
Defining Terrorism: Toward a Working 

Definition 

So it may be difficult to define terrorism, but as part of the building blocks to arrive at at least 

some agreed-upon meaning of what the common definitional elements of terrorism are, we can 

still identify the ten core elements that explain and, in fact, define this political phenomenon. 

First and foremost is violence, or the threat of violence. Secondly is that terrorism is always 

political in nature and always entails a political motive. Third is the psychological repercussions 

that terrorists seek to have. In other words, what's important about terrorism is not just the victim 

of the terrorist violence, but the target audience-- the message that the terrorists are attempting 

to communicate through that violence and the audience who they're trying to reach.  

 

Although terrorism may appear to be irrational or haphazard or sporadic, it's actually planned, 

premeditated, and purposeful. And that's what gives it its power, what gives it its ability to 

intimidate or to coerce other individuals or governments into behaving differently if they weren't 

confronted by the terrorist threat.  

 

I think inherent in a definition has to be that terrorists themselves are part of some identifiable 

chain of command, or at least adhere to some conspiratorial cell structure. So you could be a 

lone wolf, but you have to be part of a larger or a wider political cause. Just as one person 

cannot be a political party, you need more than one person, the definition of terrorism can't be 

dependent on just one individual. That individual has to be part of a larger political movement, 

perhaps someone who actually is following orders from some command authority in a terrorist 

organization, or an individual who, completely on their own, are inspired, motivated, and 

animated by that organization or by that movement to undertake acts of violence.  

 

Part of these definitional elements, the perpetrators of this violence wear no uniform, or don't 

display any identifying insignia, badges, uniform stripes, or whatever. And also, key to that, is 

that terrorists themselves do not differentiate between combatants and non-combatants. And in 

that sense this is why so many definitions, or at least conceptualizations of terrorism, focus very 

much on the victims. Because that's how terrorists are able to generate the fear and anxiety that 

they hope to turn in for political leverage, where they can intimidate or coerce their opponents or 

governments to accede or to give into their demands.  

 

There are three final, I think, elements in a conceptualization or definition of terrorism that are 

very important to understand. Firstly, in its normative sense, in its contemporary usage, 

terrorism generally refers to non-governmental forms of violence, to non-state or sub-national 

groups engaged in violence. So this is very distinct or different from state terror. State terror is 

something that is used by governments against their own citizens. Certainly involves fear, 

coercion, intimidation, but at least in the most commonly-accepted definition of terrorism these 

days, we tend to associate terrorist with non-state actors, not with what governments do.  



 

Also, I think, very important to understanding terrorism is that terrorism occupies no delimited 

space. What I mean about that is that terrorism could occur anywhere. It doesn't respect the 

rights of neutral countries, as exists in warfare. It doesn't respect quote unquote protected 

persons like diplomats that are supposed to not be harmed in warfare. Or, indeed, it doesn't 

follow the rules of war, because the rules of war, of course, completely condemns the killing of 

innocent civilians that are never supposed to be harmed. Terrorists precisely focus their 

violence against many of these same protected categories, and no boundaries to their violence. 

In essence, the world is their battlefield.  

 

And then finally, we see that terrorism is conducted either by an organization or by individuals 

directly influenced, motivated, inspired, or animated to engage in acts of violence by an 

identifiable organization or movement. In other words, the individuals that perpetrate this 

violence see themselves as part of a larger cause. And that, I think, is also inherent to 

understanding what terrorism is and what one of its core, really characteristics are.  

 

So, basically, taking those ten different elements, we can arrive at a rather succinct, perhaps not 

entirely complete, but workable or usable, definition of terrorism, where terrorism becomes the 

deliberate creation and exploitation of fear through violence or, equally importantly, the threat of 

violence, in pursuit of political change. 

 


