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Terrorism as a tactic of spoilers
in peace processes

Ekaterina Stepanova

While the notion of a ‘‘peace process’’ is rather vague, the term is gener-
ally used to define a process centred on the goal of achieving and imple-
menting a workable peace agreement (as distinct from the more general
terms of ‘‘conflict resolution’’ or ‘‘conflict management’’). More specifi-
cally, the task of arranging, facilitating, and managing peace negotiations
is commonly referred to as peacemaking. But while broadly used and
generally accepted, the term is far from non-controversial, mainly due
to the tendency to extend mechanically the positive understanding of
‘‘peace’’ to apply to the notion of a ‘‘peace process’’. Thus a peace pro-
cess is often seen as something benign by definition, inherently positive,
and an end in itself to be backed at any price (consequently, anyone who
opposes a peace process is automatically listed as an ‘‘enemy of peace’’).
The downside of this approach is that it tends to create heightened ex-

pectations about the potential outcome of a peace process. Moreover, it
runs against the record of the outcomes and general effectiveness of
peace processes, which remains extremely mixed. While the end of the
Cold War stimulated some very short-lived optimism about the global
prospects for peace processes, the longer-term trends are much less en-
couraging. Over the last 50 years half of the peace processes in the world
have collapsed,1 leading to re-escalation of violence – often in more in-
tensive and lethal forms than before the peace process started. Moreover,
many conflicts in the world do not lead to any formal peace processes or
any formal peace agreements (they either drag on or the solution is im-
posed or enforced, not negotiated). Out of 72 internal armed conflicts
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that started between 1940 and 1992, only 51 per cent led to peace nego-
tiations (peace processes); and of those, 43 per cent of peace agreements
were never implemented and the combatants returned to fighting.2 It is
quite symbolic that, for much of the 1990s to the early 2000s, the state of
the so-called Oslo peace process – the main follow-up to the first Arab-
Israeli agreements of the 1970s that produced the term ‘‘peace process’’
– could be more accurately described in terms of continuing confronta-
tion, failure, and deadlock than in terms of peace. The mixed and often
disappointing outcome of many ‘‘peace processes’’ has even somewhat
compromised the term itself, particularly in those parts of the world that
have lived through the ‘‘peace processes’’ and seen them fail or produce
little positive impact. It even led to some attempts to deconstruct the
term – to divorce ‘‘peace’’ from ‘‘process’’. As stated in one of the typical
critiques of the notion, ‘‘a peace process can drag on endlessly. By defini-
tion, so long as there is a ‘peace process’, there is no peace.’’3

Still, all the mixed outcomes of and complications related to ‘‘peace
processes’’ hardly render the notion useless. The term is a useful one as
long as it is defined in a more functional way: literally as nothing more
and nothing less than ‘‘a road to peace’’, and not given any inherent eval-
uative meaning.

After an agreement is reached, actors unwilling to accept it and under-
taking policies and actions aimed at undermining its implementation are
commonly characterized as ‘‘spoilers’’. However, as a spoiler is primarily
identified and defined on the basis of its position towards a peace agree-
ment, in order to understand, explain, and effectively counter spoiling
behaviour it is logical to start with the substantive nature of the peace
process in general and of a concrete peace agreement. In other words, at-
tention should be paid not just to the fact of negotiations, but to their
substance. Do any negotiations amount to a peace process, and what are
the criteria that make negotiations qualify as a peace process?

Unlike more technical negotiations, peace talks are meant to identify
and address the basic incompatibilities between the parties: those funda-
mental issues about which the conflict has been fought in the first place.
Certainly, no one expects all these issues to be resolved by a peace agree-
ment, and the final decisions on the most contentious issues may be de-
ferred until the peace process is consolidated (that is, until a cease-fire
and confidence-building measures are firmly in place). However, if too
many of the central issues are left over for the future renegotiation
process – for an endless series of follow-up interim agreements, as in the
case of the Oslo process – that in itself maybe a recipe for failure. In sum,
a ‘‘peace process’’ that does not address most of the critical issues at dis-
pute can hardly qualify as such, and those that postpone them indefinitely
may qualify as such but have all the chances of failure. The same refers to
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the inclusiveness of a process: in most contemporary conflicts there are
more than two parties involved, and a process that does not involve the
main armed opposition group, or the key militant actors in the area who
have sufficient capability to destabilize a peace process if they are left
out, may be doomed to failure from the beginning.
Do all negotiations referred to as ‘‘peace processes’’ stand up even to

these two basic criteria – the need to address the key issues at dispute
and the inclusiveness of the process? Should reaching a peace agreement
always be seen as an end in itself, to be achieved at any price, or is it the
nature and substance of a peace agreement, its inclusiveness, and its rel-
evance to the central issues of the conflict that matter? What if a peace
agreement ignores the critical issues at dispute, delays their solution, or
excludes one of several main parties to the conflict? In that case, would
it qualify as peace process at all or could it still be seen as such, albeit
carrying the seeds of its own destruction and failure?
After a peace agreement has been reached, actors unwilling to accept

it and undertaking overt or less-explicit policies and actions aimed
at undermining its implementation are commonly characterized as
‘‘spoilers’’. In the research literature, the so-called ‘‘spoiler problem’’
pretends to assume the focal role for discussions on why peace processes
fail and on the role of violence in peace processes. The spoiler-centred
approach has both its shortcomings and its advantages.
The main disadvantage of this approach is that it tends to reduce chal-

lenges posed by violence to peace implementation to the existence of the
‘‘spoilers’’. The presence and activities of spoilers are not, however,
the only explanations of why peace processes are disrupted: inability of
the parties to agree on the main issues at dispute, a lack of progress to-
wards political settlement, and a lack of trust between the parties may
be more significant in the failure of a peace process than the ‘‘spoiler
problem’’. Also, the excessive focus on spoilers brings us back to the
somewhat simplified vision of a peace process as being something inher-
ently positive and of all those actors who, for various reasons, may op-
pose a particular peace process as being ‘‘spoilers’’. Clearly, not much
needs to be done to spoil something that is inherently flawed or per-
ceived at least by one or several key parties to the conflict as inadequate,
biased, unjust, and/or imposed entirely from the outside with little regard
to realities on the ground and interests of the main protagonists. A peace
agreement that does not reflect certain objective realities on the ground
(such as the stalemate between the main parties to the conflict) and is
driven solely by the urgency of the problem, the scale of violence, and/
or by the strategic interests of the outside powers might be doomed to
failure even with a lack of concrete and identifiable ‘‘spoilers’’. In that
case the presence of spoilers – the so-called ‘‘spoiler problem’’ – might
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not necessarily be a problem in itself or the source of failure of a peace
process, but an indication or manifestation of more fundamental, inher-
ent flaws of the peace process and of unaddressed critical issues of the
conflict.

Against this background, rather than referring to a ‘‘spoiler problem’’
it might be more accurate to use the term ‘‘spoiler behaviour’’. Also, the
formal identification and classification of ‘‘spoilers’’ on the grounds of
their position on a certain peace agreement (as ‘‘pro-peace’’ or ‘‘anti-
peace’’ actors) should always be preceded by and based on a detailed
analysis of the nature and driving forces of the peace agreement itself
and of the peace process in general. Finally, before dealing with the role
of ‘‘spoilers’’ in peace processes, it might be useful first to qualify and
evaluate local and regional players on the basis of their positions on the
central issues at dispute.

A peace process may fail even if it does address the key issues of the
armed conflict and represents a genuine attempt to move forward to re-
solve them. A peace process can both fall victim to factors external to the
process itself (such as changes in international environment) and suffer
from several ‘‘internal’’ design flaws, procedural defects, and other faults.
One of the common flaws of peace processes is inadequate attention paid
to the subjective dynamics of the conflict: characteristics that are more
closely and directly related to the parties themselves than to the key is-
sues of disagreement between them or to the underlying causes of vio-
lence. Effective resolution of the key issues of the violent conflict is an
absolute essential, but not necessarily sufficient prerequisite for the peace
process to succeed unless the subjective dynamics of the conflict are also
adequately addressed. In this context, the main advantage of the focus on
the role of ‘‘spoilers’’ in peace processes is that it draws attention to the
‘‘subjective dynamics’’ of the conflict and to the parties themselves. An
additional advantage of the spoiler-centred, actor-oriented approach is
that it emphasizes the dynamic nature of violent conflicts and peace pro-
cesses rather than the more static ‘‘objective’’ causes of violence.

The role of violence in peace processes

One of the main immediate goals of the peace process is to end armed
fighting, but violence almost never stops with the start of negotiations
and often continues during peace implementation. Still, there is the im-
age that a halt of violence (say, in the form of a cease-fire) should pre-
cede any serious peace negotiations. In practice, declaring a cease-fire
may help negotiations to get started, but cease-fires are neither necessary
prerequisites for negotiations nor easily sustainable, particularly during
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the earlier stages of negotiations. Violence is neither antithetical nor
alien to peace processes – it accompanies peace processes.4 In particular,
violence tends to increase before, during, or immediately following such
key turning points in a peace process as, for instance, the signing of a
peace agreement. A period immediately after the signing of a peace
agreement is one of the most risky stages of the peace process, when the
scale and intensity of violent incidents can temporarily increase. After
the signing of the Oslo Agreement, particularly in 1994–1996, Israeli
civilians were killed by radical Palestinian groups at a higher rate than
in the course of the previous intifada.5 Thus acts of violence by parties
and factions, including acts designed specifically to disrupt negotiations,
should be expected and taken into account in the very design of the
peace process.
How and to what extent do acts of violence affect the peace process?

The effects of violence on negotiations and peace implementation are
multiple and diverse. The most obvious impact is that of destabilizing
(spoiling) negotiations or peace implementation, which may stall the
peace process or even threaten re-escalation of the armed conflict. While
this is certainly the most common scenario, it is not the only one. At
times violence, on the contrary, appears to be counterproductive, in the
sense that it seems to force the parties to start or restart negotiations,
serving as a catalyst for the peace process. Also, while in some cases acts
of violence can discourage external actors and mediators from getting in-
volved, in other cases violence may actually raise the profile of a conflict
and conflict management effort, raise the level of external interest in the
conflict, and encourage external actors to intervene more actively in the
process. In extreme cases it may result in external parties intervening mil-
itarily to enforce peace, but more often in them intervening politically to
reactivate negotiations.
Even in a most basic two-party negotiation model, incidents of violence

can affect one or both sides of negotiations, as well as local actors outside
the negotiation process, and may influence the external/international cus-
todians and intermediaries (by increasing or decreasing their interest in a
peace process). It should also be noted that different actors may perceive
the impact of violence differently – acts of violence do not influence their
cost-benefit considerations in the same way, and the level of their deter-
mination to go on with the peace process despite acts of violence may
vary.
Also, in the context of a peace process, violence often appears in modi-

fied forms and may involve a variety of motivations, tactics, and goals,
different from those that had been put forward before negotiations
started. Such new motivations may include attempts to block or reverse
the peace process, to prevent one’s own marginalization as a result of a
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peace process, or to engage in intra-group violence as a result of violent
splits over intra-party disagreements on whether or not to join the politi-
cal process. These new motivations and tactics do not, however, fully re-
place the previous ones: some actors, particularly those excluded from or
retaining reservations about the political process, may still use violence
for the same purposes they had pursued before the process started (to
destroy or seriously weaken an opponent by violent means). Thus an on-
going peace process may be accompanied by a complex mix of various
forms of violence, some of them modified by the peace process itself.
Consequently, it is important to distinguish between different kinds of vi-
olence during a peace process, including the different tactics employed
(in particular, between guerrilla warfare, terrorism, and other forms of
political violence).

In sum, the dynamic interaction of force and talks not only serves as a
background for a peace process, but can even be viewed as an almost es-
sential characteristic common to most peace processes. Moreover, vio-
lence is one of the most objective indicators of the soundness and sustain-
ability of a peace process. One of the main strengths of the peace process
is not the absence of violence since negotiations started (few peace pro-
cesses would not be accompanied by acts of violence) – it is whether the
peace process can continue despite incidents of violence, whether vio-
lence is not allowed to spin out of control.

Terrorism and its functions during and after conflict

Any peace process is directly related to violent conflict, as it is aimed at
bringing the violence to an end and achieving lasting peace after conflict.
In contrast, not everything called terrorism is related to an armed con-
flict. While the phenomenon of terrorism is a multifaceted one and can
mean very different things to different people, the tendency, dramatically
reinforced by the events of 11 September 2001, to use terrorism as a syn-
onym for almost all existing forms of violence in the world (from criminal
and punitive to all known forms of political violence) is a misleading and
unhealthy one. While a more narrow, meaningful, and focused definition
is certainly needed, there is always a risk of leaving aside some of the im-
portant features of elements of ‘‘terrorism in all its forms and manifesta-
tions’’, as it is referred to within the UN system. This problem can be
solved only by recognizing that there are different forms (types) of ter-
rorism with quite disparate causes and foundations, and that any mean-
ingful definition of terrorism at least partly depends on which type of ter-
rorism it refers to.

As the focus here is on the process of managing violent conflict, of
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primary interest are only those forms of terrorism that are directly re-
lated to or generated by armed conflict. Thus neither the recent phenom-
enon of the so-called ‘‘super-terrorism’’ (high-profile terrorist activities by
groups and networks with a global outreach or vision, such as Al-Qaeda6
or Aum Shinrikyo, that have non-negotiable and unlimited goals and may
be ready to use unlimited means, such as weapons of mass destruction, to
achieve them) nor the use of terrorist means by left-wing, right-wing, eco-
logical, and other extremists at a time of peace will be covered by this
chapter, as these forms of terrorism may manifest themselves regardless
of and independently from concrete local or regional violent conflicts.7
Unlike these forms of terrorism, the so-called conflict-related, or

conflict-generated, terrorism is used as a tactic (a mode of operation) by
militant groups which tend to identify themselves openly with a certain
political cause in a particular armed conflict, and are thus directly tied to
the political agenda of that conflict. Their cause may be quite ambitious
(to seize power, create a new state, fight against foreign occupation), but
normally it does not go beyond a local or regional context. Thus, these
groups’ goals and agendas, by and large, remain localized, even if some
of their fund-raising, logistical, propaganda, or even planning activities
may be internationalized – that is, conducted in and from the territory of
several states beyond the conflict area (as in the case of the Tamil
Tigers). In sum, terrorist activities are carried out by these groups for
limited political goals and, not surprisingly, by limited means (weapons
and materials used in terrorist activities of this type do not have to be
very advanced, tend to be standard and relatively available, and are
sometimes even quite primitive, such as the unstable bombs used by Pal-
estinian suicide bombers).
As armed conflict involves various forms of violence, it is particularly

important to distinguish conflict-related terrorism from other types of vi-
olence with which it is commonly confused. There are three main criteria
distinguishing conflict-related terrorism from other forms of violence: if a
certain act of violence fits all three criteria, it can with a great deal of cer-
tainty be characterized as a terrorist act.
The first criterion distinguishes terrorism from plain crime, including

organized crime. While an act of terrorism is certainly a crime, it is al-
ways more than just a crime. What makes it something more than plain
crime is its political goal8 (interpreted very broadly, so that it can range
from a very concrete to a more abstract one; while such a goal may in-
clude ideological or religious motivations or be formulated in ideological
or religious categories, it always has a political dimension). Terrorism,
however, is not the political goal itself, but a tactic to achieve that goal
(thus it makes sense to refer to ‘‘terrorist means’’ rather than ‘‘terrorist
goals’’). For groups engaged in conflict-related terrorism, a political goal
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is an end in itself and not just a secondary instrument or a ‘‘cover’’ for
advancement of other interests (such as illegal accumulation of wealth,
as in the case of organized criminal groups).

A second criterion that distinguishes terrorism from other forms of po-
litically motivated violence employed in the course of asymmetric armed
conflict (particularly from guerrilla warfare, with which it is most com-
monly confused in the context of an armed conflict9) is the primary target
of violence. While guerrilla warfare implies the use of force primarily
against governmental military and security forces, terrorism is directed
against civilian populations and objects or intentionally indiscriminate.
This does not mean that a certain armed group cannot use both guerrilla
and terrorist tactics at the same time, or switch from one to the other and
back. This makes the dilemma of ‘‘terrorists or freedom fighters’’ almost
irrelevant, as it is possible for the same organization to use different
modes of operation at once and to attack different targets to achieve its
political goals – the same organization can both be a national liberation/
insurgency/guerrilla movement and resort to terrorist means. In fact,
many organizations active today in conflict and post-conflict settings en-
gage in both guerrilla warfare and terrorist activities (be it Hamas or the
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan or Harakat ul-Mujahiddin in Kashmir
or the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam). It is this combination of these
two different modes of operation used by the same organization that
is the main conceptual and practical problem in dealing with conflict-
related terrorism.

While this criterion is by no means a relative one, as in some cases it
might be difficult to identify a target of violence or threat of violence as
civilian and to distinguish between combatants and non-combatants in a
conflict area, it is still useful to be kept in mind. Among other things, the
choice of the target of violence has serious implications from the point of
international humanitarian law: guerrilla attacks against government mil-
itary and security targets are not internationally criminalized, while delib-
erate attacks against civilians (including terrorist attacks) are.10

While civilians remain the most immediate targets of terrorism – a spe-
cific tactic that always necessitates a victim – the victim is usually not the
end recipient of the message. Terrorism is a deadly performance that in-
volves the use of or threat to use violence against civilians, but is staged
specifically for someone else to watch – most often the state (or a group/
community of states) – and is meant to blackmail the state and make it to
do or abstain from doing something. The state as the ultimate recipient of
the terrorists’ message brings one to the third defining criterion: the
asymmetrical nature of terrorism.

There may be various forms of politically motivated violence against
civilians in an armed conflict (in addition to rebel attacks against civilians
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or civilian objects, intercommunal sectarian violence or repressive actions
by the state itself may meet the first two criteria mentioned above). What
distinguishes terrorism from other forms of politically motivated violence
against civilians is its asymmetrical nature – terrorism is used as a weapon
of the weak against the strong, a weapon of the weaker side in an asym-
metrical confrontation. It is the asymmetrical nature of terrorism that ex-
plains the specifics of this mode of operation – the need to attack civilians.
Thus, terrorism serves as a force multiplier compensating for conven-
tional military weakness: a militant group cannot hurt the state by con-
ventional military means, so it tries to strike at the state ‘‘where it hurts
most’’, by non-conventional means (attacks against civilians and civilian
infrastructure). Terrorism is a weapon of the weak to be employed
against the strong – it is neither a weapon of the strong to be employed
against the weak (repressive actions by states), nor a weapon of the weak
to be employed against the weak (sectarian violence between followers
of various Sunni madrassas in Pakistan, or local clashes between Muslims
and Christians in various parts of Indonesia, or interethnic strife in many
African states would hardly qualify as terrorism precisely because they
are symmetrical).
It is important to note that the asymmetrical nature of terrorism im-

plies not merely a gap in capabilities between the parties involved (which
goes without saying), but first and foremost an asymmetry of level and
status of the main protagonists. The simplest and most basic form of
such status asymmetry is the use of terrorist means by a non-state (sub-
state) actor as a mode of operation in an asymmetrical confrontation
with a functional, established, or at least identifiable state to influence its
actions or policy by committing or threatening violence against the civil-
ian population. A more complex form of such status asymmetry would,
for instance, be an asymmetrical confrontation between a non-state net-
work(s) and a group of states (or a community of states, or an interna-
tional organization representing states and nations).
As follows from the main characteristics of conflict-related terrorism

listed above, terrorism is a specific tactic employed by ‘‘non-state’’ actors
in an asymmetrical equation. Deliberate use of force by the state against
its own or foreign civilians is not included in the definition of conflict-
related terrorism used in this chapter, as it is not applied by a weaker
actor in an asymmetrical armed confrontation. This, of course, does not
make the use of indiscriminate force by the state against civilians less of
an international crime from the point of view of international humanitar-
ian law, which explicitly forbids such activities by the state and defines
them, depending on the scale and the domestic or international context
of atrocities, as either ‘‘war crimes’’ or ‘‘crimes against humanity’’.11
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This definition does not exclude the possibility of the state/government
itself (particularly parts of the state security apparatus) acting as an ‘‘in-
side’’ spoiler to a particular peace agreement or sabotaging a peace pro-
cess as a whole. Nor does it exclude state support for terrorist activities
by non-state actors.

Certainly, the combination of criteria listed above is just the minimal
common denominator for a certain incident of violence to qualify as a
terrorist act. This list is not necessarily final or exhaustive in covering
all and every manifestation of terrorism in an armed conflict. This can
be demonstrated, for instance, by the problem of the so-called ‘‘loyalist
violence’’ that may be directed both at anti-state militants and at the
broader population seen as their ‘‘supporters’’.

Among other things, the asymmetrical nature of terrorism means that
it can be employed as a mode of operation not in any armed conflict, but
only in one that at least has a clear asymmetrical aspect and involves a
confrontation between actors of a different status, such as between a
non-state militant group(s) and the government (the IRA versus the UK
government in Northern Ireland) or between a foreign state(s) often
viewed as an occupier and local armed groups (such as Israel for Palesti-
nians or the USA and its coalition partners for Iraqi resistance). In some
cases the asymmetrical use of terrorist tactics (against civilians, but ulti-
mately directed against the state) provokes a ‘‘symmetrical’’ response in
the form of paramilitary violence directed against groups employing ter-
rorist means and their alleged popular base (‘‘loyalist violence’’). Against
this background, where would the ‘‘symmetrical’’ use of violence by
groups declaring their general loyalty to the state, but using uncontrolled
violence against ‘‘the enemies of the state’’ (that may include civilians)
fit? Clearly, there is an important distinction between guerrilla groups
that operate in opposition to the state and paramilitary groups that oper-
ate to reinforce the state by conducting operations the state itself cannot
(does not want to) perform. One of the possible ways to address this
problem analytically is to view activities by those groups that act in close
cooperation with the state in the context of ‘‘state support to terrorism’’
by non-state actors. The problem of loyalist violence is more complex,
though: it can also be seen as a symmetrical way to confront ‘‘asymmetri-
cal’’ threats posed by anti-state groups, whether sponsored by the gov-
ernment or existing in its own right – this is the way loyalist groups
in Northern Ireland, some of the radical militant groups in Indonesia
(Front Pembela International, Laskar Jihad), allegedly connected to the
government and used by it against Christian separatists, and the AUC
(self-defence forces) in Colombia have operated. In any case, the phe-
nomenon of ‘‘loyalist violence’’ is not just fully compatible with but
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entirely dependent on asymmetrical confrontation between a state and
an anti-state group, as it in itself is a ‘‘symmetrical’’ reaction to anti-state
violence.
Finally, to conclude the discussion of the asymmetrical nature of ter-

rorism, it is interesting to note that the ‘‘asymmetric conditions’’ most
favourable for conflict-related terrorism are not necessarily the most
favourable circumstances for international peacemaking or externally
driven peace processes to take place, and are even less typical for inter-
national peace operations to be carried out to implement peace accords
or monitor a cease-fire.12 In an asymmetrical conflict between a state
(particularly a relatively powerful one) and a domestic or foreign non-
state actor(s), as long as the state remains more or less in control of the
situation (and as much part of the problem as part of the solution), it may
not welcome any formal international peacemaking efforts. These con-
straints, coupled with a steadily growing number of internally managed
peace processes,13 mean that in addressing spoilers’ behaviour in peace
processes it is no longer sufficient to focus on international peacemaking
and externally managed peace processes only. More specifically, the link
between conflict-related terrorism and the peace process is no less, if not
more, relevant for national efforts to negotiate and ensure a lasting peace
than for internationally managed peace processes.
Terrorist means can be used at all stages of armed conflict and for dif-

ferent purposes. There are three main functions of conflict-related terror-
ism that roughly correspond to different stages of the armed conflict itself.
At a pre-conflict stage or at the early stages of violent conflict, terror-

ism can be employed as a means of escalation of violence in order to pro-
voke broader armed confrontation (as a catalyst for violence). In this
case terrorism often takes the form of several ‘‘symbolic’’ attacks de-
signed to serve as trigger events to spark a full-scale violence, rather
than of a consistent mode of operation. More commonly, however, ter-
rorist means are employed at more advanced stages of violent conflict.
At the stage of an ongoing armed confrontation (before the start of a

peace process or after its collapse), terrorism is most typically employed
by the main parties to the conflict as a mode of operation, as one of their
violent tactics. As, in this case, terrorism is used in the context of a
broader armed confrontation, it is likely to be practised by groups that
might enjoy some level of local popular support in a conflict area, ranging
from very limited to quite substantial. Also, terrorism is not likely to be
the only violent tactics employed by these groups – they often combine it
with guerrilla tactics (rebel attacks against security or military targets),
and sometimes even with non-violent activities, including social, humani-
tarian, religious, and other functions. In sum, while groups employing ter-
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rorist means as one of their main modes of operation in an armed conflict
are commonly referred to as ‘‘terrorist organizations’’, it would probably
be more correct to refer to them as ‘‘groups involved in terrorist activ-
ities’’. A classic case in point would be Hamas, which combines guerrilla
and terrorist tactics with extensive social work and has enjoyed no less
than 30–40 per cent public support among Palestinians in the course of
the second (Al-Aqsa) intifada.

When used at an active stage of the armed conflict, terrorist means are
likely to serve various operational purposes: while terrorist acts under-
taken outside of the conflict area itself (e.g. by Lashkar-e-Tayiba and
Jaish-e-Mohammad in New Delhi rather than in Kashmir proper, or by
the IRA in London rather than in Ulster, or by Chechen groups in Mos-
cow rather then in Chechnya) are generally meant to be of rather sym-
bolic nature and importance and serve the purpose of blackmailing the
state and terrorizing and shocking the society, terrorist activities carried
out within a conflict area may also serve the purpose of causing as much
direct damage to the ‘‘enemy’’ as possible in order to make the costs of
governing an area untenable.

Finally, terrorist means can also be employed at the stage of an on-
going peace process (often at the end of the conflict, during the lull(s) in
the fighting, or after a preliminary cease-fire or a formal peace agreement
has already been reached). At this stage, terrorism appears to be a tactic
best suited for spoilers and one of the easiest ways to disrupt ongoing
peace negotiations and destabilize a peace process: while the use of ter-
rorist means can hardly help achieve a lasting peace agreement,14 it can
be very effective in ruining a peace agreement.

In sum, terrorist means can be used both at the ‘‘peak’’ stage of an on-
going armed confrontation, when terrorism becomes one of the main
modes of operation of violent groups, and at the concluding stages of
conflict, when a group feels the growing need to resort to increasingly
asymmetrical forms of violence as the range of other options for resis-
tance becomes more limited, the peace process gains momentum, and
more moderate groups become part of the peace process. While it is in
the latter context that the link between terrorism and peace processes is
most evident, a resort to terrorist means by spoilers with a goal of dis-
rupting an ongoing peace process is not necessarily delinked from the
way terrorist tactics had been applied for other purposes and at other
stages of violent conflict. For example, if terrorism had already been
used as a major mode of operation during the active stage of the armed
confrontation (prior to the beginning of a peace process), potential
spoilers may be more inclined to use it as spoilers’ technique after a for-
mal agreement has been reached.
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‘‘Spoilers that matter’’: Countering terrorist activities by
major parties to the conflict

Spoilers have usually been identified and categorized on the basis of their
perceived or declared goals and intentions vis-à-vis a peace process (see,
e.g. Stedman’s classification of spoilers as limited, greedy, and total).15
While categorizing spoilers on the basis of their declared intentions vis-
à-vis a peace process may help identify actual spoilers, it does not help
to address the problem of so-called potential spoilers. It is also unclear
who has the right to make the judgement about whether the spoiler’s de-
mands are legitimate and should be accommodated as part of the peace
process (particularly if spoiling behaviour indicates strong opposition of a
major party to the conflict to the way a peace process has been managed
or dissatisfaction with the contents of a process).
In fact, it is spoilers’ capabilities to disrupt a particular peace agree-

ment or a peace process, if they so decide, that may be no less, if not
more, important than the evidence about their intentions available at
the time. A capabilities-centred approach may allow us to identify
spoilers not just post hoc, but also in advance, and thus to address the
problem of both actual and potential spoilers. In sum, spoilers can and
should be classified not only on the basis of their goals or intentions but
also with regard to a number of more specific prerequisites for conflict-
related terrorist activities. It is on the basis of spoilers’ capabilities to dis-
rupt a peace process by terrorist means that the spoilers could be catego-
rized as follows.
� ‘‘Spoilers that matter’’: major parties to a conflict that are not satisfied
with the nature and/or handling of a peace process and do or may un-
dertake terrorist acts to disrupt actual or potential peace negotiations
(such as Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and some other radical Palestinian
groups or Hizbullah in Lebanon).

� Smaller and more radical spoiler groups (that are often radicalized
factions or offshoots of larger organizations that might have already
signed or are likely to sign a peace accord or a cease-fire/confidence-
building agreement). For these groups, terrorism is often the main or
the sole violent tactic employed and they are likely to enjoy less (or
no) popular support than their parent organizations. More radical
splinter groups stand to gain little from the peace process themselves
and might even become an embarrassment for the larger movements
of which they used to be part and which have lost control over their
more radical elements. These splinter groups normally become more
active at the stage when some preliminary or more formal agreement
with the main parties has already been achieved (the classic example
is that of the Real IRA, Continuity IRA, and other offshoot groups in
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Northern Ireland after adoption of the Mitchell principles on democ-
racy and non-violence by the IRA in 1997).
These two types of spoilers that do or may use terrorist means to dis-

rupt peace processes may require different, or at least significantly
nuanced, strategies to deal with them. The first category of spoilers iden-
tified above are the parties that have already employed terrorism as a
major mode of operation in the course of the armed confrontation, and
continue to carry out terrorist activities as the most efficient and most im-
mediately available means to disrupt peace negotiations which they view
as harmful to their interests and/or security. For key parties to an armed
conflict that choose to use terrorist means with a specific purpose of dis-
rupting the ongoing negotiations involving other parties, a decision to
employ terrorist means is not just a matter of choice. Whatever the pur-
pose of the use of terrorist means by spoilers of this type, they tend to be
effective only when employed by a sufficiently capable and highly deter-
mined opponent, using terrorism as a highly rational operational strat-
egy.16

The capability and determination, essential for a major militant actor
to employ terrorist means effectively, are characteristics more closely re-
lated to the type and character of violent non-state actors themselves.
Even with an explosive combination of a feeling of injustice, violations,
or lack of civil and political rights, the high degree of desperateness of
the situation or the brutality of government repression does not necessar-
ily provoke a reaction by a non-state actor in the form of terrorism unless
the state is faced by a sufficiently capable and highly determined oppo-
nent.

In this context, ‘‘capability’’ cannot be reduced to or merely substi-
tuted by the so-called technical capabilities (such as access to arms,
money, and the availability of trained professionals). Rather, it is more
closely associated with the structural model employed by these groups
and their organizational competence: their structural/organizational capa-
bilities to mount terrorist attacks. The more flexible, diffuse, and frag-
mented is the organizational structure of groups involved in conflict-
related terrorist activities, the closer it is to a horizontal/network model,
particularly to its complex ‘‘matrix-type’’ version, the more informal are
the ties between its various units, the greater its capacity to employ ter-
rorist means effectively – both as a major mode of operation in an asym-
metrical armed conflict with a state (as a classic hierarchy) and as a
violent tactic specifically aimed at disrupting peace negotiations and im-
plementation.

To justify the use of or threat to use violence against innocent civilians,
for whatever purpose, a high level of determination, indoctrination, and
justification of the use of terrorism is required. Such indoctrination and
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justification are facilitated and provided by extremist ideologies. Struc-
turally, shared ideological beliefs, goals, and values are also the key
dominants that help bring together various informally interconnected ele-
ments of these groups and serve as their structural ‘‘glue’’. In the post-
Cold War era it is a combination of radical nationalism with religious
extremism17 that has proved to be most conducive for conflict-related
terrorism.
In sum, it is the structural capabilities and extremist ideologies of ma-

jor armed parties to a conflict – the two more specific prerequisites for
effective use of terrorist means – which make terrorism a strategy of de-
liberate choice for armed actors and explain why it is not every asymmet-
rical armed conflict that generates terrorism and why, even in the same
conflict or post-conflict area, some groups may resort to terrorism
(whether as a major mode of operation or as a spoilers’ technique) while
others refrain from terrorism. The armed actors’ structural capabilities
and extremist ideologies are also their main comparative advantages in
an asymmetrical confrontation. At the stage of a peace process, as long
as spoilers of this type keep specific organizational/structural capabilities
and extremist ideologies, they will retain the capability to disrupt seri-
ously or even undermine negotiations and peace implementation by ter-
rorist means, if and when they wish and decide to do so. Even if these
armed actors have not yet acted like spoilers, they still remain potential
spoilers that can put both peace negotiations and peace implementation
at risk. Even partial accommodation of their concerns would not neces-
sarily prevent them from acting as spoilers, unless their capabilities to
mount terrorist attacks are also neutralized.
From the structural perspective, the most logical way to neutralize

spoilers’ capabilities to mount terrorist attacks and to deprive them of
their main structural advantage is both to introduce some elements of
network organizational design into existing or emerging state structures
(for instance, through more active interagency cooperation) and to find
ways to formalize the informal links within spoiler organizations and turn
decentralized horizontal networks into hierarchies. At the stage of on-
going peace negotiations and the search for political accommodation this
imperative becomes all the more pressing, as the structural model typical
for many of these groups complicates centralized strategic decision-
making and coordination of actions by their different elements, putting
under question their adherence to any formal or informal agreements
that could be achieved.
The most logical and standard way to achieve this objective is to en-

courage both general demilitarization of politics and, more specifically,
political transformation of the armed groups themselves, by stimulating
them to get increasingly politicized and involved in non-militant activ-
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ities, and to form distinctive and fully fledged political wings (rather then
merely civilian ‘‘front organizations’’ for fund-raising/propaganda pur-
poses), so that these political wings could gradually develop a stake in
greater legitimization, develop into political parties, and eventually be in-
corporated into the political process.

That said, it has to be stressed that for spoilers of this type a peace pro-
cess and the political transformation that it requires pose a major strate-
gic dilemma. Moreover, a political transformation of these groups can it-
self pose a number of new security risks to the peace process and for an
emerging or existing political system at large. An evolution of a violent
non-state group into a legal political party could be extremely painful
and may be preceded by or lead to violent splits within groups and inten-
sification of internal and sectarian violence. In fact, in some cases such a
split can drive more radical factions to resort more actively to terrorist
means, in an increasingly irrational manner. Conflicts between moderates
and extremists within an ‘‘inside spoiler’’ may even weaken its position
and legitimacy at negotiations by revealing divisions within the group.18

Also, while the positive effects of a political transformation of militant
groups, including those employing terrorist means, for peace negotiations
and peace implementation to succeed can hardly be underestimated, this
process may have other, less direct, often unexpected, and potentially de-
stabilizing implications for the political system as a whole, particularly in
those conflict and post-conflict areas where this system is still functioning
or has been essentially recreated despite all the damage caused by pro-
tracted hostilities (as in war-torn Lebanon throughout the 1990s). In-
deed, a problem of potentially adverse implications of a political transfor-
mation of key militant parties, at times acting as spoilers, and their
integration into the post-war domestic political context, often fragile and
based on a delicate balance of local political forces and interests (e.g. in
the case of Hizbullah’s strategic decision fully to join the Lebanese polit-
ical system), is rarely addressed or taken into account by managers or
monitors of peace processes and deserves greater attention. Further-
more, it should be realized that, in some cases, it is the imperfect, unjust,
sectarian, inefficient, and corrupt nature of the political system that re-
mains dominant or re-emerges in a conflict or a post-conflict area which
may serve as a strong disincentive for some key parties to a conflict to be-
come fully politicized and integrated into this system, providing them
with another reason to retain their armed capabilities and at times push-
ing them to act as spoilers.

Nevertheless, it is political transformation of militant actors that, how-
ever painful, is the most effective way to widen the gap between more
moderate elements within a spoiler organization that could evolve into
a legal political entity and underground ‘‘hard-liners’’ (or more radical

TERRORISM AS A TACTIC OF SPOILERS 93



‘‘splinter’’/offshoot units), making them easier to isolate, marginalize, and
delegitimize and potentially even facilitating their ultimate ‘‘freeze’’, re-
location to other countries, dissolution, or destruction (as was the case
for many PLO and PFLP offshoot groups). In sum, while the process of
political transformation would not necessarily result in a group’s rejec-
tion of violence once and forever, it could facilitate and contribute to
marginalization of its most radical elements.
Despite all the problems and risks potentially associated with the trans-

formation of key armed actors into legal political entities, these are risks
worth taking in order to undermine the capacity of spoilers of this type to
disrupt the peace process. Unlike the more radical ‘‘splinter’’ groups,
spoilers of the first category are the key armed players in the local con-
text that are likely to enjoy support of parts of local population. These
groups cannot be ignored and left out of the peace process without fun-
damentally damaging the process itself. A strategy of isolation and exclu-
sion is badly suited for dealing with spoilers of this type, as it might radi-
calize the movement as a whole and strengthen hard-liners within the
organization, rather than marginalize and weaken them, which is the ulti-
mate way of countering spoilers of the second type – smaller and more
radical offshoot or ‘‘splinter’’ groups.

Countering terrorist activities by splinter groups:
Marginalization and isolation

The following are some of the main characteristics of spoilers of the
second category:
� more radical or ‘‘splinter’’ groups acting as spoilers may be more in-
clined to use terrorism irrationally (i.e. when the use of terrorist means
appears inefficient or even counterproductive for achieving their
broader declared political/ideological aims)

� these groups are more likely to be personality-driven
� they tend to enjoy less public support than spoilers of the first category
and some of them can even operate with a lack of significant local pub-
lic support

� with a lack of broad popular support (popular legitimacy), spoilers of
this type are more heavily dependent on the need to draw upon cul-
tural/historical legitimacy as a means to legitimize their actions

� they are also more likely to depend more heavily on criminal activities
as a means of self-financing and enjoy closer relationship with criminal
groups; some of them may even degenerate into criminal organizations

� the gap between the group’s declared political/ideological goals and un-
declared pragmatic objectives widens – some such groups might in fact
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have lost their initial ideological goals and, unable to adjust to the post-
war environment, depend on violence and terrorism to maintain them-
selves.
Against this background, the key issue is whether spoilers of this type

have the capability to a strike a decisive blow to undermine a peace pro-
cess, rather than cause it limited damage. While there are few doubts that
more radical or ‘‘splinter’’ spoilers can mount violent attacks (including
acts of terrorism), even while acting without solid popular support and
driven primarily by their own undeclared survival strategies rather than
by declared political/ideological causes, it remains highly questionable if
their violent activities are sufficient to disrupt fully a solid, properly man-
aged, and widely popular peace process.

A classification of spoilers on the basis of their capabilities to disrupt a
peace process is clearly one of the most complicated and controversial
tasks: not every armed group easily lends itself to categorization as a
spoiler of either of the two types mentioned above. In any case, all efforts
should be made to ‘‘polarize’’ the ‘‘spoiler spectrum’’ to a maximum ex-
tent possible, so that actual or potential spoilers could fall into either of
the two broad categories. While the problem of dealing with ‘‘spoilers
that matter’’ (key armed actors on the ground acting or retaining a capac-
ity to act as spoilers and use terrorist means) cannot be addressed, let
alone solved, at the operational level only and requires a more funda-
mental, structural solution, terrorist activities by more radical ‘‘splinter’’
groups might be countered primarily at the operational level. Challenges
posed by major parties to a conflict that have all the necessary capabil-
ities to undermine a peace process if and when they decide to do so re-
quire at least partial accommodation of their concerns, preferably as
part of a peace agreement itself, and a strong emphasis on political trans-
formation of such organizations. In contrast, more radical ‘‘splinter’’
groups should be further marginalized and isolated to a point when they
could be either effectively destroyed (preferably by their own local rivals)
or forced to leave the area and seek refuge abroad. As far as the pros-
pects for ultimately integrating a particular spoiler into the peace process
are concerned, one of the potential strategies that may be relatively non-
controversial from both anti-terrorism and peacemaking perspectives
could be to target and leave out of the political process individual terror-
ists responsible for ordering, planning, and carrying out terrorist attacks,
and those hard-line (often offshoot or ‘‘splinter’’) units and groups in
whose activities terrorist means consistently prevail over all other activ-
ities, rather than the broader movements or ‘‘parent organizations’’ that
cannot and should not be simply isolated or marginalized.

Whether the smaller, more radical groups are able and will be allowed
to ruin the peace process by resort to terrorist means depends, more
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generally, on the nature and management of the peace process itself and,
more specifically, on the link between peace process and anti-terrorism,
which is the subject of the concluding section of this chapter.

In lieu of conclusion: Anti-terrorism and peacemaking

Whether terrorism is used as a major mode of operation in an armed con-
flict and/or serves as an instrument of destabilization of the ongoing
peace negotiations or peace implementation, a link between peacemak-
ing and anti-terrorism is self-evident. The extent to which this link should
be politically established and recognized is, however, less clear. Should
reaction to terrorist attacks or anti-terrorism concerns in general be polit-
ically dissociated from the peace process for the practical purposes of ef-
fective war termination? Or, alternatively, should the two be interlinked
to the point of one being fully dependent or conditional upon the other?
The strategy of separating anti-terrorism from ongoing political nego-

tiations and from the peace process in general (by restraining reaction to
terrorist attacks or keeping it low profile) might seem to offer the parties
to a conflict a way out of the vicious circle of violence and the need to
respond to it. This approach can certainly be used as a conflict resolution
tool to create a short-term ‘‘window of opportunity’’ when politico-
military conditions, for whatever reason (such as a change of leadership
in one side in a conflict, or international developments), seem to be fa-
vourable for a decisive breakthrough in a peace process. But while not
necessarily a one-time tool, this approach can only be applied for a lim-
ited number of times. Unless decisive progress is quickly achieved, de-
linking the political process from anti-terrorism concerns is not an effec-
tive long-term strategy, as most vividly demonstrated by the handling of
the Oslo peace process by Israeli governments in the early and mid-
1990s.19 In fact, it can seriously undermine both anti-terrorist efforts and
public support for the peacemaking efforts. However, the approach at the
opposite extreme – that of tying the peace process and anti-terrorism too
closely together, to the point of making one entirely conditional upon the
other – can neither lead to a lasting peace settlement nor effectively ad-
dress the security challenge posed by terrorism to peace negotiations and
implementation.20
In sum, while anti-terrorism cannot be separated from the peace pro-

cess because the two are inherently intertwined, linking the former di-
rectly to the latter can also create problems. Some standard political and
diplomatic techniques (for instance, recognizing a certain group as a ne-
gotiating partner on condition that it puts a temporary moratorium on its
terrorist activities) may be used to address this problem, but, as noted
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above, not all spoiler groups might even be interested in joining the po-
litical process. In sum, there is a need to link anti-terrorism to peacemak-
ing in a way that is sufficiently indirect not to make one entirely condi-
tional upon the other.

The nature and management of the peace process itself might provide
one of the potential solutions of this problem. Actions by groups and
factions designed specifically to disrupt negotiations (including terrorist
acts) should be taken into account in the design of the peace process,
and the latter should be structured in such a way that it contains some
in-built hedges against potential disruption by terrorist means.

First of all, a peace agreement should be a result of detailed and inten-
sive negotiations on most critical issues of concern. In many cases a peace
agreement itself (or a set of peace agreements at the regional level) is a
necessary precondition for partial or complete political transformation of
armed resistance groups. While resolution of some central issues at dis-
pute may be deferred until procedural or confidence-building measures
are agreed or implemented, most of the critical issues of the armed con-
flict should be included or at least mentioned in a peace agreement.
While the discussion of some of these issues may be left as a subject for
further negotiations and further interim agreements may be needed, the
initial agreement should be of a fundamental, rather than of largely sym-
bolic, nature. As demonstrated by the extended phased Oslo confidence-
building process, postponing many or most of the critical solutions for
a series of follow-on interim agreements can undermine the confidence-
building process itself. The very process of attempting to settle a number
of post-Oslo interim disputes frequently served to erode confidence on
both sides, and each new round of the peace process recreated conditions
that facilitated the disruption of the peace process by high-profile acts of
terrorism or sustained terrorist campaigns.

Secondly, a peace agreement should contain some measures to end vi-
olence, such as cease-fire and confidence-building provisions that may also
precede the conclusion of a formal peace agreement. Cease-fires alone,
though, are unlikely to eliminate violence completely. It takes more con-
sistent and long-term confidence-building efforts to achieve full demilitar-
ization and political transformation of the key armed actors that are act-
ing or have the potential to act as spoilers (as noted above, such a
strategy might be less relevant for dealing with smaller and more radical
offshoot groups and units).

While, ultimately, such a political transformation may be viewed as a
long-term confidence-building strategy in itself, it can only evolve as a re-
sult of the combined impact of a full range of more specific confidence-
building measures. In this context, the use of terrorist means (rather
than other violent or non-violent disruption or obstruction techniques)
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by spoilers is an additional complication, as, in this case, the main prob-
lem in building confidence often remains precisely whether and to what
extent the integration and recognition of militant groups that are or
have been involved in terrorist activities can be politically and publicly
acceptable, particularly within the domestic context. It is at the stage of
ongoing peace negotiations that a group’s involvement in terrorist activ-
ities, even if it was limited to the use of terrorist means as one of the vio-
lent tactics at the stage of a full-scale armed confrontation, can become a
major, often unsurpassable, stumbling block.
To ease such concerns on the part of the major armed groups and the

population at large, a combination of military (security) and political, le-
gal, and other ‘‘civil’’ confidence-building measures is required.
First of all, a cease-fire can include and be supplemented by security

measures of constraint, such as the establishment of demilitarized zones,
cessation of military flights, deactivation of weapons systems, and gradual
reintegration or disbandment of irregular forces, reinforced by a range
of other moves introduced primarily as confidence-building gestures for
the armed parties themselves, including measures of transparency (ex-
traordinary information exchange; notification of certain military activ-
ities; plans for acquisition/deployment of major weapons systems), mea-
sures for monitoring compliance and evaluation (inspections, observation
of military activities), and other joint actions (liaison teams; establish-
ment of direct lines of communication; joint expert crisis management
teams etc.).21 In areas re-emerging from asymmetric conflicts, a combina-
tion of such measures appears to be workable when unilateral actions by
a stronger side (as a first step) are immediately followed by comparable
confidence-building steps by the other side (a non-state actor). As dem-
onstrated by recent research, a sub-area of particular relevance to politi-
cal transformation of armed actors, effective war termination, and the
success of the peace process is demobilization and reintegration of com-
batants,22 whose impact goes far beyond the security implications. As
pointed out earlier, a former party to a conflict may remain a potential,
if not an actual, spoiler as long as it retains an armed capability to under-
mine a peace process (in terms of structure, personnel, arms etc.). While
such security measures as monitoring and verification activities (whether
internationally administered or jointly undertaken by the parties them-
selves) may help prevent a potential spoiler from taking military advan-
tage of groups undergoing demobilization and from taking control over
demilitarized areas, the task of reassuring a spoiler’s concerns about
its own security (that prompt it to keep some armed capability for self-
defence purposes) may also be facilitated by a series of non-military
confidence-building measures.
The scope of non-military (political, legal, civil society, and other)
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confidence-building tools and strategies that can be undertaken at the op-
erational level, with the goal of facilitating the transformation of major
local armed actors (spoilers of the first type) into political parties, ranges
from amnesties and prisoner releases (that could be made part of peace
agreements) to introduction of new anti-terrorism legislation (with
proper oversight and accountability provisions) or modification or review
of the previous rigid and repressive legislation. The latter may itself pose
a major challenge for a full political transformation of armed actors (as in
the course of the Sri Lankan peace process, when the LTTE de facto op-
erated openly in a political capacity while, in accordance with the Sri
Lankan anti-terrorism law, individuals were still detained for their previ-
ous association with the LTTE).

In sum, demilitarization of politics and transformation of warring par-
ties into political actors should be seen as priority tasks for both anti-
terrorism and peace implementation. Only in so far as significant prog-
ress in demilitarization and political transformation of key local armed
actors is achieved through a coordinated approach, combining military/
security, political, legal, and other means and undertaken both at a
shorter-term operational level and at a longer-term strategic level, can
some of the more ambitious normative tasks be effectively addressed in
a post-conflict environment, such as protection of human rights and
democracy-building. It does not mean that all human-rights-related issues
should be deferred until the peace is firmly implemented. Moreover, a
peace agreement explicitly outlawing discrimination may serve as an
anti-terrorist tool itself, as it is the lack of, or mass violations of, political
and civil rights that appears to be one of the few factors that has a direct
positive correlation with the resort to terrorism.23 At the same time, for-
mal human rights commitments are unlikely to be implemented unless
the general demilitarization and basic political transformation of the key
armed actors are achieved, and attempts to apply high standards of hu-
man rights to war-torn environments where there is no way to guarantee
these rights may discredit democracy-building and further undermine
confidence between the parties or between the parties and international
custodians.

The same applies to the goal of rapid democratization, often pursued
in parallel to a peace process. A need for caution here is even more
pressing in those conflict and post-conflict areas where terrorism has
been used, whether as a mode of armed resistance or as a spoiler’s tech-
nique. The relationship between terrorism and democracy in general may
be quite ambiguous: while democratic states may be more dramatically
hit by attacks on their civilians (as they value the lives of their civilians
more than other regimes), established democracies rarely give pretext
for large-scale domestic, home-grown terrorism as a result of internal
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conflict. The link between conflict-related terrorism and democracy can
be even more problematic. Most of the existing research suggests that
terrorist means used as a mode of operation in a violent conflict tend to
be more effective (and the resort to them is most rational) when they are
used against a certain type of a state – neither too weak, nor too strong
(semi-democratic regimes and states in transition are more exposed to
conflict-generated terrorism than either established democracies or rigid
authoritarian regimes). In unstable war-torn environments in particular,
attempts to implant democratic mechanisms and institutions prematurely
can in fact facilitate uncontrolled mobilization of political frustration and
violence.24 This might be particularly relevant for areas that have long
experienced authoritarianism or prolonged periods of state failure (state
collapse) and are undergoing a painful political transformation and mod-
ernization. While democracy may be identified as a long-term goal to be
achieved, in such an environment demands for fast democratic changes
may be both premature and counterproductive for the success of the
peace process. For instance, while human rights groups have widely
criticized the predominance of armed groups and their patronage net-
works in civil administration in Tamil-populated areas of Sri Lanka, the
full political transformation of the LTTE in Sri Lanka, essential for the
success of the peace process, implies a leading role for the LTTE in civil
administration in Tamil-populated areas.25
While measures aimed at facilitating political, structural, and, ulti-

mately, ideological transformation of the key armed actors are best tai-
lored for dealing with actual or potential spoilers of the first type, the
most far-sighted political strategy for dealing with spoilers of the second
type should be focused on their further marginalization. The latter may
be achieved by engaging, integrating, and transforming the structure and
ideology of the more moderate elements of broader movements and,
above all, by depriving the radicals of whatever limited social support
they might still enjoy by making peace widely popular. In this context it
should be noted that, in some cases, the very excesses of such radical
groups (including highly lethal and particularly horrific terrorist attacks)
might help to reduce support for them further (and also indicate that ter-
rorist means are used by them in an increasingly irrational manner).
In this context, the perceived legitimacy of the peace process in general

and of a concrete peace agreement in particular accounts for much of
their popularity (in contrast to negotiation outcomes based on pure cal-
culation). Among other things, such legitimacy depends on whether all
the key local actors and forces (including potential spoilers of the first
type) are included in negotiations. As for international legitimacy of a
peace process, it is critically important for internationally managed peace
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negotiations and implementation, but can hardly be decisive for internal
peace processes (while often sought and desirable). Similarly, external
pressure and regional and international developments may play an im-
portant role in an organization’s decision to refrain from the use of ter-
rorist means, whether as a major mode of operation or as a spoiler’s tech-
nique. External influences alone, however, are never sufficient to prevent
a group from using terrorist means in the long term: in the constantly
changing international environment, outside pressures on groups acting
or retaining the capacity to act as spoilers may fade with time.

The link between armed conflict and terrorism cannot be reduced to a
strictly causal dependence, when terrorism is generated by conflict and is
used as a form of violent resistance in that conflict. When employed as a
spoiler’s technique to undermine an ongoing peace process, terrorism is
aimed at re-escalation of violence and can itself regenerate armed con-
flict.

On the one hand, sustained or high-profile acts of terrorism should not
be allowed to impede the peace process. On the other hand, rigid coun-
terterrorist measures, if undertaken separately from the peace process
and with little regard to war termination priorities, might almost as
easily interfere with the peace process as terrorist acts by spoilers. Ironi-
cally, the so-called ‘‘collective impact’’ measures undertaken as part of
counterterrorist campaigns, while not particularly successful as specific
anti-terrorist tools,26 can be very efficient in undermining whatever
confidence-building efforts had been in place (as most vividly demon-
strated in the course of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict).

One of the ways to address this dilemma is by trying to distinguish, to
the extent possible, between mainstream paramilitary groups retaining
the capabilities to undermine the peace process and smaller and more
radical offshoot or splinter groups, and to polarize further the spectrum
of spoilers and reinforce the distinctions between these two categories of
armed actors. The optimal strategy for dealing with spoilers of the first
type and undermining their capabilities to disrupt the peace process is to
encourage the transformation of their more moderate leaders, members,
bodies, and currents into political entities.

As for the spoiling behaviour of the more radical ‘‘splinter’’ groups
(which often takes the form of terrorism), whether it would be allowed
to disrupt a peace process depends primarily on the resilience, legitimacy,
and popularity of the process itself, on whether it includes all the parties
to a conflict that enjoy significant popular support and retain the capabil-
ities to disrupt peace negotiations and implementation, and, ultimately, on
whether the peace sought is perceived as a product of resolution of key
issues of conflict rather than as a goal per se, to be achieved at all costs.
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