“Terrorism is the intentional generation of massive fear by human beings for the purpose of securing or maintaining control over other human beings”. (Cooper, 2001) In this essay I will be discussing the many definitions of terrorism and compare them to understand how terrorism is looked at through different perspectives. I will also be looking in depth at the terrorist groups Al Qaeda and Islamic State to discuss their beliefs and how they perceive terrorism.


In 1988 there was a study by Schmidt and Jongman where they looked at 109 definitions of terrorism. Many of the definitions had the same terms used when describing what terrorism is; 83.5% said ‘violence’, 65 % said ‘political’, 51% said fear/terror, 47% said ‘threats’ and ’41.5%’ said psychological effects. (Schmidt and Jongman, 1988) When we compare this to Cooper’s definition in 2001 we can see he uses the term fear and when mentioning control this could be both physical and psychologically. This study shows us that most people believe terrorism should be defined in the same sort of way as many key terms are used in the majority of definitions, however a word for word definition has yet to be agreed on. Dr. Boaz Ganor defines terrorism as “terrorism is the deliberate use of violence aimed against civilians in order to achieve political ends”, he uses the terms violence and political which are the two most popular terms when defining terrorism found in the 1988 study. Dr Boaz Ganor also stressed that terrorism should be defined with the word ‘civilians’ not ‘non-combatants’ because he wants a definition that can be widely accepted that which can be used as an international definition that can be used by everyone in a fair way. When comparing Cooper’s definition to Ganor’s we can see they are very different, Cooper’s definition is more descriptive of the outcome of terrorism as opposed to Ganor’s is more practical and describes terrorism more literally for what the act actually is. I believe Ganor’s definition is more accurate and useful as it can be applied internationally in a fair way, and it mentions political aims which all large terrorist groups have. Ganor also mentions the importance of needing a definition that can be used by all because it will allow for a more effective international cooperation on counterterrorism. (Ganor, 2013) 
However, if looking at a lone wolf attack you can argue that political aims are not always linked with terrorism. An example of this is the Virginia Tech shooting in 2007 in Blacksburg, US, which was carried out by Seung-Hui Cho who suffered many mental disorders and not no political motive for his actions but did use violence against civilians. (Mass Shootings at Virginia Tech Report, 2009) Having one international definition for terrorism would make the make the threat of terrorism more understood as everyone would define it the same way and communicate when a threat is happening. It would also distinguish terrorism from other forms of political violence. (Richardson, 2006) The UK legal definition of terrorism includes the term violence, political motives, intimidation of the public and a Political, Racial, Religious, or Ideological (PRRI) Cause. It also includes the serious damage of property. (Terrorism Act, 2000) This a far broader definition and it covers a lot of different sections terrorism can be defined under. When compared to Cooper’s definition they are similar in the sense that the terms ‘intimidate the public’ and ‘massive fear by human beings for the purpose of securing or maintaining control over other human beings’ are the same. The legal definition covers much more and implies terrorism is more than people wanting to control others and suggests that terrorism can be PPRI which is factual as many terrorist acts are due to racism or differing religious ideologies. An example of this is in 2017 when Darren Osborne drove his van into a group of Muslims at a Mosque in Finsbury Park, London, killing at least 1 person and injuring nine others. (R v Darren Osborne, 2017)

When comparing the definition of terrorism, it is evident it is controversial with lots of different definitions coming from legal, political, and academic standpoints. It is clear however that similar terms are used such as violence but directed at whom is not agreed on such as ‘human beings’ used by Cooper, ‘civilians’ used by Dr Boaz Ganor, and ‘non-combatants’ is used by the United States government. It seems like most definitions would agree that violence used for political purposes is common and used by both state and non-state groups. A lot of definitions have been written by agencies who are linked with governments, so there could be bias behind it. Terrorism is defined in the eye of the beholder. A person’s freedom fighter is another person’s terrorist. Therefore, terrorism is difficult to define under one international sentence. There is lots of history behind military or political agenda such as ISIS and in order to understand why events like 9/11 happened the history has to be looked at. (DEMA) 


Al Qaeda started as a group of Muslims who’s goal was to fight against the Soviet Union in the 1980s. The leader Osama Bin Laden had a goal to make frontline fighters for the ‘global jihad’ project and bring them together against their own regimes under a single umbrella. In the 1990s Bin Ladens goal changed to the ‘bigger enemy’, the United States. Al Qaeda then wanted to create a global Muslim ruler. (Bryman, 2015) Al Qaeda have deeply rooted antisemitism (ADL, 2021) Al Qaeda’s ideology consist of the belief that a weak and corrupt leadership is why there is a decline of the Muslim community. Western values and norms have weakened leadership and is the cause why there shift away from the “true path of Islam”. Another addition to the ideology is the belief that they need to kill any American or American ally, whether it is military of civilian, Bin Laden said, “The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies – civilians and military is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country…’’ Al Qaeda also believe Islam provides a total way of life and offers direction for governance, economics, and society. The Al Qaeda have many different goals including the unification of the ummah, to create a defensive barrier against Western influence. Salafi, the correct interpretation of Islam and to spread revolutionary Islam. (Gregg, 2010) Al Qaeda used the internet and technology during their plan and coordination on 9/11. There is evidence that suggests they used the internet to plan, and computers were found in Afghanistan that showed they had been collecting information on their targets and communications with encrypted messages using the internet. (Thomas, 2003) The internet can benefit terrorist groups in other ways as well, it can be used for training as you can find guides, tutorials and manuals that provide advice and demonstrations. It can also be used for propaganda such as the magazine called ‘Inspire’ which published by a member of al Qaeda which provides ideology that encourages terrorism. (UNODC, 2012) Al Qaeda meet Cooper’s definition of terrorism as they show they want to control people by using fear by using leadership to control and using the argument that if a person does not do what instructed then they are betraying the religion of Islam.  Al Qaeda also fall under the definition of Dr. Boaz Ganor’s terrorism as they use deliberate violence against any American or allied civilian in order to achieve their political aims because according to Bin Laden it is the ‘individual duty for every Muslim’. Under the UK’s legal definition of terrorism, Al Qaeda also fit the definition of terrorism as they are violent for political aims, they are prejudice towards the religion of Judaism, and they have caused serious damage to property. The Islamic State (IS) or more commonly known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is another terrorist group I will be discussing. The IS does not have one set ideology, instead they are driven by a multiply of different reasons. On the other hand, IS’s ideology is strongly based upon Salafism, other known as Jihadism. Jihadists believe that they are the only real Muslims. (Bunzel, 2015) The goals of ISIS are to capture and control land, attack the West to weaken governments in Europe and the US. Grow the Caliphate and to spread Islam and Sharia globally.  (Friedland, 2015) Like the Al Qaeda, IS use the internet to organise and plan attacks and to recruit members. They also use the internet for encrypted messages to communicate safely. The IS also use social media for propaganda and to rapidly transfer information, a method they would use is the hashtags on Twitter for shock strategy videos such as beheadings which would gain a large amount of attention from mainstream media. (Awan, 2017) The IS fit with Cooper’s definition of terrorism as they use fear through shocking videos to show the world how they operate. They also fit under the UK’s legal definition of terrorism because they intimidate the public by broadcasting their violence and they have political goals as they want to control and weaken governments. The IS also aim to spread their religion globally which fits under the definition. When comparing the Islamic state to Dr Ganor’s definition they also fall under his criteria as they use violence for political purposes. 

After looking at a few different definitions of terrorism and looking at Al Qaeda and the Islamic State and seeing how they compare to those definitions I conclude that the definition of terrorism can be defined in many different ways which are correct. The UK’s legal definition is strong and Dr Ganor’s definition can work internationally but whether or not all parties would agree on it being a fair or accurate definition is questionable. Finding a definition that could be used internationally would benefit counter terrorism tactics and make terrorism more understood. 
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