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In the wake of the al Qaeda attack on the Pentagon and the World Trade Centre, the U.S. 
government declared war on Afghanistan.  U.S. Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld cautioned 
America that “In this battle against terrorism, there is no silver bullet.  …  Terrorism is a cancer 
on the human condition.”   
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Forward 
This paper was prepared because of the increasing interest in the growing phenomenon of 
terrorism.  While terrorism is not as pervasive here, in Canada, as it is in other parts of the 
world, there is an increasing possibility that this nation’s good fortune may not continue. 

However, it would be tantamount to negligence to ignore past events that qualify as terrorism, 
or approach the definition of terrorism, such as: 

The assassination of the Turkish military attaché, and the attempted 
assassination of the Turkish ambassador, three decades ago; 

The deliberate explosions of Litton Industries in Toronto and a generating 
station on Vancouver by the Squamish Five; 

The Air India bombing that still draws police attention; 

The 3 June 2006 arrest of 17 people in metropolitan Toronto for planning and 
possessing bomb-making material. 

Many believe that Canada will one day face the same fate as the morning commuters of Madrid 
on 11 March 2003, or the 7 July 2004 London transportation bombing.  We can only pray that 
our good fortune, coupled with excellent police work and national- and international-level 
intelligence, continue, and Canadians are spared the suffering and anguish that accompany 
these attacks. 

The reality is that terrorists win when they don’t lose, and police and security forces of western 
democracies lose when they don’t win. 

The news media, by the tenets of their profession and the fundamental nature of the work, are 
drawn to these events as moths to a flame.  Theirs is the responsibility to cover, witness, analyze 
and report.  However, negligent, careless, or irresponsible reporting can prolong an event, or 
result in injury, death and damage.  Security forces, for their part, must also be able to work 
with journalists, for to marginalize them or exclude them from the event would be to force the 
terrorists to escalate the level of violence to the point where it cannot be ignored or shielded 
from the public and their agents of information.   

This paper is an effort to contribute to the public debate on the roles and obligations of the news 
media in these circumstances, and the responsibilities of those charged with the protection of 
the public and the society.  Too often, these two groups arrive at an impasse very quickly. 

This paper concludes with some recommended guidelines and ground rules for journalists who 
have the misfortune to cover these events.  Security forces are uncomfortable with news media 
and news media, in turn, are uncomfortable with conditions.  Under normal circumstances, 
media expect to be left to cover events without the unwelcome imposition of obstructionist 
regulation. 

These are not normal circumstances. 
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The term “terrorist” has been subverted to include anything about which people would want 
others to feel implacable hatred.  Terrorism is a strong word that is skewed to serve a multitude 
of circumstances, including names which divorcing couples call each other, and the description 
of rancorous relations between communities.  Cavalier misuse of the term by “generally 
accepted mass media”1 has further clouded its actual meaning. 

The modern world has been rocked by the practice of international terrorism, exacerbated by 
instantaneous and almost universal media coverage.  Until relatively recently, terrorism was 
believed to happen elsewhere -- in Israel, Algeria, and Europe.  However, until the attack on the 
Pentagon and New York’s World Trade Centre, the general belief was that it never happened 
on the North American continent.  The reality is quite different. 

Modern terrorism involves the use of violence to influence the actions and attitudes of their 
intended audiences through the use, or the threat of use, of violence against innocent people in 
a way that captures the attention of the news media and, through them, to the world’s public.  
One scholar adopted the characterization of these current violent acts as similar to those 
committed by the Anarchists of the late nineteenth century, whose philosophy saw terrorism as 
“Propaganda by the Deed.”2  As time moved on, those who use terrorism as a political tool 
became increasingly aware of the capability of generally-accepted mass media and non-
traditional media to increase the public impact and to raise the level of worldwide public 
knowledge of their existence, ambitions and methods.  They progressed from accepting media 
coverage to planning and incorporating news media coverage as a “force multiplier.” 

This paper traces the historic development of terrorism in conjunction with the role the news 
media played in those stages of development.  As there are far more terrorist groups and 
movements than can be reflected in this paper, several major groups represent the issues and 
the challenges involved in the study of the relationship between terrorism and the news media. 

Terrorism defined  

The term terrorism has itself become a weapon, used by everyone who wants to garner 
sympathy and justify deliberate and overt action against an adversary, until the word itself has 
become almost meaningless.  The fearsome connotation of what constitutes a terrorist has been 
called up like a demon from the depths of hell by national leaders against their opponents; by 
police against violent criminal elements; by the business community against the taxman; and 
even by divorcing couples in a battle for property, money, and children.  There can be no real 
study of any social phenomena without an accurate and inclusive definition.  There are many 
current definitions, but few differentiate it from the other forms of political violence.3 

Clear definition and limitation of the subject is essential for the accurate study of terrorism.  
This study adopts the definition of the U.S. Government, but adds that it is used by groups and 
individuals who are external to the government of the state against which it is utilized.  It may 
be supported by a government, but not the government of those citizens against whom the 
action is directed.  Each definition of terrorism is oriented around two concepts, the use of force 
and a political aim behind the terrorist act.  Fear and surprise are both key tactical concepts 
used.4  While there are numerous other definitions contained throughout contemporary 
literature on the issue, the simplest, and perhaps the most accurate definition of terrorism, to 
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quote the U.S. Government, is: 

…premeditated, politically-motivated violence perpetrated against non-combatant targets or 
clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience.  The term “international 
terrorism” means “terrorism involving the territory or the citizens of more than one country.”  
The term “terrorist group” means “any group that practices, or has significant subgroups that 
practice, international terrorism. “5 

Terror and Terrorism 

A distinction should be drawn between “terror” and “terrorism.”  Terror, fear, and violence are 
not products of the modern age.  History is full of examples of violent elements and forces that 
plagued all continents and states.  Some were terrorism and all were terrifying. 

Among the earliest instances of recorded use of terror was the Sicarii, the Jewish freedom 
fighters who fought against the Roman imperial forces from about the time of Christ’s death to 
the destruction of Jerusalem in the year 70 CE/AD*.  The Sicarii committed atrocities at the 
beginning of the Jewish revolt in the year 66 CE/AD, to force the population to war against 
Rome.  These first practitioners of terror held the Romans at bay until the year 73, when the 
occupying overlords took the Jewish fortress at Masada and found that all its defenders 
committed suicide rather than surrender.6  

Other examples include: 

° Attila the Hun, who plagued Eastern Europe and the Byzantine Empire from 433 to 
453 CE/AD in what were terrifying raids and attacks. 

° The West has historically accepted the Crusades as a justified effort to regain 
Christian dominance in the Holy Lands, but Muslim inhabitants of the region saw 
the campaigns quite differently. 

° Genghis Khan (1162-1227) acted on his belief that he was the rightful ruler of the 
entire world.  He took his armies on campaigns in China, Afghanistan, Persia, 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, Eastern Europe, and to the very approaches of Vienna. 

These are examples of terror, rather than terrorism. 

The Irish “Troubles,” on the other hand, has its roots in the 12th century.  When elected to the 
papacy in 1154, Pope Adrian IV, the only pope of English birth, granted subjugation of Ireland 
to Henry II (1154-1189) of England.  Since the popes claimed the “islands by the sea” by virtue 
of the Donation of Constantine, Adrian denied Henry absolute possession, but granted 
overlordship and urged him to occupy the island as a papal fief.  In 1171, Henry’s army sailed 
across the Irish Sea to stop dissident barons from establishing their own rule in Ireland.  

                                                      

 

* The terms “Before Common Era,” (BCE) and “Common Era” (CE) are replacing the traditional terms BC 
and AD to indicate historical periods.  This paper will use both to prevent confusion. 
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Elizabeth I (1533-1603) crushed three intense revolts to retain English dominion over the island.   

In 1605-1610, James I brought Scottish settlers to Ireland to ensure Protestant ascendancy.  He 
imposed an alien religion on the original inhabitants and took their land.  In the resistance 
movement that resulted, the Catholic religion became the focus of their rebellion and remained 
so ever since.7 

In France, “official” terror was introduced by the revolutionary government on 5 September 
1793 and lasted until the following summer.  Terreur, sanctioned by a national convention 
elected to give France a constitution, was organized by committees appointed to ensure national 
security while fears of intervention by foreign troops and domestic rebellion clouded the post-
revolutionary skies.  This was the first example of state-run terror.  Of the twenty-five million 
citizens of France, 500,000 were jailed as political suspects; over 15,000 were condemned to 
death; 12,000 more were executed without trial and thousands more were simply left to expire 
in the prisons of the new republic. 

The Jacobin “Reign of Terror” introduced unprecedented levels of governmental violence 
against a wide array of French nationals that included atheists, orthodox clergy, nobility, 
beggars, the queen, and ultimately, Jacobin leader Robespierre himself.  Jacobin intimidation 
through terror gained ground throughout its short life.  Instinctive and spontaneous at first, it 
quickly became bureaucratic and doctrinaire.  While they did not have a workable concept of 
how terror could be used within the revolutionary regime, their terreur ultimately lent its name 
to what we have come to know as terror.8 

Brutality continued through the period we now call the Enlightenment.  Atrocious and sadistic 
treatment of people continued under the dominion of Western Europeans, Americans and Arab 
slave owners.  The European grandees in South America intimidated reluctant Inca, Aztec, and 
Mayan Indians into submission.  In many cases, it was reciprocal atrocity committed against the 
colonial power that ended colonialism.  Some call these actions, which lasted until well after the 
Second World War and the end of colonialism, “terrorism.”  It forced Belgium to leave the 
Congo, the Netherlands to leave Indonesia, Spain from the Sahara, the French from Vietnam, 
the British from Israel and it forced the Soviet military from Afghanistan after nine years and 
30,000 killed.  The hallmarks of these self-styled freedom fighters were the imposition of an 
atmosphere of fear, coercion, and intimidation, the denial of all rules and conventions of 
warfare, the use of car bombs, mail bombs, barrel bombs, hostage-taking, assassinations and 
even booby-trapping the wounded and dead.  Their moral justification was entrenched in their 
political philosophy and opposition to their political enemies.9   

In Palestine, the Jewish extremist groups, the Irgun and the Stern Gang, attacked British 
military and administrative targets primarily, seeking to make it so difficult for the British to 
rule that they would simply give up and leave.  Terror certainly contributed to the achievement 
of this goal, but other factors were much more important, and many historians believe that the 
British would not have remained in Palestine very long in any case.10  The British were 
relinquishing their imperial holdings throughout the Middle East, the India-Pakistan 
subcontinent, and Africa. 

The African National Congress employed terror against the apartheid regime in South Africa, 
with similar results.  While many factors coalesced to end apartheid and minority control of 
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South Africa, terror alone did not bring Nelson Mandala to power, and in fact, may have 
delayed it.11 

There are criminal organizations, such as the Mafia and Colombian drug cartels who employ 
terror as a technique, but their objective is criminal and more financial than military, religious 
or nationalistic – their use of violence is narrowly designed to terrorize competitors, non-
compliant subordinates, and police.12 

Do these instances reflect the aims and ambitions of terrorism?  They share the same methods 
but not the same objectives.  Terror has been and continues to be used by some repressive  
governments to subdue and contain the political opposition within their nations, such as the 
tortures inflicted by the Jacobins on the French, by the former Shah Pahlavi on his Iranian 
subjects, by Saddam Hussein on the Iraqis, and by Pol Pot on Cambodians.  Terror has also been 
a tool of enforcement used by the drug cartels of Columbia, and by organized (and 
“unorganized”) crime on interlopers and incompliant members of their “families” and gangs, 
such as the U.S. Cosa Nostra’s “Night of the Sicilian Vespers” and the “St. Valentine’s Day 
Massacre.”  Police and organizations like the Ku Klux Klan terrorized American black 
populations in some states.  In fact, the first person incarcerated for the homicide of a Black 
American was James Earle Ray, the convicted killer of the profoundly respected civil rights 
leader, Dr. Martin Luther King, jr.  

Similarly, there have been efforts to end colonialism which have been branded as “terrorist 
movements.”  Tactics of freedom fighters may have been the same as terrorists’, but their 
objectives were liberation from external authority rather than entrenchment of an atmosphere of 
fear and intimidation.  While some may feel these instances also represent forms of “terrorism,” 
it is incontestable that they are “terrifying” but do not constitute “terrorism” per se.  Terrorism 
and the use of force to attain liberation from colonial masters are not the same, even though 
they may share some of the same tactics. 

To focus more accurately on the phenomenon of terrorism, it is necessary to exclude another 
element, use of terror by governments against their own people.  Torture and immolation of 
people determined to be unacceptable by the Spanish Inquisitor; the dispatching of French 
citizens to Madame Guillotine; Stalin’s mass torture and killing of Russians (and Soviets); the 
Iranian Shah’s sadistic cruelty to Iranian citizens (including children); Sadam Hussein’s 
incarceration and torture of Iraqi citizens are all terrifying activities.  However, they should not 
be seen as sharing the same ambitions of those who would use terror tactics to destroy public 
confidence in a government’s ability to provide for public safety and to inflict murder and 
mayhem on the population. 

The use of terror is different from the use of terrorism.  In these instances, there were adversarial 
parties already in place, either in the form of colonial powers, a government that victimized its 
own people, criminal elements within a society, or an indigenous force endeavouring to evict 
unwanted military forces. 

Philip Heymann’s (Terrorism and America , 2000) view that “terrorism is generally a calculated 
move in a political game” is more true of Palestinian, Irish, Jewish, and South African terrorism 
than in the cases of al Qaeda and Aum Shinrikyo.  Terrorism may be an entirely rational choice, as 
Haymann says, for those who employ it, but it does not necessarily follow that a government’s 
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rational response in each case should be the same.  Even if the objectives of affected 
governments are identical – to persuade those who would employ terrorism, that they and their 
cause will be worse off than if they had opted for more peaceful means, it would still be 
necessary to tailor unique responses to incidents of terrorism that have specific political goals as 
opposed to terrorism that has generalized apocalyptic religious goals.13  Philip Heymann 
observed: 

As a crime, terrorism is different.  Most crimes are the product of greed, anger, jealousy, or the 
desire for domination, respect, or position in a group, and not of any desire to “improve” the 
state of the world or of a particular nation.  Most crimes do not involve – as part of the plan for 
accomplishing their objectives—trying to change the occupants of government positions, their 
actions, or the basic structures and ideology of a nation.  Some would argue that violence carried 
out for political purposes is more altruistic; others would vigourously deny that.  But all would 
agree that political violence is different from ordinary crime, in that it is planned to force changes 
in government actions, people, structure, or even ideology as a means to whatever ends the 
perpetrators are seeking with whatever motivations drive them towards those ends.  It is that 
sense that the U.S. State Department definition says that violence is usually “perpetrated for 
political reasons.”14 

Terrorism is a graduated political activity, with each level identified as a “generation.”  This 
concept of generational separations of terrorism reflected in this paper can overlap and can even 
proceed concurrently, so the establishment of the second generation does not necessarily mean 
that the first generation ended or was obviated.  Second generation terrorism goes beyond the 
borders of any one nation and in fact is the beginning of institutionalized international 
terrorism.  Third generation employs the use of the mass media to promote an awareness of the 
nature, aims, objectives, and operations of the terrorist groups.  Fourth generation uses 
unconventional weapons and weapons of mass destruction, such as gaseous toxins and airliners 
as missiles to attract the public attention to its aims, objectives and philosophies.  Fifth 
generation would employ weapons of hyper lethality, such as high-yield and “dirty” nuclear 
weapons.  To this point in time, there have been four generations of terrorism. 

Historical Precedents – Generation I Terrorism 

Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent, tells of the Professor, an Anarchist who walks about the 
streets of London with a detonator switch concealed inside an india (sic) rubber ball connected 
to an explosive charge inside his coat.  “I walk always with my right hand closed round the 
india rubber ball which I have in my trouser pocket.”15  He intended to blow himself up if the 
police should ever try to arrest him.  The Professor’s goal in life was to develop “the perfect 
detonator.”  Conrad’s description of the Anarchist’s imperative is best described by the 
“Professor” as the quintessential anarchist’s view of the world’s morality:  

It was artificial, corrupt and blasphemous.  The way of even the most justifiable revolutions is 
prepared by personal impulses disguised into creeds.  The professor’s indignation found in itself 
a final cause that absolved him from the sin of turning to destruction as the agent of his ambition.  
To destroy public faith in legality was the imperfect formula of his pedantic fanaticism; but the 
subconscious conviction that the framework of an established social order he effectually 
shattered except by some form of collective or individual violence was precise and correct.  He 
was a moral agent – that was settled in his mind.  By exercising his agency with ruthless defiance 
but he procured for himself the appearances of power and personal prestige.  But that was 
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undeniable to his vengeful bitterness.  It pacified its unrest; and in their own way the most ardent 
of revolutionaries are perhaps doing no more but seeking for peace in common with the rest of 
mankind—The peace of soothed vanity, of satisfied appetites, or perhaps of appeased 
conscience.16 

Written against the backdrop of the Anarchist terror incidents of London and Paris in the 1890s, 
the Professor is the first portrayal of a suicide bomber in modern literature.  Michael Ignatieff’s 
(The Lesser Evil) interpretation of the character’s mission is that “The Professor’s Holy Grail – 
the perfect detonator – is only a symbol of the true promise of terrorism: a moment of violence 
that will transform a penniless nonentity into an avenging angel.”17 

If a starting point for the age of early modern , or First Generation terrorism, had to be selected, it 
would be 1886, when German immigrant, August Spies (pronounced “Spees”), wrote in the 
Anarchist newspaper, the Arbeiter Zeitung, “A pound of dynamite is worth a bushel of bullets.”  
Soon after the article was published, on 4 May 1886, 180 police arrived at Chicago’s Haymarket 
Square to break up a labour meeting when someone threw a bomb killing seven policemen and 
wounding sixty-seven.  The police immediately attacked the crowd, killing an undisclosed 
number and injuring more than 200.18  

Spies adopted the teachings of Johann Most, a German who converted to Anarchism when he 
arrived in London in 1878.  The following year he began publishing Die Freiheit.  When Most 
published an article in 1881 praising the assassination of Tsar Alexander II of Russia, he was 
imprisoned for 18 months. 

Released in 1882 and settled in Chicago, Most continued to publish Die Freiheit, making him the 
best-known Anarchist in America.  He argued that a collective group of citizens should rule the 
state, but before this could happen, people would have to use violence to overthrow the 
government.  Most's notoriety grew with the publication of his book, The Science of Revolutionary 
Warfare (1885).  He actively endorsed the concept of “Propaganda of the Deed,” the belief that 
one decisive violent act can awaken individuals to take action.  The idea arose after the 
invention of dynamite, which enabled a lone individual to cause severe damage.  The concept 
fueled terror internationally during the end of the 19th century, with the assassinations of 
monarchs and heads of state.19 

France also had its dynamitards, who blew up the Restaurant Véry in Paris in 1892.  A second 
intended for a mining company’s office, killed six policiers, and provoked a series of wild 
rumours: that the city’s water supply was laced with acid, churches were mined, and Anarchists 
abounded.20 

Other countries suffered similar circumstances.  In Italy, a bomb was thrown into a monarchist 
parade in Florence in 1878, and another into a crowd in Pisa two days later.  In 1893, two bombs 
were thrown into the Teatro Liceo in Barcelona, Spain, killing twenty-two.  A year later a French 
Anarchist accidentally blew himself up in Greenwich Park in London, on his way to the 
observatory.  Two years later, six people participating in a religious procession in Barcelona 
were killed by an Anarchist bomb.  Attempts were made against such people as King Alfonso 
XII of Spain (1878); Kaiser Wilhelm I of Germany (May and June 1878);  Andrew Carnegie’s 
business partner, Henry Clay Frick (Pittsburg, 1892); a Serbian minister (Paris, 1893); and King 
Alfonso XIII and his English bride on their wedding day (1906).   
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In deadly sequence, Anarchists claimed the lives of a number of very public officials.  These 
include French president Sadi Carnot (1894), Spanish prime minister Antonio Cánovas del 
Castillo, Austrian Empress Elizabeth of Austria, Italian King Umberto, U.S. President William 
McKinley, and José Canalejas Méndez, another Spanish prime minister.21 

These events marked the beginning of the First Generation of modern terrorism.  While 
Anarchism was an international movement, it was normally perpetrated by violent elements 
within a state against its own people or against its own government and authority structure.  It 
seldom went outside its own borders, except to strike at its high profile government or military 
representatives when they were traveling or deployed outside their own nations. 

The IRA spanned the first and second generations of terrorism.  They committed 120 incidents 
in Britain from 1980 to 1993, but from 1970 to 1990, another fifty-three were carried out “in 
places as diverse as Washington, D.C. and Kinshasa, Zaire.”  A report about the IRA chain of 
command written in the early 1990s indicated the existence of a Director of Overseas Operations 
along with the traditional Director of Northern Operations and the Quarter-Master General,22 
qualifying the organization as both a first and second generation terrorist organization. 

The terrorist movements of the day were rudimentary, the coverage capabilities of the news 
media were also primitive by modern standards, and the Anarchists’ ambitions for public 
profile were modest.  European Anarchists used internal publications such as Arbeiter Zeitung 
and their American cousins published Die Freiheit to spread their philosophies.  They employed 
“Propaganda of the Deed” in an effort to commit “the one decisive violent act to awaken 
individuals to take action to overthrow the government, leading to rule by a citizens collective.”  
It led to and resulted in press coverage, which was a welcome but unplanned consequence of 
“the Deed.” 

Generation II Terrorism (Left-wing terrorism) 

Terrorism’s second-generation began on 22 July 1968, when three armed Palestinian terrorists 
hijacked an Israeli passenger airliner flying from Rome to Tel Aviv.  The terrorists belonged to 
the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), a component group of the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (PLO).  According to the director of the RAND Corporation’s terrorism 
research unit in Washington, D.C., this marked the advent of the modern era of international 
terrorism23 – or terrorism’s second generation. 

The roots of second-generation terrorism are found in the late 1940s.  Following the Second 
World War, the British Labour Government intended to hand over the mandate for self-
government to the people populating Palestine, but only in accordance with a plan that was 
agreeable to both Arabs and Jews.  This was impossible, so Britain announced they would hand 
the case over to the United Nations on 15 May 1948, and simply walk away. 

The Zionist extremist right wing group, the Irgun Zvai Leumi, launched guerrilla attacks on the 
British when their demands for all the lands of Palestine and all of Jordan went unrealized.  The 
Arabs, for their part, committed themselves to boycotting and resisting any partition plan short 
of the destruction of the Jewish State.  The UN Special Commission on Palestine developed a 
partition plan based on ownership of the land.  By 1947, individual Jews and the Jewish Agency 
purchased most of the fertile land on the coastal plain from Arab landowners.  The UN Partition 
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plan and the purchased land mirrored each other. 

Shortly before partition, repeated terrorist actions by both sides resulted in 150,000 Arab 
refugees.  At the same time, the armies of Egypt, Syria and Jordan prepared to invade Palestine 
as the British left.  Israel beat back the attacking armies24 and the UN secured an armistice in 
April 1949, but the war caused another 900,000 refugees. 

Finally, Israel invaded on three fronts in June 1967, and within six days drove the Syrians off the 
Golan Heights, the Jordanians from Jerusalem and across the Jordan River, and the Egyptians 
across the Suez Canal.  Palestinian refugees now stood at 1.5 million, and Palestinians by now 
had lost all of Palestine, and the occupied territories provided a buffer against every Palestinian 
guerrilla base except those in Lebanon. 

During the next several years, various terrorist factions split from the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO), although most continued to acknowledge the authority of the PLO.  These 
included: 

° Al Fatah, originally formed from the Muslim Brotherhood and was the most moderate, 
with a membership between 7,000 and 9,000;  

° the Black September Organization, the violent offshoot of Al Fatah, formed after the 
decimation of pro-Palestinian guerrillas in Jordan in September 1970;  

° the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), led by Naif Hawatmeh, an 
extreme Marxist movement which broke away from the PLO and rejected all Arab 
governments, traditional or otherwise, to replace all with people’s democracies; and,  

° Saiqa, with a membership of over 2,000, tightly controlled by the Syrian government 
where it was based.25 

Concurrently, groups of European university students and disaffected people, branching out 
impatiently from protest and confrontation on the streets, began to bomb, to shoot and to 
kidnap.  This new manifestation of personal and clandestine violence spread quickly across 
Europe, America, and into Turkey. 

Terrorist groups began to collaborate increasingly with each other, and to seek support from 
foreign governments, notably Libya.26  Italy had its Brigades Rosso (Red Brigades), Algeria had 
its Armed Islamic Group (GIA), Britain had its Irish Republican Army (IRA), Egypt had its Islamic 
Brotherhood, Peru had its Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) and its Tupac Ameru, and even Canada 
had its Action Directe and Squamish Five. 

As the PLO grew into a wealthy organization, its dependence on terrorism and military force 
declined as it became unwilling to jeopardize its newfound wealth.27 

Palestinians, smarting from their failed rural raids on Israeli territory, and deprived of their 
frontier bases after the 1967 war, began in 1968 to emulate Latin American urban guerrillas by 
attacks in the cities of the western world and on aircraft flying from these cities.  Aircraft 
hijacking by a variety of people with different motives rose sharply in 1968–1969.  The 
motivation of Palestinian hijackers had been wholly political.  Their aims were the release of 
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prisoners, ransom for funds, political coercion of governments and perhaps most of all, 
publicity for their cause.28 

The first Middle Eastern political hijacking of an aircraft was 22 July 1968 by the PFLP.  
Previously, air piracy was largely confined between the U.S. and Cuba.  However, the PFLP 
changed that when they captured an El Al aircraft and diverted it to Algeria to force the release 
of 16 Arab prisoners in Israeli custody, one of the very few times Israel acceded to terrorists’ 
demands.  This was the first event designed to terrorize a nation (Israel) into acting at variance 
against its own policy, and to focus world attention on a cause.  In addition, it was the first in a 
series of dramatic and well-coordinated attacks planned and approved at the highest levels of 
the PLO.29 

The hostages were exchanged for sixteen Arab prisoners held in Israeli jails, and the hijackers, 
too, were released.  The PLO regarded this initial hijacking as a great success.  Media coverage 
focused universal attention on the Palestinian cause for the five weeks during which twenty-one 
Israeli passengers and eleven crew members were held hostage in Algiers.30  Their success 
provided an important lesson in the power of the press.  While the hijackers took the aircraft to 
exert pressure on the Israeli government, the protracted event drew news media like moths to a 
flame.  News coverage was apparently incidental to the hijacking itself, but it provided a 
valuable lesson learned for future terrorist events. 

After two further attacks, Israel put bullet-proof bulkheads on the flight decks and armed sky 
marshals on their aircraft.  So the PFLP switched to other national air carriers, the first of which 
was the 29 August 1969 hijacking of a TWA Boeing 707 to Damascus by female terrorist Leila 
Khaled.  Zehdi Labib Terzi, Palestinian Liberation Organization’s chief observer at the United 
Nations, subsequently acknowledged and even proclaimed its purpose was to bring public 
attention to the Palestinian cause, as an initial step in a multifaceted program of terror, the goal 
of which was the establishment of a Palestinian state.31 

The reaction of the news media to Leila Khaled was interesting.  She was named the media’s 
favourite 70’s girl terrorist and deadly beauty.  Attractive and heroic in the eyes of the media, 
simply because she and her partners in crime were largely harmless, despite carrying an AK 47 
rifle and grenades.  In a January 2001 interview with the Manchester Guardian’s Katherine 
Viner about, as the article notes, being a woman at war, Khaled said that her second aircraft 
hijacking, an El Al flight from Amsterdam, was accomplished with very strict instructions, 
“don’t hurt the passengers.”32  Her colorful, but non-lethal, escapades made it easy for media to 
see her as a somewhat romantic figure.  More often than not, her male colleagues shared the 
media’s sympathetic treatment of their activities. 

During the next year, a number of Palestinian terrorists were arrested and held in custody after 
attacks in Greece, Switzerland, and West Germany.  In an effort to force their release, the PFLP 
attempted to hijack three aircraft in September 1970.  One of these failed and Leila Khaled was 
captured and handed over to British police after a forced landing in London.  In that same 
month, PFLP then hijacked British, U.S., and Swiss airliners, and brought them to Dawson’s 
Field in Jordan.  Seven hostages were released in exchange for the 400 passengers. 

These airliners were blown up, which was among the first terrorist events to receive 
widespread media coverage.  Western media, who refined their reporting styles and improved 
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their technology for satellite transfer of print and television imagery on the battlefields of 
Vietnam, gathered in response to the drawn-out event.  They gave terrorists and those who plan 
their activities the ability to create newsworthy events and expect them to be transmitted 
around the world in real time.  The still pictures and film of the treatment of the aircrew and 
passengers, and the destruction of three aircraft, shown to audiences around the world 
portrayed an act that provoked general disgust, and gave Jordan’s King Hussein the 
opportunity to drive all Palestinian extremists from his country.  They were openly threatening 
to assume control of the kingdom.  King Hussein’s actions sparked the creation of the Black 
September Organization 33 that soon was to use the lessons learned about news media coverage 
from the 22 July 1968 hijacking of an El Al aircraft and the 6 September 1970 hijacking of the 
three aircraft to take international terrorism into its third generation. 

In the climate that followed the destruction of the aircraft at Dawson’s Field, no Middle Eastern 
country made any serious attempt to help the guerrillas against the Jordanian king’s decision.  
Many were killed, and most who escaped went to Syria and Lebanon.  Within a year, another 
successful kidnapping occurred in which three hostages were taken from a train in Austria.  
Chancellor Kreisky acceded to the terrorists’ demands and agreed to close the Schonau Transit 
Camp for Jewish refugees enroute from Russia to Israel.  This was the first time that a 
government actually changed its policy as opposed to releasing prisoners or paying money in 
the face of political blackmail.34 

Before the end of the year, Palestinian gunmen attacked another El Al airplane at the Athens 
airport, killing one Israeli and wounding a second.  The perpetrators were arrested, but freed 
after other hijackers seized yet another plane.35 

Two months later, Palestinian terrorists attacked another El Al plane in Zurich, leaving the pilot 
and three passengers dead.  One of the perpetrators was killed, one was freed almost 
immediately, and the other three were released following another hijacking.36 

Six months after this attack, Palestinian terrorists hijacked a TWA plane from Rome, ordering it 
to land in Damascus, where the passengers were released but a bomb was detonated in the 
flightdeck.  The lead hijacker, Leila Khaled, recently released, participated in yet another 
hijacking.37 

A week later, two thirteen-year-old Arab boys threw hand grenades at the El Al office in 
Brussels.  They were recruited by al-Fatah, the largest of the groups composing the PLO, took 
refuge in the Iraqi embassy and later escaped. 

This systematic campaign of second generation terrorism, begun in 1968 and continuing to the 
present, was so successful in achieving sympathy and support for the Palestinian cause that it 
“has since served as a model for similarly aggrieved ethnic and nationalistic minority groups 
everywhere,” in the words of Bruce Hoffman, RAND Corporation director of terrorism 
research.38  News media coverage was an incidental yet essential component in the successes 
Middle East terrorists achieved that it led to its inevitable incorporation into their litany of 
activities. 

As George Habash, the founder of the PFLP, described the tactic: “When we hijack a plane it has 
more effect than if we killed a hundred Israelis in battle.”  It was far easier to kill unarmed and 



 

 

 

 

13 
 

vulnerable civilian airline passengers than well-armed and protected Israeli soldiers,39 referring 
to the public impact of their actions and operations.  

Individual terrorists were neither deterred by any realistic threat of punishment nor 
incapacitated by confinement.  Based on experiences beginning with the 22 July 1968 hijacking, 
they, in fact, could expect to be released after a brief detention and returned home where they 
were treated as heroes.  Moreover, their cause was benefiting from the media attention of 
terrorist acts delivered to international audiences.  On 12 June 1970, for example, Life magazine 
devoted its cover to the Palestinian cause and featured a positive interview with George 
Habash, who orchestrated many of the most lethal terrorist attacks.  The interviewer concluded 
her story with the following observation: 

Dr. Habash’s lips began to tremble and his eyes filled with tears, and one of them descended 
along his nose.  What can I add?  Human nature is the ultimate mystery, and the boundary 
between good and evil is such an elusive line. 

Terrorism – whether it took the form of conditional hijackings or unconditional mass murders – 
was turning out to be a winning tactic for those willing to kill civilians.40 

Coverage was largely episodic, focusing reports on the individual events and demonstrations to 
international media audiences.  The circumstances and the plight of the disposed refugees 
underscored their seriousness.  Of the 204 terrorists arrested outside the Middle East between 
1968 and 1975, only three remained in prison at the end of 1975.  The 201 were released either in 
exchange for airline passengers, or by national governments and their security forces in an 
effort to avoid being targeted by terrorist groups. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, terrorism was practiced mainly by anarchist and nationalist 
groups, and compared to today’s terrorist networks, these organizations often demonstrated 
more restraint in the pursuit of their goals.41  As they gained experience and became able to 
predict the reactions of the targeted governments, they became bolder and more prepared to kill 
the innocent civilians who became enveloped in these dramas merely because of their choice of 
aircraft flights. 

In the interim, the extreme left ideological motivation for terrorism has undergone an almost 
complete collapse in Europe, concurrently with the decline of the Soviet Union.  The West 
German authorities had already broken the back of the Red Army Faction by the mid-1980s; the 
Italians have totally defeated the Red Brigades; Egypt mitigated the impact of the Islamic 
Brotherhood; France and Belgium suppressed Direct Action and the Combatant Communist Cells 
(CCC); and Canada eliminated the Action Directe, and arrested and imprisoned the Squamish 
Five. 

The only NATO countries with enduring serious domestic challenge from extreme leftist 
terrorism are Greece (17th November and ELA), Turkey (DevSol), and Spain’s Basques Terrorists 
(ETA).  To a lesser extent, France still deals with Corsican separatists.  Shining Path and Tupac 
Amaru have had periods of activity in Peru.  Chechen terrorists still attack Russian targets.  
Long term negotiations with the Irish Republican Army and its political arm, Sinn Fein, appear to 
bear fruit as the IRA has begun to decommission its arms. 

There are continuing operations by “issue-specific” extremists, such as those against medical 
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staffs and hospitals by anti-abortion campaigners in the USA and Canada, and against research 
scientists, laboratories, and commercial premises by animal rights campaigners, and 
environmental extremists. 

Generation III – the birth of “tele-terrorism” 

Terrorist TV was born 4:30 a.m., 5 September 1972, when five Arab terrorists wearing sweat suits 
climbed the two-meter fence surrounding the Olympic Village at Munich.  These five joined 
three more men who are presumed to have obtained counterfeit credentials to enter the village.  
Almost certainly assisted by East German officials, the terrorists, armed with automatic 
weapons, immediately murdered one of the Israeli coaches and threw his naked, machine-
gunned body out of the window.  Shortly afterwards, they shot an Israeli athlete, leaving him to 
bleed to death in front of his seven teammates.  They threatened to kill the remaining athletes 
unless 200 imprisoned terrorists – Germans, Palestinians, and others – were released.42 

Immediately, the compound was sealed, and high-mounted television cameras captured 
extraordinary footage.  First, a lone gunman, his head covered by a dark hood, came out to the 
balcony of the dormitory to examine the situation outside.  Then, German sharpshooters, 
dressed in athletic gear, positioned themselves around the building.  Soon, realizing that the 
guerrillas were also watching television, ABC stopped covering the police preparations for 
attack.  In the end, the German plan to capture the attackers went terribly wrong, and a gun 
battle broke out between German police officers and the guerrillas.  German authorities killed 
five terrorists and captured three.43 

Following hours of futile negotiation, the terrorists demanded that they and their hostages be 
flown to an Arab country.  German security forces had been specifically warned of a possible 
Palestinian terrorist attack on the Olympics, yet they refused Israel’s request to provide its own 
security to its team.  In the brief shootout, several German snipers shot each other and several of 
the terrorists, and the surviving terrorists killed all remaining Israeli athletes.  Three of the 
terrorists were captured, but none was ever brought to trial.44  A month later, they were 
released in exchange for a hijacked Lufthansa jet with its passengers.45 

The aftermath of the shootings saw the captured terrorists released and welcomed as heroes 
when they returned home.  The bodies of the terrorists killed in the shootout were sent to Libya, 
where they were given martyrs’ burials.  The Israeli government, however, was determined to 
deter future terrorist actions.46  The Israeli secret service subsequently assassinated two of the 
remaining three surviving Munich tele-terrorists.47 

The eight terrorists were members of the Black September Organization.  Mohammad Oudeh, a 
onetime associate of Yasser Arafat, masterminded the operation.  According to Oudeh, “Arafat 
was briefed on the scheme.”  It was part of the PLO’s overall strategy to use the media to bring 
world attention to the Palestinian cause.  Its specific purpose was articulated by one of its 
planners, Faud al-Shameli: “Bombing attacks on El Al offices do not serve our cause.  …  We 
have to kill their most important and most famous people.  Since we cannot come close to their 
statesmen, we have to kill artists and sportsmen.”48 

By 1972, the Olympics were just beginning to be a national television event in the United States, 
thanks in part to the efforts of ABC, the network covering the games.  Sports reporters suddenly 
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became political correspondents.49 

Amid tense negotiations between the Palestinians and the West German authorities, ABC 
television began continuous live coverage.  Sportscaster Jim McKay anchored the broadcast for 
sixteen straight hours, with the assistance of Howard Cosell.  Peter Jennings, ABC’s young 
Middle East correspondent in Munich to do feature stories, sneaked into the Italian athletes’ 
quarters and reported by phone.50 

The media’s amazing footage had an extraordinary impact in the United States.  Unlike earlier 
terrorist attacks in Israel by Palestinians and their allies, which killed dozens of people, both 
Israelis and the international travelers by this time, an American television network was on the 
scene, reporting events as they happened.  ABC won 29 Emmys for its work in news and sports 
at Munich, as well as accolades from the senate floor and editorial congratulations the New 
York Times.51 

George Habash, PFLP leader, told a reporter: 

The main point is to select targets where success is 100% assured. To harass, to upset, to work on 
the nerves through unexpected small damages … This is a thinking man’s game. Especially when 
one is as poor as the Popular Front is.  It would be silly for us to even think of waging a regular 
war; imperialism is too powerful and Israel is too strong.  The only way to destroy them is to give 
a little blow here, a little blow there; to advance step by step, inch by inch, for years, for decades, 
with determination, doggedness, patience. And we will continue our present strategy.  It’s a 
smart one, you see.52 

The events in Munich were not just good television.  They seemed to strike home politically as 
well as emotionally, as observers drew direct connections to the conflict in Vietnam.  News 
anchor Howard K. Smith, for example, editorialized on ABC news shortly after the massacre 
that the stalemate in Vietnam and the continuing Arab-Israeli conflict proved that violence 
could not solve political disputes.  The Munich killings notwithstanding, he said, both Israel 
and the Arab states still had an interest in negotiating a settlement rather than continuing their 
conflict.53 

There was injury and death in previous terrorist operations, but at the 1972 Munich Olympics, 
the Black Septemberists apparently intended to execute their hostages, rather than hold them for 
an exchange.  Also, the huge international media contingent that was on site for the Olympic 
Games provided an incredibly large audience for the terrorists’ activities that gave them an 
unprecedented opportunity to draw attention to their cause.  ABC Television Network’s Jim 
McKay had been broadcasting the drama from its beginning until its tragic conclusion.  The 
Black September Organization had a worldwide audience of 500 million people, an opportunity 
they couldn’t possibly ignore.54 

By some accounts, the 1972 terrorist attacks against the Israeli Olympic team might be 
considered a failure when compared to conventional standards of success.  The demands of the 
terrorists were rejected, and nearly all of the terrorists were killed.  In the short term, world 
opinion quickly turned against the terrorists and those who sponsored them.55  However, in the 
longer term, it did give them a worldwide audience, to which they aspired and which led to 
more acts. 
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In the aftermath of the Black Septemberists operation at Munich, “thousands of Palestinians 
rushed to join the terrorist organizations,” according to Bruce Hoffman. 

The real lesson of Munich … was a somewhat counter-intuitive one.  The Olympic tragedy 
provided the first clear evidence that even terrorist attacks which fail to achieve their ostensible 
objectives can nonetheless still be counted successful provided that the operation is sufficiently 
dramatic to capture the media’s attention.  In terms of the publicity and exposure accorded to the 
Palestinian cause, Munich was an unequivocal success – a point conceded by even the most 
senior PLO officials.  According to Abu Iyad, the organization’s intelligence chief and long-time 
confidant of Arafat and co-founder with him of al-Fatah, the Black September terrorists 
admittedly “didn’t bring about the liberation of any of their comrades imprisoned in Israel as 
they had hoped, but they did attain the operation’s other two objectives: World opinion was 
forced to take note of the Palestinian drama, and the Palestinian people imposed their presence 
on an international gathering that had sought to exclude them. 

Indeed, despite the worldwide condemnation of the terrorists’ actions at the time, it soon became 
apparent that, for the Palestinians, Munich was in fact a spectacular publicity coup.  The 
undivided attention of some four thousand print and radio journalists and two thousand 
television reporters and crew already in place to cover the Olympiad was suddenly refocused on 
to Palestine and the Palestinian cause.  An estimated 900 million persons in at least a hundred 
different countries saw the crisis unfold on their television screens.56 

Black September issued the following press communiqué a week after the killings: 

In our assessment, and in the light of the result, we have made one of the best achievements of 
Palestinian commando action.  A bomb in the White House, a mine in the Vatican, the death of 
Mao tse-Tung, an earthquake in Paris could not have echoed through the consciousness of every 
man in the world like the operation at Munich.  The Olympiad arouses the people’s interest and 
attention more than anything else in the world.  The choice of the Olympics, from the purely 
propagandistic viewpoint, was 100 percent successful.  It was like painting the name of Palestine 
on a mountain that can be seen from the four corners of the earth. 57 

Alan M. Dershowitz’s (Why Terrorism Works) conclusion  drew was: 

…[I]nternational reaction went beyond merely “taking note” of the Palestinian cause.  Even 
decent people cannot ignore indecent events.  It is only natural to talk about evil.  What many in 
the international community did was to ascribe a positive moral content to the evils of Palestinian 
terrorism.  The assumption seemed to be that any group of people willing to resort to such 
extreme measures must have a just and compelling cause.58 

Terrorism had grown in frequency, intensity, and ferocity between 1968 and 1972, but the 
additional activity occurring during the next decade, following their “success” at the Munich 
Olympics, included more kidnappings, tortures, murders, shootings, and bombings.59 

Terrorism frightens governments into seeking quick solutions.  They hope that if they give into 
the demands of the terrorists, maybe they will stop using terrorism.60  Subsequent experience 
provides a different picture.  During the course of the next three decades, international 
terrorism has become the greatest threat to international peace and security resulting in 
capitulation by some governments – release of prisoners by Germany, Britain and Israel; and 
changed policy by others – Austria’s closure of the Schonau Transit Camp for Jewish refugees to 
stem the flow of Russian Jews into their historic homeland.  In time, nations began to adopt 
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more decisive measures – the hardening of generally-accepted “no negotiations with terrorists” 
policy by many governments; the development and training of “special weapons and tactics” 
teams, hostage rescue teams, and anti-terrorism organizations; and the development of 
multilateral cooperation on terrorist issues by like-minded nations. 

Generation IV Terrorism 

Tokyo’s subway system provided the gateway for the introduction of terrorism’s fourth 
generation.  When the doomsday cult Aum Shinrikyo (aka “Aum Shinri Kyo”) released sarin 
nerve gas in the subway system on 20 March 1995, twelve were killed and between 3,800 and 
6,000 were injured.  This was the first recorded use of chemical weapons by terrorists .61  The 
1996 Public Report of the Canadian Security Intelligence Service noted that 5,500 were injured.  

Within two days, more than 1,000 gas-masked police officers stormed the cult’s compound in 
the village of Kamikuishiki, Yamanashi Prefecture, and they uncovered tons of chemicals.  
Aum’s founder Shoko Asahara was arrested with many of his followers in connection with the 
Tokyo subway attack and an earlier sarin attack in Matsumoto, Nagano Prefecture, in June 1994, 
which killed seven and injured hundreds.62  In a video released before his arrest, Asahara 
accused the U.S. military of releasing the toxin by aircraft.63  The Aum Shinryko had made not 
only sarin nerve gas, but also an anthrax weapon, which they sprayed at a U.S. military facility 
in Japan, but they had the wrong spore size and the attack failed to sicken anyone, and it even 
failed to be noticed.64 

Aum was recognized as a religious body in 1989 when it claimed 4,000 members.  Within six 
years, the United States Senate’s permanent subcommittee on investigations estimated the cult’s 
worldwide membership was about 50,000 and its real estate, shares and securities assets were in 
excess of three billion (US) dollars.  Aum USA Company Ltd. was incorporated in New York City 
in 1987 where it had a storefront office, but attracted only a few followers from the Japanese-
American community.  Their activities in the United States were largely restricted to making 
high-tech purchases.65 

Aum betrayed its ruthlessness early.  Secretive but high profile, the organization came under the 
gaze of The Sunday Mainichi, one of Japan’s biggest-selling magazines.  A series of articles 
entitled “Give Back My Child!” featured interviews with six families who alleged that Aum’s 
leader, Asahara, had “stolen” their children – in their late teens and older – who had joined the 
cult without parental permission and cut all family ties.  Asahara responded by blockading the 
street outside the home of the magazine’s editor, Taro Maki, and “placarding his 
neighbourhood with posters accusing him of sacrilege, and posting similar leaflets in the toilets 
of the magazine’s offices,” suggesting (probably correctly) that the Aum had a mole among the 
magazine’s staff.  Asahara contemplated murdering Maki and blowing up the magazine’s 
offices, but dismissed the idea.66 

The parents formed an organization “Concerned Parents of Aum Children” and were helped by 
a group of lawyers, including the civic-minded young Yokohama attorney, Tsutsumi Sakamoto.  
After a Tokyo television station aired “a blistering interview” with Sakamoto, an Aum 
delegation visited the television station and then visited Sakamoto at his office on 1 November 
1989 to persuade him to apologize for this remarks.  His refusal was followed on 4 November 
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by the disappearance of Sakamoto, his wife and their one year-old son.  A confession from a 
former Aum member led police to three makeshift graves and the remains of the three family 
members, victims of a six-member execution team.  Asahara was charged for these murders, the 
first of many attributed to the cult, all of which were denied.67 

Within only weeks of Sakamoto’s well-publicized disappearance, Aum launched a vigourous 
campaign for Japan’s elections of February 1990 with twenty-five members of its own party, 
Truth.  Asahara and his inner circle were shocked by their dismal electoral loss.  In an effort to 
regroup and in a manner reminiscent of the American religious leader Jim Jones,68 Asahara led 
a thousand disciples to a remote island in the Okinawa Prefecture.  The news media found them 
and grilled them on whether they planned to commit mass suicide, forcing Asahara to return 
from his retreat.  Towns and villages contested every attempt by Aum to buy land and set up 
communes.  The cult even received almost ten million dollars to leave the people of Namino in 
peace.  Namino is a small village on Kyushu, Asahara’s home island.69 

Beginning as a leader of a religious organization in a Japan that was becoming increasingly 
secular, Asahara migrated from spiritual leadership to terrorist leadership, a transition assisted 
by the post-Second World War occupation authorities. 

In drafting Japan’s postwar constitution, the occupation government drafted “Article 20” 
guaranteeing freedom of religion, and forbidding state involvement in any “religious activity.”  
Reading this with Western, if not North American eyes, this article appears to be nothing more 
than a fundamental human right.   

But the Japanese and, in particular, the Japanese police have read Article 20 and the 
accompanying Religious Corporation Law as prohibitions on examining the practices of any 
religion, or even entering religious buildings without solid evidence of illegal activities.  
Although the state may not meddle in religion, Japanese religious corporations are free to 
intervene in politics, to finance candidates, and even to set up political parties – things that their 
American counterparts cannot do without losing their privileged tax status . . .70 

. . . thus paving the way for the rise of Aum and its leader to aspire to political prominence.  
Aum defectors have reported that, prior to his abysmal electoral performance, Asahara – 
partially blind – believed that he would first of all lead Japan and then, the entire world, 
proclaiming to be the new Buddha and the savior of humanity.  These beliefs stretched back to 
his childhood.  Sent to a school for the blind, he bullied those who were less sighted.  His stated 
ambition from this early point was that he wanted to be prime minister someday.71 

His pathway to political power blocked, it is a simple matter to trace the relationship of 
Asahara’s conversion from using the power of prayer to using the power of nerve gas as the 
result “of a frustrated, self-obsessed mind.”72 

Aum Shinrikyo used terrorism for yet another end: to bring about an apocalypse that would 
hasten “the end of days” and introduce a messianic personage or era.  There are similar groups 
in other parts of the world, including the United States, that base their apocalyptic visions on 
scriptural sources.  These kinds of irrational terrorism may be the most difficult to deter, 
because they are typically not subject to the usual rules of human cost-benefit calculation.73 

The Aum Shinrikyo’s use of sarin in Tokyo’s subway, the first use of a chemical nerve agent in a 
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terrorist attack, is widely viewed as “crossing of a threshold.”  This is a doorway through which 
al Qaeda’s leader, Osama bin Laden, stepped simultaneously.74 

Concurrently with the rise of the Aum Shinrikyo, and little noticed by most Americans, including 
the U.S. government, was a new international movement growing during the last two decades 
of the twentieth century.  It did not just seek terror for its own sake; this international 
movement’s goal is the creation of a network of governments, imposing on their citizens a 
minority interpretation of Islam.  Some in the movement call for the scope of their campaign to 
be global domination.  The “Caliphate” they seek to create would be a severe and repressive 
fourteenth-century literalist theocracy.  They pursue its creation with gruesome violence and 
fear.75 

They launched into notoriety with the first attack against an American target on American soil 
since Pearl Harbour – the World Trade Centre (WTC) bombing on 26 February 1993 by Umar 
Abd al-Rahman.  Six were killed and 1,000 were injured when an explosives-laden truck entered 
the parking garage and was detonated.  The second attack on the WTC (11 September 2001) 
brought the terrorist campaign against the United States into the nation itself, proving that 
being surrounded by oceans is no longer a deterrent to attack.   

Until the 1993 bombing of the WTC, terrorism was not on the presidential agenda.  President 
George H.W. Bush had issued no formal policy on counterterrorism, and had chosen to deal 
with the single act of anti-American terrorism, the 21 December 1988 bombing of Pan Am 103, 
through diplomacy and not the use of force.  The United States seemed to be enjoying a period 
largely free of anti-American terrorism after the tumultuous Reagan administration and its 
bombings of Lebanon and Libya.76 

The FBI was able to determine which Ryder truck had held the bomb in the first WTC bombing, 
just as they were able to rebuild Pan Am 103 from the debris spread over hundreds of square 
miles and determine which suitcase held the bomb.  Incredibly, the rental agency said that the 
person who had rented the vehicle was to return the next day to collect the deposit on what he 
reported as a stolen truck.77 

Muhammad Salameh was arrested for the bombing.  Another bombing conspirator, Ramzi 
Yousef, was one of two men who simply showed up at JFK International Airport.  Immigration 
had given Yousef a citation to appear before an immigration magistrate at a later date and let 
him walk into the country.  The FBI identified Yousef as the cell’s leader.  He had disappeared 
overseas after the attack.78 

Within two weeks of the bombing, the FBI had taken four members of the cell into custody. 
Ahmed Ajaj had been held since he arrived at JFK the previous year; Salameh was arrested 
while seeking his deposit at the Ryder office on 4 March; Nidal Ayyad, a U.S. citizen, was 
arrested on 10 March; and Abdul Yasim, interrogated on 4 March, was released because he 
convinced the FBI he was not involved and would cooperate.  He immediately flew to Iraq, 
where he is believed to have been incarcerated by Saddam Hussein’s regime.  Eyad Ismail fled 
to Jordan and stayed out of sight until he was arrested two years later.  The cell leader, Ramzi 
Yousef, disappeared and became the U.S. government’s Counter-Terrorism Security Group’s 
most wanted terrorist, later showing up in the Philippines.79 
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The New York investigation soon revealed a network that had supported the plotters.  Spread 
across Brooklyn, Queens, and north Jersey, the network seemed to center on Omar Abdel 
Rahman, a blind Egyptian, who served as a spiritual leader to Egyptian radicals.  Rahman was 
sentenced in absentia for terrorism in Egypt.  He was on the State Department visa lookout list, 
but somehow he had managed to get a visa at the U.S. Embassy in Sudan and had moved to New 
York.  The Egyptian government requested that he be extradited was rejected.80 

By maintaining surveillance on Rahman, within months the FBI uncovered another cell 
planning bombings in New York.  This time it would be the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels, the 
United Nations headquarters, and other landmarks.  By the end of June 1993, the plotters and 
Rahman were in the federal government’s Manhattan Metropolitan Detention Center.  Contrary 
to reality, it seemed like the counterterrorism machinery was working well.  Even at this point, 
counter-terrorism offices were not able to identify al Qaeda or its operatives in the U.S.81 

The FBI and CIA had not yet heard of al Qaeda, its first member arrested in the United States 
was El Sayyid Nosair, who assassinated  Rabbi Meir Kahane, the fiery leader of the radical 
Jewish Defense League, in New York, in 1992.  The FBI’s investigation into the World Trade 
Center suspects connected them to Nosair, whose legal bills were ultimately paid by bin Laden 
himself.”82 

Osama bin Laden had formed al Qaeda three years earlier.  Not only had no one in the CIA or 
FBI ever heard of it, apparently they had never heard of bin Laden either.  His name never came 
up in meetings in 1993 as a suspect in the WTC bombing.  There was some knowledge “about 
someone who appeared to be Ramzi Yousef’s uncle.  He went by various names, and he 
appeared to be behind Yousef’s mysterious money.”  It was not clear exactly what his role was, 
but he was connected, and therefore the FBI wanted him, wherever he was.83 

Although bin Laden’s name surfaced with increasing frequency in raw intelligence in 1993 and 
1994, CIA analyses continued to refer to him as a radicalized rich kid, who was playing at 
terrorism by sending checks to terrorist groups.  CIA knew of the existence of the Afghan 
Services Bureau, but did not see it as the public face of a covert terrorist network.  Senior CIA 
officers explained to the Counterterrorism Security Group that the bureau was what it purported 
to be, a sort of Veterans of Foreign Wars for Arabs who had fought in Afghanistan.  They allowed 
as how there may be some terrorists who were using some of its officers or services, but they did 
not say that it was now run by Usama (sic) bin Laden and was recruiting, paying, and arranging 
transportation for terrorists in a dozen or more countries.  But it was.84 

Two months after Ramzi Yousef’s arrest on a Sunday afternoon in March, there was a terrible 
explosion in downtown Oklahoma City.  “It had terrorism written all over it,” but there was 
some skepticism because it was in Oklahoma City.85  U.S. President Clinton’s repeated public 
and media appearances and speeches after the Oklahoma City bombing did much to comfort a 
shaken nation, but also to focus it on the problem of terrorism.  Clinton talked incessantly about 
what it would be like if terrorists used a weapon of mass destruction to attack a U.S. city.  Not 
content to work with existing resources, Clinton decided to seek more legal authority and more 
money to go on the offensive against terrorism, with the ultimate target being Osama bin 
Laden.86 

Osama bin Laden, so-called terrorist financier, was tentatively related to one or two events, but 
not blamed for them.  The CIA believed there was some connection between him and Ramzi 
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Yousef, who attacked the WTC in 1993 and then plotted in the Philippines.  

The supposedly known perpetrators of terrorist attacks discussed by the media were an 
unrelated hodgepodge of apparently containable threats: Iraqi intelligence for the attempt on 
former President Bush, Iranian intelligence for the attack on the U.S. Air Force at Khobar Towers 
in Saudi Arabia, a lone wolf from Baluchistan for the attack on the CIA gatehouse, two odd ducks 
from the American right wing for the Oklahoma City bombing, an Egyptian cleric for the plot to 
blow up the New York City tunnels, a wannabe cop turned security guard for the Atlanta 
Olympics bomb, a crafty Palestinian-Kuwaiti for the World Trade Center attack, a group of now 
beheaded Saudis for the bombing of the U.S. military training mission in Riyadh, and a mystery 
man in a boat off Long Island or perhaps even a U.S. Navy pilot for the downing of TW 800. By 
1997, the two hostile intelligence services had been checkmated by our bombing of Iraq’s service 
headquarters, and by the intelligence operation against Iran. Most of the other actors were in jail 
or dead, and the rent-a-cop and U.S. Navy had been exonerated of the Atlanta bomb and the 
TWA crash.  If there was a pattern in all of this, U.S. intelligence and federal law enforcement did 
not see it.87 

Most of the media ignored the pattern of the administration’s response and warnings.  While 
some federal employees were alarmed at the rise of terrorism and worked diligently against it, 
others in the FBI, CIA, and the Defense Department did not see the urgency.88 

We now know that the World Trade Center attack in 1993 was an al Qaeda operation, as were the 
failed plots to attack New York landmarks and U.S. airliners over the Pacific.  At the time, 
however, these events were attributed by FBI and CIA to Ramzi Yousef and the blind Arab sheik, 
both of whom were behind bars by 1995.  Rumours circulated of Arab involvement in the events 
against American troops in Somalia, but neither the Defense Department nor the CIA could 
verify them.89 

Originally, bin Laden was seen as a financier, a “philanthropist of terror.”  However, he was the 
one thing that terrorist groups emanating from the Middle East had in common.90 

There were numerous reports that bin Laden was seeking chemical weapons, and even nuclear 
weapons.  Prior to the reports of a weapons plant in Sudan, it was not clear from where he 
might obtain the weapons.  In the summer of 1995, bin Laden wrote a public letter to Saudi 
King Fahd, denouncing the U.S. troop presence.91 

The in the spring of 1996, two chess pieces moved.  Bin Laden flew to Afghanistan, closing some 
of his Khartoum companies and houses.  After he left, Jamal al-Fadhl, who had been privy to 
much of the “bin Laden network” based in Sudan, sought U.S. protection.  He had been 
siphoning off funds and feared al Qaeda would kill him.  Fahd’s interrogation helped the new 
virtual station discover the size and shape of the network.  What they found was widespread and 
active, with a presence through affiliate groups or sleeper cells in over fifty countries.  Ramzi 
Yousef and the blind Sheik had been part of it.  Bin Laden was not just its financier, he was its 
mastermind.  His aim was a global theocracy, the great Caliphate.92 

In February 1998, bin Laden supplemented his war on the United States (because of its support 
for Israel and the presence of American military forces in Saudi Arabia) with a fatwa, or Islamic 
religious edict.93  Its purpose was to tell the Islamic world that members of the faith have a 
religious obligation to kill as many Americans as they could. 

When al Qaeda flew two aircraft into New York’s World Trade Center and the Pentagon, it was 



 

 

 

 

22 
 

an example of fourth generation terrorism.  It used passenger airliners, not as targets of hijacking 
and kidnapping, but as missiles to inflict as much death and destruction on their intended 
targets as possible. 

The events of 11 September 2001, demonstrate how much “bang” can be achieved for how little 
“buck.”  It cost the al Qaeda terrorists approximately $300,000 to murder three thousand people, 
destroy billions of dollars worth of property (directly and indirectly), and shatter the confidence 
of the world94 -- classic terrorist ambitions.  New York’s World Trade Centre was the principal 
target because of the public attention the act would garner, and that New York is the 
headquarters for the “Big Three” news networks; ABC, CBS, and NBC. 

A critical question in assessing morality of political violence is whether it genuinely meets the 
test of last resort.  Repeatedly, terrorists resort to violence not as a last resort, reluctantly 
adopted after peaceful means of political action have been exhausted, but as a first resort.  The 
French call this la politique du pire .95 

Al Qaeda have thought deeply about la politique du pire.96  They believe that by provoking the 
United States and its Arab allies into indiscriminate acts of oppression, they will turn them, as it 
were, into recruiting agents for their cause.  They have understood that the impact of terrorism 
is dialectical, attracting widespread attention, promoting widespread discussion, creating 
fearful populations and causing non-confidence in governments and security forces.  Success 
depends less on the initial attack than on instigating an escalatory spiral, controlled not by the 
forces of order but by the terrorists themselves.  If terrorists can successfully draw democracies 
into this spiral and control its upward acceleration, they will begin to dictate the terms of the 
encounter.  Success becomes a matter of inflicting losses, enduring harms, and gambling that 
the enemy has less endurance then they do.  If terrorists can provoke the state into atrocity and 
repression, this will erode the willingness of a democratic public to continue the fight.97 

Al Qaeda has no aspirations to statehood and therefore no incentive to play by any known rules.  
They do not serve a determinate population and are, therefore, unconstrained either by their 
supporters’ moral code or by their vulnerability to reprisal.  They even appear indifferent to 
casualties inflicted on Muslim populations who live or work in close proximity to their targets.  
This is what makes them so dangerous, and why they cannot be engaged politically, and must, 
instead be defeated militarily.98 

Al Qaeda practices, therefore, a distinctive kind of terrorism, no longer in the service of a 
people’s freedom or in the name of the overthrow of a given state.  The so-called martyrs 
defended their actions in the language of Islamic eschatology, i.e. the language of death, not in 
the language of rights.99 

Moreover, their intentions are apocalyptic, not political: to humiliate the archenemy of Islam 
and secure martyrdom in the process.  It is difficult to see, in principle, how acts 
unaccompanied by demands can be accommodated politically.  For bin Laden, the goal of 
terrorism is neither territory nor freedom; its purpose is to strike a blow that asserts the dignity 
of Muslim believers while inflicting horror and death on their enemies.  It is difficult to envisage 
a political response of any kind.  Such an attack cannot be met by politics, but only by war.100 

The 9/11 attackers may not have left demands, but this has not prevented their supporters 
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throughout the Muslim world from claiming that they acted in the name of the Palestinians and 
in support of the just demands of believers to worship in the Holy Places, such as Mecca and 
Medina, free of foreign – that is, American – occupation.101 

Improving homeland security, and building walls to keep terrorists out, may reduce their 
chances of success, but unless the basic motivation for terrorism – the perception of injustice – is 
addressed, no strategy against terror can succeed by purely military means.102  A political 
strategy to compete with al Qaeda in the Arab world cannot work if Islam and democracy are 
assumed to be incompatible.103  Al Qaeda’s terrorism is intended not to hasten reform in the 
Arab world but to prevent it, to drive these embattled regimes into ever more authoritarian 
forms of reaction, unleashing a popular Islamic revolution that would take the whole region 
back to 700 C.E./AD , the time of the Caliphate.104 

The Roots of Muslim Hatred 

It is a grave error to misinterpret the violent, anti-West activities of al Qaeda, Egypt’s The Muslim 
Brotherhood, and other extremist groups of the Islamic world as a general predisposition of 
Islamic faithful.  Prominent intellectuals contend that Islam is a religion of peace.  Columbia 
University professor Edward Said addressed this misperception in his article, The Clash of 
Ignorance in The Nation when he said that the 11 September 2001 terrorists behaved like violent 
cultists and compared them to the Branch Davidians of Waco, Texas, Reverend Jim Jones and 
his followers at Jonestown, Guyana, and the Aum Shinrikyo of Japan.  He said that 11 
September 2001 stands as a model of “the carefully planned and horrendous, pathologically 
motivated suicide attack and mass slaughter by a small group of deranged militants …  the 
capture of big by a tiny band of crazed fanatics for criminal purposes.”105  University of 
California at Santa Barbara  professor Mark Juergensmeyer, a recognized specialist on religious 
violence, compared “Osama bin Laden is to Islam [what] Timothy McVeigh is to 
Christianity.”106 

In the aftermath of al Qaeda’s 9 September 2001 attack on New York’s World Trade Center and 
the Pentagon, the writers and producers of the popular television series, The West Wing, 
broadcast a special program in which a group of high school students visited The White House as 
these attacks took place.  The students met the lead characters in the building’s “Mess.”  Bradley 
Whitford’s character, deputy chief of staff Josh Lyman, compared Islamic terrorist groups to the 
U.S. Ku Klux Klan. 

Why does so much of the Arab world dislike the west, and in particular the United States, some 
so intensely that Islamic terrorists easily recruit members who will commit violent acts that 
ultimately result in their deaths, or in their estimation, martyrdom? The answers are not easy, 
but some of their perspectives may give some insights into their thinking. 

Michael Schueuer, formerly the head analyst at the Central Intelligence Agency’s bin Laden unit 
and the previously anonymous author of Imperial Hubris: Why the West Is Losing the War on 
Terror, notes six policies that have propelled al Qaeda on its headlong offensive against the 
West, and in particular, the United States.107 

Beginning in 1992, the U.S. military stationed troops in Saudi Arabia and have moved to other 
bases on the Arabian peninsula.  University of Chicago associate professor of political science 
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Robert A. Pape, notes that for Osama bin Laden and his followers, the entire peninsula is part 
and parcel of the Islamic holy lands, and are exercising what they see as a Middle Eastern 
version of the Monroe Doctrine.108  Of particular concern to al Qaeda is the presence of foreign, 
and especially American, troops in the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. 

° American diplomatic and military support for the Israeli state, exemplified by the 
helicopter gunships and weapons systems that attack Palestinian and other Middle 
Eastern targets in their defence of the Jewish homeland, the weapons and the various 
weapon systems employed and deployed by the Israeli military against Palestinians.  
In the eyes of Arab extremists, the Jews left their homeland during the past 2,000 
years and now they wish to return and take land from those who have been there 
throughout that entire period. Israeli occupation of sacred Islamic sites, like the 
Dome of the Rock, exacerbates this situation. 

° The long-term isolation of and sanctions against Iraq, supported by the United 
Nations, that has resulted in the deaths of more than a million Iraqis from starvation 
and unavailability of medications.  Many of the dead are children.   The blockade of 
Iraq, the enforcement of the “no-fly” zone, which had episodes on average, every 
three days for ten years, until Operation Iraqi Freedom was launched.  These have 
now been replaced by the Global War on Terrorism directed at Afghanistan and 
Iraq. 

° American support for Russia, China and India in their suppression of Muslims.   

° U.S. support for repressive and corrupt governments in the Middle East, none of 
which are democratic, and the U.S. pressure to keep oil prices at the level where 
American mercantile interests want them.  

And to this, another factor can be added: 

° The U.S. entertainment industry produces movies which depict Arabs negatively 
and in stereotypical ways.  This same entertainment industry exports movies all over 
the world that depict blasphemy, profanity, corruption, nudity and graphic sex. If 
cinema like G.I. Jane were the only window you had on the United States, and by 
extension, the West, and you weren’t given the opportunity to learn about diversity, 
social programs and educational opportunities, your view of the west would be as 
jaded as the general Arab view of the West, and just as jaded as the West’s general 
view of the Arab world. 

Salman Rushdie, the Islamic author against whom Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa, a 
religious death order, wrote in the New York Times:109 

If this isn’t about Islam, why the worldwide Muslim demonstrations in support of Osama bin 
Laden and Al Qaeda?  Why did those 10,000 men armed with swords and axes mass on the 
Pakistan-Afghanistan frontier, answering some mullah’s call to jihad?  Why are the war’s first 
British casualties three Muslim men who died fighting on the Taliban side? … [Islamists have] a 
loathing of modern society in general, riddled as it is with music, godlessness, and sex; and a 
more particularized (sic) loathing (and fear) of the prospect that their own immediate 
surroundings could be taken over – “Westoxicated” – by the liberal Western-style way of life.  
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Principally, U.S. support for Israel is a major source of this hatred.  In the eyes of Arab 
extremists, the Jews left their homeland during the Diaspora of the past 2,000 years and now 
they wish to return and take land from those who have been there throughout that entire 
period.  Palestinian Muslim–Jewish animosity dates back to the first Jewish immigration in the 
late 1800s.  The British government’s 1917 Balfour Declaration heightened Arab unrest, which 
was compounded by the United Nations’ support for a Jewish homeland three decades later, 
leading to the establishment of State of Israel in May, 1948. 

Five Arab-Jewish wars since 1948 exacerbated tensions, compounded by the first Intifadah, or 
“Uprising,” in 1987, and a second in 2000, following the breakdown of talks at Camp David 
between Palestinian Liberation Organization leader Yasir Arafat and Israeli Prime Minister 
Ehud Barak.  Islamic militant groups like Hamas and Hizbollah call for an armed jihad against 
Israel.  Even intellectuals such as Noam Chomsky, Hans Küng, Michael Lerner, Edward Said, 
and David Grossman underscore Israeli injustices against Palestinians.  They call for stronger 
American reactions against Israeli settlements in the West Bank and Gaza, many of which have 
recently been closed and emptied of Israeli settlers, too late to repair damages to the Palestinian 
cause. 

Five days after the al Qaeda attack on New York’s World Trade Center and Arlington’s 
Pentagon, Amos Oz wrote in an editorial in the New York Times: 

With or without Islamic fundamentalism, with or without Arab terrorism, there is no justification 
whatsoever for the lasting occupation and suppression of the Palestinian people by Israel.  We 
have no right to deny Palestinians their natural right to self-determination.  …  Two huge oceans 
could not shelter America from terrorism; the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza by Israel 
has not made Israel more secure – on the contrary, it makes our self-defence much harder and 
more complicated.  The sooner this occupation ends, the better it will be for Palestinians and 
Israelis alike.110 

The Media and Terrorism 

The success of terrorism anywhere breeds terrorism everywhere, making media coverage of 
terrorist events a major concern.  Is there a relationship between terrorism and the news media?  
Examples of interaction between the news media and the terrorist movements suggest that they 
share a symbiotic relationship.  

Richard Perl of the U.S. Congressional Research Service suggests that what terrorists want from 
media are: 111 

° Publicity, usually free publicity, that a group could normally not afford or are unable 
to buy.  Any publicity surrounding a terrorist act alerts the world that a problem 
exists that cannot be ignored and must be addressed.  From a terrorist perspective, 
an unedited interview with a major figure is a treasured prize, such as the May 1997 
CNN interview with Saudi dissident, terrorist recruiter and financier Osama bin 
Laden.  For news networks, access to a terrorist is a hot story and is usually treated 
as such. 

° Favourable understanding for their cause, if not their act.  One may not agree with 
their act but this does not preclude being sympathetic to their plight, their 
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circumstances, and their cause.  Terrorists believe the public “needs help” to 
understand that their cause is just and terrorist violence is the only course of action 
available to them against the superior evil forces of state and establishment.  Good 
relationships with the press are important here and they are often cultivated and 
nurtured over a period of years. 

° Court, or place, sympathetic personnel in press positions – particularly in wire 
services – and in some instances may even seek to control smaller news 
organizations through funding. 

° Legitimacy: Terrorist causes want the press to legitimize what is often portrayed as 
ideological or personality feuds or divisions between armed groups and political 
wings.  For the military tactician, war is the continuation of politics by other means; 
for the sophisticated terrorist, politics is the continuation of terrorism by other  
means.  The IRA and Hamas† are examples of groups having “political” and 
“military” components.  Musa Abu Marzuq, for example, who led the political wing 
of Hamas, is believed to have approved specific bombings and assassinations.112  
Likewise, the “dual hat” relationship of Gerry Adams of Sinn Fein – the purported 
political wing of the IRA – to other IRA activities is subject to speculation.  
Distinctions and divisions between political and operations branches of terrorist 
groups are often designed to help people join the ranks, or financially contribute to 
the terrorist organization. 

° They also want the press to recognize and legitimize the findings and viewpoints of 
specially-created, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and study centers that 
may serve as covers for terrorist fund raising, recruitment, and travel by terrorists 
into the target country.  The Palestinian Islamic Jihad-funded and controlled World 
and Islam Studies Enterprise and the Hamas-funded Islamic Association for Palestine 
(IAP) in Richardson, Texas, are only two such organizations.113 

° In hostage situations, terrorists often monitor the media to learn the identity, number 
and value of hostages, as well as details about pending rescue attempts, and details 
on the public exposure of their operation.  They seek details about any plans for 
military retaliation, particularly where state sponsors are involved. 

Terrorist organizations seek media coverage that causes damage to their enemy.  This is 
particularly noticeable when the perpetrators of the act and the rationale for that act remain 
unclear.  They want the media to amplify panic, to spread fear, to facilitate economic loss (like 
scaring away investment and tourism, such as in 1997 when Islamic militants shot and hacked 
to death 58 foreign tourists at the temple of Queen Hatshepsut near Luxor's Valley of the 
Kings.), to make populations loose faith in their governments’ ability to protect them, and to 

                                                      

 

† HAMAS was formed in late 1987 as a subsidiary of the Palestinian branch of The Muslim Brotherhood.  
Its strength is concentrated in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. 
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trigger government and popular overreaction to specific incidents and the overall threat of 
terrorism. 

Richard Perl also notes what the media wish when covering terrorist incidents of issues.  

° Journalists generally want the freedom to cover an issue without external restraint--
whether it comes from media owners, advertisers, editors, or from the government.  

° Media want to be the first with the story or the “Get. ”‡  The scoop is golden, and the 
philosophy is “old news is no news.” Pressure to transmit real time news instantly in 
today's competitive high-tech communication environment is at an all-time high.  

° The media want to make the story as timely and dramatic as possible, often with 
interviews, if possible. During the June 1985 TWA Flight 847 hijack crisis, ABC aired 
extensive interviews with both hijackers and hostages. (A photo was even staged of a 
pistol aimed at the pilot's head.)114 

° Most media members want to be professional and accurate and not to give credence 
to disinformation, however newsworthy it may seem. This may not be easily done at 
times, especially when systematic efforts to mislead them are undertaken by 
interested parties.  

° They want to protect their ability to operate as securely and freely as possible within 
society. In many instances, this concern goes beyond protecting their legal right to 
publish in a relatively unrestrained fashion; it includes personal physical security. 
They want protection from threat, harassment, or violent assault during operations, 
and protection from subsequent murder by terrorists in retaliation for providing 
unfavorable coverage (the latter occurring more often in Europe, Africa and the 
Middle East.)  

° They want to protect society's right to know, and construe this liberally to include 
popular and dramatic coverage, e.g., airing emotional reactions of victims, family 
members, witnesses, and "people on the street," as well as information withheld by 
law enforcement, security, and other organs of government.  

° Media members often have no objection to playing a constructive role in solving 
specific terrorist situations if this can be done without excessive cost in terms of story 
loss or compromise of values.  

 Bernard Lewis, one of America’s leading experts on the Arab world, noted about the hijacking 
of a TWA airliner, that those who plotted the incident “knew that they could count on the 
American press and television to provide them with unlimited publicity and perhaps even 
some form of advocacy. “  However, because the coverage ignored the political roots of the 

                                                      

 

‡ The “Get” is the successful effort to “book” a high-profile interview with a well-known spokesperson on 
a topical subject.  
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action in the complex power struggles within Shi’ite Islam, it did little to explain its causes or to 
foster informed debate on appropriate responses.  As the television critic of the Financial Times 
of London, put it; “There is a criticism to be made of the coverage of these events, but it is not 
that television aided and abetted terrorists.  On the contrary, it is that television failed to 
convey, or even to consider, the reasons for what President Reagan called ‘ugly, vicious, evil 
terrorism.” 

Voluntary self-restraint is the general media’s preferred policy on terrorism coverage, and the 
approach most favoured by more responsible members of the generally-accepted mass media 
organizations to avoid the dangers of manipulation and exploitation by terrorist groups.  In 
addition, major media organizations have adopted guidelines for their staff with the aim of 
preventing the more obvious pitfalls.  For example, CBS news guidelines commit the 
organization to “thoughtful, conscientious care in restraint” in its coverage of terrorism: 

° avoiding giving “an excessive platform for the terrorists/kidnapper”; 

° “no live coverage of the terrorist/kidnapper” [“on the spot” reporting by CBS news 
reporters is not limited], thereby avoiding interference with the authorities’ 
communications such as use of telephone lines; 

° using expert advisers and hostage situations to help avoid questions or reports that 
might tend to exacerbate the situation; 

° avoiding obstruction of the police but reporting to their superiors media strictures 
that seem to be intended to massage (ie: spin) or suppress the news; and, 

° attempting to achieve such coverage downsized to length that the terrorist story 
does not unduly crowd out other important news of the hour/day.115 

The Irish Republican Army (IRA), like Hamas, have historically claimed responsibility for their 
attacks, either in telephone calls to media outlets or locally distributed leaflets.  Hamas’ strategy 
is two-pronged: to use terrorism to destabilize the Israeli government, and to challenge the 
Palestinian Authority.  Similarly, the IRA is still confronting the role of British authorities 
(primarily the Royal Ulster Constabulary) in Northern Ireland, albeit with diminishing 
aggression.  At the same time, the organization is also challenging the “peaceful” Republican 
groups, such as SLDP and Sinn Fein.116 

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was also firm and demanding regarding aggression and 
terrorism.  To these threats she stated, “I seem to smell the stench of appeasement in the air” 
when many British politicians wished to compromise.  When the demonic tyrant Saddam 
Hussein invaded Kuwait, Margaret Thatcher told the first President Bush as he determined U.S. 
military policy for dealing with the invasion that “this is no time to go wobbly.”  Apparently, 
President Bush listened to that sound advice and to war they went.  Thatcher believed that 
terrorism depended on the manipulation of the media and public perceptions.  Her advice on 
defeating terrorism was: “Democratic nations must try to find ways to starve the terrorist and 
the hijacker of the oxygen of publicity on which they depend.”117 

The effects of her beliefs were soon apparent.  Shortly after British troops were first sent to 
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Northern Ireland in the early 1970s, there were suspicions that the due process of arrest and 
trial was being breached by a covert but officially sanctioned shoot-to-kill campaign against 
suspected members of republican paramilitary groups.  In 1988, three members of an IRA active 
service unit were shot dead by members of an elite British counter terrorist unit in Gibraltar.  
Contrary to the initial official statements, they were later found to be unarmed and not in the 
process of planting a car bomb as first claimed.  One of the leading commercial television 
companies, Thames Television, produced a documentary entitled Death on the Rock, raising 
questions about the incident.  It was greeted with a barrage of hostile criticism from leading 
Conservative politicians, including Prime Minister Thatcher.  The tone of official condemnation 
was perfectly captured in an editorial headline in the country’s best-selling daily paper The Sun 
claiming that the program was “just IRA propaganda.”118 

The representation of the Provisional IRA was at the heart of a second major conflict, over a 
BBC documentary entitled At the Edge of the Union.  This featured an extended profile of Martin 
McGuiness of Sinn Fein, widely thought to be a leading IRA executive responsible for planning 
bombings.  The program gave him space to explain his views and showed him in his local 
community and at home with his family.  The Home Secretary, Leon Brittan, who had not seen 
the film, wrote to the Chairman of the BBC’s Board of Governors urging them not to show it, 
arguing that, “Even if [it] and any surrounding material were, as a whole, to present terrorist 
organizations as wholly unfavourable, I would still ask you not to permit it to be broadcast.” 

The Governors convened an emergency meeting and decided to cancel the scheduled screening.  
This very public vote of no confidence in the judgment of the corporation’s senior editors and 
managers was unprecedented and was met with an equally unprecedented response from BBC 
journalists.  They staged a one-day strike against government interference with the 
Corporation’s independence.119 

In his letter, Brittan had claimed that it was “damaging to security and therefore to the public 
interest to provide a boost to the morale of the terrorists and their apologists in this way.”  
News media principals believe that refusing this confluence of “security” with the “public 
interest” is at the heart of television journalism’s struggle to provide an adequate information 
base for a mature democracy.  As the BBC’s Assistant Director General put it in 1988: 

It is necessary for the maintenance of democracy that unpopular, even dangerous, views are 
heard and thoroughly understood.  The argument about the ‘national interest’ demanding 
censorship of such voices is glib and intrinsically dangerous.  Who determines the ‘national 
interest?’  How far does the ‘national interest’ extend? 

The government soundly rejected his arguments.  In the autumn of 1988, they instructed 
broadcasters not to transmit direct speech from members of eleven Irish organizations, 
including Sinn Fein.  This ban has since been lifted, but its imposition illustrates the permanent 
potential for conflict between official concepts of security and the national interest and 
broadcasters’ desire to provide full information, rational debate, and relevant contextualization 
on areas of political controversy and dispute.  As the BBC’s former director general, Ian 
Trethowan, pointed out, the basic dilemma posed by television’s treatment of terrorism is 
absolutely “central to the ordering of a civilized society: how to avoid encouraging terrorism 
and violence while keeping a free and democratic people properly informed.”120 
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Lone terrorists are a particularly challenging issue.  Judging from the careers of loner political 
assassins, their motive is not to die for the sake of the cause but to survive and establish their 
place in history.  The assassin of President Kennedy and the would-be assassin of President 
Reagan wanted notoriety at whatever price.121  Their point is to survive in order to savor the 
attention, however hostile or tawdry.  Were such publicity-seeking loners to acquire weapons of 
mass destruction, they might seek not annihilation in itself but rather the publicity that comes 
from an apocalyptic threat.122  However, the consequences of inaccurately judging their 
intentions, motivations and goals are too severe to be tested. 

The way calculating terrorists define and calibrate the cost and benefits of their actions may be 
different from the way common criminals decide whether to rob, cheat, or bully.  Society’s 
response, therefore, must be based on pragmatic considerations.  Those who employ terrorism 
have their own criteria for evaluating success and failure.  When governments, media and the 
public adopt the belief that those who employ terrorism must be desperate and hopeless to 
resort to this tactic, we commit a profound error by judging them and their actions against our 
own criteria, and accord them the rationalization that they are forced into this action as an 
absolute last resort.  Their motivations may be far more manipulative than desperate, and their 
rationale, more preferred than a last resort.  Using these concepts as justification for the actions 
of terrorists, we are judging them by our perceptions and our frames of reference – functions 
that do not apply to activists from cultures so different from our own. 

If the terrorists’ criteria for success is massive publicity, it will be difficult for a democracy to 
control the amount of publicity a terrorist act generates.  Totalitarian regimes, such as China 
and the former Soviet Union, have enforced a blanket policy of disallowing media reports of 
terrorist acts, precisely to deny the terrorists what they want.  However, publicity is generally 
not an end in itself.  It is a means toward furthering the terrorists’ cause.  Garnering publicity is 
generally part of the initial phase in a multiphase process for achieving substantive goals.123 

The RAND Corporation’s Bruce Hoffman said: 

[I]n this new era of mass media in which the ‘information revolution’ has transformed 
communications at a world level as a result of the advances in transmission in real-time, their 
hurry to fulfill the exigencies of time for an edition and the consequent precipitated judgments 
and immediate decisions can mean more opportunities of manipulation for terrorism and more 
influence than before.124 

Terrorists often analyze the mistakes made by former comrades who have been killed or 
apprehended.  Press accounts, media reports, judicial indictments, courtroom testimony, and 
trial transcripts are meticulously culled for information on security force tactics and methods, 
and then analyzed by surviving group members, to determine measures employed by the 
authorities against the terrorists.125 

Media and terrorism are linked in democratic societies.  Terrorism, by its very nature, is a 
psychological weapon that depends on communicating a threat to the wider society.  This is 
why there is a relationship between media and terrorism based on mutual need.  Media 
generally tend to reflect the underlying values of the society in which it resides.  Nevertheless, 
the media in an open society are in a fiercely competitive market for their audiences, constantly 
under pressure to be first with the news and to provide more information, excitement, and 
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entertainment than their rivals.  Success is reflected in increasing ratings, which then yield 
higher profits.  Hence, they are almost bound to respond to terrorists’ Propaganda of the Deed 
because it is dramatically bad news.  Thus, the media are in a kind of symbiotic relationship 
with terrorism. 

This does not mean that the mass media are controlled by the terrorists.  It does mean, however, 
that terrorists are continually attempting to manipulate and exploit the free media for their own 
ends.  It also means that responsible media professionals and the public need to be constantly 
on their guard against terrorist attempts manipulate them.126  

Some eighty years ago, before the advent of radio and television, Walter Lippmann observed 
that what people knew about the world around them was mostly the result of second-hand 
knowledge received through the press.  The only elements that have changed over time are that 
instead of having only words describe the world, we now have word pictures, live sounds and 
images from radio and television reporters who have given us “pictures in our head.”  People’s 
perceptions about almost everything and everyone is affected by the information provided by 
generally accepted mass media.127 

Reporting is not necessarily biased, but even the best reporting cannot cover all the aspects of a 
given topic.  “The function of news is to signalize an event,” Lippmann wrote, “the function of 
truth is to bring to light hidden facts, to set them into relation with each other, and make a 
picture of reality, on which man can act.” (Lippmann, 226) 

Former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher chastised the BBC and the press for what was, 
in her view, irresponsible reporting of terrorist activities, seeking “ways to starve the terrorist 
and the hijacker of the oxygen of publicity…”  As a result, Britain banned the broadcasting of 
statements by members of terrorist organizations and their supporters.128 

Prior to the 1990s, some terrorist groups often were limited by fears that too much violence 
could backfire.  Terrorist groups wanted to find the proverbial “sweet spot.”  They sought to 
use enough shocking violence to bring attention to a cause they felt had been neglected, but 
they did not want to use so much violence that their audiences abroad would become 
permanently alienated.  Nor did nationalist terrorist groups – such as the Palestine Liberation 
Organization or the Irish Republican Army often went so far that they eliminated support among 
their own people.  Terrorists wanted a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead.129  The 
advent of apocalyptic terrorist groups have reversed this equation. 

Fairly or unfairly, many have emulated Margaret Thatcher’s attitude to the news media’s 
relationship with terrorism.  Reporters and their reports have been accused for much of the 
support and sympathy for terrorists and their causes, for recruitment and retention of terrorists, 
and for conveying justification and messages for the terrorist organizations that seek to inflict 
their violence on innocent people.  Bruce Hoffman said: 

[I]n this new era of mass media in which the ‘information revolution’ has transformed 
communications at a world level as a result of the advances in transmission in real-time, their 
hurry to fulfill the exigencies of time for an edition and the consequent precipitated judgments 
and immediate decisions can mean more opportunities of manipulation for terrorism and more 
influence than before.130 
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Marshall McLuhan said “It is necessary to reduce to a maximum the space devoted to terrorists 
because the mass media become resonance boxes.“  He advised using the informative blackout.  
Jadel Jacobelli, on the other hand, believes that to silence violence is not ethical, and may bring 
about a new type of violence.  Hubert Beuve-Mery, founder of Le Monde, approves journalists’ 
self-control.131  Other terrorism analysts suggest that media should either be censured or 
exercise “self-censorship.”   

Impact of News Media 

The news media is a powerful force during confrontations, and whether we like it or not, the 
mass media has more impact than most other agencies in how operations are perceived by the 
outside world.  Their coverage is instant and can be world-wide if the circumstances warrant 
the attention of viewers in other countries. And they will take sizeable risks to get the story and 
get it out to their audiences.  One example of the risks reporters will undergo to get a story is 
the 1993 attempted coup in Moscow. CNN had a camera on the roof of a building where their 
bureau was located and had their cameras running live images of activity on the square 
adjacent to the Russian Parliament. The world saw the barricades go up, the tanks roll by, Boris 
Yeltsen stand up and speak from one of the tanks; the actions of the protesters and even a hasty 
news conference by the coup leaders. CNN even had a correspondent inside the Parliament 
reporting how the people inside the building were preparing for the worst. The images and the 
voices were broadcast around the world virtually as they happened.  

The lesson learned is that the media will be on-site instantly. They have radio scanners and 
contacts throughout communities that will tell them what is happening, where it is happening 
and what has occurred so far, in the opinion of some who would not qualify as “expert” 
witnesses.  Media responses in crises situations like these begin by reporting immediately by 
describing the scene, and initially their stories are normally negative because there usually is no 
one available to provide the government side of the story when they arrive.  

The first images are the “live eye.” The cameras will scan the immediate vicinity to 
communicate  the environment at the scene, and in their haste to begin their reports they will 
seek witnesses, report fact and fantasy, and will seek linkages. As they become established, 
reporters will interview non-competitive reporters and they will find self-proclaimed experts. 

As terrorism became more ubiquitous, so did the news media. The first Gulf War of 1990-1991 
was a seminal event for Cable Network News. Until its coverage of the war, the network really 
had no public profile. The sights and sounds of Peter Arnett broadcasting from the roof of his 
hotel in downtown Baghdad created the profile that has made CNN the force that it is today. 
He also created what has become known as “The CNN Effect,” the practice of policymakers, 
legislators and senior police and military officers witnessing what is happening live on CNN 
and simply telephoning operational guidance to the commander on the ground. 

The current Gulf War has seen the coming of age of the media of the Arab marketplace and a 
very different media effect. With the development of these new media as world-class vehicle of 
news and information, a new dynamic has been introduced into international terrorism. The 
extremist no longer needs the western media in exactly the same way. With their own news 
networks and services, the Arab world no longer looks to CNN and BBC World Service as the 
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monopolies they once were, a process which can be called the al Jazeera effect. This was 
probably a principal factor in Wall Street Journalist Daniel Pearl’s disappearance in January 
2002 and his subsequent execution the following month. These extremists discovered that they 
can selectively execute western journalists and get coverage from western media and a more 
supportive and understanding ear from their own news media.132 

When media start covering spectacular events, there must be someone there who can take 
charge of the journalists, provide them with accurate information and ensure that their 
journalistic needs are met. Reporters in crisis situations will almost always gravitate to someone 
who can meet their immediate needs. There may be complaints and recriminations from 
journalists afterwards that they had access only to the government’s side of the story and that 
they had no means to learn the terrorists’ issues.  

However, an effective media relations program must begin prior to any terrorist or hostage-
taking incident, and will go a long way to demonstrate to your journalists that this is a criminal 
act and not the efforts of so-called freedom fighters. You will give reporters the knowledge that 
these issues do not belong here, and that in our western society, there are shared values and 
rights and Middle Eastern issues should not impact on the lives, safety and security of people in 
our nations. 

In light of the immense power which the media has in these circumstances, government, police, 
military and security forces need a more productive approach than the open hostility journalists 
normally receive. There are consequences to this cold reception. 

First of all, if none of the “good guys” will speak to them, then representatives of the “bad 
guys” will, even if it is by telephone from the Middle East. Also, it is critically important that 
journalists understand what they are permitted to do and not permitted to do.  One glaring 
example of what has been called media irresponsibility happened during the hijacking of a 
Kuwaiti airliner by Hizballah and its landing in Larnaca, Cyprus in 1988.  Security forces 
intended to launch a rescue effort while the plane was on the ground, but the media’s 
unrelenting coverage and live television images made a surprise attack impossible. Cameras 
were equipped with infra-red filters so that television watchers could see everything, even at 
night.133 

This isn’t media irresponsibility, but rather the failure of government forces to recognize the 
need for a strong media relations response to the crisis. There is a tendency for security officials 
involved in a crisis to disregard journalists and marginalize them, largely based on fear of the 
immense power and influence of journalism, when they should engage and include them.  

There is a symbiotic relationship between the news media and spectacular terrorist events.  One 
of the most important aims of a terrorist attack is to gain publicity for a particular cause or even 
a particular aim, and the terrorist depends on the media to inform the public.  At the same time, 
and contingent on the particular audiences monitoring these events, the media endeavour to 
entertain, shock, amuse, or otherwise affect the emotions of the people who monitor the news 
media – the readers, listeners and viewers.  

Competition between media organizations only heightens the necessity to focus on their ability 
to affect emotions.  Those who commit and perpetrate terrorist acts understand this and 
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carefully script and choreograph to attract the coverage they want.  There is no way that 
western media can ignore an event that has been fashioned specifically for their needs.  
Television terrorists can no more do without the media than the media can resist the terrorist 
event.  The two create a symbiotic relationship so that forces and pressure on one provokes 
reactions by the other. 

The question of whether the media should be able to cover terrorist and hostage-taking 
situations require the reconciliation of a number of competing interests:134 

° The need for a free press to provide information to the public. 

° The need to ensure the safety of the victims of terrorism. 

° The need to avoid exacerbating the challenges for the police. 

° The need to maintain the human rights of freedom of speech, criticism, and 
publication and the right of the public to be informed. 

° The need to discourage and deter future terrorist acts. and 

° The need to respect the privacy of the hostages and their families.  

If your response in these circumstances would be the same as the normal reaction of 
governmental and law enforcement officials, you would impose restrictions on media reporting 
of terrorist incidents, and if the media doesn’t do so voluntarily you would legislate it, 
amounting to censorship.  This would evoke serious media objections about violation of the 
provisions of freedom of the press and freedom of expression. 

In response to these requirements, the U.S. Department of Justice (National Advisory 
Committee on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals) made a number of recommendations 
based on the principles of minimum intrusiveness and complete, non-inflammatory coverage. Some of 
the more notable suggestions include: 

° When necessary, use a media pool to cover the situation on behalf of all news 
agencies. 

° Self-imposed restrictions on lighting, use of cameras and other special news-
gathering technologies. 

° Limit direct interviews with hostage-takers during an incident. 

° Avoid inquiries to reveal tactical information that would be detrimental to police 
operations if revealed. 

° Delay the reporting of details which may inflame the situation. 

° Where possible, avoid reporting that emphasizes the sensational aspects of the 
incident. 

° Rely on official government spokespersons, when available. and 
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° Balance the coverage of self-serving terrorist propaganda with contrasting 
information from official sources. 

For their part, news media developed guidelines that generally include: 

° That reporters would resist becoming participants in terrorist events. 

° Providing senior executives with greater control over the organization’s coverage. 

° That reporters should adhere to traditional journalistic values of complete reporting, 
avoiding sensationalism and maintaining a sense of balance.  

One reaction by security personnel to this may be to ask why not simply silence the media and 
not allow them to report and not give them access?  The reasons are quite simple.  

Of all the foundations of a free and democratic society, the most basic freedom is to be informed 
and the news media has been given the responsibility to promote the right to be informed.  If 
freedom of the press and freedom of expression by the media are sacrificed in the name of 
combating terrorism then we have allowed terrorists to destroy one of the key foundations in 
our democratic society, and have, in a major way, legitimized their actions, and helped them to 
achieve their goals. 

Also, to close the door on media coverage would be to deny the terrorist the coverage that they 
so desperately want, and for which they have carried out their plans and would erode a 
fundamental right of freedom of the press.  This would effectively force the terrorists to escalate 
the level of violence to assure that western media cannot ignore what they are trying to achieve.  
This would simply play into their hands.  

In open and democratic societies with a free media or a free press, it is impossible to guarantee 
that police and security anti-terrorist operations will be safeguarded against compromise or 
disruption by irresponsible or ignorant media activity. But a lot can be accomplished by having 
an expert press or media liaison representative to assist with information management and 
contingency planning during the incident. The results could be using the media’s significant 
reach and audience to mobilize public opinion and gain support for effective anti-terrorist 
strategies. 

Because no nation and no community is invulnerable to hostage-taking or attack, government 
and security authorities should adopt an assertive media relations strategy that capitalizes on 
the news media’s reach and impact, and one that promotes a strong complimentary working 
relationship with professional journalists. This must begin before any terrorist event happens 
and is sustained even when there is no event envisaged.  

There is little understanding among the generally accepted mass media about the phenomenon of 
terrorism and the motivations for their actions, and it is too late for to build a rapport when one 
is in progress.  For a mission commander trying to resolve a hostage incident or deal with the 
after effects of a significant incident, assassination or explosion, the media are not on his radar 
screen. His or her needs are more immediate and more demanding than the six p.m. news or 
tomorrow’s headlines. The appointment of a professional media relations officer with 
experience in crisis management is the first step and this person brings to the table a particular 
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set of skills that can be used in a crisis: 

° Media operations and escort. 

° Media registration. 

° Briefings and spokesperson skills. 

° News conferencing. 

° Media analysis. 

° Use of photography and video. 

° Newswriting. 

° Proofreading and editing. 

° Advisor to management. 

° Communications planning. 

This is no replacement for a person who has done the job professionally. The professional 
communications officer with the requisite experience is aware of the demands of modern news 
gathering and the responsibilities to communicate that spring from traditions, legislation and 
practices of freedom of the press and freedom of expression. This would be a representative 
who is accustomed to media interviews and how to carefully craft an answer so that the safety 
and security of those whom fate has placed in harm’s way is not further jeopardized. 

The next step is the preparation of a contingency plan for communications and media relations 
that provides for media involvement in training exercises, not to cover the preparations that 
these exercises present, but to play within the scenario. 

In the event of a significant incident, media can come from all over the world. During recovery 
operations for the crash of Swissair 111 near Halifax, N.S. with a loss of 229 people, the media 
centre had more than 300 news personnel registered.  Five satellite TV trucks – ABC, NBC, CBS, 
Fox and CNN, plus a host of photographers and videographers from throughout North 
America, Europe, surrounded the Halifax Metro Centre, and they stayed for two weeks.  

If your event takes longer than a day or two, you may wish to consider establishing a media 
centre 

A properly developed media centre provides a common base for operations for both journalists 
and those who meet their needs. But it also needs a staff that is experienced and willing to 
spend the time and energy to meet the needs of the reporters and photo and video journalists. 
The press centre is also a place where pre-arranged interviews with principals involved win the 
operation can take place, and where network and pool coverage can be done. 

Also, with the sheer quantity of journalists that will probably be on hand, it will probably be 
necessary for coverage and imagery to be pooled, that is a small number of representatives of 
the media contingent cover the opportunity and share the material with their competing media, 
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or to have your staff photographers cover the material and share. 

This may sound unworkable, that media would share material that would make wonderful 
scoops. But when arrangements are made in advance and ground rules are clear and agreed by 
all, there are normally no problems. 

Also, legislation already exists in most, if not all, western nations that can deal with a journalist 
who impedes the operations of the police, endangers the lives of hostages and casually allows 
important information to slip to the terrorists in his and her news reports. There is no nation 
that does not already have laws that prevent needless endangerment, negligence resulting in 
injury or death, and obstruction of justice. All that is required is the fortitude and resolve to use 
these legal tools. 

Media coverage of major events is simply a fact of life. If you attempt to deny access and 
maintain a stubborn silence you will force the journalist to get the story without you, perhaps 
using information that is inaccurate and even dangerous, and probably not to your tactical 
advantage. 

However, modern mass media has a role to play here as well.  A factor that may have given rise 
to many of the mass killings and political kidnappings, such as the recent “human bombs” in 
Israeli marketplaces, hostage situations such as the 1998 Tupac Amaru embassy siege in Peru, 
and the many political assassinations and kidnappings is the enormous power of television in 
particular, and mass media in general. 

Within hours of an event, it is known to millions of people the world over.  Negotiations for the 
life of a victim are done in an atmosphere of ghoulish public curiosity, apprehension and even 
hysteria.  To refuse the terrorists’ demands is tantamount to valuing the life of the victim below 
that of the ransom or demand.  The presence of publicity forces the negotiating authorities to 
accept that refusal may have a vastly magnified impact on the victim, the victim’s family and on 
other potential victims.  A government at war will contemptuously reject an ultimatum in the 
knowledge that it may cost thousands of lives in a city under siege.  But that same government 
may pay a huge political price to save an individual in the face of an ultimatum from a group of 
three or four clandestine terrorists.  The best example is the September 1972 Munich Olympics 
in which eight Black September terrorists kidnapped and killed eleven Israeli athletes.  The 
terrorists had no serious expectations of the Israeli or German governments, but millions of 
people watched.  While most were disgusted, if even a small percentage were sympathetic this 
could have amounted to a huge number of potential collaborators all over the world.135 

If the freedom to publish rests, as indeed it must, upon a general public interest expressed in 
terms of “need to know,” is this not most sensibly limited by that other public interest of denying 
to those who would damage the common weal the use of this potent, near irresistible force of the 
media?  There is a real competition of interests here which must be resolved on a philosophical 
plane before the practical issues which can be tackled.  The terrorist is an urgent suitor; if he 
cannot get what he wants by seductive means, he will not hesitate to use rape.  The real problem 
seems to be uncertainty on the part of the media whether to play coy handmaiden or harlot.136 

A form of symbiotic relationship exists between the news media and spectacular terrorist 
incidents.  One of the most important aims of a terrorist attack is to gain publicity for a 
particular cause, sometimes the only aim.  The presumed primary aim of news media is to 
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inform§.  However, it is at least as important in practice to entertain, shock, amuse or otherwise 
affect the emotions of the audience, in particular, of television.  Competition between media 
organizations seems to heighten the necessity to focus on the emotion generating, as opposed to 
the purely informational aspects of news reporting.  Terrorists are aware of the phenomenon of 
media coverage and often consciously script live action spectaculars.137 

Of all the foundations of a free and democratic society, the most basic freedom, to be informed, 
has guaranteed that such knowledge and such information can be fashioned by the fanatic 
through the conduit of the media eye.  To close that eye would erode a fundamental right and 
would result in closing an open society.  But by not doing so would help assure future terrorist 
events.138 

Specifically, media coverage of terrorist events are said to have some or all of the following 
effects:139 

° It provides a platform for the expression of extremist views which provoke violence 
and undermine the authority of the state; 

° The reporting of spectacular terrorist incidents has a contagion effect which increases 
the probability that other groups or individuals will emulate the violence being 
reported; 

° Coverage of an ongoing incident hinders police operations and may place the lives 
of hostages and police in jeopardy; 

° Coverage of an ongoing incident puts inappropriate pressure on the authorities 
which limits their powers as decision-makers; 

° The large number of reporters at and extent of coverage of a terrorist incident 
reinforces the terrorist’s sense of power and particularly in the case of deranged 
terrorists, may contribute significantly to prolonging the incident or to an increase in 
its serious consequences; 

° Related to the contagion effect is the claim that excessive detail of both terrorist and 
counter-terrorist operations supplies disaffected groups with tactical and strategic 
information and technical knowledge which make the resolution of future terrorist 
incidents more difficult; 

° The competitive nature of newsgathering places an undue emphasis on the 
sensational aspects of terrorist events and makes entertainment of public violence 
rather than performing a public duty to inform; 

° The instantaneous reporting of terrorist incidents and the existence of some 
newsgathering principles (such as telephone contact with terrorists in the course of 
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an incident) make reporters participants in, rather than observers at, a terrorist event 
and diminish the ability of the media to report objectively. 

The response of many governmental and law enforcement officials to these charges is that 
various forms of restrictions that should be placed on media reporting of terrorist incidents.  
These run from self-imposed industry guidelines to governmental regulation amounting to 
strict censorship.  The latter situation would evoke serious media objections.  As a compromise, 
many media have worked with governmental and law enforcement agencies to establish 
reasonable guidelines to the coverage of such events.  While there is no clear evidence that 
coverage is responsible for significantly affecting the occurrence of terrorism, it is much more 
likely to affect the form rather than the frequency of political terrorism. 

W.B. Jaehnig, on the other hand, notes that these guidelines seem to represent an honest effort 
by the news media to make the conventions of journalism firm, concrete and explicit.  However, 
they actually offer little moral assistance to reporters who are caught up in a situation that is 
fraught with moral dilemmas.  “The pragmatic approach bears a fatalistic element as well, 
based on the assumption that journalistic practice cannot be changed without damaging the 
virtue of journalism itself.”140 

Grant Wardlaw also suggests additional considerations: 141 

In addition to (and overlapping with) voluntary guidelines there are four other policy decisions 
that may help both preserve the media’s independence and overcome some objections to their 
treatment of terrorism.  These are: 

° To consider matters relating to the timing of news.  Temporary withholding of news 
may be legitimate in some instances, such as kidnapping; 

° Making deliberate attempts to balance coverage (an extremely difficult goal to attain) 
may help counteract some of the negative effects of terrorism; 

° To acknowledge that news tailoring is a fact of everyday news production and focus 
on reporting that might be expected to lessen tensions and aid the negotiating 
process; and, 

° To accept that the media have an important role to play in public education and at 
times other than during terrorist incidents to feature items regarding the ethics of 
using violence for political ends, then legitimate needs of law enforcement in a 
democratic society, the non-romantic side of terrorism and the existence of avenues 
of dissent.  Part of this role must also encompass a vigourous determination to 
investigate and report on the injustices and inequities in society which, if left to 
fester, may be the cause of acts of terrorism. 

It is rare that the interests of law enforcement and counter terrorist agencies, and media 
coincide, so each must decide on common ground, the standards to be used, where this satisfies 
the public’s right to be informed, and how all this meets the victim’s right to life. 

Richard Salant, president of CBS News, concedes that broadcast coverage may, in fact, promote 
and encourage terrorist acts, he sees his own industry – the news industry – as merely: 
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. . . [I]n the business of giving ideas.  We present facts from which people draw their own 
conclusions on, whether it’s politics or terrorists or anything else – people draw ideas from them.  
If we start playing God and say that fact or this viewpoint  . . . might give people ideas, we would 
have to stop covering politics, covering practically anything but volcano eruptions and natural 
disasters . . . I’m not about to play the idea of God and decide which ideas are good and which 
ideas are bad.142 

Grant Wardlaw, in his book Political Terrorism: Theory, tactics, and counter-measures, takes issue 
with Salant.  He says these are noble sentiments but do not reflect the reality of reporting.  
There are forces in the news industry which sometimes subtly and sometimes visibly affect the 
presentation of “facts” so that some ideas appear good and others bad.  The concept of a free 
market of ideas is a romantic one that is at odds with the modern realities of monopolistic 
group-ownership and cross-media control of news outlets.  “It is absurd in the face of all the 
evidence that media are merely passive observers passing on all information they receive to 
allow the public to draw on informed conclusions.”143 

W.B. Jaehnig disagrees with this as well: 

The problem lies in journalism’s moral neutrality posture, which prohibits the development of an 
ethic oriented toward the maintenance of the commodity, its standards, values and culture.  
Traditions that prescribe an inflexible ‘watchdog’ role for the press, or emphasize the publication 
of terrorist rhetoric when the community itself feels intimidated, appear self-defeating.  Clearly 
judgements must be made by journalists that differentiate between the wars of ideas fought 
within the legitimized institutions of the community, and struggles fought outside these 
institutions and which rely on violence rather than verbiage, intimidation instead of intellect.144 

There are no easy answers, or even difficult answers.  There are only complex choices.  Media 
coverage can place lives in jeopardy, can complicate negotiations, can limit police options and 
restrict their alternatives in a difficult situation.  In the end, the news industry must be able to 
respond to questions such as: 

By what standards – other than losing out to the competition and the inherent excitement of live 
pictures of, say, a man in imminent danger of having his head blown off – do such events qualify 
as significant in terms of the values supposedly cherished by serious journalists?145 

CBS’ answer came in the form of news guidelines for “Coverage of Terrorists:” 

Because the facts and circumstances of each case vary, there can be no specific self-executing 
rules for the handling of terrorist/hostage stories.  CBS News will continue to apply the normal 
test of news judgment and if, as so often they are, these stories are newsworthy, we must 
continue to give them coverage despite the dangers of ‘contagion’.  The disadvantages of 
suppression are, among things,  

(1) adversely affecting our credibility (‘What else are news people keeping from us?’);  

(2) giving free rein to sensationalized and erroneous word of mouth rumours; and  

(3) distorting our news judgments for some extraneous judgmental purpose.  These 
disadvantages compel us to continue to provide coverage. 

Nevertheless, in providing for such coverage there must be thoughtful, conscientious care and 
restraint.  Obviously the story should not be sensationalized beyond the actual fact of its being 
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sensational.  We should exercise particular care in how we treat the terrorist/kidnapper. 

More specifically: 

An essential component of the story is the demands of the terrorist/kidnapper and we must 
report those demands.  But we should avoid providing an excessive platform for the 
terrorist/kidnapper.  Thus, unless such demands are succinctly stated and free of rhetoric and 
propaganda, it may be better to paraphrase the demands instead of presenting them directly 
through the voice of the terrorist/kidnapper. 

Except in the most compelling circumstances, and then only with the approval of the President of 
CBS News or in his absence, the Senior Vice President of News, there should be no live coverage 
of the terrorist/kidnapper since we may fall into the trap of providing an unedited platform for 
him.  (This does not limit live on the spot reporting by CBS reporters, but care should be 
exercised to assure restraint and context) 

News personnel should be mindful of the probable need by the authorities who are dealing with 
the terrorist for communication by telephone and hence should endeavour to ascertain, wherever 
feasible, whether our own use of such lines would be likely to interfere with the authorities’ 
communications. 

Responsible CBS News representatives should endeavour to contact experts dealing with the 
hostage situation to determine whether they have any guidance on such questions as 
phraseology to be avoided, what kinds of questions or reports might tend to exacerbate the 
situation, etc.  Any such recommendations by established authorities on the scene should be 
carefully considered as guidance (but not as instruction) by CBS News personnel. 

Local authorities should also be given the name or names of CBS personnel whom they can 
contact should they have further guidance or wish to deal with such delicate questions as a 
newsman’s call to the terrorists or other matters which might interfere with authorities dealing 
with the terrorists. 

Guidelines affecting our coverage of civil disturbances are also applicable here, especially those 
which relate to avoiding the use of inflammatory catchwords or phrases, the reporting of 
rumours, etc.  As in the case of policy dealing with civil disturbances, in dealing with a hostage 
story reporters should obey all police instructions but report immediately to their superiors any 
such instructions that seem to be intended to manage or suppress the news. 

Coverage of this kind of story should be in such overall balance as to length, that it does not 
unduly crowd out other important news of the hour/day. 

The technology and speed of modern news media unwittingly assist Robin Hood tactics and 
other “altruistic” efforts.  Swift press coverage, the instant television and radio broadcasts and 
films, such as The Battle of Algiers and State of Siege frequently can arouse sympathy for the 
terrorist and inhibit identification with the victim at the same time.  There is a parallel between 
the spectator sympathy the viewers felt for the Tupamaros in State of Siege and the sympathy felt 
for the criminals in The Godfather. 

What changes the perspectives of the viewers and media monitors?  When the killings become 
indiscriminate and kidnappings become frequent, people begin to fear for their lives and those 
of their families, when the people of a community or society begin to internalize the fear 
perpetrated by the terrorists, the Robin Hood technique is no longer a benefit.  When the Arab 
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fedayeen kills women and children, or commits a massacre in a schoolhouse, no amount of 
media romanticizing of the guerrilla image will be effective. 

In fairness to the often-maligned media, sometimes media coverage is not given willingly.  As 
part of the price of the release of hostages, terrorists sometimes demand that governments, 
businesses and the establishment print and broadcast unexpurgated statements.  Latin 
American administrations and news media have frequently complied.  In the United States, the 
Symbionese Liberation Army forced William Randolph Hearst to publish their communiqués.146  
In Quebec during the 1970 “October Crisis,” newspapers were forced to print the FLQ 
manifesto. 

In West Germany in early 1975, terrorists promised to release their hostage, Peter Lorenz, if five 
of their comrades in prisons were flown out of the country to freedom.   The kidnappers 
demanded that the process of release to be televised.  Melvin J. Lasky notes pertinently that the 
state’s television network “was hijacked, in effect, to serve the kidnappers’ master plan.”  He 
quotes one television editor: 

For seventy-two hours we just lost control of the medium.  We shifted shows to meet their 
timetable.  Our cameras had to be in position to record each of the prisoners as they boarded the 
plane, and out news coverage had to include prepared statements at their dictation . . . It was the 
gangsters who wrote the script and programmed the mass media.147 

But even without coercion, it is still the nature of modern media to serve to the public their 
sensational reports, articles and stories, with pictures, both moving and still, in the spirit of 
competitive journalism. 

 Several factors are instrumental in the internationalization and, concurrently, the 
legitimization of terror: 

There is the modern technology in the service of the terrorists.  There is the swiftness of and the 
power of modern communications employed by them to help their action and further their 
propaganda . . . Terror is glorified in the media and employed in the name of Marx.  Terror 
everywhere is facilitated and, by some, even justified and applauded thanks to the worldwide 
impact of Marxism, which has by now approached the dimensions of a religion.  Neither to be 
argued against nor to be resisted – only to be feared, if not admired and followed.148 

Among those who are not terrorists there are some, usually upper middle-class intellectuals 
who would applaud terrorism.  But during the early 1970s, in large part because of the media, 
sympathy and support for the terrorists widened and began to spread downwards, percolating 
into the middle and lower classes.  An episode that typifies the media’s role in this development 
occurred in 1970-71. 

Headlines and photographs which appeared throughout the world created an impression that 
Leila Khaled was glamourous and adventuresome.  In sober reality, this gun-toting Arab moll 
had attempted to hijack an Israeli airliner.  She was responsible not only for a criminal act that 
had endangered many lives, but also for the failure of her mission, during which her companion 
was killed and she herself had been captured.  After the British released Khaled, her freedom 
being the result of Arab threats, eager interviewers and photographers, while relaying a romantic 
image of her, almost ignored the sober truth of her fiasco.  The heroic Israeli security guards, who 
had killed her comrade, were made to seem dull compared to her.149 
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On balance, the broad scope and the swiftness of modern communications have helped the 
terrorists to recruit a wider following.  While terrorism is still the bastard child of weakness, 
thanks to recent changes, it is gaining in popular acceptance.150 

. . . [I]mprovements in mass communication and mass education in modern democracies are 
factors in diminishing respect for the establishment and its fumbling ways of mass control.  The 
instantly televised or headlined accounts of governmental repression or corruption or retreat 
before the terrorists and their Soviet or Arab mentors and inciters, the people’s increasing 
awareness of their government’s ebbing strength, cannot but lead to a feeling of cynicism or 
resignation, or, soon enough, to panic, to a sentiment of support for those who criticize and 
oppose this failing establishment – and sometimes even a modicum of sympathy for these very 
same terrorists who are out to pull down the system.151 

The response of many governmental and law enforcement officials to these charges is that 
various forms of restrictions that should be placed on media reporting of terrorist incidents.  
These run from self-imposed industry guidelines to governmental regulation amounting to 
strict censorship.  The latter situation would evoke serious media objections.  As a compromise, 
many media have worked with governmental and law enforcement agencies to establish 
reasonable guidelines to the coverage of such events.  While there is no clear evidence that 
coverage is responsible for significantly affecting the occurrence of terrorism, it is much more 
likely to affect the form rather than the frequency of political terrorism. 

A second and more easily substantiated charge is that some newsgathering practices hinder the 
effective management of terrorist incidents, particularly those involving hostage taking.  There 
have been situations in which media have conducted direct telephone interviews with hostage-
takers, and one situation in Ottawa in the late 1970s, a local television team was showing live 
the hostage-taking at the Turkish ambassador’s residence, and broadcast the ambassador lying 
beneath a window.  Had the terrorists been watching television they would have been able to 
carry out their primary mission of assassination. 

Working with Media 

It is too late to begin preparations to accommodate news media when a terrorist-related or other 
crisis occurs.  By the time you appoint the lead communications practitioner to work with 
journalists, photographers and videographers, they will already have begun their coverage 
activities.  Effective management of a crisis or an emergency necessitates that preparations 
begin well in advance of any event.  The following is not intended to be an exhaustive list of 
preparations and groundrules, but is meant to provide a starting point for consideration of 
these factors: 

1. Crisis planners must develop a comprehensive communications strategy and 
subordinate communications strategies, and exercise them regularly (semi-
annually or annually). 

2. Appoint or retain the services of an experienced and professional 
communications  practitioner who can be onsite quickly to take charge of news 
media and implement the groundrules.  Others should be appointed to assume 
specific responsibilities so that when the team is called out, each person is able to 
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immediately undertake his/her duties.  Additional personnel should be 
appointed as alternates in the event that any of the primary team is unavailable.  
These alternates can also take on the role of the second shift if the principal team 
needs to be relieved. 

3. Crisis planners should prepare as comprehensive a list as possible of potential 
communications professionals who have expertise and experience in crisis 
communications.  Each listed participant should be earmarked for his/her 
leadership or functional position within the crisis response organization. 

4. When the stand-by communications practitioner is designated, his/her first 
responsibility should be to prepare a crisis/emergency communications plan, 
which should be rehearsed at least bi-annually, and which should be reviewed 
annually for updating and revision. 

5. When the crisis/emergency communications team is called out to work with 
news media during an incident, they should be released from all responsibilities 
of their normal workplace, so they can focus all their attention and energies on 
the incident. 

6. Members of the crisis/emergency communications team who are to work with 
news media should be selected because of their recognized ability to work 
effectively and decisively with news media.  These personnel cannot shrink from 
decisive contact with police, security and media in meeting the demands of a 
terrorist-instigated crisis event. 

7. Work with news media to provide coverage that is fair, balanced and objective, 
and reflects the situation in its proper context and perspective. 

8. If there is any possibility that the incident will be sustained beyond a day, you 
should consider establishing a media centre from where journalists, 
photographers, and videographers can work and file their reports, from where 
interviews, news conferences, and briefings can be conducted, and from where 
media “pools” can be established and conducted. 

9. Implement a system of advance news media accreditation that will pre-authorize 
journalists to be admitted to the media centre during the crisis. 

10. Establish a pre-designated media pool similar to the Pentagon’s media pool of 
journalists who are trained and prepared to cover these events and share their 
coverage with other accredited news media.  This media pool must comprise 
journalists that can provide material in the various news formats; radio, 
television, video, still photography, digital photography, print for daily and 
weekly newspapers, and print for magazines and journals. 

11. Establish a regular conference to acquaint news media and communications 
participants with a common knowledge of the phenomenon of terrorism.  
Registered attendance at this conference should be mandatory for anyone 
designated to participate in the management or coverage of the event. 
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12. Identify equipment to be used for the incident, including Internet-capable 
portable computers, printers, digital cameras, software and office supplies that 
can be assembled into a fly-away kit for fast deployment. 

13. Develop a list of effective and agreed media groundrules for the coverage of 
terrorist events. 

14. Establish a quadrilateral discussion group comprising federal, provincial, and 
municipal authorities, and interested national strategic analysis institutions, 
under the auspices of a non-governmental dedicated to effective communications 
to the public, such as the Canadian Public Relations Society.  This group would 
be responsible for the development of a made-in-Canada means of dealing with 
the public and the media in the management of a terrorist-instigated crisis event 
and its consequences. 

15. Develop a series of monographs that explain the various components of 
terrorism and its public persona and image. 

16. Develop a multi-lateral, inter-agency memorandum of understanding that will 
identify personnel, equipment and activities that will be employed in a terrorist 
event.  This MOU will become effective immediately on declaration of the crisis 
event. 

17. Build a regime of cooperation with media, security forces, and governmental 
principals to demonstrate that the communications community is an essential 
asset in meeting the public information demands of a terrorist-instigated crisis 
event.  

18. Provide a communications/media liaison person or team for the family members 
of victims involved in the incident.  This team will be available to “run 
interference” with newsmedia and speak on behalf of family members who wish 
to have this support.  It may be advisable to bring all family members to a central 
facility to ensure they can be kept informed of events and to shield them from 
unwanted media attention. 

Media Groundrules 

If and as possible, journalists should be pre-accredited by police and security services to cover 
crisis/emergency situations, and be issued a photo-identification card that is to be worn when 
these events happen.  As these events and incidents occur, journalists should resist being drawn 
in as participants, and they should adhere to traditional journalistic values of coverage that is 
complete, balanced and accurate. 

° Access to affected sites will be done only with the agreement of the communications 
staff, under qualified escort, and only when there is no danger to anyone covering 
the event. 

° Special news gathering technologies and techniques will be employed only if they do 
not affect the operations and activities of the police and security services, and the 
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safety of victims and onlookers. 

° There will be no direct interviews with terrorists, hostage-takers and their victims 
during an incident. 

° Media will not disclose any information that may be detrimental to police and 
security operations and activities. 

° Media must avoid reporting that can inflame the situation and not report statements 
of the perpetrators, unless permitted by authorities. 

° News reporting during the incident must be objective and not sensationalize the 
incident. 

° The communications staff will provide briefings, interview opportunities, news 
conferences and pool opportunities as circumstances permit. 

Communications personnel assisting police and security services in a crisis or emergency are 
employed to assist and support news media personnel in the preparation and filing of 
responsible reports to their audiences while the incident is in progress.  However, news 
personnel should be aware that they will be accountable for any activities or reports that result 
in the injury or death of individuals involved with the incident.  If this becomes a factor, police 
may conduct an investigation and charge any culpable parties found responsible for negligence 
or action resulting in death or injury.  

Conclusion 

There is a definite and discernable relationship between the newsmedia and terrorists.  
Terrorism has always needed media coverage of their activities and journalists cannot ignore 
the events and incidents that terrorists perpetrate. 

As the public depends on the media to learn about events and issues, journalists are accorded a 
privileged position in their coverage of events, incidents, crises and emergencies.  This privilege 
takes the form of access to the scenes of the incidents, to principals involved in these incidents, 
and to opportunities to follow-up on subsequent, related incidents such as discussions and 
interviews with representatives of police and security services, legislators and legal 
representatives – access not normally granted to private citizens.  Journalists draw this privilege 
from their role as communicators to and representatives of the general public, the citizens of the 
state which has been affected by the incident. 

With privilege and authority comes a commensurate degree of responsibility and 
accountability.  When journalists, photographers and videographers engage in coverage, they 
should ensure that they exercise passive coverage.  They must exercise caution so that their 
activities do not prolong or exacerbate a situation, nor can they jeopardize police and security 
plans and operations intended to deal with the incident. 

If a news agency were to repeat the experience that happened in Ottawa in which a local 
television videographer showed the Turkish ambassador hiding underneath an overhanging 
window from Armenian terrorists, in a live broadcast from the scene.  Had the would-be 
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assassins looked at the televised images, they would have known exactly where he was, and the 
outcome could have been tragically different.   

In another incident in the mid-1980s, a national news reporter entered Toronto International 
Airport’s security area through an exit passing in front of a security guard, and then was shown 
on an aircraft placing a starter pistol (used to start races, and does not fire a projectile) and 
simulated explosives in the seat pocket of this airline seat.  He was charged by the RCMP. 

If the situation were analysed, it is easy to forgive the security guard.  The reporter was 
followed by a videographer with his/her camera entering through the exit door.  It would be 
easy to assume that this action was authorized.  Hopefully, newer security procedures would 
prevent any reoccurrence. 

However, charges against the television journalist were dropped and the matter was never 
brought to court.  The reason, according to the Director of Communications for Transport 
Canada was that “you can’t charge a reporter and take him to court.”152 

In both cases, authorities should have considered the possibility of bringing charges of criminal 
mischief and/or negligence against these media personnel. 

When journalists invoke the privilege and authority that goes with their advantaged positions, 
they must also exercise a commensurate level of responsibility and accountability.  
Concurrently, public and police officials must also take steps to hold news personnel 
accountable when they exercise their prerogatives irresponsibly.  To do otherwise could result 
in losing control of a situation with the potential of dire consequences. 

END 
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