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Is the “New Terrorism” Really New?: An Analysis of the New Paradigm 
for Terrorism 

by Thomas Copeland 

Until 11 September 2001, the symbol of American economic power - the World Trade 
Center - stood within sight of the symbol of American freedom - the Statue of Liberty.  
That day four US commercial airliners were hijacked by terrorists and turned into flying 
bombs; two brought down the towers of the World Trade Center, another crashed into the 
Pentagon in Washington, DC.  Although the death toll was significantly reduced from 
initial estimates in the tens of thousands, about 3,200 people lost their lives in the attacks.  
The most horrendous terrorist attack in history literally came out of the clear blue sky. 

Facing the Fearful Future 

In the twenty-first century, the United States and other advanced countries face a growing 
- and fundamentally different - threat from terrorism, a threat aimed not only at 
undermining the stable system of peace and prosperity we currently enjoy but at 
destroying countries, cultures or all of humanity.  At least, this is what we are being told, 
and in the immediate shock following the events of 11 September, it is easy to believe.  
Scholars and government analysts have begun in the past few years to articulate a new 
paradigm for terrorism that includes different actors, actions, motivations, tactics and 
outcomes from the “old” paradigm of political terrorism of the mid-twentieth century.  
This new paradigm has been outlined by experts appearing on television, in recent 
articles and books on terrorism, such as The New Terrorism, The New Jackals and 
Countering the New Terrorism, and at conferences for policy analysts and security 
specialists. 1   

Some of the best-known analysts of terrorism have stated the case for the new paradigm 
in fairly strong terms.  Bruce Hoffman, Director of the RAND Corporation’s Washington 
Office, states that the new terrorism “represents a very different and potentially far more 
lethal threat than the more familiar, ‘traditional’ terrorist groups” and that this “shatters 
some of our most basic assumptions about terrorists.”  He makes the implications clear, 
“[N]othing less than a sea-change in our thinking about terrorism and the policies 
required to counter it will be required.” 2 Veteran terrorism expert Walter Laqueur, Co-
Chair of the International Research Council at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, suggests that “new definitions and new terms may have to be developed for new 
realities.”3  He argues further that “there has been a radical transformation, if not a 
revolution, in the character of terrorism.”4  Ian Lesser, also of RAND, suggests that the 
new terrorism “renders much previous analysis of terrorism based on established groups 
obsolete . . ..”5   

Interestingly, authors often stake out a firm position on the newest trend in terrorism, then 
hedge by noting that current trends nevertheless will continue to predominate into the 
new century.6  Their caution is supported by Brian Jenkins, who counsels:  
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The analysis of ‘dream threats’ is filled with pitfalls.  It is easy to begin by identifying 
vulnerabilities . . . positing theoretical adversaries . . . then reifying the threat - a subtle 
shift of verbs from could to may happen . . ..  The danger arises when speculation 
becomes the basis for launching costly efforts to prevent ‘what ifs,’ or worse, when 
policymakers believe that highly publicized preventive or mitigation efforts will deter 
such adversaries.7   

As US policy makers determine how to allocate more than $40 billion in response to the 
recent attack, and consider new directions and priorities in government counter-terrorism 
policy, it is worth evaluating first, whether the evidence exists to move entirely to this 
new paradigm; and second, whether the paradigm is simply a US problem frame (with 
correlated institutional incentives, and mission and funding priorities) or a genuinely 
different pattern of terrorism with global implications.  The General Accounting Office 
has cautioned that because there is a lack of consensus on terrorism,  

some fundamental questions should be answered before the federal government builds 
and expands programs, plans, and strategies to deal with the threat . . ..  It seems to us 
that, without such an assessment or analysis and consensus in the policy-making 
community, it would be very difficult - maybe impossible - to properly shape programs 
and focus resources.8  

The thesis of this article is that although there are some important recent developments in 
terrorism, they primarily reflect older trends in terrorism which never really went away 
but which had been ignored or submerged during the height of political terrorism in the 
1970s and 80s.  The impetus to move to the new paradigm comes not only from a 
legitimate desire on the part of policy makers and bureaucrats to be prepared for new 
threats to international security, but from institutional incentives that are sharpened when 
a “new” threat emerges.  Policy recommendations based on the new paradigm need not 
be dismissed, but should be placed in historical perspective and considered with some 
degree of skepticism. 

The Other “HDTV” - How to Define Terrorist Violence? 

Nearly every book and article on terrorism includes a requisite discussion of the 
definitions of terrorism, yet there is little consensus on an appropriate definition of the 
phenomenon.  According to one author, there are at least 212 different definitions of 
terrorism in use worldwide, 90 of them used by governments and other well-established 
organizations.9  Laqueur suggests that “there has been no ‘terrorism’ per se, only 
different terrorisms.”10  In a survey of definitions in use by over 100 terrorism experts, 
Alex Schmid found that:  terrorism is an abstract concept with no real essence; all the 
possible uses of the term cannot be encapsulated in a single definition; and that the 
meaning of terrorism is usually derived from the victim or the target.11  That is, if one 
identifies with the victim or the target of the act, then the act is considered terrorism; 
whereas if one identifies with the actor, the act is not terrorism, although perhaps 
regrettable.12  This dilemma is summarized in the popular canard, “One man’s terrorist is 
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another man’s freedom fighter,” which ignores the fundamental differences between 
terrorism and the legitimate and regulated uses of violence.   

The task of defining terrorism is made more difficult thanks to two factors.  First, because 
“terrorism” is a pejorative term, most terrorist groups do not like to call themselves such.  
Instead, they use names for their groups that stress freedom and liberation, armies or 
military structures, self-defense, righteous vengeance or poetic neutrality (e.g., The 
Shining Path).  Second, these obfuscations are accepted and employed by the Western 
news media, which often bends over backwards to avoid the appearance of partiality in 
describing terrorists - they write of guerrillas, freedom fighters, gunmen, separatists, 
“urban” guerrillas or commandos.13  This is not just a trend of bygone days of media 
affinity for leftists; many news stories equate terrorists with guerrillas,14 blurring the 
distinction between guerrillas who operate in the open as units, seize territory and seek 
political control, versus terrorists who do none of those three things.15

This misleading labeling, combined with the institutional imperatives of organizations 
involved in studying or combating terrorism, has created a situation where there is no 
widely accepted definition of terrorism.  However, Hoffman provides some clarity and a 
useful definition that will be adopted in this article.  In distinguishing terrorism from 
other types of crime, he concludes 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 by an organization with an identifiable chain of command or 
conspiratorial cell structure (whose members wear no uniform or identifying insignia); 
and  
•       perpetrated by a subnational group or non-state entity.16  

Based on these characteristics, he defines terrorism as “the deliberate creation and 
exploitation of fear through violence or the threat of violence in the pursuit of political 
change.”17

The Era of Political Terrorism 

Terrorism has waxed and waned over the centuries, from the zealots of first century 
Palestine to the Irgun and Stern gangs of the 1940s, from the Assassins of the eleventh-
thirteenth centuries to Carlos the Jackal, from Guy Fawkes to Timothy McVeigh.  The 
era of international political terrorism began with a series of skyjacking incidents in 1968 
prompted by the previous year’s Arab-Israeli war.  These were followed in 1970 by the 
hijacking and destruction of several jets at Dawson’s Field in Jordan, and in 1972 by the 
murder of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics.  This period marked the transition - 
from the national to the global stage - of terrorism in support of left-wing and ethno- 
nationalist causes.18  With the end of the Cold War and developments in the Israeli-
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Palestinian peace process, analysts now look back on the 1970s and 80s as the “old” 
paradigm of terrorism.   

The “old” terrorists were generally motivated by left-wing ideologies (i.e., Marxism) or 
ethno-nationalism and separatism (e.g., Irish, Basque and Palestinian).  The goal of 
Marxist terrorist groups was to use violence to politicize the masses and incite them to 
revolt against the capitalist system.  Ethno-nationalist separatists wanted either 
independence for their ethnic group or merger with another state, often using a long-term 
strategy of violence meant to force the “foreign” government out of a given country (such 
as the British out of Palestine and Ireland). Whether Marxist or nationalist, these groups 
were also predominantly secular in orientation. 

The specific demands made by the “old” terrorists were often negotiable - they wanted 
the release of certain jailed comrades, or payment for the release of hostages.  Even 
where the demands would have been difficult to meet (such as the reunification of a 
divided country, the reestablishment of an ethno-national homeland or fundamental 
changes in the capitalist system), they were usually stated publicly in relatively clear and 
understandable terms, and there seemed to be room for dialogue or negotiation in many 
circumstances. 

Terrorists wanted maximum publicity for their acts, playing for an audience and 
soliciting audience participation, in order to communicate their ideological message.19  
“Terrorism is theater,” stated Brian Jenkins in 1974, pointing out that terrorist attacks 
were often choreographed for the media.20  An attack was nearly always followed by a 
comminique taking credit for the act, laying out demands, or explaining why it was 
carried out against that particular target (and in the case of accidental deaths, terrorists 
became spin-doctors, expressing sorrow for the deaths).  The media obliged the terrorists 
with constant coverage and friendly reportage of their demands, validating terrorism as a 
tactic.21

The violence that they perpetrated, and the publicity they craved, were key facets of the 
terrorists’ broader strategy of building power to force political change.  Hoffman explains 
how their application of violence was meant to achieve a series of objectives: 

•       Attention. Focus attention on themselves and their cause through dramatic violence.  
•       Acknowledgement. Translate that attention into acknowledgement (maybe even 
sympathy and support) of the cause.  
•       Recognition. Turn these into a recognition of their rights (the cause) and of their 
organization as the true spokesman for the cause or constituency they represent.  
•       Authority. Move from recognition to actual power and authority to make the 
changes in society or government that are the basis for the struggle.  
•       Governance. Consolidate direct and complete control over the state, homeland or 
the population.22   
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Hoffman points out that although few terrorist groups attained more than the first three of 
these objectives (it might be argued that the IRA and PLO have now gained the first 
four), governance was still the ultimate goal of all terrorist groups.23

Nation-states were important sponsors of old-style terrorism.  Within the Cold War 
framework, terrorists often became proxies for both superpowers and middle powers 
intent on forcing political change without going to war.  Arguments that the USSR was 
behind a global terrorism conspiracy may have been overstated, but the KGB certainly 
had a large role in training, supplying and supporting a number of active terrorist 
organizations.24  Among middle powers, Iran and Libya may have been the most active 
supporters of terrorism, but they were joined by Iraq, Syria, Cuba and North Korea. 

The “old” terrorists had other distinguishing characteristics.  Their organizations had 
fairly well-defined command and control structures; even their cells were connected to 
one another.  Terrorist groups were small, ranging from 20 to 30 hardcore members to at 
most 500.25  They had professional training in terrorist tactics (often with the help of state 
sponsors) and were permanently engaged in conspiracy and planning for terrorist attacks.  
The PLO, IRA and ETA were typical of this type, and they usually were selective in their 
choice of highly symbolic targets and individuals who represented the source of their 
political hostility.26

Selective targeting and mostly discriminate violence were carried out with generally 
conservative tactics.  Terrorists were interested in successful missions, and hand-held 
guns and machine guns, as well as bombs, proved time and again to be effective.27  When 
governments began to respond more effectively to airplane hijackings, terrorists reverted 
to more traditional tactics.  They showed little interest in innovative tactics or non-
conventional weapons (such as weapons of mass destruction [WMD]) for a number of 
practical, technical and moral reasons,28 and in part because it was unnecessary to kill 
very many people to get the attention they wanted.29  Additionally, these attacks 
generally took place within a self-proclaimed operational area that included both 
proximate regional targets and international centers.  Although groups occasionally took 
action outside of their normal target areas (e.g., Palestinians in Europe, the IRA in 
Germany), only rarely did international terrorism spill over outside of Europe and the 
Middle East.30

The New Terrorism 

Although it is difficult to pinpoint when one trend ceases and a new one begins, the 1993 
bombing of the World Trade Center in New York City and the 1995 sarin gas attack in 
the Tokyo subway system by the Aum Shinrikyo cult might be taken as the inaugurating 
events for the new paradigm of terrorism.  Broadly stated, the new paradigm holds that 
modern terrorism has different motives, different actors, different sponsors and greater 
lethality than the traditional terrorism described above. 

Laqueur argues that the motives of the new terrorists are shifting.  Terrorism from the left 
is declining; Paul Wilkinson posits that the extreme left ideological motivation for 
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terrorism has almost disappeared in Europe, although it is surviving in Latin America.31  
Terrorism is rising from the right (such as white supremacists in Europe and North 
America), and nationalist-separatist terrorism continues in many places.  In fact, ethno-
nationalist terrorist groups may have more staying power than the others, because they 
can draw on a naturally sympathetic constituency and have relatively clear and tangible 
goals.32  Whereas the “old” terrorist groups were primarily secular in their orientation and 
inspiration, terrorism connected to religious fanaticism is on the rise (not only in Islam, 
but also in Christianity, Judaism and Hinduism).33  Hoffman declares that (fanatical) 
religious motivation is the defining characteristic of the modern terrorist, producing 
“radically different value systems, mechanisms of legitimization and justification, 
concepts of morality, and world-view . . . compared with his secular counterpart.”34

Radically different value systems are not only a result of the shift to religious motivation.  
Laqueur argues that “the new terrorism is different in character, aiming not at clearly 
defined political demands but at the destruction of society and the elimination of large 
sections of the population.”35  This may entail the liquidation of a country or an entire 
ethnic group, and perhaps even all of humankind.  Shoko Asahara, leader of Aum 
Shinrikyo, apparently believed that his group needed to provoke Armageddon, and many 
white supremacist groups have as a goal the elimination of all non-Aryan people.  The 
thirst for anarchy and destruction is found not only in doomsday cults and racist 
paramilitaries, but also in the large-scale terrorism and popular rage - disconnected from 
a clear political agenda - observed in Algeria, Rwanda, Haiti and Somalia.36

It is the anarchist and nihilist groups that pose perhaps the greatest challenge to 
government action, because their strategy is non-sequential and non-political and their 
demands are non-negotiable, if they make any demands at all.  New terrorists still 
demonstrate an interest in notoriety or celebrity, but generally show less interest in 
“theater” as a part of their political strategy - though it must be acknowledged that the 11 
September attacks were highly symbolic and hauntingly theatrical.  Some of the largest 
recent terrorist attacks have gone unclaimed,37 a trend which Hoffman asserts is a signal 
of loosening constraints on violence.38  When the new terrorists do communicate their 
objectives, they are often unintelligible.39  The new non-negotiability may also be due to 
a learning process on the part of terrorists.  They have largely given up on “traditional” 
airplane hijackings and the associated protracted negotiations in part because of 
governments’ more forceful reactions to resolve those crises, and they must have 
observed what fate befell the terrorists who took hostages at the Japanese ambassador’s 
residence in Lima, Peru in 1996. 

A third type of terrorist motivation which seems to be emerging is what Laqueur calls 
“exotic” - the ideology comes from outside (e.g., Maoism in Peru), or the terrorists are 
concerned with but a single issue, such as ecology, animal liberation or opposition to 
abortion.40  What unites the single-issue groups from different points on the political 
spectrum is their willingness to use terroristic violence to correct what are perceived to be 
urgent wrongs.  They certainly seek attention, acknowledgement and recognition for their 
causes, but they are less likely to seek authority and governance because those processes 
take too long when the emergency (the threat to nature, endangered species or the 

http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#31
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#32
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#33
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#34
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#35
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#36
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#37
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#38
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#39
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=Fall01/&filename=copeland_notes.htm#40


unborn) is immediate and clear.  The FBI reports that for the first time ever, in 1999, 
radical groups like the Earth Liberation Front (ELF) and the Animal Liberation Front 
(ALF) were responsible for more terrorist attacks in the US than any other type of 
organization.41

State sponsorship is still an important factor in the new terrorism, but the rise of 
globalization and the mobility of people and money create opportunities for terrorists to 
diversify their income sources through criminal enterprise.  Terrorists are no longer able 
to depend on the superpowers to sponsor them as proxies, but have found new wealth in 
crime.  For example, a number of Tamils arrested in Western Europe and the US have 
been engaged in drug trafficking.42  Some terrorist groups are cooperating with 
transnational criminal organizations, either trading with or providing protection for them, 
such as the Shining Path with Peruvian drug traffickers and FARC and M-19 with 
Colombian drug cartels.43  State sponsorship continues, particularly from Iran, Iraq and 
Afghanistan, although they may provide safe harbor more than funds and training. 

The new terrorism also exhibits characteristics that contrast with traditional terrorism.  
First, terrorist groups are more likely to form networks, rather than hierarchies or cells; 
this is particularly true of the groups emerging from decentralized radical Islamic 
movements organized around charismatic clerics.44  These networks are transnational, 
amorphous and diffuse, permitting the groups to engage in a wider range of activities, to 
consider new strategies like netwar,45 and to come together for one-time operations like 
11 September.  Second, new terrorist groups are much larger in size than their 
predecessors.  Whereas the Abu Nidal Organization may have had 400 or 500 members, 
Osama Bin Laden reportedly has between 4,000 and 5,000 trained men at his call.46   
Third, they are more likely to include amateurs, “part-time” terrorists who do not have 
professional training but who can access the resources and methods of terrorism through 
informal (often Internet-based) sources - and who therefore can be as deadly as 
professionals.47   

With these large, networked, amateur organizations, target and tactics selection are more 
indiscriminate.  New terrorist attacks exhibit greater lethality; a higher percentage of 
attacks in the 1990s resulted in one or more fatalities than in any previous decade.48  
Hoffman cites a number of reasons for the increasing lethality: 

•       The desensitization of the media and the public to terrorist violence leads terrorists 
to attempt ever more dramatic or destructive attacks to get the attention they seek.  
•       Terrorists have learned from the past and improved their tactics and weapons.  
•       State sponsorship continues to provide terrorists with training, logistics and the 
resources needed to buy new and deadlier weapons.  
•       Religiously-motivated terrorists find violence to be a divine duty, and seek religious 
justifications for committing violence against a broad range of opponents (anyone who 
opposes their faith).  
•       Amateurs are difficult to track and anticipate and have no central authority to put 
constraints on their behavior.  
•       The truly professional terrorists are becoming more sophisticated and competent.49  
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Perhaps the greatest danger in this increased lethality is the likelihood that new terrorists 
will use weapons of mass destruction.  The 1995 Aum Shinrikyo attack is the only well-
known incident of chemical weapon use, and there have been no nuclear attacks thus far, 
although there have been a larger number of incidents and attempts at using biological 
agents.  The relative scarcity of WMD attacks in the past has been attributed to a lack of 
technical expertise by terrorists,50 to the fact that mass casualties would hurt rather than 
help their political agenda51 or to the notion that causing mass casualties is simply “out of 
character” for terrorists.52  Hoffman is not sanguine about the new threat, cautioning that 
“many of the constraints (both self-imposed and technical) which previously inhibited 
terrorist use of WMD are eroding.”53  He finds support from the authors of a number of 
popular new hardcover books focused on the threat of WMD terrorism, written by 
terrorism experts, journalists and government experts.54  The threat of mass destruction 
(or mass casualty) by terrorists is a fundamental part of the new paradigm. 

In sum, the proponents of the new paradigm see a major change in the motives, strategies, 
characteristics and tactics of terrorism.  These changes have all occurred in an evolving 
international environment.  Stephen Sloan argues that the end of the Cold War and the 
demise of many communist governments have unmasked old ethnic and religious 
conflicts (often accompanied by terrorism and other forms of violence).  The end of the 
bipolar system and the superpowers’ use of regional surrogates as proxies have allowed 
the emergence of a number of regional powers, such as Iran, which see terrorism as a tool 
of diplomacy.  Other new non-state actors, particularly in organized crime, are stepping 
in to fill the void left by the breakdown of central authority in many less developed 
countries and the decline in the legitimacy, power and authority of the nation-state.  Sloan 
asserts that the disappearance of Marxism as a viable political theory has changed the 
motivations of many left-wing groups,55 but Hoffman counters that the number of 
Marxist (and Leninist and Maoist) terrorist groups has not changed since the end of the 
Cold War.56  Finally, interventions by the United States, its presence overseas, the 
predominance of its military power57 and Western culture more generally have incited 
new animosity from fundamentalists, particularly in the Middle East.  Osama Bin Laden 
has stated clearly that the American presence on the Saudi peninsula is the cause for his 
terrorist campaign.58

Out with the Old, In with the New? 

Despite the compelling images and details of the 11 September attack, there are logical 
and empirical reasons for questioning a shift to the new paradigm of terrorism, illustrated 
by an analysis of the key features of the new paradigm. 

Motivation   

Proponents of the new paradigm argue that terrorist motivations are shifting, and are most 
alarmed by the growth of religious fundamentalism.  However, Hoffman himself points 
out the strong historical ties between religion and terrorism - in fact, from the first 
century zealots to the thirteenth century assassins and even up to the nineteenth century, 
religion offered the only justification for terroristic violence.  The emergence in the 
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nineteenth century of nationalism, new ideas of citizenship and new radical philosophies 
such as Marxism led to a secularization of terrorism, a process accelerated by the anti-
colonial battles of the mid-twentieth century.59  Most authoritarian and totalitarian 
governments of the twentieth century were ruthless in their persecution of religion, 
forcing it underground although not eliminating it successfully.  At the same time, 
Western culture in general has become far more secular and less attuned to religious 
motivations.  So it is fitting - though unfortunate - that Western analysts are surprised by 
the reassertion of vigorous and intense religious motivations for terrorist action (“holy 
war”). 

These authors are also concerned about the related rise of millenarianism, anarchism and 
nihilism.  Certainly the coming of the millennium brought into the public spotlight a 
number of unusual cults and sects that believe the end is near.  Yet similar apocalyptic 
predictions (as well as intentions and some actions) about the end of the world or 
Armageddon have been made by religious or cult figures for centuries.  Laqueur points 
out that although modern anarchists have fewer compunctions about indiscriminate 
violence than their predecessors, their origins are in the anarchist “movement” of the late 
nineteenth century - The Anarchist Cookbook published in the 1960s was inspired by a 
book written in the late 1800s by Johann Most, a former worker in an ammunition 
factory, outlining his philosophy of revolutionary warfare.60  Again, as with religious 
motivation, it seems that what we are witnessing is a reemergence of an older historical 
trend in terrorism.  However, it is fair to suggest that the rage and despair seen in the 
recent rash of office, church and school mass murders in the United States is a sign of a 
growing fascination with nihilism on the part of young, educated, middle class males 
(often characteristic traits of terrorists). 

The decline of Marxism that coincided with the end of the Cold War is also given credit 
for changing terrorist motivations.  Although Hoffman argues that the number of 
Marxist-oriented terrorist groups remains unchanged, significantly, he is writing about 
the number of groups - not the level of their motivation.61  The Marxist philosophy of 
left-wing terrorism of the 1960s and 70s was overstated - groups labeled themselves 
Marxist and were accepted as such, but the ideological language was often a cover for 
their real motivations.  In the late 1980s the decline of leftist ideologies coincided with, 
though was not caused by, the collapse of the Soviet Union, as the impetus for terrorism 
shifted from the progressive and liberating (and thus “justifiable”) left wing to the 
destructive and reactionary (un-justifiable) right wing.62  It seems then that the true 
believers have mostly faded away, and that the ideological language of the other Marxist 
terrorists in the era of political terrorism masked their true underlying ethno-nationalist or 
religious motivations.63

Strategic Objectives   

Most modern terrorists remain interested in getting attention and acknowledgement for 
their cause, although their audience is often internal - for example, within the white 
supremacist community, or a particular religious or ethnic group.  They do not need to 
make public statements taking credit for an attack because their constituency is already 
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aware of the actors and their cause.  Alternatively, they may want to avoid public scrutiny 
of their group (which risks bringing down the authorities on them) while hoping the 
public will notice the act of terrorism and find in it a spark for the crisis (revolution or 
Armageddon) desired by the terrorists.  For example, Timothy McVeigh hoped to 
instigate a rebellion in the United States with his bombing of the federal office building 
in Oklahoma City, and Shoko Asahara hoped to spark a war between Japan and America 
with the sarin gas attack in 1995.  The pattern of strategic objectives pursued by new 
terrorists thus looks like a continuation of Hoffman’s model of old terrorism, albeit with 
some groups opting out of the last two steps. 

State Sponsorship   

The new paradigm suggests both that terrorists are changing the source of their financing 
to organized crime and private financiers (such as Bin Laden), and at the same time that 
state sponsorship remains vital.64  Whatever the source, massive amounts of money 
presumably will be needed for terrorists to acquire weapons of mass destruction.  Yet 
private and criminal funding are as difficult to trace as state funding; in fact, perhaps 
funding from transnational organized crime - because of its symbiotic relationship with 
many governments - is merely a variation on state sponsorship.  Is the move toward 
alternative financing simply the substitution of one source for another, or is there an 
overall increase in funding for terrorism (adding together money from all three sources)?  
Estimates of the real finances of organized crime and terrorists are guesses at best from 
open sources, so caution is in order when attempting to determine the level of state 
support for terrorism. 

Organizational Doctrine   

There is a strong case for the argument that networking and amateurization are the wave 
of the future in terrorism.  Many of the worst terrorist attacks in recent history - the 
bombings in Oklahoma City, the World Trade Center (1993) and the US embassies in 
Africa - allegedly were conducted by individuals who were not full-time, well-trained 
terrorists, were not part of larger, established terrorist organizations or who had come 
together primarily for the execution of the single act.  The 11 September hijackers were 
not amateurs in the traditional sense - apparently a large number of them were relatively 
skilled pilots - but they were not full-time terrorists who intended to live and fight 
another day.   

The success of law enforcement agencies in tracking down the culprits in the first three 
cases was not due to infiltration of the organizations or other traditional tactics but to 
blunders by the terrorists and a bit of luck.  McVeigh was picked up on a routine traffic 
stop for missing license tags on his car, the World Trade Center bombers were caught 
when one tried to get back his deposit on the rental truck used in the attack and the link to 
Bin Laden was made when a Pakistani immigration official caught a Palestinian man 
arriving from Kenya with a false passport on the day of the attack.65  Law enforcement is 
not well-organized or prepared for the fluid, ad hoc conglomerations of terrorists already 
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in evidence, yet there are still many groups organized along more traditional lines which 
may be vulnerable to traditional surveillance and counter-terrorism tactics. 

Tactics and Technology   

Although proponents of the new paradigm suggest that terrorists will continue to use 
tried-and-true tactics, they also assert that WMD technology proliferation and the 
availability of terrorist information on the Internet are dangerous new trends.  The 
availability of information is arguably nothing new; advice on bomb-making and terror 
tactics has been available in newsletters and handbooks since at least the turn of the 
twentieth century.  However, the widespread and long-lasting effects of the 
indiscriminate use of WMD do pose a significant and serious threat to humanity - even if 
the probability of such an act is low.  The increased likelihood of WMD terrorism thanks 
to the availability of technology and to fanatical motivations (whether religious or 
nihilist) is perhaps the strongest argument in favor of the new paradigm, although the 
danger of focusing policy on “what-ifs” has been noted.66  Indeed, the US General 
Accounting Office argues strongly against overstating the threat of WMD terrorism 
because terrorists face enormous challenges in utilizing WMD.67

Recent Incidents   

The new paradigm is based on the evidence of several recent terrorist attacks.  The 1993 
World Trade Center bombing brought terrorism home to American soil, but the home-
grown, right wing terrorism of the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing was perhaps even more 
of an eye-opener for a public which had always assumed that terrorism was only 
imported.  However, Americans had witnessed various forms of domestic terrorism - 
bombings, lynchings, kidnappings, assassinations - for decades, and had seen quite lethal 
attacks on American citizens before (such as the 1983 bombing of the Marine barracks in 
Beirut).  The events were shocking, but they were not a new phenomenon to Americans 
in most respects, and certainly were not new to the millions of people who live in 
countries visited by terrorism. 

The threshold of WMD attacks was purportedly crossed in the 1995 Tokyo subway 
attack.68  Yet biological warfare has been in existence for centuries, and there is evidence 
that there have been plans and attempts by terrorists to use WMD for several decades, 
although none except Aum Shinrikyo have been successful.69  Hoffman, citing the 
RAND-St. Andrew’s University Chronology of International Terrorist Incidents since 
1968, states that of 8,000 incidents tracked in the database, fewer than 60 involved plans 
or attempts to use WMD.  However, the fact that there have been as many as 60 events 
indicates that perhaps the “psychological threshold” of WMD use had been crossed prior 
to 1995,70 if not on such a large scale. 

Hoffman also contends that the 1998 bombings of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania 
were a watershed moment for the new terrorism: first, the bombers inflicted random, 
widespread casualties rather than striking directly and in a limited way at the citizens of 
the enemy state; second, the bombings occurred in Africa, which is outside the normal 
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area of terrorist operations and where states generally are not well prepared to deal with 
terrorism; third, the bombings were believed to be the work of Osama Bin Laden, not a 
pre-existing, identifiable terrorist organization; fourth, the bombings have not been 
clearly claimed; and fifth, the bombers apparently were organized only on an ad hoc 
basis.71  However, this seems to ignore the indiscriminate nature of many terrorist attacks 
(airplane bombings, for example), the already-present volume of African terrorism 
(witnessed in Algeria, Egypt, Burundi and South Africa, among others) and the number 
of terrorist incidents that regularly go unclaimed.  Interestingly, the October 2000 
bombing of the USS Cole in Yemen - reputedly also the handiwork of Bin Laden - was 
targeted at US military personnel, in the Middle East, with a conventional bomb. 

Similarly, although one must acknowledge that the astonishing number of casualties from 
the recent attack on New York and Washington would be predicted by the new terrorism 
paradigm, there are a number of older trends evident in the 11 September attack.  The 
terrorists used an old-fashioned, low-tech approach by hijacking commercial airliners, 
carried out with simple weapons like knives and box cutters.  Their targets were highly 
symbolic - the World Trade Center and the Pentagon - and they had planned to hit other 
symbols like the White House and the US Capitol building.  Early indications suggest 
that Bin Laden’s group received not only state sponsorship in the form of safe haven 
from Afghanistan, but intelligence information, funding and false documents from Iraq. 

The logical and empirical reasons for questioning a shift to the new paradigm of terrorism 
are clear.  Contrary to the theorists, it seems that the motivations of known terrorist 
groups have not changed substantially; religious fanaticism and anarchism are powerful 
but not new.  Indeed, Paul Wilkinson points out that “the underlying causes of the bitter 
ethnic and religious struggles which spawn terrorism pre-dated the Cold War, and most 
of these conflicts remain unresolved.”  Even those terrorist groups whose strategic 
objectives do not include national governance still pursue attention and 
acknowledgement, although sometimes this is for internal audiences rather than external.  
It is difficult to put a finger on terrorists’ state sponsors, as well as private financiers or 
organized crime groups, at least based on unclassified sources.  Although the emerging 
network-based organizations bear watching, there are still many terrorist organizations 
that fit the traditional mold and may be susceptible to existing counter-terrorism tactics.  
And finally, the most tragic terrorist incidents of the 1990s do not seem to provide 
sufficient support for the new paradigm.  It remains to be seen from the evidence 
collected after the 11 September attacks whether it is the archetype of the new paradigm 
or a one-time aberration from the older trends. 

US Problem Frame vs. Global Phenomenon 

If the new paradigm is not well supported, there must be some other basis for its apparent 
acceptance.  The basis may be found in the institutional impact of adopting the new 
paradigm.  The degree to which the new paradigm is accepted will greatly influence the 
direction and funding of the global campaign against terrorism, particularly in the United 
States.  Key proponents of the paradigm include the analysts at places like the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies and the RAND Corporation (home to Laqueur and 
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Hoffman respectively), who influence both mid-level bureaucrats (at CIA, State and 
DOD, whose job it is to defend against terrorism) and the policy makers who decide how 
to spend the government’s counter-terrorism money.  

The contrasting paradigms have tremendous implications for funding decisions and the 
various institutions involved in fighting terrorism which use those funds.  If we believe 
the old paradigm, then we are likely to see a continuation of bombings, state sponsors, 
sequential and negotiable political motives and low risk of WMD.  This fits with the 
needs of several kinds of organizations.  First are those which deal primarily with nation-
states, sanctions and diplomatic negotiations (the US State Department and international 
organizations).  Second are organizations that are essentially reactive in nature - law 
enforcement (Department of Justice [DOJ] and the FBI), emergency responders who need 
training and equipment (the National Guard and state and local emergency services), and 
public health providers (such as the Department of Health and Human Services [HHS] 
and the World Health Organization). Third are those institutions that are not well-tuned to 
dealing with new problems or rapidly-developing crises (such as major multilateral 
organizations like the G-7 and the United Nations).   

Many of these institutions have mixed incentives.  On the one hand, they may wish to 
resist the move to the new paradigm because the shift may force a painful change in their 
organizational mission or reduce their funding; on the other, they may find a way to 
capture the new paradigm and make it their own - i.e., to turn it into effective budget 
requests.  The FBI, for example, cites the “new trend in terrorism . . . of less frequent but 
more destructive attacks” and uses the language of national security - not law 
enforcement - to support a range of new counter-terrorism programs.72  The Office of 
Justice Programs in DOJ saw an increase in funding for state and local domestic 
preparedness programs from zero in FY1997 to roughly $135 million in FY2000 for 
national training centers and programs for first responders.73  Funding for HHS for its 
“bioterrorism initiative” increased from $7 million in 1996 to more than $200 million by 
2000.74  Not about to be left behind, the National Guard created Rapid Assessment and 
Initial Detection (RAID) teams to respond to biological or chemical attacks, despite the 
fact that there are more than 600 existing state and local hazmat response teams capable 
of responding to terrorist incidents.  The first 10 RAID teams were established in 1999 at 
a cost of $52 million, with another $38 million requested the following year to set up five 
more.75

If we believe the new paradigm, we are more likely to see new motivations and 
heretofore undiscovered actors, new technologies such as lasers and non-lethal weapons, 
new tactics such as cyberwar and a much greater chance of WMD attacks.  The new 
paradigm fits with the imperatives and goals of three other types of institutions.  First are 
the proactive institutions that must somehow predict or preempt terrorist attacks, such as 
the Central Intelligence Agency and the National Security Agency.  Second are those 
whose missions are most closely related to the new threats, particularly the high-
technology side - like the Air Force and DARPA, who will be asked to devise new 
technical solutions.  Third is a different set of reactive organizations, emergency 
responders that would be called upon to respond to a massively destructive attack (such 
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as the Federal Emergency Management Agency and the State Department’s Foreign 
Emergency Support Team).76  These organizations have obvious incentives to make the 
shift to the new terrorism paradigm because it offers opportunities for expanded missions 
and increased funding.  In fact, the Pentagon’s FY2000 budget for counter-terrorism was 
about $4.5 billion (plus another $2.3 billion for personnel costs associated with counter-
terrorism and force protection), and the State Department’s was over $500 million; 
together they comprised more than half of the $10 billion spent in 2000.77

As the counter-terrorism “pie” has gotten bigger - from $5.7 billion in 1996 to $10 billion 
in 2000 to roughly $11 billion in 2001 78 - US government agencies (over 40 of them at 
last count)79 have found greater incentive to hype the new terrorist threat.  The infusion of 
an additional $40 billion in response to the September attack, with the promise of more 
funding to come, will only sharpen the incentive.  Analysts and authors who wish to be 
accepted by this part of the policy community therefore are motivated to articulate and 
advocate the new paradigm.  This is not to suggest by any means that they are engaging 
in some kind of intellectual dishonesty, but a confluence between the findings of social 
scientists or policy analysts and the imperatives of the institution funding their research is 
not unusual. 

To be fair, it is not only potential government contractors who wish to influence funding 
decisions.  Schweitzer boldly offers that “we need a long-term strategy to counter 
terrorism in its many new forms . . . with a U.S. commitment on a level that rivals our 
expenditures to ensure we did not lose the Cold War” (emphasis added).80  Prior to 11 
September the idea of spending tens of billions of dollars a year would have seemed 
alarmist, but since that date it seems to be the universal expectation in the United States. 

The attack on New York and Washington brought forth a global outcry, and immediate 
pleas for a global response.  President Bush moved quickly to define the threat of 
terrorism in global terms, supported by other world leaders such as British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair (“This was in a very real sense an attack on all of us . . .. We must stand 
united in response.”) and Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien (“The world has been 
attacked. The world must respond.”).81  But the notion that “this could happen 
anywhere,” while appealing, is simply not true.  It is unlikely that such attacks would 
occur except in places of symbolic value to the US or our closest allies.   

Foreign terrorism experts (from Britain, France and Israel) see the United States as 
becoming increasingly exposed to the new terrorism, and generally view their own 
terrorism threat as different - narrower and more stark - from that faced by America.82  
There are also many different interpretations of the terrorist threat among states that the 
US is asking to join in the global fight against terrorism.  French, German and Italian 
leaders have made it clear they are reluctant to join the American “war” effort, perhaps 
fearing domestic unrest in their own large Muslim communities.  China is willing to 
assist the US if it will join China in fighting Muslim separatists and Taiwanese 
independence activists.83  Russia’s involvement may be tied to ending criticism of its war 
on Chechnya.  Moderate Arab states like Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia find themselves  
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in a precarious position as they decide how far to go in cooperating with the US, though 
Turkey seems to have come down squarely on the side of the global effort. 

Thus it seems that the new terrorism is primarily a US policy frame, not truly a global 
phenomenon, despite the valiant efforts of some world leaders to define it as such.  The 
implications for other nation-states and international bodies of a truly new terrorism 
paradigm are extremely complex and challenging, and do not coincide with the 
institutional imperatives found in most US government agencies.  In the aftermath of 11 
September, it should not be forgotten that terrorism comes in many shapes and sizes and 
has many faces - not just Bin Laden’s. 

CONCLUSION: EVOLUTION NOT REVOLUTION 

The argument that access to weapons of mass destruction will be “the most striking new 
development in terrorism in the future”84 may well be true, and we may see more attacks 
like September’s.  The intent of this analysis is not to disprove wholly the new paradigm, 
or to suggest that policy adaptations and innovations are unnecessary, but to suggest that 
it is perhaps too soon to declare a paradigm shift.  Indeed, the State Department has 
pointed out the difficulties in finding clear patterns in terrorism.85  There are some 
disturbing trends evolving that seem likely to pose new threats in the future, but it is as 
yet impossible to state unequivocally that we are witnessing a revolution to a “new” 
terrorism. 

The language of the “new” terrorism is evident everywhere in the aftermath of 11 
September.  A Washington Post story days after the attack ran under the headline: “Bin 
Laden: Architect of New Global Terrorism,” and its authors wrote that the first World 
Trade Center bombing in 1993 “sketched the first rough outlines of a new kind of 
terrorism that emerged as a finished portrait on Tuesday . . ..”86  Bruce Hoffman was 
quoted as saying, “This kind of terrorism is the face of war in the 21st century,”87 and 
wrote an op-ed piece titled “Terror’s Aftermath: A Counterterrorism Policy for 
Yesterday’s Threat.”88  One horrendous incident alone does not form a new pattern.  In 
fact, terrorism seems to be returning to its historic roots in many ways. 
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