










Rachel Bevan
Student Number: 2003799
Module: Policing Terrorism



















Analysing the use of the term ‘Terrorism’

This essay will analyse the term of ‘Terrorism’ and discuss what actions may be described as terrorism and who can be a terrorist by understanding how the actions can be defined. I will choose a group of people whose actions have been deemed as terrorism acts and analyse how they may or may not be a terrorist group. Although defining the terms have been difficult due to the use of the word being so broad, there has been some who may have been successful in using a suitable definition. Defining the term ‘terrorism’ as an accepted legal definition is crucial for understanding what actions can be deemed as terrorism and who can be seen as a terrorist. However, the courts do not have the knowledge to differentiate between political resistance and terrorism. It has created issues in case law in criminal and civil law (Hodgson and Tadros, 2013, 494). However, most people have a vague interpretation of what terrorism may be, there is no precise, solid explanation of the true definition. Social media has had a big impact on the ability to define terrorism, this is due to users attempting to use a complex subject to discuss a person’s act have led to a wide range of labelling any violent people and acts as being a form of terrorism (Hoffman, 2018).

The UK has developed a ‘one size fits all’ approach when defining what an act of terrorism is, however, this is an issue as it causes significant difficulties in the rule of law. Although providing one definition can provide certainty and a concrete basis, the rule of law is also very broad which lacks comprehensive agreement. By using a single definition of terrorism, it agrees with the concept of the rule of law by providing a clear legal understanding of what the definition truly means. A clear definition appears in Dicey’s conceptualization of the rule of law and in Carl Schmitt’s formation of law (Greene, 2017). Nevertheless, terrorism as a legal interpretation is the use of the threat of violent actions which is used to either influence a group of government organisations or to intimidate the public. To define as act as terrorism the aim behind their actions must have a religious, political of racial purpose or it must have an ideological cause behind it. There are a few examples of what actions can describe a person or group as a terrorist, some of which are ‘serious violence against a person or damage to property’, ‘creating a serious risk to the health or safety of the public’ and ‘endangering a person’s life’ (CPS, 2021). To define who may be a terrorist, it must be determined what their subjective outlook was behind their acts. However, many researchers believe that an international accepted definition of who may be a terrorist and what actions can be described as terrorism cannot be met due to the term ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’. Even though the aim of guerrilla war and a terrorist are the same, they are differentiated from one another by understanding who they were targeting. Due to terrorists targeting citizens and not military targets, they cannot be defined as ‘freedom fighters’, as they are not fighting for national liberation (Ganor, 2010).

Al Qaeda is a terrorist group that was responsible for the attack on 9/11 and several attacks across the world. Before the attack on 9/11, Al Qaeda and their founder, Osama Bin Laden where not well known across the US, however, their beginning can date back to the 1970’s. They have been found responsible for almost 3000 deaths on 9/11 alone and many more all over the world. The mentor of Osama Bin Laden, Abdullah Azzam was focused on turning the citizens of Afghanistan into an Islamist Government. However, he was killed in a bombing in 1989 in Pakistan which left Bin Laden as the group’s new leader (History, 2019). Al Qaeda’s ideology is based on their belief that Muslim leadership is weaker which they blame for the decrease of their Muslim community, they believe that Muslims have begun to follow the West which has caused them to stray from their Islamic path. However, they understand that reform cannot be an option and that more supremacy must be done. Al Qaeda think that to convert Muslims back to their destined Islamic path is to set strict leadership who will defend their beliefs, this is what they believe will end this crisis. The only way for their ideas to work in other words, would be to have an Islamic revolution (Gregg, 2010). Although their attacks were religious based, they have targeted citizens living in those areas to raise awareness of their beliefs, not government organizations. Due to this they could be defined as a terrorist group, not freedom fighters. Al Qaeda’s ideology is understood as internationalist, they use local issues to portray a global struggle against ‘apostasy’ as used by Osama Bin Laden. Their ideology is also their own version of ‘juhadist-salafism’ which is an extremist Islamic text described as respect for their sacred messages in their literal form with absolute commitment to jihad (Rabasa et al. 2006). 

On the attack of 9/11, nineteen men took control of four large airplanes that departed from Boston, Newark, and Washington. Mohammed Atta took control of fight eleven and piloted into the North Tower of the World Trade Centre. Another group then hijacked flight 175 into the South Tower at 9:05am. Besides the two incidents more people crashed another flight into the Pentagon several moments later. These incidents killed 2,750 people in the towers falling and 198 people in the Pentagon (Holmes, 2005). This attack can describe Al Qaeda as a terrorist group as they endangered the lives of citizens by using extreme violence which also caused damage to property. Although the acts committed fit the description of who can be understood as a terrorist, their aim of these actions were for religious and political beliefs. This can deem them as not being a terrorist group or using acts of terrorism. Al Qaeda’s objective behind their doings are seen as political more than being religious. In the 9/11 attacks there has been speculation on what their objective or explanation might be. The first is that the attackers of the incident believed they were fighting a final battle which would make them a millenarian movement. Although there is no sufficient evidence to support this, there is also no evidence to go against it, if they are a millenarian movement then their beliefs would be more religious which could conclude they might not be a terrorist group. Another explanation would be that the attackers didn’t have the right mind to think about what they were doing as believed they were fighting for Islam. They didn’t think of the consequences or how serious the event might be (Sedgwick, 2010). A book written by Al-Zawahiri codified the aims of Al Qaeda. The first stage is the awakening which is based on the 9/11 attack, the aim of 9/11 was to provoke Americans, hoping to cause a worldwide jihad. The second stage was ‘opening your eyes’ which focused on defending the West. The third stage was ‘arising and standing up which were planned attacks on Israel and Turkey, as so on. The last stage of the codified aims was ‘definitive victory’ which meant the establishment of Caliphate to be global in 2020 (Burke, 2021).

A few methods used by Al Qaeda in an attack in Turkey was the use of social media and a telephone. They used couriers in Turkey as a preferred way of communication and financial support. There has been an increase in technology allowing terrorists to communicate with each other, this allows them to discuss main goals of their organisations. Al Qaeda developed their own communication characteristics in Turkey for information about the members importance (Pekgozlu, Ozdemir, Ercitiki, 2007). 
They kill and create fear to the public for the goal of removing foreign factors in Islamic religion to ensure Muslim’s don’t stray from their original path of their religion. There are many factors that prove Al Qaeda are a terrorist group who commit acts of terrorism. Without factors supporting that their actions can be seen as ‘freedom fighter’ other than the fight for their religion, they can be defined as terrorists.
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