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Analysing the use of the term ‘Terrorism’.
A case study examining the ideology, structure and methods of a studied terrorist group considering why they should (or should not) be termed ‘Terrorist’.











When considering ‘Terrorism’, for many people the atrocities of 9/11 are at the forefront of their minds and Al Qaeda’s unprecedented 9/11 attack brought terrorism movements into the limelight. In actual fact terrorism is not a new phenomenon and has been around for centuries, albeit under a different guise. The ancient trilogy and most frequently allured to precursors to current movements were all religiously motivated and inspired (Richardson, 2006, pp.23). AD. 66 saw the first recorded act of terrorism; with the rise of the Jewish ‘Sicarii’ an extreme group organised as ‘holy warriors’ (Sinclair, 2004, pp.5). From 7th century to mid-19th century the thuggee ritualistically murdered to serve the Hindu goddess of destruction and renewal, Kali (Holloway, 2014). Along with the rise of Islamic Assassins in medieval times; with a culture of Martyrdom which is not unlike what is seen today in the Gaza strip. However, one difference being is that it was not necessary to kill themselves whereas, the current terrorism seen today is the disturbing trend towards Islamic suicide terrorism (Richardson, 2006, pp. 23,107). 
Al-Qaeda is one such group that use these tactics to cause destruction and extreme fear. However, given the ethical, political and legal ramifications surrounding the definition of terrorism only by analysing Al-Qaeda’s ideology, methods and structure can it be ascertained if Al-Qaeda can indeed be termed as terrorists, or are they ‘freedom fighters’ or ‘holy warriors’ (Bonner and Levine, 1998). 

The political use of terror has always been with us. From the ancient trilogy to Al-Qaeda, whether it be by state sanctioned war, guerilla warfare or the ancients ferocious seizing of power, terrorism has thrived sculpting our history and future (Sinclair, 2004, pp.22). Theorists along with politicians and policy makers have attempted to define terrorism and what it means to be a terrorist. However, no universally accepted definition of terrorism has been established due to its subjectivity (Wilkinson, 2006, pp.1-4). Despite this, Ganor (2013) believes an objective internationally acepted definition is possible and indeed fundamental to any serious attempt to combat terrorism. 

9/11 and the 7/7 bombings are determined clear acts of terrorism however, there are several different ‘lenses’ used to define whether something is terrorist. As a natural reaction, an ‘emotion-based’ approach is founded upon the obvious sense that terrorism terrorizes, nevertheless this approach is inadequate due to the tendency to immediately associate the term ‘terrorism’ with acts that cause mass harm and ruin. A ‘tactic-based’ approach is also deemed ineffective as tactics evolve with the adoption of new weaponry, for instance, Sicarii’s use of daggers to the current use of vehicles and suicide-bombers. A ‘legal-based’ approach also creates problems, with a legal definition comes a threshold test which inadvertently forge obstacles in the prosecution of terrorists (Shortland, 2021, pp.2-12).
It is evident that there are a multitude of complexities in the characteristics of the term ‘terrorism’. Schwenkenbecher (2009) describes terrorism as immoral, targeting ‘innocents’ and ‘civilians’, corroborated by Richardson (2006,pp.3-13). However, uncertainties arise in the determination of innocence and who constitutes a civilian (Saul,2004).
Reviewing the literature, four major elements can be distinguished when discussing the definition of terrorism; the threat to non-military individuals and properties, unlawful use of violence, political ideals and the blackmailing of governments (Assadi and Lorunser, 2007). These elements are similarly incorporated into the UK legal system’s definition within s.1 Terrorism Act 2000 (See Appendix A). Nevertheless, the most widely adopted attribute of terrorism is that it is pejorative (Scheffler, 2006). However, the founder of the most hunted terrorist group in history; Osama Bin Laden suggests that the terrorism they practice is commendable, as it is directed at the enemies of Allah and traitors of their own faith (PBS, 1998).

Al-Qaeda - “The-Base” is one of the longest-operating and largest jihadist militant organisations worldwide and remains a threat to Western society, albeit under new leadership and changed strategies (Clarke and Lister, 2019). Bin Laden’s radical Islamist path and ideology was influenced by the teachings of the influential Egyptian Islamist Sayyid Qutb, whose teachings professed that the world was divided by those who did not submit to Islamic law and by those who live by and embrace Sharia. Qutb argued that all Muslims should take up arms with the non-believers and wage jihad – ‘holy war’ (Richardson, 2006, pp.65-67). However, cited as perhaps the most important event and influence to Al-Qaeda was the Mujahedeen resistance and later victory of the political 1979 Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan, which led to ideological unity and escalation of Islamic fundamentalist terrorism (Center for International Security and Cooperation, 2019). Operating as a guerrilla force, the Mujahedeen fought a holy war to force out Russian troops and overthrow Hazifullah Amin’s communist based government. Interestingly, the US government assisted the anti-Soviet Mujahedeen and supported their devoutly Muslim population (Hoffman, 2017, pp.227-228). Unbeknownst to the US that these developed skills would ultimately be used against them (Hewitt, 2008, pp.57).

Fundamentalists believe that the popularity of foreign ideologies and the embracement of secularism has replaced the Muslim cultural values and philosophy of Islam, relating religious decline to economic hardship (Richardson, 2006, pp.65-67). Al-Qaeda’s vision built on pre-existing ideologies was grounded in restoring the true path laid out in the Qur’an, to establish a pan-Islamic caliphate toppling corrupt Muslim leadership and those that embraced Western ideas. Achievable through a physical struggle – jihad, with the recruitment of the most extreme faction of Mujahedeen trained in guerrilla tactics and terrorist operations, heavily financed by Bin Laden’s network of networks, Al-Qaeda would become the most widely disbursed organisation in history (Gregg, 2010).
Current legislation defining terrorism would interpret these initial ideological aims as terrorist as they satisfy s.1(b),(c) and s.2(d) of the Terrorism Act 2000. However, Al-Qaeda’s mission to channel the energies of the mujahedeen into fighting on behalf of oppressed Muslims wherever they are in the world interpret their plight as fighting a ‘holy war’ for the people as freedom fighters (Hoffman,2017). 
Aspiring to the reunification of the ‘ummah’ (unified Muslim community) and fueled by the invitation and basing of US troops in Saudi Arabia following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1991, Al-Qaeda ignited fresh hate toward Westerners associating their presence in the holiest places of Islam; Mecca and Medina as a betrayal to the global Islamic community. From this point it has been suggested that the United States became enemy number one (Gregg, 2010).  
At first, Al-Qaeda’s goal to create a pan-islamist caliphate appeared to be a purely religious phenomenon however, it has been argued that in actuality it is the exertion of political control (Richardson, 2006 pp.218). Following Bin Laden’s expulsion from Saudi it has been documented that Al-Qaeda’s focus on ‘global jihad’ and establishing a structural organisation and operation increased (Blanchard, 2005). Reiterating an academic definition of terrorism widely respected, suggesting that the direct targets of violence are not the main targets (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2007). 

Al-Qaeda’s flexible and adaptable mixture of hierarchy and global-network structure has been noted as being connected by weak ties, suggesting that if one cell was to collapse or become damaged, the network had the ability to regenerate without effecting its organisation. On examining their structure, it has been described as a set of ‘concentric circles’ with Al-Qaeda at its core, with its immediate circles described as ‘regional branches’ followed by affiliate organisations and finally independents inspired by Al-Qaeda’s ideology. It has been argued that this structure was not a conscious decision but an emergence in response to counter-terrorism (Barber, 2015). Albeit, this structure with its organisational resilience and flexibility has been reported to have made Al-Qaeda a recognisable brand worldwide (Assadi and Lorunser, 2007).

Al-Qaeda’s affiliations have profited from modern factors such as the internet, allowing operational planning, recruitment, radicalization, propaganda as well as the existence of Al-Qaeda affiliated training camps. When inciting and referring to the term terrorism, this arguably encompasses political, religious and ideological cause and in light of the US terrorism definition it is premeditated politically motivated violence, intent on influencing an audience (See Appendix B) (Hoffman, 2017, pp.221-222). 

The early 1990s attacks targeted at American dominance although not all claimed by Al-Qaeda, bared a striking resemblance to the cellular structure observed in Al-Qaeda’s organisation in terms of logistics, security, intelligence and execution (Burke, 2001). Unabashedly, Al-Qaeda publically praised the Islamist militant organisations responsible, furthering their notoriety, inciting terror whilst showcasing their global reach (Blanchard, 2005). Moskalenko and McCauley (2020, pp.20) suggest that a common characteristic within governmental definitions of a terrorist is the intent to instill fear, intimidate, and the intent to terrorize, echoing why it is suggested that Al-Qaeda should be termed terrorist.

Al-Qaeda’s infrastructure and training of Islamic militants was reported to have been strengthened and intensified due to the continued presence of Westerners in the Middle East, leading to the issue of a ‘fatwa’ in 1996 declaring war against those occupying Saudi Arabia’s holy places, and to liberate Saudi and Jerusalem from non-Muslim hands. Using their support and affiliates from around the world Al-Qaeda’s first public call for a ‘global jihad’ was announced (Gregg, 2010). Taking their plight further in 1998, a second ‘fatwa’ was issued imposing a duty on every Muslim in any country to kill Americans, and their allies be they civilian or military in the name of ‘Almighty Allah’ creating a new ideology to Islamic revolution (Hewitt, 2008, pp.57-58). The merciless language of this ‘fatwa’ is one way in which the sheer savagery and brutality of this movement is emulated, showcasing their callous use of mass terror (Gregg, 2010). Additionally, satisfying almost every element of the accepted definitions of terrorism worldwide (Blanchard, 2005). 

Since declaring their holy war on US, Al-Qaeda has committed multiple deadly attacks globally. Al-Qaeda has taken credit for the destruction of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania (1998) and in 2000 the suicide bomb attack against the U.S.S. Cole in Yemen to name but a few (Blanchard, 2005). The growth of Al-Qaeda has partially been attributed to Bin Laden’s charisma. It has been suggested that political grievance has the ability to radicalize an individual and in many situations many miles away from where an injustice has taken place (Moskalenko and McCauley, 2020, pp.40). 

Radicalization has been used as a mechanism to lead citizens into joining Al-Qaeda’s organisation and indeed part of their methodology. Al-Qaeda’s internet presence and carefully constructed edited news broadcasts have been fundamental to the indoctrination of individuals, and have become an integral part of the way in which Al-Qaeda is able to propagate their ideology (Gunaratna and Oreg, 2013). It has been argued that the personal becomes the political and the political becomes personal, leading to grievances which undoubtedly lead to radicalization and thus terrorism (Moskalenko and McCauley, 2020, pp.38-41). 

When analysing Al-Qaeda’s methods the attack that elicited the most overriding sense of fear was the infamous suicide mission which resulted in the 9/11 attack. Al-Qaeda was able to orchestrate this attack using methods that they perfected over time. This suicide hijacking enabled Al-Qaeda to carry out their jihad into the heartland of America, turning aircrafts into missiles intent on causing the ultimate destruction and mass killing of the target population, which subsequently led to unprecedented global publicity. It is indisputable that Al-Qaeda recognised that publicity would spread their message and as a result attract more followers and recruits (Wilkinson, 2006, pp.122-138).

Destruction motivated by religious fanaticism and hate has been perpetrated throughout history and this behavior can be understood in terms of both long-term political motivations, as well as more immediate motives (Shortland, 2021, pp.14-16). Al-Qaeda’s determination to take revenge for what they perceived was the source of their discontent and the decline of Islam by threatening the most basic of human rights – the right to life by executing the most abhorrent act of terror in recent history can only be termed as terrorist (Almqvist, 2005). 
Post 9/11 the role of Al-Qaeda was to sustain the transnational jihadist movement and its ideological and operational methodology. Al-Qaeda continued to perform extensive attacks of aggression and began incorporating further propaganda such as ‘nasheeds’ in an attempt to glorify jihad which in turn saw a dramatic rise in followers and suicide attacks worldwide (Gunaratna and Oreg, 2013),(Alvi, 2020).

Suicide terrorism provided a unique tactical advantage as opposed to conventional methods of attack. Al-Qaeda became increasingly attracted to this method due to its effectiveness. As an inexpensive operation, suicide terrorists are perceived as the ultimate smart bomb, flexible with timing, planning and access (Hoffman, 2017, pp.139-141). Al-Qaeda’s suicide hijackers are selected, trained, indoctrinated, supervised and encouraged to believe that ‘voluntary self-martyrdom’ will allow them to ascend to paradise for striking a blow in the ‘holy war’ against the infidels. Argued as the most supreme sacrifice one can make and therefore the most increasingly difficult to prevent and fight against (Wilkinson, 2006, pp.138). 
These savagery attacks causing bloodshed and carnage involve serious violence against a person, serious damage to property and seriously endanger life, whilst guaranteeing maximum media coverage, furthering Al-Qaeda’s message to influence governmental organisations to advance their ideological, religious and political cause. Thus, categorising them as terrorist under the UK’s definition (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2007).  
Al-Qaeda integrate other methods of attack in their rancor, including explosive devices, shootings, and kidnappings for financial and political gain. In conjunction with physical attack methods Al-Qaeda infiltrate and gain access to electronic systems to profit from internal intelligence (Security Service MI5, 2021). Coinciding with s.2(e) of the Terrorism Act 2000 (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2007). 
These strategies endorsed by Islamist groups in conflict zones around the world actively seek to create a climate of fear and terror in a targeted populace. However, despite Al-Qaeda claiming attacks, evidence suggests that many have had no direct link to Al-Qaeda. An example of which was the tragic 7/7 London bombings reaffirming the effectiveness and stark reality of radicalization and Al-Qaeda’s global influence (Security Service MI5, 2021). When terrorists act, they are seeking three immediate objectives known as the three Rs; they want to exact revenge, acquire glory, and force their advisory into a reaction (Revenge, Renown and Reaction) (Richardson, 2006, pp.22). 

Al-Qaeda’s vision was to create a vanguard of elite fighters to lead the global jihad movement, supported by a wide range of assets; capital, weapons, logistical support, expertise and training. As a well-organised organisation Al-Qaeda’s sophistication is observed examining their finances, reliant upon charities and businesses to raise, mask and transfer funds they also engaged in criminal activities, diamond trading, falsifying documents and drug smuggling (Comras, 2005). Referred to as the Ivy Leagues of jihadist education, Al-Qaeda training camps serve as focal points of indoctrination offering militants the opportunity to exchange tactics and build expertise in bomb-making, encrypted communications and counter intelligence (Clarke, 2019). Serving as information conduits, strengthening the appeal of Al-Qaeda and the ideology of ‘Bin Ladenism’ (Byman, 2015). 

Following Al-Qaeda’s onslaught against America on 9/11, the US relentlessly pursued Al-Qaeda and declared a ‘War of Terror’ which disrupted its capability to operate. The capture and subsequent death of Bin Laden in 2011, saw Ayman al-Zawahiri, Bin Laden’s right-hand man become the leader of the organisation (Byman, 2015). Suggesting the systematic use of coercive control will continue to be employed as long as it is deemed effective. It does not however act as a philosophy or movement but as a method, capitalising on fear whilst publicising the cause to service their religious, ideological and political ends (Wilkinson, 2006, pp.15).

What makes terrorism increasingly difficult to combat is the justification argument which often arises suggesting; ‘One man’s terrorist, is another man’s freedom fighter’ (Ganor, 2013). Al-Qaeda view themselves in this light due to the historical nature of their plight which is subsequently engrained within their ideology (Assadi and Lorunser, 2007). 

As Westerners it has long since been argued that democracy can facilitate terrorism as well as religion however, democracy is not considered to be the cause of terrorism, unlike Al-Qaeda’s ideology. In light of this and reviewing the literature and the global definitions of terrorism, it is apparent that the methods incorporated by Al-Qaeda in pursuit of their ideology go further than war crimes and can be categorised as acts of terrorism.
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Appendices:
Appendix A
(Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2007, pp. 5-6)
1 Terrorism: interpretation
(1) In this Act “terrorism” means the use or threat of action where – 
(a) the action falls within subsection (2),
(b) the use or threat is designed to influence the government or an international governmental organisation or to intimidate the public or a section of the public, and
(c) the use or threat is made for the purpose of advancing a political, religious or ideological cause.
(2) Action falls within this subsection if it – 
(a) involves serious violence against a person,
(b) involves serious damage to property,
(c) endangers a person’s life, other than that of the person committing the action, 
(d) creates a serious risk to the health or safety of the public or a section of the public, or
(e) is designed seriously to interfere with or seriously to disrupt an electronic system.
(3) The use or threat of action falling within subsection (2) which involves the use of firearms or explosives is terrorism whether or not subsection (1)(b) is satisfied.
(4) In this section –
(a) “action” includes action outside the United Kingdom,
(b) a reference to any person or to property is a reference to any person, or to property, wherever situated,
(c) a reference to the public includes a reference to the public of a country other than the United Kingdom, and
(d) “the government” means the government of the United Kingdom, of a part of the United Kingdom or of a country other than the United Kingdom.
(5) In this Act a reference to action taken for the purposes of terrorism includes a reference to action taken for the benefit of a proscribed organisation.
[N.B. The words in subsection (1)(b) “or an international governmental organisation” were inserted by the Terrorism Act 2006, s 34(a), and came into force on the 13th April 2006.]

Appendix B
(Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2007)
Patriot Act of 2001 – The United States definition of terrorism
Department of State operationally describes terrorism as “premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against non-combatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience”.

