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Abstract 

A decade after its emergence, Critical Terrorism Studies (CTS) has remained unable to engage with one of the most 

prominent discourses that, on the one hand, justifies the dehumanisation of those accused of terrorism and, on the other, 

disciplines critical scholarship: the presentation of the terrorist as an irrational subject. Recognising the tensions that 

emerge from CTS’s critical understanding of “the world” and its simultaneous aim of making knowledge claims, this 

paper draws on the work of Max Weber in order to create a reflexive methodology able to analyse the rationality of 

terrorism. After showing the incompatibility between recent understandings of rationality in ‘mainstream’ terrorism 

studies with CTS, and the limits of ‘postmodern’ stances, this article proposes a neo-Weberian ‘via media’ capable of 

offering an analysis of the rationalities of terrorism, while remaining sensitive to the limitations of social theory. 
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Introduction 

Why is it relevant for Critical Terrorism Studies (CTS) to elucidate whether terrorism is 

rational or not? After all, CTS was articulated as a “critique of the existing field” (Jackson et al., 2009: 

216-7) in an effort “to highlight a number of potentially serious problems” that have characterised 

the conduct of inquiry in orthodox terrorism studies (Jarvis, 2016: 61). CTS scholars have been, 

consequently, more interested in exposing dubious epistemological, ontological and normative 

assumptions present in orthodox terrorism studies, rather than in engaging with definitional debates 

such as what rationality is. In this paper, nonetheless, I will suggest that determining whether 

terrorism is rational has both important theoretical and practical implications that, indeed, CTS 

should take into account.  

 This paper will argue that CTS should adopt a Weberian ideal-typical approach to rationality. 

Section one will present why CTS should adopt the methodological tool of the ideal-type. I will start 

by showing why the question of rationality is relevant for CTS, followed by the shortcomings and 

epistemological incompatibilities of the dominant understandings of rationality in terrorism studies. 

I will commence this section arguing how an ideal-type of rationality offers a potential solution, as a 

“via media” between “rationalist” and “particularist” approaches. Furthermore, in section two, I will 

argue why Max Weber’s typification of rationality represents a useful point of departure to 

conceptualise this ideal-type, explaining his model of rationalities, and sketching some of the ways 

in which it could be applied to the study of terrorism. Rather than a case study, this paper is a 

proposal for this specific approach, and an invitation for further research. 

The Case for an Ideal-Typical Approach to Rationality in CTS 

The Relevance of the Question of Rationality 

The notion that terrorism is irrational has not only precluded a rigorous study of terrorism; it 

has also led to the “villainisation and demonisation of researchers as ‘sympathisers’ and ‘defenders’ 

of terrorists” (Stampnitzky in Tellidis, 2016: 627) when scholars have tried to study the motivations 

behind the actions of militants. This is what Lisa Stampnitzky (2013: 189) refers to as the politics of 

“anti-knowledge” present in the discipline; “as terrorism is understood to be irrational, the very 

possibility of understanding it can be called into question.”. Challenging the assumption of 

irrationality can, as well, be part of “overcoming the Orientalist” bias present in the discipline 

(Gunning, 2009: 172) and the gendered representations of terrorists as irrational (see Gentry and 

Sjoberg, 2016), because it would attempt to understand the orientation of actors situating them in 

their particular within socio-political contexts (Tellidis and Toros, 2015: 3), such as one of poverty 

or oppression. In short, determining that terrorism is rational is important in theoretical terms insofar 
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as it bestows terrorism the status of being an intelligible phenomenon, something that can be studied 

and understood.  

Moreover, since the commitments of CTS are both analytical and normative (Jackson et al. 

2009), there are a set of practical reasons that justify a defence of the engagement with rationality. 

When terrorism is posited as an irrational phenomenon, and terrorists as irrational subjects, then it 

is pointless to attempt to change the contexts that conditioned how they “came to be”, as they would 

not have followed a rational course of action. For instance, voices that call for the ending of American 

Imperialism in the Middle East as a way to address the “roots” of terrorism can be decried as foolish, 

inasmuch as terrorism is posed as a product of an irrational hatred towards the West, Modernity, or 

Christianity—“our way of life”. This allows relocating the origin of the terrorist’s grudge from a 

contingent US foreign policy to a less flexible American culture. It follows that, since the US “cannot” 

give up on their culture, democracy, or wealth, all that is left is to repress and kill these terrorists 

(Mann, 2005: 162). However, the consequences of portraying “terrorists as irrational fanatics” 

(Wolfendale, 2016: 258) are not only related to the legitimisation of targeted killings, or even 

interventions, on the basis of counterterrorism; this portrayal has also transformed “economic, 

political, and social structures” (Wolfendale, 2016: 258), operating as a justification for situations of 

exception beyond the law (see, e.g., Agamben, 2005). In light of the practices enabled by the 

discourses of/on irrationality, part of the project of CTS should, therefore, be to advance the idea 

that terrorists are rational actors. Hence, the question becomes how. 

Rationality in Terrorism Studies  

Notwithstanding the dominance of everyday discourses that paint the terrorist as an 

irrational and pathological individual, a considerable body of literature on rationality has been 

published in “orthodox” terrorism studies. Robert Pape (2003: 355) has argued, in relation to the 

case of the Israeli occupation, that despite the high cost for the individual, suicide terrorism cannot 

be considered irrational, as it is an “effective” means for the advancement of political goals. In this 

vein, Rational Choice Theory (RCT) has also been applied to terrorism to explain, for instance, the 

presence of suicide terrorism as the consequence of individual choices driven by “future self-

gratifying benefits” (Perry and Hasisi, 2015: 72), or the absence of suicide terrorism by the dearth of 

these rational motivations (see, e.g., Kalyvas and Sánchez-Cuenca, 2005). In other words, for this 

body of thought, rationality has to do exclusively with the means chosen and not with preferences 

(Gambetta, 2005: ix). Orthodox scholarship has been predominantly positivist, directed to formulate 

causal empirical generalisations built on “falsifiable hypotheses on the basis of more general theories, 

and collecting the evidence needed to evaluate those hypotheses” (King et al., 1994: 37) (for an early 
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critique exploring the notion of the ideal-type as a reconciliation between objectivism and 

subjectivism, see Timothy McKeown’s [1999] excellent review of King et al.). 

For instance, when Bryan Caplan (2006: 99) explains that terrorists “estimate the costs and 

benefits of irrationality without bias” and that, in equilibrium, “the choice to be irrational reflects a 

rational estimate of the price”, a certain mind-world dualism underlines his research, as the researcher 

can know the world as it is. Or, in terrorism studies, the terrorist as (s)he is. The key problem with 

this approach is that because it holds terrorism as an “objectively knowable” phenomenon, it is 

incompatible with the reflexive standpoint that constitutes CTS (Fitzgerald, 2016: 115-129). 

Furthermore, orthodox scholarship has inquired how rationality can help policy makers 

predict certain actions to eradicate terrorism, following a “prioritisation of policy-relevant knowledge 

as the basis of legitimate academic output on terrorism.” (Fitzgerald, 2016: 121). Pape, for instance, 

raises a question in Dying to Win (2006) that illustrates this point: “can we find a lasting solution to 

suicide terrorism that does not compromise our core interest in maintaining access to one of the 

world’s key oil-producing regions?” Following Robert Cox’s (1981) distinction, orthodox terrorism 

studies are “problem-solving” theories that lack critical distance from governments (Fitzgerald, 2016: 

121) working as patches to hegemonic relations of power. In contrast, CTS are critical because they 

call into question the origins and transformations of these social and power relations (Cox, 1981: 

129). Therefore, the above-mentioned positivist epistemology, and this problem-solving use of RCT are 

at best scarcely compatible with the methodology of CTS—if not the very assumptions against which 

CTS emerged. Thus, if Hayward Alker (1990) called for rescuing reason from rationalists (understanding 

by rationalists positivists; what Robert Keohane [1988] labelled as such), in this paper I will attempt 

to rescue rationality from “rationalists”. 

However, what do we find on the other “extreme”? At the very heart of CTS, we find the 

post-structuralist approach to questions such as “what is rationality?”. In an analogous fashion to 

the cartesian hyperbolic doubt—yet without the horizon of the determination of truth—post-

structuralist authors leave aside the question of what rationality is, delving instead into the ways in 

which rationality is deployed in dominant discourses. For instance, Judith Butler considers rationality 

unstable, unfixed, and performative; in other words, everyday discourses creates and legitimates what 

rationality is. She analyses how the Western civilisational discourse sets Islamic beliefs and practices 

as “tokens of mental illness”, in opposition to hegemonic norms of “Western rationality” (Butler, 

2006: 72). Furthermore, others have focused on rationality as a teleological discourse of modernity 

grounded on a “forced and contingent” separation between nature/animal and human, in which 

essentially, they are dependent on each other. In both cases, nevertheless, a political investigation 

underwrites; namely how reason can legitimise the “rationalisation” of others, which in turn enables 
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“going against their inner beings”. Hence, in post-structuralism’s ontology, there is no rationality 

outside discourse (cf. Dillet, 2017). In stark contrast with positivism, where a law-like “egoistic” 

rationalism is assumed to exist as an explanatory model for behaviour, the post-structuralist research 

programme is concerned with unveiling particular rationalities. In the words of Michel Foucault (1983: 

210), “what we have to do is analyze specific rationalities rather than always invoke the progress of 

rationalization in general”. This approach represents the danger that Richard Jackson et al., pioneers 

of CTS, warned against: “that critical scholarship, with its understandable concern for interrogating 

the discursive foundations upon which the study of terrorism is founded […], disengages from the 

empirical study of political violence and its foundations in the ‘real’ world” (Jackson et al., 2009: 233). 

CTS scholars have further options beyond the orthodox RCT rationality and the post-

structuralist deconstruction of the concept. However, albeit “methodological and disciplinary 

pluralism” was characteristic of CTS (Jackson et al., 2009: 225-6), it has been the adherence to “post-

positivist and non-international relations based methods and approaches” and the commitment to 

understanding (beyond “linear notions of cause and effect”), that has framed CTS’s research agenda 

as sui generis (Jackson et al., 2009). Indeed, most CTS scholars have been committed either to a certain 

“analyticism” (following post-structuralism and historical sociology, ethnography, inter alia) or to 

“reflexivism” (following Critical Theory, feminism, and postcolonial scholarship) since the conditio 

sine qua non in CTS (cf. Stump, 2016: 218) has been scepticism over the ontological difference 

between “knowledge” and “world” (Jackson, 2010: 116). There is, therefore, a monist epistemology 

that underpins CTS. This epistemology is expressed in the maxim “terrorism does not exist outside 

of the definitions and practices that seek to enclose it” that cannot be “adequately defined due to its 

unstable ontological status” (Jackson, 2008: 28-9). This might uncover a tension in CTS: on the one 

hand, it holds that categories in/of the social world—be it terrorism or rationality—are ontologically 

unstable; yet, on the other hand, it attempts to demonstrate that, for instance, state terrorism is 

terrorism; namely to make “truth” claims.  

Sociology, just as post-structuralism, feminism, Critical Theory, or post-colonial theory 

provides a reflexive approach (Smith, 2002: 227), which has yet to be fully explored in CTS.  Besides 

“counter[ing] the ahistoricity and lack of context that terrorism research has often been accused of” 

(Gunning, 2009: 172), I suggest that sociology offers the resource of the ideal-type as a “via media” 

between the objectivist law-like claims of positivism and the particularist approach of many critical 

theories, including but not limited to the concept of rationality. The ideal-type itself was 

conceptualised by the sociologist Max Weber as a via media to the methodological debate 

(Methodenstreit) between the nomothetic Austrian School and idiographic German “Historicists” 

(Gerhardt, 1994: 78; Lebow, 2017: 43). Weber followed Simmel in the division between law-like 
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sciences (Gesetzeswissenschaften) and what he called the cultural sciences (Kulturwissenschaften), where 

such regularities were impossible to find (Lebow, 2017: 51-53). However, he did seek a method to 

overcome the particularist intuitionism characteristic of historians “in an attempt to explain 

individual social phenomena as an outcome of historical process and also as a manifestation of wider 

institutional structural patterns” (Gerhardt, 1994: 78). 

Hence, a possible route to overcome the above-mentioned impasse—without claiming to be 

the sole, nor the best one—is adopting an ideal-typical approach to the question of rationality. 

Similarly to what Jackson proposed in regard to the definitional deadlock (namely to “retain the term  

[of terrorism] as a focus for research […] according to a set of identifiable and unique characteristics” 

in spite of its instability (Jackson, 2008: 29-31), an ideal-type is a mental construct that exaggerates 

certain aspects of a social phenomenon for analytical and pragmatic reasons. It is, at the same time, 

a simplification and a misrepresentation of reality that allows us to understand an object or a process 

(Jackson, 2010: 143). The ideal-type is an idealisation not in a normative way, but insofar it does not 

exist in the real world; it abstracts, combines, and exaggerates elements that are present in real 

phenomenon (Weber, 1978 [1922]: 20). The ideal-type provides “a schematic representation” of a 

social phenomenon that works as an “analytical grip” (Swedberg and Agevall, 2016: 156) to make 

knowledge claims without engaging in objectivism (Lebow, 2017: 70-71). An ideal-type is “used” (see 

Swedberg, 2018; Gerhardt, 1994) by confronting it to the individual empirical cases and observing 

the correspondence or contrasts in it, analogous to the outline advanced by Bates et al. (2000) in their 

Analytical Narrative Project. In other words, the divergence from the ideal-type to the individual case 

is the “payoff” (Swedberg, 2018: 8-9): where the researcher can then hypothesise how and why it 

diverged from the ideal-type. Therefore, viewing rationality in ideal-typical terms “prevent[s] logically 

general abstractions from being mistaken for either reliable predictions or transcendental certainties” 

(Jackson, 2017: 80) such as the way it is frequently understood in orthodox terrorism studies, while 

it overcomes a particularist approach.  

I have, so far, argued that (a) proving that terrorism is rational is relevant to CTS; that (b) 

the ways in which rationality has been conceptualised in terrorism studies are not fertile enough for 

CTS to do so; and that (c) an ideal-typical approach can resolve the tension between adopting a 

reflexivist stance and making knowledge claims on rationality. Of course, this claim per se does not 

ineluctably lead to the conclusion that among all possible ideal-types of rationality, CTS should 

incorporate the Weberian one. In the coming section, I aim to explain why. 

The Case for a neo-Weberian Approach 

If there is a “division of labour” through which some authors concentrate on creating ideal-

types and others attempt to confront them with particular cases (as Jackson [2010: 152] has argued), 
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then CTS should adopt Weber’s typification of rationality since few social theorists have attained the 

level of sophistication that he accomplished in his categorisation of rationality (see, e.g., Levine, 

1981: 10). As I will explain in the coming paragraphs, Weber conceptualised rationality both as a 

driver of action and as a process. In addition, Jackson et al. (2009: 234) have pointed out when they 

framed the “new research agenda” for CTS that a key challenge was “the risk of bifurcating the 

broader terrorism studies field into critical and orthodox intellectual ghettos [that] would likely result 

in a level of intellectual and political irrelevance.” If we were to follow Jackson in advocating in 

favour of an inter-paradigmatic dialogue, then, I suggest, it is essential to share part of our canon. 

Weber’s work on rationality set an idea of rationalisation that fostered part of the work of the 

Frankfurt School, but also the foundations of RCT. I suggest that, beyond this sophistication, a 

pragmatic reason to invoke Weber is to use his ideas as a lingua franca between competing approaches 

to terrorism studies. 

However, it is important to highlight the fact that Weber used the concept of rationality in 

several ways throughout his oeuvre. Similar to what, for instance, Załęski (2010) did by reconstructing 

and completing Weber’s ideal-types for the study of religion, drawing on the work of Kalberg (1980) 

and Levine (1981), I will attempt to clarify Weber’s understanding of rationality. It is essential to bear 

in mind that the purpose of an ideal-type is to be useful (Jackson, 2010: 135); therefore, we can, and 

indeed must, rectify them by making them more systematic, if this adaptation us to use these ideal-

types in a more insightful way. Before I proceed with this re-ideal-typification, I must highlight that the 

debate on what Weber means by rationality is still an ongoing one, and the purpose of this paper is 

in no way to provide a final solution to it. Instead, it will attempt to sketch which kind of insights 

this ideal-typification of rationality could bring to the discipline. Before continuing, as a preliminary 

note, let us keep in mind that Weber conceptualised the manifestation of rationality in two varieties: 

subjective, as a driver of social action, and objective (or, better said, objectified), which corresponds 

with institutionalised processes of rationalisation (Levine, 1981: 10). This considered, let us turn to 

these categories.  

In Economy and Society (1978 [1922]: 4), Weber described Sociology as the “science concerning 

itself with the interpretive understanding of social action and thereby with a causal explanation of its 

course and consequences.” This stemmed from his Verstehen, the idea that sociologists must grasp 

the meaning of social action from the social actor’s perspective, for what the sociologist, therefore, 

had to empathise to understand what motivated a determined social action. Its scope is different from 

the one of psychology, as it is interested in the motivation of social relationships of action (Weber, 

1981 [1913]: 152), intentionally directed towards social “others”. Thus, Weber proposed a 

classification of social action in relation to four orientations: instrumental rationality, value 
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rationality, affect, and tradition (Table 1). Following Kant’s dichotomy between means and ends 

(Swedberg and Agevall, 2016: 166), Weber argued that an action is instrumentally rational 

(Zweckrational) when it aims towards the realisation of a determined end (Zweck) through a “conscious 

and calculated use of certain means” (Swedberg and Agevall, 2016: 166). By the same token, an 

action is value-rational (Wertrational) when the social actor “feels forced or compelled to act in this 

manner, […] regardless of […] the cost to the actor” (Swedberg and Agevall, 2016: 166) and 

“independently of its prospects of success” (Weber, 1978 [1922]: 25). In contrast, non-rational social 

action is driven either by interiorised habits (traditional) or by the actor’s emotions (affective) (this 

interest, should be noted, would roughly correspond to the research of sociologist Jon Elster who, 

drawing on Weber, has suggested that motivations go beyond pure unbounded selfish calculations 

[see, e.g., Elster, 2009]). It is important to highlight that ideal-types do not exist in the real world, yet 

they are valuable in virtue of their results—they provide us with interesting insights by contrasting 

them with empirics (Weber, 1978 [1922]: 26).  

Table 1. Orientations of social action (Weber, 1978 [1922]: 4) 

Rational orientation Non-rational orientation 

Value Rational Affective 

Instrumentally rational Traditional 

Source: Author. 

The above-mentioned typology (see Table 1) is similar to the one that Tosini (2009; 2010) 

suggested to utilise in order to understand suicide terrorism. Analysing interviews and biographical 

information of suicide terrorists, he follows Weber’s typology of social action, arguing that suicide 

terrorism can be rational in both senses (as instrumental and value-oriented), and non-rational in the 

instances where it is caused by “outrage and humiliation” (Tosini, 2010: 412). Therefore, terrorists 

can be value rational in that they are motivated by political and religious “interiorised […] moral 

criteria that command certain actions regardless of their consequences” (Tosini, 2010: 408) as well 

as instrumentally rational since it provides “prestige […] to his name and his family” (Ricolfi, 2006: 

113). This typification of rationalities is not a description of the world; rather, it more of an analytical 

tool that CTS may apply to see contrasts or similarities, and then tell a useful story as Tosini does.  

In contrast, objectified rationality corresponds to processes of “rationalizations […] in all 

areas of culture” (Weber, 2013 [1905]:  xxxix) that are transformed towards an “ultimate points of 

view” (Levine, 1981: 12). Terrorism could, therefore, be considered a “rationalising” force insofar 
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as it attempts to put in place a determined point of view (religious in the case of Islamic terrorism, 

nationalistic in the case of secessionism, etc.) in different spheres of life such as economic 

organisation, political order, military structures, legal systems, education and certainly, religion, inter 

alia.   

Levine (1981: 11-15) has argued that these processes of objectified institutional 

rationalisations can be ideal-typified in four primary forms: (1) instrumental (practical in Kalberg, 

1980), (2) substantive, (3) formal, and (4) conceptual (theoretical in Kalberg, 1980). Instrumental 

objectified rationality occurs when spheres of life become “increasingly more precise in 

calculating the methodical attainment of given practical ends” (Weber, 1946 [1922]: 293), while 

substantive rationality, “accords predominance to ethical imperatives […] or political maxims” 

(Levine, 1981: 13). Scilicet, they represent the institutionalisation of the instrumental and value-

oriented subjective rationalities (respectively). Further, formal rationality manifests an “inexorable” 

process of bureaucratisation (Weisz, 2014: 693-4), in which rules and routines (Planmässigkeit) are set 

to limit the effects of social relations in favour of efficiency and predictability (Levine, 1981: 13) 

while, lastly, conceptual rationality relates to the constitution of a worldview and the establishment 

of a canon (Levine, 1981: 12) composed of “symbolic meanings” (Kalberg, 1980: 1152).  

There are numerous cases in which terrorism has crystallised in the form of institutions, for 

instance, the case of the LTTE in Sri Lanka, or ISIS in Syria and Iraq. It can be argued that these 

terrorist groups engage in processes of rationalisation that transform the social world of their societies. 

In the case of the latter, the establishment of a certain worldview (see Juergensmeyer, 2018), the 

systematic use of their propaganda and housing programmes (Gerges, 2017: 178) or the recently 

revealed bureaucratic structure (see Callimachi, 2018) can all be understood as part of a rationalising 

process in which terrorism attempts to control all spheres of life, subjugating them under “ultimate 

points of view” (see Table 2). Further research in the form of rigorous case studies could confront 

these ideal-types with the evidence, potentially leading to interesting insights on how terrorist 

organisations engage in processes of modern rationalisation. 
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Table 2: Levine’s typology of Weberian objectified rationalities (Levine’s, 1981: 13), applied to ISIS 

Form of objectified 

rationality 

Institutional Spheres 

Religion Economy 

Conceptual Establishment of a worldview 

in al Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s 

theology (Juergensmeyer, 

2018) 

Science of economics (Levine, 

1981) e.g. applied to 

agriculture (see Jaafara and 

Woertz, 2016) 

Instrumental Use of prayers (Levine, 1981) Systematic use of propaganda 

such as Dabiq (see Mahood 

and Rane, 2017) 

Substantive Jihad as the greatest deed in 

islam (Roy, 2017: 13) as a 

doctrine for salvation 

Allocation of resources 

according to a standard of 

fairness (Levine, 1981); e.g. 

housing programmes for 

homeless ISIS fighters 

(Gerges, 2017: 178) 

Formal Sharia Law; Establishment of 

praying routines 

Bureaucratisation and tax 

accounting (Callimachi, 2018) 

Source: Author 

It should be noted that this framework does not, and indeed should not, be applied 

exclusively to the study of “terrorists” groups in CTS. Applying these ideal-types to hegemonic 

worldviews such as the “War on Terror”, in order to construct insightful narratives, can potentially 

show the ways in which this phenomenon is conceptually rationalised through a determined scholarship 

(i.e. problem-solving orthodox scholarship); instrumentally rationalised through the construction of a 

“useful enemy” (Keen, 2014: 171) which, in turn, legitimises a governmental logic (Aradau and Van 

Munster, 2007) or a dominant class project (Boukalas, 2015). Further, we could argue that the War 

on Terror is substantively rationalised in a language of “good versus evil” (see Richards, 2017), and 
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formally rationalisated through the bureaucratisation of violence expressed in “efficient” targeted 

killings (see Adams and Barrie, 2013). 

Conclusion 

The question of rationality has been largely disregarded in CTS.  This paper has argued why 

rationality should be at the heart of CTS, and how a Weberian ideal-typical approach offers a “via 

media” between positivist and particularist research programmes. The major limitation of this piece 

is the fact that these ideal-types must be applied in rigorous case studies in order to obtain interesting 

findings. Therefore, to this end, further work needs to be undertaken to apply and refine these 

typifications. These limitations notwithstanding, this paper has contributed to the ways in which one 

can understand rationality in CTS, insofar as it offers a way forward to make knowledge claims while 

recognising the “ontological instability” of the object studied. This is an approach that assists CTS 

overcome the politics of “anti-knowledge”, creating new possibilities for analytical narratives on the 

ways in which terrorists are rational, and in the ways whereby terrorism is rationalised in formal (e.g. 

state terrorism) and informal institutions.  

Contra the “sciences” of his time, Weber rejected the notion that “rationality derived from 

the Enlightenment” (Kalberg, 1980: 1160), as well as its supposed singularity as a “uniquely Western 

phenomenon.” (Levine, 1981: 9). Perhaps his ideas can illuminate contemporary debates in 

International Relations and Security Studies, helping us challenge contemporary assumptions by 

understanding the ways in which terrorism is rationally motivated—regardless of how morally 

reprehensible these actions might be. 
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