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Introduction

Most observers cannot help but notice that each of the major armed conflicts
that occurred during the 1990s and the first decade of the present century —
Bosnia, Kosovo, Chechnya, Afghanistan, Irag, and Syria — has involved the
use of terrorism by one or more of the contestants, at one time or another.
Conflicts involving armed non-state actors challenging states and each other
have become the main form of warfare thus far in the new millennium. The
main participants are insurgents and counterinsurgents. Their conflicts are
primarily internal, though they occasionally cross borders. They often involve
outsiders, including states and other non-state actors, supporting one side
or the other. The conflicts are carried out with a type of brutality that can be
expected when the people of a country turn on each other and the institutions
responsible for upholding law and order and protecting the population begin
to fail. The types of weapons used by contestants in the armed conflicts of
the twenty-first century are less sophisticated than those available to states.
Whereas states may carry out wars from the sky or sea, or at least from a dis-
tance, with the aid of satellites, long-range missiles and other sophisticated
technologies, the armed non-state actors fighting in the present century’s
armed conflicts do so primarily on the ground and at close range.

Another feature of warfare in the twenty-first century - the global battle
being waged against perpetrators of terrorism — was not part of earlier
warfare. The "global war on terrorism"” began with the aim of eliminating the
threat posed by transnational terrorists, al Qaeda in particular. As the “war”
progressed, political vacuums were opened, insecurities were manifested,
and new violent actors emerged. Localized violence pitted armed groups
(some of them affiliated with al Qaeda) against states, local communities,
and each other. Meanwhile, some of the same armed groups, which are
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identified at times as “terrorists” and at other times as "“insurgents,” have
contributed to sectarian conflict in Iraq, civil war in Syria, and civil unrest
in Afghanistan and elsewhere. Some of the "terrorist” groups that have
received so much of the focus during the “war on terrorism” have become
“insurgents,” though they continue to use the types of violence typically
identified as “terrorism.”’

The discussion that follows concerns the role of terrorism in twenty-first
century warfare.? This is a study of the ways in which militants use terrorism
to trigger and sustain insurgency. It is also a study of the ways in which the
resort to terrorism may signal an end to insurgency, or its failure. The text
that follows introduces, describes, and analyzes patterns in the incidence of
terrorism as a tactic used in wars past and present. Drawing insights from
these patterns, this study addresses implications for efforts to counter the
continuing threat.

An evolving threat

There are reasons to believe that terrorism'’s role in wider-scale warfare has
changed since the beginning of the new millennium. The ways in which the
use of terrorism has changed are apparent through observations of terrorists
and their tactics, targets, and objectives. These changes are not occurring in a
vacuum. They are not disconnected from the groups currently using terrorism
or the ideologies that drive these groups. Nor are these changes occurring
independently of other changes in the international environment.

The new millennium began a decade after the apparent end of commu-
nism as an ideological rival to Western ideas and influence in the world.? This
period also marked the decline of a communist bloc capable of challenging
Western hegemony and power. Communism and the superpower seemingly
spearheading its spread ceased to be a common threat for its Western and
non-Western opponents. The new era brought with it new ideas, which are
shared via new technologies. This era has also seen the rise and fall of state
and non-state actors, a new distribution of power and new perceptions of
threats, as well as a continuation of an old competition among state and non-
state actors seeking to maintain or increase their power. The relevance of
non-state actors in this competition for power and influence represents a
continuation of earlier efforts with two notable exceptions — the introduction
of a religious ideology and objectives and the more global nature of some of
these objectives. Among the armed non-state actors of the twenty-first
century are some seeking not to change the government or political system
within a single state but rather to establish a religious system of governance
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that bridges continents and incorporates (or subsumes) otherwise diverse
national and religious communities.

In this context, non-state actors challenge states — including the strongest
states — as they learned to do decades earlier in places like Vietnam, Iran, and
Afghanistan. These are archetypal weak actors, whose targets include even
weaker actors: civilians. Most of their attacks take place locally, close to the
groups’ primary areas of operations. The same groups attacking civilians also
target states and their militaries, as well as each other. These groups are the
main actors in the first wars of the twenty-first century.

There are precedents regarding the use of terrorism by weak actors in
warfare and, in particular, in insurgency. There is also observable evidence
that terrorism and warfare are changing. Terrorists and terrorist groups have
"adapted."* The tactics they use have changed as have the tools available for
their use. In some cases, the same groups have been labeled as “terrorist”
and “insurgent.” Similarly, references to “counterterrorism” and “counter-
insurgency” have become practically interchangeable.® Given attention to
specifying definitions and references to these terms — in particular to “terror-
ism” in the first decades of the twenty-first century — it is possible that these
developments indicate the evolution of a modern threat more than a lack of
conceptual clarity.

Changes in terrorism are not surprising; they are practically expected.
David Rapoport, for instance, observes changes in the dominant ideologies of
groups using terrorism at different periods in time, as well as the targets of
attacks and types of attacks that are prevalent at a given time.8 Despite these
variations, one understanding that has not changed much over the years is
that terrorism is a “weapon of the weak.”’” Those groups relying primarily
or exclusively on terrorism tend to do so when they are too weak to engage
their adversaries directly. They are weak actors in military terms, especially in
comparison to the military strength of states. They are also weak in political
terms. They often lack popular support and legitimacy, even among their pre-
sumed or desired constituency. Their primary targets — unarmed civilians — are
even weaker.

If terrorism is the weapon of these weak actors, then one may expect that
terrorists could be easily quashed by the superior power of states and their
militaries. This is not always the case. Terrorists’ strength lies in their clandes-
tine nature, their ability to hide among a noncombatant population, and their
capacity to survive, even when they cannot achieve their objectives. In reality,
some terrorist groups are more ‘capable challengers than others. Hence,
some terrorist groups may pose a greater threat than others.

There is another point of reference for the guestion of whether or not
states can defeat terrorists. This is the twenty-first century’'s “global war
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on terror.” The goals expressed by those administering this “war” seem
straightforward enough: reduce the threats posed by non-state actors willing
to use terrorism, and especially those threatening national security and inter-
national peace.® With this goal in mind, it would seem like an oversight not to
make note of the ways in which the armed groups on which the war on ter-
rorism has focused — for instance, al Qaeda and its affiliates — use terrorism as
one tactic within a more diversified arsenal. Moreover, it would also seem like
an oversight to discount the violent conflicts that have followed the initiation
of the war on terrorism. Many of these new wars are occurring in or near the
places where the war on terrorism has been focused. Among the participants
in these wars are some groups previously identified as terrorists. Some of the
groups known to have used terrorism before and after September 11, 2001,
are also engaging in forms of wider-scale warfare, including insurgency. This
is not to suggest that the same groups have abandoned terrorism; instead,
terrorism is a tactic they may continue to use in the context of insurgency.

The threat posed by insurgent groups in the twenty-first century is not
limited to terrorism employed outside of war. These terrorists and now insur-
gents are engaging in wider-scale warfare. They seek to replace some prevail-
ing order. In the process, insurgent groups can be expected to carry out the
same types of attacks against military and civilian targets.? If their coercive
capacity grows, they may find harder, better fortified state and military targets
more accessible. As this happens, they are likely to expand their repertoire of
tactics and targets. This does not mean that the terrorists-turned-insurgents
will cease to attack civilians, nor does it mean that they will use different
types of weapons when targeting state or military entities. Rather, they will
likely continue using the same types of weapons (e.g., guns, bombs, suicide
vests) with which they have become familiar and adept. They can apply the
weapons and tactics rehearsed in attacks against softer (e.g., civilian) targets
in their attacks on harder targets. To the extent that perpetuating fear is a goal
of these groups, they may continue to pursue this goal and achieve it regard-
less of the targets of their attacks. There is an assumption that with sufficient
resources, terrorist-insurgents may begin engaging in the types of activities
more commonly associated with guerrilla warfare, including sabotage, hit-
and-run attacks, and other tactics used by the weaker parties in militarized
disputes. There is, however, no reason to assume that these activities must
exclude terrorism, nor is there reason to believe that guerrilla warfare will be
played out according to the styles set by earlier guerrillas. As Walter Laqueur
has suggested, the conditions for guerrilla warfare as seen during the Cold
War may no longer exist.'°

Furthermore, the association between counterterrorism and counterin-
surgency (COIN) is not surprising given the evolving threat posed by the



