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Terrorism’ continues to dominate headlines, it stirs a wide range of emotions in the general
public and the fear of it informs numerous domestic and foreign policies worldwide, many of
which have cost countless and many more innocent lives than the acts of violence that were
labelled “terrorism” in the first place. But what exactly is ‘terrorism’, and should we care to

locate or identify an accurate definition for it?
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Abstract

Terrorism’ is a concept that is notoriously difficult to define, and terrorism researchers have spilled

much ink in debating the most accurate definition for it. However, as | show in this entry, it is more
important to acknowledge this concept’s irredeemability, rather than its many competing and conflicting
or contradicting definitions. Terrorism is a racially infused, pejorative concept with negative racial and
colonial associations and connotations. Therefore, regardless of how (inclusively) ‘terrorism’ is
ultimately defined, it can never function as an analytically useful or objective descriptor or classification
of political violence. It is first and foremost a moral category, which functions to strip off (political)
legitimacy from those to whom it is applied. It is also a category with colonial origins and an enduring
colonial and racial function, justifying harmful, discriminatory and at times genocidal, practices under

the framework of ‘counter-terrorism'’.

What is the solution, then? | contend in this entry that the aim should be nothing short of abolition of the
concept. The goal of abolitionist activism and praxis is to do away with hegemonic structures and
frameworks that continue to enable colonial rule in one form or another. While the focus of
contemporary abolitionist thinkers and activists has predominantly been on the prison system, their
goal also extends to all the institutions, concepts and logics that are attached to colonial legacies, and
which continue to enable racial capitalism, global punishment, and colonial logic. Terrorism’ is one

concept that enables such colonial forms of control, carcerality and global punishment.

In this entry | show how the concept of ‘terrorism’ is racialised, irrespective of the actual race of its
perpetrators, and is therefore irredeemable. It cannot be recovered, reformed or re-invented in a more
inclusive, less racialised way, for example through well-meaning efforts to include actors that are
usually left out of terrorism discourses (such as white supremacists, far-right actors, or states
themselves). | further show how the concept has colonial origins, being used historically as a colonial
category to suppress anti-colonial resistance in many contexts. Finally, | show how responses to
‘terrorism’, under the framework of ‘counter-terrorism’, continue to function for colonial purposes and
disproportionately target racialised and minoritised people around the world. Thus, ultimately | argue
that abolishing the counter-terrorism apparatus, which is responsible for ongoing neo-colonial rule
and racial violence and is closely linked to carcerality and the prison system, first requires the abolition

of the concept that enabled counter-terrorism regimes in the first place: ‘terrorism’.



Introduction’

“Terrorism” is a growth industry’ (Breen Smyth et al., 2008, p. 1). Countless books, articles and
other media on the topic are published every year; conferences, programmes and university
courses on ‘terrorism’ remain popular; and many jobs in academia, the NGO sector and the
governmental and security sectors are dependent on the continued acceptance of ‘terrorism’ as
one of the most dangerous threats to the modern world. Meanwhile, counter-terrorism
programmes continue to receive some of the highest funding from government bodies globally.
In other words, the so-called ‘terrorism industry’ is thriving (Herman & 0'Sullivan, 1989; Mueller,
2006), made possible by the continued acceptance of ‘terrorism’ as a valid classification of

political violence.

This acceptance persists despite the arbitrary and inconsistent employment of the term
‘terrorism’. Although there is no universally accepted definition of ‘terrorism’, there is some
consensus regarding its most basic elements: the targeting of civilians, political motivation, and
a symbolic nature (i.e. the intention to intimidate a wider audience than those directly targeted)
(Schmid & Jongman, 1988, p. 5). However, there is a general reluctance to apply the label of
‘terrorism’ to white supremacist, far-right violence, to colonial violence, or more generally to
acts of state violence that would fit this basic definition.? In parallel, there is often an over-eager

readiness to apply the label to non-state, non-Western, usually non-white, often Muslim actors.

How, then, should decolonial and postcolonial scholars and activists engage with the concept of
‘terrorism'? | argue here that engaging with ‘terrorism’ from a post- or decolonial perspective
means first acknowledging that ‘terrorism’, regardless of its definition, is a concept that carries
racial, gendered and colonial implications and assumptions. Its mere use in discourse is already
a form of violence that perpetuates these implications. Instead of further entertaining the

endless scholarly debates on how to most accurately define or most inclusively employ the term

! Please note that this entry constitutes an amended and abbreviated version of an article that was originally published
in Critical Studies on Terrorism entitled ‘A case for the abolition of terrorism and its industry’ (2024). It also contains
excerpts from another published article in Review of International Studjes entitled The coloniality of the religious
terrorism thesis’ (2023).

2 Examples of state violence that fit the definition of ‘terrorism’ but are not usually discussed in this way are the
bombing of Dresden in WW2 and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima as well as Nagasaki (see Richardson, 2009). For
an example of a white supremacist attack that fits standard definitions of ‘terrorism’ but was not referred to as such,
see Heike Schotten’s (2015) discussion of the Charleston Massacre.




‘terrorism’, scholars, activists and policy makers alike should abandon it, acknowledging that it

is irredeemable as a valid classification of political violence.

As postcolonial scholar Jasmine Gani (2017) notes, we cannot just abstract a ‘concept’ from its
(historical) ‘conception’ and thereby erase the colonial intent or function it has served
historically. This intent is perpetuated in the continuing use of such concepts, even if their
historical conception is erased or unacknowledged. Even though its meaning might have
changed over the years, ‘terrorism’ has always existed as a moral category with the purpose of
denying legitimacy to those to whom it is applied. It is therefore an analytically useless concept,
because it does not objectively describe any form of political violence but rather denotes the

actors thus labelled as illegitimate and morally wrong (Brulin, 2015).

In the following, | demonstrate how ‘terrorism’ is a racialised and irredeemable category through
1) its racial conception more generally; 2) its colonial origins and function; and 3) the colonial
responses to it under the framework of ‘counter-terrorism’, both historically and today. |
conclude by arguing that the only legitimate engagement with the term from a decolonial

perspective would be abolitionist in nature.

Racial conception of terrorism

It is well-known to post- and decolonial scholars that race extends beyond skin colour or
phenotype and operates by categorising not just bodies but also concepts, phenomena, or
practices as white (or white-adjacent) and non-white. Racial identities can be inscribed onto, or
imagined in, concepts, practices or other bodies. Proximity to whiteness can be signalled
through certain languages or practices that are associated with whiteness, regardless of the
actual race of a person’s or institution’s make-up. Terrorism’, then, is undeniably racialised as
a tactic that is usually associated with non-white people, their governments, the Middle East, or

- before the 1980s - the Soviet Union and ‘eastern bloc nations’ (see Third, 2014).

However, ‘terrorism’ is also racialised (and gendered) more specifically through the indirect
denial of rationality to those to whom the label is applied. Terrorism itself is often coded as a
form of ‘asymmetrical’ or ‘unconventional warfare’, as ‘extranormative’ and ‘unorthodox’
(Horowitz, 1983; Wilkinson, 2001; Crenshaw, 1983). Such definitions of terrorism are a coded and

gendered way of attributing disorder and irrationality to ‘terrorism’ and contrasting it with the




legitimate modern nation-state, which is tied to whiteness and notions of masculinity (Gentry,

2016, 2020) and which is explicitly excluded from most definitions of ‘terrorism’ (Jackson, 2008).

Terrorism, then, constitutes a disordered and non-normative form of violence, usually reserved
for non-state actors, in contrast to the legitimate, ordered and just violence perpetrated by the
modern nation-state (i.e. counter-terrorism). Thus, and as noted by Gentry and Sjoberg (2015,
pp. 151-2), the terrorist actor is regularly seen as ‘exemplify[ing] disordered thinking or
disordered politics’. Encoded irrationality is further exemplified by the inherent immorality
attached to terrorism; terrorist violence is often described as ‘senseless’ or ‘mindless’ (Third,
2014, p. 214), ‘desperate’ (Wilkinson, 2001, p. 15), or the form of violence that constitutes the

‘ultimate evil’ since it is ‘atrocious, mad, mindless’ and ultimately unjustifiable (Townshend, 2002,

p. 21).

Importantly, this dominant construction of ‘terrorism’ relies on the assumption that it is mostly
perpetrated by non-state actors who set out to challenge the legitimate, Westphalian state. To
understand how this association with non-state actors also racialises ‘terrorism’ conceptually,
it is important to understand that the idea of the modern (Westphalian) nation-state is a racial
and gendered notion, which is tied to whiteness and masculinity and associated with colonial
notions of modernity, progress and civilisation. As postcolonial scholars have noted, the very
inception of the modern nation-state in Europe was linked to racial hierarchies and functioned
for colonial purposes.® Thus, opposition to this state and its monopoly on violence is an inherent
threat to a system that, as decolonial and postcolonial scholars point out, is defined by coloniality
and governed by (structural) white supremacy. Violent non-state actors who threaten this
system are thereby also threatening modernity and civilisation. It therefore comes as no
surprise that many dominant conceptualisations of ‘terrorism’ have also characterised it as an

‘attack on modernity’ (see Third, 2014, p. 84).

Thus, while not all terrorism that is acknowledged or labelled as such is obviously racialised
(i.e. occurring in the non-West or perpetrated by non-Western, racialised people), the term is
nonetheless racialised conceptually as an act of violence that is imagined as an attack on either
the state, modernity, progress or anything associated with it (i.e. the project of Western

modernity). Thus, explicitly anti-capitalist, communist and left-wing groups or dissent, even

3 For more detail on this see Gurminder Bhambra’s work: Bhambra, Gurminder (2022), A Decolonial Project for Europe,
Journal of Common Market Studies 60 (2): 229-244.




when perpetrated by ‘white’ actors, have been labelled and studied as ‘terrorism’ (Husain, 2021a,
p. 208) much more readily than right-wing, white supremacist and Christian-inspired violence,

which is seriously under-studied and rarely labelled in this way.

Colonial origin and function

The recent colonial history of the employment of ‘terrorism’ as a category serves as an
illustration and constitutes a manifestation of the racial conceptualisation discussed above. As
early as the start of the twentieth century, it was common for Europeans to refer to Indigenous,
anti-colonial revolts and resistance as ‘terrorism’ (Nakissa, 2022; see also Deery, 2003; Prakash,
2013, pp. 503-4).% In fact, some examples of well-known anti-colonial resistance that were
labelled as terrorist include Nelson Mandela's African National Congress (ANC) in Apartheid
South Africa, the Algerian FLN with which Frantz Fanon was involved, SWAPO in Namibia, or the
Mau Mau in Kenya. Many other anti-colonial movements or groups on the African continent, as
well as left-wing groups in Latin America and around the world more generally, were labelled
‘terrorist’ after the Second World War and particularly during the Cold War (Oando & Achieng,
2021, p. 359). Many Black liberation movements in the US, for example the Black Panthers, were
also considered ‘terrorist’ at the time (Meier, 2022; Husain, 2021b). Indeed, it has become a cliché
to point out that Nelson Mandela, who was later globally acknowledged and revered as an iconic
anti-colonial freedom fighter, was on the US terrorism watchlist until 2008 (Richardson, 2006,
p. 27).°

In fact, in the 1970s the UN had to amend its own definition of ‘terrorism’ after pressure from
newly independent (and formerly colonised) states, who insisted that the official definition of
‘terrorism’ must be worded in such a way as to no longer include national liberation movements
such as those that had achieved their own independence and liberation from colonial rule

(Hoffman, 2006, p. 24). This demonstrates that the conflation of ‘terrorism’ with anti-colonial,

“ The criminalisation of political dissent by colonial powers, of course, did not always take the same form and the
assigning of ‘terrorism’ was not the only tool for it. It also is not the only tool today. Other frameworks like the
discourse on ‘radicalisation’ and ‘extremism’ should be studied in the same vein and as potential tools for modern-
colonial powers to discriminate against minorities, political dissent, and system-threatening actors.

5 However, as noted in the previous section, race does not refer to skin colour or geographical context alone. Indeed,
many violent resistance movements to occupation or foreign control on European soil have also been studied through
the prism of ‘terrorism’. The Basque ETA in Spain and the Irish IRA constitute examples of this. Basque and Irish
resistance was suppressed in similar ways that violent and non-violent anti-colonial resistance was suppressed in
India, Kenya, Palestine, Egypt, Algeria and many other places through the framework of ‘counter-terrorism’.




anti-racist struggle has persisted ever since the term first entered political and academic

discourse, and since the early days of the study of terrorism as a separate sub-discipline. It also

goes to show how the classification of politically active groups as ‘terrorist’ served the political
and colonial purpose of signifying illegitimacy, rather than constituting an analytical category to

objectively classify a certain form of political violence.

As Heike Schotten (cited in Aitlhadj et al., 2024) also notes, one of the essential ideological
functions of ‘terrorism’ is to ‘characterise the existence and resistance of the colonised as a
threat to the survival and flourishing of colonial “civilisation”.’ Illustrating this point, Joseph
McQuade (2020, p. 243) demonstrates how British colonial administrators constructed Muslim
Indians as predisposed to terrorism because their activities were often linked to anti-colonial

resistance at the time. As McQuade (2020) notes:

[ ..] Only by rigorously interrogating the premises and cultural perceptions that underlay
early discourses of “terrorism” in the colonial world does it become possible to
understand how the term came to acquire its current connotations. Ultimately, such an
approach is key to any attempt to understand the modern phenomenon of “terrorism” in
analytical, rather than political, terms. (p. 248)
This is further illustrated by the case of Palestine. Just as European colonisers in India, South
Africa, Malaya, and other places labelled anti-colonial resistance as ‘terrorism’, and their
subsequent response as either ‘counter-terrorism’ or ‘counter-insurgency’, so has lIsrael
labelled Palestinian resistance (whether violent or not) ‘terrorism’ and its own response to it
‘counter-terrorism’ in a much more contemporary case of settler-colonialism. As Israeli
historian Illan Pappé (2009, p. 127) notes, Palestinian history and nationalism have intentionally
been construed as ‘terrorism’ by American and Israeli civil society, media and governmental
spaces (see also Aitlhadj et al., 2024, p. 2; Said, 1987, p. 199). In fact, beginning in the 1970s Israeli
think tanks, government officials and media have actively generated a dominant discourse that
associates ‘terrorism’ with mostly Arabs and Muslims, especially Palestinians (Said, 1987,
Schotten, 2024; Herman & 0'Sullivan, 1989). As is further reflected by Benjamin Netanyahu's self-
authored book from 1986, entitled 7errorism.: How the West Can Win, it also intended to associate
‘terrorism’ with anti-Western, anti-modernity, and civilisation-destroying perpetrators
(Netanyahu, 1986, pp. 61-62; Aitlhadj et al., 2024, p. 4; Schotten, 2024, p. 7). This very clearly
demonstrates the coloniality inherent in modern discourses on ‘terrorism’, which are only

facilitated even more by the concept’s racial conception more generally.




The coloniality of counter-terrorism

The racialised construction and imagination of ‘terrorists’, and ‘terrorism’ more generally,
ultimately produces and enables counter-terrorism practices and policies that are clearly racial
and (neo-) colonial. These practices, such as militarised policing, surveillance, (global)
punishment, imprisonment and detention, are included in the range of practices that abolition
scholars and activists have long campaigned against. A growing body of literature now
advocates for the abolition of the counter-terrorism apparatus (Muslim Abolitionist Futures,
2021; Nguyen, 2023; Husain, 2020; Wright, 2024), and there are also increasing voices pointing to
the racial nature of contemporary (as well as past) counter-terrorism practices and their
resemblance to colonial forms of rule (see Abu-Bakare, 2020; Dunlap, 2016; Meier, 2022; Owens,
2015; Sentas, 2006; Sabir, 2017).

For example, as legal scholar Vicki Sentas (2006) demonstrates, contemporary counter-
terrorism legislation and practices in Australia serve to marginalise and police Aboriginal
communities, thereby constituting the continuation of colonial forms of rule under a different
guise. As Husain (2020, 2021a) further demonstrates, contemporary US-led counter-terrorism
campaigns have also made use of tactics and practices first tested out in colonial settings to
quell anti-colonial resistance. The contemporary manifestations of counter-terrorism, then,
constitute neo-colonial forms of control, surveillance and rule, both domestically, where they
disproportionately target Black people (see Meier, 2022; Micieli-Voutsinas, 2023) as well as
abroad in the name of ‘intervention’, such as in Afghanistan in the name of the Global War on

Terror (see Owens, 2015).

Even in many postcolonial countries, contemporary counter-terrorism practices continue to be
used by the political elites in the same ways in which they were used and introduced by colonial
administrators prior to national independence. This can be observed in Egypt, where anti-
terrorism laws were first introduced by the British to suppress anti-colonial resistance and are
now used by the government against political dissidents (Abozaid, 2022; Alzubairi, 2019; Finden
& Dutta, 2024). In India, similar laws introduced by the British to quell anti-colonial resistance
are now used by the current government to target Muslim Indians and other political dissidents
(McQuade, 2020; Chakkuparambil, n.d.). The anti-terrorism legislation that was introduced to
Palestine under British mandate law to target both Jewish and Arab resistance was

subsequently adopted by the newly established state of Israel (Klein, 2005, p. 2223; Barak-Erez,



2012, p. 598), which used it to suppress and target Palestinians resisting Israeli settler-

colonialism (Hughes, 2019). Similarly, in Kenya Western anti-terrorism frameworks have been .

imported and resemble colonial forms of rule (Oando & Achieng, 2021).

Conclusion - A call for the abolition of ‘terrorism’ and its
industry

Terrorism’, then, cannot simply be redeemed or reclaimed as an inclusive, just, or neutral
classification of political violence, because it does not function for any analytically useful
purpose. Rather, its function is inherently colonial and hegemonic. Palestinian-American poet
Fargo Nissim Tbakhi (2023) illustrates this very poignantly in rejecting the idea of making
‘terrorism’ more inclusive and broadening it to also include states’ actions rather than just those
of non-state actors. As Thakhi states, including Israeli or American state violence under the
umbrella of ‘terrorism’ ultimately only reifies a category that cannot be recuperated, and which
will continue to constitute ‘a one-sided weapon [whose] bullets belong to the state’. In a similar
vein, Atiya Husain (2020) commented on the increasingly loud calls from the political left in the

US to classify the Ku Klux Klan as a ‘terrorist’ organisation:

[ . .] this call is misguided. To correct the problem, we do not need things on the right to
be classified as terrorism, too; we need to void the category of terrorism completely. It
cannot be salvaged because the very thing that gives it its meaning is its racial
connotations, even when it is used for white supremacists. Far from a neutral word
meaning very, very bad, terrorism is a deeply racialized concept. It is because of those
racial meanings that the word has more punch than “white supremacy,” for example.

The responsibility and task of postcolonial and decolonial scholars, educators and activists, then,
is to call for the abolition of ‘terrorism’, not engaging with this term in any other way but to

challenge its existence, use and weaponisation.

Abolition, as feminist-abolitionist scholar Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2022) has pointed out, is as much
about presence as it is about absence. While abolitionist thinking is certainly about imagining
and working towards the absence of all the practices, institutions and structures that enable
genocide, racial violence and global punishment, it should also be about the presence of
alternative forms of justice systems. In the case of abolishing ‘terrorism’ discourse, the
alternative should not be difficult to imagine. Indeed, violence that is commonly branded as

‘terrorist’ can always be alternatively discussed using more helpful terminology that lacks the



same racial connotations and colonial implications. At the same time, such violence always
needs to be accompanied with appropriate contextualisation that rejects an automatic
delegitimisation or ‘moral dismissal of nonstate perpetrators of violence - via the label
‘terrorist” (Ab Razak, 2018; see also Nguyen, 2023, p. 81; Sen, 2022).
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