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Lesson 1: Defining Terrorism 



Introduc)ons	

•  Who	are	you,	and	why	are	you	here?	



Course	Introduc)on	

•  Overall	course	objec)ves	
•  Course	syllabus	review	

– Reading	assignments	
– Class	discussions	
– Wri)ng	assignments	

•  Research	Paper	on	Terrorist	Groups	(12-15	pgs.)	
•  Counterterrorism	Briefing	(5-7	pgs.)	

–  Final	Exam	(take-home,	7	days	to	complete)	

– Trunk	resources	(ar)cles,	case	studies,	manuals,	etc.)	



Lesson Topics 



RESOURCES	FOR	RESEARCH	

Some	recommended	online	resources:	
•  START	-	Global	Terrorism	Database:	(hVp://www.start.umd.edu/data/gtd/)	
•  Perspec)ves	on	Terrorism:	(hVp://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/)	
•  Comba)ng	Terrorism	Center	at	West	Point:	(hVp://ctc.usma.edu)	
•  Mapping	Militant	Organiza)ons:	

	(hVp://www.stanford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/)	
•  Ins)tute	for	the	Study	of	Violent	Groups:	(hVp://www.isvg.org)		

See	your	course	syllabus	for:	
•  List	of	books	on	reserve	
•  Online	guides	to	research	on	terrorism	&	counterterrorism	
•  Recommended	TwiVer	accounts	to	follow	
•  Cita)on	informa)on	for	case	studies	&	book	chapters	provided	on	Trunk	



Lesson	1:	Defining	Terrorism	



Defining	Terrorism	

Conven)onal	defini)on	of	terrorism:	
	

	Terrorists	are	crazy	dudes	blowing	stuff	
up	.	.	.		

For years the press has portrayed terrorists as crazy extremists who 
commit indiscriminate acts of violence, without any larger goal 
beyond revenge or a desire to produce fear in an enemy population.  

— (Andrew Kydd and Barbara Walter, 2006) 



Defining	Terrorism	

•  Why	are	there	so	many	compe)ng	defini)ons	and	
conceptualiza)ons	of	“terrorism”	and	of	“terrorists”?	

•  What	are	the	most	central	elements	to	any	defini)on	of	
terrorism?	
•  Perpetrators?	
•  Inten)ons	&	objec)ves?	
•  Targets	&	vic)ms?	

	
Terrorism	is	a	method	of	poli)cal	violence	
Terrorist	organiza)ons	recruit	
Terrorist	ideologies	inspire	



Defining	Terrorism	

Scholarly	Perspec)ves	
“Most	scholars	agree:	terrorism	is	a	form	of	violence	or	threatened	violence	
against	a	target	to	achieve	a	goal.”	–	Young	&	Findley,	2011	
	
“The	essence	of	terrorism	lies	in	the	intent	to	generate	a	psychological	
impact	beyond	the	vic)ms.”			–	Anthony	Richards,	2014	
	
“Terror	is	violence	with	dis)nc)ve	proper)es	used	for	poli)cal	purposes	
both	by	private	par)es	and	states.”	–	David	Rapoport,	1998	
	
“Terrorist	organiza)ons	have	a	poli)cal	objec)ve	that	they	seek	to	obtain	
through	violence	or	the	threat	of	violence.	”	–	Louise	Richardson	
	



Defining	Terrorism	

Scholarly	Perspec)ves	

•  How	does	Bruce	Hoffman	define	terrorism?	

•  What	does	Anthony	Richards	say	about	concepts?	

•  What	do	Kydd	&	Walter	say	about	strategies?	

•  What	do	Crenshaw	&	LaFree	say	about	organiza)ons?	

Addi)onal	Notes:	
•  Terrorism	has	been	a	rela)vely	rare	event	throughout	history	
•  Most	terrorist	groups	have	very	short	life	spans	
•  Media	and	poli)cians	rarely	portray	terrorism	accurately	
•  The	study	of	terrorism	did	not	begin	aeer	9/11	



10	Characteris)cs	of	terrorism	
1.	The	demonstra)ve	use	of	violence	against	human	beings;	
	

2.	The	threat	of	(further)	violence;	
	

3.	The	deliberate	produc)on	of	terror/fear/dread/anxiety	in	a	target	
group;	

	

4.	The	frequent	targe)ng	of	civilians,	non-combatants,	and	innocents;	
	

5.	The	purpose	of	in)mida)on,	coercion,	and/or	propaganda;	
	

6.	The	fact	that	it	is	a	method,	tac)c,	or	strategy	of	conflict	waging;	
	

7.	The	importance	of	communica)ng	the	act(s)	of	violence	to	a	larger	
audience;	

	

8.	The	illegal,	criminal,	and	immoral	nature	of	the	act(s)	of	violence;	
	

9.	The	predominantly	poli)cal	character	of	the	act;	
	

10.	Its	use	as	a	tool	of	psychological	warfare.	

A. P. Schmid (2005). ‘Terrorism as Psychological Warfare,’ Democracy and Security, Vol.1, No.2, p. 140. 



My	working	definiFon	.	.	.	
Terrorists:	

–  inten)onally	target	innocents	(including	off-duty	military,	law	
enforcement	or	other	government	officials),	and	

–  seek	to	cause	psychological	trauma	as	much	as	(if	not	more	than)	
death	and	damage.	

•  The	vic)ms	of	terrorist	aVacks	are	usually	representa)ve	of	
broader	target	audiences	

•  Terrorist	aVacks	are	usually	intended	to	coerce	the	behavior	of	
broader	target	audiences	(including	governments)	through	
violence	and	fear	/	threat	of	con)nued	violence	

•  Key	elements:		Criminal,	Poli)cal,	Communica)ve	



Criminal	Dimensions	
•  Both	terrorism	and	organized	crime:	

–  involve	ra)onal	actors	who	defy	societal	
norms		

–  target	a	broad	range	of	vic)ms	
–  seek	to	coerce	others	through	fear	
–  use	similar	tac)cs	such	as	kidnapping	and	
assassina)on	

–  operate	secretly	and	require	illicit	funding	
sources		

–  are	criminalized	by	a	government/regime	
–  Ul)mately	in	pursuit	of	power	

•  Power	to	compel	change	
•  Power	to	prevent	change	to	status	quo	



Poli)cal	Dimensions	

•  A	form	of	poli)cal	violence	(ideologies	vs.	profit)	

•  Many	terrorists	claim	their	aVacks	
•  Sending	a	message	through	violent	acts	of	symbolic	

significance	that	gains	maximum	aVen)on	to	a	cause	

•  Desire	for	(or	to	prevent)	poli)cal	change	
–  Most	terrorist	groups	are	organized	by	type	of		

change	they	want	to	achieve	(e.g.,	ethnona)onalist,	
	lee-wing,	environmental	extremist,	an)-abor)on)	

–  Right-wing	extremists	tend	to	prefer	status	quo,		
reject	efforts	for	change,	social/poli)cal	progress	

–  Even	religious	extremist	terrorist	groups	have		
some	poli)cal	aspects	to	their	agenda	



Poli)cal	Dimensions	
Terrorist	organiza)ons	are	usually	driven	by	poli)cal	objec)ves	
(Andrew	Kydd	and	Barbara	Walter,	2006)	such	as:		

1.  Regime	change	
2.  Territorial	change	
3.  Policy	change	
4.  Social	control	
5.  Status	quo	maintenance		

	

Ideological	categories	include:	
•  Lee-wing/Communist/Marxist	Extremism	
•  Ethno-na)onalism	(separa)st)	
•  Right	Wing	Extremism	
•  Environmental/Animal	Rights	Extremism	
•  Religious	Extremism	

By the end of his 
course, you should 
know several examples 
of terrorist groups 
associated with these 
political objectives and 
ideological categories 

Strategic logics include  
(1)  Attrition 
(2)  Intimidation 
(3)  Provocation 
(4)  Spoiling 
(5)  Outbidding 



Communica)ve	Dimensions	

Terrorism	is	“a	synthesis	of	war	and	theatre:	a	drama)za)on	of	violence	
which	is	perpetrated	on	innocent	vic)ms	and	played	before	an	audience	
in	the	hope	of	crea)ng	a	mode	of	fear	without	apology	or	remorse	for	
poli)cal	purposes.”	–	Cindy	Combs,	2003	

•  Terrorist	acts	can	be	seen	as	the	result	of	individual	decisions,	
influenced	by	various	contexts	and	percep)ons	about	those	
contexts,	in	which	communica)on	plays	a	central	role	

•  What	kinds	of	acts	do	terrorists	usually	engage	in	as	they	try	to	
“communicate”?	

•  How	do	audiences	respond	in	ways	that	benefit	the	terrorists?	



V:		“Words	will	always	retain	their	power	.	.	.			
	

Words	offer	the	means	to	meaning		
And	for	those	who	will	listen,		
the	enuncia)on	of	truth	.	.	.		
		

And	the	truth	is,	there	is	something	terribly	wrong	with	this	
country	isn’t	there?”	

	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-		
	

Evey: 	“You	really	think	that	blowing	up	Parliament	is	going	to	
make	the	country	a	beVer	place?”	

	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-	-		
	

V:			“There’s	no	certainty,	only	opportunity	.	.	.	blowing	up	a	
building	can	change	the	world.”	



Defining	Terrorism	

•  Terrorism	is	typically	non-state	in	character	
–  Governments	may	use	tac)cs	of	terrorism,	but	they	are	not	
considered	“terrorists”	by	most	defini)ons	



Defining	Terrorism	

Violent	non-state	actors	typically	try	to	jus)fy	terrorism	as	a	
necessary	means	to	achieve	their	goals	when	confron)ng	a	
more	powerful	state/government	adversary	



Defini)onal	Debates	

•  How	can	we	empirically	measure	the	effects	of	terrorism?	

•  Why	are	some	terrorists	viewed	as	“freedom	fighters”?	
–  When	are	poli)cally	violent	groups	not	terrorists?	
–  How	do	the	terms	“terrorists”	and	“insurgents”	differ?	

•  Are	there	defini)onal	differences	to	consider	between	domes)c	
terrorism	and	interna)onal	terrorism?	

•  What	do	we	know	about	the	contexts	(poli)cal,	economic,	
social,	cultural,	etc.)	in	which	terrorism	has	emerged?	
–  Why	has	Turkey	experienced	so	many	terrorist	aVacks	over	the	past	

year	(e.g.,	Kurdish	separa)sts,	Islamist	extremists)?	



Defini)onal	Debates	
•  How	do	terrorists	decide	on	weapons,	targets,	)ming	of	

aVacks?	

•  When	and	why	do	terrorists	collaborate?	

•  Why	do	some	groups	become	“affiliates”	with	others	(e.g.,	with	
Islamic	State	or	Al-Qaeda?)	

•  Why	are	“splinter	groups”	(who	break	away	from	a	larger	
terrorist	organiza)on)	typically	more	violent	and	lethal?	

•  What	should	concern	us	more	–	decentralized	movements	with	
many	“lone	actors”	or	a	hierarchical	organiza)on?	



Defining	Counterterrorism	
•  Counterterrorism	is	a	collec)on	of	strategies	and	tac)cs	that	seek	to	

deter	&	defeat	those	engaged	in	terrorist	ac)vity	

•  Counterterrorism	is	“a	proac)ve	effort	to	prevent,	deter,	and	
combat	poli)cally	mo)vated	violence	directed	at	civilian	and	non-
combatant	targets,	by	the	use	of	a	broad	spectrum	of	response	
measures—law	enforcement,	poli)cal,	psychological,	social,	
economic	and	paramilitary.”	
	 	 	 	 	 	 		–	Alex	Schmid,	2013	

•  There	exists	no	universal	theory	on	“what	works”	and	what	does	
not	in	counterterrorism.		

•  There	is	oeen	a	danger	of	poliFcal	bias	in	research	and	analysis	of	
counterterrorism,	crea)ng	even	greater	diversity	of	opinions	and	
disagreements	in	the	scholarly	literature		



Defini)onal	Debates	(CT)	
•  Are	there	both	legi)mate	and	illegi)mate	uses	of	the	word	

“terrorism”?	

•  How	can	the	term	“terrorist”	be	used	by	na)ons	to	oppress	or	
disenfranchise	those	with	whom	they	disagree?	

•  Who	is	authorized	to	validate	something	as	terrorism?	

•  Why	does	it	maVer	whether	we	label	an	act	of	violence	
terrorism	or	not?	

•  If	terrorism	is	seen	as	one	of	many	“normal”	forms	of	poli)cal	
violence,	why	do	people	react	differently	to	it?	



Defini)onal	Debates	(CT)	
•  How	can	we	empirically	measure	the	impacts	and	success	(or	

failure)	of	counterterrorism	efforts?	

•  Is	it	necessary	to	take	extraordinary	measures	to	combat	
terrorism	(i.e.,	things	not	used	to	combat	other	kinds	of	violent	
crimes)?	

•  Will	terrorism	ever	end?	
–  When	and	how	can	we	know	the	threat	of	terrorism	is	over?	
–  When	can	we	be	certain	that	terrorists	have	been	defeated?	



Defini)onal	Debates	(CT)	
•  Can	a	terrorist	truly	become	“de-radicalized”?	How	and	when	

would	be	know?	

•  Why	focus	on	what	people	think	rather	than	what	they	do?	

•  Regarding	CVE:	What	can	or	should	(if	anything)	be	done	about	
the	role	of	the	internet	in	modern-day	radicaliza)on?	

•  Is	there	such	a	thing	as	“former	terrorist”?	
–  Once	a	person	has	commiVed	an	act	of	terrorism	(of	any	kind),	are	we	to	

call	them	a	“terrorist”	forever?		
–  Should	a	“former	terrorist”	be	allowed	to	hold	poli)cal	office?	



Summary	

•  Terrorism	is	a	very	contextual	phenomenon,	a	type	of	violent	
behavior	that	humans	choose	to	engage	in.	Nobody	is	born	a	
terrorist.	

•  “What	influences	a	person’s	choices	and	behavior?”	The	
answers	to	this	ques)on	cover	a	very	broad	spectrum,	with	
theories	from	psychology,	sociology,	communica)on,	
economics,	philosophy,	poli)cal	science	and	many	other	
disciplines.	Herein	lies	a	core	complexity	of	studying	
terrorism:	a	variety	of	contexts.	

•  Furthermore,	counterterrorism	strategies	must	be	tailored	to	
address	the	specific	contexts,	ac)ons	and	impacts	of	a	
par)cular	terrorist	threat.	

•  Developing	your	own	working	defini)on	of	terrorism	.	.	.		



Ques)ons?	


