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The crown prosecution office defines terrorism as ‘the use of threat of action, both in and outside of the UK, designed to influence any international government organisation or to intimidate the public’ (CPS, 2021). Although this definition is primarily used in the UK, oxford handbook of terrorism states there are over two hundred and forty definitions of terrorism worldwide. This lack of continuity in definitions can cause extensive confusion along with a wavering ideology of what terrorism really is. The United States of America’s definition is broad and somewhat conflicting to other countries. They define terrorism to be ‘premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against non-combatant targets’ (Carlile, 2007). An example of where this definition has been criticised is the USS Cole bombings in 2000. This was a calculated attack against the US navy, where a bomb was planted by suicide terrorists. The bomb caused the explosion of a small boat in Yemeni port of Aden (BBC News, 2020). Whereby under the united kingdom’s definition of terrorism, this would indefinitely be deemed as a terrorist attack. However, the US definition deems terrorism to only be present in ‘non-combatant targets’ therefore it was not considered a terrorist attack. Dr. Boaz Ganor calls for an international definition of terrorism. He believes that this is both possible and mandatory in order to effectively and collectively cooperate in counter terrorism (International Institute for Counterterrorism, 2017). His argument is that the vagueness in the definition globally pauses a fine line between what is simply a campaign to liberate people from dictational warfare, or what is outright terrorism; “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom’ fighter” (Ganor, 2016). ‘Whilst many agree with Ganor, the question isn’t whether it needs to be defined globally, but who will write it? 

There are several approaches to defining terrorism, but it’s paramount to ensure the definition doesn’t include bias from any one specific approach. The three approaches are legal, academic and political. Arguably, all three approaches are equal in importance. A legal approach is crucial as following legislation to produce a definition provides a framework to track terrorist activity, and act on counter terrorism. However, a legal approach has not always proved reliable as legislation is often introduced as a reaction to an attack, also knows as a ‘knee jerk’ reaction (Gregg, 2010). After 9/11 legislation was rushed through, causing mistakes in legislation leading to the need for further adaptation. An academic approach would incorporate input and knowledge from experts in terrorism, psychoanalysts and sociologists. Whilst some would say asking the pre-eminent experts in academia to define terrorism, could not only include bias, but some would argue academic experts do not have the life experience in real life terrorism to define such a crime. A political approach to the definition of terrorism could be beneficial as counter terrorism legislation could be implemented imminently. Conversely, there are states in the USA that have separate definitions to terrorism that differ from state to state, depending on their political purposes (FBI, 2019). This approach is not effective in counter terrorism, due to the lack of continuity and confusion it causes around the definition, i.e., what would be classed as terrorism in one state, would not be a terrorist offence in another. Schmid released a report named ‘the definitional problem’, where it exhibits the percentage of words used in definitions of terrorism written by international organizations. The word ‘threat’ was used in 42% of all definitions, ‘terror’ used by 78%, ‘civilians’ 41%, ‘coercion’ 53%, ‘illegal, criminal’ 85% and 25% of the world’s definitions included the words ‘political character’. Further in the report, there is a comparison graph displaying the percentage of words used in the definitions written by politicians. The word ‘Threat’ was used on 42% of all definitions, ‘terror’ 59%, ‘civilians’ 36%, ‘coercion’ 38% and ‘political character’ was used in 68% of all definitions written by politicians. Notice how the term ‘political character’ was used 43% more in definitions written by politicians themselves, in comparison to international organizations. This is an example of bias and concludes why a political approach alone would not be holistic and have too much political influence (Shmid, 2004). 

Terrorism isn’t only carried out by major groups such as Al Qaeda and the IRA, it can be carried out by any individual acting alone or collaboratively. Terrorist acts can range from the liquid bombings planted by David Copeland who acted alone in the planning and execution of the targeted attacks in Brixton, to the 9/11 bombings carried out by the large terrorist group Al Qaeda. It's critical to recognise that not all violent acts are terrorist attacks. The motivations for a group or individual to commit a terrorist act fluctuate in every act. Terrorism is rather a calculated strategy than an aimless act of violence because the perpetrators always have some form of ideological, religious or political motivation. What different terrorist groups are seeking to achieve influences how they act. Some people take a reactionary stance, hoping to halt or reverse political social and economic changes (APS, 2009).

Without intelligence, it is incredibly difficult to predict when or where a terrorist attack could occur. The secret service devised a ranking of threat level, into five severities of threat. Low (an attack is not likely at all), moderate (possible but unlikely), substantial (likely), severe (extremely likely), Critical (an attack is likely to happen contemporaneously) (GOV.UK, 2021). The current threat to the UK is considered substantial. Nevertheless, the government have warned civilians that there is an increased terrorist threat level internationally, and to be particularly wary when travelling anywhere. The latest big scale terrorist attack in the UK was the Manchester arena bombings in 2017. However, the most recent terrorist attack was the fatal stabbing of MP David amess on the 15th of October 2021, where the killer acted alone but is currently believed to be acting as part of a larger organization not yet known (Kleiderman, 2021).

The Terrorism Act 2000 is the UK government's most recent attempt to address the legal issues raised by political violence. The legislation is based on statutory codes produced in the United Kingdom and Ireland during the previous three decades. It is explained and condemned in part for the inability to be more inventive. However, the cases when the statute departs from the past are also scrutinised. The need for specific legislation, as well as the shape it should take, are discussed (Walker, 2007). 

Although there are numerous terrorism groups, this paper will discuss the terrorist organization Al Qaeda specifically, its ideology, motives and goals. Al Qaeda founded in the 1980’s with the motivation of fighting the Soviet Union to achieve anti-Semitism (Burke, 2013). Osama Bin laden originally travelled to afghan in order to join the Jihad, against the Soviet Union. Western politicians and media frequently use the term "jihad," but often incorrectly. The term signifies "work" or "struggle" in Arabic. It might be a personal fight against baser inclinations, a struggle to establish a healthy Muslim community, or a war for the religion against disbelievers in Islam. The Jihad is better known as the ‘holy war’ against the Soviet Union, meaning all participants are referred to as ‘jihadists’ (BBC.com, 2014). Bin Laden has since reformed the goal of Al Qaeda by focusing all its efforts on targeting the united states. Al Qaeda’s main goal has been to destabilise the situation in stages. It has concentrated on attaining long-term goals in a disciplined and realistic manner. Its objectives have been to increase strength and power across various countries, in the hopes that communities will therefore support or even assist them in achieving their motives (Braniff, 2016). The groups ideology has changed drastically from when it ordinated, from fighting for anti-Semitism to now concentrating on the call for killing of all Americans. Bin Laden describes the organization is an ‘ummah’. The Arabic phrase for "nation" is better known as ‘ummah’. Ummah, or the community of believers, is a term used in Islam to refer to the whole Muslim world. The ummah is a theological notion that aims to bring all Muslims together by transcending national, ethnic, and social divides (Brown, 2010).  

Al Qaeda are known for numerous high-profile attacks, primarily against the United States. The first attack being the bomb that exploded in the world trade centre in 1993. The bomb was planted in a car in the basement car park under the world trade centre. The attacker was later discovered to be called Ramzi Yousef, he acted alongside others from the same mosque (Pruitt, 2019). The attack didn’t go as Yousef planned, he anticipated that the two towers would collapse onto each other, killing everyone in the buildings plus anyone within distance. However, there were only six fatalities and everyone else successfully left the building. This act of terrorism was indefinitely a warning of what was to come. In 1989 Bin laden introduced what’s known as a ‘fatwa’ (Islamic law). The fatwa demanded that all Muslims should kill all Americans. In that same year, a truck bomb was another planned explosion, located outside the US embassy in Nairobi. 213 people were killed as a result of the attack and 4,000 wounded (Weiner, 2017). The attackers were led by orders from Bin Laden, who issued several Nissan Atlas trucks to carry out the attack. The 9th of September 2001 marked the most famous, large scale terrorist attack in history. The attack on the world trade centre better referred to as 9/11, resulted in the tragic death of 2,996 people. 19 of Al Qaeda’s members hijacked four planes and flew them into the twin towers in New York, a field in western Pennsylvania and the Pentagon in Arlington. Following the assaults, Osama bin Laden seemed to confirm that Al-Qaeda was responsible for 9/11 and subsequent acts of terrorism. He went on to say that Al-Qaeda was the lone perpetrator of 9/11. In his "Letter to America" in November 2002, Osama bin Laden declared that Al-motivations Qaeda's for strikes in the United States and internationally included: Attacks against Muslims in Somalia have received Western assistance, In Lebanon, Jews have engaged in "aggression" against Muslims. The United States' military presence in Saudi Arabia, Israel is backed by the United States and that Iraq has supposedly been ‘sanctioned’. In 2004, bin Laden produced a video in which he recounted his interactions with main hijacker Mohammed Atta, providing more proof of his participation in 9/11 (BBC, 2019).

All Terrorist attacks generally require excessive and detailed planning. This level of planning usually happens through the use of technology. Terrorists can be used as a way of discreetly contacting any person on organisation online. It provides a platform for terrorist organisations to promote propaganda, to educate and entice people into the beliefs and motivations of high-profile terrorist groups, leading to the radicalisation of the everyday person. Al Qaeda actually release a monthly magazine named the ‘Al- Shamika’ which translates to ‘inspire’. Aimed to do exactly that, inspire people to join the jihad and adopt their ideology (Bunker, 2018). Technology played a big role in the planning of 9/11. Evidence proved that technology was used to collect flight times, communicate with members of Al-Qaeda internationally, to share vital information ensuring the coordination of all attacks (Thomas, 2003).

In aid of the 9/11 attacks, George bush and the US government launched ‘the war on terror’. This was backed by many countries, including the United Kingdom. Bush announced a preventative war, where the US and supporting nations would strike any terrorist groups or countries that pose any threat. Bush released a statement worldwide saying, “You’re either with us, or you are with the terrorists” (Bush, 2001). As a result of this, two years later the UK introduced a strategy under the acronym ‘CONTEST’. Consisting of four strands, Prevent, Pursue, Protect, Prepare. Prevent people from becoming terrorists, Pursuing the fight to stop terrorist attacks against the UK, Protect the nation by strengthening protection methods, and prepare appropriately should an attack occur (HM Government, 2018).

Osama Bin Laden was successfully assassinated in 2011 by the US military. The mission, code-named Operation Neptune Spear, was authorised by US President Barack Obama and executed by a squad of US Navy SEALs. However, the death of Bin Laden did not illuminate or reduce the threat of terrorism, due to the fact Al-Qaeda had its affiliates. Some of his affiliates are the JNIM (Mali and West Africa), Egyption Al-Qaeda, AQIM (Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Megreb) (Zulfigar, 2019).

It is utterly unquestionable whether the organization Al-Qaeda are a terrorist group. Their motivation to kill or cause harm to others proves so. Under the UK definition Al-Qaeda do pause a ‘threat of action designed to influence government or intimidate the public’ as per the Terrorism act 2000. However, going by the US definition, not all of Al-Qaeda’s attacks are acts of terrorism. Their definition specifies that attacks are only deemed as terrorism when against ‘non-combatant targets’. Therefore, the attacks Al-Qaeda impose on US and UK military are not defined as terrorism in that country. In conclusion, by UK definition, Al- Qaeda are indubitably a terrorist organisation that perform acts of terrorism against civilians for political, religious or motivational gain (Jackson, 2009).
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