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Abstract 

This paper analyzes the contending debates regarding the definitions of 

terrorism. Led by the likes of Walter Laqueur, most academics believe that 

a definitional pursuit of terrorism is a futile exercise. This paper attempts to 

challenge this prevalent academic mindset. It argues that most academics, 

led by the prevalent perception, focus erroneously on the difference of 

opinion that exists in the terrorism discourse and tend to ignore the 

overwhelming similarities. The paper proposes that despite contrary claims, 

a universal understanding of terrorism can be realized by accounting for the 

similarities that exist in the academic literature. It identifies five recurring 

features of terrorism that are most commonly discussed and emphasized 

throughout terrorism literature. The paper proposes that these five factors 

are critical for the development of a universal understanding of terrorism. It 

also argues that state and non-state terrorism are different from each other 

and a formal distinction between the two is somewhat necessary for formal 

understanding and definitional development. 

Keywords: Walter Laqueur, definition, terrorism, state-terrorism, non-state 

terrorism.

 

                                                           
1 This article has been adopted from a research paper that was written when I was doing 
my Masters in Politics at the University of Warwick. It has, however, not been published 
before. 
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Introduction 

“Terrorism, one of the most widely discussed issues of our time, remains 

one of the least understood”.1 “The term “terrorism” has no precise or 

widely accepted definition”.2 “… most people have a vague idea or 

impression of what terrorism is but lack a more precise, concrete, and truly 

explanatory definition of the word”.3 “There is no agreed definition (of 

terrorism) in international law, nor is there a consensus among scholars”.4 

“Laypersons might presume that this is an easily understood concept, but 

defining terrorism is not that simple”.5 “There continues to exist 

considerable uncertainty about what the right way to think about the 

problem (terrorism) is”.6 Such gloomy revelations are usually made in the 

opening chapters of books on terrorism. Almost every book on the subject 

is plagued with this overcast. Academicians and policy makers alike are at 

odds with the term terrorism. Amidst all this confusion, the term terrorism 

has unfortunately become an enigma, subject to subjective interpretations. 

This disagreement on the exact definition and understanding of terrorism is 

not at all surprising, since many core concepts in political science such as 

democracy and nationalism defy universally accepted definitions. However, 

the problem with terrorism is that even its most basic attributes are also 

contested. For instance, despite the absence of a universal definition, it will 

                                                           
1 Laqueur, Walter, The Age of Terrorism (Boston: Little, Brown, 1987), 1. 
2 Kegley, Charles W, The New Global Terrorism: Characteristics, Causes, Controls (NY 
St. Martins: Macmillan, 2008), 16. 
3 Hoffman, Bruce, Inside Terrorism (Columbia University Press, 2006), 1.  
4 Peter R. Neumann. Old and New Terrorism (Polity, 2009), 6. 
5 Martin, Gus, Essentials of Terrorism: Concepts and Controversies (Sage Publications, 
2008), 6. 
6 Schmid, Alex, A. P., & Jongman, A. Political Terrorism: A New Guide to Actors. Authors, 
Concepts, Data Bases (Transaction Publishers, 1988), 1. 
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be difficult to say that one person’s democracy is another person’s 

dictatorship. Whereas, the phrase ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s 

freedom fighter’, has become a common cliché in the modern world. An 

analysis of the academic literature will reveal the density of the discord 

regarding terrorism’s definition. 

Bruce Hoffman views terrorism as fundamentally and inherently political. 

Hoffman has identified certain important attributes of terrorism that not 

only distinguish it from other forms of violence but also contribute to its 

understanding. He believes that the most compelling reason, as to why 

terrorism is so difficult to define, is because the meaning of the term has 

changed quite frequently over the last two decades, which undermines all 

attempts to construct one consistent definition .7 Peter Neumann has 

analyzed this changing character of terrorism in detail. Neumann addresses 

the much-debated issue of ‘new terrorism’. He believes that the current form 

of terrorism is indeed quite distinct, yet this newness needs to be understood 

“in the wider context of the evolving character of terrorism”.8 Thus, for 

Neumann, terrorism is not essentially new but like everything else, it has 

merely evolved. 

Gus Martin has forwarded the idea that terrorism should be defined by 

identifying the sources of terrorism and the primary source of all terrorist 

behaviour is “extremism”.9 Thus, for Martin, extremism, characterized by 

intolerance, holds the key to understanding terrorism. Though he argues that 

having extremist beliefs by themselves are not acts of terrorism, it is only 

                                                           
7 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism. 
8 Neumann, Old and New Terrorism, 12. 
9 Martin, Gus, Understanding Terrorism: Challenges, Perspectives, and Issues (SAGE 
Publications, 2010), 37. 
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when someone violently acts out his/her extremist beliefs can they be 

termed as terrorists.10 

George Fletcher concentrates on the jurisprudential aspect of terrorism. He 

proposes that terrorism should be treated as a “super-crime”, which has 

some of the characteristics of warfare.11 He believes that it will be naïve to 

pursue a single definition of terrorism, since the concept has many different 

connotations.12 In The Indefinable Concept of Terrorism, Fletcher identifies 

eight factors that have a strong bearing on Terrorism. However, he 

concludes that even after the identification of all variables, it is not possible 

to define terrorism. The reason for this is that “not all factors apply all the 

time”.13 This implies that in any given terrorist act, it is possible that some 

of the eight variables (as identified by Fletcher) will be at play, while some 

other might be missing. For Fletcher, this is the nature of all terrorist actions. 

Walter Laqueur‘s interpretation of terrorism is somewhat close to Fletcher’s 

understanding. He argues that the character of terrorism has changed greatly 

over the last century. This change is visible not only in the tactics of 

terrorism but also in the character of people that employ such tactics.14 

Laqueur, like Fletcher argues that the nature and meaning of terrorism has 

evolved substantially. It will, therefore, be fruitless to define terrorism in 

the light of recent events since terrorism at present is mainly Islamic 

fundamentalist in character, whereas only a few decades ago it 

                                                           
10 Ibid. 
11George Fletcher, “The indefinable concept of terrorism," Journal of international 
criminal justice 4, no. 5 (2006), 900. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 894. 
14 Laqueur, The Age of Terrorism. 
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predominantly emanated from the left-wing or extreme right-wing.15 Thus, 

Laqueur mainly argues that defining terrorism is not only an impossible task 

but also a futile effort. He believes “that the study of terrorism can manage 

with a minimum of theory”.16 

Alex Schmid is extremely critical of such an approach and strongly 

emphasizes the need for an effective and standard definition of terrorism. 

He argues that the academics should not give up the quest for a Universalist 

definition of terrorism. Schmid believes that without a formal definition of 

terrorism, “there can be no uniform data collection and no responsible 

theory building on terrorism”.17 

Analysis of the available literature, thus, depicts defining terrorism as an 

insurmountable task. However, despite this gloomy picture portrayed by 

most of the literature, there is a ray of hope. The academics may indeed 

have been fairly efficient at pointing out the disparities that exist in 

terrorism literature, they have however failed to acknowledge the 

similarities. Almost all academic experts, while attempting to 

define/understand terrorism, identify certain characteristics, which are 

remarkably similar in all available terrorism discourse. These similarities of 

characteristics of terrorism form the basis of this paper. 

Terrorism is a unique form of violence with distinct characteristics, and the 

key to understanding and defining it is in these very characteristics. This 

paper will point out five main characteristics of terrorism that have been 

identified by most of the academic literature. These five characteristics are: 

                                                           
15 Laqueur, Walter, No End to War: Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century (London/New 
York: Continuum International Publishing, 2004).   
16 Laqueur as cited in Schmid, 1988, p. 3 
17 Ibid 
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inherently political, psychological impact, terrorism as a distinct form of 

violence, repetition and senseless violence. The paper mainly argues that an 

analysis and identification of these characteristics can help in formulating a 

universal definition of terrorism. Although the paper does not propose or 

suggest any formal definition of terrorism, it primarily aims at identifying 

the platform, which can be utilized for such pursuit. 

An important distinction, however, must be made at the outset. The paper 

will assume the position that there are two broad categories of terrorism, 

state terrorism and non-state terrorism. The two are different from one 

another and from a conceptual point of view, should therefore be treated as 

such. This categorization is important because much of the literature tends 

to combine the two, which not only makes it hard to understand terrorism 

but also diminishes any chances of a universally accepted definition. This 

distinction and its bearing on the definition of terrorism will be discussed in 

detail in last part of the paper. I will start by briefly explaining why I 

disagree with Walter and that a universal definition of terrorism is indeed 

very much possible. 

Why disagree with Laqueur? 

A brief review of academic literature (as above) exposes the intellectual 

divide over the definition of terrorism. The critics argue that attempting to 

define terrorism is a futile exercise and all such efforts are destined to fail. 

Furthermore, they believe that all such efforts take the focus off the threat 

of terrorism, which in fact should be the foremost concern. 

Walter Laqueur holds that it is simply not possible to find an objective 

universal definition of terrorism, because even if there were any such 



Can Terrorism be Defined? A Critique on Walter Laqueur[PAKISTAN JOURNAL OF TERRORISM RESEARCH, VOL II, ISSUE I] 

 

7 
 

definition, “it would be rejected by some for ideological reasons”.18 

Laqueur19 holds that even if there is no agreed definition of terrorism, it 

does not mean that we do not know more about terrorism than we did a 

decade ago, nor should such a failure discourage us from studying the 

subject. 

Laqueur believes that the main focus of both academics and policy makers 

should be on countering the threat of terrorism rather than the vain and 

ineffective debate over its definition. Such a claim is also backed by some 

other academics. Thomas Mockaitis, for instance, insists that “we need a 

functional rather than a theoretical definition of the problem”.20 Mockaitis 

believes that such a functional definition would require a focus on ‘terror’ 

rather than terrorism itself. Thus, the critics take the view that even though 

terrorism cannot be defined, it can still be identified and hence countered 

accordingly. 

The contribution of Alex Schmid in the field of defining terrorism is 

particularly noteworthy. He believes that the academic pursuit for a 

universal definition of terrorism should not be abandoned. He 

acknowledges that there are numerous hurdles in defining terrorism but that 

should not discourage academic scholars. Schmid argues that with the 

current “global war on terrorism”,21 countries are spending millions of 

dollars and have lost thousands of lives. All the people fighting this war 

have the right to know what they are fighting. He believes that a lack of 

                                                           
18 Laqueur, The Age of Terrorism, 149-50. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Mockaitis, Thomas R, The" New" Terrorism: Myths and Reality (Stanford University 
Press, 2008), 2-3. 
21 Alex Schmid, "Terrorism-the definitional problem," Case W. Res. J. Int'l L. 36 (2004): 
376. 
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definition not only implies that we don’t know what we are fighting, but 

such an attitude also encourages future terrorism. Thomas Badey is also of 

such disposition and argues that in order to counter the threat of terrorism, 

“the definitional dilemma must be resolved”.22 

This paper will second Schmid’s position and argue that a definition of 

terrorism is not only required but is also very much plausible. It is true that 

without a universal definition, the term terrorism can be misused, which can 

have severe consequences. The term terrorism, as of now, has virtually no 

boundaries and is more than often distorted and misused for relative 

advantage.23 Furthermore, the causes of terrorism can never be fully 

realized if there is no universal understanding of the term. Thus, it is 

imperative to have a universal definition of terrorism that can help in 

identifying its root causes and avoid its misuse. The definition of terrorism 

can be realized by analyzing its most common features discussed in the 

academic literature. I will start with the ‘inherently political feature’ of 

terrorism, which is the foremost feature of terrorism, vivid in almost the 

entire academic literature. 

Defining Characteristics of terrorism 

Inherently political 

All terrorist violence essentially is politically driven. There are rarely any 

counter arguments to this overly assertive claim. The academic literature is 

almost unanimous over the inherent political nature of terrorism. This 

assertion is reemphasized by the fact that terrorism is more than often 

                                                           
22 Thomas Badey, "Defining international terrorism: A pragmatic approach," Terrorism 
and Political Violence 10, no. 1 (1998): 105. 
23 Schmid, Terrorism-the Definitional Problem.  
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categorized under political violence. Almost all academic definitions of 

terrorism bear witness to this statement. Hoffman, for instance, argues that 

“terrorism, in the most widely accepted contemporary usage of the term, is 

fundamentally and inherently political”.24 Martin, who builds his model of 

terrorism around extremism, insists that “It is important to understand that 

extremism is a radical expression of political values”.25 Similarly Badey 

insists that, “Once past the rhetoric, the over-riding purpose of almost all 

international terrorism is political”.26 Likewise, Neumann, Schmid, 

Laqueur, Kegley, Fletcher and all other terrorism experts stress, in one way 

or the other, the importance of underlying political ideology in all terrorist 

activities. 

From the bombing of US embassies (in 1983 and 1998) to the September 

11 attacks in 2001, all were politically driven. The central ideology of 

almost all known terrorist organizations is also political in nature. Al-

Qaeda, for instance, demands the removal of US forces from Saudi Arabia 

and a resolution of the Palestine and Kashmir problem. IRA (Irish Republic 

Army), PKK (Kurdish Workers Party) and almost all other identified 

terrorist organizations have a clear visible underlying political ideology. 

Thus, it can be safely said that all terrorist violence, essentially is politically 

driven, and this underlying political feature can indeed be treated as a 

defining attribute of terrorism. 

 

                                                           
24 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 2. 
25 Martin, Essentials of Terrorism, 3.  
26 Badey, "Defining international terrorism,” 96.  
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Psychological Impact 

I have up till now shown that an underlying political ideology is the first 

and foremost defining feature of terrorism, which is emphasized almost 

unanimously in all academic literature. The second major attribute of 

terrorism is the psychological impact, which is perhaps the most visible 

attribute of terrorism. Likewise, it is also strongly emphasized in all 

terrorism literature. Almost all proposed academic definitions highlight the 

psychological impact of terrorism.27Empirical evidence suggests that in 

terms of intensity and casualties, terrorism surprisingly is perhaps the 

lowest form of violence.28 Brian Jenkins famous quotation, “terrorism is 

theater”,29 primarily aims to highlight this attribute of terrorism. The greater 

the spectacle the terrorists make, the greater the psychological impact it 

generates. 

If the phenomenon of terrorism was to be judged by the number of people 

it kills, it would probably just be disregarded as another mundane activity. 

A comparison of terrorist violence with insurgency, guerilla warfare, 

criminal violence and even everyday accidents reveals a sharp contrast. The 

9/11 attacks is considered to be the deadliest attack in the history of 

terrorism, prior to this, it is argued that no terrorist operation had managed 

to kill more than five hundred people.30 

Thus, in comparison with other forms of violence, terrorism perhaps claims 

the least number of lives, yet it is the most important form of violence today. 

                                                           
27 See Schmid, 2004, 2008; Hoffman, 2006; Guelke, 1995; Laqueur, 2004; Kegley, 2008. 
28 Guelke, Adrian, The Age of Terrorism and the International Political System (Tauris 
Academic Studies, 1995). 
29 Brian Jenkins, ‘Terrorism: A New Mode of Conflict’. In International Terrorism and 
World Security, eds. D. Carlton & C. Schaerf (London: Croom Helm, 1975), 158. 
30 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism. 
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So much so that the modern age is often referred to as ‘the age of terrorism.’ 

This peculiarity primarily owes to the psychological impact of terrorism. 

Kegley refers to this characteristic as “the hallmark of terrorism” that 

intends to produce “psychological effects beyond the immediate physical 

damage”.31 

The psychological impact of terrorism primarily entails generation of fear 

in the minds of public. Since ‘terror’ is part of the word terrorism, the 

element of fear is naturally its integral component. Badey32, for instance, 

argues that fear and anxiety are essential components of terrorism. 

Terrorism intends at generating fear in minds of public by conducting a 

violent action against a group of people or a single person (usually randomly 

selected) from a certain population (also referred to as the target population) 

where they intend to generate fear.33 Since the motive of the perpetrators of 

the terrorist attacks is to generate fear, they do not care about the victim 

itself, whose sole purpose is to generate message to the intended/target 

population. As Schmid points out, “the particular effect of the terrorist 

message results from the fact that it is written, as it were, with the blood of 

people who matter to the addressee, but not to the sender”.34 

Thus, the psychological impact of terrorist violence, beyond its immediate 

victims, is perhaps the most striking feature of terrorism.35 Even though the 

9/11 attacks, considered as the deadliest in the history of terrorism, took 

almost 3000 lives, this loss is nothing compared to the hundreds of 

thousands of lives lost in Africa during the recent civil wars. Yet, the 

                                                           
31 Kegley, The New Global Terrorism, 18. 
32 Badey, "Defining international terrorism,”.  
33 See Schmid, 2011. 
34 Ibid., 17. 
35 Guelke, The Age of Terrorism. 
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psychological impact that 9/11 attacks produced was unprecedented as it 

psychologically affected almost the entire world. Guelke calls this feature 

of terrorism the “terrorism paradox”,36 where terrorists kill only a few 

people but psychologically affect thousands. 

A distinct form of violence 

The ‘underlying political ideology’ and the huge ‘psychological impact’ 

have so far been identified as the main defining attributes of terrorism. It 

has also been shown that these two elements are visible in almost the entire 

literary work. The next feature of terrorism is also emphasized strongly in 

most of the academic literature, as most exports on terrorism distinguish 

terrorism from other forms of violence. A clear distinction is particularly 

made between terrorism, insurgency, guerilla warfare and criminal 

violence.37 Such a distinction not only shows terrorism as a distinct form of 

violence but also contributes towards its understanding. 

Insurgency and guerilla warfare are neutral terms when compared to 

terrorism. Most insurgents and guerillas follow irregular military tactics, 

often have organized command and control system, usually exercise some 

control over a defined geographical area and most importantly often enjoy 

popular support from certain segments of society. Terrorists, on the other 

hand, are usually unorganized, exercise no formal control over any 

geographical territory and usually do not enjoy support from any fragment 

of the population.38 

                                                           
36 Ibid., 7. 
37 See Laqueur, 1987, 2004; Schmid, 2004; Kegley, 2008; Hoffman, 2006; Guelke, 1995. 
38 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism. 
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Furthermore, both insurgency and guerilla warfare are usually viewed 

within the context of war whereas terrorism is more than often viewed in 

the “context of peace”.39 This later categorization is particularly important 

because it not only distinguishes terrorism from insurgency and guerilla 

warfare but also explains why terrorism appears so horrific. Violence 

appears to make sense if it is viewed in the context of war, since it is normal 

to expect violence and hostility during war. On the other hand, violence 

during peacetime defies both logic and reason and since terrorism usually 

takes place in relative peace, therefore it appears to be so much appalling. 

There is also a significant difference between terrorism and criminal 

violence. The main difference between a terrorist and a criminal is perhaps 

that of motives. Even though it is possible that both criminals and terrorists 

can employ similar tactics, such as kidnapping, there will always be a clear 

difference between the two. A criminal is primarily driven by greed or some 

personal motives, whereas a terrorist’s primary motive is the pursuit of 

some political agenda.40 Secondly, a criminal does not usually seek 

publicity and his/her actions are not designed or intended to have 

psychological consequences, whereas the primary motive of all terrorist 

actions is to seek publicity and create deep psychological impact.41 

Terrorism is also fundamentally different from assassination. The main 

difference between the two forms of violence is in their respective motives. 

An assassin aims at having the victim dead, whereas a terrorist does not care 

about the victim itself.42 Secondly, an assassin achieves his motive by 

                                                           
39 Guelke, The Age of Terrorism. 
40 Badey, "Defining international terrorism,”.  
41 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism. 
42 Schmid, Political Terrorism. 
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eliminating his target, whereas a terrorist’s motive, that is generation of fear, 

begins with the elimination of a certain target.43  

Even though it is argued that the distinction between terrorism and other 

forms of violence does not always observe all the differences identified and 

there is often significant overlap,44 however, the fact remains that almost 

the entire academic literature points out these differences. This academic 

consensus can be used to the advantage of defining and understanding 

terrorism. 

Repetition 

The fourth important characteristic of terrorism is ‘repetition.’ This feature 

of terrorism is also regularly highlighted by leading terrorism scholars.45 It 

is true that individual acts of violence often resemble terrorism (as such acts 

could employ similar methods of violence), however, they should not be 

treated as terrorism. Isolated and individual acts of violence are not capable 

of generating fear and psychological impact the way repeated violence does. 

The element of repetition implies a “systematic pattern of violence”, which 

is common in all terrorist activities.46 

This systematic pattern of violence is one of the hallmarks of terrorism. As 

I have already mentioned that fear generation and psychological impact are 

the main motives of all terrorist activities, the terrorists ensure these two 

features through repetition of their violent activities. As Badey points out, 

“Terror is something one feels. Terrorism is the repeated, systematic 

                                                           
43 See Schmid, 2008; Hoffman, 2006; Guelke 1995. 
44 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism. 
45 See Schmid, 2004; Hofmann, 2006; Fletcher, 2006; Badey, 1998. 
46 Badey, "Defining international terrorism,” 93-95. 



Can Terrorism be Defined? A Critique on Walter Laqueur[PAKISTAN JOURNAL OF TERRORISM RESEARCH, VOL II, ISSUE I] 

 

15 
 

exploitation of this fear”.47 The phenomenon of repetition is closely tied up 

with the organizational character of terrorism. 

In order to ensure repetition and systematic pattern of violence, the terrorists 

need organizational connections to keep supply of fresh recruits. Isolated 

and individual acts of violence are never able to generate fear the way 

systematic violence does. This is because when the individual attacker is 

arrested or killed in the act, it generates a sigh of relief, as people know that 

the threat is either dealt with or is no longer there. Whereas in case of a 

terrorist act people are aware that the threat of violence still lingers on and 

could strike them at any time. 

This threat of repetition of a certain violent act is ensured through the 

organizational character of terrorism. As Fletcher argues, “After the 

particular offender is arrested or killed in the act, the organization lives on 

to threaten another day. Thus we experience terror more deeply when we 

perceive the individual suicide bomber not as a lone wolf, but as one of 

many potential agents organized and funded by terrorist handlers”.48 

Thus, the organizational affiliation in terrorism matters significantly, since 

otherwise the violent act could be just another random criminal act. An 

analysis of the Al-Qaeda violent actions presents a systematic pattern of 

violence. The 1993 bombing of world trade center was followed by a deadly 

attack on US embassies in Africa (1998), this was followed by an attack on 

the US destroyer in the Yemeni port of Aden (2000), which was then 

followed by the 9/11 attacks in 2001. Thus, the operations of Al-Qaeda 

clearly show a pattern of systematic violence or simply repetition of 

                                                           
47 Ibid., 93. 
48 Fletcher, “The indefinable concept," 908. 
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violence. This repetition is critical for all terrorist actions as they serve their 

purpose of generating fear. 

Meaningless and senseless violence 

The four characteristics (inherently political, psychological impact, distinct 

form of violence and repetition) that have so far been identified, apply 

universally to all definitions and interpretations of terrorism. The last 

categorization of terrorism as meaningless and senseless violence, however, 

is limited only to non-state terrorism but is not any less important. This 

feature of terrorism is quite important and is, therefore, equally emphasized 

in academic literature.49 

Most of the terrorist acts appear senseless and meaningless; this is another 

important reason why terrorism is viewed as horrendous and dreadful. The 

rationale for this reaction is that people do not see any logic behind terrorist 

acts. The motivations of terrorists are clouded by their actions. Ordinary 

people and academics alike often fail to establish any link between a 

terrorist’s act and his/her desired motive. It has already been stated that a 

terrorist does not care about the immediate victim and is only concerned 

about the message it generates. This generated message is more than often 

only interpreted in terms of fear and disgust. The underlying political 

motive is overshadowed by the violent action and the terrorist only succeeds 

in communicating a sense of fear and not the political ideology. This failure 

to communicate the real purpose of the terrorist act makes the whole act 

appear meaningless and senseless. 

                                                           
49 See Schmid, 2004; Laqueur, 1987, 2004; Hoffman, 2006; Kegley, 2008; Neumann, 2009. 
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Furthermore, even if the people and the academics succeed at establishing 

a link between a terrorist act and its political ideology, they will still fail to 

see how such a violent act could bring about the desired political change, 

since terrorist political ideology rarely succeeds.50 This feature further 

distinguishes terrorism from other forms of violence such as insurgency, 

which has relatively greater chances of success and therefore has a clear 

link between its motives and actions. 

Al-Qaeda’s political ideology, for instance, demands the removal of US 

forces from Saudi-Arabia and a resolution of the Palestine and Kashmir 

problem. The actions they choose to achieve their ambitions are a series of 

systematic attack against almost all western citizens. It is hard to imagine 

how such actions might bring about a change in the US foreign policy. It is 

also impossible, for instance, to imagine that Al-Qaeda can succeed in 

resolving the Palestine issue by blowing up the world trade center. This 

huge distance between the actions and motives of terrorist acts combined 

with little to no chances of success, makes them look meaningless and 

senseless. However, at the same time, this very attribute is a defining feature 

of all terrorist acts. 

State Vs Non-state Terrorism 

I have identified five distinct features of terrorism that are highlighted in 

most of the academic literature. Out of these five, the first four apply 

uniformly to both state and non-state terrorism. The last feature, 

meaningless and senseless violence, however, holds true for only non-state 

terrorism. The analysis done so far has primarily focused on non-state 

                                                           
50 Guelke, The Age of Terrorism. 
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terrorism, which is understandable since the main reason why the 

contemporary age is called ‘the age of terrorism’ is because of non-state 

terrorism. It can be argued that ‘state-sponsor terrorism’ is different from 

both these two categories. However, the fact remains that ‘state-sponsor 

terrorism’ is nothing but financing/sponsoring of non-state terrorists by 

state actors; therefore, it cannot have any bearing on the definition of 

terrorism as long as non-state terrorism is fully comprehended. 

Some scholars, however, are apprehensive of such categorization. 

Schmid51, for instance, argues that such a categorization is not very helpful 

as for instance we use the word war for both guerilla war and nuclear war, 

even though the two are obviously very different. I will however disagree 

and argue that such categorization is rather imperative for understanding of 

terrorism. For a start, state terrorism is violence from above, whereas non-

state terrorism is violence from below. Secondly, even though the two share 

four of the five features identified in this paper, they vary greatly on the 

fifth. 

In state terrorism, it is fairly easy to establish a link between the motives of 

the state and its actions. Furthermore, state terrorism has very high chances 

of success as compared to non-state terrorism, as it has huge resources at its 

disposal, which to a great extent increases it relative chances of success. 

Thus, the terrorism committed by the state does not seem meaningless and 

senseless. An example of Iraq under Saddam Hussein will further elucidate 

this point. 

                                                           
51 Schmid, Political Terrorism. 
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In 1988, Saddam Hussein used chemical weapons to subdue Iraqi Kurdish 

population. The attacks killed over thirty thousand people.52 These attacks 

are popularly referred to as acts of state terrorism in academic literature. An 

analysis of this act of state terrorism reveals that it was primarily politically 

motivated and was intended to terrorize the Kurdish population into 

subjugation. Repeated acts of violence were committed against the Kurdish 

people to keep them in a state of constant fear. This violence was also quite 

distinct from other forms of violence such as insurgency and guerilla 

warfare. Thus, the analysis shows that the case of Saddam’s Iraq is 

consistent with four of the identified features of terrorism but not with the 

fifth one. This inconsistency is obvious because a clear link can be 

established between Saddam’s political motives and his actions. Also there 

was little, if at all any, doubt about his success. Thus, his actions do not 

appear to be senseless and meaningless. 

However, if we were to apply all the five features of terrorism to Saddam’s 

Iraq, it would probably not qualify as terrorism because the political motives 

of Saddam Hussein were clearly visible and he had absolute chances of 

success. At the same time, the fifth feature of meaningless and senseless 

violence cannot be abandoned because it is a defining attribute of non-state 

terrorism (as explained earlier). Thus, it is best to assume that four of the 

five elements of terrorism apply to state terrorism whereas all five hold true 

for non-state terrorism. This variety must be realized and acknowledged by 

the academic community as the reluctance to separate state and non-state 

                                                           
52 Aburish, Said K., Saddam Hussein: The Politics of Revenge (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2001). 
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terrorism poses serious challenges for a broad and comprehensive 

understanding of terrorism. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to show that a universal definition of terrorism is 

fairly plausible. It has argued that despite conflicting arguments and 

contrary claims, the answers to finding a universal definition are within the 

academic literature. Without a formal definition, the term terrorism will 

have no boundaries and can virtually be applied to any form of violence. 

The academics frequently point out the disparities that exist in terrorism 

literature but fail to acknowledge the overwhelming similarities.  A 

universal definition of terrorism is essential because it is hard to imagine a 

global war on terrorism without a formal distinction of what it is being 
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waged against. If the pursuit of the definition of terrorism is abandoned, 

then the term terrorism can virtually be applied to anything for relative gains 

and the underlying causes and thereby the dream of prevention of terrorism 

will never be fully realized. 

The paper has also identified and discussed five main features of terrorism: 

inherently political, psychological impact, terrorism as a distinct form of 

violence, repetition and meaningless and senseless violence. These five 

features are present in almost the entire academic literature and their formal 

realization and acknowledgement can help us in formulating a universal 

definition of terrorism. 

I have also further argued that the definitional problem of terrorism must be 

assessed at two distinct levels, state terrorism and non-state terrorism. Much 

of the failure in academic literature to agree upon a common understanding 

of terrorism is because these two categories are usually integrated. Four of 

the five identified features are consistent with state terrorism whereas, all 

five are apply to non-state terrorism.  Thus, an acknowledgement of the 

similarities in terrorism literature and a formal distinction between state and 

non-state terrorism is imperative for full understanding and definitional 

development of the term terrorism. 
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