
Counterterrorism Instruments: 
Introduction 

In a previous lesson, we examined intelligence, which is one of the instruments government 
uses to counter terrorism. And in this lesson, we're going to look at the other principal 
instruments besides intelligence. For the most part, we're talking about tools that are used to go 
directly against the capabilities and activities of known terrorist groups. They are what we would 
call offensive instruments.  
 
But before we get into them we should note that, that really doesn't embrace all of 
counterterrorism. There are also-- in particular-- security countermeasures including border 
controls, fences, bollards, guard dogs, everything that is used to protect a particular country, or 
facility, or installation. Those are the defensive measures in contrast to offensive ones. And 
defensive measures like that can save lives.  
 
They do save lives even when they don't altogether prevent a terrorist attack. That's what we 
saw with the Khobar Towers bombing-- in a previous lesson-- in 1996. Also, defensive security 
measures may often-- and we've seen evidence of this in the past-- dissuade or deter terrorists 
from going after a particular target. They case the target, they do reconnaissance, and they 
realize the security is just too tough for them to surmount and they stand down.  
 
And in some other cases, they might not stand down on their operation but the security 
countermeasures force them to do something more. To build a bigger bomb, to make it a bigger 
operation. And in a sense that's bad. But in another sense, it may be good for counterterrorism, 
because it makes the operation that much easier to detect. We're more likely to find someone 
building a very big bomb than a small one.  
 
Defensive security countermeasures do have their limitations, though. The main one is, you 
simply can't protect everything. That's fiscally and physically impossible.  
 
And even if you protect one thing, terrorists who are intent on conducting an operation may 
simply redirect their attention someplace else. And we've seen something about like this in 
recent years with all the tremendous emphasis on aviation security-- especially after 9/11-- we 
might not see that method used again. But some of the people who might otherwise have used 
it are devoting their efforts to some other target.  
 
And finally, every security countermeasure, no matter how much good it does-- let's face it-- it 
does impede our personal freedom and liberty just a little bit. Every time we empty our pockets 
and go through a metal detector, or any time we are denied access to a building that used to 
have openness to the public and no longer does, we're a little bit less free. We could be a lot 
more secure from terrorism if we lived in a tightly controlled police state but most of us don't 



want to do that. So there's always that trade-off.  
 
We also should note that how much terrorism is conducted against us is also a function of 
anything that gets people angry enough to join a terrorist group and to use the extreme 
technique known as terrorism. So anything we can do to reduce that anger, reduce that 
incentive, is in a sense counterterrorism. And that gets into a whole large field of policies-- both 
foreign and domestic-- which go beyond the scope of this lesson and this course.  
 
But let's just remember that the things that affect the amount of terrorism likely to be aimed 
against us do not just include what have the counterterrorist label under them-- including the 
instruments we're going to talk about. Well, the ones we are going to talk about are principally 
four-- diplomacy, economic and financial pressure, law enforcement, and military force. And with 
each of these we're going to look at the exact ways in which that instrument tends to be used 
and sometimes it's used in more than one way.  
 
We're going to discuss the advantages, and the benefits, and the attractions of using the 
particular instrument. And we're also going to look at the limitations and disadvantages. And 
because each of these instruments has both limitations and disadvantages as well as 
something to offer, that means they all have to be used in conjunction. There isn't any one 
instrument you can rely on. 
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