Definitions of Terrorism

There is no definitive definition for terrorism across the world as there are many different crimes that could be categorised as terrorism. Schmid (2004) exclaimed that the definition used in Britain was that “terrorism is violence for political ends”. On the other hand, Cooper (2001) defined terrorism as “the international generation of massive fear by human beings for the purpose of seeing or maintaining control of other human beings”. The State Department argues that terrorist acts aren’t just brutal killings but also a group of people who have no respect for limits, will undermine economies and threaten the democratic institution (Tilley. C, 2004). On the contrary, it has been mutually agreed between Richardson (2006), Ganor (1998) and Wilkinson (2003) that the definition of terrorism must include the deliberate aim to harm and target civilians. In this essay a debate as to why there are different definitions of terrorism and what problems occur from it will be discussed. As well as an overview of different terrorist organisations and their ideology. 

There are many definitions of terrorism. Some are legal definitions and others are opinions from a political standpoint. However, there are many similarities from what most people define as terrorism. The Secretary of State, Colin Powell, stated in Tilly (2005) that terrorists have no moral boundaries nor geographical ones. This includes not only bodily harm but economical and the destruction of democratic institutions. George Bush implicated that the war on terrorism will not stop until all terrorist organisations are put to a stop. This leads into the facts that terrorism has been defined to stem from political views. Both parties, them being a terrorist organisation and the opposing country both want to eradicate their enemy, each other (Tilly, 2004). Omar (2018) reports that terrorist acts impose a significant economic cost. These could be from primary costs such as the reconstruction of buildings, roads, and public property. Or secondary costs such as the repercussions of the primary costs. For example, if a train station was destroyed through a terrorist act, then workers that cannot get to work are secondarily affected. This all affects the economy. Schiano, Chelby and Ruiz (2017) concluded that in the global terrorism index it was estimated that the worlds total cost due to terrorism was £52.9 billion in 2014. Another similarity in the definition is many involve the consequence of death. Most if not all terrorism acts end in casualties in small or large proportions or endanger lives one way or another. This may be by arms and ammunition or damage to public property (Dugard, 1974). On the contrary, Yamamoto (2017) did an analysis of 109 different definitions of the term terrorism and found a few inconsistencies. When looking at the data most used terms such as killings, destruction, and terror. However, a very small amount used terms such as group movement, organisations and symbolic. A small percentage defined terrorism as making demands on third parties. A reason these definitions are not used so broadly could be the lack of severity they bring. They do not sound as horrific as they action that terrorism causes. It is too broad of a definition which could lead to the wrongful labelling of freedom fighters (Hodgson and Tadros, 2013). An observation by Gibbs (1989) was that one conclusive meaning used world-wide for terrorism could create a political and ideological bias. This could be due to different laws, cultures, and beliefs across the world and that one meaning may not apply. However, the lack of consensus across the globe makes it difficult to define what is and isn’t an act of terrorism. What one country declares an act of terrorism another may not agree.

One of the many terrorist organisations, is Al Qaeda. The Arabic word Qaeda translates to the base of operation or a foundation. Burke (2004) describes the organisation like a venture capital firm as it provides funding for the attacks and planning. They have contacts across the globe and can give expert advice to militant groups in the Islamic State. Al Qaeda is led by Bin Laden and proposes ideology of a hatred for communism and sees the United States as an enemy. The organisation is run via a hierarchy with Bin Laden at the top. The group have a large range of technical resources which has not only been able to help them commit the attacks they have planned but also plan them with no knowledge from the world (Rabasa et al, 2006). According to the Anti-Defamation League (2021) Al Qaeda have a strong root of antisemitism grounded within their beliefs and a strong hatred towards Americans and their allies. Their hatred is so strong they even believe that they should be killed. It is enforced that all Muslims should believe this and must have the want to kill Americans and allies (Gregg, 2010). It is a deeply set ideology that all Muslims should defend their faith at all costs and that Islam is the right and complete way of life. That this life provides not only a centred belief system but an economically stable society with governance. Zuwahri expressed in Gregg (2010) that all followers of Al Qaeda should liberate the Muslim Nation by confronting the enemies of Islam. It is believed that the followers actions mean nothing without launching Jihad against enemies by a Muslim authority on Muslim land. They will do anything to achieve this goal no matter the sacrifice.

Another well known terrorist organisation is the Islamic State. This group is well renowned for their use of brutal violence. Perešin (2015) reports that methods such as torture and executions are used on prisoners. This then enforces their spread of fear and power and encourages followers to indulge in violent ways. The Islamic State is run by Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi and was formed from a group of people who originally were apart of Al Qaeda. Their ideology is to implement the Sharia law which is a religious code which follows traditional Islamic practices. Their aims are to gain and govern as much territory as they can and do this by plotting attacks in the west. America is a main target for them as well as Europe, and they plan to gain territory by undermining governments. Bunzel (2019) persists that the Islamic state has succumb to an uncompromising version of jihad Salafism and there is lots of internal conflicts. There is a strong belief that other religions should be abolished and that their faith is the purist. It is embedded that there Is only one correct way of life and that anyone or anything that does not follow the rules or lifestyle of Islam should be punished by violent means and eradicated. Shockingly all violence is justified in the religion if it is for the good of Islam because it is believed that it is doing the work set by God (Barrett, 2014).

Although both terrorism groups are aiming towards the same goals there are big similarities and differences between the groups. The similarities are that they both implicate that their followers must perform jihad and focus on the western war with Islam. Both terrorist organisations have lone wolfs who carry out individual attacks. And both succeed so much due to the access they have to the internet, whether this is for communication or planning. On the other hand, the Islamic state don’t only set attacks for west countries but also set attacks in the middle east, where as Al Qaeda primarily set attacks in western countries. Al Qaeda uses violence as a defensive jihad and battles with the values and beliefs that are presented in western countries. The Islamic State use savage violence to hostages as well as killings to hostages and too any non-believers. Even Muslims who don’t share exact views. another similarity between the two organisations is the rising numbers of female participation in violent roles as well as supporting roles. This is confirmed from pictures of women with guns. Women also get involved with the online propaganda as they are seen as more alluring. Platforms such as telegram channels GreenB1rds and a blog Diary of a Muhajirah are a few of the ways females use propaganda to entice for women and men to join their cause (Mehran, 2022).

A lot of speculation has been held over how these terrorist organisations are able to carry out such elaborate plans and recruit so many followers. The key part in all organisations is the internet and social media. Thomas (2003) exclaimed that a computer was seized from Al Qaeda and found lots of information about the attack of 9/11 and messages surrounding keys facts and dates such as flight plans. It was only thanks to the efforts of the internet that they could plan and succeed to plan 9/11. The internet can be utilized in many ways for these organisations and one of those ways is to use it as a training ground. It provides how to guides and manuals to create and follow their ideology. Al Qaeda even produced a magazine called inspire to promote propaganda. It had articles such as how to make a homemade bomb. They used it to spread messages to their disciples like the endorsement of Fatwa stating they should kill all Americans according to UNODC (2012). The media plays a massive role in the promotion of terrorism groups within and without their home countries. for example, 9/11 was carefully selected to take place in a media centred city where it was then broadcasted live. This was perfect propaganda for them to spread to western sympathisers and promotes copycat attacks. Cohen and Boreham (2007) put forward the idea that the broadcasting of these attacks creates a moral panic which can cause civilians to label terrorists’ ethnicity instead of religion and create prejudice thoughts and actions to innocent members of society. Zempi and Awan (2016) found that islamophobia is being spread online to younger generations through the mediums of Facebook and YouTube. The internet can be used to disguise users and give terrorists anonymity but lets them be able to spread their messages globally to members and sympathizers. It can also be used for a recruitment process as they can reach out to anyone on the internet (Williams, 2016). In the case of Shamima Begum (2019) a British girl was smuggled to Syria to become an ISIS bride. After much suffering which included three of her children dying, miss Begum pleaded to the UK that she wanted to come home. She claimed she was groomed online as well as her friends and they were unaware of what the consequences would be. Miss Begum offered her intel on the terrorist organisation; however, her citizenship was revoked as she was seen as a security threat to the UK. 

The ideology and methods of these organisations helps to for fill the different definitions of terrorism. This is because it aids violence with a political end due to propaganda to rally troops and gain support from sympathizers. And promotes no respect for limits as they will post videos of killings and torturing to hostages to social media. On the contrary, the ideology and methods of these organisations doesn’t help for fill the different definitions as a large amount of them define terrorism as actions caused by groups or organisations. However, this does not explain lone wolf attacks. Lone wolf attacks are singular people who plan and commit an act of terrorism by themselves. This is normally because they have been subject to propaganda (HM Government, 2011). The internet gives lone wolves the access to plan attacks by allowing them access to knowledge of popular locations and magazines such as Inspire to build homemade bombs and weapons. There are many key incidents for lone wolf attacks in the UK but an example of one was the Streatham Attack in 2020. A man named Amman attacked people with a knife and wore a fake bomb. His goal in life was to die a martyr. Amman had been previously convicted for suspicion of carrying out a terrorist attack and when he was released, he followed through with his plan. His mother says that he was watching lots of extremists online and that’s where he was influenced. Over 349,000 files containing information on terrorism groups and radicalisation were found on his computer (Jones, Doxsee and Harrington, 2020). 
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