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Terror as Strategy and Relational Process
Charles Tilly*
ABSTRACT
Common explanations of terrorism, here illustrated by the work of Jessica Stern and of
US State Department analysts, have two significant weaknesses. First, they homogenize
terror, assuming that one type of person, group, or action accounts for most instances of
its use. Second, they focus on dispositions and motives, decision logics, emotions, or
cultural templates of terror-producing actors prior to their action. Adequate explanations
of terror must repair these defects by a) looking systematically at variation among producers of terror and b) shifting the focus to relations among actors. Terror is a strategy
employed by a wide variety of persons and groups, involving a substantial range of actions.
Keywords: relational process, terror, violence

Harvard social science lecturer Jessica Stern has written a vivid first-person Iwas-there book called Terror in the Name of God. Stern recounts how after
years as an expert on terrorism – the Council on Foreign Relations gave her the
resounding title Superterrorism Fellow – she began seeking out religious terrorists and asking them detailed questions about their lives. She first interviewed
terrorist Kerry Noble in 1998.
Noble had by then served years in prison, convicted of conspiracy to
possess unregistered weapons. During the early 1980s, he had risen to secondin-command of a militant Christian cult called the Covenant, the Sword, and the
Arm of the Lord (CSA). The CSA hoped to speed the Messiah’s return to earth.
They thought they could do so by overturning the US government, which had
sold itself to the Antichrist in the forms of Jews, blacks, the United Nations, and
the International Monetary Fund. CSA members called their enemy the Zionist
Occupied Government, or ZOG.
On 19 April 1985, federal and state agents laid siege to the weaponpacked 240-acre compound the cult had built in rural Arkansas. Three days
later, after negotiations in which a widely known racist preacher mediated, the
group’s military home guard surrendered. Kerry Noble became a federal
captive.
Thirteen years later, Stern met ex-convict Noble and his wife Kay at
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their home in a Texas trailer park. By now Noble had become an anti-cult
activist, but he had not lost his religious zeal. ‘Although I had been studying and
working on terrorism for many years by that time,’ Stern reports, ‘none of what
I had read or heard prepared me for that conversation, which was about faith
at least as much as it was about violence’ (Stern, 2003: xiv).
Stern’s interview with Noble started five years of travels across the world.
She sought out and talked to Christian, Muslim, and Jewish militants who had
committed themselves not merely to hate but to kill their enemies. Her subjects
qualify as terrorists because they engage in terrorism, as she defines it: ‘an act or
threat of violence against noncombatants with the objective of exacting revenge,
intimidating, or otherwise influencing an audience’ (Stern, 2003: xx). They qualify
as religious terrorists because they threaten or inflict violence, as Stern’s book
title puts it, in the name of God. They wage holy war.
Precisely because Stern combines strongly stated arguments with firsthand observation, her dramatic book provides a wonderful opportunity to think
through what it means to explain terror. How do concepts, evidence, and explanations intersect, in her account and in competing accounts of terror? This
article summarizes Stern’s explanations, compares them with those of the US
State Department, and identifies weaknesses in both. Although I will sketch a
way of thinking about terror that differs from Stern’s and State’s, the point of
this article is not to sell my own explanations. It is to help us think together
about more or less valid strategies of explanation.
Any valid approach begins with well-stated questions. Stern clearly
identifies the two main questions she is asking: first, what grievances lead people
to join and stick with holy war organizations? Second, how do leaders run effective terrorist organizations? On her way to answers, she reports a fascinating
pilgrimage through dangerous places.
What grievances? Stern sees Jewish, Christian, and Muslim holy
warriors as humiliated people who have learned to blame specific others for
their suffering. They seek to simplify and purify their own lives by participating
in heroic acts that will simplify and purify the whole world. The humiliation may
occur at an individual level, or it can result from stigma attached to a whole
category of people – for instance, all Muslims or all Jews. Since the world
continues to reject the objects of humiliation and to persist in its corruption, the
division between ‘us’ and ‘them’ becomes sharper and sharper. The division
itself generates rage and a readiness to use any means, including lethal violence,
against the enemy.
Kerry Noble, Stern reports, suffered from chronic bronchitis as a child.
It so weakened him that in first grade he attended the girls’ physical education
class instead of exercising with the boys. Other boys bullied him. He wanted to
be valedictorian of his high school class, but his family’s frequent moves made
him ineligible. The military turned him down because of his childhood illnesses.
While he was working in an ‘awful job’ after high school, one night he had a
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vision in which God gave him the gift of teaching and pastoring. That vision
started him on the long road to the CSA, along which he accepted the cult’s
division of the world into the few who would emerge sainted from Armageddon and the ungodly remainder condemned to awful, rapid death (Stern, 2003:
22–4).
What sorts of terrorist organizations survive and prosper, as Stern sees
it? Stern singles out organizations whose leaders provide combinations of spiritual, emotional, and material rewards meeting the needs of people who are
already seeking to participate in simplifying and purifying the world. Although
charisma helps, steady provision of spiritual, emotional, and material benefits
helps even more.
If you accept Stern’s explanation of religiously framed terrorist
violence, what competing explanations should you reject? We might call them
the coercion, brainwashing, ideology, and variety theses. Militant groups sometimes capture and coerce new members, who initially comply out of fear,
however much they may later adapt to membership. Critics of cults have often
accused them of brainwashing vulnerable people, turning them into obedient
servants of alien causes. We hear a great deal about religious extremism as a
product of seductive, perverted ideology, with committed killers acting out the
implications of mistaken beliefs. Finally, a few plaintive voices, including mine,
insist on the variety of people and organizations that actually engage in terrorism. Rejecting coercion, brainwashing, ideology, and variety accounts, Stern
describes a single path to religious terrorism. The path leads from personal or
cultural humiliation to us–them thinking to membership in groups that support
lives organized around fundamental distinctions between good and bad, pure
and impure, us and them.
Later I will state my reservations about Stern’s arguments and will also
point out concessions Stern herself makes to the competition. For now, let us
simply note that Stern’s arguments differ significantly from explanations in
other analyses of terror (e.g. Caddick-Adams and Holmes, 2001; Crenshaw,
1983, 1995; della Porta and Pasquino, 1983; Farah, 2004; Futrell and Brents, 2003;
González Callejo, 2002a, 2002b; Kalyvas, 1999; Kushner, 2001; Mason and
Krane, 1989; Mommsen and Hirschfeld, 1982; Oliverio, 1998; Rapoport, 1999;
Ruby, 2002; Schmid, 2001; Schmid and de Graaf, 1982; Senechal de la Roche,
2004; Smelser and Mitchell, 2002a, 2002b; Tilly, 2002a; Turk, 2004; Waldmann,
1993; Walter, 1969). Other analyses give more credence to the coercion, brainwashing, ideology, or variety theses, as well as usually emphasizing political
processes more strongly.
Greatly broadening its scope from religious fanaticism, for example, the
US State Department defines terror as ‘premeditated, politically motivated
violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or
clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience’ (State, 2004a: xii).
Box 1 states the crucial specifications. The State definition of terror differs from
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Box 1 Definitions of terrorism used in state department reports
No one definition of terrorism has gained universal acceptance. For the
purposes of this report, however, we* have chosen the definition of terrorism contained in Title 22 of the United States Code, Section 2656(d). That
statute contains the following definitions:
The term terrorism means premeditated, politically motivated violence
perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or
clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience.
The term international terrorism means terrorism involving citizens of the
territory of more than one country.
The term terrorist group means any group practicing or with significant
subgroups that practice international terrorism. The United States Government has employed this definition of terrorism for statistical and analytical
purposes since 1983.
* State Department reporters

Stern’s mainly by requiring political motivation and by excluding threats in
favor of actual violence. But it takes in a much wider range of actions than the
explicitly religious intimidation and vengeance on which Stern concentrates. In
general, it rests on a more political view of terrorism than Stern’s; seen up close,
State’s terrorists may be fanatics, but they are struggling for political power,
sometimes work for foreign powers, and often ally themselves with other political actors, foreign or domestic.
State’s own catalogs of terrorism say as much. Table 1 lists ‘significant
terrorist incidents’ that State tallied for January 2003 according to a generous
application of its own definition. Incidents range from placing a bomb in the
toilet of a Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurant (Hyderabad, Pakistan) to a
double suicide bombing killing 23 (Tel Aviv, Israel) to the kidnapping of two Los
Angeles Times journalists in Colombia. With regard to most incidents, the State
Department’s compilers did not know who performed the act and therefore
could not, strictly speaking, judge whether they consisted of ‘subnational groups
or clandestine agents’, much less whether the perpetrators intended to influence
some audience. If the presumed terrorists attacked US persons or property such
as Colombia’s Cano Limon-Covenas oil pipeline, the attack was more likely to
enter the inventory. Nevertheless, State’s statisticians did pick up the sorts of
episodes that mass media commonly label as terrorist attacks.
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Table 1.
Significant terrorist incidents, January 2003, according to US State Department
Date

Incident

1/5

India: In Kulgam, Kashmir, a hand grenade exploded at a bus station injuring 40 persons: 36
private citizens and four security personnel, according to press reports. No one claimed
responsibility.

1/5

Pakistan: In Peshawar, armed terrorists fired on the residence of an Afghan diplomat, injuring
a guard, according to press reports. The diplomat was not in his residence at the time of the
incident. No one claimed responsibility.

1/5

Israel: In Tel Aviv, two suicide bombers attacked simultaneously, killing 23 persons including:
15 Israelis, two Romanians, one Ghanaian, one Bulgarian, three Chinese, and one Ukrainian
and wounding 107 others – nationalities not specified – according to press reports. The attack
took place in the vicinity of the old central bus station where foreign national workers live. The
detonations took place within seconds of each other and were approximately 600 feet apart, in
a pedestrian mall and in front of a bus stop. The al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade was responsible.

1/12

Pakistan: In Hyderabad, authorities safely defused a bomb placed in a toilet of a Kentucky
Fried Chicken restaurant, according to press reports. Two bomb explosions in Hyderabad in
recent months have killed a total of four persons and injured 33 others, all Pakistanis. No one
has claimed responsibility.

1/21

Kuwait: In Kuwait City, a gunman ambushed a vehicle at the intersection of al-Judayliyat and
Adu Dhabi, killing one US citizen and wounding another US citizen. The victims were civilian
contractors working for the US military. The incident took place close to Camp Doha, an
installation housing approximately 17,000 US troops. On 23–4 January, a 20-year-old Kuwaiti
civil servant, Sami al-Mutayri, was apprehended attempting to cross the border from Kuwait to
Saudi Arabia. Al-Mutayri confessed to the attack and stated that he embraces al-Qaeda
ideology and implements Usama Bin Ladin’s instructions although there is no evidence of an
organizational link. The assailant acted alone but had assistance in planning the ambush. No
group has claimed responsibility.

1/22

Colombia: In Arauquita, military officials reported either the National Liberation Army
(ELN) or the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) terrorists bombed a section
of the Cano Limon–Covenas oil pipeline, causing an unknown amount of damage. The pipeline
is owned by US and Colombian oil companies.

1/24

Colombia: In Tame, rebels kidnapped two journalists working for the Los Angeles Times. One
was a British reporter and the other a US photographer. The ELN is responsible. The two
journalists were released unharmed on 1 February 2003.

1/27

Afghanistan: In Nangarhar, two security officers escorting several United Nations vehicles
were killed when armed terrorists attacked their convoy, according to press reports. No one
claimed responsibility.

1/31

India: In Srinigar, Kashmir, armed terrorists killed a local journalist when they entered his
office, according to press reports. No one claimed responsibility.

Source: US State Department (2004a: 95–6).
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Where do the data come from? By congressional mandate, since the
1980s State has issued an annual report on global terrorism. Until 2003, State
officials collected annual summaries from embassies across the world, compiling them into a global catalog with simple statistics. After 9/11 and shortly
before the American-led invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration changed the
reporting procedure. It created the (ominously named) Terrorist Threat Integration Center. The new center took over responsibility for preparation of the
annual catalog, which in turn compiled reports from the Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA), the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Department of
Homeland Security and the Department of Defense. Descriptive details, nevertheless, seem to have come largely from press reports.
The new coordination did not work well. State’s annual report for 2003,
issued on 29 April 2004, stated that acts of terrorism had declined from 346 in
2001 to 198 in 2002 to a record low 190 in 2003 (State, 2004: 1). Deputy
Secretary of State Richard Armitage took credit for the decline on behalf of the
Bush administration’s antiterror efforts. ‘You will find in these pages,’ declared
Armitage, ‘clear evidence that we are prevailing in the fight’ (Associated Press,
2004: 1). After prodding by Congressman Henry Waxman of California,
however, on 10 June the department issued a retraction: the 2003 data from the
CIA, FBI, Homeland Security Department, and Defense Department were
‘incomplete and in some cases incorrect’ (State, 2004b: 1). Between my consulting the 2003 report on 20 June 2004 and my follow-up the next day, the 2003
report disappeared from the State Department web site.
By the morning of 23 June, a ‘Year in Review (Revised)’ had appeared
at the web site. The revision not only raised the event count for 2003 from 190
to 208, but also increased some figures for earlier years (State, 2004c). At the 22
June press conference releasing the new numbers, Secretary of State Colin
Powell conducted an irritable exchange with reporters:
Asked if the new statistics meant that the United States was not ‘prevailing,’ Mr
Powell said that he had to leave for a meeting at the White House but that two
specialists would explain. ‘Here are the experts,’ he said. ‘They will tell you’
(Weisman, 2004: A12).

Experts J. Cofer Black, coordinator for counterterrorism, and John O.
Brennan, director of the Terrorist Threat Integration Center, blamed an obsolete
database and a defective computer program for the previous undercount. We
should understand, then, that the State Department’s terror statistics won’t
stand up to close social scientific scrutiny (Krueger, 2004; Krugman, 2004). But
they do illustrate a distinctive way of thinking about terror, a way that differs
from Jessica Stern’s main line of argument.
With the new numbers in place, Figure 1 shows the trend in State’s count
of significant terrorist attacks from 1980 to 2003. Clearly the overall trend ran
downward. The total reached a high point in 1988, and generally declined
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Figure 1.
Total international terrorist attacks, 1980–2003
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(Source: US State Department, Patterns of Global Terrorism, selected years)

thereafter. The 208 attacks of 2003 lie far below the frequencies of the 1980s,
when the numbers rarely fell below 500 reported terrorist attacks per year.
Overall casualties fluctuated more from year to year than did number of attacks,
but deaths generally declined as well from the 1980s onward (Enders and
Sandler, 2002). The years from 1999 to 2003 produced a dramatic rise and fall
of reported deaths in terrorist incidents:
1999: 233 deaths
2000: 405
2001: 3547 (including 3000 assigned to 11 September)
2002: 725
2003: 625
If the Bush administration contributed to the decline of terror after 2001, then,
according to its own figures, it was furthering a downward trend that started a
decade earlier.
Note, in any case, what these counts exclude, even if they get the trend
right. The word ‘terror’ took on a political meaning with the French Revolution’s virtue-imposing dictatorship of 1793 (Gérard, 1999; Greer, 1935; Guenniffey, 2000; Mayer, 2000). From that point on, analysts often applied it to
governments that enforced compliance by threat and deed. In the recent past,
Stalin, Hitler, Pol Pot, and Saddam Hussein have all figured as men who ruled
by terror, with the implication that except for fear their people would have
rejected them. The State Department’s definition of terror, however, excludes
the threat or use of force by governments (Oliverio, 1998; Stanley, 1996; Tilly,
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1985). It also downplays the frequent employment of threat and coercion by
armies and militias against civilian populations during civil wars (Berkeley, 2001;
Chesterman, 2001; Davenport, 2000; Ellis, 2000; Tishkov, 1997, 2004).
Whether backed by governments or not, genocide and ethnic cleansing
likewise do not appear in the State Department counts (Bax, 2000; Brubaker
and Laitin, 1998; Harff, 2003; Human Rights Watch, 2004; Kakar, 1996; Levin
and Rabrenovic, 2001; Mamdani, 2001; Mazower, 2002; Naimark, 2001; Prunier,
1995, 2001; Taylor, 1999; Toft, 2003; Uvin, 2001). Although we might quibble
over that unexploded bomb in a Pakistani toilet, State Department listings
generally omit threats to do harm unless someone had put lethal weapons in
place, ready for use. Official US government inventories of terrorism draw a
rough circle around episodes in which politically identified actors other than
governments or armies apply violent means to noncombatants, with special
attention to episodes in which perpetrators and victims identify with different
national governments.
So what? No one owns the definitions of terror, terrorism, or terrorists
(Tilly, 2004b). Any working definition of terror excludes some candidate actions
and events. Politically speaking, it usually helps your cause to use the term
‘terror’ for actions of which you disapprove, and to exempt actions of which you
approve. Definitions begin to matter, however, when you shift from description
or evaluation to explanation. At exactly that point two implicit claims come into
play. First, in explanations a concept such as terror lays a claim to identify a
causally coherent phenomenon rather than a convenient miscellany. Second, the
same concept points to similarities and differences: instance X resembles
instance Y, but differs in kind from instance Z.
Jessica Stern, for example, makes both claims: that religiously motivated
terrorism has common properties that make it eligible for a single line of explanation, and that it differs deeply from other applications of violence with which
careless analysts might easily confuse it. Responding to a legislative requirement that it file an annual report on international terrorist attacks, the State
Department makes no such strong claims for explanation. Yet its own annual
reports assume a shadowy world in which power-seeking nonstate actors strike
out at noncombatant citizens, organizations, and corporations of legitimate
regimes, especially the US regime.
Both Stern and State, furthermore, point their readers to a distinctive
form of explanation, a dispositional explanation. Crudely speaking, general
descriptions and explanations of social processes divide into three categories:
systemic, relational, and dispositional. Systemic accounts posit a coherent, selfsustaining entity such as a society, a world economy, a community, an organization, a household, or, at the limit, a person, explaining events inside that entity
by their location within the entity as a whole. Some systemic accounts of terror,
for example, treat it as a worldwide effect of globalization and rapid social
change that disrupt previously existing constraints on extremism. Systemic
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descriptions and explanations have the advantage of taking seriously a knotty
problem for social scientists: how to connect small-scale and large-scale social
processes. They have two vexing disadvantages: the enormous difficulty of identifying and bounding relevant systems, and persistent confusion about cause and
effect within such systems.
Relational accounts take interactions among social sites as their starting
points, treating both events at those sites and durable characteristics of those
sites as outcomes of interactions. Relational accounts of terrorism stress changes
in connections among persons and groups, for example altered ties among exiles,
international criminal networks, and domestic power-seekers. Relational
descriptions and explanations have the advantage of placing communication,
including the use of language, at the heart of social life. They have the disadvantage of contradicting common sense accounts of social behavior, and thus of
articulating poorly with conventional moral reasoning in which entities take
responsibility for dispositions and their consequences.
Like systemic descriptions and explanations, dispositional accounts
posit coherent entities – in this case more often individuals than any others –
but explain the actions of those entities by means of their orientations just
before the point of action. Across the social sciences, dispositional accounts
come in several competing varieties. They sometimes feature:
•
•
•
•

motives, from individual to collective; they include Stern’s ‘grievances’;
emotions, again from individual to collective;
decision logics, often in the form of matches among incentives, preferences, and opportunities; and
cultural templates, including ideologies.

But in all these varieties, they fix on orientations of actors that precede and
presumably cause action. Stern’s account of recruitment and commitment to
street-level terrorist activity emphasizes humiliation and alienation as shapers
of individual or collective dispositions. When cast at the level of the individual
organism, dispositional descriptions and explanations have the advantage of
articulating easily with the findings of neuroscience, genetics, and evolutionary
analysis. They have the great disadvantage of accounting badly for the emergence of new properties in relations among entities, much less for the effects of
aggregate properties such as population density and network structure.
Dispositional descriptions and explanations have another remarkable
property that increases their attractiveness to a wide range of users: they
resemble the stories in which people generally package their everyday accounts
of human events and social processes (Tilly, 2002b, 2004a). Stories place limited
numbers of motivated actors within well-bounded times and spaces, accounting
for everything that happens as consequences of those actors’ behaviors. By
attributing responsibility to concrete actors, they make it easy to distribute
praise and blame. We have watched Jessica Stern tell the story of Kerry Noble,
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which clearly calls up praise and blame – mostly blame – for his participation in
the CSA.
Stories simplify causation drastically by eliminating simultaneous and
reciprocal causation, feedback, incremental effects, indirect effects, environmental influences, mistakes, and most unanticipated consequences. They do a
wonderful job of making events and social processes memorable and comprehensible, but at the cost of ignoring the sorts of complex causation that appear
regularly in biological, physical, economic, or sociological explanations of the
same events and social processes. Everyday discussions of terror tell stories:
terrorists – certain kinds of persons – felt desires to inflict harm on certain sorts
of victims, and did so. Stern’s story of Kerry Noble starts with his childhood and
troubled youth, which supplied him with the disposition to participate in
religious terrorism.
Trouble starts exactly there. Trouble Number 1 homogenizes terrorists,
saying that all share the same dispositions. Terrorists could, of course, actually
be homogeneous in the same sense that everyone who catches measles catches
it in pretty much the same way, through ingestion of a paramyxovirus. In fact,
Stern buys into that image when she says, ‘I have come to see terrorism as a kind
of virus, which spreads as a result of risk factors at various levels: global, interstate, national, and personal’ (Stern, 2003: 283). Beware of virus analogies when
it comes to human affairs! Viruses exist; we can see them under a microscope.
They enter cells, reproduce, alter cell structures, and cause visible damage. To
use the virus analogy for a social process, one must make sure one pins down
the agent, the mechanism, and the consequences and make sure the agent
produces its effects in essentially the same way every time.
Trouble Number 2 treats dispositions as sufficient causes: once we know
what terrorists want, we can explain their actions. Stern gestures in that direction as she describes her search for empathy with religious extremists who kill:
‘It is possible to understand and vicariously share the feelings that give rise to
terrorism – if only briefly – and still maintain that the terrorist’s actions are
immoral, or even evil’ (Stern, 2003: xvii). Then she pulls back. The book builds
in relational explanations galore: recruitment processes, organizational
processes, processes that affect the opportunity to kill, and more. Still, like most
users of dispositional explanations in the social sciences, she treats these
relational processes not as direct causes but as factors that promote or inhibit
the central cause of terrorism: formation of a consciousness dividing the world
starkly into us and them, seeing us as pure but threatened, seeing them as
impure and threatening.
Dispositional explanations of terror confront relational explanations at
many points. Take the example of public uproar over the treatment of Muslim
captives in Iraq: the first phase of the discussion asked how such bad apples as
the low-ranking soldiers who tortured and humiliated their Iraqi captives could
have acquired such rotten dispositions, especially how female soldiers could
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possibly have become so perverse. But the farther the discussion goes, the more
relational processes involving the whole military and civilian hierarchy become
central to the explanation. ‘Given the known facts,’ complains veteran reporter
Anthony Lewis, ‘the notion that the photographed outrages at Abu Ghraib were
just the actions of a few sick men and women, as President Bush has repeatedly
argued, is beyond belief’ (Lewis, 2004: 8). I am agreeing with Lewis but
complaining about the line of explanation as well. In the world of terror at large,
dispositional explanations do not take us far. If we do not go relational, we will
not explain terror.
Let me state my counterclaims as clearly as I can. Here they are:
1.

2.

3.

Terror is not the outflow of a uniform mentality but a strategy employed
by a wide array of actors whose motives, means, and organization vary
greatly.
Political actors who commit their whole lives to terror perform only a
small share of all terroristic acts; the overwhelming majority of terrorists also engage in other sorts of politics, or non-politics, simultaneously,
earlier, and/or later.
If we are trying to explain when, where, and how people actually engage
in terror, relational explanations will serve us far better than systemic
or dispositional explanations.

All this amounts to saying that terror is a strategy, that the strategy involves
interactions among political actors, and that to explain the adoption of such a
strategy we have no choice but to analyze it as part of a political process.
Here is another way of illustrating the same claims. Look back at the
nine significant terrorist incidents the US State Department reported for
January 2003. Leave aside doubts about the exclusion of armies and governments, as well as about the selectiveness with which the CIA, FBI, Homeland
Security Department, and Defense Department gathered their reports of
such incidents. Suppose you acquire a specialist’s knowledge of each and
every episode. Find out who performed the violence, even where the State
report doesn’t tell you. Interrogate the perpetrators. Read their minds. You
will not, I predict, find that the agents of terror the State Department locates
in India, Pakistan, Israel, Kuwait, Colombia, and Afghanistan shared the same
motives and outlooks, however broadly you define those motives and
outlooks.
Suppose further that you persist in asking why these people, times, and
places, rather than others, why these victims, why these means of inflicting
damage. You will then, I forecast, find yourself writing a sort of questionnaire
with headings something like these:
1.
2.

What processes brought these particular people to the sites of violence?
How did the means of violence reach the perpetrators’ hands?
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What produced the boundaries and relations between perpetrators and
victims?
What kinds of social settings and circumstances promote or inhibit these
processes of recruitment, supply, and boundary formation?
To what extent and how did the violent encounters result from coordination by leaders, planners, and organizations?

As you answer these pressing questions, you will be moving onto
relational ground (Tilly, 2003: chapter 1). Even if you cling to dispositional
explanations, you will increasingly place them within relational contexts. You
will find available stories – even those told by so-called terrorists and terrorism
experts – increasingly inadequate. You will, in short, join me in my dissatisfaction with dispositions as sufficient causes of anything so complex as terrorism.
A relational perspective helps bring some order into the analysis of
terror. Here are four relational steps:
1.

2.
3.
4.

Notice that a recurrent strategy of intimidation – a relation, not a
propensity – occurs widely in contentious politics, and corresponds
approximately to what many people mean by terror: asymmetrical
deployment of threats and violence against enemies.
Recognize that a wide variety of individuals, groups, and networks
sometimes employ that strategy.
Connect the strategy systematically to other forms of political struggle
proceeding in the same settings and populations.
Observe that specialists in coercion ranging from government
employees to bandits sometimes deploy terror under certain political
circumstances, usually with far more devastating effects than the terror
operations of nonspecialists.

The horrors of 9/11 should not blind us to systematic variation in the
character and origins of terror.
Terror as a Strategy Asymmetrical deployment of threats and violence against
enemies does have a crude logic of its own. It differs from such competing strategies as accommodation, negotiation, subversion, infiltration, propaganda, and
open warfare. In addition to whatever harm it inflicts directly, it sends signals –
signals that the target is vulnerable, that the perpetrators exist, that the perpetrators have the capacity to strike again. The signals typically reach three different audiences: the targets themselves, potential allies of the perpetrators, and
third parties that might cooperate with one or the other. Although some users
of terror (for example, a minority of 19th-century anarchists) operate on the
theory that destruction of evil objects is a good in itself, most terror supports
demands for recognition, redress, autonomy, or transfers of power. Considered
as a strategy, terror works best when it alters or inhibits the target’s disapproved
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behavior, fortifies the perpetrators’ standing with potential allies, and moves
third parties toward greater cooperation with the perpetrators’ organization and
announced program.
Multiple Uses of Terror From ‘Mafiosi’ to ruthless governments, people who
operate protection rackets intermittently deploy terror against enemies and
uncertain clients (Gambetta, 1993; Stanley, 1996; Varese, 2001; Volkov, 2000,
2002). Whether or not they operate large-scale protection rackets, repressive
governments frequently apply terror to threatening minorities. Weak,
beleaguered governments commonly adopt the strategy of exemplary punishment: inflicting terrible public retaliation on those few enemies they manage to
seize, with the announced threat of visiting similar punishments on others who
dare to challenge them. But dissidents seeking autonomy, striking at their rivals,
or trying to bring down governments likewise sometimes engage in asymmetrical deployment of threats and violence against enemies by means that fall outside
the forms of political struggle routinely operating within the current regime.
During the past few decades, religious and ethnic activists have been by
far the most frequent nongovernmental strategists of terror (see e.g. Beissinger,
2001; Derluguian, 1999; Gurr, 2000; Horowitz, 2001; Kakar, 1996). Sometimes
they have demanded autonomy, sometimes they have sought control of existing
governments, but often enough they have struck directly at their religious and
ethnic rivals. The terrible Rwandan genocide of 1994 pivoted ultimately on
ethnic control of the Rwandan state, and, despite the slaughter of Tutsis by the
hundreds of thousands, ended with the seizure of state power by Tutsi-dominated military forces. The genocide itself activated all these different uses of
terror (Des Forges et al., 1999; Mamdani, 2001; Pillay, 2001; Prunier, 1995, 2001;
Taylor, 1999; Uvin, 2001).
Terror and Other Forms of Struggle As these varied examples suggest, the
strategy of terror appears across a wide variety of political circumstances, in the
company of very different sorts of political struggle. Attacks of Irish Protestant
and Catholic activists on each other and on governmental targets, for instance,
frequently follow the strategy of terror, but they generally intersect with other
forms of negotiation at international, national, and local levels (Farrell, 2000;
Hart, 1998; Jarman, 1997; Keogh, 2001). In many parts of the world, specialized
military forces – governmental, nongovernmental, and antigovernmental –
frequently engage in kidnapping, murder, and mutilation in addition to their
occasional pitched battles with other armed forces.
Because armed forces depend on arms, equipment, food, and pay even
when they are living off the land, such terror-wielding armies thrive especially
where they can seize control of income-generating resources such as drugs,
timber, diamonds, and other minerals. Often they then adopt terror to maintain
control of the crucial resources rather than concentrating on the seizure of state
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power. Extensive connections with emigrant diasporas magnify those effects,
most likely because the exiles both provide external support for rebels and offer
conduits for contraband into and out of rebel territory (Collier and Hoeffler,
2004).
Terror and Specialists in Coercion The prominence of organized armed forces
in certain types of terror lends itself to analytic confusion. It is all too easy to
conflate terror-deploying governments, armies, militias, paramilitaries, and
rebels with conspiratorial zealots. We actually need a twofold distinction: first
between violent specialists and others, then between actors who deploy terror
within their own operating territories and those who direct it elsewhere.
Figure 2 schematizes the two distinctions, assigning characteristic names
to the four corners and midpoint of a two-dimensional space. Autonomists stand
for all those politically active groups whose members sometimes launch terror
attacks on authorities, symbolic objects, rivals, or stigmatized populations on
their own territories without becoming durably organized specialists in
coercion. Zealots maintain similar connections with each other, but commit
their violent acts outside of their own base territories; they include long-term
Figure 2.
A crude typology of terror-wielding groups and networks
Specialists

MILITIAS

Degree of
specialization
in coercion

Non-specialists

CONSPIRATORS

ORDINARY MILITANTS

AUTONOMISTS
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Outside home territory
Major locus of violent attacks
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exiles who return home to attack their enemies. Governmental, nongovernmental, and antigovernmental militias maintain enduring organizations of
coercive specialists and exercise terror within their base territories. Conspirators organize specialized striking forces for operations away from base. (Terrorinflicting armies that operate abroad also fit into this corner of the diagram, but
they strike even more rarely than do mobile organizations of conspirators.)
Finally, ordinary militants often spend time organizing and demonstrating, but
now and then engage in armed attacks either near home or against the enemy
far away.
As compared with the full range of collective violence, the use of terror
ranks relatively high in the coordination among violent actors and the salience
of short-run damage; in that regard it resembles what I call violent rituals and
coordinated destruction while differing from broken negotiations, scattered
attacks, opportunism, brawls, and individual aggression (Tilly, 2003: 15). But the
kinds of individuals and organizations that employ terror vary dramatically from
one setting to another. The same individuals and organizations, furthermore,
commonly alternate between terror and other forms of politics. The diagram as
a whole states a major element of my argument: a remarkable array of actors
sometimes adopt terror as a strategy, and therefore no single set of cause–effect
propositions can explain terrorism as a whole.
The diagram incorporates a relational perspective in two senses. First,
the processes that move people into one location or another within the locusspecialization space are fundamentally relational; they become militias, autonomists, zealots, conspirators, or ordinary militants – and sometimes switch
among those forms of interaction – through shifting social relations. Second,
despite their essentialist labels, the five types consist not of deeply different
dispositions but of varying relations both a) among activists and b) between
activists and targets of their terror.
You should therefore find a relational perspective especially helpful as
you ponder a phenomenon that Stern rightly emphasizes: the formation of
boundaries dividing the world into us and them, with little or no middle ground.
Every social boundary creates a distinction between some us and some them.
But it also organizes relations on each side of the boundary and across the
boundary, as well as generating stories about boundary and relations (Tilly,
2004c). The pure-impure distinctions of religious militants call up extreme
versions of widely available religious boundaries between believers and others
(Moore, 2000). More important, boundary making and remaking occur
constantly across social life, and organize a wide range of politics, including
religious extremism.
Indeed, Stern implicitly concedes these points. Despite starting boldly
with a strong set of dispositional statements about religious terrorists, she
rapidly adds qualifications. Her terrorists have not just one but many grievances.
Those grievances vary from spiritual to temporal, from instrumental to
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expressive, and from ideological to profit driven. Most pursue mixtures of
religious and political goals. Their audiences range from enemies to followers.
They vary significantly in group size, organizational sophistication, and capacity
to inflict large-scale damage. Some are full-time terrorists, some are part-time
amateurs, and some devote most of their effort to fighting in and with organized
military units (Stern, 2003: 6–8).
Stern recounts her conversation with Maqbool Pandit, who had held a
high position in the Kashmiri Muslim group called Hiz-ul Mujahideen before
he withdrew from activism. After answering a number of questions about the
group’s operations, Pandit asked Stern about her own views on the causes of
militancy. ‘This fight,’ she reluctantly replied,
is about real estate, national identity, political power, and profits – both personal
and organizational. The fight is kept alive because organizations depend on it
and because, on both sides, people are making a living. Smuggling goods. Selling
arms. Lending money. Running camps. Running ‘charities.’ Training vulnerable young men to believe that the way to feel important and useful is by killing
and getting killed in a purported holy war. The jihadi leaders live in mansions,
while their operatives risk their lives. Agencies on both sides profit – professionally and financially. Why would they want this ‘jihad’ to end? I ask.
(Stern, 2003: 235)

Stern went on to say that humiliation, relative deprivation, and fear
brought street-level militants into terrorism, but that the operation as a whole
depended on support from rich sympathizers, sometimes including foreign
governments. Pandit stayed silent for a long while, but finally agreed with her
analysis (Stern, 2003: 236). Pandit and Stern were agreeing on a whole series of
relational explanations for organized terror.
When Stern starts to enumerate risk factors for the ‘virus’, she marches
even deeper into relational territory. The world communications revolution, she
tells us, is lowering recruitment, communication, and support costs. International flows of weapons likewise facilitate terrorism. Bad neighborhoods,
failed states, refugee camps, criminal enterprises, and expatriates who contribute income, information, weapons, or connections to the cause all favor recruitment and support of terrorists. The failure of governments to provide basic
services, protect human rights, or maintain monopolies of violence increases the
prevalence of terror. High proportions of young, single males in a population
make more potential terrorists available. Poverty may also promote terror,
especially when educated young men remain unemployed.
Religiously based educational and welfare institutions, Stern continues,
often serve as terrorist recruiting grounds. And humiliation itself – whether individual or categorical – results from well-defined social processes. The Muslim
world currently produces more than its share of terrorists not because Islam
condones terror, but because almost all of these favorable processes currently
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occur more widely in Muslim countries (Stern, 2003: 283–8). Dismissing the
ideology thesis, Stern makes some concessions to coercion and brainwashing,
but offers a large opening to what I earlier called the variety thesis: a common
strategy, multiple motives, complex social processes.
She’d better! When it comes to terror, the beginning of wisdom is to
recognize it as a strategy. We might generalize that strategy by identifying its
main components. It is one-sided, often pitting either relatively powerless
people against very powerful enemies, or vice versa: powerful people, especially
armies or governments, against the powerless. It deploys violence and threats of
violence in the narrow sense of immediate damage to persons or objects rather
than, say, shame or eternal damnation. It breaks with the political routines that
prevail where it occurs. (That last qualification excludes capital punishment and
other legally imposed penalties, perhaps improperly, from terror.)
We can say more. Many different actors, mostly political, sometimes
engage in one-sided deployment of violence and threats of violence falling
outside local political routines. They include autonomists such as Basque nationalists, militias of the kind that hacked off civilians’ limbs in Sierra Leone, fullfledged armies like those on both sides that have massacred villagers in Sri
Lanka, conspirators resembling 19th-century anarchist assassins, part-time militants on the model of antiabortion doctor killers who also demonstrate outside
abortion clinics, and rare zealots in the style of Kerry Noble and his comrades
in Arkansas’ militant Christian cult, The Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of
the Lord.
Am I saying that Congress was wrong to require annual reports on
worldwide terror from the State Department, because it was chasing a chimera?
On the contrary, I am saying that to reduce the prevalence of terror in our
conflict-ridden world, we must get it right. Although I don’t trust State’s
numbers and dislike any definition of terror that excludes actions by armies and
governments, I think that the collection of systematic evidence on actual events
starts us in the right direction. To go far in that direction, however, we will have
to move from dispositional to relational explanations. We will have to identify
the relational processes that form and transform both drastic us–them boundaries and organized violence across those boundaries.
Stern herself remains surprisingly ambivalent. As she turns to recommendations for US policy, Stern veers back to her original grievance-based
account. Speaking of reducing the risk factors for recruitment to terrorist causes,
she concludes: ‘We have yet to create a technology for fixing the “God-shaped
hole” in human consciousness that is a symptom of modernity, or for curing
alienation, humiliation, envy, or rage’ (Stern, 2003: 289). She then enumerates
concrete measures that would not fill the hole in consciousness but would
infiltrate, block, and counteract the organizations currently profiting from the
availability of alienated youths. Of course, I deny that choking off the supply of
alienated youths would suffice to end terrorism. Nevertheless, Stern and I agree,
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finally, that wherever and however it occurs, terror hurts innocent human beings.
Explaining it therefore matters for world well-being. Good explanations put us
on the path to effective action and counteraction.
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