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Lone wolf terrorism 

 

Lone wolf terrorism refers to politically motivated violence perpetrated by an individual who 

acts alone, who is not a member of a terrorist group or network, and whose plot is executed by 

the individual without any direct outside command or direction. Lone wolf terrorism is a tactic 

that has been employed by radical actors from a myriad of ideological milieus as well as by 

radicalized individuals with mental health problems. This entry concisely introduces lone wolf 

terrorism and discusses what is currently known about the topic. The entry concludes with a 

reflection on the implications of lone wolf terrorism for countering violent extremism. 

 

Historical and contemporary patterns 

 

Despite the spike in political and media attention since 9/11, lone wolf terrorism is not a recent 

phenomenon. Terrorist attacks carried out by solo actors can be traced to the individual 

anarchists who carried out assassinations and bombings in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. In the second half of the twentieth century white supremacy groups began to promote 

“leaderless resistance” and articulated an emergent strategic rationale for lone wolf terrorism: an 

extremist group, no matter how secret or well organized, cannot evade law enforcement; 

therefore, armed resistance is more readily accomplished by lone actors. A similar mindset 
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informs the calls by Al Qaeda, Islamic State (ISIS), and affiliated networks on their supporters to 

strike against enemy targets in the West. Such encouragement has occurred primarily through 

online platforms such as the electronic magazines Inspire (Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, or 

AQAP) and Dabiq (ISIS) and through online messaging and videos. In September 2014, ISIS 

spokesman Abu Muhammad al-Adnani urged supporters to “rise and defend your state from 

wherever you may be,” advising them to keep plots small and simple, and involve as few people 

as possible.  

Lone wolf terrorist attacks reveal how the messages communicated by these extremist 

groups can be attached, and sometimes even retrofitted, to very personal causes and 

psychological needs, such as a search for recognition, notoriety, personal redemption, or 

belonging. Lone wolf terrorists combine various political grievances with any number of highly 

personal vendettas in complex ways. The diverse ideological milieus from which attacks have 

sprung point to a key feature of lone wolf terrorists: there is no uniform profile. Though mostly 

male, lone wolf terrorists have diverse backgrounds in terms of their political grievances, age 

(15-88), marital status, educational attainment, employment history, criminal history, mental 

health, and so forth.  

 

Radicalization 

 

Lone wolf terrorism is a small but rapidly expanding area of research. It is only since the mid-

2000s that scholars have begun to systematically investigate the issue in earnest. To date, there 

are only a handful of empirically based academic studies of lone wolf terrorism. A key question 

that these studies have sought to address is how lone wolf terrorists radicalize into violent action, 



and how this compares to the violent radicalization of group-based terrorist actors.  

The archetypal lone wolf terrorist who lives in social isolation or self-imposed reclusion, 

such as ‘Unabomber’ Theodore Kaczynski or ‘Olympic Park Bomber’ Eric Rudolph, has become 

a figure of folk legend that permeates popular culture as well as official counter-terrorism 

discourse. This representation is somewhat deceiving because it conceals the dynamic relations 

between lone wolf terrorists, their social environment, and the wider society. The broader social 

context matters a great deal for understanding lone wolf terrorism. External social influences and 

interaction points may be found at different stages of the lone wolf terrorist attack cycle, for 

instance in relation to ideological formation, affinity with online sympathizers, and the 

broadcasting of intent. In the time leading up to lone wolf terrorist attacks, other people generally 

know about the offender’s grievance, extremist views, and/or intent to engage in violence. Lone 

wolf terrorists often broadcast their beliefs and even their intent to commit violence using media 

technologies such as websites, online forums, YouTube, or Instagram. In this context, recent 

research highlights the ways in which the internet and social media empower lone wolf terrorists 

to obtain information and publicize their cause. 

Radicalization into violent action is a process that can develop over years, only rarely 

occurs suddenly, and involves both cognitive and emotional facets. Lone wolf terrorists often 

identify as a member of an aggressed group and experience a sense of humiliation, alienation, 

and victimization, associated with an increasingly strong hate of the enemy. Engagement with an 

extremist subculture can be a transformative experience that enables an identity shift in which 

lone actors come to see themselves as being enmeshed in greater struggles that give their own 

actions and existence moral meaning. This identity shift is often accompanied by a sense of 

resistance, empowerment, moral superiority, and self-righteousness. The terrorist attack becomes 



the catalyst to achievement of the lone wolf’s mission to force society to see the world from their 

perspective. 

 

Implications for counter-terrorism 

 

Lone wolf terrorism poses particular challenges to counter-terrorism which has traditionally 

focused on group-based terrorist actors. Scientific knowledge about lone wolf terrorism is 

relatively recent and there is still much we do not know about it. The topic merits further 

attention; specifically regarding the ways the emergent evidence base can inform policies and 

programs aimed at preventing and countering violent extremism. 
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See also Internet Jihad; Jihad; Political Ideology; Radicalization; Terrorism, Theories and 

Methods.  
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