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Abstract 

Why it is so hard to understand ISIL? Terrorist groups around the world 

have changed the modern battlefield. Yet the words used to describe events and 

dynamics in the global fight against terrorism have remained mostly unchanged. 

As a result, political leaders, legal and national security scholars, diplomats and 

journalists are using outdated words to describe new phenomena. Bridging the 

gap between the reality of today’s events and the words used to describe them is 

essential because wrong words create wrong perceptions and thereafter may lead 

to wrong decisions and judgments at the highest levels.  

 

Using the right terms is important. Yet the right terms should be applied in 

the right context. Therefore, this Article presents the evolution of terrorist groups 

by proposing a new analytical framework: Civilitary Theory. Civilitary—a new 

term coined from the words civil and military—aims to capture the state of play 

imposed on the international community by ISIL and other radical forces of 

violence in the 21st century that has placed civilians at the heart of military 

conflict. 

 

Civilitary Theory has three objectives: (1) to shed light on current 

developments in the Middle East and Africa through an analytic and structured 

theory; (2) to demonstrate patterns in the evolution of terrorist groups which could 

indicate the future trends of certain groups; and (3) to impact the political, 

diplomatic, legal, academic, military and public discourses, in an effort to bridge 

the gap between outdated terms and the new reality. Meeting these three 

objectives will help the international community to better understand, and thereby 

address, the national security challenges of our time.  

 

Civilitary Theory has three stages or models: In Civilitary Model I, 

terrorist groups exploit weakened central governments and overall turmoil to add 

a clear territorial dimension to their previously virtual infrastructure. They also 

govern the lives of civilians. The territorial dimension of terrorism has become so 

extensive that the traditional term “terrorist safe haven” is outdated. It does not 

adequately capture the magnitude of the phenomenon, where ISIL controls land in 

both Syria and Iraq equivalent in size to Ireland; Boko Haram controls land in 

northeast Nigeria equivalent to the size of Belgium; and the Houthis in Yemen 

wish to govern in a country larger than Spain. Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, and Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the northern Sinai Peninsula also maintain 

clear territorial boundaries.  

 

Similarly, the language used in UN Security Council Resolution 2249, 

passed in November 2015, which calls upon member states "to take all necessary 

measures . . . to eradicate the safe haven they [ISIL] have established over 

significant parts of Iraq and Syria" is stale. The Syrian regime does not provide 

shelter or a "safe haven" for ISIL. To the contrary, ISIL and the Syrian army 
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continue to clash over Syrian territory. ISIL seeks to establish its own state and to 

rule in place of the Syrian regime.   

 

In Civilitary Model II, after these groups gain territory and govern the 

lives of civilians, they move forward and terrorize those civilians in their territory, 

in nearby states and around the world. At this stage, some states (or coalitions of 

forces) respond to these threats militarily. They use surgical airstrikes against the 

terrorists, in accordance with their inherent right of individual or collective self-

defense, to degrade the terrorists’ capabilities. The US-led coalition strikes 

terrorist installations in Syria, as does the Russian Air Force, while the Saudi-led 

coalition jets raid the Houthis in Yemen, the Egyptian Air Force conducts strikes 

in the Sinai Peninsula, Nigerian and Chadian fighter jets operate against Boko 

Haram in Nigeria, and the Israeli Air Force strikes terrorists in Gaza and Lebanon.  

 

In Civilitary Model III, Terrorists respond to these surgical airstrikes by 

developing adaptive strategies to ensure their survival. They acquire rockets and 

ballistic missiles and embed these weapons in densely populated residential areas 

in order to shield them from surgical attacks.   

 

Civilitary Theory also proposes new terminology to help adjust the 

language to reflect the changing realities. For example, in illustrating the 

analytical framework of Civilitary Model I, the Theory coins two new terms: the 

Theory distinguishes between traditional terrorist groups and those that evolved 

by gaining territory and governing the lives of civilians. The latter groups are 

“territorial terrorist groups,” and include groups like ISIL, Boko Haram, Hamas, 

Hezbollah, Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis and the Huthis in Yemen. In addition, Civilitary 

Theory proposes to coin a term to capture the territorial dimension of terrorism, 

calling such territories “terroristates.”  

 

To help illustrate the analytical framework of Civilitary Model III, the 

Theory coins three new terms: the missile arsenals acquired by terrorists for 

terrorist purposes are described as “terroballistic capabilities” or “terrorocketing 

capabilities”; In addition, the act of missile launching by terrorists against 

civilians living in densely populated residential areas is named a “terroballistic 

attack”; and last, the terrorists’ strategic decision to embed their missiles and 

other terrorist infrastructures among civilians living in densely populated civilian 

areas is named “ascivilation” (a portmanteau of the words “assimilation” and 

“civilian”). 

 

 The Article then classifies the activities of six territorial terrorist groups 

into Models I, II, and III and demonstrates how their patterns of behavior comply 

with the analytic framework: Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon are 

classified as Civilitary Model III groups; ISIL in Iraq and Syria, Boko Haram in 

Northern Nigeria and Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai Peninsula are all 

classified as Civilitary Model II groups; and the Houthis in Yemen are classified 

as a Civilitary Model I group. 
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Understanding the evolution of terrorism through the lens of Civilitary 

Theory will help leaders to shape better national security strategies. It will 

advance interdisciplinary scholarship by national security experts, legal scholars, 

counterterrorism specialists, military strategists and others. And it will help 

diplomats and journalists to generate in depth analyses that could help both 

leaders and the general public to better understand ISIL and similar groups and 

thereby to meet the national security challenges of our time.   
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I.  The Gap: Old Words, New Reality 

Terrorist groups around the world have changed the modern battlefield. 

Yet the words used to describe events and dynamics in the battlefield have 

remained mostly unchanged. As a result, political leaders, legal and national 

security scholars, diplomats, and the international media are using outdated words 

to describe new phenomena.
1
 There is a need to bridge the gap between old words 

and new realities because wrong words create wrong perceptions
2
 and thereafter 

lead to wrong decision-making and wrong judgment at the highest level.
3
 

 

It is also important to close the gap because of the rapid pace with which 

this new type of battlefield is developing. It is spreading in different geographic 

areas (Iraq, Syria, Nigeria, Yemen, Lebanon, Somalia, Gaza, Sinai Peninsula, 

Pakistan, and Afghanistan, to name just a few) and is affecting the lives of 

millions of civilians. Bridging this gap is additionally relevant in the course of 

shaping the strategy of the U.S-led coalition forces to degrade, and ultimately 

destroy, ISIL through a comprehensive and sustained counter-terrorism strategy.
4
  

 

In his 1946 landmark essay, Politics and the English Language, George 

Orwell warned of worn-out words and metaphors that “have lost all evocative 

power and are merely used because they save people the trouble of inventing 

phrases for themselves.”
5
 Orwell envisioned a future in which scholars, 

                                                 
1
 As Henry Kissinger insightfully stated, while “the U.S. administration has been right to 

recognize terror as a global problem that is deeply threatening, the U.S. has not been able to 

operationalize a response or develop a language to discuss it.” PHILIP BOBBITT, TERROR AND 

CONSENT: THE WARS OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY (2009)‏. 
2
 See Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (1976); William D. 

Casebeer & James A. Russell, Storytelling and Terrorism: Towards a Comprehensive Counter - 

Narrative Strategy (2005); A.B.A., National Security Law in the News: A Guide for Journalists, 

Scholars, and Policymakers (2012). For a more general framework, see Stephen Holmes, In Case 

of Emergency: Misunderstanding Tradeoffs in the War on Terror, 97 Cal. L. Rev. 301 (2009); 

Warring with Words: Narrative and Metaphor in Politics Ch. 5 (Michael Hanne, William D. 

Crano, and Jeffery Scott Mio, eds. 2014); Wojtek Mackiewicz Wolfe, Winning the War of Words: 

Selling the War On Terror From Afghanistan To Iraq (2008). 
3
 See PHILIP B. HEYMANN, TERRORISM, FREEDOM, AND SECURITY: WINNING WITHOUT WAR 

(2004). See also Graham T. Allison & Morton H. Halperin, Bureaucratic Politics: A Paradigm 

And Some Policy Implications, 24 WORLD POL. 40 (1972)  
4
 See Barack H. Obama Addresses the Nation on Keeping the American People Safe, THE WHITE 

HOUSE (Dec. 6, 2015), https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/12/06/address-nation-

president; Barack H. Obama, Remarks at the Leaders’ Summit on Countering ISIL and Violent 

Extremism, THE WHITE HOUSE (Sept. 29, 2015), https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-

office/2015/09/29/remarks-president-obama-leaders-summit-countering-isil-and-violent; Barack 

H. Obama, Remarks from the State Room of the White House on Combatting Terrorism and ISIL 

THE WHITE HOUSE (Sept. 10, 2014), https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/09/10/president-

obama-we-will-degrade-Band-ultimately-destroy-isil. 
5
 George Orwell, Politics and the English Language (1946), https://www.mtholyoke.edu/ 

acad/intrel/orwell46.htm. (The problem, Orwell argued, was that some words “have been twisted 

out of their original meaning without those who use them even being aware of this fact.”). See also 
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diplomats, and leaders would “let the meaning choose the word, and not the other 

way around,” noting with sorrow “the worst thing one can do with words is 

surrender to them.”
6 

In Book XII of the Analects, Confucius said that, if he were 

asked to administer the country, his first action would be to correct language 

usage or, in his words “to rectify names.”
7
 Similarly, the ancient philosopher 

Xunzi (Hsün Tzu) stated that “the wise man is careful to . . . regulate names so 

that they will apply correctly to the realities they designate. In this way he . . . 

discriminates properly between things that are the same and those that are 

different.”
8
  

 

For the ordinary person, the term “war” conveys the notion of sovereign 

states’ militaries confronting each other. Yet today the global “war” on terrorism 

takes place mostly in residential areas where sovereign states attempt to pinpoint 

evasive terrorists or hidden terrorist infrastructure.
9
 These terrorists embed 

themselves in dense civilian populations to ensure their own survival
10

 and 

intentionally place men, women, and children in the line of fire.
 
The use of the 

term “war”
11

 may be imprecise and ill-conceived
12

 to the extent that it fails to 

fully capture the hybrid nature of the modern battlefield.
13

 Other terms also seem 

to miss the mark, such as “military conflict” or “military clashes,” as they focus 

on the military aspects of the battlefield and do not adequately address the tragic 

loss of civilian lives.
14

  

 

                                                                                                                                     
MICHAEL L. GEIS, THE LANGUAGE OF POLITICS (2012); STEVEN PINKER, THE LANGUAGE 

INSTINCT: THE NEW SCIENCE OF LANGUAGE AND MIND (1994).‏ 
6
 Id. 

7
 See Janet E. Ainsworth, Categories and Culture: On the Rectification of Names in Comparative 

Law, 82 CORNELL L. REV. 19 (1996). See also Robert Eno, The Analects of Confucious, 

http://www.indiana.edu/~p374/Analects_of_Confucius_(Eno-2015).pdf; Warren E. Steinkraus, 

Socrates, Confucius, and the Rectification of Names, 30 PHILOSOPHY EAST AND WEST 261 (1980); 

Bao Zhiming, Language and World View in Ancient China, 40 PHILOSOPHY EAST AND WEST 195 

(1990). 
8
 Xunzi (Hsün Tzu, c. 310 – c. 220 B.C.E.). See HSÜN TZU, BASIC WRITINGS 142 (Burton Watson 

trans.) (1964); Ainsworth, supra at 7. 
9
 See SITARAMAN, GANESH, THE COUNTERINSURGENT'S CONSTITUTION: LAW IN THE AGE OF 

SMALL WARS, 3 (2013); Michael N. Schmitt and John J. Merriam, The Tyranny of Context: Israeli 

Targeting Practices in Legal Perspective, 37 U. PA. J. INT’L L. 53 (2015).  
10

 See, e.g., Gabriella Blum and Philip B. Heymann, Laws, Outlaws, and Terrorists: Lessons from 

the War on Terrorism (2010); Frank G. Hoffman, Conflict in the 21st Century: The Rise of Hybrid 

Wars (2007); Michael N. Schmitt, Asymmetrical Warfare And International Humanitarian Law, 

International Humanitarian Law Facing New Challenges (2007). 
11

 See Philip Bobbitt, The Shield Of Achilles: War, Peace, and the Course of History (2007). 
12

 See A.W. Kruglanski et al., What Should This Fight Be Called? Metaphors of Counterterrorism 

and Their Implications, PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST 8.3 (2007).  
13

 See, e.g., Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era (2013); John 

Robb, Brave New War: The Next Stage of Terrorism and the End of Globalization (2007).‏  
14

 See Michael N. Schmitt, Charting the Legal Geography of Non-International Armed 

Conflict, 52 MIL. L. & L. WAR REV. 93 (2014); Michael N. Schmitt, Classification in Future 

Conflict, INTERNATIONAL LAW AND THE CLASSIFICATION OF CONFLICTS 455 (Elizabeth Wilmhurst 

ed., 2012). 
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The use of outdated or unclear terminology also creates confusion.
15

 The 

term “military conflict,” for example, is commonly used to describe the 2014-

2015 invasion by Russia of Ukraine. At the same time, it is also used to describe 

the Nigerian Army’s fight against Boko Haram, the struggle of Saudi-led coalition 

of Arab states against the Houthis, and the Egyptian Army’s fight against Ansar 

Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai Peninsula. The problem with applying this term to all 

four conflicts is that they are not all alike, leading to imprecision and confusion.
16

 

 

Consider the term “terrorist group.” This is a generic term that has been 

attached to many designated groups or affiliations that inflict harm on civilians. 

But are all terrorist groups alike?
17

 How similar are the small and large groups 

currently reshaping the borders and the geopolitics of the Middle East?
18 

Members 

of certain terrorist groups, like Hezbollah, officially serve as ministers in 

governments.
19

 Other groups, like Hamas, comprise entire governments.
20

 In 

contrast, some groups do not integrate into the political sphere at all.
21

 Some have 

political and military wings.
22

 Some are rich; others are not. Some export oil to 

neighboring states.
23

 Others effectively control banking or financial systems.
24

 

Some terrorist groups join hands with transnational organized crime or engage in 

                                                 
15

 See, e.g., Mark Sedgwick, Jihadism, Narrow and Wide: The Dangers of Loose Use of an 

Important Term, 9 PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 34 (2015). 
16

 See, e.g., Michael N. Schmitt & Andru E. Wall, The International Law of Unconventional 

Statecraft, 5 HARV. NAT'L SEC. J. 349 (2014).  
17

 Brian J. Phillips, What Is a Terrorist Group? Conceptual Issues and Empirical Implications, 

27(2) TERRORISM & POL. VIOLENCE 225 (2014). See also Ben Saul, Definition of “Terrorism” in 

the UN Security Council: 1985–2004, 4 CHINESE J. OF INT’L L., 141 (2005). 
18 

See Stopping ISIL: What Should (or Shouldn’t) Be Done? BELFER CENTER NEWSLETTER, Belfer 

Center for Science and International Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School (Fall/Winter 2014-15), 

http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/publication/24685/stopping_isil.html; see also Elise Labott, 

State Department Report: ISIS Breaking New Ground as New Leader in Terror Groups, CNN 

(June 20, 2015), http://edition.cnn.com/2015/06/19/politics/isis-report-state-department-

terror/index.html; Tom Lister, Why ISIS is Winning, and How Its Foes Can Reverse That Success, 

CNN (June 9, 2015), http://edition.cnn.com/2015/05/28/middleeast/isis-how-to-stop-it. 
19

 See Krista E. Wiegand, Reformation of a Terrorist Group: Hezbollah as a Lebanese Political‏ 

Party, STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM 32.8 (2009). 
20

 Mohammed Omer, Hamas Forms a Government, WASHINGTON REPORT ON MIDDLE EAST 

AFFAIRS, May/June 2006, 12–13, 45, http://www.wrmea.org/2006-may-june/hamas-forms-a-

government.html. 
21

 See Nancy Susanne Martin, From Parliamentarianism to Terrorism and Back Again (2011), 

https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/handle/2152/ETD-UT-2011-05-3416. 
22

 See
 
James Kanter, European Union Adds Military Wing of Hezbollah to List of Terrorist 

Organizations, THE NEW YORK TIMES (July 22, 2013) http://www.nytimes.com/2013/ 

07/23/world/middleeast/european-union-adds-hezbollah-wing-to-terror-list.html?_r=0. 
23

 See, e.g., Ashley Fantz, How ISIS Makes (and Takes) Money, CNN (Feb. 20, 2015), 

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/02/19/world/how-isis-makes-money/index.html and See, Stephens, M. 

ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror. The Rusi Journal 160(2) (2015). 
24

 Juan Zarate, Treasury's War: The Unleashing of a New Era of Financial Warfare (2013); see 

also Walter Enders & Todd Sandler, The Political Economy of Terrorism (2006). 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/k/james_kanter/index.html
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narco-terrorism,
25

 smuggle cigarettes
26

 or take part in large-scale pharmaceutical 

crimes.
27

 

 

Finally, consider ISIL. How do we name the phenomenon that ISIL 

represents? While conducting the research for this Article, we presented this 

question to many scholars and journalists. The common and somewhat striking 

answer was that we have no name for the phenomenon. Everybody simply calls it 

ISIL, which is nothing but a translation from Arabic (ad-Dawlah al-Islāmīyah fī 

al-‘Irāq wash-Shām ‏والشام‏العراق‏في‏الإسلامية‏الدولة ) meaning “the Islamic State of 

Iraq and the Levant.” While the leaders of the world seek to degrade and destroy 

the phenomenon, the international community is still stuck with a fuzzy and 

inconsistent name (sometimes ISIL, sometimes ISIS, and sometimes Da’ish)
28

 

that says nothing about the phenomenon itself.
29

  

 

Why do the international community and global media
30

 continue to use 

old vocabulary
31

 without acknowledging that a fundamental change has taken 

place—a new reality that should be supported by a fresh vocabulary? 

 

II.  Civilitary Theory: Evolution From Terrorist Groups  

to Territorial Terrorist Groups 

This Article explores the evolutionary process of certain terrorist groups 

through a new analytical framework: Civilitary Theory. Civilitary—a new term 

coined from the words civil and military—aims to capture the state of play 

imposed on the international community by ISIL and other radical forces of 

                                                 
25

 See Emma Björnehed, Narco-Terrorism: The Merger of the War on Drugs and the War on 

Terror, GLOBAL CRIME 6.3-4 (2004). See also Victor Asal et. al., When Terrorists Go Bad: 

Analyzing Terrorist Organizations’ Involvement in Drug Smuggling, 54 INT’L STUD. Q. 112 

(2014). 
26

 See Thomans M. Sanderson, Transnational Terror and Organized Crime: Blurring the Lines, 24 

SAIS REV. 49 (2004). 
27

 See Boaz Ganor and Miri Halperin Wernli, The Infiltration of Terrorist Organizations Into the 

Pharmaceutical Industry: Hezbollah as a Case Study, 36 STUD. IN CONFLICT and TERRORISM 699 

(2013); Matthew Levitt, Hezbollah’s Organized Criminal Enterprises in Europe, 7 PERSPECTIVES 

ON TERRORISM 27 (2013).‏ 
28

 Ray Sanchez, ISIS, ISIL or the Islamic State? CNN (Jan. 23, 2015), 

http://www.cnn.com/2014/09/09/world/meast/ISIL-isil-islamic-state. See also Graeme Wood, 

What ISIL Really Wants, THE ATLANTIC (March 2015), http://www.theatlantic.com/features/ 

archive/2015/02/what-ISIL-really-wants/384980/?utm_source=SFFB.  
29

 Shadi Hamid and Will McCants, John Kerry Won’t Call the Islamic State by its Name Anymore. 

Why That’s Not a Good Idea, THE WASHINGTON POST (Dec. 29, 2014), https://www. 

washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2014/12/29/john-kerry-is-calling-the-islamic-state-by-the-

wrong-name-and-its-helping-the-islamic-state/. 
30

 Exploring the effects of the new reality of global terrorism on media coverage is beyond the 

scope of this article. But for further reading, see Mahmoud Eid (Ed.), Exchanging Terrorism 

Oxygen for Media Airwavesm: The Age of Terroredia, IGI GLOBAL (2014).  
31

 See Ewell E. Murphy, Jr., The Vocabulary of International Law in a Post-Modern World, 

23 TEX. INT'L L.J. 233 (1988).  
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violence in the 21st century that has placed civilians at the heart of military 

conflict. To enhance the analytic framework, Civilitary Theory proposes new 

terms and definitions that help adjust the language in a way that better reflects the 

changed (and changing) reality. 

 

Civilitary Theory has three objectives: to shed light on the current 

developments in the Middle East and Africa; to demonstrate current patterns and 

point to future developments in the evolution of terrorist groups; and to influence 

political, diplomatic, legal, academic, military, and public discourses in an effort 

to bridge the gap between outdated words and the new reality, thereby helping the 

international community to better meet the national security challenges of our 

time. 

 

The 21st century has witnessed the weakening of central governments
32

 

and the rise of non-state actors. Fragmentation of central authorities
33

 has helped 

terrorist groups to operate in a relatively secure environment.
34

 The rapid 

disintegration process has created special geographic opportunities for certain 

terrorist groups
35

 that have acquired territory and started to govern the lives of the 

civilians.
36

 According to Civilitary Theory, this evolutionary process has resulted 

in the creation of new entities: territorial terrorist groups.  

 

What is the main difference between regular terrorist groups and territorial 

terrorist groups? Territorial terrorist groups are those that have a territorial 

dimension and also govern civilians. This observation or classification by no 

                                                 
32

 See Henry Kissinger, Statement to the United States Senate Armed Services Comm.: Global 

Challenges of U.S. National Security (Jan. 29, 2015) (Peace is often threatened by the 

disintegration of power—the collapse of authority into ‘non-governed spaces’ spreading violence 

beyond their borders and their region. This has led to the broadening of the challenge of 

terrorism—from a threat organized essentially from beyond borders, to a threat with domestic 

networks and origins.”). See also Stephen D. Krasner and Carlos Pascual, Addressing State 

Failure, FOREIGN AFFAIRS 84, 153 (2005); Diane E. Davis, Non-State Armed Actors, New 

Imagined Communities, and Insecurity in the Modern World, 30.2 CONTEMPORARY SECURITY 

POLICY, 221; cf. generally ANNE CLUNAN AND HAROLD A. TRINKUNAS, UNGOVERNED SPACES: 

ALTERNATIVES TO STATE AUTHORITY IN AN ERA OF SOFTENED SOVEREIGNTY (2010). 
33

 Edward Newman, Weak States, State Failure, and Terrorism, 19.4 TERRORISM AND POLITICAL 

VIOLENCE 463 (2007); Bridget L. Coggins, Does State Failure Cause Terrorism? An Empirical 

Analysis (1999–2008), JOURNAL OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION (2014); Stephen D. KRANSER, The 

Hole in the Whole: Sovereignty, Shared Sovereignty, and International Law, 25 MICHIGAN J. OF 

INT’L LAW 1088 (2003). 
34

 U.S. DEP’T OF STATE, State Dep’t Country Rpt. on Terrorism, Ch. 1 (2014) 

http://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2014/. See also NBC News: Intelligence Chief: Iraq and Syria 

May Not Survive as States (NBC television broadcast Sep. 10, 2015), 

http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/isis-terror/intelligence-chief-iraq-syria-may-not-survive-states-

n425251.  
35

 See Aidan Hehir, The Myth of the Failed State and the War on Terror: A Challenge to the 

Conventional Wisdom, JOURNAL OF INTERVENTION AND STATEBUILDING 1.3 (2007).‏ 
36

 See Syrian Government No Longer Controls 83% of the Country, IHS JANE'S INTELLIGENCE 

REVIEW (Aug. 23, 2015), http://www.janes.com/article/53771/syrian-government-no-longer-

controls-83-of-the-country. 
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means implies that the regular terrorist groups are not dangerous.
37

 It only means 

that they have not evolved to the level of territorial terrorist groups
38

 Examples of 

groups that have added a territorial dimension and also govern civilians include 

ISIL in Iraq and Syria, Boko Haram in northern Nigeria, the Houthis in Yemen, 

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai Peninsula, Hamas in the Gaza Strip, and 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. 

 

Before examining the analytic framework underlying the Theory, it is 

important to highlight two points about the scope of this Article and to articulate 

two linguistic clarifications. 

 

First, there are other groups of terrorists in geographic areas apart from the 

ones mentioned above that could become or have already become territorial 

terrorist groups. Yet this Article seeks to lay out the framework of Civilitary 

Theory and then to demonstrate its applicability to the development of the six 

aforementioned territorial terrorist groups. These groups will serve as 

representative samples for each stage or model of the theory (as elaborated later). 

Reviewing the development of the six territorial groups through the lens of 

Civilitary Theory illustrates the possible ways this theory could be applied by 

political leaders, scholars, diplomats and journalists in order to have a better 

understanding of the challenges posed by ISIL and other similar groups. 

 

Second, the evolution from regular terrorist groups to territorial terrorist 

groups is a multi-dimensional process. The foundations of such an evolution 

relate to various socioeconomic, cultural-religious, and other contextual 

determinants beyond the scope of this Article.
39

  

                                                 
37

 See generally Jeffrey Kaplan, Terrorist Groups and the New Tribalism: Terrorism’s Fifth Wave 

(2010); Terrorism, Identity, and Legitimacy: The Four Waves Theory and Political Violence (Jean 

E. Rosenfeld, ed., 2010); David C. Rapoport, Modern Terror: The Four Waves. Attacking 

Terrorism: Elements of a Grand Strategy 46 (2004). 
 

38
 See Boaz Ganor, The Hybrid Terrorist Organization and Incitement, THE CHANGING FORMS OF 

INCITEMENT TO TERROR AND VIOLENCE: THE NEED FOR A NEW INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE (2012). 

(“A hybrid terrorist organization is one that stands on two or, in many cases, three legs. The first 

leg is that of the classic terrorist organization: a military or paramilitary organization that engages 
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From a linguistic perspective, Civilitary Theory describes the activities of 

territorial terrorist groups by using three stages or civilitary models. The terms 

“stage” or “model,” in the context of this Article, are used as paradigms, or ideal 

types,
40

 to broadly illustrate the evolutionary trends of some terrorist groups. Due 

to the dynamic and fluid nature of these models, it is somewhat hard to classify 

each group within a single model. Some terrorist groups could theoretically match 

more than one ideal type, and could therefore potentially move back and forth 

within the flexible analytical framework.  

 

Lastly, the Theory differentiates between regular terrorist groups and those 

that evolved by gaining territory and governing civilians. It coins a new term, 

“territorial terrorist groups,” to illustrate this phenomenon. During the course of 

developing this Theory and its associated new terms, thought was given as to 

whether the term “terrorist” ought to be included in the term “territorial terrorist 

group” or if there was room to explore and critically discuss the use of the word in 

this context. Civilitary Theory includes the word “terrorist” as part of its new 

terminology because it assumes that both regular terrorist groups and new 

“territorial terrorist groups” engage in what most member states and international 

organizations collectively refer to (or at least generally recognize) as acts 

associated with terrorism
41

 or terrorist activities.
42

 Further exploration of the term 

“terrorist,” despite its potential usefulness, would divert the focus from the core 

elements of Civilitary Theory set forth in this Article.  

 

Civilitary Theory has three models, or stages: 

 

In Civilitary Model I, terrorist groups acquire land and gain effective 

control over the local population. The groups evolve and become territorial 

terrorist groups. This Article explores six territorial terrorist groups: the Islamic 

                                                 
40
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State in Iraq and Syria; Boko Haram in northern Nigeria; the Houthis in Yemen; 

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai Peninsula; Hamas in the Gaza Strip, and 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. The territorial dimension of terrorism has become so 

extensive that the traditional expression “terrorist safe haven” is outdated. It does 

not capture the magnitude of the phenomenon. Instead, the 21st century has 

witnessed the creation of de facto “terroristates” in various parts of the world. 

 

In Civilitary Model II, territorial terrorist groups conduct a triple terrorist 

strategy: they terrorize the lives of civilians inside their territory; inflict horror on 

civilians in nearby states; or facilitate terrorist attacks around the world. All of the 

six territorial terrorist groups we explore in this Article undertake some, if not 

most, of these activities.  

 

In response to the activities of these territorial terrorist groups, some states 

and coalitions have adjusted their own national security strategy. They use 

surgical airstrikes, in accordance with their inherent right of individual or 

collective self-defense, to degrade the terrorists’ capabilities. Airstrikes have thus 

been carried out against ISIL, first by a United States-led coalition, and later by 

Russian fighter jets.
43

 A Saudi-led coalition of Arab states has also organized 

airstrikes against the Houthi rebels.
44

 Both Nigerian and Chadian fighter jets have 

targeted Boko Haram in Nigeria,
45

 and Israel has also used airpower against 

terrorists from Hamas and Hezbollah.
46

 Egypt, for its part, is using airpower 

against Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai Peninsula.
47

  

 

In Civilitary Model III, territorial terrorist groups respond to these surgical 

airstrikes by developing adaptive strategies to ensure their survival.
48

 This 

strategic approach results in the decision to acquire rockets and ballistic missiles 

and to embed them in residential areas to shield those assets from surgical attacks. 

The term used here to describe the buildup of missile arsenals by territorial 

terrorist groups is “terroballistic” or “terrorocketing capabilities.” In addition, the 

term used to describe the assimilation of terrorist infrastructures into civilian 
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neighborhoods is “ascivilation” (a portmanteau of the words “assimilation” and 

“civilian”). The two territorial terrorist groups that have reached the stage of 

Civilitary Model III are Hezbollah and Hamas. The following paragraphs explore 

these stages in more detail. 

 

A. Civilitary Model I: Territorial Acquisition 

 

In Civilitary Model I, terrorist groups acquire territory and govern the lives 

of civilians, thus becoming territorial terrorist groups. Recently, political leaders 

have stated that they are using military force against ISIL to ensure that there will 

not be a “safe haven” for the terrorists to carry out their crimes.
49

 The term 

“terrorist safe haven” traditionally includes “ungoverned, under-governed, or ill-

governed physical areas where terrorists are able to organize, plan, raise funds, 

communicate, recruit, train, transit, and operate in relative security because of 

inadequate governance capacity, political will, or both.”
50

 In November 2015, the 

UN unanimously adopted UN Security Council Resolution 2249 which calls upon 

member states "to take all necessary measures . . . to eradicate the safe haven they 

[ISIL] have established over significant parts of Iraq and Syria,"
 51

 a statement 

which also requires linguistic clarification.
 
 

 

  Civilitary Theory questions the relevance of the term “safe haven."  First, 

while it accounts mostly for the territorial dimensions of terrorist sanctuary, the 

term in practice captures neither the magnitude nor the severity of the 

phenomenon. The statistics are striking: ISIL controls land in both Syria and Iraq 

equivalent in size to Ireland or Indiana.
52

 As it continues to expand,
53

 some have 
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compared its actual territory to all of Jordan
54

 or even Great Britain.
55 Over the 

past year of airstrikes by the United States and its allies, along with ground 

offensives by local forces, ISIL has lost territory in some areas but gained it in 

others.
56

 ISIL currently administers the lives of civilians in Mosul.
57

 This is Iraq's 

second-largest city, equivalent in size to Philadelphia.
58

 ISIL also gained control 

over Fallujah
59

 and many other cities.
60

 

 

In Africa, Boko Haram has also evolved
61

 and now controls land in 

northeast Nigeria equivalent to the size of Belgium
62

 or West Virginia, and 

governs the lives of more than 1.7 million people.
63

 Hamas does not control a 

large piece of land, but it fully governs the lives of nearly 1.8 million people in 

Gaza.
64

 In Lebanon, Hezbollah maintains a puppet government and controls, de 

                                                 
54

 George Packer, The Common Enemy, THE NEW YORKER (Aug. 25, 2014), 

http://www.newyorker.com/ magazine/2014/08/25/the-common-enemy.  
55 

Raf Sanchez, Islamic State Controls Area the Size of Britain, US Warns, THE TELEGRAPH (Sept. 

3, 2014), http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/11073593/Islamic-State-

controls-area-the-size-of-Britain-US-warns.html.  
56

 Kathy Gilsnan, How ISIS Territory Has Changed Since the U.S. Bombing Campaign Began, 

THE ATLANTIC (Sept. 11, 2015), http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/09/isis-

territory-map-us-campaign/404776 (“ISIL can no longer operate freely in roughly 25 to 30 percent 

of the populated areas of Iraqi territory where it once could,” but its “area of influence in Syria 

remains largely unchanged.” The fight against ISIS is “tactically stalemated” with “no dramatic 

gains on either side.”). See Lisa Ferdinando, Dempsey: Future of ISIL Increasingly Dim, U.S. 

Dep’t of Defense (Sept. 9, 2015), http://www.defense.gov/News-Article-View/Article/616656/ 

dempsey-future-of-isil-increasingly-dim.  
57

 See Max Boot, ISIS: More Than Just a Terrorist Organization, THE HOOVER INST. (Feb. 2015), 

http://www.hoover.org/research/isis-more-just-terrorist-organization; The Islamic State: Can It 

Govern? THE ECONOMIST (Aug. 25, 2014), http://www.economist.com/blogs/pomegranate/ 

2014/08/islamic-state. 
58 

See Carl Schrek, The Meaning of Mosul, THE ATLANTIC (June 11, 2014), http://www. 

theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/06/the-meaning-of-mosul/372589/. 
59 

Alice Fordham, Iraq’s Fight Against ISIS Stalls, NPR NEWS (Oct. 6, 2015), 

http://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2015/10/06/445257571/iraqs-fight-against-isis-stalls.  
60

 Kathy Gilsinan, The Many Ways to Map the Islamic ‘State, THE ATLANTIC (Aug. 27, 2014), 

http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/08/the-many-ways-to-map-the-islamic-

state/379196/. See also Aymenn Jawad Al-Tamimi, The Dawn of the Islamic State of Iraq and 

ash-Sham, MIDDLE EAST FORUM (Jan. 27, 2014), http://www.meforum.org/3732/islamic-state-

iraq-ash-sham.  
61

 See generally Jennifer Giroux and Raymond Gilpin, #NigeriaOnTheEdge, 2.2 CSS POLICY 

PERSPECTIVES (May 2014), http://www.css.ethz.ch/publications/pdfs/PP_05_05_2014.pdf.  
62 

Drew Hinshaw and Gbenga Akingbule, Boko Haram Extends Its Grip in Nigeria, THE WALL ST. 

J. (Jan. 5, 2015), http://www.wsj.com/articles/boko-haram-overruns-villages-and-army-base-in-

northeast-nigeria-1420467667.  
63

 David Blair, Boko Haram Is Now a Mini-Islamic State, With Its Own Territory, THE TELEGRAPH 

(Jan. 10, 2015), http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/nigeria/ 

11337722/Boko-Haram-is-now-a-mini-Islamic-State-with-its-own-territory.html. 
64

 See Benedetta Berti, Non-State Actors as Providers of Governance: The Hamas Government in 

Gaza between Effective Sovereignty, Centralized Authority, and Resistance, 69.1 THE MIDDLE 

EAST JOURNAL 9 (2015) (tracking Hamas’s political evolution by analyzing its governance record, 

as well as its political, economic, and social policies in the Gaza Strip between 2007 and 2013). 

See generally Anat Kurz, Benedetta Berti, and Marcel Konrad, The Institutional Transformations 

 



214             Harvard National Security Journal / Vol. 7 

facto, the Bekaa Valley and many parts of southern Lebanon.
65

 In Egypt, the 

terrorist group Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis maintains de facto control over the northern 

Sinai Peninsula.
66

 In Yemen, the Houthis took over the capital, Sanaa, and wish to 

expand their territory to other areas in the country. Yemen is one of the fifty 

largest countries in the world.
67

 Its total area is larger than Spain or California (the 

third largest US state). Its population of 26 million is slightly larger than 

Australia’s. Altogether, these numbers generate a geographic area equivalent in 

size to France.  

 

Second, territorial terrorist groups do not “utilize the fragile situation to 

operate in relative security.”
68

 Territorial terrorist groups work in lieu of 

governments and, in practice, replace the government by governing and providing 

the daily services for the population.
69

 The more traditional version of a terrorist 

group, which operates in so-called “safe havens,” has no desire to rule. Territorial 

terrorist groups, on the other hand, wish to rule and want a state of their own.
70

 

Therefore, the language of the aforementioned UN Security Council Resolution 

2249 which called upon member states "to eradicate the safe haven they [ISIL] 

have established over significant parts of Iraq and Syria" is stale. The Syrian 

regime does not provide a shelter or a "safe haven" for ISIL. To the contrary, ISIL 

and the Syrian army continue to clash over Syrian territory. ISIL seeks to 
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establish its own state and to rule in place of the Syrian regime. ISIL and other 

territorial terrorist groups also maintain cruel internal security mechanisms to 

encourage compliance and enforce their religious convictions on the local 

population.
71

 These groups collect taxes to strengthen their authority and serve 

their economic interests.  

 

These patterns, which are typically the activities carried out by states, have 

nothing in common with the traditional term “safe haven.” The use of this term 

with respect to ISIL or other territorial terrorist groups may unfortunately lead to 

misinterpretation of the phenomenon and the challenge it poses to the 

international community.     

 

It may not always be clear whether these self-governing entities meet the 

formal requirements for statehood set in the Montevideo Convention on the 

Rights and Duties of States—a permanent population, a defined territory, 

government, and capacity to enter into relations with other states.
72

 Yet taking 

into account the unfolding developments in the Middle East and Africa and the 

changes in the patterns of terrorism, it might be more relevant to rephrase the 

question: Is the applicability of the Montevideo Convention even relevant? Do we 

need this convention in order to understand ISIL?  

 

Civilitary Theory argues that any attempt to define a new and somewhat 

unclear phenomenon based on a treaty drafted in 1933 does not promote fresh 

analysis. It is no wonder why we do not understand ISIL. 

 

 Similarly interesting are the attempts to minimize or downgrade the 

phenomenon by stating that ISIL is only an “apocalyptic cult,”
73

 that it is a 

terrorist organization with no vision other than to slaughter those who stand in its 

way,
74

 or try to name it as the “Un-Islamic Non-State.”
75

 Taking into account the 
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developments in the Middle East and Africa, it may be time to realize that 

something new has emerged.  

 

Perhaps a phenomenon like ISIL could not be considered a regular state 

according to the formalistic requirements of the Montevideo Convention.
76

 Yet at 

the same time this new phenomenon could not be viewed simply as a terrorist 

group.
77

 Leading international relations scholars like Joseph Nye and Stephen 

Walt consider ISIL to be a proto-state
78 

or an entity that has sought to build the 

rudiments of a genuine state in the territory it controls.
79

 What name should we 

give to the phenomenon by which territorial terrorist groups are gaining, in 

practice, a state of their own?
80

 For the sake of this Article, we term this 

phenomenon a terroristate.  

 

The term terroristate refers to a geographic area governed by territorial 

terrorist groups. The most prominent terroristate is the Islamic State that stretches 

between Syria and Iraq. In Nigeria, Boko Haram is waging a campaign of terror 

while dreaming of a caliphate similar to ISIL.
81

 Hamas, Hezbollah, the Houthis, 

and Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis are also operating from terroristates.  
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By not recognizing territorial terrorist groups and terroristates as new 

phenomena that need to be addressed differently, the international community 

falls behind in dealing with them. As a result, at Model I of Civilitary Theory, 

territorial terrorist groups have been able to usually expand without significant 

interference.
82

 It is usually only in Model II that the international community 

modifies its national security strategy.  

 

B. Civilitary Model II: Triple Terrorism Strategy  

 

Terroristates have been born. Their status enables them to simultaneously 

pursue a three-pronged strategy of terrorism: first, against civilians under their 

control; second, against civilians living in nearby states; and third, against 

civilians around the world. Some territorial terrorist groups excel in all three 

elements of such terrorism, while others concentrate geographically on the local 

and regional levels, refraining from terrorist activities around the world.  

 

The first element of the triple strategy pursued by territorial terrorist 

groups is to rule with an iron fist and commit acts of despicable violence and 

mass execution. Besides hostage taking (either for ransom or public execution), 

territorial terrorist groups may initiate campaigns of mass murder which are often 

followed by wide-scale atrocities: massacres, enslavement, torture, rape, forced 

marriage, burning of villages, acts of violence against religious and ethnic 

minority groups, ethnic cleansing, and other crimes against humanity. Once 

territorial expansion succeeds, any newly acquired territory—along with its 

beleaguered civilians—becomes part of the terroristate.  

 

Territorial terrorist groups also terrorize civilians outside the territorial 

borders the groups have established. Their activities in nearby states include 

sending suicide cars or bombers to explode in markets, coffee shops, public 

transportation or shopping centers; shooting at civilians, or slaughtering men, 

women, and children with guns, knives, axes, or machetes. ISIL, originally from 

Iraq, terrorizes civilians in Syria. It has also claimed responsibility for suicide 

bombings in Lebanon,
83

 terrorist attacks in Saudi Arabia
84

 and car bombings in 
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Libya.
85

 Boko Haram from Nigeria attacks civilians in neighboring Chad,
86

 

Cameroon
87

 and Niger.
88 

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis (from the Sinai Peninsula), 

Hamas (from Gaza); and Hezbollah (from Lebanon) all shoot rockets into densely 

populated residential areas in Israel and commit terrorist attacks inside Israel 

(which borders all three areas). The Houthis in Yemen have also launched 

Katyusha rockets and even several Scud missiles into Saudi Arabia.
89

  

 

In the third element of the strategy, some terroristates are part of a global 

terrorist chain that facilitates or executes terrorist attacks across the globe. 

Hezbollah has established an External Security Organization (ESO) and has used 

it to execute numerous terrorist attacks around the world.
90 

ISIL uses transnational 

fighters
91

 to conduct terrorist attacks.
92

 For example, an attack in Sydney, 

Australia was carried out in December 2014 by a terrorist with possible links to 

ISIL. In February 2015, Australian counterterrorism police stated that they had 
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thwarted an additional, imminent terrorist attack in Sydney linked to Islamic 

State.
93

 ISIL has developed a specific group within its organization dedicated to 

launching terrorist attacks in Western Europe and in the United States.
94

 In 

November 2015, ISIL claimed responsibility
95

 for a series of unprecedented 

terrorist attacks in Paris that claimed the lives of more than 130 civilians and 

injured another 350 people.
96

    

 

How do states respond to these terrorist activities? During Model II of 

Civilitary Theory, these terrorist attacks and atrocities present a threat to 

international peace and security.
97

 Realizing the risks, some states have shifted 

toward a more proactive national security approach.
 
Several states are willing to 

use force—asserting their right of individual or collective self-defense—in order 

to secure their local and regional interests. 

 

Once the threat becomes imminent, some use surgical airstrikes against 

members and infrastructures of territorial terrorist groups.
98

 Some members of 

ISIL who suffered from the U.S. led coalition shared their frustration in media 

interviews. “We were inside Ayn Al-Islam [near Kobani],” one told CNN, “and 

we occupied more than 70 [percent of the area], but the airstrikes did not leave 
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any building standing, they destroyed everything.”
99

 In addition, the Russian Air 

Force has further intensified its airstrikes in Syria
100

 after ISIL claimed 

responsibility for the Russian charter jet crash in Egypt that killed 224 passengers 

and crew.
101

  

 

It should be noted that, at this stage, most states usually intervene through 

air campaigns but refrain
 
from “boots on the ground”

102
 or “enduring offensive 

ground combat operations.”
103

  

 

C. Civilitary Model III: Acquiring and Using Ballistic Missiles and 

Embedding Them in Densely Populated Residential Areas 

 

Territorial terrorist groups quickly realize the danger posed by surgical 

airstrikes against them. These strikes degrade their capabilities.
104

 They hamper 

the groups’ plans for further expansion. Sometimes they place the lives of their 

leaders at risk.
105

 From this stage forward, nations and territorial terrorist groups 

start to move in circles and dance the delicate dance of coevolution. A Darwinian 

term, “coevolution” describes a process by which two species reciprocally affect 

each other's evolution and develop adaptive capabilities.
106

 In nature, a long and 

                                                 
99

 Laura Smith-Spark, ISIL Fighters Say Constant Airstrikes Drove Them Out of Kobani, CNN 

(Jan. 31, 2015), http://www.cnn.com/2015/01/31/middleeast/isis-fighting/; see also Inside 

Kobane: Eyewitness Account in Besieged Kurdish City, BBC (Nov. 5, 2014), 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29902405. 
100

 Russian Air Force Destroys 448 Terrorist Facilities in Syria Over 3 Days, RT NEWS (Nov. 9, 

2015), https://www.rt.com/news/321301-syria-isis-448-targets/.  
101

 Mostafa Hashem, Islamic State Claims Responsibility for Russian Plane Crash in Egypt, 

REUTERS (Oct 31, 2015), http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/10/31/us-egypt-crash-islamic-state-

idUSKCN0SP0P520151031#Cp1XuBCY4AIAbfVE.97. 
102

 See Joseph S. Nye, Boots on the Ground to Fight ISIS? Sure, But Arab and Turkish Boots, Not 

American, FLAGLERLIVE (Sep. 10, 2015), http://flaglerlive.com/83327/isis-military-intervention-

nye-ps/, Graham Allison, Defeating ISIL: With Whose Boots on the Ground, THE ATLANTIC (Oct. 

27, 2014); Anthony H. Cordesman, Iraq, Syria, and the Islamic State: The ‘Boots on the Ground’ 

Fallacy, CENTER FOR STRATEGIC AND INTERNATIONAL STUDIES (Sept. 19, 2014), 

http://csis.org/publication/iraq-syria-and-islamic-state-boots-ground-fallacy.  
103

 See Joint Resolution on the Authorization for Use of Military Force against the Islamic State of 

Iraq and the Levant, White House (Feb. 10, 2015), http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/ 

default/files/docs/aumf_02112015.pdf; see also Let Me Make This as Unclear as Possible, 

FOREIGN POLICY (March 11, 2015), http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/11/let-me-make-this-as-

unclear-as-possible-obama-aumf-isis/. 
104

 See Benjamin Wittes and Gabriella Blum, The Future Of Violence: Robots And Germs, 

Hackers And Drones—confronting A New Age Of Threat (2015). 
105

 See Harold Hongju Koh, The Obama Administration and International Law, STATE 

DEPARTMENT (Mar. 25 2010), http://www.state.gov/s/l/releases/remarks/139119.htm; Elizabeth 

Chuck, Terror Suspects Are Frequent Targets of U.S. Drones, ABC NEWS (Nov. 14, 2015), 

http://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/terror-suspects-are-frequent-targets-u-s-drones-n463036. 
106

 John N. Thompson, The Geographic Mosaic of Coevolution (2005)‏. 
 



                        2016 / Terrorism 2.0: The Rise of the Civilitary Battlefield 221 

 
 

lasting contest exists between predator and prey or parasite and host.
107

 According 

to Darwin’s natural selection theory, adaptive species have a better chance at 

survival than non-adaptive species, and those species that do not adapt eventually 

disappear.
108  

 

Territorial terrorist groups excel in terrorism, but they cannot directly 

confront fighter jets, drones, or cruise missiles. How might territorial terrorist 

groups adapt to airstrikes or cruise missiles in order to ensure their own survival?  

 

1. Terrorocketing or Terroballistic Capabilities  

In the course of their Model I and Model II evolutions, territorial terrorist 

groups acquire two fundamental resources: the land they control, and the civilians 

they govern within these territories. At Model III, they add a third component: 

rockets and short-range ballistic missiles. But military installations are not their 

prime intended targets—the groups gain this firepower with the intention of 

targeting civilian populations.  

 

Consequently, we have witnessed a rapid growth in the numbers of rockets 

and short-range ballistic missiles held by terrorists.
109

 This phenomenon was 

noted by former US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, who said that some of 

these groups, like Hezbollah, maintain an “arsenal of rockets and missiles [that] 

now dwarfs the inventory of many nation-states.”
110

 

 

Let us explore Secretary Gates’s statement. The reference to a missile 

arsenal, for example, needs some linguistic attention. For many people, this 

phrase still resonates with Cold War tones, when the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

rapidly expanded their nuclear stockpiles in an adversarial arms race, and many 

missiles stood on alert, ready to be fired.  

 

In this context, Civilitary Theory distinguishes between the enormous 

stockpiles of missiles amassed by territorial terrorist groups like Hamas or 

Hezbollah inside their terroristates and the missile arsenals held by sovereign 

states. The use of similar terminology when describing stockpiles of missiles 

amassed by conventional states, as well as those of territorial terrorist groups, fails 

to capture the terroristic nature of missiles amassed by the latter. Nor does it 

capture the massive harm that their ballistic capabilities, which are fired 

                                                 
107
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intentionally on densely populated residential areas, inflict on civilians. Civilitary 

Theory seeks a contemporary term that connects the act itself with terrorism.  

 

Therefore, Civilitary Theory refers to the rockets or missiles amassed by 

territorial terrorist groups as terrorocketing or terroballistic capabilities. 

Similarly, it describes the shooting of rockets or missiles by territorial terrorist 

groups not as missile attacks but as “terrorocketing” or “terroballistic attacks.”  

 

The strategic decision of territorial terrorist groups to acquire a large 

terroballistic capability changes the face of the modern battlefield. Furthermore, 

territorial terrorist groups need to find ways to successfully conceal their 

terroballistic capabilities and their respective launch pads from the enemy’s 

intelligence and surgical airstrikes. What would be the perfect way to conceal 

their capabilities? The answer lies in an additional characteristic of Stage III of 

the civilitary battlefield. 

 

2. The Strategy of Ascivilation 

In anticipation of surgical airstrikes that will destroy their terroballistic 

capabilities, and to enable them to continue launching terroballistic attacks, 

territorial terrorist groups undertake a strategic process of ascivilation. This new 

term (a portmanteau of the words assimilation and civilian) refers to the strategic 

and deliberate assimilation of terroballistic capabilities and launching pads into 

densely populated civilian areas.  

 

Ascivilation can be illustrated by Darwin’s natural selection and 

adaptation theory. Evolutionary adaptation has yielded some incredible survival 

strategies in the natural world.
111

 Cryptic animal coloration, for example, enables 

certain animals to avoid, encounter, or escape danger by using markings to match 

the color and pattern of their surroundings.
112

 A certain type of spider crab, 

commonly known as the “decorator crab,” hides from predators by attaching local 

plants and animals from the surrounding habitat onto its back and legs.
113

 This 

behavior enables decorator crabs to move about, perfectly camouflaged by their 

disguised backs.
114  
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Like the decorator crabs, territorial terrorists move about under the 

camouflage of the poor civilians. They “ascivilate” into their habitat and place the 

civilians of a neighborhood or of a village on their backs. Once the ascivilation 

process of the terrorists is complete, it is almost impossible to differentiate 

between terrorists and civilians, or between military targets and existing civilian 

infrastructures.
115

  

 

Many people use the phrase “human shields.”
116

 For the layperson, this 

term describes the deliberate placement of civilians near combat targets as a 

tactical move aimed to deter the enemy from attacking these targets.
117 

Some 

observers may recall civilians literally tied to specific structures in order to defend 

military infrastructure during the first Gulf War,
118

 or Bosnian Serbs who took 

UN peacekeepers hostage and used them as human shields against NATO 

airstrikes in the Balkans.
119

  

 

From a terrorist perspective, both concepts—human shields and 

ascivilation—are similar insofar as both aim to shield military capabilities. Yet in 

practice, the term “human shield” may not capture the complexity, magnitude and 

severity of the new phenomenon of ascivilation. Civilitary Theory recognizes that 

some fundamental differences exist between‏the two.  

 

Ascivilation is, first and foremost, a long-term strategic process and not a 

mere military tactic deployed in specific instances. Ascivilation requires a 

fundamental decision to invest money and time to develop proper techniques, 

skills, and strategy in order to purposely deploy advanced military capabilities in 

civilian neighborhoods. Simply put, the use of human shields involves placing 

civilians around existing military installations. Ascivilation, by contrast, reflects a 

strategic decision to deliberately place all military capabilities inside existing 

civilian neighborhoods.  

 

In other words, asciviliation entails the systematic transformation of 

existing civilian neighborhoods into hybrid civilian-military installations. Human 

shielding is conducted, in most cases, on an ad hoc basis. It does not require 
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significant preparation. The process of ascivilation can take years of preparation, 

and it creates a large-scale, permanent change on the ground (and in many cases, 

under the ground as well). A successful project of asciviliation in an urban 

location can also cost millions of dollars. Once the process of ascivilation is 

complete, territorial terrorist groups are willing to take more risks and become 

more aggressive.
120

  

 

III. Applying the Theory: Classifying 6 Territorial Terrorist  

Groups According to Models I, II and III  

Civilitary Theory explains the evolution of certain terrorist groups in the 

21st century. As noted above, the Theory presents three models: the first occurs 

when terrorist groups become territorial terrorist groups by acquiring land, 

governing civilians and establishing terroristates (Civilitary Model I); the second 

occurs when territorial terrorist groups terrorize different groups of civilians, 

whether within their territory, in nearby states, or around the world (Civilitary 

Model II); the third occurs when terrorists, in response to airstrikes, acquire 

terroballistic capabilities and then ascivilate them in densely populated residential 

areas (Civilitary Model III).  

 

The chart below illustrates the evolution of the six territorial terrorist 

groups. The X-axis represents the stages (Model I, II, or III) and the Y-axis 

represents the progress of the territorial terrorist group in each model. For 

example, a group could be classified under “Model II” and also get a mark of 

“high progression.” This means that the group has demonstrated all the patterns of 

Model I and Model II, but has not yet made the leap to Model III.  

 

For example, ISIL has acquired land and governs civilians, all the patterns 

of Model I. It also demonstrates all the patterns of Model II, terrorizing different 

groups of civilians—in its territory, in nearby states and around the world—and 

has suffered serious airstrikes. Yet ISIL has not yet acquired terroballistic 

capabilities and has not strategically ascivilated. Based on this analysis, ISIL is 

classified under Model II with a mark of “high progress.”  

 

The models set forth are used as paradigms and ideal types to broadly 

illustrate the evolutionary trends of some terrorist groups. They are dynamic and 

somewhat fluid classifications, and some groups could arguably fit into more than 

one model.  
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As noted in the chart, Hezbollah and Hamas are both classified under 

Model III, yet Hezbollah has gained high progress in Model III while Hamas has 

only achieved medium progress. The next three territorial terrorist groups—ISIL, 

Boko Haram and Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis—are classified under Model II. Of these 

three, ISIL has achieved furthest progress within the model, Boko Harm only 

medium progress and Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis only low progress. Lastly, the 

Houthis in Yemen are classified under Model I.  

 

A. Model III types: Hamas and Hezbollah  

 

1. Hamas 

Hamas has followed all three stages of Civilitary Theory as it gained 

territory and governed civilians (Model I), terrorized different groups of civilians 

within its land and in nearby states (Model II), and then, in response to airstrikes, 

acquired terroballistic capabilities and ascivilated them in densely populated 

residential areas (Model III).  

 

Hamas evolved to be a territorial terrorist group and moved to Model I in 

2007, after it took over the territory of the Gaza Strip and gained control over the 

lives of 1.8 million civilians.
121

 Hamas then moved quickly to Model II: first, it 
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terrorized its own civilians in Gaza;
122

 and second, it conducted terrorism against 

civilians in nearby states while shooting thousands of rockets into and launching 

numerous terror attacks against Israel.
123

 (However, it should be noted that Hamas 

activities apparently do not meet the final criterion of Model II, as there are no 

reports indicating its involvement in terrorist attacks around the world). 

 

Since Hamas took over Gaza, it has had three major clashes with Israel—

Operations Cast Lead in 2008,
124

 Pillar of Defense in 2012,
125

 and Protective 

Edge in 2014.
126

 In all of these clashes, Hamas had no answer to Israel’s aerial 

superiority. In the past, Hamas mostly fired short range homemade Kassam 

rockets and mortars.
127

 But Hamas has slowly introduced better and more 

sophisticated terroballistic capabilities and enhanced its ability to execute 

terroballistic attacks deeper into Israeli territory.
128

 In order to shield these 

terroballistic capabilities from aerial attacks, Hamas has also ascivilated its 

missiles in densely civilian populated areas in Gaza, transformed residential 

complexes into military installations
129

 and even shot from the vicinity of UN 
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facilities.
130

 In August 2014, President Obama acknowledged the tragic outcomes 

of this strategy by noting that “Hamas acts extraordinarily irresponsibly when it is 

deliberately siting rocket launchers in population centers, putting populations at 

risk because of that particular military strategy. . . . I’ve also expressed my 

distress at what’s happened to innocent civilians, including women and children, 

during the course of this process.”
131

 Hamas executed numerous terroballistic 

attacks on densely populated areas in Israel. During operation Protective Edge in 

2014, Hamas shot more than 4,500 missiles from Gaza into Israeli civilian areas, 

covering most areas in Israel.
132

  

 

2.  Hezbollah 

Hezbollah is classified, like Hamas, under Model III. It emerged as a 

Model I group once it gained de facto control over the territory of the Bekaa 

Valley area and the south of Lebanon, where it governs the lives of many 

civilians.
133

 Hezbollah advanced quickly to Model II. For example, since the early 

stages of the Syrian crisis, Hezbollah has executed terrorism across the border, 

against Syrian civilians.
134

 According to U.N. reports, Hezbollah has been 

involved in Syria in massacres, widespread attacks on civilians, systematic 

murder, torture, rape, and enforced disappearance, amounting to crimes against 

humanity.
135

 Hezbollah’s troops are also active in Iraq.
136

 In addition, Hezbollah 

has shot thousands of rockets into civilian settings in northern Israel.
137

  

 

Hezbollah has planned and executed many terrorist attacks around the 

world through its clandestine External Security Organization.
138

 With massive 
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support from Iran, Hezbollah has acquired and developed unprecedented 

terroballistic capabilities, and has ascivilated them in densely populated 

residential locations and villages in Lebanon in order to shield the group from 

attack. These acts moved Hezbollah from Model II to Model III. Hezbollah has 

evolved further than Hamas within Model III not only because its terroballistic 

arsenal is much bigger, but also because its transnational terrorist activity—

including executing terrorism in different parts of the world—is considered by 

some academic experts to be sophisticated.
139

  

 

B. Model II Types: Boko Haram, ISIL and Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis 

 

The ideal Model II type  is a territorial terrorist group that has progressed 

through the first stage—gained territory and governed civilians—and is executing 

terrorism against different groups of civilians, whether in their territory, in nearby 

states or around the world. Yet, the three Model II territorial groups detailed 

below have not yet made the strategic decision to acquire terroballistic 

capabilities and to ascivilate them in densely populated residential areas. 

Therefore, these groups remain in Model II. 

 

1. Boko Haram  

Boko Haram, which means “Western Civilization is Forbidden,” is part of 

a movement whose primary aim has been to establish an Islamic state based on 

Shari’a law, with a secondary aim being the wider imposition of Islamic rule 

beyond Nigeria.
140

 Boko Haram clashed with the Nigerian government for years 

with a bombing campaign that targeted churches, mosques, government buildings, 

and police stations.
141

 It is only since 2009 that the group has started to evolve 

into a territorial terrorist group with the seizure of land in northeast Nigeria, one 

of the country's poorest regions.  

 

Boko Haram today controls about 20,000 square miles of territory—an 

area the size of Belgium—and administers the lives of more than 1.7 million 
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people.
142

 In keeping with Civilitary Theory, Boko Haram first terrorized local 

civilians. Boko Haram overtook ISIL as the world's deadliest terror group in 

2014,
143

 responsible for 6,644 deaths (an increase of 317% from 2013).
144

 Due to 

the increase in deadliness of Boko Haram, Nigeria now has the second highest 

number of deaths, behind Iraq.
145

  

 

The group appears to be well organized and it possesses sophisticated 

weaponry financed through robbery, extortion and ransom.
146

 As a result, over 

one million people have been internally displaced from within northern Nigeria, 

and the flow of Nigerian refugees to neighboring countries continues to rise.
147

 In 

addition, it has executed terrorist attacks against civilians in nearby states
148

 

mainly in Chad
149

 Cameroon
150

 and Niger.
151

 Boko Haram’s activities have 

remained focused on the regional level. There are no indications of its 

involvement in terrorist attacks around the world.  

 

The U.S. maintains a drone base in the region, from which it conducts 

surveillance flights to monitor Boko Haram
152

 and has also provided training, 
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some equipment, and financial assistance to the Nigerian military.
153

 The Nigerian 

leadership has publicly called for the United States to increase its involvement 

and to fight against Boko Haram in the same way it fights ISIL.
154

 But Boko 

Haram does not face the threat of a substantial air campaign against it, so the 

group’s evolution has halted for now at Model II. 

 

2. ISIL 

ISIL evolved to Model I once it exploited overall instability in Iraq and 

Syria and began its territorial expansion.
155

 On June 29, 2014, ISIL proclaimed 

itself a “caliphate.”
156

 In many areas it governs, ISIL operates a primitive but rigid 

administrative system that comprises the al-Hisbah morality police, the general 

police force, courts, tax collection and entities managing recruitment, tribal 

relations, finance,
157

 and education.
158

 

 

According to Model II, territorial terrorist groups terrorize civilians within 

their territories, in nearby states and around the world. Shortly after its June 2014 

proclamation, ISIL approached Model II by terrorizing the local populations in 

Iraq and Syria.
159 

ISIL abducted hundreds of schoolboys, women, and 

journalists.
160 

The group has tortured civilians and forced minorities to either 

convert or flee.
161

 Numerous reports suggest that ISIL’s mass atrocities amount to 

crimes against humanity in Syria and Iraq alike.
162
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Moreover, in line with Civilitary Model II, ISIL facilitates and executes 

terrorist attacks around the world. According to various sources, between October 

2014 and August 2015, ISIL has directed terrorist attacks in numerous counties 

such as France, Libya, Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, Afghanistan and 

Kuwait, while other terrorist attacks in Australia, Algeria, Canada, United States, 

and Denmark are also believed to be linked to or inspired by the territorial 

terrorist group.
163

 In light of ISIL’s terrorist attacks around the world, between 

October 2014 and August 2015 law enforcement agencies arrested ISIL 

operatives and suspected supporters in Australia, Canada, United States, Saudi 

Arabia, France, Morocco, Belgium, Germany, Israel, Bangladesh, Spain, Tunisia, 

Malesia, Turkey, Kosovo, the United Kingdom and Italy.
164

  

 

ISIL previously relied on so-called “lone wolf” actors that were simply 

inspired by ISIL to carry out attacks abroad on their own—including several 

incidents in the U.S.
165

 Recently, however, ISIL appears to be embarking on 

complicated, commanded and controlled multi-actor external operations
166

 and is 

developing a specific group within its organization dedicated to launching 

terrorist attacks around the world.
167

 As a result, in October 2015, ISIL staged a 

massive terrorist attack in Ankara, Turkey, killing nearly 100 civilians and 

injuring hundreds.
168

 In November 2015, ISIL executed a double bombing in 

Lebanon (43 civilians dead),
169

 claimed credit for bringing down a Russian 

airliner over Egypt (224 civilians dead),
170

 claimed a series of unprecedented 

terrorist attacks in Paris
171

 (more than 130 civilians dead and 350 injured in the 
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deadliest attacks to hit the city since World War II
172

 and the most lethal terrorist 

attack in Europe since the Madrid bombings of 2004),
 
and claimed a terrorist 

attack on a bus in Tunisia (12 civilians dead).
173

  

 

In Model II, states launch airstrikes against territorial terrorist groups. In 

this case, both U.S.-led coalition forces and Russia have engaged in air campaigns 

against ISIL.
174

 According to Department of Defense data released in January 

2016, the United States and its coalition allies had so far conducted a total of 

9,782 airstrikes (6,516 Iraq / 3,266 Syria).
175

 As of the end of December 2015, the 

total cost of operations related to ISIL (since the U.S. campaign started on Aug. 8, 

2014) was $5.8 billion and the average daily cost was $11.4 million.
176

 News 

reports quote a senior military officer in the Pentagon noting that the U.S.-led air 

campaign against ISIL had killed 20,000 of the group’s fighters in just over a 

year.
177

  

 

The coalition airstrikes pose a significant challenge to ISIL. In response, 

and in line with Civilitary Model III, ISIL has begun to embed itself among 

civilians in order to make itself indistinguishable from its surroundings.
178

 In 

December 2015, President Obama stated that the fight against ISIL continues to 

be a difficult, “as ISIL is dug in, including in urban areas, and they hide behind 
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civilians, using defenseless men, women, and children as human shields. So even 

as we are relentless, we have to be smart and target ISIL with precision.”
179

 

 

 The following examples support President Obama’s statement. In October 

2014, two Australian Super Hornet jets pulled out of a planned strike on a moving 

ISIL target in Iraq because the targeted terrorists fled into civilian areas.
180

 ISIL’s 

fighters, according to a national security journalist, “adapted to bombing raids by 

fleeing for the safety of civilian areas when confronted by a threat from above.”
181

 

“ISIL is now dispersing its assets to allow situations to be more survivable, 

requiring the U.S.-led forces to work harder to locate and appropriately target the 

group.”
182

  

 

Similarly, the Russian Ministry of Defense stated that in response to 

Russia’s airstrikes in Syria, the terrorists are deploying armored hardware in close 

proximity to mosques because they know, according to the Russian spokesman, 

that Russian aviation will not strike them.
183

 News reports from the Syrian city of 

Raqqa confirmed, unsurprisingly, that in response to the heavy bombardment by 

Russian, French and U.S. fighter jets
184

 ISIL is now deliberately placing its 

command centers in civilian neighborhoods and has hidden its vehicles among the 

civilian population.  

 

In November 2015, Kurdish forces recaptured the city of Sinjar and found 

that beneath the Iraqi city lay hundreds of feet of underground tunnels and 

pathways that ISIL used to evade coalition airstrikes.
185

 They were found filled 

with remnants of food, medical supplies, blankets and bomb-making 
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equipment.
186

 These tunnels, similar to the ones found in Gaza and used by 

Hamas, opened into above-ground houses and enabled the militants to move 

through the city undetected.
187

    

 

Currently, ISIL has no answer to the airstrikes of the U.S coalition or the 

Russian forces. It has to adapt to the new reality.
188

 As these bombings intensify, 

ISIL will take measures to further blend into the local population’s civilian habitat 

and make itself even more indistinguishable.
189

 But this defensive adaptation 

strategy is not likely to satisfy ISIL. According to Civilitary Theory, ISIL is likely 

to seek to develop more robust offensive capabilities as a countermeasure and to 

expand beyond its current territories.
190

 In July 2015, a study by the Institute of 

the Study of War predicted that ISIL would likely expand regionally and project 

force globally in the medium term.
191

 Pictures taken during ISIL’s military parade 

in Al-Raqqah depicted a scud missile that could suggest that the group has 

obtained terroballistic capabilities.
192

 Nevertheless, as long as ISIL does not 

develop strong offensive capabilities in the form of terroballistic capabilities, it 

appears to remain in Model II.  
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3. Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis (ISIL in the Sinai Peninsula) 

A third territorial terrorist group classified under Model II is Ansar Bayt 

al-Maqdis. This group, which has allied itself with ISIL,
193

 has been operating in 

the Sinai Peninsula but is evolving as fragmentation and political upheaval roil 

Egypt.
194

 In particular, the group has exploited two situations to acquire land in 

northern Sinai: the governmental vacuum created in Egypt in the period between 

the ouster of President Hosni Mubarak and the establishment of the new 

government of Mohamed Morsi,
195

 and long-running problems with Egyptian 

control in Sinai. In the background, a security vacuum
196

 has developed in that 

area caused by the complex relationship between the local Bedouin population 

and the central state.
197

 The Egyptian government has been accused of promoting 

discriminatory policies, economic marginalization, and repressive measures 

toward local residents.
198

 The territorial dimension of this group forms a triangle 

that stretches between the cities of Rafah, Sheikh Zuweid, and al-Arish. The 

escape and release of the group’s operatives from prison, where they were serving 

long terms for past activity, allowed it to fortify its ranks with loyal members who 

already had operational experience.
199

  

 

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis then quickly moved from Model I to II. The theory 

characterizes this stage as employing terrorism in the territory under the group’s 

control and throughout nearby states. Over the following years, Ansar Bayt al-

Maqdis has been responsible for the majority of the most complex terrorist attacks 

in the Sinai Peninsula. It bombed military checkpoints and local governorates
200

 

in addition to carrying out numerous attacks on Sinai’s energy pipeline, which 
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exports gas to Israel and Jordan.
201

 After President Morsi’s ouster, the situation in 

the Sinai Peninsula deteriorated
202

 and Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis began to expand its 

targets, striking locations in Egypt’s mainland.
203

 Terrorist attacks were planned 

and executed around the Suez Canal, the Nile Delta region, the Cairo district
204

 

and the Libyan cross-border region, followed by attempts to assassinate Egyptian 

Interior Minister Mohammed Ibrahim.
205

 On January 29, 2015, a series of deadly 

attacks involving car bombs, mortar fire, and ambushes targeted several military 

and police sites in the North Sinai Governorate. At least 44 people, including 

military and police personnel and civilians, were killed, and 105 others were 

injured in the attacks.
206

 

 

In line with Model II, this group also terrorizes civilians in nearby states. 

For example, the group claimed responsibility for several rocket attacks on the 

southern Israeli city of Eilat,
207

 and also killed one soldier and injured another in a 

September 2012 attack on an Israeli border patrol.
208

 With respect to the third 

criterion of Model II, there is no available information to suggest that members of 

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis facilitate terrorist attacks around the world.   

 

In an effort to crack down on the organization in the face of increasing 

terrorist attacks, the Egyptian leadership has modified its national security 
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strategy.
209

 Similar to ISIL, Boko Haram, the Houthis, Hezbollah and Hamas, 

members of Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis also face the threat of airstrikes, undertaken, in 

this case, by the Egyptian Air Force.
210

 Because the Sinai Peninsula is 

demilitarized under the terms of the 1979 Israel-Egypt Peace Treaty, the use of 

Egyptian military force to confront terrorism in a demilitarized zone had to be 

addressed properly.
211

 Attacks by Egyptian planes play an important role in the 

Egyptian air campaign against terrorism.
212

 In addition, in August 2013, 

Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis announced that four of its fighters were killed as they were 

preparing a cross-border rocket strike into Israel in what was claimed by the 

group to be an Israeli drone strike.
213

 

 

The military campaign against Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis continues as of this 

writing. In November 2015, the group claimed credit for a terrorist attack that 

brought down a Russian airliner over Egypt, killing all 224 people on board.
214

 At 

this stage, the territorial terrorist group has yet to acquire significant terroballistic 

capabilities and ascivilate these terrorist capabilities among civilians. It should be 

noted that the group operates from the desert, which does not have, in general, 

many densely populated residential cities. On the other hand, Ansar Bayt al-

Maqdis has already demonstrated its ability to shoot missiles from Sinai into 

Israel. This development might indicate the possibility that it will shoot more 

missiles against Israel or against Egypt in future. In the meantime, however, we 

categorize Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis as a Model II organization. 

 

C. Civilitary Model I: The Houthis in Yemen 

 

Finally, we look at the sixth of the territorial terrorist groups explored in 

this Article, the Houthis in Yemen, which we classify under Civilitary Model I. 

The Houthis, a group of Shia rebels from northern Yemen, overran the capital city 

of Sanaa in September 2014. In January 2015, they further took over key 
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governmental buildings, including the presidential palace and the parliament, and 

put the president under house arrest.
215

  

 

It may be too soon to assess the long-term implications of this territorial 

development.‏Similarly, it may be too early to forecast how this group will behave 

and whether it will move along the path predicted by Civilitary Theory. The fact 

that Iran—a state sponsor of terrorism—stands firmly behind the Houthis is 

indicative of what may lie ahead. Iran views the Shiite Houthis as “a copy to 

Lebanon’s Hezbollah”
216

 and sees the recent developments in Yemen in a way 

that is “moving toward building a great Islamic civilization.”
217

 

 

Due to uncertainty, at this stage we would like only to allude to some facts 

and developments in the course of the conflict between the Houthis and Saudi 

Arabia that, in our view, could be better understood through the lens of Civilitary 

Theory. First, the Houthis have gained territory and administer the lives of 

civilians in Yemen, which makes them a territorial terrorist group in line with 

Model I of the theory. Second, the Houthis have already executed terrorist and 

military attacks not only locally but also in Saudi Arabia. The Saudis have 

responded by modifying their national security strategy, spearheading a coalition 

of several Arab states and carrying out airstrikes against Houthi targets in Yemen. 

Third, the Houthis responded to Saudi intervention by launching several Scud 

missiles from Yemen toward Saudi Arabia.
218

 In response, in late August 2015 

Brigadier General Ahmed Asseri, a spokesman for the Saudi-led military 
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confirmed that “Saudi forces have taken control of some areas in Yemen’s Saada 

province to stop mortar shells and Katyusha rocket attacks.”
219

  

 

These days are a sensitive time for Yemeni and Saudis citizens alike. 

Because the situation in Yemen continues to unfold as this article is being written, 

it may be too early to definitively classify it into a Civilitary model. But, 

preliminarily, the situation may be classified as Model I—even though some 

indicators, like the continuation of a relatively effective airstrike campaign against 

the Houthis and its response by shooting scud missiles towards Saudi Arabia,
220

 

might support categorizing the group in a higher model.   

 

Before concluding, there is a need to emphasize that this Article limits its 

exploration to the six territorial terrorist groups analyzed above, but the list of 

globally active groups is far longer. Groups in countries like Libya, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and others present a similar threat. For example, Libya is relatively 

close geographically to the European Union. If a Model III territorial terrorist 

group were to operate in Libya, its terroballistic capabilities could threaten E.U. 

soil.
221

 Based on Civilitary Theory analysis, once a terrorist organization evolves 

and becomes territorial, movement from Model I to II and III is just a matter of 

time. The European Union should take quite seriously the threat coming from 

Libya.
222

    

 

IV. The Future Use of Civilitary Theory 

Our thinking about the fight against terrorism is often hampered by the 

tension between continuity and change. We tend to embrace the known past and 

hold onto it, sometimes too tightly.
223

 But thinking about the evolution of certain 

terrorist groups has to be based on more than extrapolating from history and the 

continued use of outdated terminology that no longer captures the changing 

reality.
224
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We may be facing a new era. In the Middle East and Africa, we are 

witnessing similar new patterns in which traditional terrorist groups evolve from 

non-territorial to territorial entities that also govern the lives of civilians. They 

terrorize civilians not only within their own borders, but also in nearby states and 

across the globe. When states realize this threat and use air campaigns against 

these groups, the groups acquire ballistic capabilities and embed the weapons in 

densely populated residential areas to shield them from attacks and to shoot from 

these residential areas onto civilians. 

 

As demonstrated, each of the six territorial terrorist groups—ISIL, Boko 

Haram, Hamas, Hezbollah, Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, and the Huthies in Yemen—

has already evolved, although each at its own pace. Exploring these groups in an 

organized and structured way, as Civilitary Theory does, reveals similar patterns 

of behavior. These patterns are identified, explained, labeled, and demonstrated in 

a way that can better capture the present state of play between the international 

community and radical forces that are rising in the Middle East, Africa and other 

places.  

 

Civilitary Theory can open the door to further interdisciplinary scholarship 

and research. It poses a number of fundamental questions in key areas of interest. 

National security scholars and policy advisors can explore its impacts on national 

security strategy and decision-making at the highest level. Experts on terrorism 

can deepen the analysis on the notion of territorial terrorist groups and the 

classification of such groups as Model I, II, or III.  

 

Diplomats and speech writers can better recognize the new pattern of 

terrorism and also reevaluate the use of certain terms in the common diplomatic 

and public jargon. Foreign affairs policy specialists, legal scholars and military 

experts may utilize the theory to develop scholarly work in the realm of 

international relations, international law and the law of armed conflict. 

Journalists, editors and media experts may use this analytic framework to generate 

inclusive journalism and better analyze the new reality in the global fight against 

terrorism.  

 

Further development of analytic frameworks, including Civilitary Theory, 

will help the international community to forecast future trends of violence in the 

21st century and build contemporary national security strategies that better 

address the national security challenges of our time.  


