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that terrorism is the completed or threatened use of coercion and/or violence 
against a population of people with the goal of changing political, religious, 
or ideological positions. In other words, completed or attempted violence 
against innocent civilians is used to force political, religious, or ideological 
change. Two major types of terrorism are generally identified: international 
terrorism and domestic terrorism.1

According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and some statutes, 
international terrorism includes three specific elements. First, the act must 
violate federal or state law and involve violence or acts that are dangerous to 
humans. Second, the purpose of the act must be to intimidate or coerce a civil-
ian population, to influence government policy by intimidation or coercion, 
or to influence the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassina-
tion, or kidnapping. And the third element of international terrorist acts is 
that they must occur primarily “outside the territorial jurisdiction of the U.S., 
or transcend national boundaries in terms of the means by which they are 
accomplished, the persons they appear intended to intimidate or coerce, or the 
locale in which their perpetrators operate or seek asylum.”2 Domestic terror-
ism shares the first two elements of international terrorism, but differs in that 
the terrorist act occurs primarily within the jurisdiction of the United States.3

There have been many cases of both international and domestic terror-
ism in the United States over time. The most recent memorable act of domes-
tic terrorism may be the September 11 attacks in New York, Virginia, and 
Pennsylvania. Perhaps due to the scale of this attack, many falsely believe it 
to be the first to take place on U.S. soil. While the destruction and murder 

resulting from the September 11 attacks was enormous, it is not the first act of domestic ter-
rorism in the United States. One earlier case of domestic terrorism was the Oklahoma City 
federal building bombing by Timothy McVeigh and accomplices, which killed 168 people 
(including 19 children). Other incidents of domestic terrorism are a 1983 U.S. Senate bomb-
ing by a militant leftist group, a 1980 bombing at the Statue of Liberty, a 1975 LaGuardia 
Airport bombing that killed 11 and injured 75 people, the 1960 Sunday Bomber, who deto-
nated bombs in the New York City subways and ferries (1 killed, 51 injured), a 1920 Wall 
Street bombing, the 1901 assassination of President William McKinley, the 1865 assassina-
tion of President Abraham Lincoln, and the 1837 killing of abolitionist Elijah Lovejoy by a 
proslavery mob. A complete list of domestic terrorism is beyond the scope of this text.

Also, the 9/11 domestic terrorist attack was not the last one that occurred in the United 
States. Since 9/11, cases of domestic terrorism include the 2001 anthrax attacks, which killed 
5 people, the 2009 Fort Hood shooting by U.S. Army major Nidal Hasan, the 2009 assas-
sination of Dr. George Tiller by an antiabortion terrorist, and the 2013 Boston Marathon 
bombings, which killed 3 and injured more than 180 people. In pursuit of these bombers, 
a police officer was killed. In 2015 in Charleston, South Carolina, 9 people were killed at 
the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church as they conducted a Bible study. Also in 
2015, 7 people (6 members of the armed forces and 1 police officer) were killed at two loca-
tions in Chattanooga, Tennessee. Fourteen people were killed and 21 injured when a San 
Bernardino, California, county employee opened fire during a Christmas party. This list is 
not comprehensive, but offers just a few of the many terrorism incidents occurring in the 
United States since 9/11.

While the 9/11 terrorist attacks were neither the first nor the last incidents of domestic 
terrorism in the United States, they were important because they led to the founding of the 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS). Eleven days after the 9/11 attacks, the White 
House’s Office of Homeland Security was created by President George W. Bush to “coordinate 
a national comprehensive strategy to safeguard the country against terrorism and respond 
to any future attack.”4 In November 2002, Congress passed the Homeland Security Act of 
2002, which made DHS a cabinet-level department. This department officially began opera-
tions on March 1, 2003. Some inaccurately believe that DHS was staffed by a multitude of new 
government employees and resulted in a massive growth in the government bureaucracy. 

international 
terrorism: Terrorism 
that occurs outside the 
territorial jurisdiction 
of the United States.

domestic terrorism: 
Terrorism that occurs 
within the territorial 
jurisdiction of the 
United States.

Homeland Security 
Act of 2002: An act by 
Congress that made the 
Department of Homeland 
Security a cabinet-
level department in the 
U.S. government.

Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 

seal. The DHS was created by cobbling 

together many existing U.S. government 

agencies. What advantages does the 

aggregating of multiple agencies provide? 

What disadvantages might it entail? If 

you were president, would you support 

continuing the DHS as is? Or do you see 

it in another format? If so, what format is 

that?
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Friend of San Bernardino 
shooter charged with aiding 
terror plot




