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        What is terrorism? This is one of the most important questions that needs to be addressed and answered universally. Terrorism is a threat that the entirety of the world faces, but what actually is it and how do you define such a broad term? This essay will explain how and why it is important to have an internationally accepted definition for terrorism and assess an infamous terrorist organisation in order to identify the key factors that deem it a ‘terrorist’ organisation. Experts in the field of counter-terrorism have given their own curated definitions throughout the years. These definitions that will be analysed and compared to activity that has occurred throughout modern time. Motives, beliefs and ideologies of al-Qaeda will be covered in order to provide a broad outlook on terror-activity and how it impacts our modern society to be labelled as ‘terrorism’. 

        Before analysis, it is important to consider what has been proposed regarding the understanding of terrorism. In order to truly understand terrorism and its nature, there must be a higher definition that is used globally to recognise it. This will allow strategic counter-terror tactics to applied internationally in order for ease of communication and co-operation between nations to bring about change in this field. It is important to note that terrorism needs to be defined as an attack against innocent civilians, rather than in the theatre of war. However, because a member of society is not exactly by definition, ‘innocent’, would an attack on said person be terrorism? For example, if a bomb were to kill a group-profound-killers, would this be an attack of terror? Arguably yes, due to the motive and ideology of the attack (Ganor, 2013). Chenoweth, et al., (2019) further re-enforces this by stating that even the points that seem the most universally accepted such as ‘terrorism is threat or use of instrumental or cohesive violence against civilians’, can sometimes face disagreement as not all civilians are innocent and some may ‘deserve’ to be attacked. Defining terrorism and its parameters still remains as a problem subject all around the world from one nation to the next. Different nations define terrorism in different ways. Where it is true that terrorism often includes death, injury, recklessness and damage, the more realistic view of the term in today’s world is political movements carefully and intelligently spreading awareness of their cause to vulnerable people in order to peruse their goals. Whether this be through propaganda or recruitment, these movements are able to disperse dangerous information and have it end up in the hands of potentially unstable people who may have intentions of committing such offences related to terrorism (Horgan, 2014).

        Terms such as “one man’s terrorist is another mans freedom fighter”, are simply not enough when it comes down to defining terrorism. A deeper meaning needs to be established for nations to agree on in order to reach optimum co-operation and collaboration. This is so important in an age of lone wolf attacks (attacks by singular or small group terrorist cells) where the identification and elimination of said groups is significantly harder to carry out. Currently, the world is at war with terror and has been for decades, it is important that in a united effort we understand the phenomenon of terrorism that we are fighting in order to better combat it together (Keely, 2002).

        Ideologies that justify violence are often the motives that certain groups use to fuel their extreme violence and targeting. The ideology that a certain group believes in creates a ‘prism’ perspective, revealing to them who their targets are in society. This is an example of what terrorism is in a form that has been represented by many extremist groups (Drake, 1998). Al-Qaeda had this motive against the western world and the United States government. This was their target, resulting in their ideology justifying the attack on the world trade centre on the 11th of September in New York City. This motive of violence and destruction can be seen as an example of terrorism in its purest form. Linking back to what Dr. Boaz Ganor stated in a counter-terror summit, an attack of extreme violence towards civilians, innocent or not, with an extreme motive, is terrorism. There is no other way around the fact that attacks like these need the label of terror to begin the definition process internationally.

        Al-Qaeda demonstrated their ability to cause mass damage on a global scale, however the group was not created as a terrorist organisation. Therefore, their prime purpose was not what most perceive terrorism to be today. They were rather a militia that assisted and supported the Taliban in their efforts of war. The attack on the world trade centre however, opened up this new purpose for the group, the initial attention and recognition they received from 9/11 was like an addiction, making Bin Laden use their lethal capabilities as a platform of publicity, therefore birthing this new idea and perspective of Islamic terror (Byman, 2003). As ex FBI Director Chris Comey commented on the fact that terrorism is when an act of violence is committed in pursuit of influence on a public body or group (Huff and Kertzer, 2018). This statement supports the fact that al-Qaeda can be deemed and labelled as a terrorist organisation due to the nature and motive of their attacks. In addition, this is supported by Horgan’s explanation of terrorism as al-Qaeda’s intentions here are to spread awareness of their cause through extreme violence against vulnerable people.

        9/11 was a massive shock to the world, never mind Americans and especially New Yorkers who were geographically closer to the event. The fear and intimidation that al-Qaeda struck the world with on that day damaged people mentally for life. The severity of the attack made the masses fear bin Laden and his next intentions, therefore, proving the attack was a success for al-Qaeda. They had achieved the world stage. The influence that they had let out into vulnerable people’s lives was catastrophic. Millions were aware of the group and in their eyes, any publicity was good publicity. Once again, this fear factor falls right into the realm that many agree is classed as terrorism and how al-Qaeda represent this phenomenon. Any attack that has the ability to shatter the perceived shield of invulnerability a nation has in a non-conflict zone can only be described as an attack of terror. This was achieved the very moment those two planes struck the world trade centre. It completely erased the confidence of the American people who have the right to live in a war-free environment as they were alerted that they were not safe from the reaches of the conflict that raged on in the east. The very word of ‘terror’ is on display when considering the effect that al-Qaeda left behind (Post, 2007). A world of peace and prosperity for Americans was interrupted by the 9/11 attacks (Byman, 2003).

        In the beliefs of Salafist jihadists, al-Qaeda believe that all death to innocent / passive civilians is religiously excused when executing their plans of defence for Islam. They will be welcomed as heroes by Allah no matter the cost of life (Wright, 2006). Although forbidden in the Koran to kill non-combatants, this is disregarded when the non-combatant is seen as a conspirator against Islam, making the death to passive civilians limitless in their efforts (Gunaratna, 2002). Al-Qaeda also have a looming belief that a joint Christian alliance will one day overthrow Islam and destroy it and at the helm of the alliance, the United States. From an Islamic extremists point of view, this belief justifies 9/11 as they wanted to show the US the power and might they had to commit such atrocities in the hopes that as the leader of this joint Christian-Jewish alliance, the United States would back down from their ultimate goal to destroy Islam (Wiktorowicz and Kaltner, 2003). Linking this to Wright, it is clear why they had no fear or concern when killing nearly three thousand people to carry out the action of terror that was 9/11, as no innocent stands in the way of defending Islam. With this in consideration, it is safe to say that experts in the field of counter-terrorism (including Dr. Boaz Ganor), would label this as terrorism.

        Attempts to define terrorism and its criminal liability have been going on since the 1920’s, with the majority of the attempts resulting in failure. This is where 9/11 changed everything. From that day, the world realised that they needed to enact on terrorism, instead of avoiding the term prior to the attack (Chenoweth, et al., 2019). Cooper (2001), offers a refined definition that has been forged over 25 years of extensive research into terrorism. This definition is as follows: “Terrorism is the intentional generation of massive fear by human beings for the purpose of securing or maintaining control over other human beings.” Once again, this definition from Cooper supports the claim that al-Qaeda and its affiliates fit under the label of terrorists / terrorism due to their nature and intentions of attack. Furthermore, this links to the maintaining of control suggested by Wiktorowicz and Kaltner, (2003) in regards to al-Qaeda’s ideology and beliefs.

        As technology evolves, so does the networking and resource availability for terrorists. They enter the cyber age along with the rest of the world. The internet is a dangerous place In the hands of the wrong people, especially these criminal organisations like al-Qaeda. The level of planning and sophistication that went into some of their attacks (especially the London Bombings) is a level of organised crime that cannot be labelled as anything other than terrorism. The complexity of this new form of terrorism is only going to advance as the age of technological advancements make it harder to track and trace these threats. The very nature of this discreet planning and co-ordination online can be referred to as ‘Cyberplanning’ and it is a new frontier that our security services are trying to supress (Thomas, 2003). 

        In addition to Cyberplanning, Moran (2015) also mentions the use of the internet as a platform of recruitment and outreach in the form propaganda. First spreading their ideologies amongst their own affiliates, then reaching outwards to others who may intend on joining their efforts. This is in the pursuit of boosting morale and improving strategies. For example, on one of al-Qaeda’s main sites, the unknown publisher shares the reasoning and justifications of 9/11, explaining that the west is at war with Islam. This supports the ideology suggested by Wiktorowicz and Kaltner, (2003). Much of their online content is located on Arabic messaging boards, meaning a majority of content is written in Arabic. Al-Qaeda also uses the internet to  aggressively target vulnerable communities, recruiting out of forceful fear and intimidation (Moran (2015). Both Thomas (2003) and Moran (2015) support many of the definitions suggested by experts on what is terrorism. Even prior to 9/11, the United Kingdom’s Terrorism Act 2000 includes the addition of terrorism being related to electronic disruption. This is significant due to the fact that under this definition of terrorism, no physical violence or act is necessary in the labelling of a group or individual as ‘terrorist’. It also supports the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) definition of terrorism which is as follows: “Terrorism is the use or threat of action, both in and outside of the UK, designed to influence any international government organisation or to intimidate the public.  It must also be for the purpose of advancing a political, religious, racial or ideological cause.” (CPS, 2021). The threat of action being the cyberplanning of mass destruction and violence carried out online and forceful recruitment methods used.

        As mentioned, many of al-Qaeda’s attacks, 9/11, 7/7 to name a couple, were sophisticated attacks. Take 7/7 for example. For three explosions to simultaneously go off at 8:50AM across London transit zones at three different locations, its clear the attackers used concentrated methods of planning. It was calculated and plotted with the intention to cause death and destruction. The official U.S. Army manual can help further strengthen the reasoning to label al-Qaeda as ‘terrorists’ in this sense. The definition states that any ‘calculated’ unlawful violence to infuse fear in the name of any religious, political or ideological goals is defined as terrorism (U.S. Army, 2001).

        In conclusion, it is clear there is still no universally recognised definition for terrorism. However, many government agencies and counter-terrorism experts share very similar views throughout. These similar viewpoints that cross over each other can be used to confidently assess what / who is a terrorist and what / who is not. This essay used al-Qaeda as an example of defining a group as ‘terrorist’. From the many points mentioned above, ideology to methods, it is evident that al-Qaeda fall under the category of terrorism. However, this does not mean a definition can be formed over one groups actions. 
        Terrorism is a broad term that can cover many avenues of concentrated and organised crime, hence why a global definition is still yet to be set in stone. Until this time, each country will continue to combat the threat of terrorism within their own parameters using methods that work for them. Nevertheless, as stated by Ganor (2015), when this definition is decided, the world can reach a new height of counter-terrorism tactics never seen before. This can result in the end of the constant suppression of extremist lone wolf attacks and see the beginning of the end for terrorism. New strategic methods will have the potential to achieve this global target, and change this on-going war on terror once and for all.
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