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Department of Political Science, Université Laval,
Québec, Québec, Canada

This article proposes a systematic scoping review of the structural “root” causes of
non-suicide terrorism. It aims to synthesize the knowledge produced on this very spe-
cific issue from 2000 and 2009 and to raise questions about unanswered issues and
those that deserve more in-depth investigation. After presenting our methodology,
we offer an overview of this subfield of research. We then discuss our main results
and explain why no substantive argument on the structural “root” causes of terror-
ism emerges. We argue that the main gaps lie in the high fragmentation of this sub-
field, definitional problems, a somehow flexible operationalization of concepts, and a
high dependence on sources of questionable reliability.

Keywords scoping review, structural root causes, terrorism

It has become commonplace to say that the field of terrorism studies has undergone
tremendous changes since 2001. Although the field is still facing major definitional,
methodological, and theoretical challenges,' progress has unquestionably been made
in understanding this complex phenomenon. However, while interest in terrorism
studies has been constantly growing, little is known about the type of knowledge
produced within the field. It is striking to note “the relative absence of any reflective
state-of-the-art reviews of what the field has achieved.”? This may be explained by
many factors, such as the lack of a consensual definition, grand theories, or interdis-
ciplinary dialogue. Another explanation certainly lies in the huge number of new
publications printed each year, not to say each month, since 2001.

We assert that, although the field of terrorism studies remains largely unstruc-
tured and in a sense immature, literature reviews are much needed to better under-
stand the main trends in the field, as well as the erring ways, the dead angles, and the
un- or under-explored issues. Two edited volumes—the first by Andrew Silke,*> and
the second by Magnus Ranstorp,*—have paved the way, followed by book chapters
or articles on more specific issues.” The recent emergence of a new trend, the
so-called critical studies on terrorism, has led to the increase in the number of
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literature reviews, but they remain relatively marginal compared with other fields
of research.®

This article introduces a method rarely used in political science: a systematic
scoping review. This method is best suited to synthesize the knowledge produced
in a field of research. Considering the huge number of publications on terrorism,
we decided to concentrate our review on the specific subfield of the structural “root”
causes of non-suicide terrorism and to focus on peer-reviewed articles published
between 2000 and 2009. In so doing, our objectives are twofold: first, to synthesize
the knowledge produced on this very specific issue; second, to raise questions about
unanswered issues and those that deserve more in-depth investigation. This article
does not intend to draw revolutionary conclusions on causal factors that provoke
or favor the emergence of terrorism. Rather, it develops an epistemological perspec-
tive and offers new insights into the production of knowledge within the field of
terrorism studies. It is organized as follows: the first part outlines the main charac-
teristics of a scoping review and explains our methodology, as well as the limits of the
study; the second part examines the main characteristics of this subfield; the third
part presents our results; and the fourth part discusses recurrent problems within
the subfield. The conclusion highlights the shortcomings as well as possible avenues
for research.

Main Characteristics of a Scoping Review

We chose to conduct a systematic scoping review to synthesize knowledge on the
“root” causes of terrorism. Even if this method is rarely employed in political
science, it is largely used by health and knowledge transfer researchers and is spread-
ing to other fields of research.” The reason for this expansion is straightforward: the
development of information-sharing technologies and the centralization of data in
computerized databases allow researchers to collect a large number of studies com-
ing from a wide range of disciplines and geographic locations in a matter of minutes.
Moreover, systematic reviews offer numerous advantages compared with a tradi-
tional narrative literature review: a) they are more exhaustive; b) they are more
transparent; and c) since they follow a clear methodological template, they are replic-
able. There are numerous approaches to systematic review: full systematic review,
meta-analysis, scoping review, etc. While these various approaches “share certain
essential characteristics,”® they all have different objectives and follow different pat-
terns. We opted for a scoping review, because it is the first step to undertake before
undergoing a more comprehensive systematic review, like a full systematic review
(including or not a meta-analysis of quantitative studies). Furthermore, a systematic
scoping review focuses on the research findings themselves, and not on the meth-
odologies. It is then best suited to the preliminary mapping out of a field or
subfield of research.

Methods

Retrieval of Articles and Inclusion Criteria

In October 2009, we launched multiple keywords “chunks”” in the title, abstract, and

keywords fields of twelve social science electronic bibliography databases and
imported all the articles dealing with the “root” causes of terrorism into an Endnote
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library. “Root” causes of terrorism are loosely defined here as the factors underlying
the emergence of terrorist groups or that are conducive to terrorism.

We first eliminated the duplicate articles and those that were written in a
language other than English. Since we wanted to be sure that we did not miss any
relevant articles during the initial database screening, in December 2009, we manu-
ally searched through six journals specializing in terrorism and international rela-
tions that we identified as the main journals in which articles on the “root” causes
have been published.'” The new references published in these journals between
2000 and 2009 were imported into our database. At this point, we had a total of
4,962 references. Two reviewers then screened the title and the abstract of each arti-
cle to select those that met our five inclusion criteria.

The inclusion/exclusion criteria were defined according to the main objectives
of the research. Some criteria were refined during the initial steps of the process
based on our increasing familiarity with the material. The inclusion criteria read
as follows:

1. The subject of the article had to relate to the causes or the emergence of terrorism
(regardless of the dependent variable used to measure the phenomena). Given
that we wanted to isolate the causes of terrorism from other forms of violence,
we had to be able to specifically measure the influence of independent variables
on the emergence of terrorism. For example, some articles used the emergence
of terrorism as an indicator to assess larger phenomena, e.g., the outbreak of
political violence.!" If we were unable to isolate the influence of the independent
variables on the emergence of terrorism from other forms of violence, we rejected
the article. Another point deserves notice: we did not include articles that had a
dependent variable related to the popular support of terrorism or terrorist
groups. Even if the authors said that they used popular support as a proxy to mea-
sure the emergence of terrorism, we contended that a major gap exists between sup-
porting terrorism, joining a terrorist group, and carrying out a terrorist act.

From another perspective, we decided to exclude articles dealing exclusively
with suicide terrorism. This choice is certainly more questionable. The main
reasons are twofold. First, suicide-terrorism is often viewed in the literature as a
particular type of terrorist tactic that involves “complicated and contingent social,
psychological, and political interactions.”'? Second, although the same causal fac-
tors may affect both “ordinary” and suicide terrorism,'* we argue that literature on
suicide terrorism today constitutes a specific subfield within the field of terrorism
studies, and, as such, deserves a scoping review of its own. We also excluded all arti-
cles on state terrorism,'* because we postulate, following Stohl and Lopez and
Feldman and Perala, that non-state terrorism and state terrorism follow two
different logics."”

2. The research had to include at least one of the following eleven independent vari-
ables: political freedom; civil liberties; democracy; dictatorship; state repression;
country’s economic development; country’s socioeconomic conditions; national
economic inequality; national level of education; individual’s socioeconomic con-
dition; and/or individual’s level of education. Independent variables were ident-
ified in an incremental manner. As we became more familiar with our material,
we included the independent variables that emerged most often in our sample.
It certainly would have been interesting to synthesize all the articles regardless
of their independent variables. In other words, we could have selected all the
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articles that concerned the “root” causes of terrorism heedless of the nature of the
cause (be it defined as political, psychological, cultural, etc.). But, due to taking
into account resources and the weight of our initial Endnote database, we decided
to narrow down our focus to one aspect, namely the structural “root” causes of
non-suicide terrorism, which are strongly related to the eleven independent vari-
ables previously defined. This research strategy was defined to ensure the feasi-
bility of this research. On one hand, we acknowledge the limitations of our
approach. In particular, it led us to exclude all the articles dealing solely with
the non-structural determinants of terrorism from our final sample. This was
especially the case in psychological studies that analyze the influence of mental
dispositions to understand why some individuals resort to this violent strategy.
On the other hand, this research strategy still meets the main aims of a scoping
review: presenting the main findings of a field or subfield of research, without
introducing any restrictions on the dependent variables or any consideration as
to the methods used.

. The data of the dependent and independent variables had to be based on empiri-

cal evidence: interviews; fieldwork; content analysis of biographies and commu-
niqués; surveys and databases that are used to collect evidence from reports,
investigation, and open sources like ITERATE and the World Development
Indicators of the World Bank. As a result, non-empirical essays and articles that
were exclusively based on literature review were excluded.

. The journal in which the articles appeared had to be peer-reviewed.'® Our first

idea was to include all empirical studies that met the other inclusion criteria
regardless of their publication type. However, faced with the colossal database
that we uncovered, we chose to concentrate our efforts on peer-reviewed journals
and excluded books, book chapters, theses, essays, reports, online non-peer-
reviewed working papers, and unpublished works. This decision was also moti-
vated by the fact that articles published in peer-reviewed journals have undergone
a formal review process.

. Finally, the article had to be published between 2000 and 2009. We decided to

concentrate on the research produced during what Robert Pape defines as the
“second wave” in the study of terrorism.'” The “classical authors” of the first
wave unquestionably laid solid foundations to the research on the “root” causes.
In general, this literature distinguishes between psychological factors, structural
conditions, and the instrumental use of terrorism (rational choice theories).
Important works include the 1981 article of Martha Crenshaw, in which the
author proposes to integrate the situational variables, the strategies and goals
of terrorist organizations, and the individual motivations;'® Johnston’s book
which offers a typology of terrorism’s main causes;'’ and Gross’s work that pro-
poses one of the first models on the causes of terrorism.?’ On a more general
stance, numerous case studies address the root causes. But more often than
not, these works only present a list of the causes of terrorism in a particular con-
text without explaining how they interact or which ones may be considered the
most important.*!

While the psychological causes and the rational choice explanations were given
priority, the structural causes have been under-addressed in the first wave of studies
on terrorism. Moreover, as underlined by Ross, when they have been considered,
they have “rarely been integrated into a comprehensive causal model.””>* There were
of course noticeable exceptions. For instance, Hopple, Ross, and Vogly develop
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tentative causal models on the structural factors that explain the emergence of
terrorism.? Authors also focus on specific causes of terrorism. Gurr’s model of
relative deprivation has been, according to Schmid and Longman, one of the
most frequently used in the 1970s and the 1980s to study the economic causes
of terrorism.?* By the same token, Schmid was the first to offer a theoretical
framework on the relationships between certain attributes of democratic regimes
and terrorism, empirically tested in an article by Eubank and Weinberg.?
Nevertheless, beyond these attempts to systematically study the structural root
causes of terrorism, the research remains very fragmented and only a few
authors propose a model and systematically test it empirically. Besides, till
the mid-1980s, research was primary published in book format. Given the
few articles that met our four other criteria, we decided to concentrate on the
“second wave” in the study of terrorism. This choice seems to us all the more
relevant since authors have been more and more interested in the structural
causes of terrorism since the end of the 1990s. Moreover, they explore new
methodologies to address this issue. In particular, the access to systematic data
compiled in large databases paves the way to using quantitative methods.

Process of Inclusion/ Exclusion and Data Extraction

The articles that did not respect these inclusion criteria were removed from the data-
base. To ensure that the inclusion/exclusion process was done in a replicable way,
both reviewers separately screened the first 50 articles. The results were then
compared and any disagreements were discussed. We repeated the exercise until
we obtained 95% of concordance between the reviewers. In total, 250 articles were
reviewed by both reviewers. At this point, each reviewer took a set of articles and
worked on his own.”® When we had trouble judging at first glance whether an article
met all our criteria®’—for example, for those that did not have any abstract or whose
abstracts did not clearly show any empirical foundations—we read the full article to
determine whether it met our inclusion criteria.

All in all, 183 articles were read to determine their inclusion/exclusion. From
this first sorting, 48 articles were included in our study. We then selected all the
references included in the bibliography of these articles and screened their
abstracts to see whether the ones that were not included in our initial EndNote
library met our inclusion criteria. If so, we included them in our study. We
repeated this step with all new included articles until we found no more articles
to be added to our database. At this point, we had 63 articles in our study and
were quite confident that we had exhausted the field of research (a list is provided
in the Appendix).

With the inclusion/exclusion step done, we proceeded to data extraction. We
used a reading grid®® to assure that all data were systematically extracted by both
reviewers. The first two articles were separately done by both reviewers. The results
were compared and disagreements were discussed. We repeated this exercise until we
eliminated any sort of discordance. In total, ten articles were extracted by both
reviewers. At this point, each reviewer took a set of articles and worked on his
own, but regular meetings were organized to sort any problems out. Once the data
were extracted, we compiled them using a simple statistical method and analyzed
them. Before turning to our results, we present the main characteristics of the struc-
ture “‘root” causes subfield.



Downloaded by [University of Montana] at 09:21 19 February 2016

84 A. Campana and L. Lapointe

The Structural “Root” Causes of Terrorism Subfield

Analyzing the structural “root” causes of the terrorism subfield, as it currently
stands, provides a general overview of the framework in which knowledge is pro-
duced and diffused. What follows is a series of observations and thoughts that give
insight into the journals in which peer-reviewed articles based on empirical studies
are published, the main authors working on this topic, the timeframe of these
studies, the regions covered, and the methods employed.

It can be argued that the structural “root” causes, and, more largely, the problem
of causation,?® have become quite a popular issue among researchers. As shown in
Table 2, there has been an increase in the number of articles published between 2000
and 2009: 73% (n = 46) of the 63 articles have been published between 2006 and 2009.

A parallel can be drawn between this deep interest and the debates about “the
prevention” of terrorism within the U.S. and international and regional organiza-
tions (the United Nations since October 2001; European Union and Council of
Europe, among others).*® Since 2001 and the revival of attention to international
terrorism within these different forums, the emphasis has been put on measures to
prevent terrorism. Poor socio-economic conditions, lack of civil and political liber-
ties, and discrimination based on ethnicity or religion have been identified as con-
ditions conducive to terrorism.>’ The obvious influence of the political agenda on
research should not come as a surprise for those engaged in the field of terrorism
studies. On the contrary, it reflects a more general feature of research on terrorism,
which is more often than not “event-driven”” and “policy-driven,””*? not to mention
policy-oriented.** As such, the subfield of “root” causes is no exception to this rule.

Our second observation is related to the relative fragmentation of the structural
“root” causes subfield. The two dedicated scholarly journals—Terrorism and
Political Violence and Studies in Conflict and Terrorism—Dbring together a good deal
of these articles, that is, 38% (n = 24) of the 63 articles scoped. The other articles were
published in journals that principally focus on economics, 27% (n = 17);>* in journals
that specialize in security topics, 13% (n=28);* in political science journals, 13%
(n=8);*® and in international relations journals, 10% (n = 6).” Once again, this trend
is not specific to the “root” causes subfield and characterizes the whole field of
terrorism studies. This may be explained by its slow maturation and a very frag-
mented intellectual structure. Although the two “‘core” journals seem well estab-
lished, students of terrorism tend to naturally turn to disciplinary journals.
Compartmentalization is the rule, and the multi-disciplinary nature of the field
has not yet led to much-needed interdisciplinary dialog.

This relative fragmentation makes the scoping review all the more relevant since
it covers journals regardless of the discipline they belong to (27 different journals in
our case) and makes knowledge accumulation less difficult. It also enables us to
identify the regular authors publishing on this topic. One cannot but notice that
the structural “root” causes subfield well illustrates another core characteristic of
the field of terrorism studies: most authors are “transient.”*® Only five authors of
our sample authored or co-authored more than one peer-reviewed article: James
A. Piazza (6), Carlos Pastena Barros (5), Edward Newman (2), Christopher Hewitt
(2), and Quan Li (2). The case of J. A. Piazza deserves special notice since he has
published six peer-reviewed articles on this topic, which represents almost 10% of
the set of articles we scoped. Two reasons may explain this result: the differences
in publication strategies from one author to another;* and the fact that we only took
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Table 2. Number of articles published
between 2000 and 2009

Year No.
2000 2
2001 3
2002 1
2003 3
2004 8
2005 1
2006 15
2007 11
2008 12
2009 7

into consideration articles published in peer-reviewed journals. Although we cannot
control for the first factor, we acknowledge that our initial choice may somewhat dis-
tort our results. However, this possible bias does not put into question the general
trend that we have been observing since we launched this research. On the contrary,
the quasi-absence of regular authors on this topic further illustrates the lack of com-
mitment of researchers already pointed out by Andrew Silke and Avishag Gordon.*
It also poses a critical problem of continuity, which makes any efforts to synthesize
the findings of research on the structural causes of terrorism difficult.

Another feature of the subfield is the net dominance of researchers affiliated
with American or Western European universities. Out of the 104 authors*' who
wrote the articles in our sample (main author or co-author), 88% (n=91) are located
in this part of the world, and 49% (r=51) in the United States alone. This may not
come as a surprise given the field of terrorism studies historically grew up in Western
Europe and in the U.S.*? Although researchers coming from other parts of the world
have begun to become interested in terrorism studies, they remain relatively marginal
in the field. Moreover, issues on “root” causes seem to remain mainly a North
American and Western European concern.

A majority of authors have chosen quantitative methods (cross-sectional, time
series, time-series-cross-sectional, etc.) to address the issues of structural “root”
causes: in the 63 articles, quantitative methodologies were used 48 times* and quali-
tative methodologies 25 times, namely surveys, interviews, content analysis, etc.** The
“root” causes subfield may be considered here to be a sort of exception, since it is
dominated by quantitative methods, while most terrorism studies rely on qualitative
analysis of secondary sources.*> Although descriptive statistics account for the
majority of the analysis, inferential statistics are used more and more, producing
refined results. This represents a noticeable development. The availability of terrorist
incidents databases,*® subsidized mainly by research centers, think tanks, and state
agencies located in the U.S., provide functional data, even if the kind of data collected
raise questions that will be addressed later in this paper. Data on socio-economic and
political factors compiled by international organizations like the World Bank or by
research centers open new perspectives. Accordingly, the cost for entry into the struc-
tural “root” causes subfield is certainly lower than in other terrorism studies subfields,
due to the accessibility of data for those who want to engage in quantitative analysis.
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These types of data have a strong imprint on the timeframe and the regions stud-
ied. In general, articles based on quantitative methods incorporate a large number of
countries, when the region under study has been specified, which is not always the
case. This makes it difficult to draw a general picture. Nevertheless, about 29%
(n=18) of the articles that deal with a specific region concentrate on the Greater
Middle East, loosely defined as a region including Israel, the Palestinian Territories,
Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Iran, but also countries from the Arabian Penin-
sula, Turkey, Pakistan, and North Africa. Europe (excluding Russia) is the second
zone of interest 10% (n=06), followed by North America 5% (n=3) and China 3%
(n=2) (with new interest in the Uyghur uprisings). By the same token, the timeframe
of the articles under study depends on the methods employed and on the data col-
lected. Most quantitative studies cover large periods (for instance, 1978-2002),*
while qualitative studies focus generally on a narrower period of time.

These series of observations give us insight into the framework and context in
which knowledge on the “root” causes is produced. The next section focuses more
precisely on the structural factors that play a role in the emergence of terrorism or
terrorist groups.

The Problematic Nature of the Results*®

During the extraction process, we isolated four different dependent variables: a)
number of terrorist attacks in one country; b) terrorist attacks coming from outside
(attacks committed by a group “born” or based outside the country targeted); c)
number of terrorist groups in one country; and d) structural factors explaining indi-
vidual participation in terrorist groups. This strategy covers the different levels of
analysis at which the structural causes of terrorism are measured: the individual
level, the collective level, and the national level. In addition, we chose to compile
the results for every single dependent variable measured. For instance, Nesser ana-
lyzed the motivational factors at the group level and the individual motivations to
integrate a terrorist group into the Spanish and Dutch contexts.*” We thus counted
four different dependent variables and compiled each dependent variable indepen-
dently. By the same token, many articles ran more than one test. We followed the
same logic and compiled each test separately.

The extraction process of independent variables proved to be far more challeng-
ing than we initially thought. First of all, we extracted all the independent variables
used by the authors to explain the emergence of terrorism. All in all, we found 91
different independent variables through our whole corpus. Including all these vari-
ables would have been methodological nonsense since the great majority only appear
once. Moreover, the objective of this article remains to offer a synthesis of the most
recurring structural factors that favor the emergence of terrorism or terrorist groups.
We thus focused our attention on the 11 independent variables that were used as
inclusion criteria, which were selected following the process described below.

We were facing a major difficulty when it came to compiling the results since
there was no consensus on the operationalization of these independent variables.
On many occasions, we had trouble dissociating variables from concepts. For
example, indicators for civil liberties and political rights were sometimes used to
measure the level of democracy™ or state repression.’’ In these cases, we took the
author’s stance and matched the indicators based on the operational definition that
the author had adopted. This meant that, for some articles, we merged the indicators
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for civil liberties and levels of democracy, because the author created a composite
index stating that this was the best way to evaluate the democratic nature of a
regime. We did the same, when applicable, for the “political rights” and “state
repression’’ indicators. For the sake of clarity, we also included the indicator of
“political rights” in the larger category of “political freedom,” and merged the indi-
cators for ““civil rights” and “civil liberties.” This operation was even more subjective
in the case of qualitative studies taking an interpretive approach, given variables
were not always defined in a systematic way. We acknowledged the part played by
interpretation, and the somewhat artificial nature of this aggregation process and
the limits it entails.

As the four different tables show, it is quite difficult to draw a consistent picture
since few solid results emerge. Rather they demonstrate, despite the number of arti-
cles published on this topic between 2000 and 2009, the absence of any consensus
regarding the structural “root” factors that cause terrorism. In other words, no cau-
sal model emerges. Let us take four different examples that best exemplify, in our
point of view, the inconsistencies illustrated in the tables. The independent variable
“democracy’—one of the most measured—remains also one of the most contro-
versial. Does democracy prevent or promote terrorism? While answers to these
fundamental questions remain blurred by methodological issues that will be addres-
sed later on, findings suggest some ambiguous outcomes. First, the relationship is
uncertain when we consider the structural determinants of individual participation
in a terrorist group. It is negative when counting the number of terrorist groups that
appear in one given country. Tables 4 and 5 seem to show that democracies are more
prone to terrorist attacks committed by domestic and international groups. How-
ever, it is worth noting that the paucity of our data hindered our ability to draw
any significant conclusions. This is especially true in Table 4 since the small number
of results are distributed nearly equally between the positive and negative
relationships.

Due to the great uncertainty of the results and persistent disagreements on the
nature of this relationship, it would be risky to draw definitive conclusions. For
example, Weinberg maintains that “international terrorism and democratic perfor-
mance had little to do with one another.”>* Piazza, questioning the relationship
between democracy and terrorism in the context of 19 Middle Eastern countries,
shows variations from one model to another. It emerges that, in models that exam-
ined international terrorist attacks only, specifically where the perpetrator and the
target or victim are of different national origins, democracy is a positive predictor
of terrorism. The same result is found when the dependent variable is sorted by coun-
try among Middle Eastern states. But, when omitting the Palestinian/Israeli case, the
tests bring about less consistent results, even if the relationship remains positive.>
For their part, Drakos and Gofas conclude that “the level of democracy is not
directly related to terrorist activity.”>* Finally, Li proposes more refined results that
distinguished between the effects of democratic participation, institutional con-
straints, and electoral system on terrorism. Beyond the variation from one model
to the next, he concludes that “democratic participation reduces transnational
terrorism,”” but ““that the institutional constraints over government play a fundamen-
tal role in shaping the positive relationship between democracy and transnational
terrorism.”>>

State repression remains, as pointed out by Piazza, “an enigma.”>® We cannot
but admit that results paint no clear picture. While Table 4 shows that the state
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Table 3. Terrorist attacks committed in a given country

Structural factors associated with terrorist attack in one country

Independent Total number
variables Positive Negative Null Uncertain Non-linear of tests
Political freedom 4 1 5 0 1 11
Civil liberties 1 3 5 2 0 11
Democracy 12 0 6 5 1 24
Dictatorship 1 0 0 0 0 1
State repression 3 3 2 1 1 10
Country’s 7 5 9 5 0 26
economic
development
Country’s 1 0 6 0 0 7
socioeconomic
conditions
National economic 0 0 6 2 0 8
inequality
National level of 2 0 1 1 0 4
education
Individual’s 0 0 0 0 0 0
socioeconomic
conditions
Individual’s level 0 0 0 0 0 0

of education

repression in one country reduces terrorist attacks instigated by terrorist groups born
and active in another country, we cannot generalize this conclusion, since it is taken
from only one test. The results presented in the other three tables are even more
striking for different reasons. We found no article directly addressing the effects
of state repression on the emergence of terrorist groups. Yet, studying this kind of
relationship may tell us a lot about the type of violence mobilized by groups and
individuals. On the contrary, the effects of state repression on an individual’s
decision to join or participate in a terrorist group could be described as somewhat
significant, given 60% of the tests conducted showed a positive effect. In a study
on the motivations of individuals who have joined the Colombian guerrilla move-
ment since 1960, repression is cited by interviewees as an encouraging factor.>’
Nevertheless, we could argue that there is a tremendous difference between the deter-
mining factor of individual participation in a terrorist group and the (in)ability of
this group to commit terrorist acts due to the repressive actions of the state in which
it is operating. Finally, the measure of state repression offers uncertain results when
considering the structural factors that favor a terrorist attack in one country
(Table 3). Testas draws a clear positive relationship between low and high levels
of repression in Muslim countries and terrorist attacks.’® Freedman and Perala come
to similar conclusions in an article dealing with the non-governmental terrorism in
Latin America. They even assert that they discover “an empirical confirmation for



Downloaded by [University of Montana] at 09:21 19 February 2016

The Structural “Root” Causes of Non-Suicide Terrorism 91

Table 4. Terrorist attacks coming from outside

Terrorist attacks coming from groups born in another country than the one under
attack

Independent Non- Total number
variables Positive Negative Null Uncertain linear of tests
Political freedom 1 1
Civil liberties 2 2 1 4
Democracy 4 3 1 8
Dictatorship 0
State repression 1 1
Country’s economic 1 1 2 2 1 7
development
Country’s 1 1 2
socioeconomic
conditions
National economic 1 1 2
inequality
National level of 1 1
education
Individual’s 0
socioeconomic
conditions
Individual’s level 0

of education

theoretical arguments linking non-governmental terrorism to the level of state
repression and abuse.”>® But Dalacoura, among others, contradicts such clear-cut
results. In her article on Islamist terrorism, she demonstrates that state repression
may or may not have an effect on the number of international terrorist incidents.*
Although this issue is particularly context-sensitive, it certainly deserves further
investigation, which would allow us to better understand the nature of the influence
of state repression on a group’s strategies and individuals’ motivations.

The analysis of the country’s economic development (GDP per capita or GPD
growth) gives very mixed results. Once again, they throw the researcher into much
confusion because the relationship proves to be complex and strongly dependent
on the way it is measured. Kurrild-Klitgaard, Justesen, and Klemmensen well illus-
trate the complexity of the relationship between terrorism and economy. When mea-
suring for the number of terrorist attacks, the relationship is positive.®’ But when
considering the country of origin of the terrorists, the relationship is null. Further-
more, as pointed out by Blomber, the relationships between terrorism and the econ-
omy are dependent on the regime type. It is said to be “important’ for high income
countries, but not for low income countries. Moreover, as the author puts it, periods
of economic contraction create the conditions of instability in high income
countries.®

Education is certainly one of the independent variables that gathers the most
consensus. It is true that the relationship between education, whether defined at a
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Table 5. Number of terrorist groups in a country

A. Campana and L. Lapointe

Number of terrorist groups/emergence of terrorist groups in a country

Independent Non- Total number
variables Positive Negative Null Uncertain linear of tests
Political freedom 0
Civil liberties 0
Democracy 1 1
Dictatorship 0
State repression 0
Country’s economic 0
development
Country’s 1 1
socioeconomic
conditions
National economic 0
inequality
National level 1 1
of education
Individual’s poverty 0
Individual’s level 0

of education

Table 6. Structural determinants of individual participation in terrorist groups

Structural factors explaining individual participation in terrorist groups

Independent Non- Total number
variables Positive Negative Null Uncertain linear of tests
Political freedom 1 1 2
Civil liberties 1 1 2
Democracy 1 1
Dictatorship
State repression 3 1 1 5
Country’s economic
development
Country’s 1 1 2
socioeconomic
conditions
National economic 1 1
inequality
National level
of education
Individual’s poverty 1 5 1 1 8
Individual’s level 5 1 1 1 1 9

of education
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country or an individual level, is mainly discussed when taking into consideration the
structural determinants that favor individual participation in terrorist groups. While
some disagreements persist, two relative consensuses emerge. First, authors generally
agree on the role of educated people in terrorist organizations.®® This assumption
may be linked to another related issue: the relationship between poverty and indi-
vidual involvement in terrorist organization is not supported. Some authors like
Maleckova and Krueger and Berrebi link this conjecture to the high level of educated
people in terrorist groups. Being more aware of social and political situations, these
individuals develop a strong sense of social and political responsibility and may be
motivated by the socio-economic conditions of their countrymen.®* They adopt a
“Robin Hood” behavior, espousing a cause and acting in the name of others. The
relationship between poverty and individual involvement in terrorist organizations
is thus largely dependent on the social background of many of the members in these
groups. Secondly, they agree that the content of education is what matters, and not
the level of education as such.®> In Pakistan, for example, children being indoctri-
nated into Pakistani madrassas are more susceptible to integrate into a group resort-
ing to terrorism than the children who followed their curriculum in secular schools.®

The Main Limitations and Difficulties

How can we explain the impossibility of reaching any consensus and draw a causal
model that could be applied to better understand the phenomena of the structural
“root” causes? What follows is a series of observations and thoughts that identify
the main difficulties we encountered in the process of conducting this research. They
also draw attention to the principal problems that stand out in this particular
subfield, which also impinge on the field as a whole.

Problems of Definition

Not surprisingly, the impossibility of establishing a common definition of terrorism
strongly influences any attempts to accumulate knowledge. While some quantitative
studies generally rely on the definition adopted by the databases from which data is
extracted (ITERATE or MIPT in most cases), a majority of authors (n =34) do not
give any details on the source of their working definition, when they have one. More
often than not, the definition of the “term” terrorism is taken for granted, without
further conceptual precaution. In eight different cases, authors adopted, without
questioning it, one of the definitions of the U.S. governmental agencies (in this case,
FBI, U.S. Department of State, U.S. Criminal Code). While several authors agree on
the pointlessness of achieving a common definition, we argue that a minimal defi-
nition is much needed, given the high level of fragmentation in this subfield, but also
the different levels of analysis at which authors conduct their investigation. The vari-
ation in the conceptualization of what constitutes the core concept of these articles
acts as a strong limitation in the understanding of the studied phenomena. Since this
problem has been extensively discussed, we will not expand on it.%’

Operationalization of the Independent and Dependent Variables

As noted above, we did observe a great variation in the definition of both inde-
pendent and dependent variables. Comparisons of and from different studies require
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a clear definition of the key concepts. But there is a great disparity in the operatio-
nalization of both the dependent and independent variables, which poses major
problems. This limitation appears to be a serious one, since it may lead to theoretical
deadlock. Take, for example, the operationalization of the variable “democracy.”
The attributes given to the variable “democracy” vary from author to author, even
if most used some aggregate indicators of political regime type. But, as pointed out
by Li, these indicators cannot separate the positive and negative effects of democracy
on the emergence of terrorist groups or terrorism.®® In the same vein, some authors
use “political freedom”” as an indicator of democracy,®® while others make “polit-
ical freedom” a variable on its own accord. This creates disparate results and con-
siderably hinders our ability to compare results. We contend that the variance in
our results is best explained by these differences in the operationalization of both
the dependent and independent variables, since authors finally do not always
measure the same phenomena.

Dependence on Sources and Data Quality

The discussion on the differences in the operationalization of both independent and
dependent variables highlights the strong dependence on sources. This is particularly
true for the quantitative studies that heavily rely on databases of terrorist incidents
and on other databases, such as Polity IV, the World Bank, or OCDE indicators.
Two major concerns could be expressed regarding the availability of information
and its reliability. The former strongly impacts what is measured. For instance,
the above-cited MIPT or ITERATE databases do not propose much data on terror-
ist incidents in dictatorial or authoritarian countries because the collection of data,
carried out mainly through media screening, is neither easy to come by nor reliable.
In these countries, the number of terrorist incidents is indeed minimized to hide the
potential vulnerability of the state, or overstated to de-legitimate opponents to the
state. As pointed out by several authors, this introduces a bias in the reporting of
terrorist acts between different regimes.”® The high dependence on the availability
of sources makes it difficult to measure factors that may be relevant to the emergence
of terrorists or terrorist groups. By the same token, measuring terrorism by counting
terrorist incidents does not offer a whole picture. Such approaches take into con-
sideration neither the variation in intensity of violence, nor the different types of
terrorist groups, nor their evolution over time.

Moreover, the quality of these data has been frequently and justifiably ques-
tioned, since it is quite difficult to double-check the source, the collection process,
and the handling of primary information. Data strongly imprint on the research
on the structural “root” causes of terrorism. While the creation of databases still
offers very interesting avenues for quantitative research, caution in using the data
compiled is much needed. Qualitative research based on extensive fieldwork may
partially redress these limitations, although it is very often too context-sensitive to
offer a real potential for generalization. Not to mention that researchers who use this
approach sometimes offer no formal definition of the concept under study, which
hinders the leverage and the comparability of their results. In sum, while we
acknowledge that data will never be “perfect,” researchers must at the very least
be aware and specify the limitations induced by the validity of the data they are
using. As long as these conditions are not fulfilled, it would be extremely difficult
to aggregate insight and knowledge on this topic.
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Endogeneity Problems

Another problem is worth mentioning for it impacts the overall results if not taken
into consideration in the design of the research. Problems of endogeneity may affect
some key independent variables in quantitative studies. While some authors are very
careful, others seem to simply ignore this issue, taking for granted a unique direction
of causality. The problem of endogeneity particularly concerns issues related to state
repression or political rights. In the case of state repression, the nature of the
relationship between repression, terrorist attacks, or involvement in a terrorist group
may be difficult to determine for certain as a state could rely more heavily on
repression to counter or respond to a terrorist act.”' In this type of configuration,
state repression could no longer be considered a condition conducive to terrorism.
The same applies to civil liberties, which may be restricted in a given country in
response to terrorism.’> Endogeneity may also distort the relationship between econ-
omic cogditions and terrorism given the latter may have a negative impetus on the
former. "

The Problematic Distinction Between Domestic and International Terrorism

In our sample, studies on transnational/international terrorism’® predominate in
number over studies on domestic terrorism. This is not surprising since data on inter-
national terrorism have been compiled in several databases while data on domestic
terrorism remain very fragmented and less available.”” Yet, as pointed out by
Abadie, “the determinants of international terrorism are not necessarily informative
about the determinants of domestic terrorism.”’® We should be cautious in consider-
ing not only the level of analysis (individual, collective, or national), but also the
categories of terrorism under scope.

But while essential, this distinction is not the only one needed. A systematic dis-
tinction should be made between the factors that trigger off a terrorist attack and the
nationality of the perpetrators, given the increasing degree of hybridization within
terrorist groups and the interaction between the local and the global aspects. This
may have important theoretical outcomes. For example, if the dependent variable
is based on the number of terrorist attacks perpetrated in a country without con-
sideration of the nationality of the perpetrator, an attack committed in a democratic
country by a group based in an undemocratic country would suggest that democracy
is the cause of terrorism. This distinction is all the more important that a terrorist
incident could be committed in one given country in response to political develop-
ments in another country. The location of the terrorist act does not always equate
with the place where the attack was decided and organized.”” In this case, the general
political environment of the country of origin of terrorist perpetrators should be con-
sidered first. The development of terrorist groups, especially those belonging to the
Jihadi sphere, makes it more difficult to test the very “root’ causes of terrorism since
local and global elements interlink.”®

Conclusion

This article presents insights into our (in)ability to measure the structural “root”
causes of terrorism. While authors rigorously test demonstrable correlations upon
strong theoretical premises, no substantive argument, let alone causal theories of
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terrorism, emerges. If some studies have a significant impact upon the field, their
conclusions more often than not contradict each other, bringing about much con-
fusion and making impossible any prediction. As argued throughout the whole
paper, this subfield of research still shows strong signs of immaturity. At this stage,
it is not prone to cumulative knowledge for it is constructed from too different disci-
plinary perspectives. Furthermore, the wide array of methodology generates results
that are difficult to compare. What would have reflected the wealth of this subfield
should an interdisciplinary dialogue be conducted proves to represent a major
obstacle in its structuring.

The gaps mainly lie in definitional problems, a somehow flexible operationaliza-
tion of concepts, and a high dependence on sources of questionable reliability. The
variety of data acts as an impediment to substantive progress since it creates different
measures and leads to different findings. Moreover, one dimension seems to have
been ignored by most authors: the factors that cause terrorism may vary according
to the context. We contend that controlling for variables that make “noise” is, in our
point of view, insufficient to draw a complete and consistent picture. The interaction
among variables, including contextual ones, remains a blind spot in most quantitat-
ive studies. While case studies attempt to provide more in-depth analysis, sometimes
taking into account this interactive dimension, they usually lack generalizing poten-
tial and sometimes use undefined concepts that make them hard to compare. Both
qualitative comparative studies and studies that take a mixed approach remain an
exception in the subfield of the structural “root” causes of terrorism, and are still
marginal in the field of terrorism studies. Whereas disaggregating variables is much
needed to avoid risky generalizations over time and across cases, and whereas terror-
ism is a changing phenomenon very sensitive to the social and the political back-
ground, tools to reintegrate the context into the analysis and its variations are still
lacking. Along these lines, E. Newman proposed that systematically combining or
correlating the “root” causes with the precipitant factors linked to a given context
may open new avenues of research.’’

While all these methodological limitations cast doubts about the explicative
value of causal factors, we agree that the structural “root” causes of terrorism cer-
tainly are a legitimate scientific subject and have a scientific and social utility. But the
treatment of this important issue deserves more flexibility, as well as a greater open-
ness to other literatures, particularly the texts on civil wars or political violence in
which very similar difficulties have already been extensively examined and dis-
cussed.®® The next steps would include building bridges with other fields of study
to give new dynamics to unresolved debates.
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