The term “terrorism” holds many definitions and much debate over what must be included for an act to be classed as terrorism.

Many have compared the definitions of terrorism to the Holy Grail by King Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table; that both “assume many forms”. The definition of terrorism is also believed to be “vast and ever expanding” and that “further progress has not been made in defining terrorism”. According to Perry (2004), Schmid (1983) study identified twenty-two elements “which appeared” in over 109 definitions of terrorism, three of these “elements” included: “violence, force”, “political”, “fear” and “terror” which were identified in approximately half the definitions. This makes Cooper’s definition more reliable as “fear” was used in their definition and multiple working definitions found in Schmid’s study. However, disagreements surrounding the definition of terrorism includes the “targeting of innocents” and if the act should be done by a group or individual, showing that although there may be some overlapping terms in definitions, individuals are still unsure as to what should and should not be included in terrorism to define it. The UK legal definition of terrorism, defined in Section 1 of the Terrorism Act (2000) has been described as “vague, broad, and widely criticised”. “Terrorism” has been traced back since the French Revolution and Maximilien Robespierre’s “reign of terror”. The Oxford English Dictionary first defined “terrorism” in 1975, and still “starts its definition” with the “’at once too literal too historical definition”. Bruce Hoffmann stated that this definition is “not of much use” (Greene, 2017). Government’s views on terrorism are that they represent a “major threat to civil order” and violate the security laws. It has been found that politicians, philosophers, and lawyers provide differing definitions of “terrorism” and “terrorist acts”. The UK Prevention of Terrorism (Terrorism Provisions) Act (1989) defines an act of terrorism as “the use of violence for political ends and includes any use of violence for the purpose of putting the public or any section of the public in fear” (Coady, 2021). This definition links to Cooper’s definition as it again proposes that terrorists’ aim is to produce fear, however, both have differing purposes of that fear. Cooper’s definition believes that fear is created to “maintain control over other human beings” and the definition by The UK Prevention of Terrorism (Terrorism Provisions) Act (1989) is for “political ends”. Furthermore, this definition also states that violence is used, however, in Cooper’s definition, violence is not included. Again, showing the different views of terrorism. Due to the varying definitions of terrorism, individuals often question if certain incidences are acts of terrorism. According to Burchill et al. (2017), “Terrorism experts” have even been unable to come to a decision on how to define terrorism, as seen by Brian Jenkins who stated that “Definitional debates are the great Bermuda Triangle of Terrorism research”. Showing that there are endless amounts of definitions of terrorism, with different views and perspectives. Furthermore, many definitions have been found to be “contradictory”. Schmid and Jongman believed that there needs to be a “neutral” and “universally accepted” definition of terrorism as many “experts” have a “we-know-it-when-we-see-it attitude” which can then cause “double standards”. Media coverage on terrorist acts can be inaccurate and misleading, and often produce a double standard, as previously stated. Glenn Greenwald of the “intercept” has often shown comparisons of media coverage of terrorism. One example is in 2010, where a white American had flown a plane into an IRS building. Glenn stated that “the attack had all the elements of iconic terrorism” however, because the male “was white and non-Muslim”, he was not described as a “terrorist”. Again, showing the inconsistencies, and double standards the definitions of terrorism can produce, as well as also showing the racism involved and the influence of the media (Burchill eat al., 2017). Carrying on from the “double standards” of terrorism, this can also be seen within the Government. For example, the Donald Trump Administration listed the Yemeni Houthis as a “terrorist organisation”, however, the Biden Administration “de-listed” them (Entekhabifard, 2022). By Government officials disagreeing on what is classed as terrorism, this could lead to incorrect training by law enforcement, and specific targets to counter terrorism. This can also provide misleading and incorrect information to the public. 
    Tilley (2004) stated that Wilkinson (1997) believed that there are five “characteristics” of terrorism: ‘premeditated’ which is used to create “extreme fear”, which again can be linked to Cooper’s definition with the use of “fear”. The next characteristics are where terrorists target more than just the “immediate victims”, attacks on “random” and/ or “symbolic targets”, such as civilians are involved, society believes that it “violates norms” and is described as “extra-normal” and the final characteristic is where the main focus of the use (although it is not the extent of terrorism), Is to have an influence and effect on the “political behaviour on governments, communities, or specific social groups”. It is believed that “elements” that have been identified in “accepted definitions” of terrorism include: “intentional violence” used to “spread fear”, and “political motivation” (Phillips, 2015). This agrees with Cooper’s definition of terrorism; however, it also disagrees with Cooper’s definition as it believes that the goal for terrorists is “political motivation” rather than “for control”. Although Cooper’s definition does not include any political goals or means for terrorist organisations, the “characteristics” and “elements” stated by Wilkinson (1997) and Phillips (2015), overlap, suggesting that although there is lack of agreement with the definition of terrorism due to alternate views, it shows that some definitions do in fact have some elements in common, mainly that being the use of fear and the inclusion of the government. 
     Terrorists are also believed to be “rational actors motivated foremost by political ends”, again contradicting Cooper’s. As stated by Abrahms (2008), it is assumed that terrorists have “consistent political goals which are encoded in the political platform of the terrorist organisation” and believes that terrorists organisations “resort to terrorism” after viewing their “political avenues are blocked”, suggesting that terrorists “eschew” potential “nonviolent political alternatives”. However, according to Abrahms (2008), the “Seven empirical puzzles” contradict the “strategic model’s” ideas and beliefs about terrorism stating that they are “rational people who are motivated mainly” by political means. This “puzzle” believes that terrorists “do not achieve” their “political goals” by targeting and attacking civilians (Abrahms (2008). The belief that they do not carry out attacks on civilians nor target them can be used to disagree with the statement as Cooper’s statement believes that terrorists create fear to maintain “control over other human beings”, therefore, if they do not target civilians then they do not intend to control them. It is also believed that a “general baseline” of “points that make up terrorism should be created to include and allow “flexibility” for the different types of terrorism. The “concern” is that those who create this definition creates a definition that is “too vague nor too specific”. Defining terrorism has been found to be “problematic” for politicians, scholars, and Government officials, which can be seen in the case of the Donald Trump and Biden administration. It has also been found that a global definition is “unlikely” and “difficult”, and the definition can be “influenced by cultural, social and political factors” (McCann et al. 2020).

According to Kamalipour (2000), when reporting terrorism in the media, there is believed to be an “imbalance and inequality that exist in reporting stories involving Muslims and non-Muslims”. Politicians and journalists often use “labels” such as “Muslim terrorists”, “Muslims rebels”, and “Muslim Guerrillas”, this creates a stereotype for Muslims and creates an association between terrorism and Muslims. In research by Kamalipour (1997), five hundred high-school students were asked to describe “what comes to mind when you think of the Middle East and Muslims?”. When describing Arabs, Muslims, Iranians, and Israelis, students used “terrorist” when describing all, and used “violence”, “war”, “holy war”, and “bombings”. This has an impact on the way individuals define terrorism as the media has a significant influence on the information individuals take in, therefore, creating an association between terrorism and Muslims, and creates a fake perception to individuals, that to be a terrorist, the perpetrator must be either a Muslim or from the Middle East. There is no doubt that with the increase in technology, individuals have more access to more media, therefore, have access to an infinite number of stories. Because of this, terrorists will therefore aim to make news coverage from the media to get their point across, ultimately targeting the public for more coverage. Because of these terrorist attacks, the media will report on these attacks to “satisfy” audiences’ “desires” for “dramatic stories”. Furthermore, terrorist attacks are believed to be, by the media, “compelling news” (Wilkinson, 1997) which will “boost” audience figures. Due to this belief, the media will continue to report on these attacks, giving terrorists an opportunity to spread their message to their audience as well as their targets through the use of media such as propaganda which is often used in terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda and ISIS and uses the media to provide a platform for their organisation to share their ideologies and motives, as well as recruit individuals to join their group. An example of this is when individuals from “Black September” knew that “major media organisations” would be the event and decided to kidnap Israeli athletes during the 1972 Olympics and “used this incident to stage their incident” (Ross, 2007). Furthermore, Sikorski (2019) recited by Dan et al. (2021) stated that undifferentiated news coverage on “good” and “bad” Muslims can create “hostile attitudes towards Islam and Muslims”. 

There are many issues with the different definitions of terrorism. For example, Philips (2015) stated “lack of clarity leads to conceptual confusion” as some definitions use “liberal” or “restrictive” definitions which can lead to “inconsistencies” and lack of “conceptual clarity”. It has been found that “conceptual differences” surrounding the definition has led to a variety of problems including research surrounding terrorism, which could “speak” to other studies of different types of groups such as criminal organizations which could impact the result and findings of the research as terrorist organizations and other groups may “overlap” or are “comparable”. Furthermore, in terms of research, it can only be “reproduced” and “compared against” if there is a “clear understanding” of the “criteria”. If definitions are unclear, this will “reduce the ability” for other studies to use the information that has been found. Moreover, inconsistencies surrounding the definition of terrorism leads to individuals questioning if one “terrorist group” that has been identified in one study may be “comparable” or still believed to be a “terrorist group” in another study (Phillips, 2015). As stated, the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition has been seen as “not of much use” due to the date terrorism was first defined, and many now believing that it is outdated and inaccurate. It has also been believed that terrorism now “deviated from its original meaning” of violence “designed to induce fear and terror” for control, which again coincides to Cooper’s statement as both state that fear is used to control. However, it is now believed that terrorism causes “political violence”. It is unknown what the true goals and motives are for terrorists, especially when trying to understand the concept and ideologies of terrorist organisations (Greene, 2017).

The varying definitions of terrorism also have an impact on how law enforcement, such as the police deal with it. According to McGarrell et al. (2007) “Law enforcement organizations are constantly responding to external demands, implementing and evaluating new initiatives, and adopting strategies to ensure public safety”. A strategy which has been created to deal with all crimes, including terrorism is “Intelligence- Led Policing” (ILD). If there is a lack of clarity on the definition of terrorism, this can have an impact on the way law enforcement deal with it. Another strategy is the “Prevent Policy” which was created in the UK in 2003 and is part of the counter- terrorism approach to prevent the “radicalisation of individuals to terrorism”. However, this strategy “embedded” surveillance into the Muslim community and due to the increase in surveillance Channel had introduced upon Muslims, this has created a racial stereotype and has been found that Islamophobia is “at the heart of the prevent strategy, due to their “surveillance tendencies” (Quarshi, 2018).

In conclusion, although there are varying definitions of terrorism and what is believed to be and not believed to be classed as terrorism, there are some similarities in some definitions, but overall, the definitions are vast, vague, and never ending. There are many definitions of terrorism, and there will be a continuation of definitions that will most likely be created. It has also been shown that there are many issues with the differentiating definitions of terrorism; not only does it impact society but also impacts law enforcement and how they deal with terrorists. Overall, it is believed that a “true definition” for terrorism will less than likely be formed as many individuals will not come to a full decision on the definition of terrorism as terrorism can take many forms.
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