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LIGHT WEAPONS’ TECHNOLOGY AND THE CHANGING FACE 
OF CONFLICT 

 
BY MUHAMMAD SHAHZAIB KHAN* 

 
The extent to which small arms and light weapons have proliferated throughout societies 

has been consistent with and reflected changes in the nature of conflict, as well as the security 
priorities that determine modern trends in human development. The easy availability of modern 
weapons and the changed nature of the use of violence have polarized ethnic, religious, 
economic and political differences in regions of spiraling structural collapse, and blurred the 
distinction between civilian and combatant. 

  
Modern weapons have made the ability to kill, more than ever before, a utilitarian act, 

restrained neither by age nor gender; it was estimated that in 1988 there were at least 200,000 
child soldiers under the age of 15 years fully participating in conflicts around the world. The 
introduction of small caliber weapons has, according to military historian John Keegan, changed 
modern warfare. One of the most widely available weapons, the AK-47, which has sold an 
estimated 55 million copies since its introduction into the Soviet army in 1947, can be stripped 
and reassembled by a child of 10 years, while a semi-automatic hand-gun, such as the Cobray 
M11/9, weighs no more than a newborn baby. The marriage of technology, firepower and 
convenience has facilitated the non-discriminatory use of immensely powerful weapons and has 
put military hardware into the hands of civilian constituencies. 

 
Such advances in light weapons technology have obviously led to increased lethality and 

destructiveness. Modern assault rifles, for instance, can fire a burst of 30-35 rounds with one pull 
of the trigger (rather than one round, as with older bolt action rifles).In addition to making the 
ability to kill far easier, the technology now being employed in light weapons, and particularly 
small arms, possesses a greater capacity for destroying social cohesion. The rapidity of firepower 
and the ability to expend more ammunition in a shorter space of time offer a new set of tactical 
options as killing capabilities become more efficient, resulting in a greater sense of civilian 
terror.  

 
 In civil conflicts worldwide, the availability and use of sophisticated light weapons have 

had similar results. In terrorizing civilian populations and depopulating areas either by killing 

civilians or creating such an atmosphere of terror that civilian populations flee in the face of 

approaching armed forces. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, most of the ethnic cleansing. Campaigns 

were carried out with light weapons, while one of the worst refugee crises in modern times 

occurred when over one million, mainly Hutu, civilians fled from the advancing Rwandan 

Popular Front (RPF) in July 1994. Terrorized by government radio warnings that the 

predominantly Tutsi RPF, which was armed with small arms and light weapons, would slaughter 

all Hutus, a large proportion of the population fled to neighboring countries. 

 
 



 2

The Breakdown of Law and Order 
 
The availability and use of more sophisticated weapons have contributed to the erosion of 

state authority. This has become particularly evident in the escalation of crime. In parts of West 
Africa, the absence of effective government has led to the spread of lawlessness and criminal 
violence. Some observers see such situations as indicative of a growing international trend of 
failing states and rising criminal anarchy. 
 
 
The Empowerment of Sub-State Groups 

 
The supply of weapons to insurgent groups and other non-state actors has concerned 

many governments since the Second World War. The most successful of these groups have 
controlled territory and had a major supply of arms to empower their activities. The Palestine 
Liberation Organization’s control of territory within Lebanon before the Israeli invasion in 1982 
is a good example of the supplanting of state authority. Especially important for weapons 
acquisition, according to Aaron Karp, is the control of territory, which .provides a reliable source 
of income through taxation or extortion of local civilians. It makes large transfers of arms 

physically manageable.
  Subsequently, the direction of an insurgency campaign can be 

determined by such factors. 

 
 
The Militarization of Daily Life 

 
Many societies are becoming increasingly militarized. Militarization includes the 

presence of heavily armed policemen or soldiers patrolling streets, military personnel occupying 
high government posts, military censorship, armed guards in schools and public buildings, armed 
checkpoints along roads and curfews. The most overt consequence of societal militarization has 
been the creation of a culture of militarism and the horizontal diffusion of weapons throughout 
communities. Widespread proliferation of light weapons and small arms has often led to the 
acceptance of weapons as a normal part of life and of violent conflict as an everyday occurrence.  
 
  
The Socio-Psychological Consequences of Militarization  

 

The dual sense of fear and empowerment that the widespread use of armaments brings to 

groups and individuals can disrupt rational decision-making processes and destroy perceptions of 

non-violent options for conflict resolution. The result is societal brutalization and the collapse of 

traditional value systems. 

The gravest direct consequences of this are the human rights violations committed in 
regions of extreme structural violence, particularly where state forces are waging counter-
insurgency campaigns. The spread of small arms and light weapons not only makes governance 
more difficult, but also polarizes communal groups and leads to the erosion of respect for human 
rights. 
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