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In the western world “terrorism” has become something of a modern day phenomenon used all too liberally. One can’t escape its presence for too long when watching TV, listening to the radio, or reading the newspaper. Because terrorism suggests a specific response instead of questioning the logic behind such events, one should question its validity as an accurate way to label any group of people. Using the work of Mark Juergensmeyer, I will show the ambiguity of the terrorism stigma, by introducing different forms it has taken over time. Then I will use Johan Galtung’s study on cultural violence to show the structures that potentially contribute to terrorism, and how it can be avoided. Finally I will use Grundy & Weinstein’s work to shed some light on terrorism’s purpose in relation to questioning normative orders.

In order to better understand terrorism one must try to understand who the terrorist is and what motivates him.

“The term “terrorism” has more frequently been associated with violence committed by disenfranchised groups desperately attempting to gain a shred of power or influence.”1
This description targets many people, considering a one-man effort against a normative body is futile. The Okalahoma city bombing, which was targeted at the federal government, was a direct form of organized political violence. Timothy McVeigh was held responsible for the deaths of some 168 people, but anyone who had the chance of knowing him would tell you he was a direct contradiction to the epitome of evil seen through the media. They would tell you that McVeigh was a decorated war veteran who saw too many atrocities during the gulf war carried out by his own country.  His attitude depicted proudly on the t-shirt he was wearing "The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants” is unfortunate, but should raise the question how did America influence him as a country? The bombing might as well not be considered terrorism, but a crime carried out by two disenchanted Americans (not any group of angry Muslim radicals) on home soil that the media decided to put their own “terrorist spin” on. Regardless, the event was meant to be a retaliatory strike that may still reflect the frustrations of some gulf war veterans, pro gun forces, or other minority groups. Even when not visible, terrorist acts are committed by organized groups. Spontaneous acts of violence like that of Baruch Goldstein’s attack at the Tomb of the Patriarchs, reflects the final outbreak and frustrations of a larger community; of what was in this case, Jewish people that felt oppressed in their own land. This passage demonstrates the following he had:

“At the time of Goldstein’s funeral, over a thousand of the settlement’s six thousand residents came to honour him during a driving rain storm. Soon thereafter the grave had become a shrine, and the raised granite slab was surrounded by a concrete plaza and ringed by pillared lamps”2
Juergensmeyer notes that the use of the word terrorist is “problematic” because of its lack of distinction between the people who organize it, the ones who carry it out, and the ones who support it both directly and indirectly.3  - This logic suggests that:

“Terrorism exists because terrorists exist, and if we just got rid of them, the world would be a more pleasant place.”4
Were Timothy McVeigh and Dr. Goldstein terrorists? Could the one thousand Jewish residents who attended Goldstein’s funeral, and regarded him as a “true patriot” be considered terrorists? If Goldstein didn’t let his impulsive nature get the best of him how long would tensions last before a similar situation occurred? This gives meaning to the saying “one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter.”5 A reminder that almost anyone who takes a stand for what he believes in, may be labelled “terrorist” if it is violent in nature.
Unlike the common dictionary meaning, Juergensmeyer delivers a more accurate definition of terrorism without labelling anyone. He describes terrorism as 

“Public acts of destruction, committed without a clear military objective that arouse a widespread sense of fear.”6
This touches an interesting point that terrorism today (at least in the western world) cannot or is rarely used to describe acts of violence carried out by the state, although they have historically instilled more “terror” with acts of genocide than any independent group ever have. In America softer words called euphemisms such as “foreign policy” or “sanctions” are employed to remove the terror-like stigma from conscious, state driven efforts to assimilate the uncooperative. How fitting that terrorism (Latin for to cause to tremble) first came into being to describe a French government gone mad, during the close of the eighteenth century. During France’s “Reign of Terror”, a collaboration of church and state managed to stifle revolutionaries who preferred democratic ideas to royal sovereignty by killing over 30,000 people. If there ever was a time when the overly suggestive nature of “terrorism” was justified, it was then. Today “la terreur” has been deconstructed and redirected at us; the Timothy McVeighs, and the BinLadens who have been on America’s most wanted list too long. Total terrorist counts in America are a laughing matter in comparison to other parts of the world, but has somehow been moulded into “the new war” to replace the prohibitions, red scares, and drug wars of past governments.

Norwegian professor Johan Galtung known for his studies in structural violence sided with the idea that violence may be constructed and even necessary for some governments. He said:

“I see violence as avoidable insults to basic human needs, and more generally to life, towering the real level of needs satisfaction below what is potentially possible”7
This suggests cultural violence is self-imposed violence, which happens within the sphere of “stars crosses and crescents”8. Because he sees it as avoidable he places a considerable amount of blame on the structures, and not on random spontaneous violence. He also saw the value of dichotomies, such as how the wrong vs. right of the pre-enlightened Christian era has been carried over by nationalists that might place a distinction between the Chosen, and the Unchosen (self vs. other)

“One way cultural violence works is by changing the moral colour of an act from red/wrong to green/right or at least to yellow/acceptable; an example being murder on behalf of the country as right, on behalf of oneself wrong” 9 

Galtung argues that once these dichotomies are in place, then structural violence can start operating. The very borders we use to segregate race and religion are the embodiment of these dualistic, narrow minded points of view. His formula for peace is a holistic one, that is equated to natures ecological balance or “Ecobalance” that in order to find peace we must first satisfy the basics; survival + well being + freedom + identity. 10
With this perspective of Galtung’s we cannot only see how violence; but terrorism, can be avoided in the right social environment.

If the term “terrorism” is potentially deceptive in use, then how can we better define the logic behind its violent acts? In Grundy and Weinstein’s essay “Violence and political Ideology” we are told of how normative orders can be strengthened or disrupted through acts of organized, political violence. This violence can be justified in a number of ways. For example the French revolution was an example of colliding forces between the new intrinsic against subordinating expansionist ideologies. France was undergoing Nieburg’s “cutting edge” of integration where the social existence is defined by competing normative orders11. Since terrorism often has a socio-political objective it has always played an important role when change is necessary but hard to come by. When oppressive governments have too much power over public opinion, the voice that no longer can be heard will manifest itself in a physical, often violent way. Talcott Parsons said this about violence.

“…it may be specifically employed in this context to destroy the status quo. In the long run it may function to minimize violence if members of the disadvantaged groups are able to gain a stronger foothold in the social structure”12
We can assume that Parsons felt terrorism was at least sometimes necessary varying on social conditions. What is dangerous is when Islamic fundamentalists like the hamas feel it is necessary or a “duty to god” to kill themselves, by mixing religion and nationalism. Can any war be won that crosses borders of belief and territory?

Through history terrorists have taken the form of oppressive French governments, drug crazed Muslim “hashashins”, and Americans with too much fertilizer. Behind each of these examples there are people with many faces, cultures, and beliefs that cannot be accurately placed in any one box. In a time when American politicians can justify violence as “force” we should be careful whom we label as “terrorists” and seek clarity. Any group that should deem it absolutely necessary to make themselves heard by such drastic measures, because they have felt trapped or gone unnoticed should be treated, NOT exterminated. Terrorism should not be considered an accurate label; but a side effect of societies who insist on treating violence, with more violence.
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