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The very point of the term ‘terrorism’ is to provoke, to excite, to impose fear and to
invoke condemnation.
It has always been a strong, emotionally-loaded term. It was used in a positive sense
by the leader of the Welfare committee in 18th century France, Maximilien de
Robespierre, as a defensive expression of absolute justice when conducted by the
French Revolutionary Government against her inner enemies.1 The general ruling
today is, on the other hand, negative: it is a criminal act, and as such it belongs to the
penal codes. It is violence contrary to the laws of war. Since terrorism is a criminal act
those committing it, the terrorists, cannot expect any mercy or rights according to the
laws of war. They are not soldiers. They are criminals; criminals that can be killed or
imprisoned. Indeed, as could be seen in the treatment of Al-Qaeda prisoners at
Guantanamo, they might not qualify as criminals either, since criminals do have rights
to legal defence and have, as do prisoners of war, rights protecting them against ill
treatment from their captors. In this example, no rights whatsoever appear to have
been granted to these prisoners at first – even access to the camp for the International
Committee of the Red Cross was not guaranteed.2
Perhaps it is fair to interpret the contemporary view on terrorists as the following: Not
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soldiers, consequently no rights according to laws of war; criminals threatening the
security of the state, consequently no rights according to penal law; a military matter.
This article debates Palestinian violence against Israel/Israelis as ‘terrorism’, and,
secondly, the idea that Palestinians are responsible for this ‘terror’ indicates that
problems in the present conflict are limited to this Palestinian terrorism. That is to say,
you end Palestinian terrorism (all acts of violence against civilians and soldiers) and
the prospects for peace are very good.
Most definitions of terrorism contain at least the following: it is violent or contains the
threat of violence; it aims to scare – and to scare more people than are directly
affected; it has political objectives.3 Unfortunately, not only irregulars,4 but non-state
actors and illegitimate groups are possible perpetrators of terrorism. Indeed, since the
Palestinian elections of 2006 and after the coup of 2007, Hamas is, in fact, a
democratically-elected government controlling police, militia, propaganda – as well as
schools and welfare support systems for the population in Gaza.5 However, by their
actions, many governments would find themselves included in most definitions of
terrorism.
In a study6 of Arab and Israeli press and their understanding of ‘terrorism’, each of
around 40 internationally well-known acts of violence we resorted under three related
headings: 1) the word or combination of words for each perpetrator, 2) the victim and
3) the act. The terminology found in a number of leading Arab and Israeli newspapers
was then compared to (i) the general context, further to the given meaning in classical
and modern dictionaries, (ii)the semantic background in the Torah and the Koran, (iii)
other terminology used in the same article and finally to (iv) the description in the text
of the ‘enemy’.
One of the results from the study was a slight but noticeable shift over time regarding
what would be considered terrorism and what would not. Moreover, it found that this
shift seemed to be directly connected to the expressed opinion on the character of the
‘enemy’. As an example, some of the violent acts perpetrated during periods of high
expectations for peace tended to receive stronger condemnation, while almost
identical acts of violence during times of more intense conflict tended to be apologised
for or even glorified.
What seems to be the case is that definitions of terrorism in the eyes of leading media
are not static. This can be thought to probably have a strong correlated influence over
public opinion on terrorism.
So you may ask, is that not obvious enough? My answer is yes and no. The religious
undertones in this conflict make an analysis even more complicated, of course, as the
view of ‘the other’ is infused with a loaded terminology, such as infidel. I believe it is
worth mentioning time and again, that nothing lasts and everything changes. And
opinions easily change.
A recurring theme in remarks from Israeli supporters may be thought of as this: “How
can you claim you want peace and at the same time glorify terrorists?”
Indeed. How can you? Is that not really unacceptable? For example, a woman kills 37
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civilians and a square is named after her?7 But for the sake of balance, Palestinian
elements could counter – who has taken members and leaders of the Stern and Irgun
paramilitary groups and named their own streets and schools after them?
Still, the discourse emanating from certain constituents, no matter the side, can be
more or less nuanced, more or less filled with religious references, threats or hopes,
but the basic concept of black versus white can always be found there. The
glorification or even sanctification of violence (violence against the other) on both
sides does indeed add fuel to the flames.
Hamas, as the other major leg of Palestinian political discourse, is strongly polluted
with anti-Semitic ideology,8 and that in itself is a serious obstacle that will need much
time to overcome. Still, on this side of the trend, parallel and simultaneous, there is a
more moderate view to be found in Hamas that will accept some form of relationship
with Israel.9
Hamas is fractured, both by people outside and by those affiliated with the
organisation.10Among the leaders there seems to be a growing willingness amongst
some for a lengthy ceasefire.11 Inspired by the Prophet Mohammad himself, the Hudna
(ceasefire) has been advocated by leading individuals of Hamas since the foundation
of the movement. Frequently, suggestions of this kind have been connected to
demands placed on Israel, such as “a complete retreat from the West Bank will give…”12
Naturally, the desire for a ceasefire on the part of Hamas cannot be equated with an
intention for peace or recognition of any rights whatsoever for the enemy.
Still, one argument states the more the Palestinian economies of the West Bank and
Gaza develop, the less desperate Palestinians are, and the less interested the
population will likely be to violently confront Israel. But, Hamas welcomes Israeli
retaliations and the destructive harm that comes with it upon the Palestinian
population and infrastructure to the extent that it believes it gives them greater
empathy.
Thus, even if hudna is supported by militant organisations like Hamas only in order to
be stronger for the next round of fighting, hudna is not necessarily defined in time. It
could be a hundred years. Who knows what Palestinians and Israelis will think in a
hundred years from now?
In the end, terrorism is in the eye of the beholder.13And the beholder needs to change
perspective now and then. But even better: if the beholder refrains from violence, then
maybe the adversary just might do the same. Who knows what might happen from
there?
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