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There is no universal definition for terrorism that is accepted worldwide and as a result term to ‘terrorism’ can be defined in many ways around the world. Within the United Kingdom (UK) we have a consistent definition for terrorism and is defined in the Terrorism Act 2000. It is defined as ‘a threat of action,’ the threat of action is created to affect governmental organisations or to intimidate public. These actions have been defined and if the action involves excessive amounts of violence, damage of property or endangers people's lives it can be called terrorism. The Terrorism Act 2000 also states that if any of these actions are completed with the use of firearms and/or explosives it is also defined as terrorism, however, does not need to affect governmental organisations or intimidate the public. As the act also discusses that if the aim of the action is ‘political, religious or ideological’ based then it can be seen as a terrorist act. These aims of the actions can determine whether the group or individual is banded as a terrorist. The Terrorism Act 2000 finally refers to proscribed organisations. A proscribed organisation is a band organisation that it is illegal to be a part of. An organisation can become a proscribed by the Home Secretary, they can become proscribed if they are involved in terrorist actions, plan terrorist acts or even endorse terrorism (Home Office, 2020). 
 
Terrorist organisations and terrorist acts are remarkably diverse and not all have the same aims or ideologies. Different terrorist groups can originate from different countries such as Daesh in Syria, National Action in the UK, Al Qaeda in Iraq, and the Provisional IRA in Ireland. Due to all of these organisations being from different countries around the world it results in them being diverse in religious and political views. As it can be seen from Daesh in Syria that their aim is to maximise the fear of their organisation by using violence to remove anyone who goes against their views and ideologies, while National Action aim to endorse racism and to radicalise likeminded people to join their cause (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017). It can also be seen when Al Qaeda is compared to the IRA as Al Qaeda is mainly made up of the Islamic religion whereas the IRA is mainly made-up of Irish or Roman Catholic (Berman et al, 1983).

The Crown Prosecution Service also state that a person or group are applicable to be charged with a terrorism conviction if they fail to inform the authorities of a potential terrorist act being planned, this offence can incur a sentence of up to but not exceeding 5 years (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017). Suggesting that any link to a terrorist act or organisation in the UK is highly illegal and frowned upon. This can be seen in 2007 where 4 people who planned suicide bombing attacks on the London Transport system were convicted of ‘conspiracy to murder’, this also resulted in the people who assisted them receiving convictions and prison sentences of 4 years and 9 months to 13 years (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017). 

The United States (US) also have a definition for terrorism in the Code of Federal Regulations and is defined as “the unlawful use of force and violence against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social objectives.” It can be seen that the US definition of terrorism is terribly similar to the UK definition. This shows that although there is no definition accepted worldwide, terrorism is defined in similar way due to its violent nature (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2005). The case study that will be examined in this essay in Al Qaeda. Their ideology, structure and methods will be discussed to figure out whether they are a terrorist organisation.


 
There is no clear beginning of when terrorism itself was started or founded however it can be seen as far back as with the Sicarii, also known as the Zealots. This group was active between A.D.66 to A.D.73 and can be described as a militant Jewish group who were against the Roman occupation (Harper, 2021). This showing that they were mainly political and religious. The terrorist action of this group was that they publicly slit the throat of Roman Centurions or people who were believed to be supporting them, they used a dagger in this process which was called a ‘Sica’ which led to them being known as the Sicarii. The fact that they publicly slit the throat links back to the Terrorist Act 2000 where the action or threat is used to effect or intimidate the public (Britannica, 2021). Showing that terrorism can be seen as far back as A.D.66 paving the way for more modern terrorist groups such as The Thugi also known as the Thuggee. 

The Thugi were a terrorist group who were active from the 7th Century to the Mid 19th Century. The terrorist action the Thugi committed was ritualistically murdering innocent travellers. These travellers were murdered by strangulation. They believed that it would appease Kali, the Hindu goddess of terror and destruction as these innocent travellers were seen as sacrifices. This clearly shows the ideologies of this group were religious based and definitely earned them the title of terrorist group. As the people murdered were innocents it supports the UK definition of terrorism where these ‘innocents’ can be compared to public (Ganesan, 2014). Both the Sicarii and Thugi groups fully satisfy both the UK and US definitions of terrorism and can confidently be categorised as terrorist groups. These groups established a starting ground for some of the most recent and currently active terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda.

Al Qaeda was thought to have begun in the late 1980s, the organisation was also thought to have been founded by the wealthy Osama Bin Laden, a key figure throughout their active period. Al Qaeda is roughly translated to mean ‘The Leaders’ or ‘The Base’ in English, this shows that they aimed to set an example and lead people through this group (Palmowski, 2008). Before Osama Bin Laden founded Al Qaeda, he was a key contributor of money, training, and transport for the anti-Soviet Afghan resistance. He later created the Arab Mojahedin roughly translated as Islamic Guerrillas. The ideologies of this group were clear as it was mainly structured of Islamic people, they opposed the rulers of countries such as Middle East, the Sunni Muslims in a new Jihad. They aimed to rule over these countries themselves with people who had the same beliefs as the group such as Islamic leaders (Haynes, 2006).

Bin Laden then widened his horizons to the US, and anyone allied with them. Their ideological goals were deeply related to religious beliefs and eventually ended up becoming a drive for power over the West moving it in a more political direction. They also wanted to liberate Jerusalem from the Israelis. However, the aim of this group was not to solely be destructive but to do it is a highly public and even globalised way (Haynes, 2006). Bin Laden made ‘The World Islamic Front for Jihad Against the Jews and Crusaders’ statement in 1998 where he requested Muslims to kill American people, “their allies...” and “civilians and military”. This statement alone from Bin Laden supports the theory that Al Qaeda is a terrorist group as this statement publicly aims to promote and endorse the killing of the public. This statement also is used to intimidate the public and government in the US, directly linking to the UK definition of a terrorist act where intimidation is key (Ball et al, 2019).

The Al Qaeda group has been seen to have orchestrated many attacks around the world from 1993 to 2011 when Bin Laden ruled. The earliest attack that was attributed to Bin Laden was a bomb exploded from a van underneath the Twin Towers in February 1993. Where 6 people were killed, one being a pregnant woman. The World Trade Centre was comprised of the two iconic twin towers and were finished in 1973. These two buildings were the tallest buildings in the world at the time they were finished, however were quickly bypassed in less than a year. These buildings were at the heart of New York at the time and brought in millions of dollars. This attack injured over 1000 people, and linking it back to the Terrorism Act 2000, it falls into section 2 as it involved serious violence against the public and created $600 million in damages. As a result, this act can clearly be deemed as a terrorist act due to the highly public nature and the damage to property (Greenspan, 2018). 

The group then attacked the World Trade Centre again in 2001, they Hijacked 4 US aeroplanes. 2 of the aeroplanes crashed into the World Trade Centre and one hit the Pentagon. One crashed into the North Tower and the second hit the south tower. The south tower eventually fell 56 minutes after the planes crashed and the north tower followed less than half an hour after. From this attack a staggering 2977 people were killed in total (CNN, 2020). This attack again clearly links back to the Terrorism Act 2000 and can be categorised as a terrorist act as sections 1, 2, 3 and 4 were satisfied due to the attack intimidating the public, it involved serious violence, it endangered many people's lives and even though it was committed outside of the UK it is still deemed as terrorism (Terrorism Act 2000). 

About 7 months before this attack happened in March 2001, Al Qaeda became a proscribed organisation in the UK making it illegal to be a part of the group and to even be affiliated with the group. It is also illegal t even wear clothing that relates to the organisation. A proscribed organisation needs to satisfy 4things to become proscribed in the UK which all relate to committing terrorist acts, planning terrorism or endorsing terrorism. Suggesting that the UK Government support the notion of Al Qaeda being a terrorist organisation and even noted that their ideologies were focused of destruction and with religious motives (Home Office, 2021).

The current leader of Al Qaeda is Ayman Al-Zawahiri. Al-Zawahiri has been the leader of Al Qaeda since Bin Ladens death in 2011. Al Qaeda then stated that it was going to continue the Jihad fight against the US, Israel, and their allies. Al-Zawahiri warned in 2011 that Al Qaeda would continue to fight along with Bin Laden continuing to terrify the US. The use of the word ‘terrify’ supports the notion that the Al Qaeda group are terrorists as the definition of terrify includes intimidation, fear, and threat. This also shows that the religious motives and ideologies are still centre to the group as they are continuing to fight the Jihad, which translates to the ‘holy war’ (BBC, 2011). Zawahiri was also thought to have been the ‘operational brains’ behind the attack on The World Trade Centre in 2001 and was 2nd on the ‘most wanted terrorist’ list from the US Government. He currently still has a $25 million bounty on his head (FBI, 2021).

In 2012 Al-Zawahiri stated in a video that God has allowed them to kidnap those who are not part of his agenda, mainly westerners. This statement was also aided by their successful abduction of Warren Weinstein, an American in Pakistan. This act is similar to the Thugi group as they would kidnap innocent travellers and murder them as a sacrifice to the goddess Kail. This suggests that even with a new leader like Al-Zawahiri the group still has a deeply rooted terrorist agenda when it is broken down. 

A notable attack that occurred under the Al-Zawahiri rule is the 2015 Charlie Hebdo shooting in Paris. The attack lasted 3 days and it started as gunmen massacred the Charlie Hebdo offices. As a result of this attack 12 members of the public were killed including a policewoman and 11 people were injured. The gunmen were heard to have said “God in Great” and exclaiming that they have avenged the Prophet Muhammad in Arabic. This attack can definitely be categorised as a terrorist attack as it involved violence and damage to the public. As the gunmen were also exclaiming to God it also shows a definite religious reason for the attacks at the time. Al-Qaeda publicly claimed responsibility for the attack, claiming it was ‘vengeance for the Messenger of Allah’ also supporting the use of the word terrorism as this shows a clear religious motive behind the attack (Joscelyn, 2015).

Overall, Al Qaeda has shown all of the qualities of a terrorist organisation such as the religious and political ideologies that are at the core of the organisation which can be seen in statements released by both Osama Bin Laden and Ayman Al-Zawahiri referencing God and the Islamic faith (Ball, 2019). The group also shows another quality of a terrorist which is the use of explosives and firearms, this can be seen in both the 1993 World Trade Centre attack and the Charlie Hebdo attack where both bombs and firearms were used (Joscelyn, 2015). Al Qaeda also meets the requirements to be deemed a terrorist group by the Terrorism Act 2000 as they have now been a proscribed organisation since March 2001, making it illegal to belong to this group or to even express support of Al Qaeda (Home Office, 2021). As a result, it can be concluded that Al Qaeda should most definitely be termed as a terrorist group.
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