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“Terrorism is the intentional generation of massive fear by human beings for the purpose of securing or maintain control over other human beings” (Cooper, 2001)
On October 4th, 2004, there was 6,070 Google searches for the “definition of terrorism”. By January 27th, 2005, that number hit 2,310,000 (Schmidt, 2004, p. 378). Of these Google searches, no two websites would have given the same definition. This is an issue which every country in the world is suffering. Within the UK, there is the Terrorism Act 2000 which sets out a definition, although this definition is different to the Executive Director of the International Institute for Counter-Terrorism, Dr Boaz Ganor’s definition (ISGAP, 2022). Throughout this essay, different definitions will be discussed and analysed to see similarities between them and why it is important to ensure that we have a universal definition. This essay will also look at a major terrorist group, Al Qaeda, and how well the definitions discussed apply. 
“Terrorism is the intentional generation of massive fear by human beings for the purpose of securing or maintaining control over other human beings”. This definition was stated by H. H. A. Cooper in his paper Terrorism: The Problem of Definition Revisited published in February 2001. Cooper explains that his definition had not been created by himself, but also from the past 25 years of students who he taught. Throughout that time, his definition changed several times. Cooper explains that all definitions need to be refined otherwise they wouldn’t survive. Due to the ever-changing world, the definitions need to be modified to ensure they can keep up with modern terrorism. One definition that has been constantly changing is The Terrorism Act 2000.
Before the Terrorism Act 2000 was passed, the Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act 1989 was in place (Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act 1989). This Act covered the powers and offences that apply to terrorism within Northern Ireland, Irish or international terrorism. The definition under this Act was that terrorism “means the use of violence for political ends and includes any use of violence for the purpose of putting the public or any section of the public in fear” (Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act 1989). The problem with this Act is that it was only concerned with terrorism in Ireland, and not within the UK. It also disregarded that terrorists commit these crimes due to religious or ideological reasons (Terrorism Act 2000, Explanatory Notes, 2000).
On February 19th, 2001, shortly after Cooper’s paper was published, the UK Government published the Terrorism Act 2000. This Act repealed the previous Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act 1989 (Terrorism Act 2000). The Terrorism Act 2000 stated that terrorism meant the use or threat of action where it is designed to influence the government or to intimidate the public or a section of the public, the use or threat made for the purpose of advancing a political, religious or ideological cause and that the action involves serious violence against a person, serious damage to property, endangers a person’s life, other than the person committing the action, creates a serious risk to the health and safety of the public or is designed to seriously interfere with or to seriously disrupt an electronic system (Terrorism Act 2000). On April 13th, 2006, an amendment was made to the Act by the Terrorism Act 2006 to include the use or threat designed to influence “an international governmental organisation”. system (Terrorism Act 2000). On February 16th, 2009, the Counter-terrorism Act 2008 amended the Act to include “racial” as a cause for a threat (Terrorism Act 2000). The Terrorism Act 2000 also covers the use or threat of action which involve the use of firearms or explosives, even if it is not for the purposes mentioned within the definition Terrorism Act 2000). This Act covers any terrorist activity, even if it occurs outside of the UK. (CPS, n.d). 
Another definition is from Dr Boaz Ganor. Ganor is an Executive Director and a founder of the International Institute for Counter-Terrorism, also known as ICT (International Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT), n.d). ICT as founded in 1966 and is an academic institute for counter-terrorism. ICT collaborates with many different companies around the world, proving worldwide assistance by providing expertise advice in terrorism, counter-terrorism, homeland security, threat vulnerability and risk assessments (International Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT), n.d). Dr Ganor published a paper in 2002, and within the article, Ganor provides a definition for terrorism. Ganor defines terrorism as “the intentional use of, or threat to use violence against civilians or against civilian targets, in order to attain political aims” (Ganor, 2002, p.126). Ganor supports his definition by stating it is based on three main elements; the essence of the activity, the aim of the activity always being political and that the targets are always civilian. Ganor believes that if the activity taking place does not include violence, then it cannot be classed as terrorism. When Ganor states that terrorists commit the crime due to political reasons, he states that “political aims” also covers ideological or religious. Ganor believes that one way to differentiate an act between terrorism and Guerrilla warfare is the target. With Guerrilla warfare, that targets are usually military personnel, police, and political opponents whereas in the case of terrorism, the targets are usually “state symbols, political opponents or the general public” (Schmid, 2004, p. 383).
Although these are just four definitions out of millions, they all share similarities. The main similarity that each of these definitions state who the targets are. Cooper’s 2001 definition state, “human beings”, the Terrorism Act 2000 states the “public” and Ganor’s definition’s state “civilians”. All of these definitions support Ganor’s statement that an element of the definition needs to be the target, and the targets are mainly the general public rather than buildings (Ganor, 2002, p.126). 
Three of the four definitions state that the purpose of the terrorist act is to further their “political” aims. Cooper’s definition believes that the purpose of an attack is to “maintain control over other human beings” rather than believing it’s for political, religious, racial or ideological views that the Terrorism Act 2000 believes. Ganor’s definition only covers “political”, although he further explained that it also covers ideological or religious reasons, so that shows a similarity between the two definitions. The Terrorism Act 2000, along with Ganor and the Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act 1989 have the word “violence” in their definition. Once again, this supports Ganor’s statement that if the terrorist act doesn’t include violence, then it can’t be classed as terrorism. Even though Ganor believes this, there are examples of “terrorism” that don’t comply to this element. An example of this is the Blanket Protest conducted by the Irish Republican Army in 1976 (Guide Ireland, n.d). Even though this protest didn’t include any violence, it is still classed as a type of terrorism. This is one of the reasons why a universal definition is needed as under the Terrorism Act 2000, it satisfies the definition, although according to Cooper and Ganor’s definition, this would not be counted as terrorism.
As it can be seen, even though there are similarities between the definitions, each definition differs slightly. Even these slight differences can cause issues. One of those issues is that governments can use the term “terrorism” to stop non-terrorist activities (UNODC, 2018). The Terrorism Act 2000 and 2006 tries to address this issue as within the Acts, it lays out what crimes are classed as terrorist activity and what to do in that situation (Terrorism Act 2000 & Terrorism Act 2006). The problem occurs when another country deems the same act as non-terrorist.  The ambiguity can cause issues with the offender’s human rights, especially if challenge by another country. Ganor provides 8 reasons as to why it is important to have a common understanding of what counts as terrorism (Schmidt, 2004). One of those reasons is that the definition of terrorism can be used as a basis to ensure that international countries have the ability to tackle terrorism. This ensures that every country in the world has the appropriate training and equipment to ensure terrorists can be spotted and dealt with appropriately but due to different countries having different versions of what is defined as terrorist activity, then this cannot be achieved until a universal definition is decided upon.
One global terrorist group is that of Al Qaeda. Al Qaeda is an international Islamic terrorist network along with a number of affiliate groups, all of which have varying levels of communication with the leaders, Osama Bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri (ADL, 2017).
Bin Laden founded Al Qaeda in 1988 with the goal of creating a militant group with its core goal of waging a global jihad. By the mid-1990s, the movement has changed, now focusing on the bigger enemy, the United States. (Byman, 2015). Under Bin Laden’s rule, Al Qaeda committed the most famous and deadly terrorist attack the world has seen, 9/11. It was after this attack that the U.S turned its attention to finding Bin Laden, which in turn, forced him into hiding before he was captured and killed in 2011 (Britannica, 2022). It was after his death that al-Zawahiri took leadership. From that point, Al Qaeda’s power diminished. Under Zawahiri’s leadership, there isn’t a direct hierarchal control over the network, although affiliates are requires to consult with Al Qaeda core leadership before they carry out any major attack (Glen, 2015).
According to Gregg, 2010, “Al Qaeda’s ideology is grounded on the assertion that weak and corrupt leadership is to blame for the decline of the Muslim community”. They believe that it’s the Western countries fault for weakened leadership due to a drift in the “true path of Islam” (Gregg, 2010). Al Qaeda believes that all Muslims have the obligation to defend their faith. This is supported from a statement made by Bin Laden in a fatwa in 1998, who said, “the ruling to kill the Americans as their allies – civilians and military is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country” (Bin Laden, 1998 cited in Gregg, 2010, p.297).
Al Qaeda’s goals follow their ideology. Their goal is to seek to remove Westerners, in particular Americans, from any historical Muslim land (ADL, 2017). Their strategy to achieve this goal is to start a campaign of terror by using “substantial physical, political and economic damage” to force Americans to withdraw from the holy sites (ADL, 2017). Al Qaeda leadership does not have the capability to do this on their own, so they rely on their affiliate groups. They believe that by removing Western power, it would weaken and overthrow the “apostate rulers” (ADL, 2017). After this is achieved, they hope to establish Islamic rule. Their overall goal is to join all the separate Islamic governments to recreate the Islamic empire, which is often known as the caliphate. To achieve their goals, Al Qaeda use a variety of different tactics, such as suicide bombing, hijackings and paramilitary operations against civilians and military targets (ADL, 2017).
Its these tactics of violence that are used that support the definitions of terrorism, as almost every definition defines terrorism as the use of violence. It’s targets also apply to these definitions, as Al Qaeda target civilians along with some military personnel, therefore separating them for Guerrilla warfare (Schmid, 2004, p. 383). Al Qaeda’s reasoning behind their attacks is mostly down to religion, and enabling them to recreate the caliphate, so although in Ganor’s definition political would cover this, the Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provision) Act 1989 definition would not apply to Al Qaeda. This furthers the cause that a universal definition is needed as it can blatantly be seen that the acts that Al Qaeda commit is terrorism. The Terrorism Act 2000’s definition is the best definition this essay has studied to define terrorism based on the ideology, goals and tactics used by Al Qaeda. Al Qaeda make their threats based on their religious and ideological beliefs, as stated in the Act. They use serious violence against people and commit serious damage to property, as they demonstrated in their attack on the World Trade centre in both 1993 and 2001 (FBI, n.d).
In conclusion, it can be seen that every definition of terrorism is different. There is a basis that they all follow; the use of violence and the targets being civilians although the reasons as to why they commit the acts differ between definitions. Most of the definitions in this essay state it’s because of political aims, although, as can be seen in the case study of Al Qaeda, their reasoning is due to religious causes, which is different to the definitions. It’s these differences between definitions that cause inconsistency in what can be treated as terrorism; a reason why a universal definition is needed.
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