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Who is called a terrorist?  

An investigation of the use of the term terrorist 

Mariam Kabous  

Abstract  
The purpose of this study is to investigate how the use of the words terrorist and terrorism 

have changed from before 9/11 until today, and how it is being used presently, and finally if 

the use of the word is different depending on the ethnicity of the person who commits the act. 

The data for this study was gathered through articles published in The Guardian and SVT 

Nyheter, and also through Google Ngram corpus and academic discourse. Google Ngram 

viewer is an online search engine that collects data about all the printed sources searched for 

between the years of 1500 and 2008.The study adopts a comparative approach which means 

that the articles with the most similar content, and only difference of ethnicity of the attackers, 

are being compared. The results suggest that there has indeed been a change in the use of the 

term. Terrorism is today being used more frequently and as has been shown, commonly to 

describe a person of Middle Eastern origin.  
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Chapter 1 

1.1 Introduction 

“Terrorism is an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action employed by (semi-) 

clandestine individual, group or state actor, for idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons…” 

(Jackson, 2011, p.104).  

 Since the attack of September 11th 2001, terrorism has been a topical conversation subject all 

over the world. After 9/11 the term war on terrorism emerged and the idea of who a terrorist 

is became associated with a specific group of people (Höglund, 2010).  It has been disclosed 

that the men who planned and hijacked the two aircrafts had been trained by the well-known 

terror group, Al-Qaida, who associate themselves with Islam (Taylor, 2011). Further, all the 

19 men called themselves Muslims, which might have been one of the reasons why the 

meaning of the word terrorist became associated with Muslims, and, as a result, specifically 

laden with emotions and prejudices. An example of such an attitude came from the president 

of the United States of America, Donald Trump, who recently claimed that a “Muslim-ban” is 

needed to prevent terror. The Muslim-ban means that Muslims from multiple countries around 

the world are forbidden to visit the USA. In connection to the Muslim-ban, Trump argued that 

it is because of the failure of the “visa-issuance process” that these 19 foreign citizens killed 

3000 Americans (Abdul Khabeer, 2017). The connection between terrorism and Muslims has 

therefore been made - in this case by one of the most powerful people in the world. 

This study will investigate the changes in the use of the words ‘terrorist’ and ‘terrorism’ 

between the attacks of September 11 and now, with special focus on how the word is 

presently used in well-known newspapers. The paper will also discuss the difference between 

ethnicity and culture in relation to violent attacks and a possible reason as to why not 

everyone who commits a crime, which might be regarded as a terror attack, is labelled a 

terrorist. The hypothesis proposed in this study is that terror attacks and terrorists in public 

discourse nowadays tend to get connected with Muslims and, in general, with people from the 

Middle East. Even though the similar act of crime is committed by people with different 

ethnical backgrounds, those with a Muslim or Arabic background are usually called terrorist, 

whereas those of Western origin are often perceived as disturbed.  

According to Google books Ngram Viewer, the number of books written about terrorism 

increased drastically after the 11th September 2001. This suggests that the subject became 

prominent around this time and that the event of 9/11 was an important factor in this debate. 

Furthermore, Ngram Viewer is not the only source pointing at the fact that terrorism has 

become an important subject in society. Professor Rajesh Gupta of the Department of Political 

Science in San Diego, whose primary areas of research include various aspects of terrorism, 

also claims (2005) that the amount of literature about terrorism has grown in the recent 

decades.  

After the attack on the 11th of September in New York, and the proclamation from the former 

President of the United States, George W. Bush, that they had started a war on terrorism, the 

ideas about terrorism became disunited. Some say that such actions are unforgivable and 

should therefore not be analysed, but only extinguished. However, others argue that if we 

focus on terrorism without considering what led the terrorist to the actions, and without 

insights into what actually triggers terrorism in the first place, then the war on terrorism will 
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only produce even more terrorism (Bjorgo, 2005). Scrutinising how the word ‘terrorism’ has 

been used over time will hopefully enhance our understanding of what terror really is and 

what kind of difficult and sensitive perspectives its analysis may involve. 

The subject of terrorism has always been interesting to me, particularly the fact that not all 

who commit the same act are referred to as terrorists. Terrorist attacks have become pretty 

frequent lately, so to find out what defines a terrorist; how the newspapers use the word, and 

how it was used before the big terror attack of 9/11, is hoped to be educational and 

illuminating. What is rather obvious is that the picture of who the terrorist is has been 

established in public discourse and the stereotypical “us” against “them” polarization has 

helped maintain certain biased perspectives. The changes in the use of the term terrorist not 

only mirror the current political situation, but have also helped pursue the view that Muslims 

are the terrorists, which has led to further divisions between this particular group and the 

societies they are part of.  

1.2 Purpose and research questions 

 

Previous studies have focused on what happened after the attack, with respect to security and 

people’s fear, for example, and most of the academic literature has focused on the topic from 

the political science perspective. Apart from academic papers, insights about 9/11 and 

terrorism can be found in various publications, children’s books and even prayer books 

(Höglund, 2010). However, while one can easily find literature about 9/11 and terrorism, the 

range of literature concerning how the use of the word terrorism has changed, is quite scarce. 

The aim of this project is to answer exactly this question, as it still needs to be scrutinized 

more closely. The questions that will be examined in the following are: 

 Has the use of the word terrorism changed over time? If yes, why? 

 How was the word terrorism used before 9/11, and how is it used today?  

 Does the use of the word differ dependent on the ethnicity of the person committing 

the act? 

1.3Aim of the study  

 

The aim of the study is to analyse the changes in the use of the word terrorism. Because the 

linguistic literature about the term terrorism is limited, this study will contribute to the 

ongoing research about this subject. The paper will look at how the media use their authority 

to impart to the ongoing stereotype of the ethnicity of terrorists. The paper will analyse 

whether there is a difference between how media label a person with a Middle Eastern 

background in contrast to labelling a person of Western origin, who committed the same type 

of a crime. The study is inspired by the terror attacks on the 11th September 2001, in the 

United States, and the literature on the topic both from before and after this event will be 

referred to in the discussion. The aim is also to prove that terrorism and the label terrorists 

have a connection to ethnicity and that there are reasons why different ethnicities are 

differently labelled. 
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Chapter 2 

2.1 Background 

 

There have been many terror attacks around the world and throughout history; people of 

different ethnicities and different places of the world have killed for political, religious and 

ideological purposes. However, nowadays it seems that people of only a specific ethnicity and 

of a specific background are being regarded as terrorists. In September 2015, a male student at 

a university was wrongfully accused for being a terrorist, because he was reading a book 

about terrorism. The man was of Arabic heritage and had a Middle Eastern look1 (Matharu, 

2015).  The question is therefore if there is a connection between the accusations, the use of 

the word terrorist, and his ethnicity/cultural background.  

At 3.03 pm Swedish local time, September 11th 2001, two planes crashed into World Trade 

Center in New York City. At first, when only one plane had crashed, the main news sources 

in Sweden, including Swedish Public Television (SVT), reported that the plane had had 

navigational errors, and this was the reason of the crash. However, when the second plane 

crashed into the second tower, it became clear that this act must have been planned and most 

likely was a terror attack (Olsson, 2008).  This act was then seen as the biggest attack on the 

USA ever in history, and the connection between terrorism and the Middle Eastern terrorists 

was established.  

Studies have shown that terrorists have a pattern of mental health issues. Many researchers, 

including the senior advisor on national security in Washington, Heather Hurlburt and others, 

have noted that the terror group ISIS are recruiting those with mental health problems 

(Friedrich, 2016). However, as Friedrich (2016) writes, research also concludes that 

individuals with mental health issues are more likely to become victims of a violent crime, 

and not those committing the crime. Friedrich continues by saying that newspapers or 

magazines often ignore the fact that the criminal might have a mental health issue, and instead 

the journalists blame the act on stereotypical facts, such as the terrorist is a Muslim, and the 

ethnicity of the criminal. This is mostly because, as mentioned, people with mental health 

issues are more likely to be victims of a violent crime; however mental health is not brought 

up when the ethnicity of the attacker is Middle Eastern.  

Furthermore, the ethnicity relates to the issue of enemy-making and, as mentioned in the 

introduction, the accusations and the attitudes of the journalists, create the polarity and 

division in thinking of us and them.  Professor Keen ( in Reiley, 2012) discusses “the art of 

enemy making”, including terrorism and the effects of dividing people into us and them. He 

argues that all countries practice the art of enemy making, which starts with how we see or 

define others as different from ourselves. This makes us see ourselves as good and the others 

as bad, which creates a fear of them, but easiness of being at home.  

In an article written in 2015 and published on the website of the newspaper Telegraph, the 

author discusses the ethnicities of the individuals who join terroristic groups. The majority of 

the people joining Isil2 are, according to this study, Middle Eastern, mostly from North Africa 

but also from Saudi Arabia etc. However, there is a large number of members who have 

                                                 
1 Middle eastern look – darker skin tone, brown/black hair, brown eyes.  
2 Isil – Islamic state of iraq and the levants (Loveluck,2015)  
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joined from Europe, for example there are around 1200 adjoining French residents, and 800-

1500 Russian residents (Loveluck, 2015). However, one needs to keep in mind that the 

newspapers writing about the perpetrators, do not normally talk about the citizenship, but 

always mention the background, and ethnicity of the criminal, especially in cases where the 

criminal is of Middle Eastern background.   

Despite the fact that people from other countries also join terroristic groups, the problem of 

the Middle East seems to be most crucial in this debate.  There are several reasons for the 

overrepresentation of the Middle Easterners among terrorists, both political and socio-

economic. As Abdulmahdi (1992), Alsamak (1992) and Aljahmani (1998) argue, it is the 

penetration of the Middle East by the West that triggers terrorism (cited in Mohammad, 

2005).  Saleh (2003) argues that the policies of the US in the Middle East are the cause of 

terrorism, and lastly there are scholars who suggest that it is a combination of the two that 

causes terrorism (Mohammad, 2005). Mohammad (2005) discusses the political approach to 

the question and how politics can have affected and triggered terrorism. The causes of 

terrorism are seen as both international and internal, and Abdulmahdi (1992) suggests that the 

main reasons behind terrorism are the conflict between East and West during the cold war era. 

Connected to the era is the Israeli occupation of Arab lands, the methods of dictatorial 

regimes in the Middle East, and also the ferocious Middle Eastern security intelligence forces 

(Abdulmahdi, 1992). Researchers, such as Abdulmahdi (1992), find these factors as the 

reasons for terrorism in the Middle East and Saleh (2003) suggests that the lack of democracy 

in the Arab world, with the addition of collaboration with the government of the USA, 

prevents the opposition groups from expressing themselves, which means that no one except 

from the West has a say in how the country should be run. This leads to suicide attacks, as a 

last resort, and many have used the religion of Islam as a heavenly support of such actions 

(Saleh, 2003).  

Furthermore, there is also a socio-economic approach to the question, which Mohammad 

(2005) discusses in his chapter. While many of the Middle Eastern countries are full of 

economic potential and resources, many young and well educated citizens are left without 

work and other basic means to have a good life (Mohammad, 2005). As Abu Alroos (2001) 

suggests, all these things are what makes young men and women turn into terrorists.  

While all reasons above may provide a certain background as to why both Muslims and 

Middle Easterners have been involved in acts of terror, it may be a starting point to 

understand what indiscriminate labelling can do to an entire group of people. The word 

terrorism has indeed brought fear into people’s lives, but at the same time divided them. The 

fear has been aimed towards one certain kind of people, which has excluded them from 

society, and furthermore, made them jobless and pushed most Middle Eastern countries into 

economic crises. Also, the notion of the us against them, and the good against bad becomes 

normalized in real life, but first of all, in public discourse. 

While the Islamic extremist terror is the greatest at this instance, Mohammad (2005) claims 

that the way these extremists behave towards people with another mind-set, is the same way 

extreme Christians, Jews, and Hindus behave against those who have different views than 

their own. Importantly, the current thinking about Islamic movements has big flaws, partially 

because of the devotees of the orientalist school, which does have an impact on the way of 

teaching Islam in the West. However, it is wrong to say that Islamic groups represent a whole 

ideological orientation; in fact, there are many points that the different individuals are in 
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conflicts about, for example legitimacy of violence as a political tool and relations with the 

existing regimes in the West and in the Middle East (Mohammad, 2005). Furthermore, this, 

then, further suggests that the word terrorism has been remodelled from certain ideological 

arguments, and this gives a background to why the term is used mostly for descriptions of a 

certain kind of people.  

2.2 Operational definitions 

 

Except from the quote describing the word terrorism at the beginning of the study, the United 

Nations also has a definition of the term (Säkerhetspolisen, 2015). A terrorist is someone who 

can seriously damage a state or an organisation if the goal is to: 

 Seriously intimidate a population or population group 

 Compelling a government or an international organization to do or abstain from doing 

any act 

 Destabilize or destroy the fundamental political, constitutional, economic or social 

structures  

While these points might clarify the notion of terrorism, Mats Ljungqvist, prosecutor at the 

national unit of security in Sweden,  argues that for a crime to be seen as an act of terror,  it 

needs to be intended to create fear for a specific population or ethnic group, for example 

Muslims or Christians (Håkansson, 2017b). However, if there are other people involved, and 

not only one group of people, the attacker cannot be called a terrorist.  

These definitions will be used in the discussion, and in the analysis. 

Chapter 3 
 

3.1 Method 

3.1.1 Materials 

 

The study is based on academic writings as well as articles in national and international 

newspapers. Google viewer Ngram has been used as an overview of how the quantity of 

literature about terrorism has grown throughout the years, from before the attack of 9/11 until 

recently (see figure 1). Google viewer Ngram is an online search engine that collects data 

about all the printed sources searched for between the years of 1500 and 2008. By using 

Ngram, it can be proved how frequently the word is being used compared to how often it was 

being used before. Information about September 11th 2001 has been collected from three 

books and lectures from both Sweden and America. Articles used in the analysis have been 

collected from newspapers written in England, and also a couple written in the Swedish 

newspapers. The purpose with this was to analyse in what contexts the word terrorist is being 

used by journalists in two different countries. Figure 1 shows an increase in literature written 

after 1998. The curve rises evenly between the years 1998 and 2004, and later levels out.   
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While we do know what made the curve continue rising after 2001, the increase from before 

2001, is unfortunately more difficult to explain. 

 

Figure 1- The increase of the quantity of literature written about terrorism from 1990 to 

2008.  

The articles used for this paper were found on newspaper webpages. Two of the articles were 

from an English newspaper, The Guardian, and two were from a Swedish online newspaper 

called SVT Nyheter. Both these newspapers are famous and read by a large number of people 

daily, which made them suitable for this comparison. However, both these newspapers are 

from the West, and might most likely have the same notion of a terrorist, but both newspapers 

are expected to be liberal and politically correct. Also, two more articles, published in the 90s, 

in The Guardian were used for the analysis of the paper. The articles were chosen randomly 

among both recent and also not so recent events that have had a big impact on the place and 

the people where the attacks occurred. The articles were later paired up with an article which 

was about another act similar to the first one, and compared. In two of the articles the 

instigators were of Middle Eastern origin, and in the other two they were of Western origin. 

This was because the hypothesis of the paper is that the use of the word terrorist has changed 

over time and, as a result, there is a difference in labelling people of oriental origin and people 

of Western origin in public discourse.  

3.1.2 Requirements 

The study adopts a comparative approach and follows George and Bennet’s (2005) research 

which argues that everything in a case study needs to have been structured in the same way, in 

order to be called comparative. Furthermore, the data from the articles have been collected 

around parallel points, which means that the same things in the articles have been analysed. In 

this study, the word in focus is terrorist; however, words which can be associated with 

terrorism (such as murderer and killer) have been highlighted in the analysis of the articles. 

The first word searched for was the word terrorist, and if that term was not found in the 

articles, words like murderer and killer would most likely be in the article.  To be able to 
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compare the usage of the word terrorist, the articles were chosen from the point of view of the 

type of act they discuss (e.g. planting a bomb), with the only difference that the instigators 

had dissimilar ethnicities.. The articles that were compared to each other were taken from the 

same newspaper in order to see how that newspaper used the term terrorism.  The analyses of 

the articles focused on the word and how it is used in the context of the specific crime and 

ethnicity type.  

 

Chapter 4 

4.1 Analysis and discussion 

 

4.2 Articles in The Guardian 

The first article which will be analysed describes an attack which targeted young adults - the 

youngest one killed was 14 years old. 92 people were killed and, as “The Guardian” (2011) 

reports, it was performed by a “lone gunman”. There were two attacks performed by this same 

man, one which involved a bomb, which he planted by a government building in Oslo, while 

the second took place on an island nearby Oslo, where the same man shot at least 85 people. 

The attacker turned out to be a 32-year-old man, Anders Breivik. The national security police 

of Norway stated that he had some anti-Muslim views, and other sources reported that Breivik 

had become a right-wing extremist in his late 20s. He was a strong opponent of the idea that 

people with different backgrounds could live together (Beaumont, 2011). Later on, Breivik 

was seen performing the Nazi salute in court, and this attack was perceived as the most 

violent in Europe since 2004. 

In 2015, “The Guardian” published another article about an attack. This time the attack was at 

a hotel in Sousse, a tourist capital in Tunisia. A gunman approached the resort from the beach 

and killed 37 people and wounded 36 people - most of them were tourists (Shaheen, 2015). 

The man was identified as Seifeddine Rezgui, a 23-year old, Tunisian, educated man. Apart 

from his and his family poverty, and his brother’s death prior to the attack, the story of Rezgui 

does not show anything unusual, and security forces in Tunisia said that he had not been on 

their watch list before the attack (Graham-Harisson, 2015).  

In the two articles from the same newspaper, one of these two instigators (Breivik) was called 

a loner, while the other one (Rezgui) was referred to as a terrorist.  

4.3 Discussion of The Guardian articles 

In section 2.2 the official definition of terrorism was provided. What we know about Breivik 

is that he was and still is an anti-Muslim activist. Even though Breivik has been exhibiting the 

behaviour of a terrorist and committed a clearly terroristic act (see 2.2), he has been spared 

the label, and instead was called “mentally ill” and a “loner”, and at worst a “murderer”. The 

question, however, is not whether he deserves the label but whether the ethnicity of the two 

attackers described in section 4.2 above could have had an impact on their different labeling 

by the media. Does this depend on ethnicity or does it depend on who is being targeted? 
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While Breivik was targeting Muslims and politicians defending Muslims, Rezgui was 

targeting tourists from Europe.  

As mentioned, Mohammad (2005) talked about the similarities of extremists, Christian, 

Islamic, and Jewish, and how no matter what religion the person is hiding behind, they all 

think in the same way. Nevertheless, some sources even mentioned that Breivik was against 

the thought of living with people who have a different mind-set than his. Ismail (2015) argues 

that the reason why Breivik has not been called a terrorist is that a white terrorist receives 

privileged deliberation in the media, and to be called a terrorist, one needs to come from the 

“outside”, and be seen as a danger to society. Furthermore, Ismail argues that the one who is 

seen as an outsider and a danger is nowadays, almost always a Muslim. Given this line of 

reasoning, Breivik who is a white non-Muslim, cannot be called a terrorist.  Terrorists are 

supposed to come from a land far away and be people who only want to subvert the country 

with so called barbaric actions (Ismail, 2015). If the media was to call Breivik an extremist or 

terrorist, the exemplary picture of an ideal terrorist would be disturbed, and what media and 

politicians have been working to build up could be broken down (Ismail, 2015).   So, even 

though quite a lot of evidence indicates that Breivik, who killed 92 young individuals, should 

be called a terrorist, just like Rezgui, who killed 37, he is not going to be, because he is white, 

and because he is not a Muslim. However, the words of Ismail can be applied on Rezgui’s 

case as well. Even though he never had the chance to say which religious views he had, and 

therefore can never be called a Muslim with certainty, he is still an outsider from a country 

‘far away’, which is in line with Ismail’s arguments. 

Furthermore, Breivik detonated a bomb by the government building in Oslo, which proves he 

wanted to compel the government in one way or another. Rezgui also tried to take a stand, 

which he indeed did - knowing that one of Tunisia’s largest incomes is tourism, he attacked 

tourists staying at a hotel. This means that he wanted to destabilize the economic and the 

social structure of the country. Also, it could be argued that Rezgui attacked tourists, who at 

this time consisted of mostly white people, and Breivik wanted to threaten Muslims. 

However, if we consider only Ljungqvist’s statement, none of these acts should be seen as 

terror. The reason for this is that Breivik’s attack killed both Muslims, but also people of other 

religions, so while he might have wanted to threaten only Muslims, he scared many more. 

Rezgui attacked mostly white people, and while that might have been his goal to kill and scare 

the west, there were others who were killed as well, who were not white. According to 

Ljunqvist, everyone that was attacked needs to be of the same people, or ethnic group for the 

act to be called a true terror attack. However, the definition of terrorism given by the United 

Nations, proves that both these attacks should indeed be called terror attacks, and the people 

involved should be called terrorists. The difference in definitions shows how one word, in 

this case terrorist, can be understood in many different ways dependent on which one the 

journalist choses to use.  

4.4 Articles in SVT Nyheter 

In February 2017, SVT (Sveriges Television Nyheter) published an article about how three 

men were arrested for bombings in Gothenburg (Håkansson, 2017a). All of them had been 

involved in bombings in the South of Sweden. The first was a 50-year-old man, who on 

January the 5th detonated a bombed outside an asylum accommodation and one person was 

severely hurt in the explosion.  A 20-year old man was also captured, suspected of bombings 

on two occasions. One bomb exploded by the so-called "syndikalernas" facilities, which are 
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facilities where newly arrived people can go and get help with jobs etc. The second spot is a 

camping spot. No one got hurt in either one of the explosions. Lastly, yet another 20-year old 

man has been captured because of attempts to general devastation (Samara et. al, 2017). All 

three men have Nazi connections and have previously been members of the Neo-nazi group 

Nordiska motståndsrörelsen (Nordic resistance movement), which is a known right-extremist 

group.   

On 22 March 2016, three explosions shook the airport Zaventem, in Brussel. SVT Nyheter 

(2016) writes about three young men who were involved in the three bombings (Juhlin, 2016). 

Ibrahim El-bakraoui was the first suicide bomber at the airport one that blew himself up at the 

airport in Brussel. Najim Laachraoui, also called Soufiane Kayal, appears to be the person 

behind the explosions in the attack in Paris 2015, but was also the second suicide bomber in 

the airport in Brussel, 2016.  The third explosion was activated by Khalid El-bakraoui, brother 

to Ibrahim El-bakraoui. This explosion was on a subway station close to the buildings of EU 

Commission and Council of ministers, also in Brussels. The official rating of deaths was 35, 

including the three suicides, and 340 people were injured. The article also mentions a third 

bomb, which detonated by itself an hour after the other explosions. The three terrorists were 

Belgian citizens, however all three were also of North African origin (Fallenius & Eriksson, 

2016).   

4.5 Discussion of SVT Nyheter 

Håkansson (2017b) wrote an article about the readers’ criticism of the fact that the bombings 

in Gothenburg, presented in 4.4, were not called terror crimes.  As the journalist explains, the 

readers of the first article brought up above reacted to the fact that the three attackers had not 

been referred to as terrorists, even though the act could be seen as a way of terrorizing 

immigrants.  Recall that Ljungqvist argues that one of the criteria for a crime to be seen as a 

terror crime is that the act is intended to create fear of a population or an ethnic group. 

However, he also argues that the immigrants cannot be seen as an ethnic group. He also 

claims that if the refugee accommodations were only Muslims, then the perpetrators might 

have been called terrorists. While this might be a reasonable argument if one only considers 

this particular case, there are many other cases where the targets are not of the same religion 

and the attackers are called terrorists.  

As can be seen in the second article, the targets were of multiple ethnicities, because the 

attack took place at an airport. It was not a specific ethnic group, and we do not know for sure 

what the attackers intended because they died in the attack. Furthermore, we do know that the 

three men in the first article have connections to a neo-nazi movement, and Nazism is known 

to have an agenda towards immigrants and people who are not of the same “kind” as them.  

However, in the article of Håkansson (2017b), Ljungqvist discusses that the three men cannot 

be called terrorists because the refugee homes do not only consist of Muslims or Christians. 

The three men wanted to make these immigrants feel unwelcome, and they succeeded. The 

men wanted to intimidate a specific population and they wanted to compel the government to 

abstain from bringing in more refugees. 

Both acts reported in the articles lack the criteria to be qualified as terrorist or terror attack; 

however, both attackers should be called terrorists just because they have created the terror 

and committed acts that are unapologetic, no matter of their origins or skin-colors. If we 

compare the acts in lines with the definition of terrorism provided by the United Nations, both 
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of them would be seen as terror attacks, because both of them created intimidation to 

populations and wanted to convey a message, or a threat, to the state. 

4.6 Articles in The Guardian, before 9/11 

While searching for articles about terror or terrorism in The Guardian, it turned out that only 

two articles from 1990-1999 include the words terror and terrorism. However, while 

searching for the key word attack, about seven articles written in the 90s, which have been 

rewritten online, come up. The two articles which were written about terrorism will now be 

presented and discussed. 

On March 21, 1995, an underground train in Tokyo, with passengers, was affected by poison 

gas (Pollack, 1995). Police said that some containers, which resembled lunchboxes and beer 

cans was what released the gas. More than 900 people were injured, and six died. Police did 

not know who was behind this attack of terror against Tokyo, and why such an act was 

instigated. 

On February 26, 1993, an explosion ripped through World Trade Centre in New York, and 

left five people dead and 500 people injured (Tran, 1993). Police later revealed that the bomb 

was placed in the car park where the secret services and the president parks when visiting 

New York. The act was immediately categorized as terrorism, and accidental causes were 

ruled out.  

4.7 Discussion of The Guardian, before 9/11 

Tran (1993) and Pollack (1995) wrote two articles which were published by “The Guardian”. 

What could be established was that, first of all, the articles about terrorism were not many. 

The articles were very few, and the term terrorism was in these articles used very carefully. 

Neither of the articles identified the attacker, and the attack was only called a terror attack 

because it created terror. This shows that for these articles, the term itself does not have 

anything to do with ethnicity or religion of the attackers, unlike the articles presented before. 

The term itself does not have anything to do with ethnicity or religion of the attackers. The 

terrorists in these articles are not described in any way, not about how they look or even their 

names are presented. However, both were attacks against the state, carried out to frighten the 

people in some way, which is in line with the definition provided by the United Nations, i.e. 

that the terrorists seriously want to intimidate a population. The word “terrorist” was not used 

in any specific context in these articles, but just included in the article to tell the readers that 

this was seen as a terror attack, as an attack meant to frighten.  

4.8 Further discussion 

While the articles from before and after 9/11 have shown that there is, if not a great difference 

in the way the term terrorism is and was being used, there still is a small change. However, 

for a broader and correct answer to how it is being used all over the world, the analysis should 

have included newspapers from the Eastern part of the world, for a less biased perspective. 

Also, because of the lack of articles discussing terrorism in The Guardian from before 9/11, 

there is not a clear view on who, if there was anyone, was being targeted a terrorist during that 

time, or if the word and definition only was someone who created terror. It is clear that the 

use of the word terrorism is more frequent nowadays (see Figure 1 in section 3.1.1), and this 

increase mirrors the changes in the contemporary world. The attacks nowadays are more 

frequent, and often committed by people who call themselves Muslims, or so called Islamic 
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organisations who frequently takes responsibility for attacks (e.g. Isis or Isil), which makes it 

easier to use the label on one specific people.   

Chapter 5 

5.1 Conclusion 
 

The goal of the present paper was to find out if the word terrorist is used differently in media 

depending on the ethnicity of the person committing the act and if the use has changed 

throughout time. Also, the study intended to check in what cases it is being used today.  The 

main argument was that terror attacks in public discourse nowadays get connected with 

Muslims and people from the Middle East in general.  

As can be seen in the discussion, the use of the term terrorist is indeed different depending on 

the ethnicity of the criminal. What has been demonstrated is that a white non-Muslim gets the 

benefit of not being called a terrorist, despite the fact that his acts are more or less the same as 

those labelled as terrorism. The words terrorist or terrorism are being used as a way to create 

the polarity between us and them, a way to create a fear of the ones that are far away, but also 

create easiness of being at home. Finally, the increase of the use of the word terrorism in 

literature at the start of the 21st century was clear from the Ngram viewer. The literature 

published was far more than before, and also articles in newspapers acquired new ways of 

writing about terrorism. Beforehand, only a few attacks were called terror attacks, and the 

newspapers were careful with using the term in actions which could be seen as “normal” 

attacks. In the 90s the term terrorism was only used a couple of times in articles written, 

however after 9/11 several more have been called terrorists, and the acts, and also the use of 

the word increased drastically.  

Even though the attackers committed the same acts of crime, there still was a difference 

between the terms used in the articles by the journalists. Those with an origin different from 

the European or American were likely to be labelled as terrorists. 

There is not just one explanation to what terrorism is, which might be confusing and give 

more power to the media to decide by themselves which definition they want to use while 

describing a person. The analysis showed that all five of the six crimes could be labelled in 

the same way, because all five attacks were to create terror and killed for political, religious or 

ideological reasons, the sixth one, in Tokyo, we do not have any information about. However, 

the use of the word cannot be limited to only one definition, because there are many different 

types of terror attacks. To conclude terrorism is indeed an anxiety-inspiring method of violent 

action, employed individually or by groups for criminal or political reasons. 

 

5.2 Further research 

While the questions for this research paper were answered, more questions arrived.  

 Does a criminal get called terrorist depending on his/her ethnicity or on the ethnicity 

of the victims? 
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 Is it the media who decides who will be called terrorist and who will not, or is it the 

people?  
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