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Assignment: 
 
Defining terrorism is a never-ending task. This assignment will outline different definitions of terrorism, evaluating and comparing different meanings and relating them back to the Terrorist group Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, also known as ISIS. In this assignment there will also be some detail on how different authorities respond to terrorism and how the lack of consensus for a definition may cause complications.

There can be different perceptions of the term, The terms ‘Terrorism’ and ‘terrorist’ are not new and modern words, instead of which they date back to the eighteenth century (Lacquer, 1987).  There is not one definition in which everyone agrees. Cooper,2001 wrote the following definition of terrorism: "Terrorism is the intentional generation of massive fear by human beings for the purpose of securing or maintaining control over other human beings" (Nacos, B 2012). This links to the way ISIS behaves because they cause massive fear and create a moral panic, by attacking individuals in public spaces. These attacks can be unprovoked.

Organisations across the world have developed over two-hundred and sixty definitions for the word, all of which have been documented by Alex Schmid. (Kelkar, K 2017). The term 'terrorism' is filled with conceptual issues hence the lack of a concrete definition that everyone can agree with. For example, the language used in different definitions can contribute to the lack of understanding for the term. To conceptualise the word ‘terrorism’ theoretically, widens the comprehension from the abundance of ideological frameworks (Wilkinson, P, 1986). 

Brian Michael Jenkins backs up the idea that there are some problems with defining terrorism and establishing a general consensus of the definition. Jenkins does this by explaining that creating a meaning for the word terrorism can be deemed as difficult due to the fact that terrorism lately has been used as a ‘fad word’. A fad word is a word used by people who would like to remain up-to-date. It is often used to be fashionable and modern. (Merriam webster website). The problem with ‘terrorism’ being used as a fad word is that it has been used to describe acts of violence which are not seen as terrorism. These acts include but are not limited to terrorists committing violence within their own country, hijackings etc. (Jenkins, B, M)


David Rapoport, a scholar, defines terrorism as "the use of violence to provoke consciousness, to evoke certain feelings of sympathy and revulsion". Cooper's definition highlights the importance of humans controlling other humans and creating fear. Rapoport's definition discussed the feeling of hatred, loathing and sympathy. 
 However, the definition in which people can agree on the most is that terrorism "is the use of violence to create fear" and that this is done for either religious, political or ideological reasons. This definition seems to be a combination of both Cooper and Rapoport's definitions of terrorism, explaining that 'terrorism' often occurs due more serious and personal reasons.  (Rapoport, C 1977) Terrorism can be seen a social construct. A social construct is a concept which ultimately is a result of human interaction. It is only existing because humans have agreed it exists. (Merriam, webster 2022). 


Section 1, Terrorism Act 2000 holds the definition which is used in the United Kingdom’s legal systems and is explained as follows: “‘Terrorism’ is the threat of action where” and goes on to state various examples of when terrorism can occur. An example would be “…if it involves serious violence against a person… involves serious damage to property”. (Lord Carlile, 2007). This can be compared to Cooper’s definition because both definitions suggest it involves human beings and the act or violence or terror against them. Neither of these definitions discuss or highlight a specific group of people in which terrorism is generally targeted at, they simply just mention ‘people’. One might hold the opinion that this definition heavily links to ISIS and their means of expressing themselves. ISIS are known for killing and injuring people and causing ‘serious damage to property’. The act of violence and terror is something which is a regular occurrence for ISIS. 

Due to the fact that there are many different definitions, there are complications when it comes to responses to ‘terrorism’. This could lead to lots of different responses. For example, the European Union (EU) set out the aim to prevent terrorism, they plan to do this by combating crime and ensuring the safety and security of citizens. The EU also set out to focus on the prevention of radicalisation and safeguarding issues. (EU, 2017).

The United Kingdom’s security service MI5 is defined by the Security Service Act 1989 and is as follows: “The protection of national security… protection against threats such as terrorism… the agents of foreign powers…”. Here this implies that the MI5, which stands for Military intelligence(politics.co.uk), have the constant goal to protect and fight against terrorism.
On the contrary, the Director General of the Security Service, James Smart, when speaking about terrorism was found to have said that the public play a ‘pivotal’ role in beating terrorism. Smart goes onto discuss how the public should become aware of what they can to do ensure safer means and as long as they have done this, they have contributed to tackling terrorism. In order to achieve this, there needs to be a large amount of public communication. MI5 believe that they need to continue explaining the threat and the nature/extent of the threat to the public, outlining what the public can expect of the MI5. In return, the MI5 will gain the trust of the public. (MI5.gov)

A lack of consensus of terrorism makes it hard for different groups to know how to act. If the definition of terrorism is different in the United Kingdom, to one in the United States, then how can anyone come to agree. The United States’ definition splits into two types; international terrorism and domestic terrorism. International terrorism is defined as “violent, criminal acts committed by individuals and/or groups who are…associated with designated foreign terrorist organizations”. Whereas Domestic Terrorism is defined as “violent, criminal acts committed by individuals and/or groups to further ideological goals… such as those of a political, religious…nature”. These two definitions are vastly different. The international definition highly focuses on people who are committing acts due to being inspired by terrorist organisations. Here ‘terrorist’ is used with no explanation, implying there is already a consensus for the term, unlike ‘terrorism’. Whereas the domestic definition is mainly mentioning the crimes committed by those who are in religious or political groups themselves. (FBI.gov). Here, the domestic definition for terrorism highlights key aspects of ISIS’s ideology. For example, ‘ideological goals’ and ‘religious…nature’. ISIS claim that they want to ‘purify their faith’ and that everything they do is for God. The way ISIS do this is backed up by this definition when it says ‘violent criminal acts committed’. 

The United States’ definitions for ‘terrorism’ are entirely different to that of the United Kingdom’s. The United Kingdom (UK) focuses on the acts of violence or damage towards a person or their life, or properties. Whereas the United States’ does not, and instead generalises those ‘violent and criminal’ acts.

Recent years have seen and improvement in tackling terrorism. The FBI in the United States “were successful in their use of the Racketeer Influenced Corrupt Organizations (RICO) legislation passed in 1970 were a significant boost to this kind of policing” shows that there was a movement in the tackling of terrorism. This made a positive change to this type of policing. (Magarity, G 1980) Before the attack on September 11th 2001, there was no suggestion of a link between crimes for the purpose of economic gain. Terrorism was not on the radar of the US. (Tim Newburn, p.970). Suggesting that this terrorist attack changed the view on terrorism for all. 

This poses the question of how anyone can agree on a definition if there are lots of different opinions. If people are unable to come to a consensus, it may be difficult for a police force to know how to respond. If in the United Kingdom there is a specific definition, but a terrorist needs to be extradited to the United States because that is the place in which they were trained or hijacked a plan, the lack of clarity between the different forces and can affect their ability to define and fight terrorism. This is because there is no definite answer or solution to tackling terrorism. If there are definitions which suggest terrorism is only one type of act, whereas other definitions could state that terrorism is any aggressive act with a religious motivation, then it may change and shape the way a police force might respond. For example, it may be difficult for a police force decipher the aim behind the act. 

The Metropolitan Police believe there are several activities to be vigilant about. For example, storage, chemicals, protective equipment, travel, suspicious packages etc. Highlighting that if an individual purchases a large amount of chemicals for ‘no reason’ then this is something to be weary about. However, how is a person supposed to know whether or not it is for ‘no reason’. Protective equipment, if someone has seen goggles or masks which have been randomly placed/abandoned then this too is something to be concerned about. (Met. Police)

The Metropolitan Police (The Met), outline that it could be dangerous if someone is travelling but being vague, when asked, about where they are going. Finally, suspicious packages. The Met have suggested that if there is a doubt regarding a letter or a package which may be seen as ‘suspicious’ then to leave it on a surface, preferable flat, and seek help. The problem with this is that all of these things are circumstantial. Just because the Met see these things as potential threats, it doesn’t mean they are. One person’s idea of suspicious, may be another person’s idea of normal. This proves difficult for police to decipher when and how to respond. This is because one might view an act as a ‘terrorist’ act, when in reality it was entirely innocent.


There are many different terrorist organisations. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) are very prominent to this date. ISIS are a Jihadist group with aggressive ideology claiming religious authority over the entirety of Muslims. (Clarke, C 2022). ISIS was founded by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who is from Iraq, in 2010. Following the death of Bin Laden in 2011, ISIS began intensifying its operations. Baghdadi declared himself as a ‘caliph’. This was beneficial to ISIS because the increased profile of Baghdadi was appealing to thousands of recruits, leading to more people joining the caliphate. ISIS’s ideology is strongly embedded in Salafism, also known as Jihadism. Their main focal point with regards to this it to purify the faith and focus on eliminating the worship of idols and declaring God’s solidarity. 

On Thursday 27th October 2022, there was a terrorist attack claimed by ISIS which occurred in Iran. Fifteen people were killed and forty were injured. ISIS stated that one of their members had “targeted groups of Sunni… with his machine gun, causing death…” (Pourahmadi, A 2022). Sunni is a branch of Islam and it is followed by 85-90% of Muslims in the world. This proves the point of the above definitions, ISIS have used violence to attack against innocent people, to try and prove themselves to God and purify their faith. 

To conclude, there is still no consensus for the term ‘Terrorism’ and this does cause complications when trying to decipher how to respond to it. ISIS’s ideology and means of expressing themselves can be explained by different parts of many definitions. However, there is not one definite definition which can fully explain their way of going about purifying their religion. This makes it hard for people trying to understand how to tackle it. Overall, more awareness for terrorism will slowly start to help with how to prevent it. To finish, Cooper’s 2001 definitions is the definition in which holds the most similarities with other definitions. Until a consensus is found, this is the most relevant definition in today’s society.
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