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he coincidence between the evolving changes of globalization, the inherent weaknesses of the
Arab region, and the inadequate American response to both ensures that terrorism will continue to be the most serious threat to U.S. and Western interests
in the twenty-ªrst century. There has been little creative thinking, however,
about how to confront the growing terrorist backlash that has been unleashed.
Terrorism is a complicated, eclectic phenomenon, requiring a sophisticated
strategy oriented toward inºuencing its means and ends over the long term.
Few members of the U.S. policymaking and academic communities, however,
have the political capital, intellectual background, or inclination to work together to forge an effective, sustained response. Instead, the tendency has been
to fall back on established bureaucratic mind-sets and prevailing theoretical
paradigms that have little relevance for the changes in international security
that became obvious after the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington on
September 11, 2001.
The current wave of international terrorism, characterized by unpredictable
and unprecedented threats from nonstate actors, not only is a reaction to globalization but is facilitated by it; the U.S. response to this reality has been
reactive and anachronistic. The combined focus of the United States on statecentric threats and its attempt to cast twenty-ªrst-century terrorism into familiar strategic terms avoids and often undermines effective responses to this
nonstate phenomenon. The increasing threat of globalized terrorism must be
met with ºexible, multifaceted responses that deliberately and effectively exploit avenues of globalization in return; this, however, is not happening.
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As the primary terrorist target, the United Sates should take the lead in fashioning a forward-looking strategy. As the world’s predominant military, economic, and political power, it has been able to pursue its interests throughout
the globe with unprecedented freedom since the breakup of the Soviet Union
more than a decade ago. Even in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks
on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and especially after the U.S. military action in Afghanistan, the threat of terrorism, mostly consisting of
underfunded and ad hoc cells motivated by radical fringe ideas, has seemed
unimportant by comparison. U.S. strategic culture has a long tradition of
downplaying such atypical concerns in favor of a focus on more conventional
state-based military power.1 On the whole, this has been an effective approach:
As was dramatically demonstrated in Afghanistan, the U.S. military knows
how to destroy state governments and their armed forces, and the American
political leadership and public have a natural bias toward using power to
achieve the quickest results. Sometimes it is important to show resolve and respond forcefully.
The United States has been far less impressive, however, in its use of more
subtle tools of domestic and international statecraft, such as intelligence, law
enforcement, economic sanctions, educational training, ªnancial controls, public diplomacy, coalition building, international law, and foreign aid. In an
ironic twist, it is these tools that have become central to the security of the
United States and its allies since September 11. In an era of globalized terrorism, the familiar state-centric threats have not disappeared; instead they have
been joined by new (or newly threatening) competing political, ideological,
economic, and cultural concerns that are only superªcially understood, particularly in the West. An examination of the recent evolution of terrorism and a
projection of future developments suggest that, in the age of globalized terrorism, old attitudes are not just anachronistic; they are dangerous.
Terrorism as a phenomenon is not new, but for reasons explained below, the
threat it now poses is greater than ever before. The current terrorist backlash is
manifested in the extremely violent asymmetrical response directed at the
United States and other leading powers by terrorist groups associated with or
inspired by al-Qaeda. This backlash has the potential to fundamentally
threaten the international system. Thus it is not just an American problem.
Unless the United States and its allies formulate a more comprehensive re1. The issue of U.S. strategic culture and its importance in the response to international terrorism is
explored in more depth in Audrey Kurth Cronin, “Rethinking Sovereignty: American Strategy in
the Age of Terror,” Survival, Vol. 44, No. 2 (Summer 2002), pp. 119–139.
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sponse to terrorism, better balanced across the range of policy instruments, the
results will be increasing international instability and long-term failure.
The article proceeds in ªve main sections. First, it provides a discussion of
the deªnition, history, causes, and types of terrorism, placing the events of September 11, 2001, in their modern context. Second, it brieºy describes key trends
in modern terrorism, explaining how the phenomenon appears to be evolving.
Third, it analyzes the implications of these trends for the stability and security
of the international community generally, and the United States and its allies
more speciªcally. Fourth, the article outlines the prospects of these trends. It
concludes with a range of policy recommendations suggested by the analysis.

Deªnition, Origins, Motivations, and Types of Modern Terrorism
The terrorist phenomenon has a long and varied history, punctuated by lively
debates over the meaning of the term. By ignoring this history, the United
States runs the risk of repeating the plethora of mistakes made by other major
powers that faced similar threats in the past. This section begins with an explanation of the deªnition of terrorism, then proceeds to an examination of
terrorism’s origins, major motivations, and predominant types.
definition of terrorism
Terrorism is notoriously difªcult to deªne, in part because the term has
evolved and in part because it is associated with an activity that is designed to
be subjective. Generally speaking, the targets of a terrorist episode are not the
victims who are killed or maimed in the attack, but rather the governments,
publics, or constituents among whom the terrorists hope to engender a reaction—such as fear, repulsion, intimidation, overreaction, or radicalization.
Specialists in the area of terrorism studies have devoted hundreds of pages toward trying to develop an unassailable deªnition of the term, only to realize
the fruitlessness of their efforts: Terrorism is intended to be a matter of perception and is thus seen differently by different observers.2
Although individuals can disagree over whether particular actions constitute terrorism, there are certain aspects of the concept that are fundamental.
2. On the difªculty of deªning terrorism, see, for example, Omar Malik, Enough of the Deªnition of
Terrorism! Royal Institute of International Affairs (London: RIIA, 2001); and Alex P. Schmid, Political Terrorism: A Research Guide (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Books, 1984). Schmid spends
more than 100 pages grappling with the question of a deªnition, only to conclude that none is universally accepted.
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First, terrorism always has a political nature. It involves the commission of outrageous acts designed to precipitate political change.3 At its root, terrorism is
about justice, or at least someone’s perception of it, whether man-made or divine. Second, although many other uses of violence are inherently political, including conventional war among states, terrorism is distinguished by its
nonstate character—even when terrorists receive military, political, economic,
and other means of support from state sources. States obviously employ force
for political ends: When state force is used internationally, it is considered an
act of war; when it is used domestically, it is called various things, including
law enforcement, state terror, oppression, or civil war. Although states can terrorize, they cannot by deªnition be terrorists. Third, terrorism deliberately targets the innocent, which also distinguishes it from state uses of force that
inadvertently kill innocent bystanders. In any given example, the latter may or
may not be seen as justiªed; but again, this use of force is different from terrorism. Hence the fact that precision-guided missiles sometimes go astray and kill
innocent civilians is a tragic use of force, but it is not terrorism. Finally, state
use of force is subject to international norms and conventions that may be invoked or at least consulted; terrorists do not abide by international laws or
norms and, to maximize the psychological effect of an attack, their activities
have a deliberately unpredictable quality.4
Thus, at a minimum, terrorism has the following characteristics: a fundamentally political nature, the surprise use of violence against seemingly random targets, and the targeting of the innocent by nonstate actors.5 All of these
attributes are illustrated by recent examples of terrorism—from the April 2000
kidnapping of tourists by the Abu Sayyaf group of the Philippines to the various incidents allegedly committed by al-Qaeda, including the 1998 bombings
of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania and the September 11 attacks. For
the purposes of this discussion, the shorthand (and admittedly imperfect)
deªnition of terrorism is the threat or use of seemingly random violence
against innocents for political ends by a nonstate actor.
3. Saying that terrorism is a political act is not the same as arguing that the political ends toward
which it is directed are necessarily negotiable. If violent acts do not have a political aim, then they
are by deªnition criminal acts.
4. The diabolical nature of terrorism has given resonance to Robert Kaplan’s view that the world is
a “grim landscape” littered with “evildoers” and requiring Western leaders to adopt a “pagan
ethos.” But such conclusions deserve more scrutiny than space allows here. See Steven Mufson,
“The Way Bush Sees the World,” Washington Post, Outlook section, February 17, 2002, p. B1.
5. R.G. Frey and Christopher W. Morris, “Violence, Terrorism, and Justice,” in Frey and Morris,
eds., Violence, Terrorism, and Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 3.
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origins of terrorism
Terrorism is as old as human history. One of the ªrst reliably documented instances of terrorism, however, occurred in the ªrst century b.c.e. The ZealotsSicarri, Jewish terrorists dedicated to inciting a revolt against Roman rule in
Judea, murdered their victims with daggers in broad daylight in the heart of
Jerusalem, eventually creating such anxiety among the population that they
generated a mass insurrection.6 Other early terrorists include the Hindu Thugs
and the Muslim Assassins. Modern terrorism, however, is generally considered to have originated with the French Revolution.7
The term “terror” was ªrst employed in 1795, when it was coined to refer to
a policy systemically used to protect the ºedgling French republic government
against counterrevolutionaries. Robespierre’s practice of using revolutionary
tribunals as a means of publicizing a prisoner’s fate for broader effect within
the population (apart from questions of legal guilt or innocence) can be seen as
a nascent example of the much more highly developed, blatant manipulation
of media attention by terrorist groups in the mid- to late twentieth century.8
Modern terrorism is a dynamic concept, from the outset dependent to some
degree on the political and historical context within which it has been
employed.
decolonization and antiglobalization: drivers of terrorism?
Although individual terrorist groups have unique characteristics and arise in
speciªc local contexts, an examination of broad historical patterns reveals
that the international system within which such groups are spawned does
inºuence their nature and motivations. A distinguishing feature of modern terrorism has been the connection between sweeping political or ideological concepts and increasing levels of terrorist activity internationally. The broad
political aim has been against (1) empires, (2) colonial powers, and (3) the U.S.led international system marked by globalization. Thus it is important to understand the general history of modern terrorism and where the current threat
ªts within an international context.
6. Walter Laqueur, Terrorism (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1977, reprinted in 1978), pp. 7–8;
and David C. Rapoport, “Fear and Trembling: Terrorism in Three Religious Traditions,” American
Political Science Review, Vol. 78, No. 3 (September 1984), pp. 658–677.
7. David C. Rapoport, “The Fourth Wave: September 11 in the History of Terrorism,” Current History, December 2001, pp. 419–424; and David C. Rapoport, “Terrorism,” Encyclopedia of Violence,
Peace, and Conºict (New York: Academic Press, 1999).
8. Ironically, Robespierre’s tactics during the Reign of Terror would not be included in this article’s
deªnition of terrorism, because it was state terror.
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David Rapoport has described modern terrorism such as that perpetuated
by al-Qaeda as part of a religiously inspired “fourth wave.” This wave follows
three earlier historical phases in which terrorism was tied to the breakup of
empires, decolonization, and leftist anti-Westernism.9 Rapoport argues that
terrorism occurs in consecutive if somewhat overlapping waves. The argument
here, however, is that modern terrorism has been a power struggle along a continuum: central power versus local power, big power versus small power,
modern power versus traditional power. The key variable is a widespread perception of opportunity, combined with a shift in a particular political or ideological paradigm. Thus, even though the newest international terrorist threat,
emanating largely from Muslim countries, has more than a modicum of religious inspiration, it is more accurate to see it as part of a larger phenomenon of
antiglobalization and tension between the have and have-not nations, as well
as between the elite and underprivileged within those nations. In an era where
reforms occur at a pace much slower than is desired, terrorists today, like those
before them, aim to exploit the frustrations of the common people (especially
in the Arab world).
In the nineteenth century, the unleashing of concepts such as universal suffrage and popular empowerment raised the hopes of people throughout the
western world, indirectly resulting in the ªrst phase of modern terrorism.
Originating in Russia, as Rapoport argues, it was stimulated not by state repression but by the efforts of the czars to placate demands for economic and
political reforms, and the inevitable disappointment of popular expectations
that were raised as a result. The goal of terrorists was to engage in attacks on
symbolic targets to get the attention of the common people and thus provoke a
popular response that would ultimately overturn the prevailing political order.
This type of modern terrorism was reºected in the activities of groups such as
the Russian Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will) and later in the development of a
series of movements in the United States and Europe, especially in territories
of the former Ottoman Empire.
The dissolution of empires and the search for a new distribution of political
power provided an opportunity for terrorism in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. It climaxed in the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on
June 28, 1914, an event that catalyzed the major powers into taking violent action, not because of the signiªcance of the man himself but because of the sus-

9. Rapoport, “The Fourth Wave.”
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picion of rival state involvement in the sponsorship of the killing. World War I,
the convulsive systemic cataclysm that resulted, ended the ªrst era of modern
terrorism, according to Rapoport.10 But terrorism tied to popular movements
seeking greater democratic representation and political power from coercive
empires has not ceased. Consider, for example, the Balkans after the downfall
of the former state of Yugoslavia. The struggle for power among various Balkan ethnic groups can be seen as the ªnal devolution of power from the former
Ottoman Empire. This postimperial scramble is also in evidence elsewhere—
for example, in Aceh, Chechnya, and Xinjiang, to mention just a few of the
trouble spots within vast (former) empires. The presentation of a target of opportunity, such as a liberalizing state or regime, frequently evokes outrageous
terrorist acts.
According to Rapoport, a second, related phase of modern terrorism associated with the concept of national self-determination developed its greatest predominance after World War I. It also continues to the present day. These
struggles for power are another facet of terrorism against larger political powers and are speciªcally designed to win political independence or autonomy.
The mid-twentieth-century era of rapid decolonization spawned national
movements in territories as diverse as Algeria, Israel, South Africa, and Vietnam.11 An important by-product was ambivalence toward the phenomenon in
the international community, with haggling over the deªnition of terrorism
reaching a fever pitch in the United Nations by the 1970s.
The question of political motivation became important in determining international attitudes toward terrorist attacks, as the post–World War II backlash
against the colonial powers and the attractiveness of national independence
movements led to the creation of a plethora of new states often born from violence. Arguments over the justice of international causes and the designation
of terrorist struggles as “wars of national liberation” predominated, with
consequentialist philosophies excusing the killing of innocent people if the
cause in the long run was “just.” Rapoport sees the U.S. intervention in Vietnam, and especially the subsequent American defeat by the Vietcong, as having catalyzed a “third wave” of modern terrorism; however, the relationship
between the Vietnam conºict and other decolonization movements might just
as easily be considered part of the same phase. In any case, the victory of the
10. Ibid., pp. 419–420.
11. Ibid., p. 420.
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Vietcong excited the imaginations of revolutionaries throughout the world
and, according to Rapoport, helped lead to a resurgence in terrorist violence.
The Soviet Union underwrote the nationalist and leftist terrorist agendas of
some groups, depicting the United States as the new colonial power—an easy
task following the Vietnam intervention—and furthering an ideological
agenda oriented toward achieving a postcapitalist, international communist
utopia. Other groups, especially in Western Europe, rejected both the Soviet
and capitalist models and looked admiringly toward nationalist revolutionaries in the developing world.12 Leftist groups no longer predominate, but the
enduring search for national self-determination continues, not only in the areas
mentioned above but also in other hot spots such as the Basque region, East
Timor, Sri Lanka, and Sudan.
Terrorism achieved a ªrmly international character during the 1970s and
1980s,13 evolving in part as a result of technological advances and partly in reaction to the dramatic explosion of international media inºuence. International
links were not new, but their centrality was. Individual, scattered national
causes began to develop into international organizations with links and activities increasingly across borders and among differing causes. This development
was greatly facilitated by the covert sponsorship of states such as Iran, Libya,
and North Korea, and of course the Soviet Union, which found the underwriting of terrorist organizations an attractive tool for accomplishing clandestine
goals while avoiding potential retaliation for the terrorist attacks.
The 1970s and 1980s represented the height of state-sponsored terrorism.
Sometimes the lowest common denominator among the groups was the
concept against which they were reacting—for example, “Western imperialism”—rather than the speciªc goals they sought. The most important innovation, however, was the increasing commonality of international connections
among the groups. After the 1972 Munich Olympics massacre of eleven Israeli
athletes, for example, the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) and its associated groups captured the imaginations of young radicals around the
world. In Lebanon and elsewhere, the PLO also provided training in the pre12. Adrian Gulke, The Age of Terrorism and the International Political System (London: I.B. Tauris,
1995), pp. 56–63.
13. This is not to imply that terrorism lacked international links before the 1970s. There were important international ties between anarchist groups of the late nineteenth century, for example. See
David C. Rapoport, “The Four Waves of Modern Terrorism,” in Audrey Kurth Cronin and James
Ludes, eds., The Campaign against International Terrorism (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, forthcoming).
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ferred techniques of twentieth-century terrorism such as airline hijacking, hostage taking, and bombing.
Since the September 11 attacks, the world has witnessed the maturation of a
new phase of terrorist activity, the jihad era, spawned by the Iranian Revolution of 1979 as well as the Soviet defeat in Afghanistan shortly thereafter. The
powerful attraction of religious and spiritual movements has overshadowed
the nationalist or leftist revolutionary ethos of earlier terrorist phases (though
many of those struggles continue), and it has become the central characteristic
of a growing international trend. It is perhaps ironic that, as Rapoport observes, the forces of history seem to be driving international terrorism back to a
much earlier time, with echoes of the behavior of “sacred” terrorists such as
the Zealots-Sicarii clearly apparent in the terrorist activities of organizations
such as al-Qaeda and its associated groups. Religious terrorism is not new;
rather it is a continuation of an ongoing modern power struggle between those
with power and those without it. Internationally, the main targets of these terrorists are the United States and the U.S.-led global system.
Like other eras of modern terrorism, this latest phase has deep roots. And
given the historical patterns, it is likely to last at least a generation, if not
longer. The jihad era is animated by widespread alienation combined with elements of religious identity and doctrine—a dangerous mix of forces that resonate deep in the human psyche.
What is different about this phase is the urgent requirement for solutions
that deal both with the religious fanatics who are the terrorists and the far
more politically motivated states, entities, and people who would support
them because they feel powerless and left behind in a globalizing world. Thus
if there is a trend in terrorism, it is the existence of a two-level challenge: the
hyperreligious motivation of small groups of terrorists and the much broader
enabling environment of bad governance, nonexistent social services, and poverty that punctuates much of the developing world. Al-Qaeda, a band driven
by religious extremism, is able to do so much harm because of the secondary
support and sanctuary it receives in vast areas that have not experienced the
political and economic beneªts of globalization. Therefore, the prescription for
dealing with Osama bin Laden and his followers is not just eradicating a relatively small number of terrorists, but also changing the conditions that allow
them to acquire so much power. Leaving aside for the moment the enabling
environment, it is useful to focus on the chief motivations of the terrorists
themselves, especially the contrasting secular and spiritual motivations of
terrorism.

Behind the Curve 39

leftist, rightist, ethnonationalist/separatist, and “sacred” terrorism
There are four types of terrorist organizations currently operating aound the
world, categorized mainly by their source of motivation: left-wing terrorists,
right-wing terrorists, ethnonationalist/separatist terrorists, and religious or
“sacred” terrorists. All four types have enjoyed periods of relative prominence
in the modern era, with left-wing terrorism intertwined with the Communist
movement,14 right-wing terrorism drawing its inspiration from Fascism,15 and
the bulk of ethnonationalist/separatist terrorism accompanying the wave of
decolonization especially in the immediate post–World War II years. Currently,
“sacred” terrorism is becoming more signiªcant.16 Although groups in all categories continue to exist today, left-wing and right-wing terrorist groups were
more numerous in earlier decades. Of course, these categories are not perfect,
as many groups have a mix of motivating ideologies—some ethnonationalist
groups, for example, have religious characteristics or agendas17—but usually
one ideology or motivation dominates.
Categories are useful not simply because classifying the groups gives scholars a more orderly ªeld to study (admittedly an advantage), but also because
different motivations have sometimes led to differing styles and modes of behavior. Understanding the type of terrorist group involved can provide insight
into the likeliest manifestations of its violence and the most typical patterns of
its development. At the risk of generalizing, left-wing terrorist organizations,
driven by liberal or idealist political concepts, tend to prefer revolutionary,
antiauthoritarian, antimaterialistic agendas. (Here it is useful to distinguish between the idealism of individual terrorists and the frequently contradictory
motivations of their sponsors.) In line with these preferences, left-wing
organizations often engage in brutal criminal-type behavior such as kidnapping, murder, bombing, and arson, often directed at elite targets that symbolize authority. They have difªculty, however, agreeing on their long-term
14. Groups such as the Second of June Movement, the Baader-Meinhof Gang, the Red Brigades,
the Weathermen, and the Symbionese Liberation Army belong in this category.
15. Among right-wing groups would be other neo-Nazi organizations (in the United States and
Europe) and some members of American militia movements such as the Christian Patriots and the
Ku Klux Klan.
16. The list here would be extremely long, including groups as different as the Tamil Tigers of Sri
Lanka, the Basque separatist party, the PLO, and the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and its various
splinter groups.
17. Bruce Hoffman notes that secular terrorist groups that have a strong religious element include
the Provisional IRA, Armenian factions, and perhaps the PLO; however, the political/separatist
aspect is the predominant characteristic of these groups. Hoffman, “Terrorist Targeting: Tactics,
Trends, and Potentialities,” Technology and Terrorism (London: Frank Cass, 1993), p. 25.
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objectives.18 Most left-wing organizations in twentieth-century Western Europe, for example, were brutal but relatively ephemeral. Of course, right-wing
terrorists can be ruthless, but in their most recent manifestations they have
tended to be less cohesive and more impetuous in their violence than leftist
terrorist groups. Their targets are often chosen according to race but also ethnicity, religion, or immigrant status, and in recent decades at least, have been
more opportunistic than calculated.19 This makes them potentially explosive
but difªcult to track.20 Ethnonationalist/separatist terrorists are the most conventional, usually having a clear political or territorial aim that is rational and
potentially negotiable, if not always justiªable in any given case. They can be
astoundingly violent, over lengthy periods. At the same time, it can be difªcult
to distinguish between goals based on ethnic identity and those rooted in the
control of a piece of land. With their focus on gains to be made in the traditional state-oriented international system, ethnonationalist/separatist terrorists often transition in and out of more traditional paramilitary structures,
depending on how the cause is going. In addition, they typically have sources
of support among the local populace of the same ethnicity with whom their
separatist goals (or appeals to blood links) may resonate. That broader popular
support is usually the key to the greater average longevity of ethnonationalist/
separatist groups in the modern era.21
18. An interesting example is France’s Action Directe, which revised its raison d’être several times,
often altering it to reºect domestic issues in France—anarchism and Maoism, dissatisfaction with
NATO and the Americanization of Europe, and general anticapitalism. See Michael Dartnell,
“France’s Action Directe: Terrorists in Search of a Revolution,” Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol.
2, No. 4 (Winter 1990), pp. 457–488.
19. For example, in the 1990s Germany and several other European countries experienced a rash
of random arson attacks against guest houses and ofªces that provided services to immigrants,
many of whom were Middle Eastern in origin. Other examples include the violence associated
with groups such as Europe’s “football hooligans.” A possible American example of the opportunistic nature of right-wing terrorism may be the anthrax letter campaign conducted in October
2001. See Susan Schmidt, “Anthrax Letter Suspect Proªled: FBI Says Author Likely Is Male Loner;
Ties to Bin Laden Are Doubted,” Washington Post, November 11, 2001, p. A1; and Steve Fainaru,
“Ofªcials Continue to Doubt Hijackers’ Link to Anthrax: Fla. Doctor Says He Treated One for Skin
Form of Disease,” Washington Post, March 24, 2002, p. A23.
20. It is interesting to note that, according to Christopher C. Harmon, in Germany, 1991 was the
ªrst year that the number of indigenous rightist radicals exceeded that of leftists. Harmon, Terrorism Today (London: Frank Cass, 2000), p. 3.
21. For example, in discussing the longevity of terrorist groups, Martha Crenshaw notes only
three signiªcant terrorist groups with ethnonationalist ideologies that ceased to exist within ten
years of their formation (one of these, EOKA, disbanded because its goal—the liberation of Cyprus—was attained). By contrast, a majority of the terrorist groups she lists as having existed for
ten years or longer have recognizable ethnonationalist ideologies, including the IRA (in its many
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All four types of terrorist organizations are capable of egregious acts of barbarism. But religious terrorists may be especially dangerous to international
security for at least ªve reasons.
First, religious terrorists often feel engaged in a Manichaean struggle of
good against evil, implying an open-ended set of human targets: Anyone who
is not a member of their religion or religious sect may be “evil” and thus fair
game. Although indiscriminate attacks are not unique to religious terrorists,
the exclusivity of their faith may lead them to dehumanize their victims even
more than most terrorist groups do, because they consider nonmembers to be
inªdels or apostates—as perhaps, for instance, al-Qaeda operatives may have
viewed Muslims killed in the World Trade Center.
Second, religious terrorists engage in violent behavior directly or indirectly
to please the perceived commands of a deity. This has a number of worrisome
implications: The whims of the deity may be less than obvious to those who
are not members of the religion, so the actions of violent religious organizations can be especially unpredictable. Moreover, religious terrorists may not be
as constrained in their behavior by concerns about the reactions of their human
constituents. (Their audience lies elsewhere.)
Third, religious terrorists consider themselves to be unconstrained by secular values or laws. Indeed the very target of the attacks may be the law-based
secular society that is embodied in most modern states. The driving motivation, therefore, is to overturn the current post-Westphalian state system—a
much more fundamental threat than is, say, ethnonationalist terrorism purporting to carve out a new secular state or autonomous territory.
Fourth, and related, religious terrorists often display a complete sense of
alienation from the existing social system. They are not trying to correct the
system, making it more just, more perfect, and more egalitarian. Rather they
are trying to replace it. In some groups, apocalyptic images of destruction are
seen as a necessity—even a purifying regimen—and this makes them uniquely
dangerous, as was painfully learned on September 11.22
forms), Sikh separatist groups, Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, the various Palestinian nationalist groups,
and the Corsican National Liberation Front. See Crenshaw, “How Terrorism Declines,” Terrorism
and Political Violence, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Spring 1991), pp. 69–87.
22. On the characteristics of modern religious terrorist groups, see Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), especially pp. 94–95; and Bruce Hoffman, “Terrorism Trends and Prospects,” in Ian O. Lesser, Bruce Hoffman, John Arguilla, Michelle Zanini, and
David Ronfeldt, eds., Countering the New Terrorism (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 1999), especially
pp. 19–20. On the peculiar twists of one apocalyptic vision, see Robert Jay Lifton, Destroying the
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Fifth, religious terrorism is especially worrisome because of its dispersed
popular support in civil society. On the one hand, for example, groups such as
al-Qaeda are able to ªnd support from some Muslim nongovernmental foundations throughout the world,23 making it truly a global network. On the other
hand, in the process of trying to distinguish between the relatively few
providers of serious support from the majority of genuinely philanthropic
groups, there is the real risk of igniting the very holy war that the terrorists
may be seeking in the ªrst instance.
In sum, there are both enduring and new aspects to modern terrorism. The
enduring features center on the common political struggles that have characterized major acts of international terrorism. The newest and perhaps most
alarming aspect is the increasingly religious nature of modern terrorist groups.
Against this historical background, the unique elements in the patterns of terrorist activity surrounding September 11 appear starkly.

Key Trends in Modern Terrorism
By the late 1990s, four trends in modern terrorism were becoming apparent: an
increase in the incidence of religiously motivated attacks, a decrease in the
overall number of attacks, an increase in the lethality per attack, and the
growing targeting of Americans.
Statistics show that, even before the September 11 attacks, religiously motivated terrorist organizations were becoming more common. The acceleration
of this trend has been dramatic: According to the RAND–St. Andrews University Chronology of International Terrorism,24 in 1968 none of the identiªed international terrorist organizations could be classiªed as “religious”; in 1980, in
the aftermath of the Iranian Revolution, there were 2 (out of 64), and that number had expanded to 25 (out of 58) by 1995.25

World to Save It: Aum Shinrikyo, Apocalyptic Violence, and the New Global Terrorism (New York: Henry
Holt, 1999).
23. There is a long list of people and organizations sanctioned under Executive Order 13224,
signed on September 23, 2001. Designated charitable organizations include the Benevolence International Foundation and the Global Relief Foundation. The list is available at http://
www.treas.gov/ofªces/enforcement/ofac/sanctions/t11ter.pdf (accessed November 26, 2002).
24. The RAND–St. Andrews University Chronology of International Terrorism is a databank of
terrorist incidents that begins in 1968 and has been maintained since 1972 at St. Andrews University, Scotland, and the RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, California.
25. Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, pp. 90–91; and Nadine Gurr and Benjamin Cole, The New Face of Terrorism: Threats from Weapons of Mass Destruction (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000), pp. 28–29.
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Careful analysis of terrorism data compiled by the U.S. Department of State
reveals other important trends regarding the frequency and lethality of terrorist attacks. The good news was that there were fewer such attacks in the 1990s
than in the 1980s: Internationally, the number of terrorist attacks in the 1990s
averaged 382 per year, whereas in the 1980s the number per year averaged
543.26 But even before September 11, the absolute number of casualties of international terrorism had increased, from a low of 344 in 1991 to a high of 6,693 in
1998.27 The jump in deaths and injuries can be partly explained by a few highproªle incidents, including the bombing of the U.S. embassies in Nairobi and
Dar-es-Salaam in 1998;28 but it is signiªcant that more people became victims
of terrorism as the decade proceeded. More worrisome, the number of people
killed per incident rose signiªcantly, from 102 killed in 565 incidents in 1991
to 741 killed in 274 incidents in 1998.29 Thus, even though the number of terrorist attacks declined in the 1990s, the number of people killed in each one
increased.
Another important trend relates to terrorist attacks involving U.S. targets.
The number of such attacks increased in the 1990s, from a low of 66 in 1994 to a
high of 200 in the year 2000.30 This is a long-established problem: U.S. nationals
consistently have been the most targeted since 1968.31 But the percentage of international attacks against U.S. targets or U.S. citizens rose dramatically over
the 1990s, from about 20 percent in 1993–95 to almost 50 percent in 2000.32 This
is perhaps a consequence of the increased role and proªle of the United States
in the world, but the degree of increase is nonetheless troubling.
The increasing lethality of terrorist attacks was already being noticed in the
late 1990s, with many terrorism experts arguing that the tendency toward
more casualties per incident had important implications. First it meant that, as
had been feared, religious or “sacred” terrorism was apparently more dangerous than the types of terrorism that had predominated earlier in the twentieth
26. Statistics compiled from data in U.S. Department of State, Patterns of Global Terrorism, published annually by the Ofªce of the Coordinator for Counterterrorism, U.S. Department of State.
27. Ibid. For a graphical depiction of this information, created on the basis of annual data from
Patterns of Global Terrorism, see Cronin, “Rethinking Sovereignty,” p. 126.
28. In the 1998 embassy bombings alone, for example, 224 people were killed (with 12 Americans
among them), and 4,574 were injured (including 15 Americans). U.S. Department of State, Patterns
of Global Terrorism, 1998.
29. Ibid. For a graphical depiction of deaths per incident, created on the basis of annual data from
Patterns of Global Terrorism, see Cronin, “Rethinking Sovereignty,” p. 128.
30. Ibid.
31. Hoffman, “Terrorist Targeting,” p. 24.
32. U.S. Department of State, Patterns of Global Terrorism, various years.
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century. The world was facing the resurgence of a far more malignant type of
terrorism, whose lethality was borne out in the larger death toll from incidents
that increasingly involved a religious motivation.33 Second, with an apparent
premium now apparently placed on causing more casualties per incident, the
incentives for terrorist organizations to use chemical, biological, nuclear, or radiological (CBNR) weapons would multiply. The breakup of the Soviet Union
and the resulting increased availability of Soviet chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons caused experts to argue that terrorist groups, seeking more dramatic and deadly results, would be more drawn to these weapons.34 The 1995
sarin gas attack by the Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo in the Tokyo subway system seemed to conªrm that worry. More recently, an examination of evidence
taken from Afghanistan and Pakistan reveals al-Qaeda’s interest in chemical,
biological, and nuclear weapons.35
In addition to the evolving motivation and character of terrorist attacks,
there has been a notable dispersal in the geography of terrorist acts—a trend
that is likely to continue. Although the Middle East continues to be the locus
of most terrorist activity, Central and South Asia, the Balkans, and the Transcaucasus have been growing in signiªcance over the past decade. International
connections themselves are not new: International terrorist organizations inspired by common revolutionary principles date to the early nineteenth century; clandestine state use of foreign terrorist organizations occurred as early
as the 1920s (e.g., the Mussolini government in Italy aided the Croat Ustasha);
and complex mazes of funding, arms, and other state support for international
terrorist organizations were in place especially in the 1970s and 1980s.36 During the Cold War, terrorism was seen as a form of surrogate warfare and
33. Examples include Bruce Hoffman, “Holy Terror”: The Implications of Terrorism Motivated by a Religious Imperative, RAND Paper P-7834 (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 1993); and Mark
Juergensmeyer, “Terror Mandated by God,” Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Summer
1997), pp. 16–23.
34. See, for example, Steven Simon and Daniel Benjamin, “America and the New Terrorism,” Survival, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Spring 2000), pp. 59–75, as well as the responses in the subsequent issue,
“America and the New Terrorism: An Exchange,” Survival, Vol. 42, No. 2 (Summer 2000), pp. 156–
172; and Hoffman, “Terrorism Trends and Prospects,” pp. 7–38.
35. See Peter Finn and Sarah Delaney, “Al-Qaeda’s Tracks Deepen in Europe,” Washington Post,
October 22, 2001, p. A1; Kamran Khan and Molly Moore, “2 Nuclear Experts Briefed Bin Laden,
Pakistanis Say,” Washington Post, December, 12, 2001, p. A1; James Risen and Judith Miller, “A Nation Challenged: Chemical Weapons—Al Qaeda Sites Point to Tests of Chemicals,” New York Times,
November 11, 2001, p. B1; Douglas Frantz and David Rohde, “A Nation Challenged: Biological
Terror—2 Pakistanis Linked to Papers on Anthrax Weapons,” New York Times, November 28, 2001;
and David Rohde, “A Nation Challenged: The Evidence—Germ Weapons Plans Found at a Scientist’s House in Kabul,” New York Times, December 1, 2001.
36. Laqueur, Terrorism, pp. 112–116.
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seemed almost palatable to some, at least compared to the potential prospect
of major war or nuclear cataclysm.37 What has changed is the self-generating
nature of international terrorism, with its diverse economic means of support
allowing terrorists to carry out attacks sometimes far from the organization’s
base. As a result, there is an important and growing distinction between where
a terrorist organization is spawned and where an attack is launched, making
the attacks difªcult to trace to their source.
Reºecting all of these trends, al-Qaeda and its associated groups38 (and individuals) are harbingers of a new type of terrorist organization. Even if alQaeda ceases to exist (which is unlikely), the dramatic attacks of September
2001, and their political and economic effects, will continue to inspire similarly
motivated groups—particularly if the United States and its allies fail to develop broad-based, effective counterterrorist policies over the long term. Moreover, there is signiªcant evidence that the global links and activities that alQaeda and its associated groups perpetuated are not short term or anomalous.
Indeed they are changing the nature of the terrorist threat as we move further
into the twenty-ªrst century. The resulting intersection between the United
States, globalization, and international terrorism will deªne the major challenges to international security.

The United States, Globalization, and International Terrorism
Whether deliberately intending to or not, the United States is projecting uncoordinated economic, social, and political power even more sweepingly than
it is in military terms. Globalization,39 in forms including Westernization, secularization, democratization, consumerism, and the growth of market capitalism, represents an onslaught to less privileged people in conservative cultures
repelled by the fundamental changes that these forces are bringing—or angered by the distortions and uneven distributions of beneªts that result.40 This
37. Ibid., pp. 115–116.
38. Groups with known or alleged connections to al-Qaeda include Jemaah Islamiyah (Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Singapore), the Abu Sayyaf group (Philippines), al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya (Egypt),
Harakat ul-Mujahidin (Pakistan), the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (Central Asia), Jaish-eMohammed (India and Pakistan), and al-Jihad (Egypt).
39. For the purposes of this article, globalization is a gradually expanding process of
interpenetration in the economic, political, social, and security realms, uncontrolled by (or apart
from) traditional notions of state sovereignty. Victor D. Cha, “Globalization and the Study of International Security,” Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 37, No. 3 (March 2000), pp. 391–393.
40. With respect to the Islamic world, there are numerous books and articles that point to the phenomenon of antipathy with the Western world, either because of broad cultural incompatibility or
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is especially true of the Arab world. Yet the current U.S. approach to this growing repulsion is colored by a kind of cultural naïveté, an unwillingness to recognize—let alone appreciate or take responsibility for—the inºuence of U.S.
power except in its military dimension. Even doing nothing in the economic,
social, and political policy realms is still doing something, because the United
States is blamed by disadvantaged and alienated populations for the powerful
Western-led forces of globalization that are proceeding apace, despite the absence of a focused, coordinated U.S. policy. And those penetrating mechanisms
of globalization, such as the internet, the media, and the increasing ºows of
goods and peoples, are exploited in return. Both the means and ends of terrorism are being reformulated in the current environment.
the means
Important changes in terrorist methods are apparent in the use of new technologies, the movement of terrorist groups across international boundaries, and
changes in sources of support. Like globalization itself, these phenomena are
all intertwined and overlapping but, for ease of argument, they are dealt with
consecutively here.
First, the use of information technologies such as the internet, mobile
phones, and instant messaging has extended the global reach of many terrorist
groups. Increased access to these technologies has so far not resulted in their
widely feared use in a major cyberterrorist attack: In Dorothy Denning’s
words, terrorists “still prefer bombs to bytes.”41 Activists and terrorist groups
have increasingly turned to “hacktivism”—attacks on internet sites, including

a speciªc conºict between Western consumerism and religious fundamentalism. Among the earliest and most notable are Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs, Vol.
72, No. 3 (Summer 1993); Benjamin R. Barber, Jihad vs. McWorld: Terrorism’s Challenge to Democracy
(New York: Random House, 1995); and Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996).
41. For more on cyberterrorism, see Dorothy Denning, “Activism, Hacktivism, and Cyberterrorism: The Internet as a Tool for Inºuencing Foreign Policy,” paper presented at Internet and
International Systems: Information Technology and American Foreign Policy Decision-making
Workshop at Georgetown University, http://www.nautilus.org/info-policy/workshop/papers/
denning.html (accessed January 5, 2003); Dorothy Denning, “Cyberterrorism,” testimony before
the U.S. House Committee on Armed Services, Special Oversight Panel on Terrorism, 107th
Cong., 1st sess., May 23, 2001, available on the Terrorism Research Center website, http://
www.cs.georgetown.edu/?denning/infosec/cyberterror.html (accessed January 5, 2003); Jerold
Post, Kevin Ruby, and Eric Shaw, “From Car Bombs to Logic Bombs: The Growing Threat of Information Terrorism,” Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 12, No. 2 (Summer 2000), pp. 97–122; and
Tom Regan, “When Terrorists Turn to the Internet,” Christian Science Monitor, July 1, 1999, http://
www.csmonitor.com (accessed January 5, 2003).
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web defacements, hijackings of websites, web sit-ins, denial-of-service attacks,
and automated email “bombings”—attacks that may not kill anyone but do attract media attention, provide a means of operating anonymously, and are easy
to coordinate internationally.42 So far, however, these types of attacks are more
an expense and a nuisance than an existential threat.
Instead the tools of the global information age have led to enhanced
efªciency in many terrorist-related activities, including administrative tasks,
coordination of operations, recruitment of potential members, communication
among adherents, and attraction of sympathizers.43 Before the September 11 attacks, for example, members of al-Qaeda communicated through Yahoo email;
Mohammed Atta, the presumed leader of the attacks, made his reservations
online; and cell members went online to do research on subjects such as the
chemical-dispersing powers of crop dusters. Although not as dramatic as shutting down a power grid or taking over an air trafªc control system, this practical use of technology has signiªcantly contributed to the effectiveness of
terrorist groups and the expansion of their range.44 Consider, for example, the
lethal impact of the synchronized attacks on the U.S. embassies in 1998 and on
New York and Washington in 2001, neither of which would have been possible
without the revolution in information technology. When he was arrested in
1995, Ramzi Yousef, mastermind of the 1993 World Trade Center attack, was
planning the simultaneous destruction of eleven airliners.45
The internet has become an important tool for perpetuating terrorist groups,
both openly and clandestinely. Many of them employ elaborate list serves, collect money from witting or unwitting donors, and distribute savvy political
messages to a broad audience online.46 Groups as diverse as Aum Shinrikyo,
Israel’s Kahane Chai, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, the
Kurdistan Worker’s Party, and Peru’s Shining Path maintain user-friendly

42. Ibid. Dorothy Denning cites numerous examples, among them: In 1989, hackers released a
computer worm into the NASA Space Physics Analysis Network in an attempt to stop a shuttle
launch; during Palestinian riots in October 2000, pro-Israeli hackers defaced the Hezbollah
website; and in 1999, following the mistaken U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade
during the war in Kosovo, Chinese hackers attacked the websites of the U.S. Department of the Interior, showing images of the three journalists killed during the bombing.
43. Paul R. Pillar, Terrorism and U.S. Foreign Policy (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 2001), p. 47.
44. Ibid.
45. Simon Reeve, The New Jackals: Ramzi Yousef, Osama bin Laden, and the Future of Terrorism (Boston:
Northeastern University Press, 1999), p. 260.
46. Dorothy Denning, “Cyberwarriors: Activists and Terrorists Turn to Cyberspace,” Harvard International Review, Vol. 23, No. 2 (Summer 2001), pp. 70–75. See also Brian J. Miller, “Terror.org: An
Assessment of Terrorist Internet Sites,” Georgetown University, December 6, 2000.

International Security 27:3 48

ofªcial or unofªcial websites, and almost all are accessible in English.47 Clandestine methods include passing encrypted messages, embedding invisible
graphic codes using steganography,48 employing the internet to send death
threats, and hiring hackers to collect intelligence such as the names and addresses of law enforcement ofªcers from online databases.49 All of these measures help to expand and perpetuate trends in terrorism that have already been
observed: For example, higher casualties are brought about by simultaneous
attacks, a diffusion in terrorist locations is made possible by internet communications, and extremist religious ideologies are spread through websites and
videotapes accessible throughout the world.
More ominous, globalization makes CBNR weapons increasingly available
to terrorist groups.50 Information needed to build these weapons has become
ubiquitous, especially through the internet. Among the groups interested in acquiring CBNR (besides al-Qaeda) are the PLO, the Red Army Faction,
Hezbollah, the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, German neo-Nazis, and the
Chechens.51
Second, globalization has enabled terrorist organizations to reach across international borders, in the same way (and often through the same channels)
that commerce and business interests are linked. The dropping of barriers
through the North American Free Trade Area and the European Union, for instance, has facilitated the smooth ºow of many things, good and bad, among
countries. This has allowed terrorist organizations as diverse as Hezbollah, alQaeda, and the Egyptian al-Gama’at al-Islamiyya to move about freely and
establish cells around the world.52 Movement across borders can obviously en47. Miller, “Terror.org,” pp. 9, 12.
48. Steganography is the embedding of messages usually in pictures, where the messages are disguised so that they cannot be seen with the naked eye. See Denning, “Cyberwarriors.”
49. I am indebted to Dorothy Denning for all of this information. The Provisional IRA hired contract hackers to ªnd the addresses of British intelligence and law enforcement ofªcers. See Denning, “Cyberterrorism”; and Denning, “Cyberwarriors.”
50. There are many recent sources on CBNR. Among the best are Jonathan B. Tucker, ed., Toxic Terror: Assessing Terrorist Use of Chemical and Biological Weapons (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000);
Joshua Lederberg, Biological Weapons: Limiting the Threat (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999);
Richard A. Falkenrath, Robert D. Newman, and Bradley A. Thayer, America’s Achilles’ Heel: Nuclear,
Biological, and Chemical Terrorism and Covert Attack (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1998); Gurr and
Cole, The New Face of Terrorism; Jessica Stern, The Ultimate Terrorists (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1999); and Brad Roberts, ed., Terrorism with Chemical and Biological Weapons: Calibrating Risks and Responses (Alexandria, Va.: Chemical and Biological Arms Control Institute, 1997).
51. See Falkenrath, Newman, and Thayer, America’s Achilles’ Heel, pp. 31–46.
52. A clear example of this phenomenon was the uncovering in December 2001 of a multinational
plot in Singapore by the international terrorist group Jemaah Islamiyah to blow up several Western
targets, including the U.S. embassy. A videotape of the intended targets (including a description of
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able terrorists to carry out attacks and potentially evade capture, but it also
complicates prosecution if they are apprehended, with a complex maze of extradition laws varying greatly from state to state. The increased permeability of
the international system has also enhanced the ability of nonstate terrorist organizations to collect intelligence (not to mention evade it); states are not the
only actors interested in collecting, disseminating, and/or acting on such information. In a sense, then, terrorism is in many ways becoming like any other
international enterprise—an ominous development indeed.
Third, terrorist organizations are broadening their reach in gathering
ªnancial resources to fund their operations. This is not just an al-Qaeda phenomenon, although bin Laden’s organization—especially its numerous business interests—ªgures prominently among the most innovative and wealthy
pseudocorporations in the international terrorist network. The list of groups
with global ªnancing networks is long and includes most of the groups
identiªed by the U.S. government as foreign terrorist organizations, notably
Aum Shinrikyo, Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Tamil Tigers. Sources of ªnancing
include legal enterprises such as nonproªt organizations and charities (whose
illicit activities may be a small or large proportion of overall ªnances, known
or unknown to donors); legitimate companies that divert proªts to illegal activities (such as bin Laden’s large network of construction companies); and illegal enterprises such as drug smuggling and production (e.g., the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—FARC), bank robbery, fraud, extortion, and kidnapping (e.g., the Abu Sayyaf group, Colombia’s National Liberation Army, and FARC).53 Websites are also important vehicles for raising
funds. Although no comprehensive data are publicly available on how lucrative this avenue is, the proliferation of terrorist websites with links or addresses for contributions is at least circumstantial evidence of their usefulness.
The ºuid movement of terrorists’ ªnancial resources demonstrates the growing informal connections that are countering the local fragmentation caused
elsewhere by globalization. The transit of bars of gold and bundles of dollars
the plans in Arabic) was discovered in Afghanistan after al-Qaeda members ºed. Thus there are
clear connections between these organizations, as well as evidence of cooperation and coordination of attacks. See, for example, Dan Murphy, “‘Activated’ Asian Terror Web Busted,” Christian
Science Monitor, January 23, 2002, http://www.csmonitor.com (accessed January 23, 2002); and
Rajiv Changrasekaran, “Al Qaeda’s Southeast Asian Reach,” Washington Post, February 3, 2002,
p. A1.
53. Rensselaer Lee and Raphael Perl, “Terrorism, the Future, and U.S. Foreign Policy,” issue brief
for Congress, received through the Congressional Research Service website, order code IB95112,
Congressional Research Service, Library of Congress, July 10, 2002, p. CRS-6.
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across the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan as U.S. and allied forces
were closing in on the Taliban’s major strongholds is a perfect example. Collected by shopkeepers and small businessmen, the money was moved by operatives across the border to Karachi, where it was transferred in the millions of
dollars through the informal hawala or hundi banking system to the United
Arab Emirates.54 There it was converted into gold bullion and scattered around
the world before any government could intervene. In this way, al-Qaeda preserved and dispersed a proportion of its ªnancial resources.55 In addition to
gold, money was transferred into other commodities—such as diamonds in
Sierra Leone and the Democratic Republic of Congo, and tanzanite from Tanzania—all while hiding the assets and often making a proªt,56 and all without
interference from the sovereign governments that at the time were at war with
al-Qaeda and the Taliban.57
As this example illustrates, globalization does not necessarily require the use
of high technology: It often takes the form of traditional practices used in innovative ways across increasingly permeable physical and commercial borders.
Terrorist groups, whose assets comparatively represent only a small fraction of
the amount of money that is moved by organized crime groups and are thus
much more difªcult to track, use everything from direct currency transport (by
couriers) to reliance on traditional banks, Islamic banks, money changers (using accounts at legitimate institutions), and informal exchange (the hawala or
hundi system).
This is by no means a comprehensive presentation of global interpenetration
of terrorist means, and some of the connections described above have existed
for some time and in other contexts. The broad strategic picture, however, is of

54. Roger G. Weiner, “The Financing of International Terrorism,” Terrorism and Violence Crime
Section, Criminal Division, U.S. Department of Justice, October 2001, p. 3. According to Weiner, the
hawala (or hundi) system “relies entirely on trust that currency left with a particular service provider or merchant will be paid from bank accounts he controls overseas to the recipient speciªed
by the party originating the transfer.” Ibid. See also Douglas Frantz, “Ancient Secret System Moves
Money Globally,” New York Times, October 3, 2001, http://www.nytimes.com (accessed October 3,
2001).
55. International efforts to freeze bank accounts and block transactions between suspected terrorists have hindered, at least to some degree, al-Qaeda’s ability to ªnance attacks; however, a proportion remains unaccounted for. “Cash Moves a Sign Al-Qaeda Is Regrouping,” Straits Times,
March 18, 2002, http://www.straitstimes.asia1.com.sg (accessed March 18, 2002).
56. U.S. Department of State, Patterns of Global Terrorism, 2001. According to the U.S. Department
of State, Hezbollah also may have transferred resources by selling millions of dollars’ worth of
Congolese diamonds to ªnance operations in the Middle East.
57. Douglas Farah, “Al Qaeda’s Road Paved with Gold,” Washington Post, February 17, 2002, pp.
A1, A32.

Behind the Curve 51

an increasing ability of terrorist organizations to exploit the same avenues of
communication, coordination, and cooperation as other international actors,
including states, multinational corporations, nongovernmental organizations,
and even individuals. It would be naïve to assume that what is good for international commerce and international communication is not also good for international terrorists58—who are increasingly becoming opportunistic
entrepreneurs whose “product” (often quite consciously “sold”) is violence
against innocent targets for a political end.
the ends
The objectives of international terrorism have also changed as a result of globalization. Foreign intrusions and growing awareness of shrinking global space
have created incentives to use the ideal asymmetrical weapon, terrorism, for
more ambitious purposes.
The political incentives to attack major targets such as the United States with
powerful weapons have greatly increased. The perceived corruption of indigenous customs, religions, languages, economies, and so on are blamed on an international system often unconsciously molded by American behavior. The
accompanying distortions in local communities as a result of exposure to the
global marketplace of goods and ideas are increasingly blamed on U.S.sponsored modernization and those who support it. The advancement of technology, however, is not the driving force behind the terrorist threat to the
United States and its allies, despite what some have assumed.59 Instead, at the
heart of this threat are frustrated populations and international movements
that are increasingly inclined to lash out against U.S.-led globalization.
As Christopher Coker observes, globalization is reducing tendencies toward
instrumental violence (i.e., violence between states and even between communities), but it is enhancing incentives for expressive violence (or violence that is
ritualistic, symbolic, and communicative).60 The new international terrorism is

58. Pillar, Terrorism and U.S. Foreign Policy, p. 48.
59. Many in the United States focus on the technologies of terrorism, with a much less developed
interest in the motivations of terrorists. Brian M. Jenkins, “Understanding the Link between Motives and Methods,” in Roberts, Terrorism with Chemical and Biological Weapons, pp. 43–51. An example of a study that focuses on weapons and not motives is Sidney D. Drell, Abraham D. Sofaer, and
George W. Wilson, eds., The New Terror: Facing the Threat of Biological and Chemical Weapons (Stanford, Calif.: Hoover Institution, 1999).
60. Christopher Coker, Globalisation and Insecurity in the Twenty-ªrst Century: NATO and the Management of Risk, Adelphi Paper 345 (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, June
2002), p. 40.
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increasingly engendered by a need to assert identity or meaning against forces
of homogeneity, especially on the part of cultures that are threatened by, or left
behind by, the secular future that Western-led globalization brings.
According to a report recently published by the United Nations Development Programme, the region of greatest deªcit in measures of human development—the Arab world—is also the heart of the most threatening religiously
inspired terrorism.61 Much more work needs to be done on the signiªcance of
this correlation, but increasingly sources of political discontent are arising from
disenfranchised areas in the Arab world that feel left behind by the promise of
globalization and its assurances of broader freedom, prosperity, and access to
knowledge. The results are dashed expectations, heightened resentment of the
perceived U.S.-led hegemonic system, and a shift of focus away from more
proximate targets within the region.
Of course, the motivations behind this threat should not be oversimpliªed:
Anti-American terrorism is spurred in part by a desire to change U.S. policy in
the Middle East and Persian Gulf regions as well as by growing antipathy in
the developing world vis-à-vis the forces of globalization. It is also crucial to
distinguish between the motivations of leaders such as Osama bin Laden and
their followers. The former seem to be more driven by calculated strategic decisions to shift the locus of attack away from repressive indigenous governments to the more attractive and media-rich target of the United States. The
latter appear to be more driven by religious concepts cleverly distorted to
arouse anger and passion in societies full of pent-up frustration. To some degree, terrorism is directed against the United States because of its engagement
and policies in various regions.62 Anti-Americanism is closely related to
antiglobalization, because (intentionally or not) the primary driver of the powerful forces resulting in globalization is the United States.
Analyzing terrorism as something separate from globalization is misleading
and potentially dangerous. Indeed globalization and terrorism are intricately
intertwined forces characterizing international security in the twenty-ªrst century. The main question is whether terrorism will succeed in disrupting the

61. The indicators studied included respect for human rights and human freedoms, the empowerment of women, and broad access to and utilization of knowledge. See United Nations Development Programme, Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, Arab Human Development
Report, 2002: Creating Opportunities for Future Generations (New York: United Nations Development
Programme, 2002).
62. Martha Crenshaw, “Why America? The Globalization of Civil War,” Current History, December
2001, pp. 425–432.
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promise of improved livelihoods for millions of people on Earth. Globalization
is not an inevitable, linear development, and it can be disrupted by such unconventional means as international terrorism. Conversely, modern international terrorism is especially dangerous because of the power that it potentially
derives from globalization—whether through access to CBNR weapons, global
media outreach, or a diverse network of ªnancial and information resources.

Prospects for the Future
Long after the focus on Osama bin Laden has receded and U.S. troops have
quit their mission in Afghanistan, terrorism will be a serious threat to the
world community and especially to the United States. The relative preponderance of U.S. military power virtually guarantees an impulse to respond asymmetrically. The lagging of the Arab region behind the rest of the world is
impelling a violent redirection of antiglobalization and antimodernization
forces toward available targets, particularly the United States, whose scope
and policies are engendering rage. Al-Qaeda will eventually be replaced or
redeªned, but its successors’ reach may continue to grow via the same globalized channels and to direct their attacks against U.S. and Western targets. The
current trajectory is discouraging, because as things currently stand, the wellspring of terrorism’s means and ends is likely to be renewed: Arab governments will probably not reform peacefully, and existing Western governments
and their supporting academic and professional institutions are disinclined to
understand or analyze in depth the sources, patterns, and history of terrorism.
Terrorism is a by-product of broader historical shifts in the international distribution of power in all of its forms—political, economic, military, ideological,
and cultural. These are the same forms of power that characterize the forces of
Western-led globalization. At times of dramatic international change, human
beings (especially those not beneªting from the change—or not beneªting as
much or as rapidly from the change) grasp for alternative means to control and
understand their environments. If current trends continue, widening global
disparities, coupled with burgeoning information and connectivity, are likely
to accelerate—unless the terrorist backlash, which is increasingly taking its inspiration from misoneistic religious or pseudoreligious concepts, successfully
counters these trends. Because of globalization, terrorists have access to more
powerful technologies, more targets, more territory, more means of recruitment, and more exploitable sources of rage than ever before. The West’s
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twentieth-century approach to terrorism is highly unlikely to mitigate any of
these long-term trends.
From a Manichean perspective, the ad hoc and purportedly benign intentions of the preponderant, secular West do not seem benign at all to those ill
served by globalization. To frustrated people in the Arab and Muslim world,
adherence to radical religious philosophies and practices may seem a rational
response to the perceived assault, especially when no feasible alternative for
progress is offered by their own governments. This is not to suggest that terrorists should be excused because of environmental factors or conditions. Instead, Western governments must recognize that the tiny proportion of the
population that ends up in terrorist cells cannot exist without the availability
of broader sources of active or passive sympathy, resources, and support.
Those avenues of sustenance are where the center of gravity for an effective response to the terrorist threat must reside. The response to transnational terrorism must deal with the question of whether the broader enabling environment
will increase or decrease over time, and the answer will be strongly inºuenced
by the policy choices that the United States and its allies make in the near
future.

Conclusions and Policy Prescriptions
The characteristics and causes of the current threat can only be analyzed
within the context of the deadly collision occurring between U.S. power, globalization, and the evolution of international terrorism. The U.S. government is
still thinking in outdated terms, little changed since the end of the Cold War. It
continues to look at terrorism as a peripheral threat, with the focus remaining
on states that in many cases are not the greatest threat. The means and the ends
of terrorism are changing in fundamental, important ways; but the means and
the ends of the strategy being crafted in response are not.
Terrorism that threatens international stability, and particularly U.S. global
leadership, is centered on power-based political causes that are enduring: the
weak against the strong, the disenfranchised against the establishment, and
the revolutionary against the status quo. Oversimpliªed generalizations about
poverty and terrorism, or any other single variable, are caricatures of a serious
argument.63 The rise in political and material expectations as a result of the in63. A number of recent arguments have been put forth about the relationship between poverty
and terrorism. See, for example, Anatol Lieven, “The Roots of Terrorism, and a Strategy against It,”
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formation revolution is not necessarily helpful to stability, in the same way that
rising expectations led terrorists to take up arms against the czar in Russia a
century ago. Indeed the fact that so many people in so many nations are being
left behind has given new ammunition to terrorist groups; produced more
sympathy for those willing to take on the United States; and spurred Islamic
radical movements to recruit, propagandize, and support terrorism throughout many parts of the Muslim world. The al-Qaeda network is an extremist religious terrorist organization, its Taliban puppet regime was ªlled with
religious zealots, and its suicide recruits were convinced that they were waging a just holy war. But the driving forces of twenty-ªrst-century terrorism are
power and frustration, not the pursuit of religious principle. To dismiss the
broad enabling environment would be to focus more on the symptoms than
the causes of modern terrorism.
The prescriptions for countering and preventing terrorism should be twofold: First, the United States and other members of the international community concerned about this threat need to use a balanced assortment of
instruments to address the immediate challenges of the terrorists themselves.
Terrorism is a complex phenomenon; it must be met with short-term military
action, informed by in-depth, long-term, sophisticated analysis. Thus far, the
response has been virtually all the former and little of the latter. Second, the
United States and its counterterrorist allies must employ a much broader array
of longer-term policy tools to reshape the international environment, which
enables terrorist networks to breed and become robust. The mechanisms of
globalization need to be exploited to thwart the globalization of terrorism.
In the short term, the United States must continue to rely on capable military
forces that can sustain punishing air strikes against terrorists and those who
harbor them with an even greater capacity for special operations on the
ground. This requires not only improved stealthy, long-range power projection
capabilities but also agile, highly trained, and lethal ground forces, backed up
Prospect (London), October 2001, http://www.ceip.org/ªles/Publications/lieventerrorism.asp?
from⫽pubdate (accessed November 17, 2002); and Daniel Pipes, “God and Mammon: Does Poverty Cause Militant Islam?” National Interest, No. 66 (Winter 2001/02), pp. 14–21. This is an extremely complex question, however, and much work remains to be done. On the origins of the new
religious terrorism, see Hoffman, Inside Terrorism; and Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of
God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). Important
earlier studies on the sources of terrorism include Martha Crenshaw, “The Causes of Terrorism,”
Comparative Politics, July 1981, pp. 379–399; Martha Crenshaw, Terrorism in Context (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995); and Walter Reich, ed., Origins of Terrorism: Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind, 2d ed. (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center
for International Scholars, 1998).
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with greater intelligence, including human intelligence supported by
individuals with language skills and cultural training. The use of military force
continues to be important as one means of responding to terrorist violence
against the West, and there is no question that it effectively preempts and disrupts some international terrorist activity, especially in the short term.64
Over time, however, the more effective instruments of policy are likely to remain the nonmilitary ones. Indeed the United States needs to expand and
deepen its nonmilitary instruments of power such as intelligence, public diplomacy, cooperation with allies, international legal instruments, and economic
assistance and sanctions. George Kennan, in his 1947 description of containment, put forth the same fundamental argument, albeit against an extremely
different enemy.65 The strongest response that the United States can muster to
a serious threat has to include political, economic, and military capabilities—in
that order; yet, the U.S. government consistently structures its policies and devotes its resources in the reverse sequence.
The economic and political roots of terrorism are complex, increasingly worrisome, and demanding of as much breadth and subtlety in response as they
display in their genesis. The United States must therefore be strategic in its response: An effective grand strategy against terrorism involves planning a
global campaign with the most effective means available, not just the most
measurable, obvious, or gratifying. It must also include plans for shaping the
global environment after the so-called war on terrorism has ended—or after
the current political momentum has subsided.
The United States, working with other major donor nations, needs to create
an effective incentive structure that rewards “good performers”—those countries with good governance, inclusive education programs, and adequate social programs—and works around “bad performers” and intervenes to assist
so-called failed states. Also for the longer term, the United States and its allies
need to project a vision of sustainable development—of economic growth,
equal access to basic social needs such as education and health, and good governance—for the developing world. This is particularly true in mostly Muslim
countries whose populations are angry with the United States over a perceived
double standard regarding its long-standing support for Israel at the expense
64. For more discussion on the traditional elements of U.S. grand strategy, especially military
strategy, see Barry R. Posen, “The Struggle against Terrorism: Grand Strategy, Strategy, and Tactics,” International Security, Vol. 26, No. 3 (Winter 2001/02), pp. 39–55.
65. George F. Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 25, No. 4 (July 1947),
pp. 575–576.
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of Palestinians, policies against the regime of Saddam Hussein at the expense
of some Iraqi people, and a general abundance of American power, including
the U.S. military presence throughout the Middle East. Whether these policies
are right or wrong is irrelevant here; the point is that just as the deªnition of
terrorism can be subjective and value laden, so too can the response to terrorism take into account perceptions of reality. In an attempt to craft an immediate military response, the U.S. government is failing to put into place an
effective long-term grand strategy.
This is not just a problem for the U.S. government. The inability to develop a
strategy with a deep-rooted, intellectually grounded understanding of the history, patterns, motivations, and types of terrorism is reºective of the paucity of
understanding of the terrorist phenomenon in the academic community. Terrorism is considered too policy-oriented an area of research in political science,66 and it operates in an uncomfortable intersection between disciplines
unaccustomed to working together, including psychology, sociology, theology,
economics, anthropology, history, law, political science, and international relations. In political science, terrorism does not ªt neatly into either the realist or
liberal paradigms, so it has been largely ignored.67 There are a few outstanding, well-established senior scholars in the terrorism studies community—
people such as Martha Crenshaw, David Rapoport, and Paul Wilkinson—but
in the United States, most of the publicly available work is being done in
policy-oriented research institutes or think tanks that are sometimes limited by
the narrow interests and short time frames of the government contracts on
which they depend. Some of that research is quite good,68 but it is not widely
known within the academy. The situation for graduate students who wish to
study terrorism is worse: A principal interest in terrorism virtually guarantees
exclusion from consideration for most academic positions. This would not necessarily be a problem if the bureaucracy were more ºexible and creative than
the academy is, but as we know from the analysis of the behavior of U.S.
agencies shortly before September 11, it is not. In the United States, academe
is no more strategic in its understanding of terrorism than is the U.S.
government.
66. See the extremely insightful article by Bruce W. Jentleson, “The Need for Praxis: Bringing Policy Relevance Back In,” International Security, Vol. 26, No. 4 (Spring 2002), pp. 169–183.
67. I am indebted to Fiona Adamson for this observation.
68. Important terrorism scholars in the think tank community include Walter Laqueur (Center for
Strategic and International Studies), Brian Jenkins (RAND), Bruce Hoffman (RAND) and, from the
intelligence community, Paul Pillar. This list is illustrative, not comprehensive.
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The globalization of terrorism is perhaps the leading threat to long-term stability in the twenty-ªrst century. But the beneªt of globalization is that the international response to terrorist networks has also begun to be increasingly
global, with international cooperation on law enforcement, intelligence, and
especially ªnancial controls being areas of notable recent innovation.69 If globalization is to continue—and there is nothing foreordained that it will—then
the tools of globalization, including especially international norms, the rule of
law, and international economic power, must be fully employed against the
terrorist backlash. There must be a deliberate effort to move beyond the current episodic interest in this phenomenon: Superªcial arguments and short attention spans will continue to result in event-driven policies and ultimately
more attacks. Terrorism is an unprecedented, powerful nonstate threat to the
international system that no single state, regardless of how powerful it may be
in traditional terms, can defeat alone, especially in the absence of long-term,
serious scholarship engaged in by its most creative minds.
69. On these issues, see Cronin and Ludes, The Campaign against International Terrorism.

