societies, which easily interlinks with other systems of oppression. We therefore want 
to close this piece with a call for researchers and policy practitioners to engage with a more 
comprehensive understanding of incel radicalisation that does not take incel’s claims of so-
called wounded male victimhood at face value, but instead integrates a systemic understanding 
of how male supremacy underlines and transcends incel radicalisation. Future analyses must 
be more careful about addressing the problematic effects resulting from research designs of 
uncritical epistemologies in male supremacist research. We recommend that practitioners and 
policymakers carefully consider the research that they choose to inform their recommendations, 
and critically reflect on the biases and interests that inform research, and their own positionality 
and practices. 
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Introduction
Spatial concentrations of violence and terrorism may be part of a larger pattern within the 
growth and decline of global systems.1 Wallerstein’s analysis of the birth of the modern world 
system in the 16th century showed Spain as the dominant world power, but as its power declined 
in the 17th century, Central Europe experienced growth. Such a shift in the world economy 
created new centres and left old ones behind.2 World-systems theory is mainly silent on issues 
related to terrorism because it was developed with an expressed interest in development and 
underdevelopment. International terrorism has not been addressed by world society/polity 
scholars, who have extensively catalogued the expansion of Western models of culture, including 
rationalised actions and universal standards impeding cultural relativism.3 While some world-
systems scholars have theorised for decades that terrorism and world-systems have a causal 
relationship, attempts to establish a causal relationship between economic inequality and 
terrorism have been inconsistent.4 In recent years, we have seen an increase in world-systems 
approaches to international terrorism. Still, the theoretical framework remains on the fringes 
of the discussion of global terrorism, terrorist financing, and the root causes of terrorism.5

We seek to examine how socio-spatial embeddedness may affect the location of terrorist 
attacks and sanctioned financial firms. For the purposes of this research note, a firm is defined 
as a business entity or non-profit organisation with a physical location that seeks to provide 
material support for terrorist activities, human rights violations, drug cartels, and/or other 
illicit practices that have been sanctioned by a government. This study uses fragility data with 
world-systems analysis and available data on sanctions and terrorist attacks to investigate 
to what effect spatial embeddedness may aid sanctioned firms and/or terrorist attacks as a 
proxy for violent extremism. We find that countries that are more likely to experience terrorist 
attacks are less likely to exhibit characteristics of spatial embeddedness—specifically, they 
lack political regime stability and are more likely to be illiberal. Conversely, sanctioned firms 
promulgate in countries where government regimes are stable and inclusive. Understanding 
these spatial dynamics underlies the understanding of effective strategies to counter violent 
extremism and promote a more secure global environment. 

Relevant Scholarship
Terrorism and Illicit Finance
Terrorist attacks, which increase the cost of shipping and disrupt supply chains, foster instability 
and a corresponding increase in securitisation.6 According to Hoffman, terrorism can be viewed 
in some instances as a reactionary response to ongoing efforts of international forces to seize 
power from individual states or localities.7 States that deal with terrorism and conflict incur 
high costs that reduce productivity and Gross Domestic Product (GDP), resulting in an economic 
incentive to end conflicts.8 After stability is restored, the redirection of security spending leads 
to macroeconomic stability in the form of rising tax revenue and poverty-reducing policies. 
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Overall, the instability that terrorism manufactures is remedied by ending conflict or displacing 
terrorism in other geographies.9 Once this occurs, governments begin to rebuild. Restated, 
the destruction wrought by terrorism results in an opportunity for governments to creatively 
rebuild in a manner that not only fosters economic growth but also provides an avenue for 
implementing long-term security measures and social development programmes that can help 
prevent future occurrences of terrorism.10 The presence and activities of coercive organisations 
provide rational explanations as to why a country like Iran would, on the one hand, utilise quasi-
governmental organisations to acquire and distribute resources and development essential to 
the state, but then finance and offer operational support to organisations like Hezbollah. Iran’s 
Qods Force has been sanctioned by multiple actors within the international community for its 
involvement in terrorist activities. The use of proxies in covert operations, as acknowledged 
by the Qods Force, has been a central element of Iran’s foreign policy.11 The Qods Force has 
been the significant force behind Hezbollah in Lebanon and various Shia militias in Iraq and 
other countries, with Brennan describing Iran as the “most active state sponsor of terrorism.”12 
These activities serve multiple purposes for Iran including soft and hard influence in the region 
through the use of proxy groups, to deter outside intervention, and to attempt regime change. 
Understanding the complex interplay between geopolitical struggle and criminal financing 
sheds light on the intricate dynamics of global systems and the actors involved.

Organised criminal activity has benefited from the spread of industrialisation and economic 
liberalism.13 Today, a sizeable portion of the global GDP is made up of a quasi-shadow economy 
of drug trafficking cartels, transnational criminal organisations, and terrorist groups.14 Criminal 
activity accounts for between 15 and 20 percent  of the world’s GDP and nearly half of national 
income in periphery and semi periphery nations.15 It is difficult to accurately determine the 
scope of operations and to separate an organisation’s licit activities from their illicit ones, which 
makes it challenging to study the economic effects of illicit economic activity.16 These linkages 
are growing partly as defensive measures, as Piazza found that terrorist groups involved in 
crime were half as likely to face demise as their non-criminally involved counterparts.17 
Understanding the intricate relationship between globalisation, organised crime, and the 
shadow economy is essential for developing effective strategies to combat illicit activities and 
promote a more transparent and equitable global economic system. 

This interplay between licit and illicit activities in various contexts highlights the complexities 
of the global economic system and the blurred boundaries between legality and illegality in 
different regions and industries. International corporations occasionally blur the line between 
legal and illegal activity in the form of bribes and other activities that the West associates with 
organised crime due to the country-to-country differences in societal and cultural norms.18 
Local economies benefit from the production of illegal drugs, currency counterfeiting, and 
money laundering in peripheral urban areas.19 For instance, many businesses in the Mexican 
town of Altar stock supplies for immigrants who try to enter the United States illegally.20 The 
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provincial government of Fujian implicitly granted permission for extensive human smuggling 
and trafficking operations after they noticed the significant financial impact.21 States may 
publicly claim to be fighting organised crime, but their decisions and willingness to crack down 
on these operations are often influenced by the financial benefits derived from illicit activities.22

Socio-spatial Embeddedness, Sanctioned Firms, and Terrorism
The theories and findings related to embeddedness stem from Polanyi’s development of 
analytic types of economic exchange in societies.23 Central to the concept of embeddedness 
is that the location and organisation of a firm are “socially and historically constructed,”24 
meaning that location selection for a firm is embedded within the social and historical 
construction of that society such that how firms are organised and why can be determined 
based on the social structures observed  into the broader society. Licit firms are known to 
benefit extensively from “relational proximity”—the clustering and colocation that is central to 
firm success and the development of social capital between firms.25 Polanyi notes that cultural 
and social relations are embedded into the economic system, suggesting that the non-economic 
institutions within societies continue to play an important part in informing economic systems 
and, in turn, firm development, creation, and promulgation. The development and fostering 
of social and geographic ties are known to be vital.26 And these ties are known to be relevant 
to terrorist groups given the need for secrecy and trust. Social and geographic ties aid in the 
establishment of networks based on trust and discretion.27 Furthermore, the absence of strict 
enforcement or a bias towards socio-spatial embeddedness might facilitate the operations of 
illicit organisations.28

Sanctioned firms and terrorist organisations are entities made up of individuals. These groups, 
while dedicated to illegal activity, desire to achieve their goals in similar ways to licit and legal 
entities.29 Given that they, like licit and legal entities, exist within a globalised market economy, 
they exploit available social and economic structures in similar ways.30 Stys et al. showed that 
covert networks in the Democratic Republic of the Congo are linked with overt networks directly 
and indirectly via third parties.31 Further, they find that civilians living amid militarised conflict 
share the same “social support patterns” as demobilised and active combatants.32 Hence, they 
conclude that covert and overt networks “are impossible to disentangle.”33 Similarly, Cheon 
found that lethal terrorist attacks have a negative impact on the longevity of a foreign subsidy’s 
embeddedness, especially if the host nation has weak institutions.34 However, if the foreign 
subsidy is staffed by local employees and has local investors, it greatly improves the subsidy’s 
likelihood of withstanding a terrorist attack even in the face of weak governmental institutions. 
Overall, recent research suggests that in certain spaces, overt networks—such as legal and licit 
firms—must embed themselves in some fashion or another with covert networks. 

What follows is our investigation of these theories. Based on previous research, we expect to 
find positive relationships between weak government institutions and terrorist attacks. But 
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when we see connections between attacks and/or sanctioned firms to institutional variables 
do we see relationships or trends across space? Is there an embeddedness to where sanctioned 
firms and/or terrorist attacks occur? If so, what trends exist? This work is meant to connect 
theories from economic geography and economic sociology with the study of terrorism and 
illicit finance. By focusing on spatial embeddedness, we hope to further our understanding of 
covert networks via indirect, but readily available, data and methods. 

Materials and Methods
Methods
We focus on a set of logistic regressions to test multiple sets of hypotheses. This is done by 
independently considering whether terrorism and firms are affected by the effectiveness 
variables, and then separately the legitimacy variables. Next, we combine effectiveness, 
legitimacy, democracy, and consider world system and location variables. The twin dependent 
variables of financing and attacks are measured through a dichotomous measure of whether 
a terrorist attack happened, or a firm was sanctioned in a given year (1 = yes; 0 = no). The 
use of attacks to measure terror is a standard proxy, particularly in the investigation of spatial 
relationships.35 We additionally utilise the Terror Finance (TerrorFi) Database of firms known 
to be sanctioned for illicit activities.36 Our independent variables are presented in Table 1 and 
are predominantly based on the State Fragility metrics. We disambiguate the effectiveness 
and legitimacy variables, modelling them both separately and together. We additionally utilise 
a measure of democracy, dummy variables to differentiate semi-periphery and periphery 
countries from core countries. For our final model, we also include regional dummy variables.

Table 1. Independent Variables
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Data
We use the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) and the TerrorFi Database to derive our 
independent variables, both from the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and 
Responses to Terrorism (START).37 We use the GTD to derive when and where attacks have 
occurred. TerrorFi provides data on when a firm was placed on a sanctions list and where that 
firm was/is located. This modelling relies on the subsection of TerrorFi data based on the Office 
of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) list. Firms on this list in the TerrorFi data are classified as 
state-backed businesses, non-state companies, threat financing, and narcotrafficking.

The bulk of our independent variables come from the State Fragility Matrix.38 This dataset 
scores the 167 countries in the world with populations greater than 500,000 from the years 
1995 to 2014 on effectiveness and legitimacy along the axes of security, economy, social, and 
politics. The State Fragility Matrix aims to quantify “state-society relations” across a wide range 
of validity and effectiveness. The measures that make up the matrix are created in response to 
critiques about the ‘whole of society’ approaches to governmental analysis.39 We separately 
consider the effectiveness and legitimacy of each subtype to reflect on whether the difference in 
appearance or implementation is meaningful in terrorist acts or finance. Economic Effectiveness 
is defined as gross domestic product per capita.40 Chase-Dunn constructed the basis for our 
world systems classifications, designating countries as periphery, semi-periphery, and core.41 
Social Effectiveness is based on the Human Development Index from the United Nations, and 
provides five-year estimates of the Gini Coefficient.42 We use this information to identify the 
role of economic inequality in terrorism.

Results
Table 2 shows our four regression models, presenting odds ratios for the relevant variables and 
indicating significance levels. In our first model, examining the effectiveness variables, attacks 
show a positive and significant correlation with security, political, and economic effectiveness, 
while being negatively correlated with social effectiveness. Notably, attacks tend to increase in 
countries with weaker political effectiveness. The positive relationship between attacks and 
security effectiveness is unsurprising, given the sensitivity of the security effectiveness variable 
to political violence. The positive relationship between attacks and security effectiveness is 
unsurprising, given the sensitivity of the security effectiveness variable to political violence. 
Further, firms and economic effectiveness exhibit a positive link, suggesting that locations with 
stronger GDP per capita make it easier to establish firms. The relationship between attacks and 
economic effectiveness shows a significant positive relationship, although the effect is minor. 
Finally, attacks and firms are negatively associated with social effectiveness, implying that the 
number of attacks and firms should increase as the Human Development Index (HDI) score 
rises. 
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Table 2. Binary Logistic Regression Models

The second set of models—focusing on terrorism and sanctioned firms as a function of 
security, political, economic, and social legitimacy—reveals different linkages compared to the 
models on effectiveness. Security effectiveness, a measure of state repression, indicates that as 
repression levels increase, terrorist attacks are much more likely to occur. Similarly, increased 
repression is associated with a higher likelihood of sanctioned firms. Attacks also become more 
likely when a country’s political legitimacy is weakened, particularly concerning the inclusion 
of minority populations in government. Exclusion of minority populations correlates with an 
increased likelihood of terrorist attacks. However, we do not observe a similar association with 
sanctioned firms. Economic legitimacy is negatively correlated with attacks, which suggests 
that as a country’s exports decline, the likelihood of terrorism increases. In contrast, firms and 
attacks are significantly and negatively correlated with social legitimacy, measured by infant 
mortality. A decline in infant mortality is associated with an increase in both terrorist attacks 
and sanctioned firms. 

Our third model incorporates all effectiveness and legitimacy variables, moderating the 
estimated impact of many relationships. This model fit improves considerably over considering 
each set of these metrics alone. The relationship between attacks, economic effectiveness, and 
social effectiveness becomes insignificant, consistent with previously reported findings that 
GDP per capita (economic effectiveness) is not a reliable predictor of terrorist attacks. Likewise, 



    

127

Vol. XVIII, Issue 1 - March 2024 

 Perspectives on Terrorism 

HDI (social effectiveness) has no meaningful relationship with terrorist attacks. Economic 
legitimacy and social legitimacy are found to be insignificant predictors of sanctioned firms, 
contrasting with our earlier findings. When only considering the legitimacy variables, economic 
legitimacy was insignificant, but social legitimacy was significant. Overall, it appears the social 
and financial effectiveness and legitimacy variables are the most sensitive to the inclusion of 
additional variables. We find it notable that social and economic legitimacy are significant 
predictors of attacks, while social and monetary effectiveness are predictors of firms. 

Our final model includes additional variables to control for democratic versus authoritarian 
tendencies in governance, position within the world system, and geographic region. When 
these variables are included with the legitimacy and effectiveness variables, economic 
effectiveness becomes a significant predictor of terrorist attacks, but economic legitimacy and 
social effectiveness drop out of the model. Social legitimacy maintains significance in the attack 
model. This suggests that when we control for regions, governance, and world-systems position, 
exports and HDI do not have a statistically significant relationship with terrorist attacks at this 
scale of analysis. Conversely, the social and economic legitimacy variables remain insignificant 
predictors of sanctioned firms. The democracy variable is significant for both models, but 
we observe basically no effect – terrorist attacks are ever so slightly more likely to occur in 
democratic leaning countries, while sanctioned firms are ever so slightly more likely to appear 
in countries that trend toward authoritarianism. The world-systems variables indicate a greater 
likelihood of attacks occurring in core countries, while there is no significant relationship in the 
semi-periphery and a repelling relationship in periphery countries. Sanctioned firms are more 
likely to appear in core countries than semi-periphery or periphery countries. Regionally, we 
held Middle East and North Africa as the control. Despite this, the most outstanding effects occur 
in South Asia, likely due to the number of terrorist attacks and sanctioned firms in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan. North America has no significant relationship, and all other regions have negative 
relationships for attacks. 

Conclusions
Terrorism may serve a purpose in the larger institutional order by “opening up a space” for 
alternate forms of government and regulation experimentation.43 We find that while sanctioned 
firms serve as intervention opportunities within the larger structure of the world economy, 
illicit financing supports existing systems and contributes to bringing semi-peripheral countries 
closer to the global order. We additionally find evidence that supports claims that illicit financial 
firms will set up in core countries and use the same systems as licit financial entities. We find little 
evidence to support claims that terrorist attacks prefer specific spheres of the world system. 
We find that firms and attacks are more likely to occur in nations where security is fragile, and 
repression is systemic. In such locations, ties and embeddedness are critical as covert networks 
are intertwined with overt networks to operate effectively.44 This pattern is particularly evident 
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in our final model. Sanctioned firms increase in locations where regimes are stable, and societies 
are more inclusive. The stability and inclusiveness increase the availability of embeddedness. 
Stabile regimes demonstrate that the existing network of political, social, and economic elites 
is in some form of equilibrium which fosters trust. However, these networks may increase 
opportunities for corruption and eventually lead to disagreements or factions. This, in turn, 
may explain why attacks increase when regimes are unstable and societies are less inclusive. 
Attacks, as a proxy for violent extremism, are negatively correlated with social cohesion. One 
potential explanation is that as the level of social cohesion decreases nationally, factions of 
elites foster subnational cohesion along economic, societal, and/or political cleavages. Some 
of these groups may be motivated by grievances or injustices, subsequently spurring violent 
extremist influence and increased attacks. 

What is evident is that the countries where attacks and sanctioned firms co-locate are similar 
and diverge in important ways. We should expect to see extremist violence and organised 
criminality appear in all societies, but due to individual variance, the amount of embeddedness 
within a society is not  constant. Consequently, social, political, and economic cohesion 
are variable. The political legitimacy variable could be seen as a proxy for socio-spatial 
embeddedness. This variable is negatively correlated with firms and positively correlated with 
attacks. This is telling because it suggests that in factionalised societies where embeddedness 
may be limited to constrained social groups (ethnic, economic, etc.), we observe more terrorist 
attacks. However, in countries where we observe more inclusive socio-spatial embeddedness, 
we increase the likelihood of sanctioned financial firms. Further investigation is necessary and 
warranted at the government and/or organisational level to identify whether these findings at 
the global level hold at local levels.
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Introduction
Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) are an integrated part of the modern military, and the ongoing 
war in Ukraine has shown how small UAVs are hard for air defences to intercept.1 The earliest 
recording of a violent non-state actor (VNSA) using armed UAVs in an attack date back to 2006. 
At that time, Hezbollah launched three armed UAVs—allegedly carrying 40 to 50 kilograms of 
explosives—against Israel from southern Lebanon. All three UAVs were intercepted by Israeli 
F-16 fighter jets.2 While it took eight years until the next recorded attack, when Hezbollah 
attacked the al-Nusra Front in 2014, VNSAs have now been using armed UAVs for nearly two 
decades.3 Since the 2006 Hezbollah attack, UAVs have been integrated into the repertoire of 
ISIS, Hamas, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), various Iran-affiliated militias in Iraq and Syria, drug 
cartels in Mexico, and most notably the Houthis in Yemen, to name a few.4 At the onset of 2024, 
UAVs are extensively used in several interconnected conflicts in the Middle East, between 
Israel, Hamas and Hezbollah, between the Houthis and an international coalition operating in 
the Red Sea, as well as between Russia and Ukraine.5 And in January 2024, a UAV attack against 
a remote US  military base in Jordan killed three US soldiers and injured more than 40 others; 
an Iranian-backed militia based in Iraq subsequently claimed responsibility for the attack.6

UAVs’ potential in combat has been showcased by both nation-states and VNSAs. Notably, the 
war between Ukraine and Russia (following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine) has shown how small 
UAVs are capable of supporting combatants with intelligence, surveillance, target acquisition, 
and reconnaissance.7 It has also  demonstrated the value of small commercial off-the-shelf UAVs 
and first-person view (FPV) UAVs in dropping grenades onto enemy combatants or merely 
flying directly into them to set off the destructive payload.8

This research note builds on the 2020 article published in Perspectives on Terrorism by 
Haugstvedt and Jacobsen, which explored the characteristics of non-state actors’ use of 
weaponised UAVs in their operations, and whether VNSAs were using armed UAVs as a strategic 
weapon.9 The 2020 research explored the notion of strategic bombing by VNSAs, specifically 
asking whether or not VNSAs choose targets discriminately, have a mass casualty focus, and 
prefer soft targets when using armed UAVs.10 Target discrimination refers to whether attacks 
are carried out against specifically chosen targets. Soft targets are often defined as vulnerable 
targets that are difficult to protect and have a high likelihood of mass casualties in the event of 
a successful attack.11 Mass casualty incidents are not defined through a fixed number of harmed 
individuals. Instead, the term is context-specific and refers to whether or not the incident 
overwhelms the local emergency and healthcare systems.12 Specifically, this research note will 
present descriptive statistics on the distribution of UAV attacks across years, regions, various 
VNSAs, and types of targets (among other variables), and it will supplement and update the 
findings from the research published in 2020. 

Methodology
The dataset with records of VNSAs using UAVs in attacks spans from 2006 through 2023 and 
includes 1,122 incidents. The data collection of UAV attacks by VNSAs follows the same strategy 
as presented in the article published in 2020, which included: automatic Google alert search 
strings; a review of incidents reported in the Global Terrorism Database; the LiveUAMap; 
Bellingcat analyst Nick Waters’ collection of ISIS UAV attacks; and a weekly search for articles, 
news reports, and research about non-state actors’ use of UAVs.13 The data is managed using MS 
Excel with the XL STAT package, and is analysed with descriptive statistics. Please also see the 
note on the last page about ethical considerations and data privacy. 
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Results
Yearly Attacks
Figure 1 shows that there is a substantial variation in a number of UAV attacks each year. Until 
2023, 2017 was the year with the most recorded UAV attacks by VNSAs. 

Figure 1. Number of Attacks by Year

The high number of attacks in 2017 is almost exclusively related to ISIS’s defence of Mosul and 
Raqqa. In 2023, a high number of UAV attacks were located in Iraq, Syria, Israel, and Yemen, 
and VNSAs such as Hamas, Hezbollah, the Houthis and various militias affiliated with Iran are 
responsible for the majority of attacks. 

Geographic Locations
The Middle East and North Africa are by far the regions in which most VNSA UAV attacks occur 
(see Figure 2). From 2006 through 2023, 91.3 percent of all such attacks happened in this region. 
Figure 3 highlights the countries where three or more UAV attacks by VNSAs are recorded. Iraq 
is, with 248 recorded incidents, the country with the highest number of UAV attacks by VNSAs. 
This is similar to the reporting in the 2020 article. However, Saudi Arabia has now surpassed 
Syria as the country with the second-highest number of such attacks. 

These are followed by Yemen and Israel, similar to the findings in the 2020 research.14 
Additionally, as Figure 3 shows, there are 38 recorded UAV attacks located in the Red Sea. 
The attacks were recorded in the Red Sea if they were directed at a vessel in the Red Sea, or 
intercepted in the Red Sea while en route to a target in Israel, as was the case in many incidents 
in late 2023.
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Figure 2. Number of Attacks by Region

Figure 3. Number of Attacks by Country

Two important countries to comment upon are Mexico and Myanmar. In Myanmar, the 27 
recorded incidents primarily involve attacks conducted by the People’s Defence Force (PDF) 
against the armed forces of the military junta, which in 2021 retook power in Myanmar.15 In 
Mexico, 22 incidents are recorded. These are connected to conflicts between cartels, often 
involving Cártel Jalisco Nueva Generación (CJNG), or between cartels and the Mexican military/
police. Official statements from Mexico report a substantially higher number of attacks from 
cartels.16 However, the official statements do not provide details about the attacks. As such, 
the included incidents are incidents where factors such as date, location, and targets of attacks 
(among other variables) can be verified. 
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Responsible VNSA
Figure 4 shows the number of UAV attacks by a VNSA responsible for five or more attacks. 
This limitation is set for visual reasons, as a substantial number of VNSAs are linked to only 
one or two such attacks. The most notable distinction from the 2020 research is the number 
of attacks by ISIS, which is stable, and the comparatively high number of attacks perpetrated 
by the Houthis in Yemen. Additionally, various VNSAs with ties to Iran are often reported on 
as “Iran-affiliated militia”, or “Iran-supported militia”. Combined, the VNSAs with ties to Iran 
are responsible for 53.9 percent of all UAV attacks by VNSAs. In this assessment, the following 
VNSAs are considered as having ties to Iran: Houthis, Hamas, Hezbollah, Kataib Hezbollah, 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Islamic Resistance in Iraq, and the various Iran-backed militias in 
Iraq.

Figure 4. Number of Attacks by Various VNSAs

 

Targets
UAV attacks by VNSAs are directed at military targets in 50.5 percent  of the recorded incidents 
(see Figure 5). This is a decrease compared to the results in the 2020 article, where 57 percent 
of attacks were directed at military targets.17 Compared to the findings in 2020, where 16.8 
percent of the attacks had an unknown target, the entire data from 2006 to 2023 shows that 
24.6 percent of the recorded attacks have unknown targets. The unknown target category 
occurs mainly in attacks where the UAV has been intercepted before it reaches its target. 

In terms of VNSAs using UAVs as a strategic weapon, bombing certain targets is likely to influence 
a policy change more than others, as they directly impact the lives of citizens in  society. The 
Houthis stand out as a VNSA that, by choice or chance impacts such targets more than other 
VNSAs. The Houthis are responsible for 100 percent  of the attacks against commercial shipping 
vessels, as well as 88.2 percent of the attacks against civilian airports. Additionally, the Houthis 
are responsible for the majority of attacks against energy infrastructure (such as oil refineries) 
and 28 percent of the attacks against private citizens and property. 
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Figure 5. Number of Attacks by Target Category

In the full dataset from 2006 to 2023, 57.8 percent of UAV attacks were directed at hard targets. 
This is a substantial decrease from the 71.4 percent hard targets reported in the 2020 article.18 
One explanation for this is the number of unknown targets as reported above, as well as the result 
of a critical evaluation of each incident. It is also a consequence of the challenge to determine 
the characteristics of the target and to assess whether it is a hard or soft target. As an example, 
a civilian airport is in most cases not a location protected with advanced counter-UAV (CUAV) 
capabilities, such as a military compound or naval vessel. However, a civilian airport is likely 
a more secure location than an open area marketplace, a town square, or a small residential 
building, where unprotected and unprepared civilians are likely to be gathered. Similarly, a 
commercial shipping vessel or oil refinery is likely not outfitted with CUAV capabilities but is 
also not occupied by unprepared civilians. Hence, a civilian target is, in many cases, categorised 
as a hard target.

Figure 6. Number of Attacks on Hard and Soft Targets
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Fatalities and Injuries
As shown in Figure 7, UAV attacks by VNSAs have resulted in 494 fatalities and 868 injuries. 
The number of fatalities and injuries from the UAV attacks was available in respectively 623 and 
619 incidents, with a mean of 0.79 fatalities and 1.4 injuries per attack. However, in many of 
the cases where UAVs are used, as are rockets or missiles. Hence, the number of harmed in such 
attacks must also be attributed to these weapons as well. Additionally, two cases contribute 
considerably to these high numbers. First, a Houthi UAV and missile attack on a Yemeni military 
compound in Marib, Yemen, on 20 January, 2020 killed 111 and wounded 30 soldiers.19 Second, 
a UAV and missile attack on a military college in Homs, Syria, on 5 October, 2023 killed at least 
89 and wounded over 300.20 These two attacks skew the mean number of fatalities and injuries 
per attack, and this must be taken into account when reading the findings in this research note. 

Figure 7. Number of Fatalities and Injuries from UAV Attacks

Number of UAVs Used in an Attack
For each UAV attack included in the dataset, the involvement of one single UAV was recorded 
unless otherwise specified. If the phrasing of the incident report contained “UAVs” in the plural, 
without specifying the number in use, two UAVs were recorded. Where the specific number of 
UAVs used was reported, that number was recorded. In the majority of attacks (79.0 percent), 
VNSAs use one single UAV. However, as Figure 8 shows, two UAVs were used in 161 (14.3 percent) 
attacks, and three UAVs were used in 26 attacks (2.3 percent ). Additionally, two events stand 
out from the others. On 19 June 2021, the Houthis attacked a military base in Khamis Mushait, 
Saudi Arabia, using 17 armed UAVs.21 

Later, on 16 December, 2023, the Houthis used 14 armed UAVs in an attack against commercial 
shipping vessels in the Red Sea.22 All of the UAVs were reportedly intercepted and destroyed in 
the above cases.
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Figure 8. Number of UAVs Used in an Attack

Results of Attacks
This variable in UAV attacks by VNSAs refers to whether a UAV was able to impact its target. 
This occurs either in the case of loitering munition UAVs, flying into the target, or in the case 
of quadcopter-style UAVs dropping explosives onto a target below. When it is not possible to 
determine whether a VNSA UAV attack impacted its target or not, the attack is coded as having 
an unknown result. The findings indicate that 50.8 percent were successful, while 37.3 percent 
were intercepted by air defences or other defensive means. Additionally, in 11.9 percent of the 
incidents, it was not possible to determine the result of the attack from the available data. The 
results from the complete data from 2006 to 2023 vary from the findings presented in the 2020 
article, particularly regarding the number of UAVs being intercepted. In the 2020 research, only 
21 percent of attacks were recorded as intercepted.23 

Figure 9. Number of Successful, Intercepted, and Unknown-Result Attacks
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Summary of Findings
2023 is the year with the highest number of recorded UAV attacks by VNSAs. The Middle East 
and North Africa remain the region where the majority of such attacks have happened from 
2006 to 2023, particularly in Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Yemen. The records of attacks in 
Mexico and Myanmar broaden the geographical dimension of VNSAs’ UAV attacks in the updated 
dataset. The Houthis in Yemen are responsible for 431 UAV attacks, surpassing ISIS (with 257 
UAV attacks). The Houthis are also accountable for UAV attacks that may have a strategic effect, 
as they stand out as the only VNSA currently targeting commercial shipping vessels, civilian 
airports, and energy infrastructures.

Additionally, VNSAs with ties to Iran are responsible for 53.9 percent of all UAV attacks by VNSAs. 
Military facilities and personnel are most frequently targeted by VNSAs’ UAVs, accounting for 
50.5 percent of all such attacks. Hard targets in general, where unprepared civilians are less 
likely to be located, account for 57.8 percent of all targets. Further, of the 1,122 recorded UAV 
attacks, 50.8 percent successfully reached their target, while 37.3 percent were intercepted by 
air defences. It was not possible to determine the result of the UAV attack in 11.9 percent of 
the incidents. Lastly, when VNSAs conduct an attack using UAVs, they use a single UAV in 79.0 
percent of the attacks. However, there are 161 attacks where at least two UAVs were employed, 
and 26 attacks where three UAVs were used. In two extreme outliers, the Houthis used 17 UAVs 
in one attack and 14 UAVs in another.

The findings from the analysis of the updated dataset reveal that the patterns identified in the 
2020 article persist.24 VNSAs still choose targets discriminately, and direct most of their UAV 
attacks against hard or hardened targets, such as military targets or hardened civilian targets. 
As previously noted, the Houthis have a broader targeting strategy and direct their armed UAVs 
against civilian targets as well. There is however a challenge to identify the characteristics of 
every target without actually being on the ground, and with at times limited data available. 
Additionally, with a few exceptions, VNSAs’ UAV attacks do not cause mass casualties. VNSAs’ 
target discrimination towards challenging targets substantiates the finding that VNSAs do not 
actively seek to create a mass casualty incident with their UAV attacks. 

Conclusion
This research has identified that VNSAs have been responsible for 1,122 UAV attacks from 
2006 to 2023. VNSAs continue to use armed UAVs in attacks against primarily military targets, 
and primarily in the Middle East. As noted earlier, the prevalence of UAV attacks conducted 
by cartels in Mexico, and by forces fighting the military junta in Myanmar, produce a broader 
geographical distribution of UAV attacks than what was found in the 2020 article. Also, the 
Houthis are an outlier in two ways. First, they stand out as responsible for a high number of 
UAV attacks. Second, they also stand out regarding the type of targets of their UAV attacks. 
The Houthis are willing to direct their UAVs against civilians and essential targets for societal 
functioning, such as energy infrastructure and global trade. As such, the Houthis indicate 
through their actions that they use UAVs as a strategic weapon to influence policy among their 
nation-state counterparts. The use of armed UAVs by both nation-states and VNSAs and their 
showcasing of UAVs may facilitate the proliferation of UAVs by VNSAs beyond those who have 
already integrated UAVs into their repertoire. 
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Note on Ethical Considerations and Data Privacy
All data used in this research have been procured through open sources, such as reports in 
newspaper articles, thematic reports, as well as briefs from research institutions, to name 
a few. The initial data collection did not include incidents from social media. However, the 
data protection office [Personvernombudet] at the University of Stavanger considered the 
information about incidents reported on Twitter/X as public information. Hence, after discussing 
the use of incidents found on social media with the data protection office, this data source was 
also included in the research. As the data used in this research are all from open and publicly 
available sources, focused on incident information, the research has not been submitted for 
ethical evaluation to the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD).

Håvard Haugstvedt holds a PhD in social sciences from the University of Stavanger, Norway. 
Haugstvedt is affiliated with the University of Stavanger, and conducts research on non-state 
actors’ use of armed UAVs. Haugstvedt also conducts research on social work, social workers, and 
various preventive efforts, such as multiagency collaboration.
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Christine Andreeva, The Evolution of Information-Sharing in EU Counter-Terrorism: A Post-
2015 Paradigm Shift? (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2023), 258 pp., US $ 
135.00 [Hardcover], ISBN: 978-1-8039-2829-6.

As explained by the author, the book examines the impact of two paradigmatic changing junctures 
in the European Union’s counter-terrorism campaign in the aftermath of two significant sets 
of al- Qaida/Islamic State terrorist attacks: Madrid (March 2004), London (July 2005), and 
the later ones in Paris (November 2015) and Brussels (March 2016). One transformative 
consequence was the “increased effectiveness of cross-border and inter-agency coordination…
due to improved institutional design and legislative frameworks, leading to further policy 
integration” (p. 1). This excellently organised book’s chapters include valuable tables, timelines 
of attacks, and summary references to EU CT-related documents. The author is a Postdoctoral 
Fellow at the Centre for Security Studies, Metropolitan University Prague, Czech Republic.

Christian Kaunert, Alex MacKenzie, and Sarah Leonard, The European Union as a Global 
Counter-Terrorism Actor (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2022), 192 pp., US $ 
115.00 [Hardcover], ISBN: 978-1-7825-4827-0.

This is an interesting account of the European Union’s (EU) twin roles in counter-terrorism 
internally and globally. As the authors point out, the EU’s role in countering terrorism evolved 
after al-Qaeda’s 9/11 attacks, when several EU countries joined the US military’s intervention 
in Afghanistan to remove the Taliban from power and decimate al-Qaeda. Two dimensions of 
EU counter-terrorism campaigns are examined: external and internal. The external dimension 
focuses on the EU’s (or its member-states’) involvement in countering terrorism in regions such 
as the Sahel region in Africa (e.g., Mali), the Middle East (especially Iraq and Syria), and Central 
Asia (e.g., Afghanistan). The internal dimension consists primarily of counter-terrorism security 
governance structures and legislation. In the conclusion, the authors posit questions for further 
research, such as to what extent EU’s counter-terrorism measures succeeded in mitigating the 
threat by the Islamic State, the nature of the EU’s cooperation with the US in counter-terrorism, 
the impact of counter-terrorism on the member-states’ domestic civil liberties, and the impact 
of Brexit on the EU’s overall counter-terrorism efforts. Christian Kaunert is a Professor at 
Dublin City University, Republic of Ireland and University of South Wales; Alex MacKenzie is 
a Senior Lecturer at the University of Liverpool, UK; and Sarah Léonard is the Jean Monnet 
Chair on Migration, Security and Intelligence in the European Union at the School of Law and 
Government, Dublin City University, Ireland.
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Paul Burke, Doaa’ Elnakhala, and Seumas Miller (Eds.), Global Jihadist Terrorism: Terrorist 
Groups, Zones of Armed Conflict and National Counter-Terrorism Strategies (Northampton, 
MA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2021), 352 pp., US $ 163.00 [Hardcover], ISBN: 978-1-8003-
7129-3.

This is a conceptually innovative edited handbook of jihadist terrorism by presenting three 
ways of analysing this subject. In the first, four significant jihadist terrorist groups are profiled 
(al-Qaida, Islamic State, Hamas, and Laskar-e-Taiba). This is followed by examining how these 
groups operate in four conflict zones (Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Palestine-Israel). Finally, 
the counter-terrorism campaigns by five targeted democratic governments are assessed 
(the United States, United Kingdom, France, Israel, and India). Although the volume lacks a 
concluding chapter to present the case studies’ findings, it is a valuable reference handbook 
for authoritative information about these terrorist groups, their areas of operations, and the 
targeted governments’ responses to their threats. Paul Burke is a Senior Researcher at the ERC 
Project on Counter-Terrorism Ethics, Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands; Doaa’ 
Elnakhala is a non-resident Research Manager at the Carnegie-Middle East Centre, Lebanon 
and a consultant at the Athletic Integrity Unit, Monaco; and Seumas Miller is a Professor of 
Philosophy at Charles Sturt University, Australia, Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands 
and the Oxford Uehiro Centre for Practical Ethics, University of Oxford, UK.

Jerome Drevon, Institutionalizing Violence: Strategies of Jihad in Egypt (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2022), 264 pp., US $ 80.00 [Hardcover], ISBN: 978-0-1976-4369-3.

This is a highly detailed and authoritative account of the Sunni Egyptian al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya 
and Islamic Jihad – two leading jihadist terrorist groups that were active in Egypt beginning 
in the 1970s. The author points out that while the two jihadi groups shared the same militant 
ideology to overthrow the secular Egyptian state, their strategic objectives and tactics to achieve 
them diverged over time. The more violently militant Islamic Jihad, under the leadership 
of Ayman al-Zawahiri, was responsible for the assassination of Anwar al-Sadat, Egypt’s late 
President, on October 6, 1981, and eventually joined Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda in the late 
1990s. Al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya, on the other hand, turned away from violent militancy following 
the July 2003 coup that overthrew the Islamist President Mohamed Morsi, and eventually 
became a legitimate political party. This book is recommended as an important comparative 
case study on the two jihadi organisations and the factors driving the divergent paths that such 
organisations pursue to pursue their political and socio-religious objectives. The author is a 
Senior Analyst on jihad and conflict at the International Crisis Group (ICG). 
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Sajjan M. Gohel, Doctor, Teacher, Terrorist: The Life and Legacy of Al-Qaeda Leader Ayman 
Al-Zawahiri (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024), 544 pp., US $ 39.95 [Hardcover], 
ISBN: 978-0-1976-6536-7.

This is a detailed and well-written biography of the life, ideological writings, and terrorist 
activities of Ayman al-Zawahiri, Osama bin-Laden’s long-time deputy. He succeeded him as al-
Qaida’s leader following bin Laden’s assassination by the US Navy Seals on May 2, 2011, in his 
hideout in Abbottabad, Pakistan. After 10 years as al-Qaida’s leader, on July 31, 2022, Al-Zawahiri 
was subsequently assassinated by US Special Forces in his hideout in Kabul, Afghanistan. This 
is not a critical biography, as the author concludes that al-Zawahiri demonstrated “strategic 
patience” by “content[ing] to bide his time for the long-term survival of al-Qaeda and future 
jihadists” (p. 349), when one could argue that his ineffectual and bland leadership led to the 
organisation and its previously charismatic brand being overtaken by the Islamic State as 
the dominant global jihadi terrorist organisation and ideological leader. The author is the 
International Security Director at the Asia-Pacific Foundation, London, England. 

Sara Kamali, Homegrown Hate: Why White Nationalists and Militant Islamists Are Waging 
War Against the United States (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2022), 440 pp., US 
$ 29.95 [Hardcover], US $ 24.95 [Paperback], ISBN: 978-0-5203-6002-0.

This is an important, well-written and extensively researched comparative account of the threats 
presented to the United States by far-right white nationalists and militant Islamists. Especially 
noteworthy is the author’s examination of their “striking parallels and marked differences” (p. 
4). The white nationalists, the author points out, view America’s “political landscape as currently 
in their favour, because they have been both tacitly and explicitly endorsed by President Donald 
Trump,” while the militant Islamists “view themselves as directly opposed not only to the US 
government and all of the institutions constituting its bureaucracy but also, by extension, to 
their fellow Americans” (p. 4). In one parallel, the militant Islamists and the white nationalists 
share “a strong element of misogyny” while advocating male patriarchy over them (p. 4). In 
another parallel, both “identify intensely with a sense of their own victimhood…” (p. 5). To 
analyse these issues, the book is divided into four parts: who they are (with a valuable section on 
definitions and terminology), why they fight (in the US and against their American adversaries), 
what they want (a white ethno-state or an Islamist caliphate), and what can be done to address 
their respective threats. In conclusion, the author recommends “a holistic justice approach, 
one based on the principles of anti-oppression and empathy, in order to effectively secure the 
homeland for all Americans, irrespective of creed or colour” (p. 251). He also recommends a 
fair and balanced federal statute to criminalise domestic terrorism (p. 255). The author is the 
Founding Director of Kamali Consulting.
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Seumas Miller, Adam Henschke, and Jonas Feltes (Eds), Counter-Terrorism: The Ethical Issues 
(Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2021), 224 pp., US $ 137.00 [Hardcover], ISBN: 
978-1-8003-7306-8.

As explained by the volume’s editors, its contributors examine significant ethical issues in 
governments’ counter-terrorism campaigns, with a particular focus on jihadist terrorist groups 
such as al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and their affiliates. These issues include how terrorism is 
defined, applying criminal statutes against suspected terrorists, targeted killings by governments 
against their terrorist adversaries, enhanced interrogation techniques against incarcerated 
terrorists, preventive detention, limiting freedom of expression of terrorist-related content on 
social media, waging psychological warfare against terrorist insurgents and their supporters, 
utilising bulk metadata collection on the Internet to gather intelligence on suspected terrorists, 
and how to respond to terrorists’ potential use of weapons of mass destruction (p. 1). This 
reviewer wishes the editors had provided a concluding chapter to synthesise the contributors’ 
findings, but the stand-alone chapters still provide an essential framework for understanding 
the ethical issues involved in governments’ counter-terrorism campaigns against their terrorist 
adversaries. Seumas Miller is a Professor of Philosophy, Charles Sturt University, Australia, Delft 
University of Technology, the Netherlands and the Oxford Uehiro Centre for Practical Ethics, 
University of Oxford, UK; Adam Henschke is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of Philosophy, 
University of Twente, the Netherlands; and Jonas Feltes is a PhD candidate in the Department 
of Values, Technology & Innovation at Delft University of Technology, the Netherlands. 

Jeffrey D. Simon, The Bulldog Detective: William J. Flynn and America’s First War Against 
the Mafia, Spies, and Terrorists (Lanham, MD: Prometheus Books, 2024), 288, pages, $29.95 
Hardcover], ISBN: 978-1-6338-8865-4.

This is a fascinating and dramatic account of Flynn, the director of the Bureau of Investigation 
(BI, forerunner of the FBI) in the late 1910s and 1920s. During this period, he led American law 
enforcement’s fight against a spectrum of domestic national security threats. These included 
uncovering a German spy and saboteur ring in the US prior to the First World War, later 
dismantling a major Mafia organisation in Little Italy, New York, and investigating domestic 
anarchists. In a chapter entitled “Last Hurrah,” the author discusses Flynn’s involvement in the 
investigation of the Galleanist anarchist cell’s alleged bombing of Wall Street on September 
16, 1920, which killed 38 people and wounded more than 200 others. In a dramatic turn, 
Flynn was forced out of the BI in 1921, with his successor subsequently replaced in 1924 by 
J. Edgar Hoover, who was 29 years old at the time. Interestingly, the identity of the Wall Street 
bombing’s perpetrators remained unknown, although the author speculates that it was likely 
Mario Buda, a militant Galleanist (p. 165). The author has published several important books 
about terrorism and is a former RAND analyst who has also taught at UCLA.
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Silke Zoller, To Deter and Punish: Global Collaboration Against Terrorism in the 1970s 
(New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2021), 360 pp., US $ 145.00 [Hardcover], US $ 35.00 
[Paperback], ISBN: 978-0-2311-9547-8.

In this important and innovative account, the author focuses on a formative period in the Cold 
War from 1968 to 1984, when primarily the United States and Western governments (including 
Israel) began to implement counter-terrorism campaigns against their international terrorist 
adversaries. What is unique about this period, the author explains, is that counter-terrorism was 
primarily “based on diplomatic and state-on-state collaboration…” (p. 7). As an international 
history, the author “traces state officials’ approaches in various countries to issues of political 
violence and terrorism within international relations. It highlights mid-level bureaucrats who 
conducted negotiations in international organisations and oftentimes shaped the policy results” 
(p. 7). In what this reviewer considers an overly partisan approach, the author refers to Western 
policy-makers as advocating “Global North positions on terrorism and political violence” (p. 7) 
against the Global South, in which terrorism was considered a criminal activity. This approach, 
the author argues, “downplays revolutionary, postcolonial, leftist, and similar views, views 
that threaten the global status quo and the predominance of Global North countries…” in the 
international system (p. 245). Moreover, the author does not define the difference between 
terrorism and other forms of political violence. Despite such criticisms, this is a valuable case 
study for shedding light on an essential formative period in the modern history of the nature 
of primarily Western governments’ counter-terrorism campaigns, which have significantly 
evolved in their response measures since then. The author is an assistant professor of History 
at Kennesaw State University, Georgia.
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