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The crime terror nexus is the phenomena in which criminal organizations and 
terrorist organizations overlap through the use of terror tactics and the illicit trade 
market. This research paper examines meticulously selected case studies to help 
determine whether there is a clear distinction between the two organizations. Using 
qualitative analysis of the selected case studies detailing terrorist and criminal 
activities, this thesis investigates the unique phenomenon through a variety of 
factors. Exploring pivotal characteristics such as motive, long-term/short-term 
goals, and definitions. In the analysis section there is an extensive examination of 
organizations such as ISIS, Taliban, Los Zetas, the Medellin Cartel, and Sendero 
Luminoso to determine if their involvement in criminal or terrorist activities 
further blur the distinction from the two. THere will be three sections within 
the analysis. The first examines criminal entities engaging in terrorist acts, the 
second analyzes terrorist organizations’ involvement in illicit trade, and the third 
analyzes alliances and transformations. Throughout the analysis of this thesis, 
based on the definition provided by the Department of Defense and case studies, 
it was found that there is not a clear distinction between the two organizations. 
While this thesis determined there are no clear distinctions, it is crucial to note 
that there are limitations to this research paper. These limitations include the lack 
of definition, political perspective, and the societal perspective of each organization.
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Introduction 
Criminal enterprises will typically operate 

in the shadows to avoid being caught, while 
terrorist organizations will commit the most 
violent crimes to garner attention for their 
cause. Transnational criminal organizations 
have a history of  extortion, bribery, and threats 
WR� HQVXUH� WKH� SROLFH�� JRYHUQPHQW� RIÀFLDOV�� DQG�
the public turn a blind eye to any illicit activity 
they engage in all in the name of  greed. Unlike 
terrorists who prefer to be seen and heard by the 
public and the governments, they will ensure all 
their operations cannot be stopped or limited.

For years terrorist organizations and 
transnational criminal organizations were 
known for their independent strengths. Terrorist 
organizations were known for their political, 
religious, ideological beliefs and were notoriously 
known for the terror they reigned over civilians. 
'HÀQLWLRQV� XVHG� WR� GHVFULEH� WHUURULVW� JURXSV�
would include characteristics such as, political 
or religious motive, a threat to civilians or the 
government, and the threat of  violence or 
actual violence. While transnational criminal 
organizations were known for their lavish 
lifestyle that stemmed from illicit trade such 
DV� VHOOLQJ� DQG� WUDIÀFNLQJ� GUXJV�� JXQV�� DQG� HYHQ�
humans. Transnational criminal organizations 
would exploit the transnational market of  
commerce to sell and network illicit goods.

For years the distinction between these two 
types of  organizations was clear, so much so 
that singers would glorify the life of  a drug 
lord. They would glorify the money, the wealth, 
the killings, and organizations such as the cartel 
DQG� PDÀD�� ,W� ZDVQ·W� MXVW� DUWLVWV� ZKR� ZRXOG�
paint the life of  a criminal in such a glamorous 
manner, but also Hollywood. Hollywood has 
SURÀWHG� JUHDWO\� E\�PDNLQJ� VKRZV� DERXW� FDUWHOV�
VXFK� DV� 1DUFRV� DQG� PRYLHV� DERXW� WKH� ,WDOLDQ�
0DÀD�OLNH�WKH�*RGIDWKHU��RU�VKRZV�VXFK�DV�7KH�
6RSUDQRV�� 7KH\� KDYH� HYHQ� SURÀWHG� JUHDWO\� E\�
making documentaries about terrorist attacks. 
However, the angle Hollywood has taken on 
terrorist attacks have never been meant to 
glorify their lifestyle, but rather to instill fear in 
watchers due the intense violence they would 
use. Despite the different narrative Hollywood 

has given these two organizations, academically 
and in real life a debate surrounding if  these two 
organizations have any fundamental distinctions.
,Q�������WKH�ERGLHV�RI ����PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�

discovered in an isolated property, no reasoning 
EHKLQG� VXFK� FUXHOW\�� MXVW� WKH� JUXHVRPH� VFHQH��
One might assume it was a terrorist attack due 
to their notoriety of  violent acts that may result 
in death towards innocent civilians. However, 
this massacre was done by a violent transnational 
criminal organization known as Los Zetas in 
Mexico. This event highlights the complex and 
gruesome world that is engulfed in criminality 
and terrorism. This intricate relationship that on 
some basis these two institutions differ but on 
another is the same, is known as the Crime Terror 
Nexus. This concept explores the overlapping 
relationship between illicit activity employed by 
criminals and various forms of  terror including 
acts of  violence used by terrorist organizations. 
This thesis paper will examine their intricate 
UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�DQVZHU�WKH�IROORZLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��,V�
WKHUH� D� FOHDU� DQG� GHÀQLWLYH� GLVWLQFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ�
transnational criminal organizations and terrorist 
organizations? Many scholars have agreed that all 
terrorists are criminals, but many disagree that 
criminals are not and should not be considered 
terrorists. This research paper will examine the 
complexity behind the crime terror nexus that 
creates a blur between transnational criminal 
organizations and terrorist organizations.
,W�LV�LPSHUDWLYH�IRU�VFKRODUV�DQG�JRYHUQPHQWV�WR�

identify the clear distinction between transnational 
criminal organizations and terrorist organizations. 
By being able to concretely separate the two types 
of  institution, it can create a positive impact on 
multiple levels. For starters distinguishing the 
crime terror nexus, can further help in the legal 
aspect when prosecuting terrorists and criminals 
DOLNH�� LW�ZRXOG�HQVXUH� D� MXVW� WULDO�� ,Q� WKH�FDVH� LQ�
which scholars and the government conclude that 
terrorist and transnational criminal organizations 
are not different but rather the same, having 
this conclusion drawn can help create laws and 
policies in place. Finding clarity in such a complex 
LVVXH�� ZRXOG� DOVR� EHQHÀW� JRYHUQPHQWV� WKDW� DUH�
focused on preventing terrorism. Countries 
like the United States, work tirelessly to ensure 
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DQRWKHU� WUDJLF� HYHQW� VXFK� DV� �����QHYHU�RFFXUV�
again. By being able to clearly dissect the intricate 
relationship between both organizations, will 
not only help prevent terrorist attack but it can 
also help reduce the copious amount of  drugs 
being smuggled in and out of  the United States.

Literature Review 
The purpose of  this literature review is 

to examine published work regarding the 
differences between organized crime and 
terrorist organizations. This literature review is 
not merely a summary of  what each researcher 
has concluded about transnational criminal 
organizations and terrorist organizations. 
Rather, it analyzes the overlapping relationship 
between the two organizations, also known 
as the Crime Terror Nexus. When the two 
organizations overlap, it is essential to classify 
them and correctly label each organization with 
the corresponding title. This literature review is 
separated into three different schools of  thought 
DOO�FODLPLQJ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�RU�WKHUH�LV�QRW�D�GHÀQLWLYH�
GLVVHQVLRQ� EHWZHHQ� WKH� WZR� JURXSV�� 7KH� ÀUVW�
section of  this literature review will consist of  
previous research that concluded the difference 
between the two groups. This portion will include 
differences regarding target, reason, and level of  
violence to further support their conclusion. The 
second section of  this paper consists of  research 
indicating that the two organizations have blurred 
lines, furthermore, proving that there is no clear 
distinction between the groups. These researchers 
focus on the overlapping use of  terror tactics and 
illicit trade between the two, further supporting 
their conclusion. The concluding section of  this 
literature review will delve into the gray areas 
RI � WKH� WZR�� VXFK� DV� SHUFHSWLRQ� DQG� GHÀQLWLRQ�
through state or country perspectives.

Clear Distinctions Between Criminal 
Organizations and Terrorist Groups.
7KH� ÀUVW� FDPS� SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKLV� OLWHUDWXUH�

review focuses on the clear distinctive areas 
between transnational criminal organizations and 
terrorist organizations. The research used for 
this section is relevant to the topic, it argues that 
neither of  these groups can be labeled as the other 

GXH�WR�FOHDU�GLIIHUHQFHV��,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�EUHDN�
down this section due to the phenomena of  the 
“Crime Terror Nexus” or “Narco-Terror” that 
suggest the lines between the two groups are too 
blurred and can be grouped as one organization. 
:KLOH� WKH� PDMRULW\� RI � WKHVH� UHVHDUFKHUV� GR�
not deny that certain cases pertaining to either 
criminal or terrorist groups are too blurred 
to distinguish, they argue that each case when 
analyzed the distinctions are clear as day.

The motive behind an attack, whether 
it originates from a transnational criminal 
organization or a terrorist organization, can 
assist in identifying which type of  organization it 
came from. For example, a fundamental motive 
terrorist organizations can be centered on could 
be political motives, ideologies, or religion. (Disley, 
:HHG��HW�DO���������7KH�XVH�RI �7HUURU�7DFWLFV� LV�
QRW� LJQRUHG� RU� GLVPLVVHG�� WKURXJK� DQ� REMHFWLYH�
lens, when terror attacks occur the motive draws 
a clear distinction. This can be seen in prominent 
databases that gather information regarding all 
terrorist groups, however, these databases will 
not include transnational criminal organizations 
such as the Medellin Cartel or Los Zetas Cartel 
GHVSLWH�WKHLU�XVH�RI �WHUURU�WDFWLFV���3KLOOLSV��������
The author argues that they are not found in these 
databases due to the fundamental difference 
regarding motive. Unlike terrorist organizations, 
criminal groups when using terror tactics often 
use it as a warning to rival gangs or to pin the 
attack on their rival. Furthermore, reinforcing 
their argument by strengthening their contrast 
despite any similarities that may be presented. 
Another factor that further establishes the divide 
EHWZHHQ� WKH� WZR� JURXSV� LV� WKH� VSRWOLJKW�� ,W� LV�
well known that terrorist organizations actively 
pursue media attention to further their ideology 
or political motives. The use of  media for 
terrorist organizations allows them to spread not 
only their ideology but to also instill fear to their 
targets. However most transnational criminal 
organizations tend to operate in the shadows to 
increase their economic revenue for a prolonged 
SHULRG�RI �WLPH���0DWWKLHV��7UHYHUWRQ��HW�DO���������

Researchers have also indicated that the target 
of  these attacks can further distinguish the two 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV��*LYHQ�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI �D�FOHDU�DQG�
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GHÀQLWLYH� GHÀQLWLRQ�RI � WHUURULVP� WKH� WDUJHW� FDQ�
become part of  the blurred lines. Regardless of  a 
VHW�GHÀQLWLRQ��PDQ\�UHVHDUFKHUV�KDYH�FROOHFWLYHO\�
included non-combat targets, typically in masses, 
as popular targets for terrorist groups. (Hodgson, 
7DGURV�� ������ 7KLV� UHVHDUFKHU� HPSKDVL]HV� WKH�
importance of  this distinction not only to highlight 
the impact the target may have on the media but 
as well as the potential legal repercussions of  
the target. When considering the target, many 
articles focus on who was targeted and consider 
the amount of  people. This further pushes the 
distinction between criminal activity or terrorist 
activity, if  it is a group of  civilians or one 
individual, can categorize the act as a hate crime 
RU�D�WHUURULVW�DFW���6FKDQ]HU��������$�KDWH�FULPH�LV�
often motivated by similar factors as those found 
LQ�WHUURULVW�JURXSV��,I �RQH�SHUVRQ�WKURZV�ZDWHU�RU�
even shoots another individual because of  their 
religion, belief, or color, here in the United States 
this attack will be labeled as a hate crime. This can 
be noted in the night cub shooting at a gay bar in 
Colorado, which was charged with bias-motivated 
FULPHV���$OIRQVHFD��������%DVHG�RQ�KLV�PRWLYH��D�
belief  central to hating individuals of  a certain 
community and enacting a violent crime to instill 
IHDU� LQ� WKLV� FRPPXQLW\�� IXOÀOOV� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ�
of  a terrorist. This shows how not only does 
the target and its level of  violence perpetrated 
will instill greater fear to the general public 
like terrorist groups intend to, but also plays a 
role in labeling the organization or individuals.

A third distinction collectively mentioned by 
most articles is the method used. Violent acts 
such as murder are not the only criminal offense 
that can be used by terrorist organizations. 
�0XOOLQV��:LWKHU�� ������:KLOH� WKH� IRFXV�RI � WKLV�
research is to establish the differences between 
the two organizations, they do not overlook 
their criminal offense. Despite shared crimes 
committed, it is established that terrorist 
groups will always resort to some method of  
YLROHQW� DWWDFN�� ,W� LV� D� VLJQDWXUH� IRU� WHUURULVW�
organizations to commit a violent crime, such 
as public beheadings, or bombs, they will use 
whichever method will attract more attention.
7KH� ÀQDO� GLVWLQFWLRQ� WKDW� LV� FRPPRQO\�

studied is their involvement in illicit trade, 

many have argued that terrorist involvement in 
illicit trade only increased the already blurred 
distinction between both groups. Researchers 
in this camp have studied the criminal offense 
terrorist organizations have committed in order 
to fund their terrorist operations. However, the 
illicit trade market is so big and mostly used by 
WUDQVQDWLRQDO�FULPLQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WKDW�ÀQGLQJ�
a terrorist related crime within illicit trade would 
EH� YHU\� FKDOOHQJLQJ�� �6KHOOH\�� ������ $OWKRXJK�
certain terrorist groups have engaged in illegal 
trade, there are multifaceted perspectives that 
can distinguish terrorist organizations from 
transnational criminal organizations. (Hesterman, 
������ 'HVSLWH� WKHVH� DUHDV� RI � GLIIHUHQFHV� WKHUH�
are cases in which you can identify an entire 
transition from terrorist to criminal organizations.

Being able to see the transition from one group 
to another only enforces the argument that there 
is a clear and distinctive difference between the 
WZR� RUJDQL]DWLRQV�� �%XUFK�� ������ 	� .D\�� ������
While there are clear examples of  terrorist groups 
dabbling in gun trade and or illicit drugs there is 
D�KXJH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�WKDW�LV�UDUHO\�FRQVLGHUHG��,W�KDV�
been studied that Mexican Cartels have a symbiotic 
relationship with the Terrorist organization 
Hezbollah. Hezbollah used the routes that 
Mexican cartels must smuggle in people, or 
PDWHULDOV� IRU� WKHLU� RSHUDWLRQV�� �6KHLQLV�� ������
Despite these articles that articulate facts together 
to establish that there are clear distinctions 
between transnational criminal organizations 
and terrorist group, there is another camp that 
argues, that there are no clear distinctions,

No Clear Distinctions Between Criminal 
Organizations and Terrorist Groups

The second camp in this literature review argues 
that the line between Criminal organizations 
and Criminal groups are too blurred to have a 
clear difference. This perspective is essential to 
the topic presented because it offers a unique 
SHUVSHFWLYH� WKDW� WKH� ÀUVW� FDPS� DUJXHV� DJDLQVW��
These articles offer a different perspective and 
analyze similar cases and still have a different 
conclusion. Some researchers have considered 
the arguments above, however, their newfound 
perspective emphasizes why there is no clear 
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distinction between both groups. These articles 
emphasize “Narco-Terror” and the “Crime 
Terror Nexus” to further argue that terrorism 
and criminal organizations are no longer separate 
entities, which is why there is no clear distinction.

Criminal Organizations similar to Terrorist 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV� KDYH� D� ÁXLG� GHÀQLWLRQ�� KRZHYHU�
PRVW� UHVHDUFKHUV� FDQ�DJUHH� WKDW�&DUWHOV��0DÀDV��
DQG� JDQJV� DUH� DOO� FULPLQDO� RUJDQL]DWLRQV�� ,Q� WKH�
far more recent year, motive has increased the 
blurred lines between the two groups. Articles 
attribute the increase of  terror tactics because 
they see a shift in motive. Researchers have 
indicated that despite their consistent motive 
having always been economic prosperity, many 
criminal organizations have delved into politics 
or have ideologies in place. An example of  this 
is the criminal organization Primeiro Comando 
da Capital, that is centered in Brazil. This is 
D� WKLUG�JHQHUDWLRQ� FULPLQDO� JURXS� WKDW� ÀUVW�
participated in petty theft and by the second 
generationbegan heavily participating in all areas 
of  illicit trade. However, by the third generation 
they began placing a big emphasis on politics, 
alongside their new importance of  ideology. 
�)RQVHFD�� ������ &DUWHOV� LQ� WKH� SDVW� KDYH� XVHG�
WHUURU�WDFWLFV�WR�FRHUFH�SROLWLFLDQV��DQG�LQÁXHQFH�
0H[LFR·V�SROLWLFV�WKURXJK�WKH�XVH�RI �SURSDJDQGD��
�*XHYDUD�� ������ 7KLV� UHVHDUFKHU� DUJXHV� WKDW�
unlike other transnational criminal organizations, 
Cartels do not hide behind the shadows, but 
rather seek the spotlight similar to that of  
terrorist organizations to pursue their agenda.

Cartel groups such as Los Zetas, or the 
Medellin Cartel are the main example as to why 
Cartels should be called Terrorist organizations. 
�/RQJPLUH�� ������ 5HVHDUFKHUV� DUJXH� WKDW� WKH�
increasing rating of  these cartels along with terror 
tactics, similar targets have been adapted by these 
transnational criminal organizations, further 
blurring the line between the two groups. Cartels 
in Mexico are a special subgroup in organized 
crime, the level of  violence and targeted audience 
leaves room to compare the cartels to political 
WHUURULVW�JURXSV���-RKQVRQ���������7KLV�UHVHDUFKHU�
argues that the violent terrorist like tactics imitated 
that of  state-sponsored terrorism, he uses state-
sponsored terrorism to further establish the 

blurred lines between the two organizations. The 
article focuses on cartel groups such as Los Zetas 
RU� WKH�.QLJKWV�7HPSODU�� WKDW� KDYH� VKLIWHG� WKHLU�
violent acts towards civilians. There are cases 
that do not involve violent tactics or violence 
committed to innocents to see the blurred lines.
,OOLFLW� WUDGH� KDV� EHHQ�ZLGHO\� XVHG� E\� WHUURULVW�

groups to fund their terrorist operations, it 
is indicated that the assimilation between the 
two industries is far too blurred in order to 
distinguish them. An example of  this is the 
Taliban, it is known that certain Taliban members 
or commanders are solely focused on running 
KHURLQ� ODYDWRULHV�� �0XOOLQV��:LWKHU�� ������:KLOH�
this article notes the differences between the two 
groups it also establishes that terrorists can be 
confused with criminals due to their participation 
LQ� LOOHJDO� WUDGH�� ,W�KDV�EHHQ�HVWDEOLVKHG�E\�PDQ\�
UHVHDUFKHUV�LQ�WKLV�FDPS�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�
terrorist groups that are participating in opiate 
DQG�FRFDLQH�GLVWULEXWLRQ���3LD]]D��������7HUURULVW�
JURXSV� DUH� QRW� RQO\� EHQHÀWWLQJ� IURP� H[LVWLQJ�
illegal activities to fund their operations, such 
as human smuggling, but they are also mixing 
licit with illicit funds. This article highlights how 
terrorists are laundering money through charities, 
and or shell companies to fund their terrorist 
RSHUDWLRQV�� �%DUDGDQDUQ�� )LQGOH\�� HW� DO��� �����	�
&ODUNH��������6FKPLG��������,W�ZDV�DQDO\]HG�WKDW�
most terrorist organizations do not need large 
sums of  cash, further establishing that they are 
blurring the line between the two organizations. 
,W�LV�FRPPRQO\�VHHQ�LQ�GHÀQLWLRQV�WKDW�WHUURULVWV�
prioritize religion, ideology, or political motives, 
but in the case of  the Taliban the motive had 
shifted towards economic stability. While these 
two schools of  thought examine cases closely 
there is still a gray area regarding who labels these 
organizations or individuals as terrorists.

The Grey Areas in Labeling Organizations as 
Terrorist
7KH�ÀQDO�FDPS�LQ�WKLV�OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ�IRFXVHV�

on the gray areas that may limit or
encourage the public or politicians to label an 

RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RU�LQGLYLGXDO�DV�WHUURULVW��$V�EULHÁ\�
PHQWLRQHG�LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�FDPSV��WKH�GHÀQLWLRQV�
regarding terrorism and organized crime are very 
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ÁXLG�� EDVHG� RQ� FRXQWU\�� JRYHUQPHQW� HQWLWLHV��
and even public opinion. The articles in this 
camp will further highlight the importance of  
using the correct label in the midst of  so much 
ÁH[LELOLW\�� DV�ZHOO� DV� VKRZ�KRZ� LW�FDQ�DIIHFW� WKH�
distinction between the two organizations.
7KH� SXUSRVH� RI � HVWDEOLVKLQJ� D� GHÀQLWLRQ�

for terrorism is not only to differentiate those 
organizations from criminal groups but to also 
ensure that the politicians do not mislabel them. 
An example of  this could be Malcom X, he was 
GHWHUPLQHG� WR� ÀJKW� IRU� WKH� OLEHUDWLRQ� RI � EODFN�
people in the United States, he was seen as a 
violent actor in the Civil Right movement. His 
threatening tone or words in fact would not make 
him a terrorist, despite having a politicalmotive, 
D� WDUJHW� �86��� DQG� XVLQJ� IHDU�YLROHQW� WKUHDWV��
�9DQDLN���������7KLV�UHVHDUFKHU�XVHV�H[DPSOHV�WR�
further emphasis the importance of  labeling a 
group or person as a terrorist, or terrorist attack. 
To further examine the gray areas with politicians, 
WKH�0H[LFDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�QRW�RQO\�FDOOHG�0H[LFR·V�
Zapatista National Liberation Army a terrorist 
group but also brought up charges of  terrorism, 
ULRW�� DQG� FRQVSLUDF\�� �6DOJDGR�� ������ 7KLV� LV� DQ�
example of  governments framing groups such 
as EZLN as terrorist groups when they are 
political groups that have engaged in illicit trade, 
DW� ZRUVW� WKH\� DUH� LQVXUJHQWV�� �'LVKPDQ�� ������
*RYHUQPHQWV� RU� 3ROLWLFLDQV� FDQ� ODEHO�

individuals or groups as terrorists to deter their 
popularity with the people, or to limit the ability 
to enact change in politics. They also have the 
ability to label terrorist groups as insurgents, or 
VLPSO\� DQRWKHU� SROLWLFDO� SDUW\� LI � LW� LV� EHQHÀFLDO�
to the government. This creates a gray area, 
not only legally but as well socially regarding 
clear boundaries between crime and terrorism. 
The Revolutionary Armed Forces of  Colombia 
�)$5&��ZDV�GHHPHG�D�WHUURULVW�JURXS�IRU�\HDUV��
however when Venezuelan Presidential candidate 
Hugo Chavez formed a relationship with FARC 
FUHDWHG� D� VKLIW� LQ� )$5&·V� IDYRU�� �)DUDK�� ������
This later would lead to the United Nations 
resolution acknowledging FARCA as a political 
SDUW\�� �0DWDQRFN�� ������7KH� JUD\� DUHDV� VXFK� DV�
GHÀQLWLRQ�� ZHDSRQL]HG� WKH� WHUP� ´WHUURULVPµ�
by politicians, are crucial because they can 

impact the distinctions between the two groups.

Literature Review Analysis:
As seen in the literature review most scholars 

have not been able to determine a clear 
distinction between criminal organizations and 
terrorist organizations. The very few research 
regarding the crime terror nexus is fairly limited 
on the differences, but rather it focuses on the 
relationship found within these two institutions. 
0RVW�UHVHDUFKHUV�IRFXV�RQ�ÀQGLQJ�WKH�VLPLODULWLHV�
and differences as best as possible. Therefore, 
DUWLFOHV�VXFK�0XOOLQV�DUH�XWLOL]HG�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�FDPS�
and in the second camp. A limitation that prevents 
PDQ\� UHVHDUFKHUV� IURP� FRQÀGHQWO\� VWDWLQJ� WKDW�
there are differences between the two groups 
LQYROYHV� WKH� DEVHQFH� RI � D� XQLYHUVDO� GHÀQLWLRQ�
IRU� WHUURULVP�� ,Q� WKH� ÀUVW� FDPS� WKDW� GHIHQGV�
the clear distinctions between the two groups, 
PRVW�DUWLFOHV�VKDUH�DW�OHDVW���RI ���FRPPRQDOLWLHV��
Most researchers agree that violence, motive, 
and target are essential to distinguishing the 
two groups. When acknowledging terrorist 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV·� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� LQ� LOOLFLW� WUDGH� IRU�
economic gain, research emphasizes the need 
for money is to fund their terrorist operations. 
Another limitation these articles have can be 
seen in motive, most articles focus on political 
motives and barely mention ideological 
or religious motives. Those are the most 
LGHQWLÀDEOH� OLPLWDWLRQV� UHJDUGLQJ� WKH� ÀUVW� FDPS

The second camp focuses on the argument 
showing that there are no clear distinctions 
between the two organizations. A limitation that 
is prominent is the use of  Mexico based cartels 
to highlight the blurred lines between the two 
organizations. This is a limitation because cartels 
are not the only famous transnational criminal 
organizations, but also because it is clearly 
emphasized that cartel groups are different from 
other criminal organizations. Unlike other criminal 
organizations, cartels are the few who excessively 
use terror tactics on innocent civilians. While it 
GLPLQLVKHV� WKH� DUJXPHQW� SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKH� ÀUVW�
camp that argues criminal organizations prefer 
to hide in the shadows, it presents a one-sided 
perspective solely tied to transnational criminal 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV��7KHVH�UHVHDUFKHUV·�HPSKDVL]H� WKH�
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lack of  distinction between the two groups by 
listing different terrorist organizations that have 
SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�LOOLFLW�WUDGH�EH\RQG�MXVW�JDWKHULQJ�
funds for their operations. This is accredited to 
WKH�DEVHQFH�RI � D� VWDEOH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI � WHUURULVP��
WKH�ÁXFWXDWLRQ�RI �WKLV�GHEDWH�LV�GXH�WR�WKH�YDULRXV�
IRUPV�WHUURULVP�LV�GHÀQHG�RQ�D�FRXQWU\�EDVLV�

Based on the articles mentioned in the third 
FDPS��LW�HVWDEOLVKHV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI �GHÀQLWLRQV�
which is why various cases will be analyzed by the 
GHÀQLWLRQV�RI � WHUURULVP�DV�ZHOO� DV� WUDQVQDWLRQDO�
criminal organizations. Throughout the literature 
UHYLHZ� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQV� KDYH� EHHQ� TXHVWLRQHG�
WR� ÀW� HDFK� DXWKRU·V� DUJXPHQW�� RU� FRQGHQVLQJ�
WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� EDVHG� RQ� PXOWLSOH� VLPLODULWLHV�
between institutions. The third camp also 
IRFXVHV� RQ� WKH� LQÁXHQWLDO� SRZHU� JRYHUQPHQWV�
and politicians have when deciding to villainize 
a group or individual by weaponizing the 
term terrorism. They can label whoever is a 
threat to their government or political agenda 
EHFDXVH� WKHUH� LV� QR� XQLYHUVDO� GHÀQLWLRQ� IRU�
terrorism. A limitation that some articles have 
is their inability to correctly label terrorist 
JURXSV� EDVHG� RQ� GHÀQLWLRQV� DV� ZHOO� DV� ODEHOLQJ�
groups “terrorist groups” to villainize them.

Overall, the goal of  this literature review is to 
explore the three distinct perspectives that are 
the crime terror nexus and its distinctions. This 
literature review highlights the challenges in 
GHÀQLQJ�DQG�GLVWLQJXLVKLQJ�FULPLQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
and terrorist organizations, through motives, 
WDFWLFV�� DQG� RWKHU� FRQWH[WXDO� LQÁXHQFHV� LQ� WKH�
three camps.

Methodology
The research question this thesis is focused 

RQ� DQVZHULQJ� LV�� LV� WKHUH� D� FOHDU� DQG� GHÀQLWLYH�
distinction between transnational criminal 
organizations and terrorist groups? This thesis 
question involves two globally notorious 
organizations with high levels of  danger. As 
a result, this thesis is centered around data 
meticulously collected using qualitative analysis. 
7KH�PDLQ�REMHFWLYH�RI � WKLV� UHVHDUFK�SDSHU� LV� WR�
GLVFRYHU�LI �WKHUH�LV�D�FOHDU�DQG�GHÀQLWLYH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�
between two organizations by using a series of  
case studies. This paper is centered around three 

FDWHJRULHV�ZLWK���GLIIHUHQW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WKDW�DOO�
participate in the crime terror nexus. The three 
categories that were studied in this research paper 
are, transnational criminal organizations that 
participate in terrorist acts, terrorist organizations 
WKDW� SDUWLFLSDWH� LQ� LOOLFLW� DFWLYLW\�� DQG� ÀQDOO\� D�
full transformation from one organization to 
WKH�RWKHU��,W� LV�DOVR�FULWLFDO�WR�NHHS�LQ�PLQG�WKDW�
GHÀQLWLRQV� DQG� FKDUDFWHULVWLFV� VXUURXQGLQJ� WKH�
YDULRXV�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI � WHUURULVP�ZLOO�EH�SRLQWHG�
out throughout the entire research paper.

This section of  this methodology will focus 
RQ� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH�RI � WKH�GHÀQLWLRQV� DV�ZHOO� DV�
ZKLFK�WZR�GHÀQLWLRQV�ZLOO�EH�XVHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�
WKHVLV��7KH�ÀUVW�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�XVHG�LV�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�
SURYLGHG�E\�WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV��7KLV�GHÀQLWLRQ�
was chosen for this thesis because the United 
Nations Security Council, which is made up of  
���PHPEHUV�IURP�D�YDULHW\�RI �FRXQWULHV��DJUHHG�
LW� ZDV� WKH� PRVW� ÀWWLQJ� GHÀQLWLRQ�� 7KH� VHFRQG�
GHÀQLWLRQ�WKDW�ZDV�FKRVHQ�IRU�WKLV�SDSHU�LV�IURP�
the Department of  Defense it was chosen due 
to the United States unwavering efforts on their 
ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�WHUURULVP��:KLOH�WKHUH�DUH���VHSDUDWH�
sections in this research paper, it is imperative 
to remember that each organization will be 
used for comparison in other sections. Certain 
characteristics such as goals, tactics, and motive 
will be used throughout the entire paper in the 
sections pertaining to terror tactics embedded 
in transnational criminal organizations and 
illicit activity found in terrorist organizations.
7KH� ÀUVW� FDWHJRU\� ZLOO� EH� FHQWHUHG� RQ�

transnational criminal organizations, that mainly 
focus on two powerful cartels in two separate 
FRXQWULHV�� 7KH� ÀUVW� WUDQVQDWLRQDO� FULPLQDO�
organization is based out of  Mexico known 
as Los Zetas Cartel. The second criminal 
organization is the Medellin Cartel led by Pablo 
Escobar in Columbia. These cartels were chosen 
as case studies for this research paper due to 
their unapologetic use of  violence, coercion, 
and their notorious reputations. Los Zetas, 
currently one of  the deadliest transnational 
criminal organizations in Mexico, is known for 
its recent violent messages, planned attacks, 
and ongoing brutal activities. This transnational 
criminal organization was selected not only 
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because of  theirviolent reputation but also due 
to alleged ties that connect Los Zetas to terrorist 
syndicates that will later be touched on. This case 
was selected due to their recruitment of  former 
military men and their alleged alliance with 
certain terrorist groups. Due to the nature of  this 
paper, all data was collected through scholarly 
articles centered around the crime terror nexus 
or the power Los Zetas have over Mexico.
,Q�WKH�DQDO\VLV�VHFWLRQ��WKLV�SDSHU�ZLOO�H[DPLQH�

a few examples of  such violence and methods 
of  persuasion under the lenses of  terrorism. 
,W� ZLOO� DOVR� KHOS� GHWHUPLQH� LI � WKH� OLQH� EHWZHHQ�
terrorist and criminal syndicate has blurred too 
much to see a clear distinction or if  it draws a 
clearer line. The Medellin Cartel under the 
control of  Pablo Escobar was fairly violent as 
well as being power hungry which led to his 
interest in politics. This section will strictly focus 
on violent atrocities each transnational criminal 
organization committed that may resemble 
terrorist action, while comparing motive, target, 
and if  it indeed blurs the line between the two.

The second category consists of  well-known 
WHUURULVW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�,6,6��DQG�WKH�
Taliban. Remember in this section, this thesis will 
not cover any topics regarding the politicization 
of  terrorist groups or the politicization of  the 
term terrorist. These were all meticulously 
selected case studies due to their notoriety in the 
past and even now. All were chosen due to their 
societal notoriety due to heinous acts they have 
committed or their alleged ties with criminals.
,6,6� LV� IXQGDPHQWDO� WR� WKLV� SDSHU� DQG� ZLOO�

be used as a key to showcase various methods 
NQRZQ� DV� ´WHUURU� WDFWLFV�µ� ,W� LV� LPSHUDWLYH� WR�
XVH� ,6,6� DV� D� EDFNJURXQG� IRU� YLROHQFH� WKDW� KDV�
also been perpetuated by criminal organizations. 
This will better investigate if  there is a difference 
between two organizations that commit the 
VDPH� KHLQRXV� DFW�� ,6,6� ZLOO� DOVR� EH� XVHG� WR�
showcase the various forms of  funding through 
WKH� LOOLFLW� PDUNHW�� 6LPLODU� WR� ,6,6�� WKH� 7DOLEDQ�
is known for becoming involved in the same 
illicit trade as many transnational criminal 
organizations. The organization mentioned 
above will be used to compare to independent 
organizations that have overlapped so much 

in recent years that have created a new debate 
if  there even is a fundamental difference.

Finally, the last section that this paper will 
touch on is the alliance and the cases in which 
we have seen a full transition from one type of  
RUJDQL]DWLRQ� WR� WKH� RWKHU�� ,Q� WKLV� VHFWLRQ� WKH�
selected case study includes Sendero Luminoso 
from Peru also known as the Shining Path. 
Sendero Luminoso was chosen for this case 
analysis due to the stages it underwent over 
the years of  their reign. This section will also 
introduce the alliances that have been connected 
between transnational criminal organizations and 
terrorist groups, these alliances include Los Zetas 
and Hezbollah. The cases above were chosen 
because of  the importance that will give a different 
SHUVSHFWLYH�ZLWKRXW�WKH�LQWULFDFLHV�RI �D�GHÀQLWLRQ�

Analysis
This section of  the research paper will analyze 

various factors that will help determine if  there is 
a clear distinction between transnational criminal 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DQG�WHUURULVW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��,Q�RUGHU�
to conclude whether there is a clear distinction 
between transnational criminal organizations and 
terrorist organizations it is imperative to know 
what they exactly are. Transnational criminal 
organizations are, “self-perpetuating associations 
of  individuals who operate transnationally for 
WKH� SXUSRVH� RI � REWDLQLQJ� SRZHU�� LQÁXHQFH��
monetary and/or commercial gains, wholly or 
in part by illegal means, while protecting their 
activities through a pattern of  corruption and/or 
violence or while protecting their illegal activities 
through a transnational organization structure 
and the exploitation of  transnational commerce 
or communications mechanism.” (National 
6HFXULW\�&RXQFLO���������:KLOH�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �
transnational criminal organization is very clear 
and concise the same cannot be said for terrorism. 
:KHQ� GHÀQLQJ� WHUURULVPV� WKHUH� DUH� YDULRXV�
)DFWRUV�WKDW�LQYROYH�D�SOHWKRUD�RI �GHÀQLWLRQV�RI �
terrorism, the characteristics that make up those 
GHÀQLWLRQV�� )ROORZHG� E\� FDVH� VWXGLHV� WKDW� ZLOO�
help draw distinctions and similarities between 
the two organizations. Note that in this thesis 
SDSHU��WKH�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI �ERWK�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�ZLOO�
be used throughout the paper to help examine 
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the case studies. This will further help conclude 
LI �WKHUH�LV�RU�LI �WKHUH�LV�QRW�D�FOHDU�DQG�GHÀQLWLYH�
distinction between the two organizations.

Unfortunately, no one institution shares the 
VDPH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI � WHUURULVP��ZKLOH�PDQ\� VKDUH�
many similar factors there are small factors that 
can blur the lines between criminal and terrorist 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV�� 7KH� ÀUVW� GHÀQLWLRQ� LV� IURP� WKH�
'HSDUWPHQW�RI �'HIHQVH�JLYHV� WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �
international terrorist as, “The unlawful use of  
violence or threat of  violence, often motivated 
by religious, political, or other ideological 
beliefs, to instill fear and coerce governments 
or societies in pursuit of  goals that are usually 
SROLWLFDOµ� �'HSDUWPHQW� RI �'HIHQVH�� Q�G��� S������
7KH�VHFRQG�GHÀQLWLRQ�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�XVHG�WR�DQDO\]H�
HDFK� FDVH� LV� WKH� 8QLWHG� 1DWLRQV� GHÀQLWLRQ��
%DVHG�RQ�WKHLU�5HVROXWLRQ������IURP�������WKH\�
stated, “criminal acts, including against civilians, 
committed with the intent to cause death or 
VHULRXV� ERGLO\� LQMXU\�� RU� WDNLQJ� RI � KRVWDJHV��
with the purpose to provoke a state of  terror 
in the general public or in a group of  persons 
or particular persons, intimidate a population 
or compel a government or an international 
organization to do or to abstain from doing any 
DFW�µ� �8QLWHG� 1DWLRQV�� Q�G��� 5HVROXWLRQ� ������
While both institutions share similarities, they 
also share vast differences in which can make 
the biggest distinctions. A few similarities the 
Department of  Defense and the United Nations 
GHÀQLWLRQ�VKDUH�LV�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�LW�PXVW�EH�D�WKUHDW��
criminal or violent act. However, the Department 
of  Defense is the only one to require the act 
to have the intent to kill or cause bodily harm. 
Another similarity they share is the goal to instill 
fear or terror in the general public or government, 
with the goal to stop a government from doing 
D� VSHFLÀF� DFW�� :KLOH� WKHUH� DUH� VLPLODULWLHV� LQ�
WKHLU� GHÀQLWLRQV� WKHUH� DUH� D� IHZ� IXQGDPHQWDO�
differences that can make a vast difference 
when it comes to the Crime Terror Nexus.
7KH�ÀUVW�IXQGDPHQWDO�GLIIHUHQFH�LV�WKH�PRWLYH��

the department of  defense indicated that the 
motive must be religious, political, or ideological 
beliefs, while the United Nations does not specify 
the motive. The second fundamental difference is 
WKH�JRDO��ZKLOH�ERWK�GHÀQLWLRQV�LQFOXGH�GHWHUULQJ�

the government, the department of  defense 
GHÀQLWLRQV� LQFOXGHV�� ´SXUVXLW� RI � JRDOV� WKDW� DUH�
usually political” (Department of  Defense, 
Q�G���S������ ��:KLOH�WKH�81�PHUHO\�PHQWLRQV�WR�
intimidate a government or organization to not 
do any act, the end goal does not have to be 
purely political or for ideological pursuits. The 
two clear distinctions that are used to analyze 
each case will be goal and motive. Due to the 
unwavering attempts of  the United States to 
VWRS�WHUURU�WKLV�WKHVLV�ZLOO�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�
rendered by the Department of  Defense.
7R� IXUWKHU� GLVVHFW� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI � WKH�

Department of  Justice, this paper will focus on 
the following requirements: level of  violence, 
the goal/motive, and their target. The motive 
according to the Department of  Defense has 
to be political, religious, or ideological, while 
criminal organizations are typically motivated 
by monetary gain, cartel organizations such as 
Los Zetas have committed atrocities to impact 
political policies, or political elections. This brings 
the next characteristic that will be used to examine 
if  there is a clear fundamental difference between 
transnational criminal organizations and terrorist 
organizations. According to the Department of  
Defense all operations of  terrorist organizations 
are typically in pursuit of  political goals, however 
this does not clearly indicate that their long-term 
goal had to be political. Criminal organizations 
have placed attacks on the government or its 
FLYLOLDQV� LQ� RUGHU� WR� LQÁXHQFH� SROLFLHV�� DQG�
elections. This thesis will investigate the use of  
YLROHQFH��PRWLYH��DQG�JRDOV��LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�ÀQG�
out where there is a clear distinction between 
both organizations. The following section will 
analyze Transnational criminal organizations 
and their engagement in terrorist activities.

Criminal Organizations Engaging in Terrorist 
Acts.
,Q�WKLV�VHFWLRQ�WKH�SDSHU�ZLOO�DQDO\]H�WKH�FULPH�

terror nexus through the lenses of  transnational 
criminal organizations and its overlapping 
relationship with terrorism to help indicate if  
there is a fundamental difference or if  the lines 
KDYH�EOXUUHG�IDU�WRR�PXFK��7KH�ÀUVW�FDVH�WKDW�ZLOO�
be examined is the hanging of  9 decapitated men 
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ZKR�DUH�EHOLHYHG�WR�EH�SDUW�RI �WKH�*XOI �&DUWHO��
�7KH�*XDUGLDQ�������7KLV� WHUURUL]LQJ� WDFWLF�ZDV�
done by no other than Los Zetas, a transnational 
criminal organization notoriously known for 
their use of  violence in order to coerce or 
instill fear in the general public and government 
RIÀFLDOV��7KLV�OHYHO�RI �YLROHQFH�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�GRQH�
by other terrorist organizations, especially in an 
attempt to terrorize a large group of  civilians 
RU� JRYHUQPHQWV�� ,Q� ����� 1LFKRODV� %HUJ�� DQ�
$PHULFDQ� FLWL]HQ�� ZDV� FDXJKW� E\� ,6,6�� D� ZHOO�
NQRZQ�WHUURULVW�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��,6,6�XQIRUWXQDWHO\�
decapitated Nicholas Berg but also videotaped 
this heinous act of  violence and distributed the 
video online to terrorize American civilians and 
WKH� $PHULFDQ� JRYHUQPHQW�� ,6,6� XVHG� 1LFKRODV�
%HUJ� DV� UHYHQJH� IRU� WKH� PLVWUHDWPHQW� RI � ,UDTL�
prisoners in the hands of  U.S. soldiers in Abu 
*KUDLE�� OHDYLQJ� D� FOHDU� PHVVDJH� WR� WKH� 8�6�
JRYHUQPHQW� WR� WUHDG� FDUHIXOO\�� �)LONLQV�� ������
6LPLODU� WR� ,6,6��/RV�=HWDV� XVHG� WKH�GHFDSLWDWHG�
bodies to instill fear in the civilians of  Nuevo 
Laredo but as well as any government employee. 
Their message was loud and clear, if  any 
civilian or corrupt cop helped any member of  
WKH� *XOI � &DUWHO� WKH\� WRR� ZRXOG� EH� FDSWXUHG��
killed, and left in public as a display. This is not 
WKH� ÀUVW� RU� ODVW� XVH� RI � WHUURU� WDFWLFV� /RV�=HWDV�
Cartel has used in order to achieve their goals.
%DVHG� RQ� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� SURYLGHG� E\� WKH�

Department of  Defense both atrocities 
PHQWLRQHG�DERYH�ZRXOG�EH�FODVVLÀHG�DV�WHUURULVW�
RUJDQL]DWLRQV��7KH�ÀUVW�UHTXLUHPHQW�RI �WKH�WKUHDW�
or use of  violence is evident, we also have to 
examine their motive, during this time Los Zetas 
KDG�DQ�RQJRLQJ�WXUI �ZDU�ZLWK�WKH�*XOI �&DUWHO��,Q�
this case the goal and motive were to ensure that 
civilians and government employees such as the 
SROLFH�ZRXOG�QRW�KHOS�DQ\�PHPEHU�RI �WKH�*XOI �
Cartel. This can be argued that the use of  this 
terror tactic was to coerce the government and 
society to turn a blind eye to any help or bribes 
WKH�*XOI �&DUWHO�PD\�KDYH��7KH�JRDO�IRU�WKH�=HWDV�
in this case was territory that they wanted control 
of. This thesis argues that their use of  violence 
to obtain control of  this terrorist is political to 
ensure the government does not attempt to stop 
/RV�=HWDV�LOOLFLW�DFWLYLW\��,W�FDQ�DOVR�EH�DUJXHG�WKDW�

it is not enough of  a political reason because their 
long-term goal is not political power. However, 
QRZKHUH� LQ� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� GRHV� LW� VSHFLI\� WKDW�
their “political pursuit” must be long term, the 
GHÀQLWLRQ� DOVR� VWDWHV� WKDW� WKHLU� YLROHQW� DFWV� RU�
threats of  violent act is, “in pursuit of  goals that 
are usually political” (Department of  Defense, 
Q�G��� S������ �7KHUHIRUH� WKLV� WKHVLV� SDSHU� DUJXHV�
that a political purist is not required, the use 
of  the word “usually” can indicate that there 
are other reasons as to why a terrorist group 
would coerce or instill fear into the government 
therefore making the political goal unnecessary.

The following case that will be examined is 
WKH� 0HGHOOLQ� &DUWHO� OHG� E\� WKH� .LQJSLQ� 3DEOR�
Escobar. This criminal organization has been 
connected or committed a series of  events that 
FDQ�EH�FODVVLÀHG�DV�WHUURULVP��,Q�WKH�ODWH���·V�DQG�
HDUO\���·V�3DEOR�(VFREDU�GLG� D� VHULHV�RI � DWWDFNV�
on the Colombian government. The deadliest 
DWWDFN� WKH� 0HGHOOLQ� &DUWHO� GLG� ZDV� LQ� ������ LQ�
ZKLFK�WKH\�VHW�RII �D�ERPE�LQ�D��´FRPPHUFLDO�MHW��
$YLDQFD� )OLJKW� ����� ZKLFK� NLOOHG� ���� SHRSOH�µ�
�3KLOOLSV�� ������ S����� 7KLV� DWWDFN� ZDV� PHDQW�
to coerce the Colombian government to stop 
the attacks and the intelligence placed on the 
capturing of  Pablo Escobar and their attempts 
at destroying the Medellin Cartel. Pablo Escobar 
not only used violence, had a political motive, 
and ultimately such actions were in pursuit of  
a political goal. While the bombing of  Avianca 
)OLJKW� ���� ZDV� GULYHQ� E\� WKH� 0HGHOOLQ� &DUWHO·V�
agenda which was to protect their illicit business 
ventures, it was undeniably political as well. The 
ERPELQJ�RI �WKLV�MHW�KDG�RQH�WDUJHW��D�3UHVLGHQWLDO�
Candidate that was anti-drugs and his goal was 
WR�GLVPDQWOH�FDUWHOV��,Q�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�DVVDVVLQDWH�
D�SUHVLGHQWLDO�FDQGLGDWH���&DHVDU�*DOODUGR��3DEOR�
(VFREDU·V�JRDO�ZDV� WR�XVH�KLV�SRZHU�DQG�DELOLW\�
WR� LQÁXHQFH� &ROXPELD·V� SUHVLGHQWLDO� HOHFWLRQ�
,Q�FRPSDULQJ�WKLV�DWWDFN�WR�WKDW�RI �WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�

of  terrorism provided by the Department of  
Defense, the Medellin Cartel and Pablo Escobar 
would be rendered terrorist. Analyzing this attack 
from the level of  violence, motive, and goal, may 
provide evidence indicating that the line between 
terrorist and criminal organizations have blurred 
far too much to see a clear difference. The level 
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RI �YLROHQFH�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�GHDWK�RI �����FLYLOLDQV��
SHU�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI �'HIHQVH�
WKLV� DWWDFN� FKHFNV� RII � WKH� ÀUVW� UHTXLUHPHQWV��
The motive for bombing a plane was political, 
it was an attempt on altering a presidential 
election, an attempt to coerce the government 
or future governments heads to enact policies 
WKDW� ZRXOG� DIIHFW� 3DEOR� (VFREDU·V� JRDOV�

The goal in this case was political, not only 
because Pablo Escobar wanted to protect this 
business endeavors but for another reason, 
SROLWLFDO� SRZHU�� ,Q� WKH� HDUO\� ����·V� WKH� NLQJ� RI �
cocaine, Pablo Escobar had expressed his desire to 
run for president for Colombia. The case study of  
the Medellin Cartel and its leader Pablo Escobar 
indicates the complex and unique phenomena 
that causes the crime terror nexus to blurr far 
WRR�PXFK�WR�VHH�D�FOHDU�GLVWLQFWLRQ�� ,Q������VL[�
\HDUV� SULRU� WR� WKH� DWWDFN� RI � )OLJKW� ���� 3DEOR�
Escobar managed to, “win a seat in the house of  
UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�µ��5XELR��������S�����)RFXVLQJ�RQ�
the political ambitions Pablo Eschobar had for 
himself, his long term goal was to end up with the 
KLJKHVW� SRZHU� LQ�&RORPELD� DV� SUHVLGHQW�� ,I � KLV�
long term goal was the presidency the creation of  
the Medellin Cartel was merely a tactic to pursue 
his short term goals, such as monetary gain 
DQG� WKH� DELOLW\� WR� LQÁXHQFH�&RORPELDQ� SROLWLFV�
,Q� WKLV� VHFWLRQ�� LW� DQDO\]HG� WZR� FDVHV� ZKLFK�

allowed us to see what makes a clear difference 
between a transnational criminal organization and 
terrorist organization through the Department 
RI �'HIHQVH� GHÀQLWLRQV�� ,W� DOVR� UHVXOWV� LQ� VHHLQJ�
KRZ� EDVHG� RQ� WKH� 8QLWHG� 1DWLRQV� GHÀQLWLRQ��
the line that distinct the two independent 
organizations can become so intertwined that 
blurs the line too much to see a clear distinction. 
,Q� WKH� IROORZLQJ� VHFWLRQ� WKLV� WKHVLV�ZLOO� DQDO\]H�
the tactics that terrorist organizations have 
used in order to fund their organizations.

Terrorist Organization engaged in Criminal 
Activities

Just as transnational criminal organizations , 
terrorist organizations are involved in criminal 
activity that have played a huge role in blurring 
the lines between transnational criminal 
organizations and terrorist organizations. Over 

the years terrorist organizations involvement 
in criminal activity has spread from violent 
acts to the black market or the drug trade. The 
reasoning behind their increasing involvement 
in illicit activities is to fund their organizations 
most especially their terrorist attacks. However, 
it can be seen that some terrorist organizations 
have become far too involved in the illicit 
market, one could argue that their religious or 
political motive has changed to a more monetary 
goal. This section will analyze this concern 
using two well-known terrorist organizations.
7KH� ÀUVW� WHUURULVW� RUJDQL]DWLRQ� ZH� ZLOO� ORRN�

into is the Taliban, while the Taliban is currently 
the ruling government of  Afghanistan they will 
be recognized as a terrorist organization in this 
thesis. The ultimate reasoning behind categorizing 
the Taliban as a terrorist organization is because 
the United States along with other countries do 
not recognize the Taliban as the government 
of  Afghanistan. This decision was also based 
on the history of  the Taliban that is spammed 
with various terrorist threats, terrorist attacks, 
and the terror they have instilled on the people 
of  Afghanistan in order to obtain power. When 
analyzing the Taliban, while they are part of  a 
terrorist organization, they have increased their 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� LQ� LOOLFLW� WUDGH��$W� ÀUVW� WKH�7DOLEDQ�
would threaten and force farmers to harvest 
RSLXP� SRSS\� ÁRZHUV�� 7KH� 7DOLEDQ� DOVR�� ´JHWV�
funding from taxing all aspects of  drug trade. 
2SLXP�KDUYHVWV�DUH�WD[HG�DURXQG����SHUFHQW�DQG�
KHURLQ�PDQXIDFWXULQJ� ODEV� DUH� WD[HG� DW� ���� SHU�
NLORJUDP���µ��+HVWHUPDQ��������S�����7KH�7DOLEDQ·V�
engagement in the illicit market began with 
taxing, however over years they have developed. 
7KH�7DOLEDQ·V�VWUXFWXUHG�DV�D�FHOO��VRPH�RI �WKHVH�
FHOOV� KDYH� EHFRPH� IXOO\� IXQFWLRQLQJ� WUDIÀFNLQJ�
organizations. Commanders of  the Taliban have 
become directly involved in the drug trade by 
increasing production by controlling their own 
KHURLQ� ODERUDWRULHV�� �� 0XOOLQV�� :LWKHU�� �����
,Q� WKH� FDVH� VWXG\� RI � WKH� 7DOLEDQ�� ZKHQ�

analyzing their actions, it would be considered a 
transnational criminal organization. As mentioned 
DERYH� WKH� FULWHULD� QHHGHG� WR� EH� FODVVLÀHG� DV� D�
transnational criminal organization is, a group 
of  individuals must operate transnationally 
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meaning operating in several nations, with the 
goal to obtain power, monetary gains, through 
illegal activities. (National Security Council, 
������� 7KH� 7DOLEDQ·V� HQJDJHPHQW� LQ� WKH� GUXJ�
trade was done for monetary gain in order to 
achieve their long-term goal of  obtaining power. 
The cultivation of  heroin and cocaine are clearly 
illegal, therefore making themselves criminals, in 
order to protect their business, the Taliban has 
ensued violence for years in order to protect their 
GUXJ� WUDIÀFNLQJ� EXVLQHVV�� 7KH\� DOVR� WRRN� SDUW�
in the black market and a series of  networks in 
order to sell the heroin and cocaine that their 
cells have cultivated or gathered. When analyzing 
the Taliban through the lens of  Transnational 
&ULPLQDO�2UJDQL]DWLRQV�GHÀQLWLRQ�LW�ZRXOG�DSSHDU�
the line has indeed blurred far too much. Similar 
WR� WKH� 7DOLEDQ�� ,6,6�� D� WHUURULVW� RUJDQL]DWLRQ��
also engaged in illegal trade via cyberware.

Through the sales of  antiquities, oil, and in the 
F\EHU�PDUNHW��,6,6�KDV�XWLOL]HG�WKH�EODFN�PDUNHW�
as their personal bank in order to obtain funding 
IRU� WKHLU� RSHUDWLRQV�� 7KH\·UH� LQFUHDVLQJ� DFWLYLW\�
along the black market has become a huge part of  
WKHLU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�VLQFH�������EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�
VDOH� RI � LOOLFLW� DQWLTXHV��*RYHUQPHQW� LQWHOOLJHQFH�
KDV�VWDWHG��´,UDTL�,QWHOOLJHQFH�VHUYLFHV�UHYHDOHG�LQ�
-XQH������WKDW�WKH�JURXS�PDGH�DV�PXFK�DV�86����
million from the sales of  antiquities.” (Blannin, 
������ S�� ����� ,6,6� REWDLQV� WKHVH� DQWLTXLWLHV� YLD�
ORRWLQJ�PXVHXPV�� DQG� OLEUDULHV� WKURXJKRXW� ,UDT�
and Syria. They have also gained control of  at 
OHDVW� ������ DUFKHRORJLFDO� FXOWXUDO� VLWHV� LQ� ZKLFK�
WKH� YDVW� PDMRULW\� RI � WKHVH� YDOXDEOH� DQWLTXLWLHV�
DUH� VWROHQ� E\� ,6,6� DQG� WKHQ� VPXJJOHG� WR� EH�
sold overseas through the black market. (Terrill, 
������ $QWLTXLWLHV� DUH� QRW� WKH� RQO\� SURGXFW�
they sell via the black market, they also sell oil.
:LWK�WKH�KLJK�GHPDQG�RI �RLO��,6,6�KDV�EHJXQ�

selling illegally obtained oil in various nations 
and using the black market to sell the oil for 
SURÀW�� 7KLV� RUJDQL]DWLRQ� KDV� SURÀWHG� JUHDWO\�
from their illegal sale of  oil, “ they earned US 
��������PLOOLRQ�DQQXDOO\� IURP�RLO� VPXJJOLQJ����µ�
�%ODQQLQ�� ������ S������ ,Q� RUGHU� WR� REWDLQ� WKH�
RLO� ,6,6� KDV� LOOHJDOO\� WUDQVSRUWHG�� WKH\� KDYH�
attacked oil infrastructure throughout the middle 
HDVW�� PDLQO\� DWWDFNLQJ� /LE\D�� ,UDT�� (J\SW�� DQG�

6\ULD�� �%ODQQLQ�� ������� ,6,6�KDV� IRXQG� D�ZD\� WR�
exploit the transnational market of  commerce 
in order to sell oil. They have control of  small 
RLO�UHÀQHULHV�ZKLFK�VHOO�RLO�WR�RXWVLGH�DJHQWV�WKDW�
then transport the oil to be resold in legitimate 
PDUNHWV�� �%ODQQLQ�� ������� 7KH� H[SORLWDWLRQ� DQG�
FRUUXSWHG� VFKHPHV� LQ� ZKLFK� ,6,6� SDUWDNHV� LQ��
FOHDUO\� IXOÀOOV� D� FKDUDFWHULVWLF� WKDW� LV� QHHGHG� WR�
be labeled a transnational criminal organization.
,6,6�KDV�DOVR�FUHDWHG�TXLWH�D�UHSXWDWLRQ�RI �LOOLFLW�

activity via the internet from hackers for hire, to 
F\EHU�MDFNLQJ��,6,6�KDV�FUHDWHG�WKHLU�RZQ�RQOLQH�
marketplace in which they supply, “cybercrime 
tools such as malware and ransomware, as well as 
for skilled hackers, who can be hired for criminal 
VHUYLFHV�µ��7HUULOO��������S�����1RW�RQO\�DUH�WKH\�
committing crimes, but it has also become a 
nationwide organization. Since this type of  illegal 
online activity can be executed from anywhere 
LQ� WKH� ZRUOG�� ,6,6� F\EHU� PDUNHW� KDV� QHWZRUNV�
and connections all over the world, remarkably 
VLPLODU� WR� WKH� QHWZRUN·V� FDUWHOV� KDYH� FUHDWHG� LQ�
order to transfer product or information. British 
LQWHOOLJHQFH� IRXQG� WKDW� %ULWLVK� ,6,6� VXSSRUWHUV�
KDYH�D�UHYHQXH�RI �DERXW������PLOOLRQ�86�WKURXJK�
D� ODUJH�VFDOH� IUDXG� VFKHPH�� �7HUULOO�� ������ ,6,6�
MXVW� OLNH� WKH�7DOLEDQ� IXOÀOOV� DOO� WKH� UHTXLUHPHQWV�
needed to be considered a criminal organization. 
,6,6� KDV� H[SORLWHG� WKH� WUDQVQDWLRQDO� PDUNHW�
of  commerce through various schemes and 
illegal activity in order to obtain monetary gain.

Alliances and Transitions:
This section will focus on the alliances between 

terrorist organizations and criminal organizations. 
The alliances and full transformations can be clear 
indicators that there is a clear difference between 
the two organizations. Considering that an alliance 
LV� QHHGHG� LQ� RUGHU� WR� REWDLQ� HDFK� RWKHU·V� JRDOV�
would prove that, due to their knowledge in each 
domain it can show the substantive difference 
between the two organizations. A different 
perspective that alliances and transformation 
play a part in the crime terror nexus. As we 
know the crime terror nexus is the overlapping 
relationship between the two organizations, 
however it can also be seen as a transformation 
process. The process of  starting as either an 
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alliance which will be tackled in thisportion of  
WKH�SDSHU��7KH� DOOLDQFH� LV� WKH�ÀUVW� VWHS� WRZDUGV�
a full transition, this will be shown with Sendero 
Luminoso an insurgent terrorist group turned 
criminal. While a strict alliance can also be 
placed such as the alliance between Hezbollah a 
terrorist group and Los Zetas a criminal group.

An alliance born between Hezbollah, a 
terrorist organization based out of  Lebanon and 
Cartel group Los Zetas based out of  Mexico, will 
EH� WKH�ÀUVW�FDVH� WKDW� LV�DQDO\]HG� LQ� WKLV�SRUWLRQ�
of  the thesis. Due to the ideology and beliefs 
that are carried on by Hezbollah they have 
created an alliance with a criminal organization 
to smuggle “necessity” into the United States for 
D�6KLD�GRPLQDWHG�ZRUOG��,Q�RUGHU�WR�VDYH�PRQH\��
resources and time, Hezbollah created an alliance 
with Los Zetas to have weapons, money, and 
members of  their organization to be smuggled 
LQWR� WKH� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV�� �6KHLQLV�� ������ 7KLV�
alliance is a functioning symbiotic relationship 
for both parties, Hezbollah can focus on their 
organization and operations without having to 
become too involved in illicit trade and the Cartels 
not only make a pretty penny but also increase 
WKHLU� VPXJJOLQJ� RSHUDWLRQV�� ,Q� WKLV� LQVWDQFH��
the alliance between both organizations can be 
clearly distinguished as two separate institutions. 
Despite the alliances Hezabollah has created 
with the criminal cartels for their smuggling 
operations, they also have also used the illicit 
market to fund their organization. Hezbollah 
uses cells that have integrated themselves in 
illicit trade, which would be the next step after 
WKH�DOOLDQFH��,W�LV�WKHLU�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI �FULPLQDO�
organizations, Hezbollah has, “worldwide crime 
operations extending from South America, 
through African Europe..... Cells are primarily 
involved in trading heroin and cocaine, but also 
IDFLOLWDWLQJ� PRQH\� ODXQGHULQJ���µ� �1DFRV�� ������
S��������:KLOH�+H]EROODK�ZHQW�WKURXJK�WKH�ÀUVW�
two stages of  the crime terror nexus through 
this perspective, they have not fully transformed.
,Q�WKH�VHFWLRQ�DERYH��WKLV�WKHVLV�GLVFXVVHG�WKH�

ÀUVW�SDUW�RI �WKH�FULPH�WHUURU�QH[XV�ZKLFK�LV�WKH�
alliance and the appropriation of  another type of  
organization, in this case a criminal organization. 
The following is the complete transformation, 

in which the terrorist organization has lost 
their perspective within the illegal market. That 
terrorist and criminal groups have orchestrated in 
order to obtain monetary gain or become closer 
to their target. There are instances in which the 
alliance can shift and lead to an organization 
from appropriating the other or shifting 
completely into the other. Sendero Luminoso 
also known as the Shining Path is based out of  
Peru they began with alliance that shifted and 
leading their organization to be dissolved and 
another evolving to another. Sendero Luminoso, 
EHJDQ� DV� DQ� LQVXUJHQW� JURXS� ÀJKWLQJ� DJDLQVW�
WKHLU�JRYHUQPHQW�GHPDQGLQJ�FKDQJH��,Q�RUGHU�WR�
REWDLQ�FDVK�ÁRZ�WR�IXQG�WKHLU�RSHUDWLRQV��WKH�FDVH�
of  Sendero Luminoso they created an alliance 
ZLWK�´.LQJ�&RFD� ¶·��7KLV�.LQJ�&RFD�ZDV�D�ZHOO�
known cocaine cultivator and seller within Peru. 
With this alliance Sendero Luminoso was able 
to receive more funding for their organization 
and planned operations against the communist 
JRYHUQPHQW� RI � 3HUX�� �.D\�� ������ :KLOH� WKHLU�
DOOLDQFH�ZLWK�.LQJ�&RFD� ÀUVW� EHJDQ� DV� 6HQGHUR�
/XPLQRVR�EHJDQ�DV�SURWHFWRUV�RI �WKH�FRFD�ÀHOGV�
from other groups attempting to eradicate the 
ÀHOG�� WKH\� VRRQ� EHFDPH�PRUH� LQJUDLQHG� LQ� WKLV�
GUXJ� WUDIÀFNLQJ� RSHUDWLRQ�� $IWHU� WKH� LQHYLWDEOH�
IDOO� RI � .LQJ� &RFD�� ´6HQGHUR� /XPLQRVR� KDV�
been able to strengthen its ties with the drug 
FDUWHO�IURP�WKH�SDVW�GHFDGH���µ��%XUFK��������S���
:KHQ�$OEHUWR�)XMLPRUL�EHFDPH�3UHVLGHQW�RI �

Peru, he enacted various policies and strategies 
WR�QRW�RQO\�HOLPLQDWH�.LQJ�&RFD��EXW�DV�ZHOO�DV�
WKH� GRZQIDOO� RI � 6HQGHUR� /XPLQRVR�� ,Q� RUGHU�
to do this, policies that would crack down 
on the cultivation of  cocaine became heavily 
LPSOHPHQWHG�WR�GLVPDQWOH�.LQJ�&RFD��$IWHU�WKHLU�
DOOLDQFH�IHOO�WKURXJK�ZLWK�.LQJ�&RFD��WKHLU�DFFHVV�
to copious amounts of  money ended, which 
resulted in Sendero Luminoso to appropriate 
WKHVH� WUDIÀFNHUV�DQG�VWDUW�FXOWLYDWLQJ�DQG�VHOOLQJ�
themselves. Their goal up until this point was to 
gain access to large amounts of  money in order 
to fund their terrorist tactics, and operations. 
However after the capturing of  their Leader 
$ELPDHO� *X]PDQ� LQ� ������ 6HQGHUR� /XPLQRVR�
began to dissolve, leaving the remaining members 
and organization to, “be arguably described not 
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as a rebel group, but as a violent organization.” 
�%XUFK�� ������ S���� 7KLV� GHPRQVWUDWHV� D� FOHDU�
distinction between two organizations when 
you see them organically change, however you 
simultaneousl identify the gray areas of  each case.

Limitations:
This thesis was based on qualitative analysis 

of  meticulously selected case studies, but also 
D� FDUHIXOO\� VHOHFWHG� GHÀQLWLRQ�� +RZHYHU�� LW� LV�
important to note that there are a few limitations to 
WKLV�WKHVLV�ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�GHÀQLWLRQV��SROLWLFDO�DQG�
VRFLHWDO�SHUVSHFWLYHV��,Q�WKLV�WKHVLV�WKHUH�ZDV�RQO\�
RQH�GHÀQLWLRQ�XVHG�WR�KHOS�GHWHUPLQH�LI �WKH�OLQHV�
between Transnational criminal organizations 
and terrorist organizations have blurred far too 
much to even see a distinction between the two. 
,W� LV� LPSHUDWLYH� WR� XQGHUVWDQG� WKDW� WKHUH� LV� QR�
XQLYHUVDO� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI � WHUURULVP�� EHFDXVH� RI �
this the conclusion this paper has reached can 
EH�GLIIHUHQW�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�XVHG��2WKHU�
GHÀQLWLRQV�UHTXLUH�D�IHZ�GLIIHUHQW�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�
that can change the outcome when comparing it 
WR� WKHVH� FDVHV�� ,W� LV� DOVR� LPSRUWDQW� WR�QRWH� WKDW�
no criminal organization is structured the same 
way, has the same level of  violence, or goals.

The political perspective which was not used in 
this thesis paper can also impact the conclusion 
of  this paper. The politicization of  the word 
“terrorism” has become a tool governments or 
politicians have used and still continue to use 
in order to remove credibility from legitimate 
insurgent/rebel groups. When you weaponize 
a word like terrorism and describe a legitimate 
group of  people who want to instill change not 
only removes credibility, but also support from 
the general public and other governments. An 
example of  this can be seen when the Mexican 
JRYHUQPHQW� QRW� RQO\� FDOOHG�0H[LFR·V� =DSDWLVWD�
National Liberation Army a terrorist group 
but also brought up charges of  terrorism, riot, 
DQG� FRQVSLUDF\�� �6DOJDGR�� ������ 7KLV� ZDV� GRQH�
to remove any credibility of  their reservations 
DJDLQVW� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW�� *RYHUQPHQWV� ZLOO�
also label criminal organizations as terrorists 
in order to create more panic amongst civilians 
to remove any possible support they may have 
from the public. This public support can be 

VHHQ� LQ� WKH� FDVH� RI � WKH� .QLJKWV� 7HPSODUV�
which is a criminal organization that has helped 
civilians through building schools or medical 
centers in the regions they control. Despite the 
violence they have enacted on civilians, they 
have also helped the community which can 
affect the support system surrounding their 
organizations. The social perspective also has 
an enormous impact on whether there is a 
clear distinction between transnational criminal 
organizations and terrorist organizations.

Here in the United States, when we see the 
violence cartel and other criminal organizations 
have forced civilians to endure, it allows the west 
to view them as terrorists. However, individuals 
from third world countries such as Columbia or 
Mexico may not consider them terrorists because 
the violence present in their country has become 
WKH�VRFLDO�QRUP��,W�LV�DOVR�LPSRUWDQW�WR�QRWH�WKDW�
societal circumstances also play a huge role in 
KRZ�LQGLYLGXDOV�YLHZ�FULPLQDOV�DQG�WHUURULVWV��,Q�
the United States we have what people call “the 
American Dream”. This notion is that if  you come 
here to the states, work hard, get an education, at 
WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�URDG�\RX·OO�KDYH�D�VWDEOH�LQFRPH��
own a home, and provide for your family. This 
dream extends to not only immigrants but to 
Americans living in poverty. America provides 
free education from kindergarten to twelfth 
grade. The US government facilitates individuals 
with low income to attend college via FAFSA 
or the Dream Act to increase college education. 
However, in countries such as Mexico or 
Columbia where the government does not even 
SURYLGH� IUHH� N���� HGXFDWLRQ�� WKH� OLIH� RI � FULPH�
can be seen as the only option out of  poverty.

Conclusion
Based on the in-depth analysis, regarding 

the crime terror nexus, this thesis concludes 
that there is not a clear distinction between 
transnational criminal organizations and terrorist 
organizations. The factors that have contributed 
to this conclusion consist of  the meticulously 
chosen case studies from both terrorist and 
transnational criminal organizations, and the 
GHÀQLWLRQ� RI � WHUURULVP�� $V� PHQWLRQHG� LQ� WKH�
section regarding limitations it is important to 
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understand that the conclusion reached in this 
SDSHU�LV�EDVHG�RQ�D�VLQJOH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �7HUURULVP�
QRW� D� FROOHFWLRQ� RI � GHÀQLWLRQV�� %DVHG� RQ� WKH�
FDVHV� VHOHFWHG� DORQJ� ZLWK� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� XVHG��
there is not a clear distinction between the two 
organizations, however this conclusion could be 
challenged because not all cases are the same.
7KH� GHÀQLWLRQ� WKLV� UHVHDUFK� SDSHU� XVHG� SHU�

the Department of  Defense would consider 
the Los Zetas and the Medellin Cartel terrorist 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV� QRW� MXVW� D� FULPLQDO� RUJDQL]DWLRQ��
,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI �/RV�=HWDV��WKH�FDWHJRU\�WKH\�KDYH�
IXOÀOOHG� ZDV� WKH� OHYHO� RI � YLROHQFH� WKH\� KDYH�
exhibited as a warning not only to civilians but to 
government employees. While the argument that 
WKHLU�SROLWLFDO�PRWLYH�ZDV�QRW� VXIÀFLHQW� HQRXJK�
for them to be considered terrorist organizations 
OLNH�WKH�7DOLEDQ�� WKLV� LV�ZKHUH� ODFN�RI �GHÀQLWLRQ�
IXUWKHU� FRPSOLFDWHV� WKH� FULPH� WHUURU� QH[XV�� ,Q�
the case of  Los Zetas this thesis argued that their 
actions did not have to be done in pursuit of  
a political goal based on the word choices that 
ZHUH�HOHFWHG�� ,W� LV� LPSRUWDQW� WR�XQGHUVWDQG� WKDW�
the cartel group Los Zetas is no longer operating 
in the shadows like older, traditional criminal 
organizations. They are continuously threatening 
and committing acts of  violence against 
civilians in order to terrorize and instill fear.

On the other hand the Medellin Cartel and 
3DEOR� (VFREDU� GLG� IXOÀOO� DOO� WKH� UHTXLUHPHQWV�
needed to be considered a terrorist group 
without having to dissect or interpret the word 
choices. Seeing that Pablo Escobar had expressed 
his desire to run for president of  Colombia, 
the Medellin Cartel being an extension of  him 
would also classify as a terrorist organization. 
7KH� ERPELQJ� RQ� ÁLJKW� ���� LV� PHUHO\� RQH�
example of  Pablo Escobar, attempting to 
SHUVXDGH�DQG�LQÁXHQFH�SUHVLGHQWLDO�HOHFWLRQV�DQG�
policies. The level of  violence perpetrated by 
Pablo Escobar and his cartel has far surpassed 
criminal activities and have entered the realm 
of  terrorism. Despite the terroristic attacks, 
Pablo Escobar and the cartel have exposed the 
people of  Columbia to due to their drug trading 
efforts they are still categorized as a criminal 
organization. However, the thesis analyzed and 
explained why it would and should be considered 

a terrorist organization due to the overwhelming 
DPRXQW� RI � GHÀQLWLRQV� VXUURXQGLQJ� WHUURULVP��
RWKHUV�FRXOG�DUJXH��,W�VKRXOG�RQO\�EH� ODEHOHG�DV�
D�FULPLQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��,VVXHV�ZLWK�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�
like the one we see with Los Zetas cartel, is the 
main issue why it is imperative for governments 
DQG�VFKRODUV�WR�QRW�RQO\�VHW�D�XQLYHUVDO�GHÀQLWLRQ�
RI �WHUURULVP�EXW�DOVR�UHDOO\�ÀQG�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�

Criminals using terror tactics and their 
questionable political motives are not the only 
organization at fault as to why there is not a clear 
distinction between the two groups. Terrorist 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV� VXFK� DV� ,6,6� DQG� WKH� 7DOLEDQ�
have lost part of  their identity and motive to 
the exploitation of  the commercial market. As 
DQDO\]HG� LQ� WKLV� WKHVLV�� XVLQJ� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI �
Transnational Criminal Organizations both would 
be labeled as such. The Taliban had cells in which 
commanders would create heroin laboratories in 
order to be more hands on in their drug trading 
efforts. What was once a small operation in order 
to fund their terrorist operations has gotten lost 
over the years. Due to their growing operations 
in the heroin and cocaine business, it is harder 
to identify if  they are merely doing this for the 
funding of  operations or if  their motivehas 
shifted and is primarily focused on monetary 
JDLQ�� ,6,6� QRW� RQO\� KDV� LQFUHDVHG� RSHUDWLRQV�
in one illicit trademark, but in a variety of  
different sections. They have various streams 
of  income stemming from oil smuggling, the 
selling of  antiques that were gathered illegally, 
but as well as in the cyber market. They have 
exploited transnational commercial markets 
in multiple nations from multiple members. 
For members that are based out in different 
nations, it is harder to dictate if  monetary gain 
is still for the political and ideological beliefs 
,VLV�KROGV�RU�LI �LW�LV�IRU�SHUVRQDO�PRQHWDU\�JDLQ�

When analyzing the alliances and the 
transformations from one group to another type 
of  group, we see clear differences, but we also see 
the gray areas that make the crime terror nexus 
far more intricate. We saw the clear differences 
between Hezbollah, a terrorist organization and 
Los Zetas, a criminal organization, based on the 
symbiotic relationship they have formed over 
years. This was shown when Hezbollah had 
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and continues to use the cartel to smuggle guns, 
members, and money into the United States in 
order for them to pursue their operations. 
,Q� UHWXUQ�� WKH\� SD\� WKH� FDUWHO� D� ODUJH� VXP� IRU�
their expertise and networking opportunities 
they do not have. However, we also see that 
Hebollah has their own operations within the 
LOOLFLW� ZRUOG� RI � GUXJ� DQG� KXPDQ� WUDIÀFNLQJ�� $W�
this stage the thesis was interpreted to be the 
appropriation of  a criminal group. While there 
are still some differences based on the motive 
that they are using the money from the drug 
operations to pay the cartel to advance their 
RSHUDWLRQV�� ,W� GRHV� QRW� KHOS� WKH� DUJXPHQW� WKDW�
there are clear distinctions. Rather, it creates 
a murky area that can only be interpreted that 
terrorist organizations and transnational criminal 
organizations are no different than one another.
+RZHYHU�� ZH� FDQ·W� VHH� WKH� FOHDU� GLVWLQFWLRQ�

EHWZHHQ� WKH� 6HQGHUR� /XPLQRVR�� DQ� ,QVXUJHQW�
terrorist organization that began as a way to 
ÀJKW� WKH� FRPPXQLVW� 3HUXYLDQ� JRYHUQPHQW��
,Q� WKH� FDVH� RI � 6HQGHUR� /XPLQRVRV� �� ZH� VHH�
a full transition from an insurgent/terrorist 
organization to a full-blown drug cartel. While 
it underwent the same stage of  appropriation 
of  a criminal group like Hezbollah underwent 
they completed the transition. Despite their 
DOOLDQFH�ZLWK�.LQJ�&RFD� DQG� WKHLU� EULHI � GDEEOH�
LQ�WKH�LOOLFLW�PDUNHW�XQGHU�.LQJ�&RFD��WKH�JURXS�
completely dissolved. After the capture of  king 
Coca, the organization began to weaken, which 
is when the level of  appropriation began to 
LQFUHDVH��WKH\�EHJDQ�WR�SODQW�WKH�FRFD�ÁRZHU�DQG�
sell the cocaine that they cultivated. When their 
OHDGHU�ZDV�FDSWXUHG� LQ�������6HQGHUR�/XPXQVR�
GLVVROYHG��LQ�WXUQ�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI �LWV�PHPEHUV�OHIW�
the organization. While the remaining members 
VLPSO\�EHFDPH�D�FDUWHO�JURXS�FRQWLQXLQJ�WR�SURÀW�
off  the Coca plants to cultivate and sell cocaine.

With all the information that was analyzed 
in the thesis, there is not a clear distinction 
between the two organizations. While there is an 
academic debate between the difference between 
WKH� WZR� XQWLO� WKHUH� LV� D� XQLYHUVDO� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI �
terrorism, a case by case analysis, the answer 
ZLOO� DOZD\V�ÁXFWXDWH�� ,Q� WKH�FDVH� VHOHFWHG� LQ� WKH�
thesis prove that there is not a clear distinction 

EDVHG� RQ� WKH� RQH� GHÀQLWLRQ� WKDW� ZDV� FKRVHQ�
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