
Strategies: Lone Wolves 

The last strategy I'd like to discuss is the so-called lone-wolf strategy. Where individual terrorists 

or very small groups acting on their own but inspired by a larger ideology commit violence. And 

this is extremely scary to people because it's very, very hard to stop.  

 

There's no large group or organization to infiltrate. There's no leadership to arrest. The fear is 

that really anyone, anywhere at any time could conduct violence. And we see a wide array of 

causes embrace a lone-wolf approach from time to time. So some Al-Qaeda figures have 

endorsed it. We saw the Unabomber who was opposed to modern technology, he was a lone-

wolf. And in the United States the bombers at the Boston Marathon were effectively lone-

wolves. They were not linked to a broader organization.  

 

A lone-wolf approach is becoming scarier and more plausible because of the Internet. The 

Internet allows one individual to communicate with many. And as a result, he or she can 

promulgate a doctrine and that can be followed by others around the world. So what used to be 

incidents that were seen in isolation are now being seen as part of a broader global ideology.  

 

Although, this is very hard to stop from a counterterrorism point of view, for the most part being 

a lone-wolf is not an effective strategy. And that's because by not being linked to a broader 

organization lone-wolf violence is usually not linked to broader goals. So to go back to the quote 

by the IRA memeber, "here you're simply killing people for the sake of killing them." It's not 

linked to any broader objective.  

 

So if the government is moving towards concessions, violence might continue. If the 

government's moving away from concessions, violence might continue. There's no rhyme or 

reason, there's no particular timing. It's just a way of expressing violence rather than link to 

something broader.  

 

Also when violence occurs it's not linked to a broader propaganda apparatus. There's no media 

or Internet that's explaining why the violence occurs, and trying to link it to a goal that the 

terrorists believes is noble. Instead, the government and the population in general can define 

the attacks as entirely negative. So while lone-wolf attacks are very scary, and are also very 

hard to stop, they're not very effective as a strategy. 

 


