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Abstract

An unusual feature of the social scientific study of religious terrorism is the erasure of religiosity as a significant 
motivational factor. This article systematically delineates and criticizes the presence of this peculiar interpretive 
preference, demonstrating that it is methodologically suspect and theoretically and empirically unhelpful. There are 
two parts to the critique. Part I (this article), discusses three foundational aspects of the argument: (1) it delineates 
ten conditions of the critique, to avoid predictable misunderstandings; (2) it specifies three methodological reasons 
for considering the motivational claims of religious terrorists as potentially important and valid data; and (3) it 
surveys the history of the study of religious terrorism to identify some extra-methodological influences that may 
have truncated the analysis of the religious motivations for religious terrorism. Part II (the next article), examines 
three types of arguments commonly used to minimize the role of religiosity in motivating religious terrorism. 
Identifying the arguments by the primary interpretive errors they rely on, some arguments (1) mistakenly treat 
the religious background and knowledge of homegrown jihadists as a sound indicator of their religiosity; others 
(2) inappropriately apply a modern Western normative conception of religion to homegrown jihadists; and some 
arguments (3) rely on an overly dichotomized conception of the relationship of social processes and ideology in the 
process of radicalization. The critique ends with consideration of alternative perspectives, offering a more refined 
conception of the role of ideology, and more specifically religiosity, in the determination of the actions of religious 
terrorists.
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Introduction

The title of this article may appear ironic. Yet it alludes to a very real problem.[1] Surely religious terrorism is 
about religion in some significant way. This is the assumption underlying much public discourse since 9/11. In 
many social scientific analyses of religious terrorism, however, researchers discount the significance of religion 
as a motivator for religious terrorism. In most cases, they do not explicitly reject the role of religiosity, though 
there are some prominent exceptions that more or less do.[2] On the contrary, most researchers partially 
acknowledge its causal role, yet they persistently minimize its overall significance by categorizing the religious 
motivational claims made by religious terrorists as nothing more than propaganda. They are little more than 
rationalizations offered by perpetrators guided by strategic thinking or driven by deeper impulses. Researchers 
argue, or more often simply assume that these thoughts and impulses are rooted in social, economic, and 
political grievances, which provide a more plausible explanation for the actions of the “religious terrorists.”[3] 
This interpretive stance renders the authenticity and the explanatory value of the terrorists’ own declarations 
of the key role that religious commitments play in determining their actions epiphenomenal.[4] Yet there are 
multiple logical and methodological reasons for doubting the validity of this tendency to eschew the evidentiary 
value of the religious motivational claims made by religious terrorists. 

A handful of commentators and researchers have called out this interpretive problem, but their dissent is a 
minority view in the study of terrorism.[5] The minimization of religious motivations for religious terrorism 
may constitute a systemic bias in the field of terrorism studies. Its expression, however, is anything but 
systematic, and this makes mounting a critique challenging. The pervasive and largely implicit presence of 
the bias also points to the need to engage in a more systematic critical assessment of this issue. The research 
literature on terrorism is replete with specific statements about the limited or negligible explanatory value of 
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religious motivational claims. Testing the validity of these assertions, and their premises, requires the kind of 
close reading of the contexts in which these claims are made that rarely occurs. This study provides a more 
systematic analysis of the ways in which many researchers discount the religious motivations for religious 
terrorism, and argues, alternatively, that the religious motivational claims have a constructive role to play, 
theoretically and empirically, in advancing our grasp of the exact nature of the actions of religious terrorists. 
This interpretive turn is essential to recognizing both the behavioral and strategic consequences of the religious 
motivations for these actions, and hence how they also can be countered most effectively.

The following brief examples illustrate the presence, role, and significance of the bias in question. In her summary 
analysis of the research on “The Root Causes of Terrorism,” Darcy Noricks discusses the results of a classified 
MI5 study of several hundred violent Islamist extremists in the U.K.[6] The findings, as reported in the media, 
surprised many. The MI5 analysts concluded that “a well-established religious identity actually protects against 
violent radicalization,” and that a “large number” of the extremists studied “were discovered to be little more 
than religious novices.” Moreover, “few of those involved in terrorism were brought up in religious households,” 
and finally that “there were large numbers of converts involved; and even the nonconverts were surprisingly 
illiterate about Islam.” Overall, these findings are thought to buttress the claim that jihadist extremism is not 
really about religion. As I will argue, there is little warrant, in principle and empirically, for drawing such a 
conclusion. Such an interpretation is in line, however, with that of other prominent commentators on religious 
terrorism. 

In the Washington Post, Jessica Stern, then-lecturer at Harvard Law School and author of Terror in the Mind of 
God: Why Religious Militants Kill, discussed “Five Myths about Who becomes a Terrorist.”[7] With regard to 
the third myth, “al-Qaeda is made up of religious zealots,” she states:

To the contrary, rank-and-file terrorists who claim to be motivated by religious ideology often 
turn out to be ignorant about Islam. The Saudi Interior Ministry has questioned thousands of 
terrorists in custody about why they turned to violence, and found that the majority did not have 
much formal religious instruction and had only a limited understanding of Islam. According 
to Saudi officials, one-quarter of the participants in a rehabilitation program for former jihadis 
had criminal histories, often for drug-related offenses, whereas only 5 percent had been prayer 
leaders or had other formal religious roles. 

In a recent (Oct. 14, 2019) interview with Lusail TV (Qatar), Ali Soufan, a former FBI Agent, well-known 
global intelligence and security consultant, and author of several popular books on the war on terrorism, said:

When I was in the FBI, I worked in counter-terrorism and I spoke with many people. Let me 
tell you, none of these people joined [extremist] organizations out of belief. They joined them 
for economic, political, and social considerations and the ideology came later. If a person is a 
believer and has strong belief to begin with, then nobody can take advantage of this belief and 
lead him [to terrorism]. So, terrorism has nothing to do with ideology. It has nothing to do with 
religion or ideas.[8]

The denial of the significance of religiosity in motivating religious terrorism could hardly be more emphatic. In 
most cases, it is less so, but the result, in terms of exerting a suppressive influence on the analytic sensibilities 
of researchers and officials, is much the same, even in cases where the evidence is contrary.

Take for example the following passage from Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and Laura Grossman’s frequently cited 
report on homegrown terrorists in the U.S. and the U.K.:

Researchers have provided diametrically opposed views about the role of theology in the 
radicalization of homegrown Islamic terrorists. Five of the six factors that this study identifies 
can provide insight into how the individuals in this study understand their faiths (adoption of 
a legalistic interpretation of Islam, coming to trust only a select and ideologically rigid group 
of religious authorities, viewing a schism between Islam and Western society, displaying a low 
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tolerance for theological deviance, and attempting to impose religious beliefs on others). These 
five factors were found present in the sample frequently enough that it is clearly premature to 
rule out homegrown terrorists’ religious understanding as an important factor in radicalization. 
Indeed, while our data cannot be considered conclusive, it seems to us that the individuals’ 
theological understanding was a relatively strong factor in their radicalization.[9]

The findings of this study of 117 jihadists demonstrates that most of the common and strong behavioral 
indicators of radicalization are religious. Yet the authors are only willing to say that the evidence indicates 
it may be “premature to rule out homegrown terrorists’ religious understanding as an important factor in 
radicalization.” The wording, I suggest, points to the hegemonic status of the view that the religiosity of the 
jihadists does not matter. 

Each of these illustrative statements rests on interrelated and similar claims reflective of the discourse, and 
the underlying logic, I am questioning. Delineating the limitations of other more complex and more subtle 
arguments, which play down the significance of religious motivations, is more challenging. It is necessary, 
however, if we wish to elevate the discussion. Overall, we need to remember that the views of these experts 
constitute a denial of the evidentiary value, if not simply the authenticity, of the countless documents, videos, 
and testimonials authored by jihadists asserting the opposite. There is no reason we should simply believe what 
the jihadists assert, but before categorically dismissing their views, and in ways that are incongruent with the 
treatment of more orthodox expressions of religiosity or political ideology, we need to scrutinize the grounds 
for this dismissal more exactingly. 

There are two parts to this study. Part 1 (this article), delineates three initial and important aspects of the 
argument, systematically addressing foundational concerns rarely broached in discussions of the role of 
religion in motivating religious terrorism. First, to set the stage as carefully as possible, and avoid predictable 
misunderstandings and objections, I delineate 10 conditions of the argument. Second, three methodological 
reasons are provided for conceiving the motivational claims of religious terrorists as potentially important and 
valid sources of data. Third, I survey the shifting history of the study of religious terrorism to identify some 
of the extra-methodological influences that may have distorted and truncated the discussion of the role of 
religious motivations for religious terrorism. In Part 2 (the next article), I first examine three types of arguments 
commonly used, separately and conjointly, to minimize the role of religiosity in motivating religious terrorism. 
Then secondly, I discuss some alternative perspectives, ones that refine how we should conceptualize the role 
of ideology, and more specifically religiosity, in the radicalization of terrorists and their actions. I identify the 
three arguments used to minimize the role of religiosity in terms of the primary interpretive errors they rely 
on. Some arguments (1) mistakenly treat the religious background and knowledge of homegrown jihadists as 
a sound indicator of their religiosity. Other arguments (2) inappropriately apply a modern Western normative 
conception of religion to homegrown jihadists. Yet other arguments (3) rely on an overly dichotomized 
conception of the relationship of social processes and ideology in their conceptualization of the process of 
radicalization. 

As should be clear, but I wish to stress, the argument being advanced is not about whether religion in the 
abstract or Islam specifically is to blame for jihadist terrorism. I am not offering a critique of religion or Islam 
by associating them with terrorism. The focus is much more specific and methodological. It is about whether 
a failure to adequately consider the role of religiosity—the degree of someone’s commitment to the practice 
of a religion—is hindering the development of a comprehensive and accurate understanding of the causes of 
religious terrorism. 

The Conditions of the Argument

Many factors are at play in the controversy over the nature of religious terrorism and the process of radicalization 
more generally. Therefore, it is important to qualify this argument in a number of specific ways, to minimize 
misunderstandings.
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First, the analysis is limited to explanations of the actions of Western homegrown religious terrorists, which 
in the contemporary context largely means jihadists.[10] Much of the argument has larger implications, but 
applying it to other contexts involves consideration of significant cultural, historical, and societal differences 
that exceed what I can address here. Moreover, even in the context of so-called Western societies, there are 
discernible differences (e.g., between France and the United States) in the backgrounds and motivations of 
jihadists that should be kept in mind, but cannot be fully addressed in this analysis. 

Second, the analysis is restricted to understanding the turn to political violence in terms of the “decisional 
calculus preceding potential terrorist action,” rather than the “individual qualities or broad societal processes” 
associated with the radicalization of individuals.[11] The discussion reflects an awareness of debates about 
the broader contextual matters (e.g., the mental health of jihadist terrorists or the role social marginalization 
in fomenting jihadism), but the focus is more restrictive. My concern is how scholars have conceived the role 
of religiosity in becoming a potentially violent jihadist. As Horgan and others have stressed, the processes of 
joining the jihadist movement and deciding to cross the boundary from talk to action—to engage in terrorism, 
domestically or as a foreign fighter—are distinct.[12] Just because someone has become “involved” in a terrorist 
group does not mean they will “engage” in acts of violence. Even more specifically, talk, it seems, is a poor 
indicator of whether someone will engage in violent acts.[13] In arguing, the explanatory value of considering 
the evidentiary value of claims about religiosity, I am not challenging this differentiation. Overall, it will be 
important to determine the nature and the significance of the role played by religiosity in joining an extremist 
movement versus engaging in violence once involved. For the purposes of this initial discussion, however, my 
focus is more broadly on both the cognitions and behavior associated with becoming a terrorist, and the initial 
mobilization into extremism, as well as the decision to perpetrate acts of terrorism.[14] 

Third, a great many voices have participated in the contemporary debate over the role of religion in religious 
terrorism, religious apologists, radical atheists, government officials, politicians, and a diverse set of academics 
from multiple disciplines. This has created a confusing array of arguments and positions. Elsewhere I have 
sought to clarify the possibilities by framing a descriptive typology of existing approaches,[15] based on two 
questions that are implicitly structuring the discussion: whether one thinks religion in general is responsible 
for this kind of terrorism (or not), or just one religion, namely Islam, is especially culpable (or not). Each of 
the types in the resultant fourfold typology has many further subtypes. Here attention is on the fourth type, 
“religion is not to blame and neither is Islam,” and more specifically the third sub-variant of this type, the 
social scientific tendency to minimize the role of religion in terrorism. Given the confusion of voices and 
perspectives participating in the overall debate, though, aspects of the arguments used in the other approaches 
(e.g., religion is to blame, but not Islam) often find their way into the analyses under discussion, and hence my 
counterargument as well. The intent, however, is to keep the focus, as closely as possible, on the one type of 
argument—the social scientific denial of the relevance of religiosity overall. 

Fourth, the erasure of religious claims from consideration in explaining religious terrorism is hard to 
demonstrate empirically. A systematic review of the relevant social scientific literature could be undertaken, 
but this would involve examining hundreds, if not thousands, of books, articles, book chapters, and reports 
published since 9/11. Moreover, it is far from clear that such a review would prove convincing to skeptics, 
since the parameters used to frame the review, and interpret the findings, are unclear at this stage. Lacking 
clarity in this regard, such a review may seem circular and self-fulfilling in nature. Consequently, this analysis 
is more preliminary and involves seeking to clarify the points of contention, and the kinds of arguments used 
to minimize or dismiss the relevance of the claims for the religious motivation for religious terrorism. As such, 
it is an exercise in consciousness raising about the issue and delineation of the parameters of the debate. This 
involves bringing a greater measure of analytical order to a confusing situation by delineating some of the 
thematic ways in which the erasure of religion happens.

Fifth, this analysis hinges on making a distinction between religion and religiosity. My concern is with the 
motivating role of religiosity in jihadist and, hypothetically, other forms, of religious terrorism, and not religion 
per se. The argument is not about whether religion as a social phenomenon, or any one religion, is a source 
of terrorism. That is a discussion pertinent to some of the other types of approaches to the issue of religious 
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terrorism noted above.[16] In making my argument, I refer to how scriptures and other aspects of religious 
ideology are used to explain and justify the actions of religious terrorists, since this demonstrates the presence 
of religiosity. It is irrelevant, however, whether the uses made of these religious materials, whether texts, 
teachings, experiences, myths, or symbols, are legitimate (i.e., meet with the approval of authoritative figures 
or institutions of the religion in question). My concern is with the saliency, strength, and sincerity of the beliefs 
motivating the actions of the terrorists. As I argue elsewhere, “[f]aulty theology is not a reliable indicator of 
degree of religiosity or the primacy of religion in someone’s motivations.”[17] 

Regrettably, this key interpretive distinction is often blurred, or ignored altogether, in many discussions of 
religious terrorism. In Tom Quiggins’ analysis of al-Qaeda’s ideology, for example, he examines “eight main 
themes” in the discourse of jihadists, showing how each is interpreted in nine al-Qaeda books and essays, and 
contrastingly in more classical, mainstream sources.[18] The doctrines analyzed are jihad, bayat, daru Islam, 
unmah, takfir, shaheed, al-wala wal bara, and hijrah.[19] In quick succession, Quiggin considers each concept, 
repeatedly demonstrating that the jihadist use of these ideas deviates from mainstream views. Based on this 
analysis, and in the absence of any other data or argumentation, he concludes: 

the basic grievances of al-Qaeda (real and imagined) are political, not religious. The window 
dressing that is used in the documents is almost always religious, as are the justifications for 
violence. However, problems raised in the texts are those of classic identity politics: oppression, 
poverty, and exploitation are common themes.[20]

As even Quiggins’ superficial analysis of jihadist ideology demonstrates, however, al-Qaeda consistently seeks 
to frame its objectives in religious terms, engaging in an ongoing and sweeping reformulation of fundamental 
doctrines of Islam to explain and justify its actions. Yet this effort in theological innovation is interpreted as 
evidence that al-Qaeda is not really motivated by religion. The logic of this stance is hard to follow. In the 
absence of other information, it seems Quiggin (and the reviewers of his article) think that the motivations of 
the jihadists could not really be religious because their views are either unorthodox or because they are poor 
theologians. Logically, however, that judgment is unwarranted.

Sixth, I am not arguing that religion is the cause of religious terrorism. On the contrary, like many of the 
researchers whose work I criticize, I have sought to understand how persons become religious terrorists in terms 
of a larger set of psychological and social processes focused on identity formation and change, as influenced 
by a variety of context-specific social structural variables.[21] My approach, however, allocates a pivotal role 
to ideology, and in the case of jihadists, more specifically religiosity, in focusing and consolidating the factors 
fomenting extremism. Its role is present throughout the process of radicalization, though in variable ways and 
degrees. In its absence, we would have little reason to be speaking of a process of radicalization, as opposed 
to other kinds of change. The precise role of religious ideas and commitments in the radicalization of each 
individual and group may differ and must be determined on a case-by-case basis. In doing so, an array of types 
of data and contextual factors need to be considered.[22] In some cases, religiosity may play an originating role 
in precipitating a turn toward political violence. In other cases, it may play an operative and mediating role, 
organizing relatively inchoate feelings and thoughts and linking them to specific actions. In still other cases, 
religious claims may only serve as a post-hoc justification for actions primarily driven by other motivations. 
This argument is not about adjudicating between these possibilities, but rather simply that we need to take the 
full range of possibilities into consideration.

Seventh, with others,[23] I am stressing that the religious aspect of this type of terrorism makes a noteworthy 
difference in the behavior of the terrorists, as individuals and groups, and hence in the consequences of their 
actions. Thus, we need to recognize its role in motivating the actions in order to grasp these special and specific 
consequences. As Juergensmeyer stresses, for example, religiously inspired acts of violence constitute ritual 
performances with a symbolic significance.[24]

This means such violence often fails to conform to the dictates of strategic thinking, and hence it is difficult 
to predict, prevent, or counter without entering into the specific mindset of the perpetrators. In the case of 
apocalyptic or even just world-rejecting ideologies, this means imaginatively understanding a worldview that is 
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relatively alien to most of us.[25] We cannot afford, then, to miss the role of this religiosity in seeking to counter 
this type of terrorism or rehabilitate these kinds of terrorists, no matter how difficult it can be to do so.[26]

Eighth, as stated, the actual role of religious beliefs and commitments in the radicalization of terrorists is to 
be determined on a case-by-case basis. It appears that no two individuals radicalize in exactly the same way 
and there is considerable heterogeneity in who becomes a jihadist and how. Minimally, though, we need to 
recognize that many terrorists think their religiosity is one of the primary reasons for their actions. In effect, 
then, it is, until demonstrated otherwise. If we wish to counter this type of terrorism effectively, then we must 
recognize the nature and implications of this self-understanding.[27] To quote an old maxim in sociology: “If 
men [sic] define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.”[28] We cannot afford to sidestep this 
fact of social life for the reasons that will be delineated in Part II of this analysis. 

Ninth, my objective in advancing this critique is not to speculate on why there is an interpretive bias against 
taking religious motivational claims seriously, and why analyses displaying this bias are accepted so readily 
in the field.[29] I cannot know what researchers and readers are thinking, and it is not necessary for my 
constructive ends. While this analysis is polemical, the objective is to improve our understanding of the 
phenomenon of religious terrorism by ameliorating the problem of specificity. When we seek to understand 
why some individuals participate in the process of radicalization leading to violence, the set of explanatory 
conjectures offered—such as political grievances, socioeconomic marginalization, lack of education, mental 
health concerns, religious beliefs, and so on—invariably apply to a wider set of individuals than the few who 
engage in political violence. Wide swaths of the public may hold political grievances, for instance, but only 
a very few will ever turn to violence to address them. Most of the common factors proffered to explain this 
violence lack the specificity to differentiate who will become violent. This problem is endemic to terrorism 
studies,[30] and Sageman suggests this issue may serve as a litmus test for progress in the field.[31] Discounting 
religiosity as an important and independent variable in the motivation of religious terrorism aggravates, rather 
than ameliorates, the specificity problem, since much of the primary motivational data available is prima facie 
religious. This applies to the countless testimonies left behind by jihadist martyrs, and the evidence of their 
online activity, as collected and analyzed by researchers. 

In a study of the Twitter feed of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, for example, Jytte Klausen discovered that 
“four out of every five tweets reported from the war zone made references to jihadist dogma.” “We assumed,” 
she says, “that Twitter would lend itself to more practical communications and personal contacts to friends back 
home. As it turned out, this was largely not the case.”[32] As she goes on to comment, “[t]heir Twitter usage is 
surprisingly comparable to the way jihadists used online forums in the Web 1.0 environment.” Both “emphasize 
religious instruction and discussions of jihadist dogma,” and “[t]he continuity of the messaging is striking, 
even as the technology has changed dramatically.”[33,34] Similarly, in their dialogues with Western foreign 
fighters in Syria and Iraq, Dawson and Amarasingam found that they used “religious ideas to comprehensively 
frame their experiences.” Their lives were “saturated with a Salafi-jihadist religiopolitical discourse.”[35] 

Tenth and lastly, the analysis offered in these two articles is preliminary and somewhat programmatic. Terrorism 
studies is still a relatively young science that could benefit from greater knowledge translation—bringing to 
bear information and insights from other fields of study. The objective is to encourage different and more 
sensitive ways of thinking about the nature and relevance of religious motivations for terrorism.[36] To this 
end, the first task is to establish that there is a problem with much of the current thinking in the field.[37] 

Conceiving Religious Motivational Claims as Data

There are at least three interrelated methodological reasons why I am not engaging in mere sophistry in saying 
that much of the primary data available about the motivations of religious terrorists is prima facie religious. 

First, the field of terrorism studies continues to suffer from a lack of primary data, and especially studies 
based on data obtained from interviews, most notably with terrorists.[38] In the social sciences (especially 
anthropology, political science, sociology, and social psychology), one of the most significant kinds of primary 
data available are the accounts people offer for their actions. While such accounts must always be treated with 
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circumspection, especially in some contexts more than others (e.g., interviewing pedophiles versus scientists), 
there is little realistic recourse to relying on these accounts to understand the actions of others. This holds true 
in terrorism studies as well.[39] The accounts are not the exclusive means for understanding someone’s actions 
and in the face of contrary evidence, or accounts that are inconsistent or weak, they are open to questioning. The 
evidentiary value of these accounts cannot be dismissed, however, on some a priori basis, such as because they 
are religious, or they are from persons who have undergone some indoctrination. We can infer the “causes” of 
actions from correlations found in other kinds of data (e.g., statistical patterns, the findings of social scientific 
experiments or brain scans). When those inferences are at odds, however, with the accounts of the subjects of 
study we cannot simply assume the superior explanatory value of the indirect inferences—at least not when 
dealing with motivations. When faced with such divergences in data, researchers often resort, explicitly or 
implicitly, to “false consciousness” arguments. Arguing, however, that the actors lack a proper awareness of 
their motivations is invariably speculative and subject to potential interpretive biases—biases commensurate 
with the very biases presumed to be present in the first-person accounts the researchers are seeking to explain 
away.

Second, it is irrelevant whether the accounts offered are social constructs[40] or even fantastic in nature (as 
understood in multiple ways).[41] As indicated, what matters is whether they instigate and sustain actions. 
In this regard, I suspect some of the reluctance to accord religious motivations a significant role in explaining 
religious terrorism stems from a logical mistake implicit to many efforts to explain religious terrorism. Since 
most social scientists think the ultimate justifications for religious belief are inadequate, they make the 
epistemological mistake of assuming that such false beliefs cannot be the “real” reasons, or causes, for the 
actions. On this basis, they assert that there must be some other real, and probably “latent”, reasons for their 
beliefs and actions.[42] 

This type of reductive reasoning is very common in social scientific approaches to religious phenomena. It 
also has long been the subject of dispute.[43] While rarely explicitly stated, doubts about the reality of the 
objects of religious veneration undergird a skepticism about the veracity of religious claims about religious 
behavior. Consequently, when it comes to religious terrorism, political or even psychological explanations of 
the actions of these terrorists are accorded greater veracity than religious ones, without much in the way of 
argument, because it is assumed nonreligious ways of thinking and behaving are more fundamental and real 
than religious ones. When it comes to explaining human actions, however, there is no sound historical or 
logical reason for making such an invidious comparison, or attributing higher epistemological authority to 
some types of accounts over others. 

In asserting this point, I am speculating, to some degree, about the motives of social scientists studying 
religious terrorism, and I said I would refrain from doing so. The clash of secular and religious sensibilities, 
however, runs through the social scientific study of religion.[44] Moreover, the arguments examined in Part 
II will show that many scholars of religious terrorism appear to be operating with conceptual and normative 
understandings of religion that are at odds with those espoused by the religious terrorists they are studying. 
This means that in their hypothetical dialogue they are literally talking past each other, which results in some 
significant misinterpretations of the data. 

In stating this, I am not simply seeking to avoid reductionism per se. As Daniel Pals states well: “In its basic 
sense a ‘reduction’ is a form of explanation; it arises from the essential (and laudable) desire of all science 
for simplicity in the face of complexity, its search for singularity in the presence of multiplicity.” As such, 
“reduction might well be called the cardinal principle of all science.”[45] In fact, in the face of the problem 
of specificity, I am invoking this “cardinal principle of all science” to justify giving more significance to the 
religious professions of religious terrorists in explaining and countering this type of extremism. 

Some types of reductionism, however, are more problematic—such as claims that entail asserting, explicitly 
or implicitly, that an entire realm of data is explainable in terms of another. “Reduction in this sense tends 
to presume a hierarchy both of phenomena and explanatory theories.”[46] While it is common for terrorism 
scholars to note that the causes of terrorism are multiple, and that we need to take a multifactorial approach to 
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explaining radicalization, there is tendency to treat religious data as decidedly secondary, if not irrelevant, and 
treat other kinds of data as superior and capable of subsuming the religious data. With the evidence at hand, 
however, and in the light of a broader grasp of the historical nature and role of religion, the reverse may be 
true. Political objectives, for example, may be subservient to religious goals and expectations in the decisional 
calculus of religious terrorists. This should not constitute a novel insight in the analysis of religious terrorists, 
but the record of research shows it remains a point of contention.

Third, we need to offset any suspicions we have of the veracity of the claims made by terrorists, and religious 
terrorists in particular, with a reiteration of the methodological imperative to prioritize how the subjects of 
study conceive of their actions. We need to grasp, as sociologists say, their “definition of the situation”. How 
people understand their social context (e.g., shopping, attending church, or going to a rock concert) informs 
their expectations. It influences who they interact with, how, and for what purposes. This in turn shapes their 
self-understanding. This is a core aspect of enacting social life, and hence creating social order and reality. With 
this in mind, Herbert Blumer argued:

“.… if [a] scholar wishes to understand the action of people it is necessary for him (sic) to see 
their objects [i.e., physical, social, and conceptual] as they see them. Failure to see their objects 
as they see them, or a substitution of his (sic) meanings of the objects for their meanings, is the 
gravest kind of error that the social scientist can commit. It leads to the setting up of a fictitious 
world. Simply put, people act toward things on the basis of the meaning that these things have 
for them, not on the basis of the meaning that these things have for the outside scholar. Yet we 
are confronted left and right with studies of human group life and of the behavior of people 
in which the scholar has made no attempt to find out how the people see what they are acting 
toward.”[47]

As Jeffrey Bale suggests, we need to guard against succumbing to “mirror imaging” in studying terrorism. 
Analysts, he argues, will often “project their own ways of thinking, their own values, their own frames of 
reference, and their own fantasies onto [terrorists], including those emanating from very different cultures with 
very different histories and values, instead of trying to view the world from the [terrorists’] own perspectives 
and points of view.”[48] This form of parochialism is most conspicuous in the analysis of individuals who 
profess to live in accordance with a comprehensive religious worldview, and especially an “extremist” one; one 
which deviates dramatically from the dominant social and political norms that the analysts use to construct 
their own social reality. 

This problem continues to loom large in the absence of a sufficient number of interviews with religious 
terrorists, and interviews with sufficient detail. The number of case studies of domestic jihadi terrorists and 
foreign fighters is too limited, and those available continue to rely too extensively on secondary sources—media 
reports, court records, and interviews with the colleagues, friends, and family members of these jihadists. The 
resultant accounts of their motives and actions are very helpful, but also quite incomplete. More often than 
not, materials from such accounts are used to illustrate points rather than provide strong evidence for an 
argument.[49] In most cases, moreover, there is substantial leeway for interpretive discretion, and this state of 
affairs places an even greater onus on us to prioritize and carefully interpret the limited primary data from the 
jihadists themselves that is available. 

To reiterate, though, this does not mean substituting one sort of reductionism for another. The primary data 
are only one source of data and religiosity is but one aspect of a complex mosaic of motivations influencing 
the turn to extremist violence. Its role, in conjunction with other variables, needs to be assessed on a case-by-
case basis. When the individuals under study forcefully declare its relevance, however, we need to be open to 
understanding how and why it may have a significant explanatory role. 

The Shifting Focus of Attention in the Study of Religious Terrorism

To understand why there are problems with the assessment of the religious motivations for religious terrorism 
in terrorism studies it is important to consider the historical context of the analysis of religious terrorism 
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since 9/11. In this limited context, I can only present a potted history from the perspective of a social scientist 
seeking to understand the process of radicalization leading to violence. The excursus highlights some of the 
major shifts in academic attention that likely influenced the analysis of the role of religious motivations for 
terrorism. A more detailed analysis warrants further consideration. 

In the wake of 9/11, analyses of religious terrorism were largely investigative and descriptive in nature. The focus 
was on gathering information about who was attacking Western targets and why. Delineating the beliefs and 
ideologies of the individuals and groups involved was a primary concern. This happened against the backdrop 
of the “clash of civilizations” thesis and a tendency to assume, too simply, that bad actions stemmed from 
bad ideas.[50] There were important exceptions, such as Juergensmeyer’s interviews with religious terrorists 
and Wiktorowicz’s field research with Al-Muhajiroun,[51] but much of the analysis of the motivations of the 
terrorists, especially the 9/11 suicide attackers, tended to focus on the influence of indoctrination, if not some 
kind of brainwashing.[52] Ironically, from this perspective, while the role of the ideology was front and center, 
the ideology itself received little attention. Often it was reduced to a simplistic narrative of irrational hostility 
to the rights and freedoms of Western democracies. 

The onset of the wave of so-called “homegrown” terrorist attacks, such as the 7/7 London bombings in 
2005, sparked interest in developing explanations with more nuance. Attention turned to multifactorial 
understandings of the process of “radicalization” leading to terrorist violence, since most of the perpetrators 
of these attacks received little in the way of systematic training and indoctrination, and probably because they 
were less obviously “other.” The motivational histories of these domestic perpetrators seemed more complex 
and perplexing, and with increasing cognizance of the specificity problem, attention turned to broadening the 
explanatory repertoire beyond the direct influence of an appealing yet simplistic ideology of hate. 

Mounting concerns with fostering Islamophobia, inadvertently or otherwise, also prompted analysts to 
minimize reliance on explanatory frameworks thought to imply too direct a link between terrorism and Islam 
per se.[53] This situation fostered a bifurcation of lines of analysis, separating what could have been done more 
beneficially in tandem. On the one hand, a handful of scholars with appropriate expertise sought to enrich our 
grasp of religious terrorism by more exactingly and comprehensively studying the nature and history of the 
Salafi-jihadist ideology.[54] On the other hand, many scholars, with a more social scientific orientation, started 
studying contemporary jihadism, and formulating theories of Islamist radicalization.[55] 

The shift in attention to the study of the phenomenon of jihadist foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, from 2012 
onward, especially those traveling from the West, delayed research on the radicalization of homegrown jihadists 
further. Interest and research dollars were diverted to acquiring more descriptive data on how many people 
were joining this jihad, from where, who was going, how they were doing it, and why. Likewise, tremendous 
effort was invested in understanding the nature, rise, spread, and eventual failure of the Islamic State and other 
aspects of the “war against terrorism” in Syria and Iraq. With time, some of the data on the foreign fighters 
began to enter the discussion of radicalization more generally, reinforcing and modifying existing views. 
This research also somewhat reignited the debate over the relevance and significance of ideology, given the 
unprecedented success of the propaganda of the Islamic State. Overall, though, it tended to delay theoretical 
developments in the study of the process of radicalization more generally.

This overall pattern of knowledge development created a somewhat schizophrenic situation in the field of 
terrorism studies that was counterproductive. Social scientific studies are replete with discussions of aspects of 
jihadist ideology, but they rarely reference the detailed analyses provided by the historical and textual analyses, 
and vice versa. Consequently, many studies of the process of radicalization focused on the analysis of the 
social and social-psychological aspects of radicalization, using overly simplistic conceptions of the nature 
of the ideology and the grounds for its appeal, and of the role of the ideology in driving extremism. This 
tendency was reinforced by the simultaneous turn away from attempts to secure a profile of the terrorists[56] 
in favor of investigating the influence of social structural factors, social networks, and small group dynamics 
in determining who radicalizes and how.[57] In key instances, this reorientation resulted in the near exclusion 
of ideology, and hence religion, from consideration as a significant factor in the process of radicalization.[58]
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Overall, this research was instrumental in advancing our understanding of what is happening and why. Social 
identity theory in particular, or more precisely uncertainty-identity theory, came to the fore as a key explanatory 
framework for radicalization.[59] In several influential instances, however, its ascendance marked the furthest 
swing of the pendulum away from the earlier and simplistic stress placed on bad ideas causing bad actions. 
This certainly is the case, in terms of religiosity, with some of the more reductive manifestations that will be 
analyzed in Part II of this study. Only a handful of scholars have called for reconsideration of the pivotal role of 
ideology[60], and more recently, for the fuller integration of insights from the vast literature on the nature and 
functions of ideology.[61] In diverse ways, these authors have started to argue for the integrated study of the 
coevolution of the social and ideological aspects of radicalization leading to violence, both for individuals and 
groups.[62] How this is the case will be traced in Part II of this analysis.

The study of radicalization has long been impacted negatively by a “hermeneutics of crisis management”.[63] 
In many ways, the effort to understand the process has been truncated repeatedly by the emergence of new 
government priorities. In recent years, this has happened again with the understandable demand to develop 
programs to counter and prevent violent extremism (CVE and PVE). In this context, the need to partner with 
affected communities heightened the fear of inadvertently fostering Islamophobia, and the flow of government 
funds generated a large array of studies designed to formulate solutions to the prevention problem well before a 
clear-enough conception, empirically and theoretically, of the process of radicalization was in place. In this way, 
the urgency of the practical demand for CVE/PVE exercised a distorting influence on radicalization research, 
especially with regard to the role of religiosity. It somewhat stigmatized efforts to address this issue, and diverted 
attention from seriously examining the claims made about the primary motivational role of religiosity by the 
terrorists themselves. Attention, quite literally, went elsewhere, and inadequate arguments minimizing the role 
of religiosity passed muster without question. 

Concluding Remarks

The stage is set, then, for a serious consideration of the specific types of arguments commonly used by social 
scientists and other experts on terrorism to dismiss the relevance of religion, and more particularly religiosity, 
in the explanation of religious terrorism, at both the individual and group levels. Such a lengthy preliminary 
analysis is necessary, given the continued reluctance to treat religiosity as a significant factor, and because the 
grounds for entertaining this idea are often misunderstood. Empirically the salience of religiosity is an open 
question that researchers can investigate and debate for every instance of “religious terrorism”; but, theoretically 
and methodologically, there are no strong reasons for accepting Soufan’s assertion that “terrorism has nothing 
to do with ideology. It has nothing to do with religion or ideas.” Similarly, while I agree with Clark McCauley 
and Sophia Moskalenko[64] that “radicalization and terrorism cannot be reduced to the prevalence of bad 
ideas,” it is misleading to further assert “that the ‘center of gravity’ of the jihadist threat is not a radical form 
of Islam.”[65] The precise limitations of such arguments, however, will be the focus of Part II of this analysis. 

In closing, I would like to indicate a few of the curious logical binds faced by those who choose to downplay 
the role of religiosity in motivating religious terrorism. If, as the MI5 study cited in the introduction states, and 
Soufan reiterates, “a well-established religious identity actually protects against violent radicalization,” then 
clearly beliefs and ideas matter. One cannot have it both ways, choosing, on some unstated basis, when they 
matter and when they do not. Similarly, it is common to observe that ex-jihadists rarely abandon their religious 
beliefs and commitments altogether, even when they disengage. It is also common to argue that countering 
violent extremism programs should aim to achieve disengagement rather than full deradicalization, since it 
is so hard to change the ideology of participants. How, then, is it logical to assume that these same religious 
commitments played no significant role in motivating their actions? The evidence in hand, to this point, from 
case studies and large datasets[66], is insufficient to determine, in any precise or generalizable way, when and 
how religious beliefs and commitments are instrumental in the process of radicalization. Are they merely post-
hoc rationalizations for violence, as McCauley and Moskalenko[67] and many others repeatedly assert, or is 
it more common for some kind of personal religious quest, as conjectured by Dawson and Amarasingam and 
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others[68], to precede the turn to political violence? 
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