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Having said that, there are also a number of common elements that can be found in
almost all terrorists’ strategies. The four common elements of most terrorist campaigns
that provide a starting point for developing a robust counter-terrorism strategy are: i)
an effort to provoke an overreaction by the state; ii) an effort to polarize society; iii) a
effort to mobilize and recruit supporters; and iv) an effort to avenge perceived wrongs.
Consequently, terrorism is better understood as “armed propaganda” than as an
existential threat – at least for the USA and European states (in the context of civil wars
and insurgencies, terrorism can of course be part of an existential threat to a state or
empire). The lessons of 150 years of terrorism and counterterrorism is that terrorism is
better fought by law enforcement and intelligence agencies than directly by the
military. This holds even for the threat Al Qaeda and the Islamic State represents to
western states today.
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