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Abstract
Political parties and terrorist groups are seldom viewed as comparable organizations. While 
both have political ambitions and an interest in mobilizing popular support, the former are 
associated with the use of legitimate formal-legal tactics to obtain political goals and the latter, 
in contrast, are typically associated with the use of violence. However, these characteristics are 
not always compatible with the empirical evidence. In fact, some political parties have employed 
violence in order to promote their goals, while many terrorist groups have adopted nonviolent 
tactics in order to achieve theirs. In order to account for similarities and differences between 
these organizations, we conceptualize political parties and terrorist organizations as political 
groups that use different tactics under different conditions. We examine the relative 
attractiveness of choices between violent and nonviolent tactics in an effort to uncover the 
factors shaping the strategic decisions of diverse political groups. Subsequently, we present and 
test a theoretical framework, which serves as a foundation for the analysis of the shifts in tactics 
undertaken by different political groups.

Introduction
It has been more than twenty years since Leonard Weinberg and Bill Eubank published their 
highly insightful typology of party-terror linkages.[1] This typology summarizes the variety of 
forms that linkages between political parties and terrorist groups have taken, along with 
examples of these types. A year later, Weinberg extended the discussion to include the conditions 
under which political parties are more likely to engage in terrorism, noting differences between 
political parties and terrorist groups while simultaneously highlighting the ways in which these 
political groups are similar.[2] The view of participating in party politics and engaging in 
terrorism as tactics, which may be used by different types of political groups under varying 
conditions, follows easily from this description. Despite the initial impact of this work, there has 
been relatively little development in the literature on linkages between political parties and 
terrorist groups. A resurgence of interest and new research, however, suggests that this is 
changing.[3]
This renewed interest in the topic of party-terror linkages has inspired us to revisit and further 
develop the research questions raised by Weinberg and Eubank some twenty years ago. We begin 
by elaborating on the work that has been done to date on the relationships between political 
parties and terrorist groups. We build on this work by empirically testing current understandings 
of the conditions under which political parties and terrorist groups alternate between engaging in 
party politics and terrorist tactics and the types of political parties and terrorist groups that are 
most likely to change their tactics. In this analysis, we focus on cases in which terrorist groups 
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form ties with political parties and cases in which political parties form ties with terrorist groups. 
We refer to these as party-terror linkages and we view the formation of these linkages as a shift 
in tactics. We present three explanations for the formation of party-terror linkages, drawing 
support for each explanation from the literatures on three widely-corroborated categories of 
explanatory variables.[4] We then discuss the ways in which related factors influence the 
attractiveness of shifting between party politics and terrorism. In this way, we advance the 
literature on party-terror linkages, offering a point of departure for the growing collection of new 
scholarship in the field. We conclude with an evaluation of the implications of our findings for 
discussions and debates among students and scholars of party-terror linkages.

Explaining Shifts in Political Tactics
In this analysis, we address some of the questions most central to understanding the cases in 
which political groups shift to or from terrorism: Why do political parties and terrorist groups 
sometimes change their tactics? What leads these groups to experiment with terrorism or party 
politics, or some combination of these tactics? Under what conditions are groups more likely to 
change their tactics and which types of political groups are most likely to do so? Despite 
increased interest in political groups with ties to party politics and terrorist activities, very few 
answers have been offered to these questions.
In this article, we move from an elaboration of a static typology, as presented in the 1991 article, 
to an analysis of a dynamic event, as is evidenced by the large number of instances in which 
groups have shifted between terrorism and party politics. We show that shifts in tactics offer 
strong support for the contention that the strategic behavior of political groups changes over time 
as a function of changes in the attractiveness of different tactics. Changes in the attractiveness of 
different tactics are themselves a function of changes in the environment within which these 
groups operate, although the attractiveness of tactics, we argue, differs for different types of 
political groups. By empirically testing existing understandings of party-terror linkages, we 
provide further evidence in support of the argument that variations in the attractiveness of 
political tactics are mediated by political conditions and group characteristics. 

The Development of the Literature
This effort represents an extension of the research on linkages between political parties and 
terrorist groups. When it comes to explaining the reasons that political groups alternate between 
terrorism and party politics, scholarship over the last twenty years has left a noticeable void in 
the literature. This void is particularly evident with regard to concepts, theory, methodology, and 
case selection.

Conceptual Limitations
The literature on party-terror linkages is limited by the distinctive designation and separate 
treatment of political parties and terrorist groups within the political science literature. In fact, 
different types of political groups are frequently distinguished by the tactics they employ. In 
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terms of tactics, political parties and terrorist groups are seldom viewed as comparable 
organizations. Political parties are typically recognized as groups working in accordance with 
established institutions to aggregate diverse interests, compete for popular support, obtain 
political office, and influence domestic politics.[5] With the exception of many communist 
parties, political parties are relatively transparent in their organization and operations; they are 
recognized as legitimate actors and key components of democratic systems.[6] Above all, 
political parties are widely assumed to use formal-legal tactics, not violence, to achieve political 
ends. It should be noted, however, that most definitions of political parties do not require that the 
party be committed to nonviolent tactics. 
By contrast, definitions of terrorist groups most often refer to groups operating at the fringes of 
society, outside of the political system. Terrorist groups are commonly viewed as illegitimate 
actors, illegal, unrepresentative, and disruptive to the political systems within which they 
operate. They engage in terrorist violence, itself a contested term generally referring to the threat 
or use of violence, oftentimes perpetrated against noncombatants in order to incite fear, for the 
purpose of influencing political outcomes.[7] Terrorist groups are often secretive with regard to 
their operations and organization. Above all, terrorist groups are presumed to be illegal 
organizations utilizing illegal tactics, most notably tactics of a violent nature, in order to obtain 
political ends. 
While these descriptions are generally accepted, they demonstrate a Western democratic bias, 
and a contemporary one at that.[8] In other parts of the world—for instance in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia—some organizations calling themselves political parties 
are anything but peaceful. If we follow Ware’s definition of a political party as “…an institution 
that 1) seeks to influence a state, often by attempting to occupy political offices by putting forth 
candidates in electoral competitions, and 2) usually consists of more than a single interest in the 
society and so, to some degree, attempts to ‘aggregate interests’,”[9] then it is not obvious that 
these groups must be simultaneously committed to nonviolent political activities in order to be 
labeled as political parties. In principle then, there is no reason why political parties, institutions 
thus defined, cannot engage in terrorism or other types of political violence.[10] Similarly, when 
labeling organizations as terrorist groups, it is necessary to bear in mind that terrorism is a type 
of activity rather than a type of organization, and an organization that uses terrorism may also 
use other types of tactics.[11]
In fact, shifts between tactics adopted by a specific political group are observable. Evidence of 
shifts between party politics and terrorism comes from the numerous examples of political 
parties turning to terrorism and from the many examples of terrorist groups supporting, forming, 
or becoming political parties.[12] Two additional observations are notable. First, evidence of 
political groups engaging in party politics and terrorism supports the view of political strategies 
as flexible, rather than fixed. Second, these observations raise questions about popular 
designations of political parties and terrorist groups as distinct types of groups. If political parties 
sometimes engage in terrorist tactics and terrorist groups occasionally engage in party politics, 
then the assumption of a dichotomous distinction between these two groups on the basis of the 
tactics they use can be called into question. 
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We bridge these largely separate literatures through our conceptualization of political groups and 
political tactics. We draw insights for these concepts from Weinberg and his colleagues. In this 
analysis, we focus on shifts in political tactics and, in particular, on shifts between participating 
in party politics and engaging in terrorism. We view participating in party politics, including 
organizing as a political party, contesting elections, or supporting candidates in electoral 
competitions, as one type of tactic used by some political groups. We view terrorism as another 
type of tactic, and as a type of political violence, which is used by some political groups some of 
the time. Our understanding of participating in party politics and terrorism as tactics leads us to a 
designation of political groups that is broader than either political parties or terrorist groups. 
Political groups, including political parties and terrorist groups, have political objectives. 
We apply the typology presented by Weinberg and Eubank and use this typology to explore two 
categories of shifts in tactics.[13] One category includes cases in which political parties turn to 
terrorism. The other category includes cases in which terrorist groups turn to party politics. 
Consistent with this typology, we do not assume that turning to party politics or terrorism 
requires abandoning other tactics. Political parties engaging in terrorism may continue to 
compete in elections. Likewise, terrorist groups turning to party politics may continue to engage 
in terrorism. Political groups choose from among a variety of tactics in order to achieve their 
objectives and selecting among available tactics is an important part of a political strategy.[14] 

Theoretical Limitations
The scholarship on party-terror linkages is perhaps most limited when it comes to offering 
explanations for why political groups shift between terrorism and party politics. Orlandrew 
Danzell offers a significant critique of theoretical progress in the study of political parties turning 
to terrorism, calling this work the product of “anecdotal and historical assumptions.”[15] Despite 
these limitations, many of which are admitted by their authors, significant contributions have 
been made to the collective understanding of shifts in tactics and the formation of party-terror 
linkages. 
Investigating the origins of terrorist groups, Weinberg and Eubank observe that most modern 
terrorist groups originate as political parties, turning to terrorism in reaction to changes in 
domestic political conditions. They note the coincidence of regime changes and transitions from 
party politics to terrorism. They also discuss the features of parties that cause them to be more 
susceptible to these types of transformation, namely parties suffering from state oppression, 
promoting a particular extreme ideology and being unable to garner significant electoral support.
[16] In his subsequent contribution, Weinberg highlights two group-level characteristics of 
political parties that turn to terrorism: “grandiose goals” and the perceived “illegitimacy of the 
prevailing political order.”[17] After 1991, the main theoretical contributions directed toward 
understanding the reasons political groups shift between party politics and terrorism come from 
the work of Weinberg and his colleagues, who have collectively contributed to three books on the 
topic of political parties and terrorist groups.[18] Whereas the first book is an edited volume with 
contributions from experts on political groups engaged in both terrorism and party politics, the 
subsequent books go a long way toward providing theoretical explanations for why groups 
alternate between these tactics. These contributions remain the most thorough and theoretical 
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works on the topic. In particular, the 2008 book addresses the conditions under which political 
groups “enter” and “exit” terrorism. Weinberg, Pedahzur, and Perliger associate the “entry into 
terrorism” with the polarization of party systems and domestic crises, such as crises of national 
integration and disintegration, as well as crises of legitimacy regarding the rules of the political 
game. They also list changes in the political order and repression by the state as conditions under 
which terrorist groups may abandon armed conflict. Other explanations for these types of 
transitions include the difficulties associated with operating clandestinely, such as maintaining 
popular support and acquiring resources, as well as offers of amnesty from the government.[19]
Danzell addresses one part of this question, focusing on the subset of political parties that turn to 
terrorism. Importantly, Danzell adds to the discussion through his attention to regime ideology, 
structural relationships, and strategic calculations:[20] “Opposition political parties can 
consequently be expected to turn to terrorism more frequently when right-wing governments are 
in power than when center or leftist parties control the government.”[21] Other contributions 
address factors that may be related to the eventual transition to party politics without necessarily 
making the connection. With a focus on Hamas, Gunning observes that the group’s penchant for 
organizational survival provides incentives for moderation over time in terms of group 
objectives.[22] Importantly, Gunning writes prior to Hamas’ participation in municipal and 
parliamentary elections. Taken together, these works mentioned above provide a useful starting 
point for enhancing our understanding of the shifts in tactics undertaken by political groups. At 
the same time, much of the remaining literature does not address the questions of why groups 
undertake shifts to or from terrorism that are central to this analysis. For instance, many 
contributions to the literature address outcomes associated with shifts in tactics and the formation 
of party-terror linkages, while giving considerably less attention to the causes of these shifts. 
Rather than explaining why groups turn to party politics, these transitions are taken as given and 
used as a starting point for analyses. Much of this work focuses on outcomes associated with 
these shifts. For Hovdenak, Hamas’ transition into a political party should be viewed as “an 
opportunity rather than an obstacle for Palestinian democratization.”[23] Wiegand attributes 
Hezbollah’s successes as a political party in Lebanon to its “political leverage” and gradual 
moderation.[24] Largely absent are explanations for why Hezbollah formed a political party in 
the first place. Neumann argues that participating in party politics has had an effect on the 
strategies preferred by elements within the Irish Republican movement. While admitting to the 
relevance of other “enabling factors” present within a political environment (for instance, 
repression and outside intervention) and within the political groups (such as leaders’ views and 
actions), Neumann credits public aspects of participating in party politics, including publically 
engaging in political dialogue and being held responsible to public opinion through voting, with 
the movement’s decreased resort to armed violence.[25] An understanding such as this provides 
important insights into how participating in party politics may lead to a reduction in terrorism 
without explaining what leads to participating in party politics.
Furthermore, with notable exceptions such as the contributions by Weinberg and Danzell,[26] 
most of the literature focuses on the subset of terrorist groups that turn to party politics rather 
than the political parties that turn to terrorism. This is true even among political groups 
undertaking “life-cycle” transformations, for which the focus seems to lie with the transition to 
party politics. This can be explained in large part by the coincidence in the timing of the 
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development of this literature and the transitions of many well-known violent groups and 
formerly-violent groups to party politics. The recent focus on the Muslim Brotherhood’s electoral 
victories in Egypt provides just one example. 
Attention to the transition to party politics is no less apparent when attention is turned to the 
developing literature on the end of terrorism. The transition to party politics is one way by which 
a political group may cease acting as a terrorist group.[27] Another of the key differences 
between the party-terrorism literature and the end of terrorism literature is the attention in the 
latter to the abandonment of violence and the allowance in the former for the continued use of 
both violent and nonviolent political tactics.
We are less interested in explaining why terrorism ends than in explaining why political groups 
shift to and from terrorism. We draw attention to insights from the literature in order to gain 
leverage on the questions of which groups undertake these shifts and why.

Methodological Limitations and Case Selection
Arriving at answers to the harder question of why political groups transition between terrorist 
tactics and acting as political parties has also been hampered by the methods and cases most 
commonly selected in studies of party-terror linkages. The majority of the work on the political 
groups that have turned to and from terrorism has been undertaken in the form of case studies. 
Qualitative approaches serve an important role in this literature, providing descriptive insights 
into individual cases, which cannot be easily achieved through larger-n analyses. At the same 
time, while case studies can be used to derive and test theories, single case studies cannot be 
used simultaneously for both purposes. More to the point, there are limits to using a single case 
to derive general hypotheses for why political groups turn to and from terrorism. A potential bias 
can also be found in work relying on comparisons of two or a few cases, especially when these 
cases are situated within a single region or time period and when they represent one type of 
outcome. Moreover, while studies focusing on limited cases provide insights into the conditions 
under which some groups shift tactics and the types of groups that shift tactics, they fall short in 
offering insights into why other similar or similarly situated groups do not. 
A further limitation becomes apparent when considering the breadth of cases receiving the bulk 
of attention. Many of the studies focus on a handful of well-known cases. In the past much of 
this attention was focused on the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and Euskadi ta’ Askatasuna 
(ETA), both of which engaged in violent forms of political competition, while maintaining ties to 
political parties. Today more attention is given to Hamas and Hezbollah, two groups that have 
been identified as having engaged in terrorist tactics prior to turning to party politics.
We address this limitation through our analysis of close to two hundred cases of party-terror 
linkages and approximately the same number of terrorist groups with no documented ties to 
political parties. We use a dataset that includes detailed descriptions of each political group as 
well as information by which these groups may be compared. We discuss the data in more detail 
before turning to a discussion and analysis of explanatory factors. 
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Data and Design
We analyze data contained in the dataset that was used in the 2008 edition of Political Parties 
and Terrorist Groups.[28] This dataset includes information on terrorist groups operating at some 
point in time between 1900 and 2004. The dataset was constructed from descriptions of violent 
political groups found in several sources, including the MIPT Terrorism Knowledge Base, the 
United States Department of State’s Patterns of Global Terrorism Project, and Schmid and 
Jongman’s collaborative guide to terrorist groups.[29] These sources include many more groups 
than are included in this analysis. The dataset is limited to those groups whose activities meet 
four commonly-accepted criteria for describing terrorist activity: (1) the use or threat of violence 
(2) against non-combatants (3) in order to influence a broad audience (4) for the purposes of 
achieving political goals.[30] Rather than looking at violent political groups engaging in political 
violence, more broadly defined, we limit this analysis to groups engaging in a specific type of 
violent tactic: terrorism.
Applying this definition of terrorism, the dataset that originally included more than 2000 cases 
was whittled to 430 terrorist groups.[31] Further analysis of each of these terrorist groups reveals 
numerous connections between them and political parties. Although each of the groups in the 
dataset has used terrorism, nearly half of the groups (n = 203) have also had ties to political 
parties (see Figure 1). Of these, two-thirds are cases in which political parties supported, created, 
or splintered and transitioned into terrorist groups (n = 134) and slightly less than one quarter are 
cases in which terrorist groups created or became political parties (n = 48). The remaining ten 
percent are divided between “life-cycle” transformations (n = 11) and splits within political 
movements (n = 10). “Life-cycle” transformations are cases in which political parties 
transitioned into terrorist groups and then remade themselves as political parties.[32] In other 
cases, political parties and terrorist groups originate within a single political movement.[33] Each 
of these types represents a shift in tactics. As Weinberg, Pedahzur, and Perliger point out, “we are 
dealing with a relatively common phenomenon…Links between parties and terrorist activities 
are by no means rare or exotic.”[34]
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Figure 1: Types of shifts in tactics[35] 

 
Three Types of Explanations
A review of the relevant literatures suggests at least three types of factors that contribute to 
changes in the relative attractiveness of political tactics: features of regimes, the type of party 
system, and group characteristics. Though these factors are not exhaustive, they provide a useful 
starting point for a developing literature.

Regime Characteristics
The first, and perhaps most studied, set of explanations for shifts to and from terrorism addresses 
the influence of regime characteristics. The relationship between regime type and terrorist tactics 
has been and continues to be the subject of an intense debate. From one perspective, democratic 
regimes are expected to discourage the use of violent tactics by protecting individual rights, 
facilitating peaceful political competition, and providing various channels for the expression and 
promotion of political agendas. Moreover, in democracies an independent judicial system 
provides a form of protection from oppression produced by the political apparatus. In contrast, 
authoritarian regimes stifle political violence by controlling political activities, placing 
limitations on competition, and suppressing dissent.[36] It seems that much of this debate pits 
measurements of the effect of democracy on the presence of terrorist groups, which is the 
Eubank and Weinberg approach, against the effect of democracy on the number of terrorist 
incidents, which represents the Sandler critique.[37] Eubank and Weinberg find that democracies 
are more likely to have terrorist groups.[38] Sandler, on the other hand, argues that 
understanding the link between democracy and terrorism requires an examination of terrorist 
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events rather than the presence of groups,[39] a critique Eubank and Weinberg answer when they 
find that terrorist events are also more likely to occur in democratic settings.[40] Recent work by 
Chenoweth suggests that intergroup competition can help to explain both the number of terrorist 
groups and acts of terrorism.[41] To the extent that democracy facilitates increases in intergroup 
competition and the formation of interest groups, it is possible to see how democracy can be 
correlated with increases in terrorist group formation as well as the incidence of terrorism. 
Discussions related to counterterrorism policy add to the debate over regime type. Abrahms 
focuses on the liberal components of democracy when he constructs his argument that 
democracies are “superior counterterrorists.”[42] This is a perspective supported by Kibble in his 
argument that institutionalized tolerance and justice are important prerequisites for countering 
terrorism.[43]
As the focus of this project is on the presence of party-terror linkages, the expectation is that the 
original Eubank and Weinberg model for examining the presence of terrorist groups is more 
applicable to the party-terror research agenda. We expect that democracies are more likely to 
have political parties. Following Eubank and Weinberg, we expect that democracies are also 
more likely to have terrorist groups. Taking these expectations one step further, we expect that 
some democracies will have groups engaging in both party politics and terrorism. In addition, 
consolidated authoritarian regimes are expected to have fewer party-terror linkages in large part 
because they will not have the supply of political parties or the type of political party competition 
that can be found in democracies. 
Democracies, minimally defined, are designated on the basis of the presence of elections, 
presumably of the free, fair, and frequent type. While we find that the overwhelming majority of 
party-terror linkages exist in states with presidential or parliamentary institutions (88%), we also 
recognize that the presence of these institutions cannot be directly equated with the presence of 
democracy. Still, the overwhelming majority of party-terror linkages are found in states with 
some type of democratic institution. A higher number of party-terror linkages are found in states 
with POLITY[44] scores ranging from weakly to strongly democratic than in states with strongly 
authoritarian regimes. At the same time, a graph of the frequencies of party-terror linkages at 
various POLITY scores reveals an unexpected finding. Only slightly more cases of party-terror 
linkages are present in consolidated democracies than in consolidated authoritarian regimes.  
Despite this finding, it is important to note the likely differences between political parties 
operating in consolidated authoritarian systems and those operating in consolidated democratic 
systems, especially in terms of their political influence, power, and operations.  As with different 
types of regime, we are likely dealing with different types of political parties.  With these 
findings in mind, we next direct our analysis to a discussion of regime strength and stability, 
where we find better support for the relationship between regime characteristics and the presence 
of party-terror linkages. 
Discussions of regime strength and weakness are integrally related to discussions of regime type. 
We distinguish strong and weak regimes on the bases of institutionalization and capacity. 
Drawing on the notion of institutionalization, we distinguish between states with consolidated 
authoritarian regimes and established democratic regimes. Not all regimes are either strongly 
authoritarian or fully democratic.  Some regimes have institutional arrangements oftentimes 
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associated with democracy—elections, political parties, and legislatures—while failing to meet 
the definitional requirement of a functional democracy (i.e. fairness of the electoral processes, 
preservation of civil liberties and etc.). These regimes, which mix elements of democracy and 
authoritarianism, are sometimes referred to as “mixed” regimes. Mixed regimes are generally 
understood to be weaker regime types,[45] though they may not be actively transitioning in the 
direction of authoritarianism or democracy.[46] States with weak regimes are often less capable 
than their fully democratic and strictly authoritarian counterparts at conditioning or controlling 
political competition. Weaker regimes lack the capacity to police the operations of political 
groups, missing an opportunity to prevent violence in the process. Moreover, unlike in states 
with consolidated regimes, institutions in states with mixed regimes are often relatively young, 
less developed, and in a process of transition; they may lack widespread acceptance; their 
political institutions may be subject to renegotiation; and they may be unprepared to produce 
policies capable of alleviating, rather than aggravating, grievances. Using the case of Spain as an 
example, Encarnación discusses the added risk that weak democracies will employ policies that 
are damaging to democratic legitimacy and simultaneously ill-suited for fighting terrorism.[47] 
Piazza also finds that weak regimes are especially vulnerable to terrorism.[48] Similarly, Wade 
and Reiter find that mixed regimes are more likely to experience suicide terrorism in contexts in 
which a minority religious group is also present.[49] Hegre, Ellingsen, Gates, and Gleditsch also 
make a connection between regime type and internal violence, finding “intermediate regimes” to 
be more likely to experience conflict than democratic or authoritarian regimes.[50] Consistent 
with these arguments is that of Wintrobe, who argues that democratic regimes and totalitarian 
regimes are less likely to experience suicide terrorism.[51] The condition of being 
simultaneously open to competition, yet lacking consolidation, is an inherent weakness of mixed 
regimes, which, in combination with other factors, contributes to an increased likelihood that 
political groups will resort to violence.[52] In contrast to consolidated regimes, unconsolidated, 
weaker, or less stable regimes have fewer resources from which to draw in order to discourage 
the political use of violence. In the absence of stable regime conditions and effective policing, 
political groups operating in these states may be more likely to shift between terrorism and party 
politics.
Our analysis of the data found evidence that supports these explanations of the relationship 
between regime strength and a group’s tactical shifts. Including both democracies and 
authoritarian regimes in the analysis, we find that political groups with party-terror linkages 
appear more often in states with weaker regime types than in states with stronger, more 
established regimes. Two-thirds of party-terror linkages occur in states with POLITY scores 
ranging from -8 to 8. In fact, party-terror linkages are three times more prevalent in states with 
weak regimes than in strong democracies and nearly four times more prevalent in states with 
weak regimes than in strongly authoritarian states. One notable finding is that there are spikes in 
the numbers of party-terror linkages occurring at the cusps of POLITY measures indicating 
strong democracy and strong authoritarianism, lending further credibility to the argument that 
regime stability matters, though perhaps not in the ways theorized within some of the literature, 
wherein expectations are based on static regime types rather than on changes in regimes.[53] 
With regard to regime stability, Eubank and Weinberg find that stable democracies are more 
likely to experience terrorist attacks and that these terrorist attacks are more likely to be 
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perpetrated by the state’s own citizens, an outcome that is distinct from, but not completely 
independent of, the presence of terrorist groups within a state.[54] Highlighting the 
interdependence of regime characteristics and complementing Eubank and Weinberg’s argument, 
it is interesting to note Hegre, Ellingsen, Gates, and Gleditsch’s findings that, while both 
democratic and authoritarian regimes have counterterrorism capacities, democracies are 
inherently more stable than authoritarian regimes, which are more stable than “intermediate 
regimes.”[55] Other disruptions, which may lead political parties to embrace clandestine or 
violent activities, include foreign invasions and military coups. These may fuel a turn to 
terrorism among political groups, as happened following military coups in Algeria in the 1990s 
and Brazil in the 1960s. Findings such as these underscore the extent to which regime type, 
strength, and stability factor into explanations for terrorism. We expect that the majority of shifts 
between terrorist tactics and party politics will appear in weak democracies in which the unstable 
rules of the political game encourage or even compel groups to alter the methods they employ in 
order to obtain their goals, and not in strong, veteran democracies or in countries that have 
minimal experience with democratic processes.
On the other hand, while consolidated regimes are expected to experience lower levels of 
political violence[56] and the establishment of democracy has been tied, almost by definition, to 
an increase in opportunities for nonviolent political competition, the transition from 
authoritarianism to democracy can be treacherous. In addition to the risks posed by processes of 
democratization for international conflict,[57] democratization is also recognized as having 
dangerous domestic side effects with regard to creating conditions conducive to internal 
violence.[58] Drawing from these findings, we expect that changes in levels of democracy will 
be associated with changes in tactics. In particular, and in contrast to some of the 
democratization literature, we expect that increases in democracy (increases in levels of 
democracy or increases in the presence of indicators of democracy) will be associated with an 
increase in shifts to party politics, and that decreases in democracy (decreases in levels of 
democracy or decreases in the presence of indicators of democracy) will be associated with an 
increase in shifts to terrorist tactics. We also expect to find more shifts toward violent tactics in 
states with unstable regimes, especially when these states are experiencing democratic collapse.
[59] Weinberg and Eubank’s findings tying regime change to terrorism are particularly relevant 
in this regard.[60]
We can unpack the relationship between regime change, stability, and shifts in tactics in two 
ways. With regard to regime changes, we observe that most party-terror linkages are formed in 
states with one or more regime changes.[61] With regard to changes in levels of democracy, we 
find that increases in democracy are tied to an increase in the formation of party-terror linkages 
(mainly terrorist groups turning to legitimate political tactics). In fact, levels of democracy rise 
on average 3.5 points from the time of a group’s formation to the time of a group’s tactical shift 
to legitimate politics (1.26 and 4.77, respectively; see also Figure 2). The same does not hold for 
shifts to terrorism among political parties (see Figure 3). Decreases in levels of democracy are 
associated with transitions to terrorism among a minority of the political parties that undertake 
such shifts. Many more political parties turn to terrorism independently of significant changes in 
levels of democracy. In addition, in some cases, political groups transitioned to party politics 
under conditions of decreasing democracy rather than increasing democracy. In Figure 2 it is 
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clear that the level of democracy at the time of a shift to party politics is typically higher than the 
level of democracy at the time that a terrorist group was established.  In Figure 3 it is clear that 
the level of democracy at the time of a shift to terrorism is typically lower than the level of 
democracy at the time the political party was formed.  At the same time, both figures show that 
this is not universally the case.
Figure 2: Levels of democracy at the time of the establishment of terrorist groups and at the time 
of shifts to party politics

Figure 3: Levels of democracy prior to and at the time in which the party transitioned into a 
terrorist group

These differences can be explained in several ways. First, reductions in levels of democracy may 
coincide with more general repression, which may stifle various forms of political activity. 
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Second, it may be that political parties, which are proportionately less likely to undergo shifts in 
tactics than terrorist groups, are influenced by different factors than terrorist groups. In other 
words, causal mechanisms may differ between cases in which parties shift to terrorism and 
terrorist groups shift to party politics. Third, political parties are more likely to be older, less 
extremist, and more hierarchical than terrorist groups. Differences in explanations regarding 
shifts in tactics may be tied to the relative importance of organizational factors in explaining the 
formation of party-terror linkages. Finally, most of these party-terror linkages take place in states 
with weak regimes. Much of the variation in outcomes may be explained by variations in the 
environments within which these groups operate. 
Furthering the discussion of regime characteristics, and pointing to some potential causes for 
inconsistencies among findings, Alonso and O’Boyle highlight the relevance of contextual 
factors. Alonso argues that the (mis-)interpretation of existing models of conflict resolution and 
peace-making helps to explain divergent strategy choices and outcomes, while O’Boyle 
questions whether different types of groups may offer different justifications for their choices of 
tactics.[62] As these works show, we find considerable variation in explanatory and outcome 
variables within this literature. Much of this variation can be explained by group-level analyses, 
an issue that we will address momentarily. 
It is important to emphasize an additional factor, differences in institutional design among 
regimes, which is tied to regime type as well as choices among tactics. Differences in 
institutional design add an important element to explanations of the impact of regime type and 
characteristics. Many institutions have a bearing on access to power and, as a result, the ability 
for political groups to achieve their goals through legal political channels.[63] For instance, 
parliamentary systems are often viewed more favorably as being less rigid and more inclusive of 
diverse interests than presidential systems, whereas presidential systems—with their winner-
take-all underpinnings and fixed electoral timelines—can be seen as inflexible and exclusionary.
[64] In contrast, presidential regimes can be viewed as more institutionally stable, with their 
fixed timelines.[65] In fact, Schneider and Wiesehomeier argue that presidential systems are 
more war-prone than other types of systems.[66] When considered through the lens of political 
groups competing for influence within a political system, questions of legitimacy and stability 
are intertwined. For these reasons, we expect that violent tactics will be more attractive to 
political groups operating in states with presidential regimes, which may encourage competition 
while simultaneously making it more difficult to influence government.
There is preliminary support for the influence of presidential institutions on the formation of 
party-terror linkages. There is a slightly higher prevalence of political parties shifting to violence 
in presidential systems (48%) than in parliamentary systems (38%) or other types of systems. 
Many cases of tactical shifts take place in autocratic regimes, which are neither presidential nor 
parliamentary (12%). Shifts from party politics to terrorism are approximately 1.3 times more 
likely in presidential regimes than in parliamentary regimes. Shifts from terrorism to party 
politics are approximately 1.4 times more likely in presidential regimes than in parliamentary 
regimes. Even more interesting is the distinction within the subset of cases of political groups 
shifting to party politics. The data indicate that in presidential regimes, terrorist groups shifting 
to party politics are considerably more likely to become political parties (78%), whereas in 
parliamentary regimes, terrorist groups shifting to party politics are considerably more likely to 
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create political parties while continuing to use terrorism (88%). These distinctions are not 
evident among cases of political parties incorporating terrorist tactics.

Party System Characteristics
A second category of explanations for party-terror linkages can be found in the literature on party 
systems. A focus on party systems draws attention to local practices of political competition, 
which have an important influence on intergroup competition. 
There are many ways in which party system characteristics influence the attractiveness of 
political tactics and, as a result, the makeup of political strategies. Different cleavage structures 
are institutionalized in different systems. Because of the potential problems associated with 
finding common ground, polarized party systems are of particular relevance to the discussion of 
selecting and shifting between political tactics.
A polarized party system is characterized by extreme viewpoints, stalemate, and, in some cases, 
exclusion. Polarization reflects “ideological distance” as well as “the attitudes of parties to the 
regime itself and to other parties in the regime,”[67] and may be associated with the presence of 
anti-system parties.[68] A “bidding process” or “mutually reinforcing extremisms” may provide 
a catalyst for tactical shifts favoring the use of violence.[69] Similarly, extremism, stalemate, or 
exclusion may make nonviolent tactics ineffective and unattractive.
The relationship between polarization and political tactics is dynamic and interdependent. High 
levels of polarization, which may be associated with exclusion or may lead to increases in levels 
of extremism, can be expected to encourage the strategic use of violence. The strategic use of 
violence can also be expected in societies characterized by “cultural distance” and long-lasting 
grievances.[70] This has been observed, for example, in the Basque region of Spain.[71] On the 
other hand, violence may bring about social polarization, as occurred in South Africa during 
Apartheid,[72] and the use of violence may bring about increases in polarization, “cultural 
distance,” and long-lasting grievances. In these cases, polarization may occur as a side-effect of 
the interactions of political groups.[73] In fact, political actors may conceive of polarization as a 
political tool, such as is evidenced through examples of the manipulation of ethnic identities for 
securing political support. 
With regard to the implications of party system polarization for explanations of choices of tactics 
and changes in tactics, there is evidence suggesting that party system polarization coincides both 
temporally and geographically to regions with high numbers of party-terror linkages, especially 
among states with large numbers of political groups turning to terrorism.[74] Evidence of 
polarization in Europe and Latin America during the 1960s and 1970s coincides with shifts 
toward violence, providing the groundwork for further analysis at the level of individual political 
groups and the states within which they have operated (see Table 1).[75]
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Table 1: Political parties turning to terrorism across space and time

Group Characteristics
A third category of explanations for party-terror linkages relates to group characteristics.[76] The 
relative attractiveness of political tactics is influenced by a variety of group characteristics. Two 
types of influences are particularly important for this analysis. One is related to interpretations of 
political opportunities and the ways in which these interpretations interact with the perceived 
benefits of various political tactics. The other is related to the group’s ability to orchestrate shifts 
in tactics. Factors such as group ideology, group age, and organizational structure interact with 
the political environment and associated political opportunities to influence the relative 
attractiveness of various political tactics.
Ideology is one organizational characteristic influencing interpretations of political opportunities 
and the suitability of various tactics. Different ideologies are often associated with varying levels 
of extremism. The impact of extremism, in turn, is mediated by the environment within which a 
political group operates. In some environments, extremist groups have difficulty garnering public 
support and, as a result, are less likely to find success through electoral competition.[77] Poor 
electoral performance, a lack of support, exclusion, and perceptions of mass passivity can be 
linked to the resort to violence.[78] In other environments, especially those marked by higher 
levels of polarization, extremist groups are able to appeal to a segment of the population, in the 
process attracting public support. 
In most cases, extremist groups are less likely to view the ruling regime as legitimate, making 
them less likely to participate in party politics and more likely to employ strategies made up of 
alternative tactics. These groups often maintain absolutist demands (i.e., all or nothing), making 
them more likely to view compromise as being akin to abandoning the group’s goals. Moderation 
is an important concession for political groups participating in party politics. A group that is 
unwilling to moderate will likely find less success in party politics and will be less likely to view 
these tactics as attractive. Although government policies encouraging group moderation through 
the appeasement of some of a group’s goals may lead to a reduction in public support for a group 
and an overall reduction in violence,[79] groups that moderate have been known to experience 
splintering, leading to the creation of more extremist and less extremist (more moderate) 
factions.[80]
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These factors lend credence to the expectation that more extremist political groups are more 
likely to employ violent tactics. In fact, an analysis of the cases of party-terror linkages shows 
interesting trends in the relationship between ideology and tactical shifts. As compared to groups 
with leftist, rightist, and nationalist-separatist ideologies, far fewer of the violent groups that shift 
to party politics have a religious ideology (see Figure 4). This is explained in large part by the 
smaller number of religious terrorist groups operating during the period under study.  Nearly 
twice as many groups maintained left-wing ideologies than either nationalist-separatist or right-
wing ideologies. There were nearly four times more left-wing terrorist groups than religious 
terrorist groups. At the same time, whereas approximately 30 percent of violent religious groups 
are known to have ties with political parties, greater than half of leftist, rightist, and nationalist-
separatist groups are associated with party-terror linkages. Also of interest is the fact that only 
one violent religious group transitioned to nonviolence by forming a tie with a political party; the 
other thirteen (of fourteen) groups forming party-terror linkages underwent the opposite shift, 
adding violent tactics to their strategic repertoires. The ratios of groups shifting to party politics 
are approximately equal for religious groups (7% of shifts undertaken by religious groups) and 
right-wing groups (9%), though these are far lower than among left-wing groups (26%) and 
nationalist-separatist groups (37%). In short, left-wing and nationalist-separatist terrorist groups 
have been more likely to turn to party politics than their religious and right-wing counterparts. 
The uncompromising nature of many religious and right-wing ideologies, especially in their 
extreme forms, may provide a partial explanation of this trend.[81] Cases of violent religious 
political groups are found overwhelmingly in the Middle East and Asia (forty-three of forty-six 
cases). In future studies, it would be useful to consider the cases with attention to context, 
recognizing that environmental factors may influence not only the formation of religious political 
groups, but also their strategic behavior. Furthermore, thirty-seven of the groups are identified as 
being Islamist, so it would be interesting to further disaggregate the cases by religious 
denomination, recognizing differences within religious communities as well as between them.
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Figure 4: Ideologies of terrorist groups that turn to party politics [82]

Time is another important factor in determinations of the attractiveness of political tactics. 
Organizations with longer life spans have more time within which to experiment with a variety 
of tactics and more opportunities to experience the advantages or repercussions of these tactics. 
Over time, it may become apparent that one type of tactic is ineffective or insufficient for 
achieving a political group’s goals. In addition, political groups with longer life spans are more 
likely to experience environmental changes, such as regime consolidation or collapse, party 
system polarization, shifts in government policies, and changes in people’s experiences and 
expectations, which affect the relative attractiveness of political tactics and influence their 
strategic decision-making. Moreover, a group’s level of extremism, like its tactics, can change 
over time. As time goes by, a maturing group—or a maturing leadership and membership—may 
moderate, substituting more attainable objectives and exchanging the absence of political gains 
for the chance at modest political gains.[83] Similarly, an aging membership or leadership may 
become less radical over time, also leading to a reduction in levels of extremism. This may occur 
as a result of experience, experimentation with alternative tactics, or changes in the interests or 
goals of individual members as they enter new stages of life. Over time, a number of political 
groups have undergone gradual shifts favoring an increased use of nonviolent tactics, including 
the IRA and Sinn Fein, Fatah, and ETA, although it is important to note that moderation—as with 
appeasement through government policies—may coincide with the formation of violent factions 
by more radical, and often younger, elements of an organization.[84] Changes in political 
opportunities and incentives take time to develop. Likewise, changes in tactics take time to 
implement. Looking at the issue from another perspective, groups may achieve longer life spans 
because they adapt to their environments, perhaps adopting new tactics and moderating their 
objectives over time. In this sense, longer life spans become the result of shifts in tactics rather 
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than their cause. For these reasons, organizations with longer life spans are more likely to view 
shifts in tactics favorably and are more likely to find nonviolent tactics attractive.
Statistical analysis strongly supports these contentions. After omitting all groups that had a brief 
lifespan,[85] as well as those groups that did not begin as terrorist groups, we found that the 
average age of the terrorist groups that have chosen to experiment with nonviolent tactics (23.3) 
is almost twice as high as the average age of the groups that did not use such tactics in any stage 
of their existence (12.2). An ANOVA analysis between the groups yields a significant (p<.001) 
result (F=17.203). However, rather than arguing exclusively that longer life spans are a 
prerequisite for tactical shifts or that shifts in tactics lead to longer life spans, it is likely that both 
processes are at work. It is also probable that the less mature political groups that have yet to 
alter their tactics will undergo shifts at some future point during their life spans. Further research 
is needed to determine the answers to these questions.
Organizational structure is another important factor in political group decision-making. 
Organizational structures affect the ways in which decisions are made within an organization, 
affecting within-group communication, the sharing of ideas, and the uniformity of group 
experiences. Insights can be drawn from organizational theory. Hierarchical political groups are 
more likely to have a strong leadership with the capacity for top-down communication, 
centralized decision-making, coherent programs, and consistent enforcement or reinforcement of 
group objectives and operations.[86] In contrast, political groups organized as networks may lack 
this centralized management and leadership. A group’s leadership is important for 
communicating changes to group objectives, conveying a need to reevaluate tactics and 
strategies, and constructing a platform for reinforcing shared experiences. For these reasons, 
groups with network structures will be less likely to collectively assess tactical alternatives or 
coherently implement tactical changes. As a result, groups with network structures are less likely 
to view changes in tactics as possible—much less attractive—alternatives. 
Furthermore, political parties may be best described as hierarchically organized. When these 
organizations form ties with violent groups, they are more likely to form ties with groups 
organized hierarchically, which have a leadership with whom they can communicate. When 
political parties employ violent tactics, they are likely either to maintain their hierarchical 
structure or create hierarchically-structured militant branches.[87]
There is some preliminary support for these expectations. Excluding cases in which no 
organizational structure is identified, of all of the terrorist groups included in the dataset, 
approximately 70% are described as hierarchical. Among the subset of terrorist groups with ties 
to political parties, this increases to nearly 75% of the cases. In other words, hierarchical groups 
make up a larger proportion of groups undertaking shifts in tactics. The findings are less 
conclusive with regard to differentiating between cases in which the party-terror linkage is 
initiated by a political party or by a terrorist group. For both types of shifts, hierarchical 
organizational structures are present in approximately 75% of the cases. Furthermore, an 
apparent difference in the percentage of party-terror linkages associated with horizontally-
structured political groups can be attributed, at least in part, to missing data. These findings 
suggest that regardless of the direction of shift—to or from terrorism—groups forming party-
terror linkages are more likely to be hierarchically-organized than horizontally-organized. 
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Because groups are seldom, if ever, fully hierarchical or fully horizontal, a further disaggregation 
of the data on the basis of organizational structure may be necessary in order to parse out these 
distinctions and their relations to tactical shifts.

Concluding Remarks
While the literature on linkages between political parties and terrorist groups remains in its 
infancy, there is a considerable foundation upon which to build. This foundation includes the 
creation of a typology of party-terror linkages, which was introduced to comparative political 
scientists more than twenty years ago. It also includes a rich literature on terrorism and insights 
gained from the more general political science writings on a variety of factors relevant for 
explaining and understanding tactical and strategic shifts. These, in combination with the handful 
of other published works on the topic of party-terror linkages, make up a small literature, but a 
rich starting point for the development of this research agenda. 
We build upon this foundation through the identification of key factors for explaining the shifts 
in tactics that lead to the formation of party-terror linkages, and our testing of these factors 
through quantitative analysis. In sum, what we offer in this article is a proposed starting point for 
the further development of this research agenda, with potential theoretical implications and 
policy applications for domestic and international security. An understanding of the foundations 
of party-terror linkages at the contextual and organizational levels can be drawn from an 
understanding of the conditions under which political groups turn to or from terrorism and the 
types of political groups that are most likely to undertake these shifts. 
This analysis contributes to the considerable volume of work currently in progress on topics 
associated with uncovering explanations for party-terror linkages, but is not without limitations. 
We employ an existing dataset, which categorizes political groups based on their participation in 
terrorist activities. This dataset does not include the universe of political parties, which would 
provide a useful complement for understanding the conditions under which political parties 
choose not to turn to terrorism. Also, although every effort was taken to ensure that the dataset 
would be accurate, there is no expectation that it is perfect. Many terrorist groups, especially 
active groups, remain highly clandestine. Much of the information we know about groups may 
be called into question because of the high level of private information. Third, the statistical 
analysis is not highly sophisticated. We elaborate on simple descriptive statistics in order to point 
to trends and issues for further consideration. Fourth, rather than offering an integrated theory, 
something that is notably absent in this literature, we investigate explanatory factors in a manner 
that treats them as largely separate influences. Moreover, we draw attention to explanations 
found in the existing literature and highlight the factors that may help explain why and which 
groups turn to and from terrorism. Future scholarship may benefit from coding and quantifying 
these factors and conducting more sophisticated forms of multivariate analysis that identifies 
relative levels of importance for each factor. 
The next steps for researchers interested in explaining cases of party-terror linkages will 
necessarily involve dealing with possible distinctions between explanations for cases in which 
political parties turn to terrorism and cases in which political parties engage in political violence, 
more generally-conceived. Future research should also delve further into differences among the 
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political groups operating under different conditions and the potential limitations of these 
differences for theorizing across cases. Furthermore, scholars will continue to benefit from the 
development of case-specific knowledge, which plays an integral role in the creation of new 
knowledge and is often done through elaborations of individual case studies. Finally, the 
contributions of scholars focusing on this field of research, complemented by the continuation of 
constructive discussions and debates regarding its key points, is what is most needed in the 
development of the current research agenda.
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