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In this well-organized book, Shapiro invites us to turn away from sensationa-
lized media descriptions and toward more analytical, accurate, and effective
approaches for understanding what terrorism is and how it works. At the core
of his argument is the idea that groups such as al-Qa’ida, the Irish Republican
Army, and even pre-revolutionary Russian leftists are organizations that must
exert control over field operations while preserving secrecy so as to avoid
detection by governmental and other authorities.

The purpose of the book is to demonstrate analytically that this tradeoff
between field control and secrecy is pervasive among terrorist organizations.
For the public, this message should be reassuring, argues Shapiro, as the costs
of secrecy are normally high enough to prevent the effective operation of orga-
nizations such as al-Qa’ida in Afghanistan in the years prior to the 9/11 attacks
on the United States; Shapiro refers to the organization behind 9/11 as ‘‘the
exception that proves the rule,’’ by which he means that terrorist groups can
no longer operate with the security and secrecy of pre-9/11 al-Qa’ida in
Afghanistan and therefore cannot execute attacks on the same scale (p. 15).

For policy makers, opportunities lie in disrupting the security vulnerabilities
that arise when organizational leaders seek to control and drive efficiencies in
field operations. Available tactics include focusing on well-known vulnerabilities
such as occur with the movement of money and the operation of communica-
tion systems, but they also include less-appreciated tactics such as increasing
the risk of screening operatives, implementing more credible punishments,
breaking systems of trust among operatives, and reframing political goals to
cultivate a divergence of views about what to do, which Shapiro calls ‘‘prefer-
ence divergence’’ (p. 26).

Shapiro persuasively makes the case for additional academic research on
terrorist organizations, because ‘‘we cannot efficiently fight organizations that
we do not understand’’ (p. 25). One of his main contributions in this regard is
chapter 2’s inductively derived list of four factors that influence in-group solu-
tions in managing the tradeoff between secrecy and control. These include
using violence judiciously, politicizing targets, mitigating preference divergence
among operatives, and avoiding the risk of detection. The list and analysis
brought to mind Ostrom’s (1990) design principles for cultivating adaptive gov-
ernance, although of course the emphasis in Shapiro’s analysis is on the illegiti-
macy of the group’s purpose and its active conflict with the goals of other
governance bodies.



The book makes two other contributions that are not as heavily emphasized
by the author as they might have been. First, the book contains four major case
studies, as well as many other examples of terrorist organizations. Each case is
interesting in its own right. Shapiro reports, for example, on petty bureaucratic
infighting over expense reports within al-Qa’ida, secret subgroups among
Russian leftists in the late nineteenth century, and career trajectories within the
Provisional Irish Republican Army. The cases and examples give life to the
book.

Second, the book ends with two appendices, the first of which is a sensi-
tively written, comprehensive, 30-page annotated bibliography of books written
by terrorists about their own lives, including Nelson Mandela’s Long Walk to
Freedom (1994). The inclusion of such a leader as Mandela in this list, together
with the care with which Shapiro reports on each autobiography, clarifies an
uneasy worry that dogged me as a reader from the first chapter: are terrorists
always terrorists? Where do we draw the line on legitimacy? Who decides?

There are four areas in which the book raises questions that are not fully
answered in part because, as Shapiro indicates, these are difficult organizations
to study and our scholarship on them is not sufficiently developed. The first
area relates to new digital communication technologies and their implications
for the operation of terrorist networks. While the book does point to the impor-
tance of digitization, Shapiro seems to subsume their impact under the general
rubric of technologies of management that are symmetrically as important to
terrorism as to other types of organizations. His discussion of them relates pri-
marily to communication and information systems. The opportunity is to con-
sider cyberattack as a mechanism differentiating terrorism from anything else
on the planet. Because the book’s emphasis is on historical analysis of paper-
based systems (we learn that law enforcement in 1922 Ireland used the min-
utes of a terrorist organization’s meetings in making arrests), it has something
of an old-fashioned, scholarly feel that I found unnecessarily limiting.

The second area of opportunity involves extending the theory of the man-
agement of individuals beyond principal–agency models. To be fair, Shapiro
tries to do this to some degree. The central theoretical chapter of the book
develops the idea of preference divergence and throughout the analysis consid-
ers the management of information. Nonetheless, the core behavioral assump-
tion is one of rationality, which Shapiro justifies as empirically relevant in this
setting. Yet it is also undeniably true that terrorism is not always rational and,
furthermore, that the intra- and extra-organizational tactics of terrorism involve
psychological and behavioral manipulation, including unconscionable violence.
A more nuanced and multifaceted approach that engages constructs and the-
ory from the fields of psychology, organizational behavior, sociology, and strat-
egy would advance understanding of the case studies considerably.

The third opportunity is to incorporate theories of organization that go well
beyond the current precepts of the book. In the theory chapter, Shapiro asserts
that organization is no problem when all principals and agents share goals and
information, and yet in other areas of the book, he points to issues of capability
development, resource deployment, teamwork, communication, coordination,
and decision making under uncertainty. The case studies and examples point
to competition, factionalism, governance problems, alliances, performance
assessment, and goal shifting. All of these topics have been extensively

Book Review NP11



theorized in the field of management, but little if any of this theory is employed
in the book.

The final opportunity is to clarify the definition of terrorism and its boundary
conditions and, in particular, to distinguish terrorism from forms of legitimate
activism. The inclusion of Mandela’s book in the list of terrorist autobiographies
is instructive in this regard. When was Mandela a terrorist and when an acti-
vist? As in all social science, the definition cannot depend on the outcome. We
need to know in advance how to distinguish terrorists from activists and even
from politicians. Here, the sociology of legitimacy would be a great help.

In the end, the book is well worth the read for the persuasive case that
Shapiro makes that policy makers, law-enforcement agents, academics, and
the general public would benefit from a greater understanding of terrorist
groups as organizations. Despite Shapiro’s argument that a deeper understand-
ing of terrorism is tractable, the book’s theoretical gaps are evidence of the
complexity of this agenda. Yet, like Shapiro, I cannot think of anything more
important.
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