VEHICULAR WARFARE
6 LESSONS FROM LONDON

By Mike Burnard
On Wednesday 22 March 2017, 52-year-old, UK-born Khalid Masood killed three people when he drove a rented car
into pedestrians in what Metropolitan Police counterterrorism chief Mark Rowley described as "an act inspired by
international terrorism". Masood mowed down pedestrians in an SUV on Westminster Bridge before fatally stabbing
the officer outside the Houses of Parliament and being shot and killed.
The aftermath of 86-second attack was extensively broadcasted across the globe and was met with the standard
proclamations of condemnation, horror and surprise from political leaders, religious authorities, community groups
and concerned citizens. But, with the exception of a few informed journalists, the significance of the attack was mostly
swept under the proverbial carpet of “global terrorism”.
The London attack is the fourth vehicle assault that the Islamic State (IS) has claimed involvement in, or inspiration
for, since July 2016. These attacks may be small in number (for the time being), but signify an evolution in global
terrorism. These attacks are now setting a trend that could escalate in number and intensity, and has been described
by terror experts simply as ‘Vehicular Warfare’.
The Westminster attack in London confirmed this new development amongst Western Jihadis and is significant for 6
reasons:

1. Vehicular attacks are a form of warfare
In 1988, Donald J Hanle wrote a revealing thesis examining the suggestion that terrorism is a form of warfare. This was
long before 9/11, the Islamic State, Al-Qaeda and the global ‘War on Terror’. A summary (abstract) of the study
describes it as follows: “[The] paper first analyses warfare in terms of what it is and how it functions. This is done by
surveying classical military thinkers such as Thucydides, Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, von Clausewitz, and Liddell Hart, to name
just a few. This provides an understanding not only of the nature and purpose of war, but of the basic immutable
principles under which it operates. These offer a means to construct a paradigm with which terrorism can be tested to
determine whether or not it is a form of war. Once the constant elements of war are analysed and understood, the
variable factors are then examined. Here, the study focuses upon the evolution of war, highlighting what changes and
why. From this, it is possible to understand not only why terrorism came into being but the environment in which it
operates as well.” 1
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Hanle ended the lengthy document with the following: “In conclusion, then, certain types of terrorism are a form of
war, meeting the same criteria and functioning in the same manner as traditional or classical forms of war. These forms
of warfare exist as the latest evolutionary step in the evolution of warfare, one in which social skills are paramount …
What remains to be seen is whether the democratic nations of the West have the political resolve to implement these
solutions in a consistent, coherent fashion.”
Defining terrorism as a form of warfare therefore sanctions the notion that vehicular attacks should not only be seen
as the latest trend in terrorism, but especially as a form of warfare, as Hanle concludes.

2. Vehicular warfare is a singular warfare
Vehicular Warfare does not require an army, a battlefield or weaponry. In essence, not even an enemy. It lies in the
engagement of an individual who uses any gathering of people as a battlefield and any available machine as weaponry.
During the past nine months, vehicular warfare was fought by
individuals on ‘home-made’ battlefields in France, the USA,
Germany and the UK. In the southern French city of Nice in July
2016, Tunisian national Mohamed Bouhlel ploughed a vehicle
into Bastille Day revellers, killing 86 people. Four months later,
on 28 November 2016, Somali national Abdul Razak Ali
Artan rammed a car into civilians on the Ohio State University
campus before getting out of the car and stabbing people
nearby. He injured 13 people before a campus police officer shot
him dead. On 19 December 2016, Tunisian national Anis
Amri drove a truck into a Christmas market in central Berlin,
killing 12 people. He had stolen the vehicle from a Polish
national, shooting him dead in the cab.
This type of warfare is a particular challenge. Conventional armies are more easily identified, more difficult to
manoeuvre, more costly to maintain and strategically easier to attack than individuals creating singular battlefields.

3. Vehicular warfare is a cheap warfare
The Deputy Assistant to US President Donald Trump, Dr Sebastian Gorka, gave the following analysis on the terrorist
attack in London: “…the terrorist attack is an example of IS’ new method of operation, which is easier to pull off because
it can be done cheaply and still achieve great impact.”
Experts say “militants are increasingly turning to vehicle-ramming attacks, like the one staged near Britain's parliament
on Wednesday, because they are cheap, easy to organise and hard to prevent.” (Reuters)
In September 2014, Abu Mohammad al-Adnani (of IS) called on Muslim supporters around the world to “attack
Western ‘kuffar’, or disbelievers, wherever they could, and with whatever weapon they could muster.” His audio
message also contained the following instruction: “Smash his head with a rock, or slaughter him with a knife, or run
him over with your car.” (Newsweek)
This has found favour in the hearts and minds of those who seek to engage in a military activity but want to do so
cheaply and without the expense of travelling abroad to enrol in a foreign army.

4. Vehicular warfare aims for viewers, not victims
This is probably the key consideration for vehicular ‘soldiers’ who embark on an unsuspecting battlefield. The ultimate
aim of terror attacks, in whatever form or manner, is not the physical attack on the victim but the psychological impact
upon the community. As a consequence, the terrorist's environment is carefully selected in order to assure the
maximum possible psychological exposure on those who witness the event, first-hand or through the media. In 2014,
Hanle wrote that “this is achieved by selecting victims and targets having some sort of symbolic significance to the
target entity” (e.g. Britain’s Parliament).

Frank Foley, a terrorism scholar at King’s College London, says
that “terrorists rely on a lot of people watching – [this] can be
even better than having a lot of people dead” and that because
the recent Westminster attack was on a “very prominent target”,
it immediately “flooded the media”.
The aim is fear. The strategy is to infect and spread the poison of
fear, to as many people as possible.

5. Vehicular warfare targets the “own”
One of the major reasons why vehicular warfare will become a
more regular occurrence in Western nations is simply because a
far wider audience is reached when Western communities feel
the loss of their “own”, compared to similar attacks in the Middle
East or Africa. There is generally a greater expression of horror
and feeling of loss among Westerners when there is an attack
within its own communities, compared to when life is lost in ‘third
world’ communities.
TIME Magazine reported the following: “President Trump said on
Wednesday that the event was ‘big news’. The White House Press
Secretary said the US was monitoring the situation. State Department spokesman Mark Toner said: ‘We stand ready
to assist in any way the UK authorities would find helpful.’ French President Hollande and Spanish Prime Minister
Mariano Rajoy, among other heads of state, sent condolences to Theresa May and expressed solidarity with Britain.
Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo announced that the Eiffel Tower would turn off its twinkling lights at midnight (local time)
in solidarity with London. ‘An execrable terrorist act like the one that took place today is a reminder that we face
complex challenges for the security of our societies,’ Rajoy wrote in a telegram to [Theresa] May, according a transcript
distributed by Moncloa, the Prime Minister's palace. ‘We must remain united against these type of threats that affect
all of us equally and that know no barriers.’"
Sadly, the same solidarity is seldom shared when similar (or even bigger) attacks happen elsewhere. In the week that
followed the London attack, there were several terror attacks in Syria, Nigeria, Somalia, Bangladesh, Iraq and Egypt.
43 people were killed and more than a hundred injured. In the month preceding the London attack, there were 166
attacks in 21 countries, killing 1,008 people and injuring thousands more. There was no global outcry, no political
condolences and few showed any solidarity for non-western nations that suffered the loss of life, humanity and
democracy. Sadly, Christian communities in the Western world also responded with a deafening silence.

6. Vehicular warfare needs a platform
Asking the right questions are, in essence, more important than simply getting the right answers. If the question is
asked whether there is a common denominator in all the terror attacks, the answer would be obvious: Islam. The one
clear observation and ‘golden thread’ in all the major terror organisations in the world today is the fact that they share
an Islamic agenda. Only two of the top twenty do not hold a religious agenda.
Dalia Mogahed (the research director of the Institute for Social Policy and Understanding) said in an interview for a
2015 article in The Atlantic that even though it is “kind of an obvious point” that IS “uses Islamic texts to justify its
brutality”, she wanted to ask a different question: “If Islam did not exist … would a group like IS… exist today and do
the same things?”
Mogahed, who formerly led research on Muslims with the polling organisation Gallup, continued: “My answer to that
hypothetical question is a resounding YES.” She said that “extremist groups all over the world commit the same kinds
of violence using… ‘the local social currency’ to justify it… It’s not IS’ interpretation of Islamic texts that drives its
brutality—it’s the group’s desired brutality driving its interpretation of the texts.” In the interview, Mogahed
“suggested that the relationship between Islamic texts and IS’ brutality is actually the reverse of what both IS and many

of its enemies claim” and said that “we start at the violence we want to conduct, and we convince ourselves that this
is the correct way to interpret the texts.”
This was also the case for Masood, the radicalised UK-born Westminster terrorist who ploughed his vehicle through
pedestrians on the famous Westminster Bridge. He had been convicted on a number of criminal charges. He was
violent in character before he was Muslim in faith. Islam simply provided a platform to give expression to what was
already part of behavioural problem.
It is true that not all Muslims are radical and not all radicals are terrorists, but it remains a fact that most terror
organisations are Muslim. The fact that IS and other terror groups might not be ‘true Muslims’ – as many Western
leaders and clerics, including previous US President Barack Obama, often declare – could well be true, but the fact that
Islam provides a platform for almost all terror groups in the world today should be a far greater concern.

FROM A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE
Firstly, Christian communities should always embrace the fact that Christ came to earth to give His followers an
alternative spirit to fear. It is both an instruction and an invitation. In Luke 12:4, the Lord clearly instruct His followers
to live fear-free lives: "I tell you, My friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more.”
In John 20:21-22, as Jesus commissions His followers to a life of self-denial and persecution, He provides the invitation
and the ‘instrument’: "’Peace be with you! As the Father has sent Me, I am sending you.’ And with that He breathed
on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’” This, in effect, will provide the alternative to fear: love, power and selfdiscipline (2 Timothy 1:7 “For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid (afraid), but gives us power, love and selfdiscipline”).
Secondly, Christians have a mandate of reconciliation. There is no room in the heart of a true believer in Christ to sow
suspicion, division, fear or any form of hatred. The Christian is called to be a peace-maker, not a peace-keeper
(Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God”). We have a mandate to be
reconcilers (2 Corinthians 5:18 “All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the
ministry of reconciliation”).
Thirdly, Christians are always reminded that the answer lies in the heart of man, which can only be penetrated by the
Spirit of God. The answer, therefore, starts by prayer! Ideologies and theologies can be changed by wars and politics,
but terror groups will find new theologies and ideologies to justify their brutality. The source of brutality, therefore,
lies in the heart of man, seeking justification in a source that will feed the need to kill. Islam will be replaced by
something else as long as the heart remains unchanged. Christians focus on the heart and seek that all will come to
know Christ and the glory of His goodness.
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