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What is terrorism?

All cruelty springs from weakness.

Seneca



Eleven minutes after take-off, United Airlines flight 629 was rocked by an explosion. The aircraft, already several thousand feet above the ground, disintegrated in mid-air, killing all 44 people on board. Crash investigators initially suspect mechanical failure as the most likely cause, but FBI forensic analysis detects traces of explosives, and reveals that a bomb had been hidden in the suitcase of an unsuspecting passenger.

This, however, was not a terrorist attack. FBI agents quickly identify the bomber as 22-year-old John Gilbert Graham and the unsuspecting passenger who carried the bomb on board was his mother, killed minutes after signing a life insurance document in the airport hall. Her son, already a convicted fraudster, was named as the sole beneficiary and stood to receive $37,500. Graham’s motive for the bombing was purely personal financial gain. That 44 people had to die for him to receive this pay-out was incidental as far as he was concerned. He certainly did not care about any wider political or social effects of the bombing.

Perhaps strangely, the FBI was not at all surprised by the direction the investigation had taken. Indeed, once it realized that a bomb was involved, the FBI focused almost all its attention on suspects who would benefit from insurance pay-outs. There was no serious consideration that political motives might have played a part in the attack. An odd perspective in today’s world, but back in 1955, when Graham carried out this bombing, the world was a very different place. At that time, when passenger aircraft were attacked the motive was almost always insurance.

Things change. Contrast Graham’s bombing with another attack against a passenger aircraft some 30 years later. In April 1986, another unsuspecting passenger was carrying in her luggage a bomb designed to explode when the flight was in mid-air. The passenger was a pregnant Irish woman, Ann-Marie Murphy, who was on her way to Israel to marry the father of her unborn child.

Ann-Marie had met the father, Jordanian-born Nesar Hindawi, while they were both working in London. A relationship ensued, and in November 1985, Ann-Marie discovered she was pregnant. Hindawi was abroad at the time and when Ann-Marie phoned him, he advised her to have an abortion. She refused and said she would raise the baby on her own. She believed the relationship was over, but then

‘suddenly Nezar was at the door of my flat. He said we’d marry and everything would be alright. It was like a big weight had been lifted from me … He was very tender and loving and told me of his plans to marry in the Holy Land.’

What Ann-Marie did not know, was that Hindawi was the leader of a tiny, Syrian-backed terrorist group, the Jordanian Revolutionary Movement. Hindawi provided Ann-Marie with the money for a wedding dress and paid for a flight to Tel Aviv on the Israeli airline El Al. He said work commitments meant that he would have to follow shortly afterwards. He also provided his pregnant girlfriend with a new suitcase. On 17 April 1986, Hindawi drove with Ann-Marie to Heathrow airport. In the taxi on the way to the airport, Hindawi took a calculator out of the suitcase and inserted a battery. This activated a bomb which was concealed in the case. Fortunately for the unsuspecting Irish woman (and the other 375 passengers on El Al flight 016), Ann-Marie’s luggage was subjected to a routine security check. It was almost cleared, when a staff member became suspicious about the weight of the suitcase when its contents had been emptied. The bomb was discovered and Ann-Marie was detained. The authorities quickly realized that the poor woman had been duped by her boyfriend. Hindawi was arrested the next day, and was eventually sentenced to 45 years in prison.

Both plots were extremely callous, but the principal reason Hindawi’s attempt is regarded as terrorism whereas Graham’s is not, is motive. Hindawi was carrying out his attack to benefit a political cause, and it is the political element which is the defining feature of terrorism.

An act of terrorism is never just aimed at its direct victims but always has in mind other audiences. Graham had a narrow focus and was just concerned with killing his mother and receiving an insurance pay-out. The impact the bombing might have on others had no interest for him. Terrorists, in contrast, are very interested in the wider impact of their violence. In most cases, for them it is the wider impact which is the most important element. Usually there is no personal connection with the victims and the animosity felt towards those who are killed and injured is typically abstract. As an Italian terrorist said of the victims, ‘we were not concerned with the elimination of a person but of what he represented’.

Bearing this in mind, there is still intensely fierce controversy over what is and is not an act of terrorism. As the judge who was asked to define pornography drily replied, ‘I might not be able to define it for you, but I know it when I see it’. Terrorism falls into a similar camp. Indeed, many members of the general public are puzzled that governments and international organizations seem to have so much trouble agreeing a definition.

The failure to find a widely acceptable definition of terrorism is tied to the political use of the word. Terrorism is unquestionably politically motivated, but fundamentally ‘terrorism’ is also a pejorative word with a range of negative meanings. For this reason, many media organizations such as the BBC and Reuters are extremely reluctant to describe any individual or group in their reports as ‘terrorists’, preferring instead to use terms such as ‘militants’, ‘insurgents’ or ‘guerrillas’. These concerns tie into the long-standing truism that ‘one man’s terrorist, is another man’s freedom fighter’. Individuals such as Nelson Mandela, for example, were labelled as terrorists for many years, and yet Mandela went on to become an internationally respected statesman. (Indeed, it is worth noting that the terrorists eventually win the conflict in up to 10 per cent of cases.)

A further thorny issue hangs over the question of whether states themselves can be terrorists. States certainly commit acts of violence, and state violence is routinely far more lethal and destructive than the violence carried out by non-state actors. In the 20th century, wars killed an estimated 231 million people and the biggest death tolls usually occurred when fully fledged states slugged it out with each other. Up to 15 million people were killed in the First World War. That slaughter was dwarfed by the Second World War, which resulted in as many as 75 million deaths. Civil wars fought between governments and their opponents account for a hefty proportion of the remaining deaths, with the Chinese civil war alone, for example, resulting in 6.2 million deaths between 1946 and 1950.

Formidable losses also occurred when states turned their power towards repressing elements of their own population, usually in an effort to utterly crush dissent. Internal repression in the Soviet Union between 1920 and 1956 resulted in at least 35 million deaths, considerably more than the USSR suffered in its titanic struggle with Germany in the Second World War. Even this figure pales compared with the number killed within China between 1950 and 1976, as government policies resulted in even greater suffering and led to the deaths of nearly 47 million people (many through starvation).

Where, then, does terrorism lie in such contexts? Terrorism is often seen as belonging particularly to the messier conflicts of the past century, the small wars, revolutions and insurgencies which often defy neat classification. What the difference might be between a rebel, an insurgent and a terrorist is not clear, beyond perhaps a tacit acknowledgement from a government that when you use a label like ‘insurgent’, the enemy is probably a more serious threat and is possibly heading towards (or might already be in) a sufficiently strong position to be worth negotiating with.

Conflicts in this muddled category include, for example, the violence in Sri Lanka between the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) and the Sri Lankan government. Between 1980 and 2009 this conflict caused nearly 80,000 deaths, most of them inevitably of civilians. Despite the scale of the violence, the Sri Lankan government largely succeeded in having the LTTE regarded as a terrorist organization by the international community, rather than as a rival in a bitter civil war; and this despite the fact that the LTTE for many years was strong enough to control significant parts of the country.

Similar propaganda success was eventually achieved by Russia in its battle with Chechen separatists. Between 1994 and 2000, some 113,500 people were killed – most of them Chechen civilians – as the region attempted to break away from the Russian Federation. Initially the West proved reluctant to view the Chechens as simply another group of terrorists, and more often than not criticized the heavy-handed Russian approach to the conflict. That largely changed after 9/11, in the wake of alleged links between the Chechens and Al-Qaeda, and the Chechens’ undeniable use of suicide bombers and mass casualty attacks against civilian targets.

Yet for some, terrorism is as much about the internal repression carried out by states as it is about violence emanating from sub-state movements. Without question, there is wide acceptance that the word ‘terrorism’ originally emerged to describe exactly such violence. The expression appeared in the 18th century when the government of Revolutionary France butchered up to 40,000 French citizens as part of a ‘Reign of Terror’ as it sought to crush internal dissent. The chief architect of the slaughter, Maximilien Robespierre, summed up its purpose succinctly:

‘We must smother the internal and external enemies of the Republic or perish with it; now in this situation, the first maxim of your policy ought to be to lead the people by reason and the people's enemies by terror.’
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The common usage of the term ‘terrorism’, however, drifted away from its early origins. As often happens in living languages, the original meaning of a word can be watered down and then largely lost, replaced by more contemporary connotations. This has certainly happened with regard to ‘terrorism’ which, while originally applied to something that governments did, has now in the wider consciousness become increasingly viewed as primarily something that non-state actors do. This shift to non-state actors happened early, and by 1868, for example, many American newspapers routinely described the violence carried out by the newly emerged Ku Klux Klan as ‘terrorism’. This change towards seeing terrorism as something non-state groups did gathered pace, and by the end of the 20th century among the wider public the word was used almost exclusively within that context.

Even accepting a general trend towards seeing terrorism as something that non-state actors do, however, does not let governments entirely off the hook. Many states have unquestionably sponsored terrorist groups in different parts of the world. In the 1980s, for example, Libya secretly shipped an estimated 130 tonnes of weapons and munitions to the Provisional IRA. This haul included at least 5 tonnes of Semtex-H explosive, which became a key ingredient in IRA bombs in the following years. Such a massive injection of weaponry virtually guaranteed that the IRA would have the means to continue their terrorist campaign for decades to come if they wished (and some of the Libyan munitions have fallen under the control of dissident republican groups today, though the aging Semtex has lost much of its potency). Libya did not really care about the IRA’s ultimate aim of a united Ireland, but fully realized that the IRA’s violence would prove troublesome for the UK government. Indeed, the Libyans demonstrated their utter indifference to the politics of Northern Ireland by also supplying loyalist paramilitaries with weapons – weapons which would be used by the loyalists to try to kill IRA members and their supporters. Having supplied two sides of the conflict with weapons, the Libyans were content to sit back and watch sparks fly, knowing that the ultimate cost of the conflict would have to be borne by the British government, the real target of Libyan ire.

Overall, many states have found terrorist groups are a highly effective way to wage a proxy war against powerful enemies. In the Middle East, both Syria and Iran have invested heavily in sponsoring the Lebanese-based group Hezbollah. In return for substantial funds, weapons and training, Iran and Syria have both been able to prod Hezbollah into attacking Israel. Israel is too formidable for either country to seriously consider attacking it directly, but Hezbollah gives both states a useful proxy to harass Israel at low risk to themselves, knowing that major Israeli retaliation for any attacks will usually focus on the Lebanese militant group.

States too also continue to engage in types of violence which, if it had been committed by a non-state group, would widely be seen as terrorism. Perhaps one of the best examples of this occurred in June 1985, when the Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior was bombed by French secret service agents as it lay in harbour in New Zealand. The ship was attacked in order to stop it interfering with nuclear tests the French were planning in the South Pacific and one crew member was killed in the explosion. Two French agents were captured by the New Zealand authorities, though others escaped. The two who were captured were convicted of the bombing but were released after serving less than two years in prison.

The case bears comparison with the murder of Ahmed Bouchiki in July 1973 in Norway. Bouchiki was an innocent Moroccan-born waiter living in Lillehammer, Norway. Israeli intelligence, however, mistakenly believed that he was Ali Hassan Salameh, a senior PLO official and the leader of Force 17, Yasser Arafat’s personal bodyguard. Significantly, the Israelis believed that Salameh had been involved in planning the Black September attack against Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics. In retaliation for the Munich massacre, an Israeli assassination team was dispatched to Norway to eliminate ‘Salameh’. After the unfortunate Bouchiki was shot dead by the hit team, members of the Israeli squad were captured by the Norwegian police before they could flee the country, although the two actual shooters managed to escape to Israel. Five were convicted of their involvement in Bouchiki’s murder, but they received very light prison sentences given the circumstances, and all were released from custody within two years.

A more recent and on-going campaign concerns scientists working as part of Iran’s nuclear industry. Amid fears that Iran is actively trying to develop nuclear weapons, a number of her scientists have been killed in a series of high-profile attacks. These assassinations are almost certainly the work of a foreign government, with Israel being the most likely culprit. In November 2010 Majid Shahriari, who was based in the nuclear engineering department of Tehran’s Shahid Beheshti University, was killed when motorcyclists drove alongside his car and attached a magnetized bomb. Further killings have followed. The attacks are clearly designed to undermine Iran’s nuclear programme, not only through the direct loss of the scientists who are killed and seriously injured, but also through the impact the killings have on Iran’s wider scientific community. Surviving experts know they are under serious threat if they continue working within the nuclear programme. The campaign then represents classic terrorism: not only are people killed but a stark message is sent to a much wider audience. This, then, is the terror that Robespierre found so useful and in it we perhaps have a genuine key to unlocking what terrorism actually is.

Ultimately the purest essence of terrorism is violence. This violence is carried out in order to compel an enemy to do the will of the terrorists. Running through its heart there is always a political agenda. Politics here encompasses how society runs and works at a range of levels from the social to the economic to the religious. The terrorist is using force – and the threat of further violence – to dictate how these worlds operate. It is an intensely psychological act of aggression. The aim is not to kill or maim everyone. The aim rather is to kill some – and sometimes very few indeed – but more importantly to terrify the remainder into complying with the terrorist’s will.
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