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Editor's Note: What if most terrorism isn’t really terrorism? In past

decades, much of what we call terrorism today would have been

seen as insurgent violence, revolutionary war, or civil war: a group

like the Islamic State, which uses tanks as well as suicide bombing,

is a prime example of an organization that is wrongly classifed as a

terrorist group. John Mueller of Ohio State University and Mark

Stewart of the University of Newcastle in Australia unpack this

defnitional confusion and argue that it leads to a gross

misunderstanding of the true threat we face.

***

While it is not true that 9/11 “changed everything,” the tragedy did

have a strong impact on language, on how terrorism has come to be

understood and explained. In particular, terrorism’s apparent

incidence, and therefore the seeming importance, has been

multiplied by effectively confating it with insurgency.

Even including 9/11, the number of fatalities committed by terrorists

of all stripes outside war zones, has been, with very few exceptions,

remarkably low both before and after 9/11. During the period from

1970 to 2013 – which includes 9/11 – the yearly chance an individual

within the United States would be killed by terrorism was one in four

million. For the period after 9/11 until the present day, that rate is

one in 90 million. The rate for other developed countries and even

for most less-developed ones is similar.
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The vast majority of what is now commonly being tallied as terrorism

occurs in war zones like Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan. But to a

considerable degree, this is the result of a more expansive application

since 9/11 of standard defnitions of terrorism, to the point where

virtually any violence per­petrated by rebels in civil wars is now

being called terrorism.

The authors of a recent book dealing with the widely-used Global

Terrorism Database note that, "although there are many defnitions

of terrorism, most commentators and experts agree on several key

elements, captured in the defnition we use here: “the threatened or

actual use of illegal force and violence by non-state actors to attain a

political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, or

intimidation." Similarly, after extended consideration, analyst

Michael Stohl defnes terrorism as “the purposeful act or the threat of

the act of violence to create fear and/or compliant behavior in a

victim and/or the audience of the act or threat” and Bruce Hoffman

as “the deliberate creation of exploitation of fear through violence or

the threat of violence in the pursuit of political change.”

[T]his is the result of a more expansive application

since 9/11 of standard defnitions of terrorism, to

the point where virtually any violence

per­petrated by rebels in civil wars is now being

called terrorism.

But, as Carl von Clausewitz stressed, the whole effort in war—at least

in non-criminal ones—is to obtain political goals. In his most famous

formulation, “war is a mere continuation of policy with other means”

and is “a true political instrument.” And the means to attaining that

goal, stresses Clausewitz, involve using coercion and inficting fear

and intimidation to break the enemy’s will—that is, to create

“compliant behavior.” In battle, says Clausewitz, “the loss of morale”

is the “major deci­sive factor.”
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Wars, then, do not involve the annihilation of the enemy, but the

breaking of the enemy’s will, something that sometimes comes quite

quickly and sometimes, as happened to the United States in Vietnam,

only after long episodes of attrition.

Focusing only on violence against civilians does not really make for a

helpful distinction between war and terrorism. Some terrorist

campaigns seek to avoid civilian casualties as do some military ones.

However, many of each variety kill civilians either as an incidental

result of violence or through direct intent. As legal national security

expert Matthew Waxman points out, the “punishment of civilians is a

commonly used strategy of coercion” in warfare.

Terrorism differs from war, and particularly from insurgency, not in

its essential method or goal or in the targets of violence, but in the

frequency with which violence is committed.

Before 9/11, terrorism was, by defnition, a limited phenomenon. It

was often called the “weapon of the weak” because it inficted damage

only sporadically. If terroristic violence became really sustained and

extensive in an area—if it was no longer ftful or sporadic—the

activity was generally no longer called terrorism, but rather war or

insurgency.

Thus, the Irish Republican Army was commonly taken to be a

terrorist enterprise, while fghters in Sri Lanka in the 1990s were

considered to be combatants in a civil war situation. And in the early

and middle 1960s, the Vietnamese Communists’ campaign of

assassination, ambush, harassment, sabotage, and assault was

generally considered insurgent or guerrilla war, not terrorism,

because violence was so sustained – even though its campaign

included acts of violence against civilians that were often essentially

random.

If terroristic violence became really sustained and

extensive in an area—if it was no longer ftful or

sporadic—the activity was generally no longer

http://politicalscience.osu.edu/faculty/jmueller/isq1980t.pdf
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called terrorism, but rather war or insurgency.

The U.S. military applied this distinction in the war in Iraq, even

after 9/11. In the early days, when violence was sporadic, those

opposing the American presence were called “ter­rorists.” When the

violence became more continuous, they became “insurgents.”

The defnitional condition could change if terrorists were to become

capable of visiting very substantial destruction with episodic attacks.

Under our approach, the activity would still be considered terrorism

because it would remain sporadic, but the damage inficted could

hardly be said to be limited. In the early months and years after 9/11,

many feared that was going to come about. But it didn’t, and the

tragic event seems increasingly to stand out as an aberration, not as a

harbinger. A decade and a half after the event, 9/11 remains an

extreme outlier—scarcely any terrorist act before or since, even those

so designated that take place in war zones, has inficted even one-

tenth as much damage.

If one wishes to embrace the broader defnition of terrorism that

effectively took hold after 9/11, a huge number of violent endeavors

that had previously been called civil wars would have to be

recategorized. This would include, for example, the decade-long

confict in Algeria in the 1990s in which perhaps 100,000 people

perished. Since 1945, in fact, civil wars reached a peak in the 1980s

and early 1990s, when 20 or 25 were being waged in any given year.

In this century, that number has declined to a half dozen or so.

If one wishes to embrace the broader defnition of

terrorism that effectively took hold after 9/11, a

huge number of violent endeavors that had

previously been called civil wars would have to be

recategorized.
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The defnitional confusion can be seen currently when ISIS is

commonly labeled a band of terrorists, even though it occupies

territory, runs social services, and regularly confronts armed soldiers

in direct combat. In any armed confict before the cur­rent century,

that would be called an insurgency. In the civil war in Syria, the

United States brands those fghting the government of Bashar Al-

Assad to its own convenience: ISIS fghters are deemed to be

“terrorists,” while those insurgents approved by the United States are

labeled the “moderate opposition.” Assad himself is more consistent,

if equally self-serving: any violent opposition to a sitting government,

he says, is “terrorism.”  Assad’s perspective, one that has become

increasingly popular since 9/11, would allow us to retire the concept

of “civil war” just about entirely.

This process can be taken a step further. Some analysts argue that

terrorism is very frequently committed by states, as well as by “non-

state actors”—often pointing to Hiroshima. If that element of the

defnition is adjusted, the entire category of “war,” including those of

the inter­national variety, could substantially vanish. Almost all

violence with a policy or ideological goal would become “terrorism.”

But even without that extreme extension, the post-9/11 confation of

insurgency with terrorism makes it seem that the world is awash in

terrorism, something that stokes unjustifed alarm outside war zones,

where terrorism remains a quite limited hazard. It is certainly true

that there are several terrible civil wars going on. But in decades past,

civil wars were much more frequent. Insurgents in these wars, like

those today, often applied massacre, random violence,

dismemberment, assassination, propaganda barrages, sabotage,

ambush, torture, rape, ethnic cleansing, summary execution, and

even genocide. They just weren’t called terrorists. 
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