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Terrorism has been situated  - and thereby implicitly also defined - in various contexts such as crime, politics, war, revolution, propaganda and religion. Depending on which framework one chooses, certain aspects of terrorism get exposed while others are placed ‘outside the picture’ if only one framework is utilised. In this chapter each of these perspectives is discussed at various levels of depth. At the end of the chapter, selected social science definitions and definitions of terrorism by Member States and international organisations are listed as appendices.

Source: Adapted from A.P. Schmid et al. Political Terrorism. A New Guide to Actors, Authors, Concepts, Data Bases, Theories, and Literature.  Revised, expanded and updated edition prepared under the Auspices of the Centre for International Affairs, Harvard University. Amsterdam, North-Holland Publishing Company, 1988, p. 48. – with additions by J. Post.

While there is still no consensus as to how to define terrorism among Member States of the United Nations, there seems to be less controversy about “terrorism in all its forms and manifestations”
 - the types of terrorism existing. The following typology summarises them.

Terrorism and Crime

Most, if not all activities commonly perpetrated by terrorists are considered illegal if not always illegitimate by the majority of Member States. Typical expressions of terrorist violence such as indiscriminate bombings, armed assaults on civilians, focused assassinations, kidnappings, hostage taking, and hijacking are considered criminal offences in national or international law. While the criminal nature of acts of terrorism is widely accepted, many observers acknowledge the presence of political motives underlying certain terrorist activities. The two categories  - crime and politics - do not exclude each other, as is exemplified by the concept of ‘political crime’, which exists in some legal frameworks. The motive or intent of a crime might be ‘political’, but the act itself is considered ‘criminal’. 

It is worthwhile to recall what exactly a ‘crime’ is. Crime has been defined as ‘the intentional commission of an act usually deemed socially harmful or dangerous and specifically defined, prohibited and punishable under the criminal law”.
 Other definitions also mention punishable ‘conduct’ that is deemed by statute or by the common law to be a public wrong. The conceptualisation of crime varies considerably across time and cultural space, as the laws vary and as what is considered (im-) moral varies. An act of omission (or inaction), which results in preventable harm, (like the failure to help someone in a life-threatening situation) can constitute a crime in some jurisdictions while others do not make it punishable by law. The state has the prerogative to proscribe an act which is deemed harmful and can declare it to be a crime. The state also assumes the right to punish the offender.

Since the state defines crime, the question arises whether states can commit crimes
, and, by implication, engage in terrorism. There is broad consensus that states can commit international crimes, like in the case of interstate aggression, or that the armed forces of a state can, even when engaging in legitimate self-defence, commit war crimes if there is a violation of the laws, customs or established rules of warfare. The situation is less clear when it comes to national law. In the Roman legal tradition, a distinction between ‘mala prohibita’ (‘wrong merely because it is prohibited by statute’) and ‘mala per se’ (‘wrong or evil in itself’) exists. The first refers to acts that are to be considered ‘bad’ because they are outlawed. The second refers to grave offences, which are bad by their very nature, independent of the political system of a particular state.
 Some offences are so serious that they are considered morally wrong in all civilised societies. In particular, this applies to murder, the premeditated, unprovoked killing of a human being.

When it comes to terrorist crimes, a narrow definition of terrorism which would focus on mala per se crimes appears desirable, since there is widespread international consensus about the latter as constituting a gross violation of accepted rules.

Terrorism and Politics

Acts of terrorism usually take place in the context of political conflict.
 Conflict itself is not illegitimate but part of the human existence and can be a positive mechanism of social and political change. As Wolf-Dieter Eberwein and Sven Chojnacki put it:

“Conflict is crucial for the integration within and between societies as long as violence is absent, thus a major productive force in the evolution of the relations within and between societies. If, however, violence is used, conflict is disruptive if not destructive”.

War has been defined as a continuation of politics by other means
 and terrorism, too, is sometimes seen as continuation of politics. The fact that political parties sometimes acts as a front for a terrorist group or, alternatively, that political parties organise for themselves such groups, is a testimony on how much party politics and terrorist activities can be linked in some countries.
  Often terrorism takes place in a context of heightened political tensions, for instance, around election times. Where control of the state is crucial for group survival in society, because there are few or no other stepping stones to power and resources, the struggle to obtain, or maintain, state power is fierce.
 

Terrorism is sometimes the only tool of an extremist group. In other cases, it is one of several instruments of a political strategy. While there are non-political forms of terrorism (such a criminal or ‘crazy’ terrorism), the political motivation of terrorism is one that is often present and stressed by both analysts
 and by terrorists themselves. Since terrorists generally challenge the monopoly of violence of the state, terrorist acts obtain political significance even when the motivation for them is not political but religious, criminal or psychopathological.

In a political conflict, the use of terrorism might be confined to one side, which gives the conflict a marked asymmetry. If the terrorist side manages to ‘pull’ the other side into using similar tactics, the moral distinction between attacker and defender tends to erode quickly which has very serious consequences. In the following table, three levels of political conflict waging are distinguished.

Table: The Spectrum of Political Action
State of Peace


State Actor tc "State Actor " \l 5
Non-state Actor tc "Non-state Actor " \l 5

Conventional Politics


I. 
Rule of Law (Routinised rule, 
legitimated by tradition, customs, 
constitutional procedures)
I. 
Opposition politics (Lobbying among 
power holders, formation of opposition 
press and parties, rallies, electoral 
contest, litigation [use of courts for 
political struggle])

Unconventional Politics


II. 
Oppression (Manipulation of 
competitive electoral process, 
censorship, surveillance, 
harassment, discrimination, 
infiltration of opposition, misuse 
of emergency legislation)
II. 
Non-violent Action (Social protest for 
political persuasion of rulers and masses; 
demonstrations to show strength of 
public support; non-cooperation, civil 
disobedience, and other forms of non-
violent action)

Violent Politics


III. 
Violent Repression for control of 
state power

III.1. 
(Political Justice. Political 
Imprisonment)

III. 2. 
Assassination

III. 3. 
State-terrorism (torture, death 
squads, disappearances, 
concentration camps)

III. 4. 
Massacres

III. 5. 
Internal War

III. 6. 
Ethnocide/Politicide/Genocide 
III.
Use of Violence for contestation 
challenging state power

III. 1.
Material destruction

III. 2. 
Assassination. (Individuated political 
murder)

III. 3. 
Terrorism (De-individuated political 
murder)

III. 4. 
Massacres

III. 5. 
Guerrilla Warfare

III. 6. 
Insurgency, Revolution (if successful).

State of War


Source: Alex P. Schmid et al. Political Terrorism. Amsterdam, North-Holland Publ., 1988, pp. 58-59.

The above classification lists state and opposition politics as mirror images. Often the opposition is not in a position to “play in the same league” as those holding state power. The power asymmetry can ‘force’ it to respond on a different level. Violence by the state can be countered by non-violent campaigns for pragmatic reasons (no weapons are available) as well as for principal reasons (the desire to hold the moral high ground in a conflict in order to attract international support). On the other hand, there are situations where the state holds the moral high ground and the terrorists use provocations from the repertoire of violent politics to upset a democratic government. The fact that terrorism tends to be more frequent in democracies than in non-democracies is a testimony to the wide use of this strategy.

Acts of political terrorism occur next to a multitude of other political acts, some violent, some not, some conventional, some not, some by the terrorist themselves, some by like-minded but less violent people who share their goals without approval of their methods.

Special cases are the presence of ‘bad neighbours’ and imported conflicts. Terrorism might not be home-grown but imported by other state- or non-state actors. International terrorism is either an externalisation of domestic – non-state - terrorism from another state or is linked to state terrorism or state-sponsored terrorism.  There are several causal factors; e.g. the support of a foreign government for a repressive regime may motivate members of the armed opposition to victimise members of the public of the foreign backer of the local regime. Alternatively, support for local terrorist groups has been utilised as a war-by-proxy device by states unwilling or unable to engage directly in armed conflict with another state. Due to this inter-relatedness of domestic and international political violence and terrorism, a study of the second without a study of the first is methodologically flawed.

Due to globalisation, the permeability of borders and state interdependence, the internationalisation of terrorism and other forms of political violence is a fact. Terrorism needs to be studied in the broader contexts of political conflict, taking into account both governing state and opposition parties and their allies in society. Since neighbouring and other states and societies often also have an interest and involvement in local politics, a really comprehensive approach must also include their activities, especially if they amount to state-sponsorship or state support of terrorist organisations. 

Terrorism and Revolution
“The purpose of terrorism is to produce terror”, W.I. Lenin, the leader of the Russian revolution responsible for the ‘Red Terror’ once noted dryly. The terrorist aims to produce terror - extreme fear - among his (or her) opponents.  The Latin word terror (from terrere, to frighten) entered modern Western vocabularies through the French language in the 14th century; the first English usage has been recorded in 1528.

A clearly political charge was given to the term terror in the French Revolution. After the execution of the of the Bourbon king Louis XVI by the guillotine on January 21, 1793, the counter-revolution began to organise itself in earnest. The revolutionaries found themselves threatened by aristocratic emigrants who conspired with foreign rulers to invade the country. At the same time treason at home in support of this reactionary move was perceived by the leaders of the French Revolution as a clear and present danger. In July 1793, after the assassination of Jean Paul Marat, one of the revolutionary leaders, the French National Assembly, led by the radical Jacobins, created a twelve man Committee of Public Safety. They declared ‘terror’ to be the order of the day on 5 September 1793 - thereby sanctioning executions of suspected traitors and collaborators. Already on August 31, 1793, the Courier de l’Égalité had suggested:

“It is necessary that the terror caused by the guillotine spreads in all of France and brings to justice all the traitors. There is no other means to inspire this necessary terror which will consolidate the Revolution ... The Jacobin club has massively adopted this measure...’.

Originally conceived as an instrument of defense against royalist subversion and the menace of invasion, the Terror of the Committee of Public Safety (of which Maximilien Robespierre was the most prominent member) soon began to target republicans as well. The revolutionary allies on the Right of the Jacobins (the ‘Indulgents’ under Danton) and on the Left (the ‘Hébertists’) became victims of the wave of terror unleashed. Altogether hundreds of thousands of political suspects were arrested during the Reign of Terror (June 2, 1793 - July 27, 1794); 17,000 were officially executed while many died in prison or without a trial. Those who had originally supported the draconian measures proposed by Robespierre’s Committee of Public Safety against counter-revolutionaries, begun to fear for their own lives and conspired to overthrow him. They could not accuse him of ‘terreur’ since they had earlier declared terror to be official state policy; hence they accused Robespierre of ‘terrorisme’, a word which had an illegal and repulsive ring. On the charge of ‘terrorism’ Robespierre and 21 of his associates were sent to the guillotine on the 9th and 10th Thermidor of the year II (27th and 28th of July 1794) - the revolution was, like the Greek god Kronos, ‘eating’ her own ‘children’. Of the 3,000 people executed during the Reign of Terror in Paris, only 20 percent had been aristocrats.  The main victim group had been political opponents of the revolutionary dictatorship of the extremist Jacobins, and most victims were made in the provinces.

The political pendulum swung back and under the Thermidorian reaction the agents and partisans of the revolutionary tribunals were termed ‘terrorists’. This name spread fast over Europe and into Russia. The suffix ‘-ism’ that is added to terror is sometimes held to refer to the systematic character, either on the theoretical level where the suffix refers to a political philosophy (terror - terrorism, in analogy to liberal - liberalism, social - socialism, etc.), or, on a practical level, where it refers to a manner of acting or an attitude (in analogy to fanatic - fanaticism).  While some attribute to terrorism a doctrinal quality, it is more common to see this ‘philosophy of the bomb’ as a method of action. As there have been numerous ‘reigns of terror’ since the French Revolution, the term has become increasingly detached from this specific historical period (1793 - 94) and has become generic to typify regimes that rule by fear, caused by unjust mass arrests and more or less arbitrary trials and executions whereby individual guilt matters little and political intimidation of the populace much.

The leaders of the Russian revolution who felt threatened after a failed assassination attempt on Lenin on August 30, 1918, established a Marxist ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ and made a declaration of Red Terror on September 5, 1918 - consciously imitating the French revolutionaries who had done so on the same day of the year 125 years before them. Up to 200,000 people were executed under the Red Terror of the Russian revolution and in the civil war. Threatened by ‘White’ counter-revolutionaries and foreign intervention, and meeting resistance from a war-weary populace, the Bolsheviks could compel political obedience from key sectors of the public only by terror since they had little else to offer then propaganda of which terrorism is indeed a part.

Revolutionary terrorist violence serves the communication of fear (for the forces of the status quo) and hope (for some of the forces change) and becomes, ‘propaganda by the deed’ - a term first used by French anarchists in the 1870s to express an idea which, however, is much older. The basic mechanism of terror is already epitomised in the old Chinese saying: “Kill one, frighten ten thousand”. Raymond Aron has correctly observed that “An action of violence is labelled ‘terrorist’ when the psychological effects are out of proportion to its purely physical result”.

The production of atrocities - violence without moral restraints - as a means to scare, intimidate, or paralyse opponents for the purpose of social control has been a tactic of revolutionaries left and right, in and out of power. While assassination serves to eliminate key opponents and genocide (or politicide) is used to destroy whole groups of people, terror stands somewhere in between though usually closer to individual murder. Terror is used to intimidate political neutrals and scare opponents. The arbitrariness with which victims are often selected is due to the fact that the atrocious deed is meant to send a warning to others who share group characteristics with the victim.

While in the case of the French revolution terror played no part in its preparation, subsequent radical revolutionaries with little or no initial mass support, have often used terrorism - the display of undiscriminating and ruthless violence for instilling and manipulating fear for political purposes - not only to consolidate power but also as an agitational tool to achieve it - with mixed success.  Agitational terror, while sometimes offering a signal for mass insurrection, tends to provoke massive counter-terror except in well-established democracies securely under the rule of law. In the context of revolutions, terror has usually played a bigger part in the consolidation phase of the revolution than in bringing it about. Where revolutionary mass mobilisation has allowed the taking of state power this has often been in the context of (defeat in) war. Terrorism has mostly been an auxiliary tool, not the main instrument of revolution itself, though some theorists, in particular Mao, gave terrorist tactics a place in the stages of guerrilla warfare. In his writings on ‘Guerrilla Warfare’ (1937), Mao attributed a special role to terrorism in the second stage of a three stage model of insurrection (1. Organisation, consolidation, and preservation of base areas; 2. guerrilla war; 3. conventional army to destroy the enemy). 

Acts of terrorism are in many ways comparable to war crimes - non-combatants are killed, prisoners murdered, innocent people taken hostage. Terrorists have, in fact, elevated irregular practices which are excesses of war to the level of routine tactics. They do not engage in open combat, as soldiers do. They strike preferably against the unarmed. In other words: the attack on the defenceless is not an unsought side effect but a deliberate strategy of terrorists. Like war crimes, acts of terrorism distinguish themselves from conventional and to some extent also from guerrilla warfare through the disregard of principles of chivalry and humanity contained in humanitarian Law of War.

Guerrilla forces, which rely mainly on terrorist tactics, are therefore not likely to obtain many voluntary sympathisers especially when their terror serves the recruitment of new fighters for the cause of self-appointed revolutionaries. Acts of terror, including kidnapping for ransom, are sometimes also performed to raise ‘revolutionary taxes’. In such a way, terrorism is often part (sometimes the only part) of a revolutionary strategy. As an instrument of social change it is tyrannical in nature and claims of its perpetrators that they are using this tool for bringing about liberation and social justice face a credibility problem. Due to their immoral character, acts or campaigns of terrorism often backfire as popular support and legitimacy shifts to the opponent - if the latter is not also using terror tactics on a similar scale. The struggle of propaganda associated with terrorist campaigns has much to do with obtaining the ‘moral highground’ in the eyes of significant audiences that might help to shift the power balance in their direction. Self-legitimation and de-legitimation of the opponent are often central elements in the terrorist strategy of propaganda accompanying their campaigns of violence. While acts of terrorism are part of most revolutions - and counter-revolutions - this tactic has, by itself, been decisive on few occasions only and then mainly in revolutionary national liberation struggles from colonial rule such as in Algeria or Aden. As an instrument of tyrannical rule terrorism by revolutionary regimes terrorism has been more effective though it impact is hard to judge since it has never been the only instrument of social control.

Terrorism and Warfare

When acts of terrorism occur, the state usually fits them in a criminal justice model or a war model, depending on context.

Acts of terrorism are not confined to peace times. The relationship between terrorism and warfare is a complex one.
 Terrorist acts have been perpetrated before, during and after wars.  Both terrorism and the waging of war are part of conflict behaviour and wars and terrorist campaigns are fought for some of the same goals. Since ancient times there has been terrorism in war. One only has to recall some horrors of the Second World War:

“Apart from the battlefield war crimes, and to a certain extent even there (denial of quarter and shooting of recently captured prisoners of war and wounded soldiers), many categories of war crimes committed by the Nazis during World War II were intended to establish a reign of terror among various elements of the enemy. The inmates of the concentration camps were terrorised (for example, by gruesome, drawn-out hangings in the presence of individuals who could look forward to that same end); the civilian inhabitants of occupied territories were terrorised (for example by the execution of innocent hostages chosen at ransom ...; members of resistance movements where terrorised (for example by the summary executions of persons merely suspected of being parties having knowledge of such organisations or of being relatives of such parties); attempts were made to terrorise Allied flyers by encouraging the German public to lynch the members of crews of downed aircraft (the “Terror Flyer Order”); attempts were made to terrorise merchant seamen by a program of slaughtering the members of shipwrecked crews in order to discourage experienced personnel from agreeing to make the Atlantic crossing; etc; etc. In his final report, Colonel Clio E. Straight, the Deputy Judge Advocate for War Crimes in Europe, stated that the cases his organisation had prosecuted involved, among other things, “the execution of a common design contemplating the application of terrorism in warfare”.

While warfare can be - as the passage quoted indicates - very unchivalrous and downright ‘inhuman’, terrorists, rather than seeing themselves as criminals, generally prefer to view themselves as ‘warriors’.  While wars
 can also be criminal (like wars of aggression) and serious crimes (war crimes, crimes against humanity, grave breaches) are not infrequently committed in even legitimate wars, wars are often portrayed as heroic - people risk their lives for something beyond their immediate self-interest. If fought for the right reasons and in a manner commensurate with the laws of war, lethal violence is legitimised and killing by soldiers is considered not to amount to homicide or murder.  The terrorist, however, is not a soldier although he does, at times, risk his life like a soldier, and although his motives might not be selfish. Yet that alone does not make him a soldier. He must also obey to the rules of warfare, which require that civilians and non-combatants are not deliberately targeted. Yet that is exactly what terrorists do. Many acts of violence committed by terrorists would fall under the category of war crimes if they were committed in war- rather than in peacetime. Hence the proposal by some scholars to define acts of terrorism as peacetime equivalents of war crimes.
 The argument for this has been brought forward forcefully by Alex Schmid:

“Acts of terrorism, then, can be understood as a special kind of violence; the peacetime equivalent of war crimes. Terrorist acts terrorise, because we cannot, by adhering to the rules of war, protect ourselves. Terrorism distinguishes itself from combat through disregards for principles of chivalry and humanity contained in the Hague Regulations and Geneva Conventions. These two bodies of international law cover categories of combatants, which are broader than “members of the armed forces” of a party in conflict; it also includes “militia and volunteer corps”. However, these “irregular fighters”(guerrillas, partisans, resistance groups) must fulfil four conditions in order to fall under the Hague Regulations and the Geneva Conventions:

1. Irregulars must be ‘commanded by a person responsible for his subordinates’;

2. They must have a ‘fixed distinctive sign recognisable at a distance’;

3. They must carry their arms ‘openly’;

4. They must conduct their operations ‘in accordance with the laws and customs of war’. 

The Laws of War (jus in bello), are not contingent upon whether the war itself is lawful or the cause of war is just [This problem is treated in the theory of Just Wars (jus ad bellum)]. Included among the acts prohibited by the laws of war are attacks on persons taking no active part in the hostilities. This also includes members of the armed forces who have laid down their arms. Members of resistance movements and other irregulars who do not fulfil these conditions cannot be considered as privileged combatants. In case of capture they are to be treated as common criminals and not as prisoners of war
. The protection of the non-combatant and the innocent stand at the core of international humanitarian law as codified in the Hague Regulations and Geneva Conventions. The rules of war prohibit both hostage taking and the use of violence against captives as well as most of the other atrocities committed by terrorists.

Whether such violence is used by a State, or a non-State actor does not matter. Certain forms of dealing with opponents, in particular:

- 
assassination of unarmed people;

- 
torture of prisoners;

- 
disappearances;

- 
massacres of non-combatants, and 

- 
taking of hostages for extortionist blackmail and intimidation, are prohibited. 

It is sometimes argued that innocents are killed in war as well and that therefore both war and terrorism are morally equally repulsive. However, there is a profound difference between collateral but un-intentional war damage to civilians and intentional attacks on civilians. When the latter are committed in war they are justly labelled war crimes. These are excesses of war. Terrorism, on the other hand, “elevates” such excesses to its specific tactic….”

Much of contemporary terrorism is not only a fight against the armed forces of an opponent, it is “designed” chiefly against civilian targets who ordinarily, according to the rules of land warfare, enjoy immunity from deliberate attack.  Statistical data about the identity of targets of international terrorism (that is, terrorism involving citizens or territory of more than one country) illustrate this terrorist concentration on non-combatants:

Of the 782 international terrorist incidents listed by the U.S. State Department for 1985, the smallest group of victims - 7 percent - was consisting of military men; the largest group - 27.5 percent - consisted of “other”, that is other than military, and other than diplomats (9.5%), politically affiliated and non-official public (7.15%), private party (15.4%) and business (23.75%)

In conclusion, since terrorism is a counter-value, rather than a counter-force tactic, civilians not involved in combat are the prime target. They are attacked by terrorists precisely because they are valued! The attack on the defenceless and the innocent is not an unsought side effect but is rather a deliberate strategy of political persuasion and dissuasion aimed at others than the direct victims themselves.
  It is in this sense that equating terrorism with war is misleading. Categorising terrorism with war crimes is more appropriate since standards of warfare are violated as a matter of principle.”

If terrorism is conceptually isolated from other, less repulsive modes of conflict behaviour, then condemnation by the international community is more likely. A narrow(er) and precise definition of terrorism, in terms of means rather than ends, is likely to find broader support exactly because it excludes more than it includes so that fewer people can find ground for objection.

Such a conceptualisation builds on the work of leading scholars in the field of terrorism.

David Rapoport made the following attempt at distinguishing military activity, guerrilla war and terrorism:

I. Military activity was bound by conventions entailing moral distinctions between belligerents and neutrals, combatants and non-combatants, appropriate and inappropriate targets, legitimate and illegitimate methods.

II. Guerrilla war was a special kind of military activity, in which hit and disappear tactics to disperse the enemy’s military forces were employed to wear down and gradually defeat the enemy.

III. The traditional distinguishing characteristics of the terrorist were his explicit refusal to accept the conventional moral limits that defined military and guerrilla action. Because a terrorist knew that others did think that violence should be limited, he exploited the enemy’s various responses to his outrages. The terrorist perpetrated atrocities and manipulated reactions to them”.

In a more systematic vein, Ariel Merari has expanded on this approach:

Table: Characteristics of Terrorism, Guerrilla, and Conventional War as Modes of Violent Struggle


Conventional war
Guerrilla
Terrorism

Unit size in battle
Large (armies, corps, division)
Medium (platoons, companies, battalions)
Small (usually less than 10 persons)

Weapons
Full range of military hardware (air force, armour, artillery, etc.)
Mostly infantry-type light weapons but sometimes artillery pieces as well
Hand guns, hand grenades, assault rifles, and specialised weapons, e.g., car bombs, remote-control bombs, barometric pressure bombs

Tactics
Usually joint operation involving several military branches
Commando-type tactics
Specialised tactics: kidnapping, assassinations, carbombing, hijacking, barricade-hostage, etc.

Targets
Mostly military units, industrial and transportation infrastructure
Mostly military, police, and administration staff, as well as political opponents
State symbols, political opponents, and the public at large

Intended impact
Physical destruction
Mainly physical attrition of the enemy
Psychological coercion

Control of territory
Yes
Yes
No

Uniform
Wear uniform
Often wear uniform
Do not wear uniform

Recognition of war zones
War limited to recognised geographical zones
War limited to the country in strife
No recognised war zones. Operations carried out world-wide

International legality
Yes, if conducted by rules
Yes, if conducted by rules 
No

Domestic legality
Yes
No
No

Source: A. Merari. in: V.S. Ramachandran, Encyclopedia of Human Behaviour, Volume 4, San Diego, Academic Press, 1994, p. 401.

A very different, non-normative conceptualisation of how terrorism relates to guerrilla war and conventional war has been offered by Brian Crozier, one of the earliest analysts of post-World War II insurgencies. He noted that:

“Whatever the country or the circumstances, insurrection tends to follow a sequence of three phases”: terrorism, guerrilla warfare and full-scale war. That is the tendency, but the pattern is not always completed: not all rebellions reach the second phase, and fewer still the third...the pattern of the rebellions that have been allowed to run their course suggests that when the opportunity comes, the rebels will drop terrorism in favour of guerrilla activities, or at least relegate it to second place.”

Rather than distinguishing between three modes or levels of conflict waging, another author R. William Ayres, created a 1-7 scale, whereby campaigns of political terrorism occupies the second stage, just above ‘political banditry’. Analysing violent nationalist conflicts within states for the period 1946-1996, he found only one episode where the level of terrorist campaigns (level 2) was not surpassed - the Basque case.

Table: Conflict Levels of 77 Nationalist Conflicts


Number of cases

Political Banditry
1

Campaigns of Terrorism
1

Local Rebellion
7

Small-scale Guerrilla Activity
6

Intermediate Guerrilla Activity
7

Large Scale Guerrilla Activity
24

Protracted Civil War
31

Source: R. William Ayres. A World Flying Apart? Violent Nationalist Conflict and the End of the Cold War. Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 37, No.1, 2000, Appendix, pp. 116-117.

However, in reality conflicts can show multiple faces and next to a dominant face there might be a second face (e.g. rural guerrilla, supported by urban terrorism). Some of the protracted civil wars listed by Ayres (e.g. LTTE in Sri Lanka; PKK in Turkey) certainly contain major campaigns of terrorism. This is hidden by the fact that for each conflict the highest level of escalation was chosen by Ayres for classification.

Using a wider sample of armed conflicts, a Scandinavian team of researchers, arrived at the following classification:

Table: Armed Conflicts, 1946 - 1999
Intrastate conflicts without external participation
180

Intrastate conflicts with external participation by other states
21

Extra-systemic conflicts (conflict between a state and a non-state

group outside its own territory)
19

Interstate conflicts
41

Total
261

Armed conflicts reaching level of war
117

Armed conflicts reaching level of intermediate conflict
17

Armed conflicts remaining minor throughout duration
127

Source: Nils Petter Gleditsch & Havard Strand and Mikael Eriksson, Margareta Sollenberg & Peter Wallensteen. Armed Conflict 1946 - 99: A New Dataset. Uppsala, Conference Paper 8-9 June 2001, p.6. - ‘Armed conflict’ is defined by the authors as “a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths”. Subsets of armed conflicts are defined as follows:

- 
Minor Armed Conflict: At least 25 battle-related deaths per year and fewer than 1,000 battle-related deaths during the course of the conflict;

- 
Intermediate Armed Conflict: At least 25 battle-related deaths per year and an accumulated total of at least 1,000 deaths, but fewer than 1,000 per year.

- 
War: At least 1,000 battle-related deaths per year.

- 
Major Armed Conflict includes the two most severe levels of conflict, i.e. intermediate armed conflict and war. - Ibid., p. 22.
In this table acts of terrorism would probable be most visible in ‘minor’ armed conflicts. As the ‘fog of war’ becomes denser with escalation, terrorist acts tend to become submerged in the militarised conflict, less visible but rarely absent. In the post-cold war conflicts, with censorship becoming less frequent, the terrorism in contemporary armed conflicts has become more manifest. 

Some authors like Martin van Creveld have argued that war is being “transformed”, as we enter a “new era, not of peaceful competition between trading blocks, but of warfare between ethnic and religious groups”. In the future, “war will not be waged by armies but by groups whom we today call terrorists, guerrillas, bandits, and robbers”.

One of the characteristics of such warfare is that defenceless civilians, rather than the armed forces of the opponent, have become major if not the main target of destruction. The one-sidedness of violence, characteristic of this irregular warfare, is also a major feature of terrorism (as it is the chief characteristic of genocide).

In conclusion, when terrorists see themselves as soldiers they are mistaken. However, to the extent that some wars have become more terroristic - targeting predominantly civilians than military opponents - the moral difference between the conduct of soldiers and terrorists has grown smaller. 

Terrorism and Propaganda

When non-state terrorism in its modern form was invented in the second half of the 19th century it was known as “propaganda by the deed”.
 The invention of dynamite (1867) and the perfection of the rotating press (1881) which gave rise to mass media were both utilised by 19th century terrorists for revolutionary and anarchist propaganda. Peter Kropotkin, one of the anarchist theorists, admitted that a few kilos of dynamite could not demolish the historical structures created over thousands of years. Yet, as propaganda, terrorism could be effective. By actions which compel general attention”, Kropotkin held, “the new idea seeps into people’s minds and wins converts. One such act may, in a few days, make more propaganda than thousand pamphlets. Above all, it awakens the spirit of revolt....”
 

Terrorism can not be understood only in terms of violence. It has to be understood also, and sometimes primarily, in terms of propaganda. Violence and propaganda, however, have much in common. Violence aims at behaviour modification by coercion. Propaganda aims at the same by persuasion. Terrorism can be seen as a combination of the two. Terrorism, by using violence against one victim, seeks to coerce and persuade others. The immediate victim is merely instrumental, the skin on a drum beaten to achieve a calculated impact on a wider audience.

With the advent of mass media, the emerging news value system of the commercial media, as expressed in the adage “Bad news is good news, good news is bad news, and no news is bad news” 
 played into the hands of those who were willing to create bad news and thereby obtain publicity for themselves and their cause. The arrival of the mass media created popular heroes and villains which most of the public had never seen directly. Deeds performed by such ‘characters’ led to identifications. If the deed was violent and the victim of violence an unpopular autocrat, chances that sizeable sectors of the public sided with the perpetrator rather than the victim were high. “Exemplary deeds” against alleged or real “enemies of the people” could provoke arousals of sympathy and revolutionary enthusiasm, or so it was hoped by some 19th century terrorists. If the identification of the target group of the terrorist performance was with the victim of a terrorist attack, it created, especially if performed repeatedly in the form of a campaign of political murders, a sense of terror in those who had reason to fear that they might be next on the target list. 

While a political assassination juxtaposes the murderer (or the one who ordered it) with the victim, the terrorist act is based on an indirect strategy: a randomly chosen or representative victim is killed in public but the ultimate addressee of the victimisation are one or several target audiences: others from the group of the victim, the public at large, or, more narrowly, members of the constituency of the terrorist. In other words, terrorist violence is mainly perpetrated for its effects on others rather than the immediate victims (who might be dead).
 Staging an act of terrorism is often meant as a form of provocation - the monopoly of violence of the state is challenged. The terrorist rarely confronts the state directly but prefers to demonstrate to the citizens the state’s impotence of protecting them all the time. Acting from a clandestine underground at a moment of his own choosing, the terrorist manages to establish, for a few minutes - longer in the case of kidnappings and hostage taking - a superiority over the mighty state. This temporary presence of the terrorist then perpetuates itself through media coverage, rumours and speculation and thereby gains a longevity it could not generate by itself. Unlike the guerrilla, the terrorist does not occupy territory on the ground. However, if engaging in a well-orchestrated campaign, he might succeed in occupying our minds by creating a climate of fear, thereby manipulating target audiences at the emotional level. To the extent that these audiences are not direct witnesses of the terrorist deed, “[t]he success of a terrorist operation depends almost entirely on the amount of publicity it receives”, as Walter Laqueur put it.
 If audiences are the target, the terrorists are the star performers and the public space where they create a violent reality becomes the stage of their theatre from which they amaze and shock the public
. The media and the terrorists interact in a peculiar way. As Alex Schmid put it:

“While it is true that everybody tries to use the media, the terrorists do so by spilling other people’s blood, including the blood of innocents. The purposeful creation of bad events by means of terroristic violence can assure them free access to the news system. Expressed somewhat cynically: Some people have to perish at the hands of terrorists so that editors will publicise the existence, demands, and goals of terrorists. Where terrorism is predominantly media oriented - and a great deal of it is - editors can become accessories (often unwitting accessories) to murder. (...) So far, the division of labour between the terrorist as fear generator and the unwitting editor as fear amplifier and transmitter has not been fully perceived and absorbed by all those responsible for the media.

Some terrorist writings are quite explicit about the symbiotic relationship with the media. A chief theorist of terrorism, the Brazilian  ‘urban guerrilla’ Carlos Marighela, formulated five principles:

1. Terrorist acts should be aimed at the audience, the general public;


2. Victims should be chosen for their symbolic meaning;


3. The media are eager to cover terrorist violence;

4. The media can be activated, directed, and manipulated for propagandistic effect; and

5. Governments are at a disadvantage because their only choice is between censorship and letting terrorists make use of their media.

Robin Gerrits has identified seven psychological strategies underlying the provocative acts of violence of insurgent terrorists:

Table: The Terrorist’s Psychological Strategies and Tactics of Publicity
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We live not in one but in three realms of reality:

1. real objective world (whatever is happening “out there”);

2. the symbolic world (mainly the world portrayed and presented in the media);

3. the subjective world (the world as people interpret it in their minds, what they believe based on a combination of unmediated experiences with the real “things” and “events” as well as with their portrayal on television and in other media)

The proportion of impressions reaching us from the world of the media is, in many cases, surpassing the input many of us receive from the real world. Those who control the media and those who perform for the media mould our minds. Among them are terrorist performers who play to the media and through them to their audiences. Mark Juergensmeyer has perceptively noted:

“Without being noticed, in fact, terrorism would not exist. The sheer act of killing does not create a terrorist act: murders and wilful assaults occur with such frequency in most societies that they are scarcely reported in the news media. What makes an act terrorism is that it terrifies. The acts to which we assign that label are deliberate events, bombings and attacks performed at such places and times that they are calculated to be observed. Terrorism without its horrified witnesses would be as pointless as a play without an audience.”

Terrorist violence is, in an important sense, symbolic violence, although real enough in its consequences. As a public display of power over life and death it is, in fact, addressing in a dramatic statement, a spiritual level of the human existence. This is especially true when it comes to religious terrorism.

Terrorism and Religion
While terrorism is often perceived as a modern phenomenon, it has roots that pre-date modernity and link it to religion.
  The Hindu Thugs in South Asia were probably already active 2,500 years ago, the Jewish Zealot-Sicarii more than 1,900 years ago, and the medieval Islamic Assassins 900 years ago. All of them are precursors of some contemporary fundamentalist terrorists. In the following, some features of religious terrorism are presented. The examples are mainly taken from Islamic terrorism, but Jewish, Christian, Sikh or other religiously motivated terrorism is based on similar principles.

A key feature of religious practices is the ritual of making “sacrifices” whereby a living creature (preferably pure and innocent) is to be offered to the gods.
 The terrorist victimisation is often perceived by the terrorist as a “sacrifice”. The sacrifice can also consist of a terrorist blowing himself or herself up in the midst of a group of enemies. In that case, he sees himself as a martyr.
 Mark Juergenmayer noted in this regard: “This dimension of martyrdom links it to the activity that some scholars see as the most fundamental form of religiosity: sacrifice. It is a rite of destruction that is found, remarkably, in virtually every religious tradition in the world. The term suggests that the very process of destroying is spiritual since the word comes from the Latin, sacrificium, “to make holy”. What makes sacrifice so riveting is not just that it involves killing, but also that it is, in an ironic way, ennobling. The destruction is performed within a religious context that transforms the killing into something positive. Thus, like all religious images of sacrifice, martyrdom provides symbols of a violence conquered - or at least put in its place - by the larger framework of order that religious language provides. There is some evidence that ancient religious rites of sacrifice, like the destruction involved in modern-day terrorism, were performances involving the murder of living beings”. 
More commonly, a group of “innocent” human beings from the enemy camp (e.g. school children) are offered to the sacred cause, with the terrorist risking but not offering his life.  Sacrifices are usually made to please god and favour his cause. Yet often the ardent believer also expects to be rewarded. An Islamic suicide bomber might expect as reward for his “martyrdom” to wake up in paradise - where 72 black-eyed virgins would wait to be married to him
.

The religious rationalisation of terrorist acts appears to be effective for the “true believer”. Human rights violations are “justified” in the name of an invoked “divine law” which supersedes man-made laws and which can give brutal violence a “sacred” character and elevate the slaughter of infidels to a “holy war”. Such a re-framing of inhuman acts in the terrorist’s mind to heroic deeds constitutes a “defence-“ or “neutralisation-mechanism”, which turns an actual murder into something more noble.
 The French philosopher Blaise Pascal already noted in the 16th century: “Men never do evil so openly and contentedly as when they do it from religious conviction”.

Karl Marx once called terrorists “dangerous dreamers of the absolute”. Religious groups often claim to be in possession of absolute truth, while those outside the group have not yet seen the “light” or are part of the forces of “darkness”.  Many acts of violence, which we consider “immoral” as a means to achieve an end, are, in the view of the religious or ideologically motivated terrorist, justified by the absolute end for which the terrorist purports to fight.

Yigal Amir, the assassin of Yitzhak Rabin, claimed that he acted “on orders of God” 
. A “crime of obedience”, the unspoken implication here is, is not a crime at all when the will of God is executed. With individual culpability removed by religious justifications, killing is no longer murder but sacrifice. With such a transformation of human values, the terrorist believes that he has acquired the moral high ground he needs to defend the indefensible - non-provoked attacks on non-combatants, the taking of hostages and the killing of prisoners - the main types of terrorist victimisations. Neither religion, nor any other lofty cause, can be accepted as a licence to kill with impunity and a good conscience.

Many, perhaps most, religious sects and cult movements utilise non-violent, conventional methods to proselytise and spread their influence. At times, however, some members of marginal groups opt for tactics of terrorism, especially when other avenues to reach their goal appear to be blocked. What are the causes of religious terrorism? First of all, it must be kept in mind that much, probably most, religious practices are peaceful. Additional factors need to exist in order to fuse religion with political violence. Poverty of the people (not necessarily of the terrorist who identifies with them), social injustice and state repression are often listed as prime causes of insurgent terrorism. They can drive people to migration, revolt, crime, suicide or religious fervour. The terrorist temptation is often a combination of some of all these. The migration is to paradise, the revolt is against the status quo, the method used is normally considered criminal, suicide preceded by murder is one of the means, and religion offers a justification.

Recently Mark Juergensmeyer has developed a stage theory that can help us to understand how religious impulse can turn into terrorist violence. A characteristic of terrorists is that they tend to see the world in a polarised way - either you are part of the solution or you are part of the problem and there is no grey area in between. The “Us vs. Them”, dichotomy characteristic of escalating conflict, turns into a ‘cosmic war’ between the forces of evil and the forces of good, between the profane and the sacred.  In the four stages in the construction of ideas of cosmic war as part of an effort of ennoblement, empowerment and dehumiliation, terrorism appears, according to Juergensmeyer, only in later stages of a pattern that begins with a feeling of helplessness:

Table: Stages of Symbolic Empowerment (M. Juergensmeyer)
1. 
A world gone awry.  The process begins with real problems: the Israeli occupation of Palestine, the corruption of secular governments in Egypt and India, the discrediting of traditional values, and the dehumanisation of modern societies in Japan and the United States.  Most people are able to cope with such situations.  Others rebel against them politically and culturally. A few take these situations with ultimate gravity and perceive them as symptoms of a world gone badly awry. These few are part of emerging cultures of violence.

2. The foreclosure of ordinary options. Most people who feel so strongly about such desperate conditions to want to change them join in political or social campaigns that sometimes are successful, sometimes not. But they persist with the expectation that eventually changes can be made through ordinary means: electing new leaders, advocating changes in public policy, and rallying public support. The few who are part of cultures of violence, however, see no possibility of improvement through normal channels. Their sense of frustration about the world around them is experienced as the potential for personal failure and a meaningless existence.

3. 
Satanisation and cosmic war. For those in cultures of violence who experience both despair and defiance over what they perceive to be hopeless situations, religion provides a solution: cosmic war. As opponents become satanised and regarded as “forces of evil” or “black-coated bachelors from hell”, the world begins to make sense. Those who felt oppressed now understand why they have been humiliated and who is behind their dismal situation. Perhaps most important, they feel the exhilaration of hope, that in a struggle with divine dimensions God will be with them and, despite all evidence to the contrary, somehow they can win.

4.
Symbolic acts of power. The final stage is the performance of acts that display symbolically the depth of the struggle and the power that those in cultures of violence feel they possess. These performances include holding private rallies and public demonstrations, publishing newsletters and books and staging media events that humiliate the cosmic foe, flaunting weapons in an effort to show military might, developing communications systems and organisations, and creating alternative governments with courts and cabinet ministers and social services. In moments of dramatic intensity those within cultures of violence who want to express power symbolically may also choose an explosive act - terrorism - either as an isolated incident or as a part of a protracted state of guerrilla war.

From this perspective, Juergensmeyer observes, “perpetrating acts of terrorism is one of several ways to symbolically express power over oppressive forces and regain some nobility in the perpetrator’s personal life”.

This brings us back to the secular formula of terrorism being “a weapon of the weak”. In view that some terrorists are attempting to obtain weapons of mass destruction, and keeping in mind the historical record of state terrorism under authoritarian and totalitarian regimes we again must be aware that this religious framework - like the other ones discussed here - provides only a partial truth about the nature of terrorism. 

Conclusion

What is the right ‘framework’ for situating terrorism is, however, not a merely academic question. For the victims of terrorism, and for the larger audience intimidated by terror, it is hard to understand how, after so many years of trying to define terrorism, the international community still has not managed to reach a minimal consensus. As long as “one man’s terrorist is the other man’s freedom fighter”, such a consensus will be elusive. Yet only if the terrorist act is narrowly defined, is there a chance to reach international consensus.

Where do we stand now on the question of definition? Social scientists have moved much closer to a consensus definition than have UN member states. To illustrate this, a sample of recent social science definitions is included as an appendix. The second appendix contains definitions by states and international bodies. Such a selection is arbitrary for who should define terrorism? Who should have definition power? The violent terrorists or those who are terrorised and violated? Those who defend the state’s monopoly of the legitimate use of force or the voyeurs - those in the media who witness and report on terrorism? Those in law enforcement who have to confront the terrorists or those who analyse terrorism from their academic chairs? The public audiences of international society or the international community of states?

The problem of definition power can only be raised here - not answered.

In the appendices two sets of definitions are offered: 

1. Recent academic social science definitions; and 

2. State and International, inc. regional definitions.
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Bringing powerful symbols into play





Claiming responsibility for terrorist actions





Keeping in contact with journalists and giving interviews





Issuing statements





Choosing optimal time and place for action





Engaging in supporting and recruitment 





Committing violent deeds because of their news value





Bringing about a shift from asset to liability





Presenting violent deeds as necessary or heroic





Radicalizing the people or polarizing the political situation





Winning or enlarging public sympathy





Demoralizing government, and its adherents and troops





Using repression by authorities





Demonstrating the vulnerability of authorities





Insurgent terrorism
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Typology of Terrorism

(Key: A signifies State Actor; a,a1,a2 signifies Non-State Actors)

I. Political T. 	II. [Organized] Crime-linked T. 	III. Pathological (“Crazy”) T.		

I.1. Insurgent T.	1.2 Vigilante T.	1.3 State (or Regime) T.		1.4 State-sponsored T.

       (a vs. A)	       (al vs. a2)	      (A vs. a)			      (A[b] vs. B)

I.1.a. Social-revolutionary T.    I.1.b. Right-Wing     I.1.c. Religious T.      I.1.d. Nationalist  &             I.1.e. Single-Issue T.

(Left-Wing)	 	          and Racist T.             (& Millenarian T.)    Separatist (incl. Ethnic T.)   (e.g.Eco-Terrorism)








