
 Distinctions as a Path to Definition

Guerrilla warfare and insurgency are good places to start. Terrorism is 
often confused or equated with, or treated as synonymous with, guerrilla 
warfare and insurgency. This is not entirely surprising, since guerrillas and 
insurgents often employ the same tactics (assassination, kidnapping, hit-
and-run attack, bombings of public gathering places, hostage-taking, etc.) 
for the same purposes (to intimidate or coerce, thereby affecting behavior 
through the arousal of fear) as terrorists. In addition, terrorists as well as 
guerrillas and insurgents wear neither uniform nor identifying insignia and 
thus are often indistinguishable from noncombatants. However, despite 
the inclination to lump terrorists, guerrillas, and insurgents into the same 
catchall category of “irregulars,” there are nonetheless fundamental differ-
ences among the three. “Guerrilla,” for example, in its most widely accepted 
usage, is taken to refer to a numerically larger group of armed individuals,135 
who operate as a military unit, attack enemy military forces, and seize and 
hold territory (even if only ephemerally during daylight hours), while also 
exercising some form of sovereignty or control over a defined geographi-
cal area and its population. “Insurgents” share these same characteristics; 
however, their strategy and operations transcend hit-and-run attacks to 
embrace what in the past has variously been called “revolutionary guer-
rilla warfare,”136 “modern revolutionary warfare,” or “people’s war”137 but 
is today commonly termed “insurgency.” Thus, in addition to the irregular 
military tactics that characterize guerrilla operations, insurgencies typically 
involve coordinated informational (e.g., propaganda) and psychological 
warfare efforts designed to mobilize popular support in a struggle against 
an established national government, imperialist power, or foreign occupy-
ing force.138 Terrorists, however, do not function in the open as armed units, 
generally do not attempt to seize or hold territory, deliberately avoid engag-
ing enemy military forces in combat, are constrained both numerically and 
logistically from undertaking concerted mass political mobilization efforts, 
and exercise no direct control or governance over a populace at either the 
local or the national level.139

It should be emphasized that none of these are pure categories and 
considerable overlap exists. Established terrorist groups like Hezbollah, 
FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), and the LTTE (Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam, or Tamil Tigers), for example, are also often 
described as guerrilla movements because of their size, tactics, and con-
trol over territory and populace. Indeed, nearly a third of the thirty-seven 
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groups on the U.S. State Department’s “Designated Foreign Terrorist 
Organizations” list could just as easily be categorized as guerrillas.140 The 
ongoing insurgency in Iraq has further contributed to this semantic confu-
sion. The 2003 edition of the State Department’s Global Patterns of Ter-
rorism specifically cited the challenge of making meaningful distinctions 
between these categories, lamenting how the “line between insurgency and 
terrorism has become increasingly blurred as attacks on civilian targets 
have become more common.”141 Generally, the State Department considers 
attacks against U.S. and coalition military forces as insurgent operations 
and incidents such as the August 2003 suicide vehicle-borne bombings of 
the UN headquarters in Baghdad and the Jordanian embassy in that city, 
the assassinations of Japanese diplomats, and kidnapping and murder of 
aid workers and civilian contractors as terrorist attacks.142 The definitional 
rule of thumb therefore is that secular Ba’athist Party loyalists and other 
former regime elements who stage guerrilla-like hit-and-run assaults or 
carry out attacks using roadside IEDs (improvised explosive devices) are 
deemed “insurgents,” while foreign jihadists and domestic Islamic extrem-
ists who belong to groups like al Qaeda in Mesopotamia,143 led by Abu 
Musab Zarqawi, and who are responsible for most of the suicide attacks 
and the videotaped beheading of hostages, are labeled terrorists.

It is also useful to distinguish terrorists from ordinary criminals. Like 
terrorists, criminals use violence as a means to attain a specific end. How-
ever, while the violent act itself may be similar—kidnapping, shooting, and 
arson, for example—the purpose or motivation clearly is different. Whether 
the criminal employs violence as a means to obtain money, to acquire mate-
rial goods, or to kill or injure a specific victim for pay, he is acting primarily 
for selfish, personal motivations (usually material gain). Moreover, unlike 
terrorism, the ordinary criminal’s violent act is not designed or intended 
to have consequences or create psychological repercussions beyond the act 
itself. The criminal may of course use some short-term act of violence to 
“terrorize” his victim, such as waving a gun in the face of a bank clerk dur-
ing a robbery in order to ensure the clerk’s expeditious compliance. In these 
instances, however, the bank robber is conveying no “message” (political or 
otherwise) through his act of violence beyond facilitating the rapid handing 
over of his “loot.” The criminal’s act therefore is not meant to have any effect 
reaching beyond either the incident itself or the immediate victim. Further, 
the violence is neither conceived nor intended to convey any message to 
anyone other than the bank clerk himself, whose rapid cooperation is the 
robber’s only objective. Perhaps most fundamentally, the criminal is not 
concerned with influencing or affecting public opinion; he simply wants to 
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abscond with his money or accomplish his mercenary task in the quickest 
and easiest way possible so that he may reap his reward and enjoy the fruits 
of his labors. By contrast, the fundamental aim of the terrorist’s violence is 
ultimately to change “the system”—about which the ordinary criminal, of 
course, couldn’t care less.144

The terrorist is also very different from the lunatic assassin, who may use 
identical tactics (e.g., shooting, bombing) and perhaps even seeks the same 
objective (e.g., the death of a political figure). However, while the tactics 
and targets of terrorists and lone assassins are often identical, their purpose 
is different. Whereas the terrorist’s goal is again ineluctably political (to 
change or fundamentally alter a political system through his violent act), the 
lunatic assassin’s goal is more often intrinsically idiosyncratic, completely 
egocentric and deeply personal. John Hinckley, who tried to kill President 
Reagan in 98 to impress the actress Jodie Foster, is a case in point. He 
acted not from political motivation or ideological conviction but to fulfill 
some profound personal quest (killing the president to impress his screen 
idol). Such entirely apolitical motivations can in no way be compared to 
the rationalizations used by the Narodnaya Volya to justify its campaign of 
tyrannicide against the czar and his minions, nor even to the Irish Repub-
lican Army’s efforts to assassinate Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher or 
her successor, John Major, in hopes of dramatically changing British policy 
toward Northern Ireland. Further, just as one person cannot credibly claim 
to be a political party, so a lone individual cannot be considered to consti-
tute a terrorist group. In this respect, even though Sirhan Sirhan’s assas-
sination of presidential candidate and U.S. senator Robert Kennedy in 968 
had a political motive (to protest against U.S. support for Israel), it is debat-
able whether the murder should be defined as a terrorist act since Sirhan 
belonged to no organized political group and there is no evidence that he 
was directly influenced or inspired by an identifiable political or terrorist 
movement. Rather, Sirhan acted entirely on his own, out of deep personal 
frustration and a profound animus.145

Finally, the point should be emphasized that, unlike the ordinary criminal 
or the lunatic assassin, the terrorist is not pursuing purely egocentric goals; 
he is not driven by the wish to line his own pocket or satisfy some personal 
need or grievance. The terrorist is fundamentally an altruist: he believes that 
he is serving a “good” cause designed to achieve a greater good for a wider 
constituency—whether real or imagined—that the terrorist and his organiza-
tion purport to represent. The criminal, by comparison, serves no cause at all, 
just his own personal aggrandizement and material satiation. Indeed, a “ter-
rorist without a cause (at least in his own mind),” Konrad Kellen has argued, 
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“is not a terrorist.”146 Yet the possession or identification of a cause is not a 
sufficient criterion for labeling someone a terrorist. In this key respect, the 
difference between terrorists and political extremists is clear. Many people, 
of course, harbor all sorts of radical and extreme beliefs and opinions, and 
many of them belong to radical or even illegal or proscribed political orga-
nizations. However, if they do not use violence in the pursuit of their beliefs, 
they cannot be considered terrorists. The terrorist is fundamentally a vio-
lent intellectual, prepared to use and, indeed, committed to using force in 
the attainment of his goals.

In the past, terrorism was arguably easier to define than it is today. To 
qualify as terrorism, violence had to be perpetrated by an individual act-
ing at the behest of or on the behalf of some existent organizational entity 
or movement with at least some conspiratorial structure and identifiable 
chain of command. This criterion, however, is no longer sufficient. In recent 
years, a variety of terrorist movements have increasingly adopted a strat-
egy of “leaderless networks” in order to thwart law enforcement and intel-
ligence agency efforts to penetrate them.147 Craig Rosebraugh, the publicist 
for a radical environmentalist group calling itself the Earth Liberation Front 
(ELF), described the movement in a 200 interview as a deliberately con-
ceived “series of cells across the country with no chain of command and no 
membership roll . . . only a shared philosophy.” It is designed this way, he 
continued, so that “there’s no central leadership where [the authorities] can 
go and knock off the top guy and [the movement then] will be defunct.”148 
Indeed, an ELF recruitment video narrated by Rosebraugh advises “indi-
viduals interested in becoming active in the Earth Liberation Front to . . . 
form your own close-knit autonomous cells made of trustworthy and sin-
cere people. Remember, the ELF and each cell within it are anonymous not 
only to one another but to the general public.”149 As a senior FBI official 
conceded, the ELF is “not a group you can put your fingers on” and thus is 
extremely difficult to infiltrate.150

This type of networked adversary is a new and different breed of terrorist 
entity to which traditional organizational constructs and definitions do not 
neatly apply. It is populated by individuals who are ideologically motivated, 
inspired, and animated by a movement or a leader, but who neither formally 
belong to a specific, identifiable terrorist group nor directly follow orders 
issued by its leadership and are therefore outside any established chain of 
command. It is a structure and approach that al Qaeda has also sought to 
implement. Ayman al-Zawahiri, bin Laden’s deputy and al Qaeda’s chief 
theoretician, extolled this strategy in his seminal clarion call to jihad (Ara-
bic for “striving,” but also “holy war”), Knights Under the Prophet’s Banner: 
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Meditations on the Jihadist Movement. The chapter titled “Small Groups 
Could Frighten the Americans” explains:

Tracking down Americans and the Jews is not impossible. Killing them 
with a single bullet, a stab, or a device made up of a popular mix of 
explosives or hitting them with an iron rod is not impossible. Burning 
down their property with Molotov cocktails is not difficult. With the 
available means, small groups could prove to be a frightening horror for 
the Americans and the Jews.151

Whether termed “leaderless resistance,” “phantom cell networks,” “autono-
mous leadership units,”152 “autonomous cells,” a “network of networks,”153 or 
“lone wolves,” this new conflict paradigm conforms to what John Arquilla 
and David Ronfeldt call “netwar”:

an emerging mode of conflict (and crime) at societal levels, short of tra-
ditional military warfare, in which the protagonists use network forms of 
organization and related doctrines, strategies, and technologies attuned 
to the information age. These protagonists are likely to consist of dis-
persed organizations, small groups, and individuals who communicate, 
coordinate, and conduct their campaigns in an internetted manner, often 
without precise central command.154

Unlike the hierarchical, pyramidal structure that typified terrorist groups 
of the past, this new type of organization is looser, flatter, more linear. 
Although there is a leadership of sorts, its role may be more titular than 
actual, with less a direct command and control relationship than a mostly 
inspirational and motivational one. “The organizational structure,” Arquilla 
and Ronfeldt explain,

is quite flat. There is no single central leader or commander; the net-
work as a whole (but not necessarily each node) has little to no hier-
archy. There may be multiple leaders. Decisionmaking and operations 
are decentralized and depend on consultative consensus-building that 
allows for local initiative and autonomy. The design is both acephalous 
(headless) and polycephalous (Hydra-headed)—it has not precise heart 
or head, although not all nodes may be “created equal.”155

As part of this “leaderless” strategy, autonomous local terrorist cells plan and 
execute attacks independently of one another or of any central command 
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authority, but through their individual terrorist efforts seek the eventual 
attainment of a terrorist organization or movement’s wider goals. Although 
these ad hoc terrorist cells and lone individuals may be less sophisticated 
and therefore less capable than their more professional, trained counter-
parts who are members of actual established terrorist groups, these “ama-
teur” terrorists can be just as bloody-minded. A recent FBI strategic plan-
ning document, for instance, describes lone wolves as the “most significant 
domestic terrorism threat” that the United States faces. “They typically draw 
ideological inspiration from formal terrorist organizations,” the 2004–09 
plan states, “but operate on the fringes of those movements. Despite their 
ad hoc nature and generally limited resources, they can mount high-profile, 
extremely destructive attacks, and their operational planning is often dif-
ficult to detect.”156

Conclusion

By distinguishing terrorists from other types of criminals and irregular 
fighters and terrorism from other forms of crime and irregular warfare, we 
come to appreciate that terrorism is

• ineluctably political in aims and motives;
• violent—or, equally important, threatens violence;
• designed to have far-reaching psychological repercussions beyond the 

immediate victim or target;
• conducted either by an organization with an identifiable chain of 

command or conspiratorial cell structure (whose members wear no 
uniform or identifying insignia) or by individuals or a small collection 
of individuals directly influenced, motivated, or inspired by the ideo-
logical aims or example of some existent terrorist movement and/or 
its leaders; and

• perpetrated by a subnational group or nonstate entity.

We may therefore now attempt to define terrorism as the deliberate cre-
ation and exploitation of fear through violence or the threat of violence 
in the pursuit of political change. All terrorist acts involve violence or the 
threat of violence. Terrorism is specifically designed to have far-reaching 
psychological effects beyond the immediate victim(s) or object of the ter-
rorist attack. It is meant to instill fear within, and thereby intimidate, a 
wider “target audience” that might include a rival ethnic or religious group, 
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