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Lone wolf terrorism remains an ambiguous and enigmatic phenomenon. The boundaries
of lone wolf terrorism are fuzzy and arbitrary. This article aims to define and analyze
the main features and patterns of lone wolf terrorism in fifteen countries. Lone wolf
terrorism is shown to be more prevalent in the United States than in the other countries
under study. The cross-national analysis suggests that in the United States lone wolf
terrorism has increased markedly during the past three decades; a similar increase
does not appear to have occurred in the other countries under study. The numbers of
casualties resulting from lone wolf terrorism have been relatively limited, and there is
no evidence that the lethality of lone wolf terrorism is on the increase. The rates of
psychological disturbance and social ineptitude are found to be relatively high among
lone wolf terrorists. Lone wolf terrorists tend to create their own ideologies that combine
personal frustrations and aversion with broader political, social, or religious aims. In
this process, many lone wolf terrorists draw on the communities of belief and ideologies
of validation generated and transmitted by extremist movements.

Terrorism committed by lone individuals has gained heightened attention at the start of the
twenty-first century. Law enforcement officials and analysts have suggested that lone wolf
terrorists, defined as terrorists who carry out attacks individually and independently from
established terrorist organizations, are particularly hard to identify before they strike and
therefore pose a major security threat.1 According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI), lone extremists represent an ongoing threat to the United States, both domestically
and overseas.2 FBI director Robert S. Mueller III stated in 2003 that “the threat from
single individuals sympathetic or affiliated with al-Qaeda, acting without external support
or surrounding conspiracies, is increasing.”3 The perceived threat posed by micro-actors
has triggered important (proposed) changes in the legal provisions for dismantling and
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preventing lone wolf terrorism, such as the introduction of a “lone wolf provision” into the
United States Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act.4
There exists a major discrepancy between the recent political, judicial, and media attention for lone wolf terrorism on the one hand, and scientific investigation of this phenomenon
on the other. Research into lone wolf terrorism remains extremely scarce. Terrorism is
commonly viewed as essentially a collective, organized activity and, as a consequence,
scholars focus predominantly on group dynamics and collective socialization to explain
individual pathways into terrorism. Social psychological explanations of terrorism tend to
emphasize the influence of charismatic leaders, top-down or bottom-up recruitment, ideological training and indoctrination, moral disengagement, in-group solidarity, conformity
and obedience, depersonalization, and other factors relating to organizational processes.5
Moghaddam, for example, argues that:
commitment to the terrorist cause strengthens as the new recruit is socialized
into the traditions, methods, and goals of the organization. . . . [C]onformity
and obedience will be very high in the cells of the terrorist organization, where
the cell leader represents a strong authority figure and where nonconformity,
disobedience, and disloyalty receive the harshest punishments.6
While interpretations of this kind are helpful to understanding collective forms of terrorism, the almost exclusive scholarly focus on group-based terrorism indicates the need
for research on more individualized forms of terrorism. It remains unclear to which extent
dominant explanations of terrorism apply to the actions of lone individuals. Hoffman makes
the important point that:
the traditional way of understanding terrorism and looking at terrorists based
on organizational definitions and attributes in some cases is no longer relevant. Increasingly, lone individuals with no connection with or formal ties to
established or identifiable terrorist organizations are rising up to engage in
violence.7
Hoffman’s observation raises vital questions regarding the incidence and nature of lone wolf
terrorism, which will be addressed in this article. The objective of this article is to enhance
our understanding of lone wolf terrorism through an empirically grounded analysis of its
main features and patterns. It will focus on three major dimensions of lone wolf terrorism:
• Incidence and evolution: How common is lone wolf terrorism? How is lone wolf
terrorism distributed geographically? Has its prevalence changed over time?
• Political, social, and individual influences: What are the motivational patterns of lone
wolf terrorists? Under what social and psychological circumstances do individuals
engage in lone wolf terrorism? What are the links between lone wolf terrorists
and other terrorist subjects, networks or ideologies, social movements, or state or
political parties?
• Modi operandi: What are lone wolf terrorists’ preferred weapons of attack?
Who/what are the main targets of lone wolf terrorism?
In the next section a working definition of lone wolf terrorism will first be proposed.
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Defining Lone Wolf Terrorism
A critical discussion of general terrorism definitions lies beyond the scope of this article.
The Transnational Terrorism, Security & the Rule of Law (TTSRL) research project, of
which this study was part, took the European Union’s definition of terrorism as a starting
point:
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intentional acts that are committed with the aim of seriously intimidating a
population, or unduly compelling a Government or international organization
to perform or abstain from performing any act, or seriously destabilizing or destroying the fundamental political, constitutional, economic or social structures
of a country or an international organization.8
However, terrorism is clearly a contested and intensely political concept, and there is no
academic consensus on its definition.
This article aims to adopt a narrow definition of lone wolf terrorism. The purpose of this
narrow definition is to isolate, as much as possible, the phenomenon of lone wolf terrorism
from other types of terrorism and political violence. The term “lone wolf terrorism” will be
used to distinguish terrorist activities carried out by lone individuals from those carried out
on the part of terrorist organizations or state bodies. The element of terrorism highlighted
in this distinction is the subjects of terrorist acts (individuals, terrorist organizations, state
bodies) rather than, for example, their specific political, religious, or social aims. Lone wolf
terrorism involves terrorist attacks carried out by persons who (a) operate individually, (b)
do not belong to an organized terrorist group or network, and (c) whose modi operandi are
conceived and directed by the individual without any direct outside command or hierarchy.
In this definition, terrorist attacks carried out by couples or by very small terrorist cells
do not, strictly speaking, qualify as lone wolf terrorism. This excludes certain high-profile
terrorist attacks that are commonly ascribed to lone individuals, most notably the Oklahoma
City bombing on 19 April 1995. Although the attack was carried out by an individual,
Timothy McVeigh, his accomplice Terry Nichols appears to have played a considerable
role in preparations for the attack.9 A group is thus seen as consisting of two or more people.
Furthermore, the above definition suggests that the lone wolf terrorist differs from someone
who may be unbalanced joining a terrorist group in that the former operates individually
and autonomously. In the case where a lone wolf terrorist subsequently joins an established
terrorist organization, he or she ceases to be considered a “lone wolf.”
The focus in this article on the agents of terrorist acts further implies that lone wolf
terrorism should not be viewed as a distinctive category with regard to its ideological
bases. Lone wolf terrorists may identify or sympathize with extremist movements but,
by definition, do not form part of these movements. The spectrum of motivations and
validations that has been described for terrorist organizations equally seems to apply to
lone wolf terrorists. Juergensmeyer has argued that many of the acts that appear to be solo
ventures conducted by rogue activists have broader ideologies of validation behind them.10
These ideologies of validation clearly extend beyond the scope of formal organization.
Moreover, although lone wolf terrorists are by definition not tied to any established terrorist
group, this is not to say that at one time they may not have been a member or affiliate of
some type of extremist group; they may even have obtained some institutional training or
support in the past. Their terrorist attack or campaign, however, results from solitary action
during which the direct influence or support of others, even those sympathetic to the cause,
is absent.
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The boundaries of lone wolf terrorism are inevitably fuzzy and arbitrary. Some of the
most striking political assassinations in history were carried out by lone individuals rather
than by groups. Should these assassinations be regarded as acts of lone wolf terrorism?
Crucial to answering this question is the intent of the subject. Violence motivated exclusively
by financial gain or personal vengeance arguably should not be defined as terrorism because
terrorism is generally directed in pursuit of larger political, ideological, or religious aims.
The tactic of terrorism has a political rather than a merely personal or criminal orientation.
The immediate, direct target of the attack is usually of secondary importance to its secondary
target or its broader message or effect.11 In other words, what separates the actions of the
lone wolf terrorist from those of the “lone assassin” is the presence of a broader political,
ideological, or religious cause that informs the actions of the former.
The question of whether acts of violence serve broader political, ideological, or religious agendas leaves plenty of room for discussion. Assigning purposes and motivations to
individual acts of terror is inherently subjective and open to interpretation, especially when
terrorists do not claim responsibility for the attack.12 These difficulties also apply to lone
wolf terrorism. In many cases it is extremely difficult to effectively determine the wider
cause, even when researchers closely engage with their subjects. Consider, for example,
the case of Mir Aimal Kansi, a Pakistani immigrant to the United States who shot Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) employees in 1993. Even after conducting an in-depth interview
with Kansi, Jessica Stern still has considerable doubts as to his true motives:
He seems to have been moved, at least in part, by the anti-American fervor he
was exposed to in his youth. However, terrorists often use slogans of various
kinds to mask their true motives. It is, therefore, not inconceivable that Kansi’s
primary motivation was to exact personal revenge against an organization he
believed had betrayed his father. . . . When Kansi says he was seeking revenge,
was it for some perceived slight—either to his father or to himself? We may
never know.13
The mass shootings at the military complex of Fort Hood in November 2009 raise similar
questions. Army psychiatrist Major Nidal Malik Hasan killed 12 soldiers and 1 civilian and
wounded 43 other people. Speculations about Hasan’s motives are rife. Hasan reportedly
held strong views in opposition to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and felt that Muslims
should not be sent to fight other Muslims. Media reports suggested that Hasan engaged
in e-mail correspondence with the Yemen-based radical cleric Anwar al-Awlaki, who is
accused of spreading the Al Qaeda ideology. However, government officials claimed that
the messages “were largely questions about Islam, not expressions of militancy or hints
of a plot” and that “the e-mail contacts were not a sign of a terrorist threat.”14 At present,
it remains unclear whether the shootings were politically or religiously motivated and,
therefore, whether the shootings can be regarded as an act of lone wolf terrorism. This
confusion underlines the inherent difficulties in defining lone wolf terrorism.

Methods
The data presented in this article derive from multiple sources. The discussion of the prevalence and evolution of lone wolf terrorism is based on an analysis of the RAND-MIPT
Terrorism Knowledge Base.15 The RAND-MIPT database originally contained only incidents of international terrorism, but from 1998 it also registers domestic terrorist attacks.16
A database was compiled of all terrorist attacks carried out by lone individuals between
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1 January 1968 and 1 May 2007 in fifteen countries that are covered in the TTSRL research
project: United Kingdom, Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Poland, Netherlands, Denmark,
Sweden, Czech Republic, Portugal, Russia, Canada, United States, and Australia.
The difficulties in accurately assessing or quantifying the evolution of lone wolf terrorism due to discontinuities in the RAND-MIPT Terrorism Knowledge Base and other pressing methodological issues should be emphasized from the outset. The data for 1968–1997
cover international incidents only, whereas the data for 1998–present cover both domestic
and international incidents. These periods can therefore not be systematically compared as
far as the frequency of lone wolf terrorism is concerned. Furthermore, there are gaps in
the database’s descriptions of suspected perpetrators. The recorded incidents of lone wolf
terrorism were corroborated through an analysis of media reports, aviation security reports,
and chronologies and encyclopaedias of terrorism.17 This led to the exclusion of a number
of incidents due to either profound confusion about the identity of the perpetrator, the perpetrator’s alleged connections with a known terrorist group, or the absence of a “terrorist
purpose.” In a small number of cases it was not possible to trace the exact circumstances
of the attacks, which also led to their exclusion. A number of lone wolf incidents that were
not recorded in the RAND-MIPT database were included based on the alternatives sources;
these included predominantly domestic attacks in the 1970s and 1980s. Two cases of lone
wolf terrorism that date back to the 1940s and 1950s were recorded.
This exercise has resulted in a database comprising a total of 74 cases of lone wolf
terrorism in the fifteen countries (multiple attacks by a single individual have been counted
as one case only, because they can be seen as part of the same terrorist campaign). To
enable cross-national comparison, the two pre-1968 cases are excluded where appropriate
in the analysis, generating a total of 72 cases between 1968 and 2007. Only one perpetrator
was identified as being female (Rachelle Shannon, 1993, United States), which means that
almost all lone wolf terrorists in the sample were men.
Five cases of alleged lone wolf terrorism (Table 1) were studied in depth to supplement
the quantitative data with a more detailed, qualitative picture of lone wolf terrorism. These
case studies were selected on the basis of their diversity in terms of (a) the number of
fatalities and injuries, (b) the time span (ranging from a single attack to a prolonged terror
campaign), and (c) the geographical location of the attack(s). The case studies were based
on documentary analysis of media reports, literature, documents and letters written by the
perpetrators, police and court transcripts, and psychological and/or psychiatric evaluations.
The five cases are used in this article to illustrate, enlighten, and interrogate the main
features and patterns of lone wolf terrorism.

Table 1
Case studies of alleged lone wolf terrorism
Name
Theodore Kaczynski
Franz Fuchs
Yigal Amir
David Copeland
Volkert van der Graaf

Location

Time span

Fatalities/injuries

United States
Austria
Israel
United Kingdom
Netherlands

1978–1996
1993–1996
Single attack in 1995
Two-week spree in 1999
Single attack in 2002

3/23
4/15
1/0
3/129
1/0
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The Prevalence and Evolution of Lone Wolf Terrorism
Lone wolf terrorism is not a new phenomenon. Equivalents of this type of terrorism can
be found in nineteenth-century anarchism.18 Individual acts of violence were regarded by
a small minority of anarchists as part and parcel of revolutionary action. Advocates of
“propaganda by deed” argued that since creating a vast and hierarchical organization would
inevitably come to involve the use of coercive power, the anarchist revolutionary should
preferably act individually or form small groups of like-minded individuals acting on their
own initiative. Individual anarchists were involved in an extensive series of assassinations
and attacks against institutions and organizations that represented the values of bourgeois
society.19 In the twentieth century anarchists ceased, both in theory and practice, to view
individual terrorism as a rewarding strategy.20
In the second half of the twentieth century lone wolf activism was particularly associated with White supremacists and antigovernment extremists in the United States, and
especially with the “leaderless resistance” concept. Kaplan defines leaderless resistance as
“a kind of lone wolf operation in which an individual, or a very small, highly cohesive
group, engage in acts of anti-state violence independent of any movement, leader, or network of support.”21 Kaplan traces the leaderless resistance concept back to the early 1970s.
Joseph Tommasi, co-founder of the National Socialist Liberation Front (NSLF), promoted
“to act resolutely and alone” against the state. The leaderless resistance strategy was popularized by White supremacist Louis Beam, a Klansman with close ties with Aryan Nations.
Beam published an essay advocating leaderless resistance as a strategy to counteract the
destruction by law enforcement agencies of hierarchical U.S. militias. His vision was one
where “all individuals and groups operate independently of each other, and never report to
a central headquarters or single leader for direction or instruction.”22 The term “lone wolf”
was probably popularized in the late 1990s by White supremacists Tom Metzger and Alex
Curtis. They envisioned lone wolf and small cell activism to be considerably more difficult
to detect than conventional terrorism.
Lone wolf terrorism has recently been portrayed in North American media as an
ascending threat.23 Research by Hewitt supports this claim. Hewitt notes that this type of
terrorism “has greatly increased in recent decades.”24 His research also indicates important
geographical differences in the prevalence of lone wolf terrorism. “American terrorism,”
Hewitt argues, “differs from terrorism in other countries in that a significant proportion of
terrorist attacks have been carried out by unaffiliated individuals rather than by members of
terrorist organizations.” During the period 1955–1977, 7 percent of all victims of terrorism
in the United States were reportedly killed by unaffiliated individuals, but during 1978–99
this percentage rose to 26.25 Hewitt’s analysis, however, also includes attacks by couples
and by three persons (which account for approximately 25 percent of cases), since he
considers a terrorist group to consist of at least four individuals.
The data gathered for this study indicate that lone wolf terrorism accounts for 1.28
percent of all terrorist incidents from 1968 to May 2007 in the 15 countries (72 of a total
of 5,646 terrorist incidents). This suggests that statistically speaking lone wolf terrorism
is a relatively marginal phenomenon. There are significant cross-national variations in the
prevalence of lone wolf terrorism. It is significantly more prevalent in the United States
than in the other sample countries, with the U.S. cases (30 in total) accounting for almost
42 percent of all cases. The European countries with the highest number of lone wolf
terrorist attacks are Germany (nine), France (seven), Spain (six), and Italy (five). This
finding confirms Hewitt’s conclusion and can be explained in part by the relative popularity
of the leaderless resistance concept among right-wing militia and anti-abortion activists
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in the United States. However, methodological constraints limit the conclusiveness of this
finding. The non-U.S. cases for the period 1968–1997 contain only incidents of international
terrorism, and not domestic incidents. The data set for the United States is likely to be more
complete, which means that the incidence of lone wolf terrorism in countries other than
the United States is likely to be under-represented in comparison with the U.S. cases. The
observed differences may therefore (partially) reflect discrepancies in incident registrations
rather than actual dissimilarities in the prevalence of lone wolf terrorism.
The prevalence of lone wolf terrorism appears to have increased markedly in the United
States over the past three decades, as Figure 1 shows.26
The evolution of lone wolf terrorism in other countries is more difficult to assess due
to the aforementioned discontinuities in the RAND-MIPT database. Figure 2 shows the
fluctuations in the prevalence of lone wolf terrorism in twelve European countries from
the 1970s onward, peaking in the 1980s and 2000s. Taking into account the fact that the
pre-1998 incidence of lone wolf terrorism is probably under-represented, this seems to
indicate that there is no notable increase in lone wolf terrorism in the European countries
over the past two decades.27
The limitations of quantitative data of this kind are not confined to the aforementioned
methodological problems. Mere statistical analysis cannot provide a deep understanding of

Number of recorded cases of lone
wolf terrorism

Downloaded By: [La Trobe University Library] At: 23:34 16 August 2010

Figure 1. The development of lone wolf terrorism in the United States, 1950–2007.
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Figure 2. The development of lone wolf terrorism in twelve European countries, 1968–2007.
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the nature of lone wolf terrorism or the political, social, and psychological influences that
shape it. The remainder of the article will therefore also draw extensively on the five case
studies in analyzing the motivational patterns and modi operandi of lone wolf terrorism.
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Motivational Patterns of Lone Wolf Terrorism
The database compiled for this study provides insight into the backgrounds and ideological
underpinnings of lone wolf terrorist attacks. The main ideological sources of the recorded
incidents are White supremacy, Islamism, nationalism/separatism, and anti-abortion activism. The ideological sources of the attacks vary significantly across countries. In the
United States White supremacy (nine), Islamist (five), and anti-abortion activism (four)
are the main ideological categories of lone wolf terrorism. In other countries, nationalism/separatism (mainly Palestinian, Catalan, and Chechen) (five) is the most prevalent
category, followed by White supremacy (three). In 30 cases (40 percent) the perpetrators’
motivations were unknown.
The ideological categories identified in Figure 3 are inevitably reductionistic; they show
neither developmental processes nor ideological mixtures. Stern argues that lone wolves
“often come up with their own ideologies that combine personal vendettas with religious
or political grievances.”28 The case studies verify this argument. All five cases demonstrate
a variable combination of political and personal motives. The social and political views
of Theodore Kaczynski (a.k.a. “the Unabomber”) appear closest to anarchism and contain
elements of Luddism. He railed against technology, modernity, and the destruction of
the environment. Kaczynski stated that the continued scientific and technical progress of
society would inevitably result in the extinction of individual liberty. In his 1995 manifesto
Kaczynski argued that anarchy would leave people “able to control the circumstances
of their own lives.”29 The manifesto presented justifications for his bombings: “In order
to get our message before the public with some chance of making a lasting impression,
we’ve had to kill people.”30 On another occasion, Kaczynski said that “people who wilfully
and knowingly promote economic growth and technical progress, in our eyes they are
criminals, and if they get blown up they deserve it.”31 During his trial, Kaczynski justified
his bombing campaign as “an attempt to slow the march of technology blindly crushing
man’s freedom.”32 Kaczynski may also have been inspired by radical environmentalist
literature.33 Kaczynski reportedly attended a meeting of environmentalists at the University
of Montana in 1994, which seems to have triggered him to kill the advertising executive
Thomas Mosser one month later.34

Figure 3. Ideological sources of lone wolf terrorism.
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Yet Kaczynski’s political motives were also inextricably related to personal resentment.
He described his perceived social rejection and the “fact that organized society frustrates my
very powerful urge for physical freedom and personal autonomy.” It is likely that over the
years Kaczynski increasingly attributed his personal frustrations to external factors, leading
him to develop a deep-seated hatred toward modern society in general. Although Kaczynski
principally targeted individuals and organizations that he held responsible for scientific and
technological progress and the destruction of individual freedom and the environment,
his resentment appears to have been related also to his personal situation: his perceived
dysfunction in life, particularly his inability to establish a relationship with a female.35
Kaczynski’s case highlights how political, social, and individual influences are often
intertwined, as they were for Yigal Amir. Amir justified the 1995 murder of the Israeli
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin with Jewish theology, historical precedents, and biblical
examples.36 Although Amir operated alone, his act was preceded by an unparalleled campaign of delegitimation of the Israeli government and by character assassination of Rabin
and Foreign Minister Shimon Peres by Israel’s far right.37 Amir admired Dr. Baruch Goldstein, who singlehandedly killed 29 Muslims in Hebron in February 1994. He is said to
have decided at Goldstein’s funeral that he also had to conduct an exemplary act.38 Amir
convinced himself that he was on a divine mission and that in killing Rabin he was acting
in accordance with Jewish religious law (Halakha). Days after his arrest, Amir stated to
reporters that the Israeli government was surrendering the biblical heritage of the Jews and
betraying settlers in the West Bank, and that the new Palestinian autonomy taking shape
in once-occupied lands put Israel in great danger.39 He was convinced that in order to save
the nation, Rabin had to die: “Maybe physically I acted alone, but what pulled the trigger
was not only my finger, but the finger of this whole nation, which for 2,000 years yearned
for this land and dreamed of it.”40 While Amir’s religious and political views were shared
by a small but significant section of the Israeli far right, Kaczynski’s beliefs were more a
kind of bricolage, combining elements of different ideological traditions.

Social and Psychological Influences
It has been frequently argued that terrorists should not be regarded as suffering from
any identifiable psychopathology.41 Crenshaw has noted that “the outstanding common
characteristic of terrorists is their normality. Terrorism often seems to be the connecting link
among widely varying personalities.”42 The question is whether this observation applies
not only to members of terrorist organizations, but also to lone wolf terrorists. Hewitt
argues that although most terrorists are “normal,” the rate of psychological disturbance is
considerably higher among lone wolves.43 The present author’s research findings support
this observation. Three of the five lone wolf terrorists in the case studies were diagnosed
with personality disorder (Copeland, Kaczynski, and Fuchs), while one was diagnosed with
obsessive-compulsive disorder (Van der Graaf).44 Copeland was also treated for anxiety
disorder. Four of them appear to have experienced severe depression during at least one
stage of their lives (all but Copeland). These findings suggest that lone wolf terrorists are
relatively likely to suffer from some form of psychological disturbance. The case of David
Copeland serves to illustrate this point.
David Copeland left secondary school when he was sixteen to start an engineering
apprenticeship. He began to experiment with alcohol and drugs, including LSD and heroin.
In 1997 he moved to London to work as an engineer’s assistant on the London Underground.
That year he joined also British National Party (BNP). He soon abandoned the party
because of his disappointment with the fact that the BNP did not advocate violence. He
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moved back to Hampshire and joined a small neo-Nazi organization. Copeland became the
organization’s regional unit leader just weeks before the start of his bombing campaign.
During this period Copeland first learned how to make bombs using fireworks with alarm
clocks as timers. He obtained the information on how to make bombs from Internet sources,
such as The Terrorist’s Handbook and How To Make Bombs Book Two.45 He bought and
stole the materials from high-street shops and hardware stores and began experimenting
with small explosives. It turned out that he could not assemble the necessary ingredients
indicated in the Web-based guides and instead resorted to a less sophisticated bomb made
out of fireworks material.46 Copeland confessed that he had been particularly inspired by
the explosion in Centennial Park during the Olympics in Atlanta, Georgia, United States,
in 1996. This explosion was later attributed to lone wolf Eric Rudolph. He said he became
increasingly fixed on the idea of carrying out his own attack.47
After his arrest, Copeland claimed that he had been having sadistic dreams from
the age of twelve. In 1998, he was prescribed mild anti-depressants to help him cope with
anxiety attacks and told his General Practitioner he was “losing his mind,” citing difficulties
concentrating and sleeping. Copeland stated that the idea of conducting a bomb attack would
not leave his mind and that he had to do it. He claimed that he did not want to kill anyone, but
that if anyone died it would not bother him either. He later described his actions by saying
it was his destiny to commit the offenses.48 Copeland appears to have been suffering from
some form of mental illness, but the nature and severity of the condition is contested. Five
defense psychiatrists reportedly concluded that he was suffering from schizophrenia. One
of them said that the visions Copeland spoke of as a teenager were consistent with the first
stages of a schizophrenic condition. This diagnosis was challenged by prosecutors, who
were under pressure not to concede to his pleas of guilty to manslaughter on the grounds
of diminished responsibility.49 When Copeland was arrested, he reportedly insisted to a
psychiatric nurse that he had “logically and rationally planned the explosions.”50 Another
consultant psychiatrist concluded that Copeland was not suffering from schizophrenia, but
did have a less serious personality disorder that was not serious enough for him to avoid a
murder charge.51
The case of David Copeland highlights that even though lone wolf terrorists are not
members of a terrorist or extremist organization, they may identify or sympathize with
extremist movements or have been a member or affiliate of such a movement in the past. In
such cases, their ideologies may reflect more closely the political, social, or religious aims
of existing movements, as was also the case for Amir and, to a lesser degree, Van der Graaf.
Others, like Kaczynski and Fuchs, were less directly influenced by existing movements,
although Kaczynski’s views appear to have been shaped in part by Harvard’s counterculture
of the 1950s and 1960s.52 These movements provide ideologies of validation and play an
important role in the psychological mechanism of externalization by channeling personal
frustrations and attributing responsibility for all problems to the Other.53
Social identification with broader political, social, or religious struggles encourages
the lone wolf terrorist’s dualistic categorization of the world into “us” and “them,” thus
stereotyping social groups and dehumanizing the enemy, effectively weakening psychological barriers against violence.54 Lone wolf terrorists may not only internalize such dualistic
categorizations but also, to varying extents, physically withdraw themselves from mainstream society. All five suffered from a variable degree of social ineptitude; they were,
to varying degrees, loners with few friends and generally preferred to act alone. With the
partial exception of Van der Graaf, none of them appear to have felt particularly comfortable
in organized extremist groups. Two of them, Fuchs and Kaczynski, lived in reclusion and
shunned most forms of direct contact with the outside world. Their preference to act alone
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and their feelings of discomfort regarding full membership of organized extremist groups
go some way to explaining why lone wolves stay lone wolves. Only Copeland explictly tried
to communicate with “like-minded” individuals by (briefly) officially joining an extremist
movement, whereas the others appeared to have been more content with remaining on
their own even though they may have identified or sympathized with the cause of existing
extremist movements.
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Modi Operandi of Lone Wolf Terrorism
Firearms, explosives, and armed hijackings are the most common weapons used by lone
wolf terrorists, as Figure 4 shows. The use of firearms is considerably more common among
lone wolf terrorists in the United States (24) than in the other sample countries (10), which
may well be explained by the relative ease with which firearms and gun licenses can be
acquired in the United States in comparison with the other countries under study. Outside
the United States armed hijackings are the preferred method (thirteen in total, of which
eleven aircraft and two bus hijackings).55 None of the lone wolf attacks in the United
States featured armed hijackings. The predominant use of firearms in lone wolf terrorism is
particularly interesting when compared to collective terrorism. Bombings and firebombings
are the most common form of terrorist incident, accounting annually for 65–75 percent of all
international terrorist attacks.56 Lone wolf terrorism thus partially differs from group-based
terrorism with regard to its weaponry.57
Only one case of lone wolf terrorism involved the (threatened) use of nuclear, biological, radiological, or chemical weapons. In 1974, Muharem Kurbegovic, also known as
The Alphabet Bomber, threatened to use chemical or biological weapons. He threatened to
release sarin in populated areas and claimed that he was already conducting experiments
with it. He may also have been experimenting with other chemical agents. Kurbegovic
acquired various chemicals, including a large amount of sodium cyanide.58 Considering
that this is the only recorded case of lone wolf terrorism involving unconventional weapons,
that Kurbegovic did not go through with it, and that this case occurred over three decades
ago, there is no empirical evidence to support Laqueur’s claim that lone individuals are
among the most likely candidates to use weapons of mass destruction.59
Figure 5 categorizes the types of targets in the registered cases of lone wolf terrorism.
Lone wolf terrorism is principally targeted at civilians. This observation holds for both
European and non-European countries, and broadly reflects the targets of international

Figure 4. Use of weapons in lone wolf terrorism.
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Figure 5. Targets of lone wolf terrorism.

terrorist incidents in general.60 The second most common target of lone wolf terrorists in
the United States is medical staff, while none of the incidents outside the United States
targeted this category. This dissimilarity can be explained by the strategy of anti-abortion
extremists in the United States, whose principal targets are doctors performing or supporting
abortions. No cases of anti-abortion lone wolf terrorism were registered for the other sample
countries.61
The number of casualties resulting from lone wolf terrorism has been relatively limited.
The largest numbers of casualties associated with attacks that correspond to the proposed
definition of lone wolf terrorism are eighteen (Joseph Paul Franklin, 1977–80) and ten
(Mark Essex, 1972–73), both in the United States. There is no substantial evidence that
the lethality of lone wolf terrorism is on the increase. This is an interesting finding when
compared to the growing lethality of terrorism in general.62
Figures 4 and 5 do not reveal how lone wolves plan and carry out their attacks. The
case studies provide more insight into this issue. All attacks by the five lone wolves were
premeditated, often carefully planned and self-financed. In three cases (Fuchs, Kaczynski,
and Copeland) explosive devices were used, while in the remaining two cases (Amir and Van
der Graaf) firearms were used. Three of the five lone wolves targeted civilians; however, only
one (Copeland) exclusively targeted civilians. Fuchs and Kaczynski targeted a variety of
categories; the former targeted civilians, journalists, religious leaders, government officials,
and medical staff, while the latter attacked scientists, civilians, and businesspeople.
Franz Fuchs used a total of 28 homemade bombs in 5 series of bomb attacks between
1993 and 1996. In the 1980s he began to live in isolation and lost contact with his parents.
During this period he allegedly observed and took to heart “the increased discrimination of German Austrians and the growing self-consciousness of other ethnic groups and
religions.”63 Living in reclusion, in 1993 Fuchs began to take revenge for the perceived
humiliations he experienced during his life, projecting these onto ethnic minorities and their
“representatives.”64 The first mail bombs were planted on 3 December 1993. The priest
August Janisch was presumably targeted because of his public statements that Austrians
were morally obligated to help refugees from the Balkan region. The priest lost part of
his thumb after a bomb exploded in the vicarage. Only one hour later Silvana Meixner, a
journalist specialized in minority issues, was injured in a mail bomb explosion. Fuchs was
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finally arrested on 1 October 1997. It is still not clear how and where Fuchs obtained the
chemicals for his 25 mail bombs and 3 pipe bombs.
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Summary and Discussion
This article has analyzed the main features of and trends in lone wolf terrorism in fifteen
countries. A number of conclusions can be drawn from this analysis. It was shown that
lone wolf terrorism accounts for 1.28 percent of all terrorist incidents in the fifteen sample
countries. Lone wolf terrorism is comparatively prevalent in the United States, where it has
increased markedly during the past three decades. There does not appear to have been a
comparable increase in lone wolf terrorism in the other countries under study. The numbers
of casualties resulting from lone wolf terrorism in the fifteen countries have been relatively
limited, and there is no evidence that the lethality of lone wolf terrorism is on the increase.
Also, there is no empirical evidence that lone wolf terrorists are among the most likely
candidates to use weapons of mass destruction.
The comparative analysis of the motivational patterns and modi operandi of lone
wolf terrorists indicates, first, that the main ideological sources of lone wolf terrorism
in the fifteen countries are White supremacy, Islamism, nationalism/separatism, and antiabortionism. It was also found that firearms, explosives and armed hijackings (in that
order) are the most common weapons used by lone wolf terrorists in these countries,
though significant cross-national variations exist. The use of firearms is considerably more
common in U.S.-based lone wolf terrorism, which may well be explained by the relative
accessibility of firearms and gun licenses in the United States. Finally, it was shown that
lone wolf terrorists principally target civilians. Other targets of lone wolf terrorism include,
inter alia, politicians and civil servants, company property, medical staff, and religious
leaders.
The case studies highlight the complex motivations and ideological underpinnings
of lone wolf terrorists and underline the difficulties in defining lone wolf terrorism. In
accordance with Stern’s observation, this study has found that lone wolf terrorists tend to
create their own ideologies that combine personal frustrations and aversion with broader
political, social, or religious aims.65 The degree to which these aims correspond to those
of existing extremist movements vary. Lone wolf terrorists’ motivational patterns tend to
involve complex constellations of ideas and feelings that change over time. Their political,
social, or religious beliefs may be influenced by the communities of belief and ideologies
of validation that are generated and reproduced by established terrorist groups or extremist
movements. While by definition lone wolf terrorists are not members of an identifiable
terrorist organization, they may identify or sympathize with extremist movements or have
been a member or affiliate of such a movement in the past.
The case studies demonstrate the variable degree of commitment to and identification
with extremist movements among lone wolf terrorists. Although lone wolf terrorism results
from solitary action during which the direct influence, advice, or support of others is absent,
such action and its justifications clearly do not take place in a vacuum. The analytical distinction between lone wolf terrorism and group-based terrorism is often somewhat problematic
in practice, since group dynamics may also influence, at least to some extent, individuals
who operate autonomously. Conversely, lone wolf terrorists may also influence wider movements. The actions of Copeland and Amir were supported, either publicly or implicitly,
by sympathizers from affiliated ideological milieus, portraying them as “martyrs” for their
cause. Kaczynski, and to a lesser extent Fuchs, have turned into well-known popular culture
icons, references to which can be found in movies, books, and other consumer products.
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Although terrorists do not generally suffer from any identifiable psychopathology,
the rate of psychological disturbance appears to be higher among lone wolf terrorists.66
Four of the five lone wolf terrorists in the case studies were diagnosed with either a
personality disorder or obsessive-compulsive disorder. A similar proportion appears to have
experienced serious depression during at least one stage of their lives, including before they
committed the attacks. These findings suggest that lone wolf terrorists are relatively likely
to suffer from some form of psychological disturbance, although it is difficult to accurately
establish the extent to which their actions were directly influenced by their mental condition.
This finding raises the important question of whether (social) psychological conditions
can be identified as a key variable in explaining why some individuals are recruited into
terrorist organizations, while others who display a similar willingness to pursue certain
political, social, or religious aims through the use of violence act independently from
existing terrorist networks. The case studies suggest that for most lone wolf terrorists this
is indeed the case. All suffered from a variable degree of social ineptitude; they were, to
varying extents, loners with few friends and generally preferred to act alone.
This study also illustrates how individual radicalization can result in an activist attitude
involving the public expression of one’s beliefs and an active search for verbal and physical
confrontation with adversaries. For Fuchs and Kaczynski, this activist attitude coexisted
with an isolationist attitude, that is, increased physical isolation from society in order
to avoid direct contact with the existing social system. In both cases, communication
with outsiders was largely confined to violent actions and written statements. The case
studies reveal a number of influences that co-shape lone wolf terrorists’ beliefs and their
willingness to put these beliefs into practice through the use of violence. These influences
include, to varying degrees and in variable combinations: personal aversion or depression,
negatively perceived developments in personal life or career, direct or indirect interaction
with extremist movements, broader processes of social and political polarization in society,
militant literature and Internet publications, and admired terrorism occurring elsewhere.
Finally, this article demonstrates the difficulty of preventing and detecting lone wolf
terrorism. Kaczynski and Fuchs succeeded in escaping arrest for a long period of time,
enabling them to strike repeatedly. Copeland was captured relatively quickly, but not
before he launched his most lethal attack. The societal impact of lone wolf terrorism is
generally limited when compared to that of large terrorist organizations.67 The impact of
attacks by lone individuals is usually domestic rather than international in scope. In certain
circumstances the impact of lone wolf terrorism can be relatively large. These conditions
include prolonged terrorist campaigns (Kaczynski, Fuchs) and the assassination of highprofile political figures (Van der Graaf, Amir). The latter deed is often regarded by the
public as an attack not only on the victim, but also on the sociopolitical structure the victim
represents.68
The case studies presented in this article show that a combination of individual, social,
and external factors effect the radicalization of lone wolf terrorists. It involves a social
process that is inherently individual in nature and that depends on the specific situation and
personal characteristics of the individual involved and his/her interaction with significant
others. The mixture of causal factors is diverse and unique for each individual.69 It appears
that while external factors like political and (sub-)cultural conditions shape the individual’s
environment and beliefs, they do not have a direct effect on individual behavior. Rather,
they are mediated by social and psychological dynamics in which the individual is directly
involved.
This process of radicalization of lone wolf terrorists remains poorly understood. The
underlying mechanisms and processes that lead future lone wolf terrorists to radicalize
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and to drift away from (or toward) existing extremist movements demand further scientific
research. How and under which conditions do certain individuals (become willing to)
change their attitudes and behavior to the extent that violent radicalization and, ultimately,
lone wolf terrorism is the outcome? In what respects does this radicalization process differ
from that in collective terrorism? These questions warrant further investigation. They also
highlight the need for different data collection methods, for example, life history interviews
with lone wolf terrorists and their significant others (family members, peer groups, etc.).
First-hand accounts and self-reports from lone wolf terrorists beyond what has been offered
in this article would enable researchers to test the study’s findings, to bode for more general
conclusions, and, ultimately, to grasp and theorize more fully and more precisely the
pathways into lone wolf terrorism.
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