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It was September 11, 2001 evening hours in India when |
was in my study working on some projects when my younger
brother came running to my room shouting and urging me
come to the TV set. There was utter mayhem on the news
channels with headlines flashing “America Under Attack.” | was
just in time to see an aircraft crashing into the second tower of
the World Trade Centre in New York. About 2977 people of
various nationalities were killed in the attacks on the World
Trade Centre, the Pentagon, and the crash of the United
Airlines Flight 93 that morning in the United States. That was
the largest number of fatalities in any terrorist attack in the
history of the world. The attacks caused over $33 billion to $36
billion in direct physical property damage, infrastructure
destruction, and cleanup costs, by far the highest in the history
of terrorism.

This event became the catalyst for a huge change in my own
career and life. It was the time that | decided to quit my job in a
public sector undertaking in India to move to academic
research, which had always been my dream. | was particularly
curious to know where the money to finance such a complex
operation came from. | have now spent 25 years studying,
observing and teaching on the subject and advising various
governments on the best practices to counter the threat of
terrorism. What follows here basically comes from my own
experience in dealing with political violence and terrorism in
the world.




Arguably, September 11, 2001 (9/11) fundamentally
transformed the international security environment. The
coordinated attacks demonstrated that a relatively small non-
State organisation could inflict catastrophic damage on the
world's most powerful state. More importantly, the attacks
exposed a potent transformation in the nature of terrorism. A
bunch of terrorists hiding in a relatively remote and
impoverished environment could plan, finance, train,
communicate, and execute a complex operation against
targets thousands of miles away.

The twenty-fifth anniversary in 2026 therefore provides more
than an occasion for remembrance. It represents an
appropriate moment to assess whether the enormous
counterterrorism enterprise constructed after 9/11 achieved its
principal objectives, how profoundly it damaged the
infrastructure of al-Qaeda and other terrorist organisations,
and whether terrorism itself evolved in response to sustained
counterterrorism pressure.

The answer is complex. The post-9/11 counterterrorism
campaign succeeded remarkably well in preventing another
attack of comparable scale on the United States and in
dismantling much of al-Qaeda's original infrastructure. But it
did not eliminate terrorism. Instead, terrorist organisations
adapted.

The centralised and hierarchical al-Qaeda model increasingly
gave way to decentralised franchises, affiliates, self-radicalised
individuals, online ecosystems, regional insurgencies and, later,
hybrid organisations combining terrorism, insurgency, criminal
economies, territorial control and information warfare.

The terrorist threat of 2026 is therefore not simply a smaller
version of the threat that existed in 2001. It is a different and
considerably more fragmented and dispersed threat
environment.

9/11 And The Dawn Of The Modern Counterterrorism Era

Before 9/11, terrorism was principally regarded as a problem
of intelligence, policing, border security, and criminal justice.
Although the United States had already experienced major



terrorist attacks, including the 1993 World Trade Centre
bombing and the 1998 attacks on U.S. embassies in Kenya and
Tanzania, the scale and sophistication of the September 11
attacks fundamentally altered the strategic calculation.

The 9/11 Commission (The National Commission on Terrorist
Attacks Upon the United States) concluded that the United
States had failed to adapt adequately to the new form of
terrorism. Al-Qaeda was not merely a conventional terrorist
group. It possessed leadership structures, financing
mechanisms, recruitment systems, training camps,
international logistics, communications networks, and access
to state sanctuary.

The immediate American response therefore extended far
beyond conventional law enforcement. It included military
intervention in Afghanistan, the destruction of al-Qaeda's
training and logistical infrastructure, the removal of the Taliban
government, the expansion of intelligence collection,
restructuring of the intelligence community, strengthened
aviation and border security. Also included in the strategy are
expanded financial sanctions, increased international
intelligence cooperation, the development of counterterrorist-
financing mechanisms, targeted counterterrorism operations,
enhanced surveillance and communications interception,
international counterterrorism partnerships, and the
development of local partner forces capable of confronting
terrorist organisations.

The creation of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in
2003, which brought together 22 agencies and offices, was
emblematic of this transformation. The basic strategic
assumption was clear: terrorism had to be disrupted before it
reached the operational stage. Rather than waiting for an
attack to occur, governments increasingly sought to identify
and disrupt terrorist activity during the stages of radicalisation,
recruitment, financing, travel, training, communications,
planning, and preparation. This created the strategy of pre-
emption, which however, became quite controversial going
forward.

The First Twenty-Five Years: Four Broad Phases



The last 25 years of counterterrorism can be broken down into
four largely overlapping stages.

Phase I: Destroying al-Qaeda’s Sanctuary, 2001-03

The initial objective was simple: eliminate the infrastructure
that had made the attacks of September 11 possible. The
action spearheaded by the United States in Afghanistan
destroyed the training camps and operational infrastructure of
al-Qaeda. Senior leaders were killed, captured, or forced
underground, and the organisation lost the relatively safe base
from which it had planned and supported its worldwide
activities.

This was a great feat. Prior to 9/11, al-Qaeda enjoyed a degree
of organisational independence unprecedented for a terrorist
group that was not a state. Its ability to hold training camps, to
recruit individuals, to conduct international operations, and to
communicate from Taliban-controlled territory provided it
opportunities that few terrorist organisations had ever had. But
that independence was greatly curtailed following the
overthrow of the Taliban government in Afghanistan.

Al-Qaeda'’s remaining leadership then scattered to Pakistan,
Iran and other places, and its regional affiliates gained more
independence. The organisation was weakened, but not
destroyed.

Phase lI: Globalising The Counterterrorism War, 2003-2011

In the second phase the war against terrorism was extended
both geographically and politically.

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was a big turning point. Iraq did
not perpetrate the September 11 attacks, but the breakdown of
the Iragi state created a context within which insurgency,
sectarian conflict and Islamist mobilisation could thrive.

Especially significant was the emergence of Al-Qaeda in Iraq
under Abu Musab al-Zargawi. The organisation exploited the
loss of governmental authority, sectarian divisiveness, political
instability, and the availability of recruits the conflict created.

The unintended consequence was profound. The
counterterrorism campaign destroyed one terrorist ecosystem



while contributing to conditions in which another could
emerge. The group, which began as the Islamic State of Iraq,
later became known as Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and transformed into one of the
most powerful terrorist groups of the post-9/11 era.

Phase lll: The Decapitation Of al-Qaeda, The Defeat Of The he
Caliphate, 2011-2019

A key symbolic and operational milestone in the
counterterrorism campaign was the killing of Osama bin Laden
in Pakistan's Abbottabad in 2011.

Bin Laden’s death however did not eliminate al-Qaeda, but it
further damaged the central leadership of the organisation and
diminished its ability to operate as a highly controlled
worldwide organisation.

Then came an even more serious challenge in the form of ISIS.
In June 2014, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, declared a worldwide
Caliphate in the name of the Islamic State (IS). It took
advantage of the Syrian civil war, the breakdown of
governmental authority in areas of Iraq and Syria, sectarian
division and the availability of foreign fighters. Whereas al
Qaeda'’s primary goal was to commit terrorist acts, IS intended
to establish a territorial, state-like entity.

At its height, IS controlled a vast area of land and drew
thousands of foreign fighters. It created methods of taxes,
administration, military organisation, recruitment, propaganda,
and financial management that enabled it to function as a
hybrid terrorist group and a proto-state.

The international coalition then eliminated the territorial
caliphate. By 2017, IS has lost its main urban centres, such as
Mosul and Raqqga.

The episode offered a key counterterrorism lesson: that control
of territory makes terrorist groups more visible and hence more
vulnerable to conventional military power. But even as the
territorial state of IS has been eliminated, its ideology or the
organisational networks survived.



Phase IV: Fragmentation, Adaptation And The Spread of
Terrorism, 2019-2026

Since the territorial defeat of IS, the period has increasingly
been defined by fragmentation and geographical dispersion.

Terrorist groups have become more dependent on regional
affiliates, local insurgencies, clandestine networks, internet
ecosystems, illicit economies, and independent actors. Rather
than trying to emulate the centralised operations of al-Qaeda in
2001 or the territorial model of IS at its zenith, several groups
have chosen for structures that are less susceptible to being
dismantled by conventional military operations.

This period has also witnessed the growing importance of
Africa, in particular the Sahel, and the ongoing relevance of
Afghanistan, the Middle East, South Asia and other unstable
political situations.

The upshot is a counterterrorism environment in which the
United States and its partners must contend with a wider
geographic spread of terrorist activities, even as the potential
of any one organisation to recreate the scale of the September
11 attacks has greatly been diminished.

The Greatest Success: Preventing Another 9/11

The most important measure of the post-9/11
counterterrorism campaign is also the simplest: there has
been no second 9/11-scale attack on the American homeland.

That achievement should not be underestimated. Al-Qaeda
repeatedly sought to strike the United States after 2001, yet the
organisation was prevented from reproducing the operational
conditions that made September 11 possible.

Intelligence sharing, financial tracking, aviation security, border
controls, surveillance, international cooperation, law-
enforcement coordination, and disruption operations
collectively made large-scale international terrorist operations
considerably more difficult.

The post-9/11 security system transformed the terrorist
operating environment. The United States increasingly
attempted to identify terrorist plots at multiple stages,



beginning with radicalisation and recruitment and continuing
through financing, travel, training, communications, operational
planning, and execution.

The objective was to intervene at any point along this chain.
This represents perhaps the greatest strategic success of the
last quarter-century.

The Destruction Of Terrorist Infrastructure

The counterterrorism campaign also transformed the
infrastructure upon which terrorist organisations depended.

Training Camps

The classic terrorist training-camp model became much harder
to maintain. Before 9/11, al-Qaeda could operate training
facilities in Afghanistan and elsewhere with relative freedom.
After the attacks, large fixed training camps became highly
vulnerable to air strikes, raids, intelligence penetration, and
other forms of disruption.

Terrorist organisations consequently moved toward smaller
and more dispersed training locations, local insurgent
environments, informal training arrangements, online
instruction, self-training, and training embedded within broader
insurgencies.

The result was a transition from highly visible physical
infrastructure toward a combination of dispersed physical and
virtual infrastructure.

Leadership

Counterterrorism operations systematically targeted senior
terrorist leaders. Osama bin Laden was killed in 2011 and
Ayman al-Zawahiri in 2022. Many additional top and mid-level
leaders were killed or captured and IS leader Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi was killed in 2019. Many other senior and mid-level
commanders were also killed or captured. Many resurgent
leaders like Anwar al-Awlaki, an American born, Yemen-based
was taken out in a drone strike.

The net impact was significant. Leadership became more
fragmented, communications became more challenging, and



decision-making increasingly became decentralised being left
to the initiatives of ground level operatives.

Finance

Counterterrorist financing became another major battlefield.
The international system developed increasingly sophisticated
mechanisms to monitor bank transfers, charities, informal
financial networks, ransom payments, illicit trade, money
laundering, sanctions evasion, and terrorist fundraising.

The United Nations developed an extensive framework
addressing terrorist financing, including kidnapping, foreign
fighters, illicit trade, and revenues derived from oil, antiquities,
and other criminal activities. These measures however, did not
eliminate terrorist financing. Instead, they encouraged terrorist
organisations to diversify their financial systems and search
for alternative sources of revenue.

Terrorism: From Hierarchies To Networks

Perhaps the most important transformation of the last twenty-
five years has been the shift from centralised terrorist
hierarchies toward decentralised networks.

The al-Qaeda of 2001 was comparatively centralised with clear
command and control structure. Its top leadership played a
major role in strategy, recruitment, training, fundraising,
communications and external operations. The same was the
case with IS. In fact, as Emir of the Caliphate, IS supremo
exercised total control over all the activities of the group.

In 2026 these groups are substantially more decentralised. The
Combating Terrorism Centre at West Point describes
contemporary al-Qaeda as a dispersed network of afflliates
across Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and other regions
rather than the highly centralised organisation associated with
bin Laden. So is the case with IS which is survived through its
branches called wilayat (an official regional branch or
administrative division of the IS) spread across the world.

This transformation was partly forced by sustained
counterterrorism pressure. A centralised organisation presents
attractive targets. A decentralised network does not. If one



leader is killed, another can emerge. If one communication
channel is compromised, another can be established. If one
geographical base is destroyed, the organisation can relocate.
The terrorist organisation has therefore evolved from
something resembling a corporate hierarchy into something
closer to a network. This structure makes terrorist
organisations less efficient in some respects, but it also makes
them more resilient against decapitation and conventional
military pressure.

The Rise Of The Terrorist Franchise

The franchise model became one of the hallmarks of post-9/11
terrorism. Instead of micromanaging every operation, al-Qaeda
became more dependent on associated organisations. These
included Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, al-Shabaab, Al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb and Jama'at Nusrat al-Islam wal-
Muslimin, Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent, and other
regional networks.

A comparable phenomenon occurred within the IS as well.
Following the destruction of its territorial caliphate, the
organisation increasingly depended upon provinces and
affiliates operating in different geographical environments.
Apart from the wilayats, many local groups in different regions,
internalised the ideology of the IS and proclaimed themselves
to be working for the IS under the Emir.

The United Nations' recent assessments describe the terrorist
threat as increasingly multipolar and complex, with significant
activity in West Africa, the Sahel, South and Southeast Asia,
and other theatres.

This geographical diffusion represents one of the most
significant unintended consequences of the post-9/11 era. The
United States has substantially weakened the original al-
Qaeda, IS core, but terrorism has become geographically
broader.

Global Terrorism To Local Insurgency

The other key development has been the growing salience of
local grievances.



Originally, the al-Qaeda objective was to be worldwide and
deliberately so. Its rhetoric focused on the American military
presence, Western influence, Israel and Palestine issue,
illegitimate Muslim-majority governments and the creation of a
transnational Islamic political regime.

At present, affiliates often combine this ideological framework
with local complaints. Grievances include ethnic strife,
inadequate governance, corruption, poverty, community
disputes, competition over territory, state repression,
competition over resources and competition for political
power.

The result has been to make terrorist organisations more
resilient. A group can survive the loss of its worldwide
infrastructure or its ideological appeal because it has gotten
ingrained in local political and economic struggles.

Therefore, the line between terrorism and insurgency has
grown increasingly blurred. Terrorist organisations in many
conflict situations are political actors, armed insurgents,
criminal enterprises and providers of limited forms of
governance all at the same time.

Africa, The New Centre Of Gravity

Perhaps the most important change since 9/11 has been the
growing importance of Africa.

The Sahel is the focus of great importance. Groups connected
with Al-Qaeda and IS have taken advantage of weak state
institutions, porous borders, political instability, communal
conflicts and local grievances.

The United Nations in 2026 reported that JNIM (Jama'at
Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin) a group affiliated with al-Qaeda
was expanding its territory and increasing its economic
resources while IS affiliates remained active in various African
theatres. That's a big geographical change.

In 2001, the centre of gravity for global Islamist terrorism was
mostly in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region. By 2026, the threat
is diffused over Africa, the Middle East, Afghanistan and South



and Southeast Asia, internet ecosystems and isolated actors in
Western countries.

The bottom line is that the geographical centre of gravity of
terrorism has changed, but it has not disappeared in other
theatres.

IS: The Most Significant Development Since al-Qaeda

Perhaps the most significant adaption of Islamist terrorism
following 9/11 was the rise of IS. The organisation learned
about some of al-Qaeda’s weak points and followed a different
strategic plan. Al-Qaeda aimed for high-impact strikes to draw
in Western retaliation, while IS sought territory, government and
self-sufficiency.

Thus, IS established systems of taxation, territorial
administration, military units, propaganda institutions,
recruitment mechanisms, and financial networks. This formed
an odd mix of a terrorist organisation, an insurgency, and a
proto-state.

The worldwide battle finally destroyed the territorial caliphate.
The organisational model, however, revealed that terrorism
may expand from hidden groups into an alternative political
power.

The defeat of IS’s territorial authority was thus a tremendous
military triumph, but it also revealed the limits of the military.
The group could survive the loss of its geographical state by
reverting to insurgent and covert techniques.

The Foreign Fighter Problem

Another important development was the globalisation of
terrorists’ recruitment.

Tens of thousands of fighters from all over the world travelled
to Syria and Iraq during the self-proclaimed Caliphate of IS. The
United Nations has observed that foreign terrorist combatants
have flowed from more than 100 states to the conflict zones in
the Middle East and then on to other parts of the world.

This marked a considerable change from 2001. The Internet
enabled terrorist organisations to recruit abroad without



necessarily having direct physical interaction between the
organisation and the prospective recruit. The latter didn't have
to go to the terrorist organisation; the terrorist organisation
came to the recruit. This mitigated the logistical burden of
recruitment while broadening the possible pool of
sympathisers.

The Emergence Of The Lone Actor

The emergence of the lone actor represents one of the most
important changes in the contemporary terrorist threat
environment.

A traditional terrorist conspiracy might involve a leader,
recruiter, financier, trainer, operative, and attack planner. The
lone-actor model can compress many or all of these functions
into one individual. This makes detection considerably more
difficult. There may be no international travel, terrorist bank
account, terrorist meeting, training camp, or conventional
communications network. An individual may radicalise through
online material and act independently.

Counterterrorism consequently faces a difficult paradox. The
more decentralised terrorism becomes, the less useful
traditional intelligence directed at identifying formal terrorist
organisations can become.

The challenge is therefore increasingly one of identifying
behavioural indicators, credible threats, and pathways toward
violence without treating ideological expression alone as
evidence of an imminent terrorist act.

The Digital Transformation Of Terrorism
The post-9/11 terrorist has also become increasingly digital.

In 2001, the Internet was important but was not yet central to
the terrorist operational environment. By 2014-2017, IS had
transformed social media into a major instrument of
recruitment, propaganda, ideological dissemination, and
communication.

The evolution subsequently continued. Terrorists increasingly
use digital environments for propaganda, ideological
dissemination, recruitment, communication, fundraising,



psychological operations, networking, and the encouragement
of autonomous attacks.

The most important development has been the transition from
commanded terrorism toward inspired terrorism. A terrorist
group does not necessarily need to recruit, train, and deploy an
individual. It might simply need to offer an ideology, a narrative,
and encouragement. Then the person can choose a goal and
method autonomously.

There is evidence of increasing technical competency and
capability for network-based attacks and growing number of
hackers in the online community. New generation social
networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, Orkut, Second Life
and Telegram, among others, provide platforms not only to
share information and expertise but also to practice it in virtual
space.

Hacking tools like WannaCry have the potential to reduce the
opportunity cost for terrorist attacks. Use of weapons of “mass
disruption” like ransomware as against weapons of “mass
destruction” (CBRN — Chemical, Biological, Radiological and
Nuclear) will enable terrorists to cause large-scale damage
(loss of data and equipment), chaos (in hospitals and other
public utilities) and fear. For terrorists it's a win-win tactic as
they can achieve almost similar objectives and without firing a
shot or exploding a bomb.

Artificial Intelligence

One of the biggest challenges for the governments fighting
terrorism and extremism has been radical propaganda which
has now become almost impossible to manage due to social
media tools. Over the years and especially after 9/11,
radicalisation strategies have evolved rapidly responding to
law-enforcement responses — from face-to-face to online
interactions. This is most likely to have a dramatic
transformation with the use of Al.

One example is the automated chat bots (propaganda bots,
messaging bots) designed by terrorist/extremist groups to
spread propaganda. For example, a new person who is looking
for interpretations of religious text can be auto-indoctrinated



through Al based chat bots which answer the person's
questions through a radical interpretation without the need of
human intervention. Or in simpler use cases, Al technology
could accomplish the same objective by redirecting the
individual to web sites/messaging boards with extremist
content. These chat bots can be designed to mimic human
behaviour of empathy and can be used to manipulate
concerned individuals.

Terrorists can also use Al to create new content (factual
and/or fake) which has higher engagement levels than regular
content to spread in traditional distribution channels such as
Facebook groups/WhatsApp and others which can help
increase polarisation around a specific topic of controversy
that induces radicalisation.

According to the 2026 assessment by the U.S. intelligence
community, Islamist terrorist groups, losing ground for
conducting large-scale complex attacks, have turned to
information operations to spread propaganda and incite or
facilitate individuals with access to Western countries.

These evolutions create a fundamentally different counter-
terrorism problem since the tie between an organisation and
an attacker may be ideological, not operational.

The Unintended Consequences Of Counterterrorism

The post-9/11 effort has also created important strategic and
political challenges.

Iraq War: One of the most important examples remains the
invasion of Iraq. The fall of Saddam Hussein's regime created
political disintegration and insurgency. It created a climate that
led to the creation of al-Qaeda in Iraqg and later IS. Thus, an
operation meant in part to eliminate perceived security
dangers created an environment in which a stronger terrorist
group (IS) could later develop.

The Iraqgi example suggests that counterterrorism cannot be
divorced from the political fallout of military involvement.
Destroying a terrorist group may not enhance security if the
political vacuum created by its dissolution produces an even
richer environment for the mobilisation of violent extremists.



Afghanistan: Taliban retaking power in Afghanistan in 2021,
ending a 20-year battle there, is another example.

The outcome also revealed the limits of military force in
achieving sustainable political change. It also pointed to a
crucial difference: the military defeat of a terrorist organisation
does not inevitably eliminate the political and social conditions
from which terrorism springs.

The Afghan experience thereby underlined the significance of
governance, legitimacy, political institutions, economic
opportunity and regional diplomacy in a long-term counter-
terrorism policy.

The Cost Of The Permanent Counterterrorism State

Another legacy of 9/11 has been the extraordinary expansion
of the national-security state.

Counterterrorism required greater surveillance, intelligence
collection, border control, data analysis, international
information exchange, and security coordination. These
measures undoubtedly improved the ability of governments to
detect and disrupt terrorist plots.

At the same time, however, they generated difficult questions
concerning privacy, civil liberties, due process, detention,
targeted killing, surveillance, executive power, military
intervention, and the legal boundaries of counterterrorism.

The central post-9/11 dilemma consequently became how
democracies could prevent terrorism without allowing
counterterrorism itself to undermine democratic institutions.
This question remains unresolved. Effective counterterrorism
requires security institutions capable of acting decisively, but
democratic legitimacy requires that those institutions remain
subject to law, oversight, proportionality, and accountability.

The continued existence of ISIS is thus an example of the
distinction between demolishing the territorial infrastructure of
an organisation and wiping out its ideological, social and
organisational networks.

Terrorism Today: A More Fragmented Threat



Terrorism in 2026 is very different to the kind of terrorism in
2001. It is more fragmented and less lethal than it was in 2001

The United States faces no longer a single, manifestly powerful
group with a proven ability to mount a September 11-style
operation. Instead, it confronts a mix of al-Qaeda affiliates, IS
provinces, regional insurgencies, lone actors, self-radicalised
individuals, terrorist-inspired violence, state-supported militant
organisations, transnational criminal-terrorist networks, and
increasingly sophisticated online ecosystems.

This is perhaps the most important conclusion of the twenty-
flve-year assessment. Counterterrorism succeeded in
destroying the terrorist monopoly once exercised by al-Qaeda,
but it did not eliminate the terrorism problem.

Has Counterterrorism Won?
The answer depends upon what constitutes victory.

If victory means preventing another 9/11-scale attack, the
record is largely successful. The international community has
prevented al-Qaeda, IS and others from reproducing the
operational conditions that enabled 2001 attack.

If victory means destroying al-Qaeda and IS, the answer is
partial. The original organisations have been profoundly
weakened, but their affiliates and ideological networks survive.

If victory means eliminating jihadist terrorism, the answer is
no. IS emerged, expanded, established territorial control, and
subsequently evolved into a distributed global network.

If victory means eliminating terrorist safe havens, the answer is
also no. Sanctuaries and permissive environments continue to
emerge in fragile and conflict-affected states.

If victory means preventing terrorist organisations from
adapting, the answer is clearly no. Terrorists have continually
modified their organisational structures, sources of funding,
recruitment techniques, geographical locations, and technical
activities under counterterrorism pressure.

The appropriate conclusion could therefore be neither total
success nor total failure.



The Strategic Paradox Of The Last 25 Years

The central paradox of the post-9/11 era can be summarized in
a single proposition: the United States became much better at
defeating terrorist organisations while terrorist organisations
became much better at surviving defeat.

This captures the fundamental evolutionary process.

The first generation of al-Qaeda relied heavily upon hierarchy,
sanctuary, training camps, centralised financing, centralised
planning, and relatively secure communications.

The second generation increasingly relied upon networks,
affiliates, local insurgencies, criminal economies, and digital
propaganda.

The emerging third generation increasingly relies upon
decentralisation, individual actors, online radicalisation, low-
cost attacks, and ideological inspiration.

This evolutionary process has reduced the probability of
another 9/11-type attack while simultaneously increasing the
difficulty of completely eliminating terrorism.

Going Ahead: Lessons And Best Practices

The twenty-fifth anniversary of 9/11 suggests several
important lessons for the future of counterterrorism.

First, intelligence remains the first line of defence. One of the
greatest post-9/11 successes has been the ability to identify,
disrupt, and prevent terrorist plots before they reach the
execution stage.

Second, leadership targeting works, but its effects are rarely
permanent. Removing senior leaders disrupts terrorist
organisations. Communications are broken and planning is
interrupted, but new persons will eventually replace those
leaders.

Third, territorial defeat is not enough. ISIS demonstrated that
eliminating the territorial foundation of a terrorist group doesn’t
immediately kill its ideology or organisational networks.



Fourth, local government counts. Terrorist groups thrive in
settings where governments are unable to deliver security,
legitimacy, effective institutions, and basic political order.

Fifth, countering terrorist financing matters most. Terrorist
organisations increasingly combine ideological funding with
criminal economies, kidnapping, extortion, taxation, illicit trade,
and other revenue-generating activities.

Sixth, digital radicalisation requires a different counterterrorism
model. The lone actor cannot necessarily be identified through
conventional intelligence focused on formal terrorist
organizations.

Seventh, counterterrorism cannot be separated from conflict
prevention. Civil wars, state collapse, political exclusion,
communal conflict, and weak governance repeatedly create
environments in which terrorist organisations grow.

Eighth, democratic resilience is itself an element of
counterterrorism. Terrorist organisations seek not merely to
produce casualties but also to generate political effects,
provoke overreaction, undermine public confidence, deepen
social divisions, and weaken institutional legitimacy.
Maintaining public confidence, institutional legitimacy, social
cohesion, and adherence to the rule of law is therefore a vital
part of defeating terrorism.

Conclusion: From 9/11 To 2026

Twenty-five years after September 11, 2001, the world is
considerably safer from the specific terrorist threat that
produced 9/11, but it is not free from terrorism.

The al-Qaeda that planned the attacks has been severely
degraded. Its leaders have been killed, captured, or displaced.
Its training camps have largely disappeared, and its ability to
conduct a complex attack against the United States on the
scale of September 11 has been dramatically reduced.

But terrorism adapted.

It migrated from Afghanistan toward Iraq and Syria and
subsequently toward Africa and other fragile regions. It moved
from centralized organizations toward affiliates. It moved from



physical training camps toward digital ecosystems. It moved
from carefully controlled operatives toward self-directed
individuals. It moved from predominantly ideological financing
toward increasingly diversified criminal economies.

The terrorist threat therefore became less centralised but more
geographically dispersed, less capable of routinely conducting
spectacular attacks but more capable of sustaining persistent
violence, and less dependent upon fixed physical infrastructure
while becoming more dependent upon digital and social
networks.

The twenty-five-year history consequently cannot be described
simply as either a victory or a failure. It is better understood as
an evolutionary contest between states attempting to disrupt
terrorism and terrorist organisations attempting to adapt to the
methods used against them.

Counterterrorism destroyed much of the infrastructure that
made 9/11 possible. Terrorist organisations responded by
changing their organisational structures, geographical
strategies, financing mechanisms, recruitment methods,
communications systems, and use of technology.

The strategic achievement of the post-9/11 period is therefore
substantial. The United States prevented the terrorist
movement from reproducing the catastrophic operational
success of September 11.

Its strategic limitation is equally important. Terrorism proved
capable of evolving faster than any single counterterrorism
strategy could permanently suppress it.

The lesson of September 11, 2026, is consequently not that
terrorism has been defeated. Nor is it that the war against
terrorism failed. The deeper lesson is that terrorism is an
adaptive phenomenon.

Whenever governments close one avenue of terrorist activity,
terrorist organisations search for another. When a hierarchy is
destroyed, networks emerge. When a sanctuary disappears,
another fragile environment may become available. When
propaganda channels are blocked, new digital ecosystems
develop. When organised recruitment becomes difficult,



ideological inspiration can substitute for direct command and
control.

The counterterrorism challenge for the coming years will
therefore be fundamentally different from that of 2001.

The objective can no longer realistically be the permanent
elimination of terrorism. The more attainable objective is to
prevent terrorist organisations from acquiring the combination
of sanctuary, resources, technology, political opportunity, social
legitimacy, and organisational capacity required to produce
another strategic catastrophe.

Twenty-five years after 9/11, that remains the unfinished task.
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