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and preventing such violent acts by any and all religious/ideological groups, by far the 
majority of the terrorist attacks and multicides on American soil, and Europe as well, are 
home-bred and non-Muslim.

What Is Terrorism?

In May 2011, Osama bin Laden was killed by Navy SEALs in the U.S. Naval Special 
Warfare Development Group. He was not found in a remote area near the Pakistani–
Afghan border, where he was presumed to be hiding; rather, he was located in a large 
compound in the city of Abbottabad, about an hour’s drive from the Pakistani capital of 
Islamabad. As noted in the New York Times, “Bin Laden’s demise is a defining moment 
in the American-led fight against terrorism, a symbolic stroke affirming the relentlessness 
of the pursuit of those who attacked New York and Washington on Sept. 11, 2001.”48 
President Barack Obama addressed the nation to announce Osama bin Laden’s death. 
Part of his address included the following:

After nearly 10 years of service, struggle, and sacrifice, we know well the costs 
of war. These efforts weigh on me every time I, as Commander-in-Chief, have to 
sign a letter to a family that has lost a loved one, or look into the eyes of a service 
member who’s been gravely wounded. So Americans understand the costs of war. 
Yet as a country, we will never tolerate our security being threatened, nor stand 
idly by when our people have been killed. We will be relentless in defense of our 
citizens and our friends and allies. We will be true to the values that make us who 
we are. And on nights like this one, we can say to those families who have lost 
loved ones to al Qaeda’s terror: Justice has been done.49

Terrorism has existed for hundreds of years. However, after the September 11 attacks, 
terrorism has become more intertwined with Americans and their lives than in previ-
ous years. For instance, we read about it more in the newspapers and have experienced 
changes in how we travel.

In this section, we attempt to provide students with an overview of terrorism, starting 
with the question, “What is terrorism?” Next, we provide a brief historical overview of 
terrorism, as well as a discussion on the 
context of modern terrorism, such as 
organizational networks and financial 
support. We conclude this section with 
a brief review of some theoretical expla-
nations of terrorism.

In the past few years, through newspa-
pers, television, the Internet, and per-
sonal conversations, we have heard a 
great deal about terrorism. Given that 
exposure, how would you define ter-
rorism? What are some key features 
of terrorism? Who engages in terrorist 
activities? In this section, we will try to 
answer the question “What is terror-
ism?” First, we will discuss issues per-
taining to the definition of terrorism. 
Then we will briefly review various 
types of terrorism, as well as the extent 
of terrorism. ht
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