
Tactics and Technology Use: Modern 

Warfare vs. Terrorism 

Hi. I'm Bruce Hoffman. I'm director of the Center for Security Studies at Georgetown University. 

And today I'll be talking to you about common terrorist tactics and technology. The contrast 

between modern warfare and terrorism is striking.  

 

The vast technological advances that we've seen in the means and methods of warfare 

ironically have not materialized in the world of terrorism. In fact, some could say that terrorism 

almost functions in a technological vacuum. Now what do I mean by that? Think back to 100 

years ago. There were no tanks, for instance.  

 

There were no military aircraft. The machine gun, just before World War I, was poorly 

understood as a tactical, much less a strategic weapon. And compare those means and 

methods of warfare back then to the means and methods of warfare today. We have Predator 

and Reaper drones, cruise missiles, billion dollar strike fighters, nuclear submarines. By 

comparison, for more than a century and a half terrorists have continued to rely on the same 

two basic weapon systems, the gun and the bomb.  

 

Now, admittedly, guns today have a much higher rate of fire, shoot faster more powerful 

munitions than they did a century or a century and a half ago. But nonetheless, the gun is still 

one of the staples of terrorism today. Similarly bombs today have gotten much smaller, 

exponentially more powerful. They're made out of a variety of materials, including what's called 

plastic explosives, explosives that are easily malleable or easily formed, where a few ounces of 

that explosion can completely blow up a room like this.  

 

But at the same time, we see that terrorists continue to rely on explosives. They've gotten 

smaller, exponentially more powerful compared to the sticks of dynamite wrapped together or 

the canonical round metal bomb with a fuse on top that terrorists lit and threw at people a 

century and a half ago. But nonetheless, it's remarkable that the gun and the bomb still remain 

the staples of terrorist warfare. One of the reasons for this is that terrorists seem to prefer the 

assurance of the modest success that they can achieve with weapons that they're already 

extremely familiar with than, perhaps, risk the inherent failure involved in using more exotic or 

more complicated weapons systems.  

 

So, consequently, what we see is that terrorists generally are not tactically innovative. They 

rarely deviate from the familiar. And that's awful when we see a particularly novel or unusual 

terrorist attack, why it generates and attracts so much attention, because it is so different from 

the run of the mill terrorist operation. In fact, this is why nearly four decades ago one of the 

deans of terrorism studies, Brian Jenkins, said that terrorists were more imitative than innovative 

and seemed hesitant to take advantage of new opportunities or to embrace new weapons 



systems. And this proclivity on the part of terrorists-- or one might say even this inhibition on the 

part of the vast majority of terrorists-- has tended, over time, to inhibit their resort to high tech 

weapons, or particularly sophisticated weapons systems, or even, as we'll see in this lecture, 

weapons of mass destruction. 

 


