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Constructing Terrorism.

Despite the confident certainties of the US 'war on terrorism', terrorism is a contested category. Terrorism is a means of advancing political objectives by targeting civilians for the threat or use of force in unpredictable ways that are calculated to generate widespread fear, practiced by states and non-state actors.

If there were to be a genuine “war” against terrorists with "global reach", terrorists would need to be identified by their actions, without selectivity about the political character of their objectives.  “Terrorists" cannot be redefined as "freedom fighters", if the "freedom fighters" practice deliberate, sustained and ruthless targeting of civilians (as distinct from causing casualties incurred as unintended victims of strikes against legitimate targets).  A non-selective definition should include terrorism practiced by states against civil society, making nuclear deterrence and all indiscriminate targeting of civilians (including conventional carpet bombing) acts of state terrorism.

Nation states are vulnerable to asymmetric attack by terrorism almost irrespective of a country’s military capabilities.  Any civil society in any part of the world can be threatened by terrorists with "global reach", if targeting the particular society is congruent with the political objectives of the relevant terrorist organisation.  The (thus far unrealized) possibility of terrorism with weapons of mass destruction has significantly altered the risks of global interdependence.

Terrorism poses major difficulties in terms of deterrence, prevention, acquisition of intelligence providing effective warning time about possible terrorist attacks and damage minimisation.  Human intelligence is difficult to obtain, and the effectiveness of technical means of acquiring intelligence to provide timely warning of attacks can be negated by disciplined terrorist groups.  Conventional defence forces are of diminishing relevance to securing societies against terrorists,  a task which requires sustained and systematic use of relatively mundane means that tend to lack the political constituencies that promote military procurements and defence budgets.
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