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ACTS OF TERROR HAVE BEEN COMMITTED
ON THE PLANET FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS
BY INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS WITH AIMS
TO CHANGE POLITICAL SYSTEMS.

Politicians and mass media play a big part in the type
of information we receive about terrorism. Particular
groups are highlighted and given politically charged labels

such as ‘terrorist’, ‘freedom fighter’ or ‘subversive’ to name
a few. This Global Issues explores these labels, some of
which relate to acts of terror and some of which don’t.
It also presents how countries around the world have
responded to the post-September 11th political and social
climates, and what we can do, as active participants in
our communities, to critically view the media and the
information they present.

If you have any enquiries or would like 
information on global or development issues, 
contact us:

phone: 04 472 9549 

fax: 04 496 9599 

email: schools@globaled.org.nz

www.globaled.org.nz/schools/global.htm

Unless otherwise indicated, the text for this
issue was provided by Jody Gorse.

This resource has been produced with the
support of NZAID Nga Hoe Tuputupu-mai-tawhiti.

Copyright has been acknowledged where
possible. Any concerns, please contact us.

This publication may be copied or downloaded

from our website at: 
www.globaled.org.nz/schools/global.htm
and distributed for educational and information
purposes on condition that the source is 
acknowledged. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced in any form for commercial 
purposes without the prior permission of the 
Global Education Centre.
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State terrorism or state-sponsored terrorism is
government-sponsored acts of violence and intimidation
used against its own citizens with a political aim. Sometimes
the government will fund particular groups who will pursue
that government’s agenda. Such groups are often well
resourced with a system which pays its soldiers.

Transnational state terrorism is state terrorism which
extends beyond borders to intimidate and harm citizens
of other countries (e.g. the US government’s involvement
in supporting the Salvadoran government in acts of terror
– see pages 4-5).
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Who’s the freedom fighter?
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The language used by the dominant culture (e.g. NZ media)

is often loaded with ‘us vs. them’ perceptions. Listen to

the 6 o’clock news to hear the array of politically charged

words used to describe the variety of situations in the

Middle East. For example, the people who attack a

government, with the aim of changing or removing it, could

be seen as terrorists by those who oppose that group, but

also could be viewed as revolutionaries by those in favour

of that group.

Revolutionary: a person who revolts or advocates revolution

(a forcible overthrow of a government or social order, in favour

of a new system).

Guerrilla: a member of a small independent group taking part

in irregular warfare, typically against larger regular forces.

Insurgent: a rebel or a revolutionary.

Subversive: a person seeking to undermine the power and

authority of (an established system or institution).

Rebel: a person who rises in opposition or armed resistance

to an established government or ruler.

Freedom fighter: a person who takes part in a revolutionary

struggle.

Activist: one who uses vigorous campaigning to bring about

political or social change.

Protester: a person who expresses disapproval of or objection

to something (sometimes in an organised public

demonstration).

Many labels are used to describe individuals or groups who
participate in oppositional activities. Such labels are powerful
in the media as they can give people a positive or negative
perception of the oppositional group. Just as the media uses

labels to represent their perception of a situation, so the
audience uses labels to articulate their understanding of
what is being portrayed.

WORDS: A TRICKY BUSINESS

SOURCE: Adapted from J. Pearsall, Concise Oxford English Dictionary (New York, Oxford University Press, 2002) and J. Barker, The No-Nonsense Guide to Terrorism (UK, New Internationalist

Publications Ltd., 2003).

A NAME IS A NAME IS A NAME

A person who uses violence and intimidation

against civilians or civilian targets, and is

motivated by political aims.

TERRORIST:



100 AD One of the earliest groups to whom ‘terrorist’ was

applied were the Jewish group, the Zealots, who fought

against Roman occupation. They were involved in such acts

as the assassination of Romans and Jews who co-operated

with the Roman occupiers. The word ‘zealot’ is now often

used to describe a fanatic or adherent to a cause,

particularly a religious movement.

Nov 1605  Almost 400 years ago, Guy Fawkes was found guilty of

planning to blow up the British parliament building to depose King

James I and stop discrimination against Catholics and Puritans. However,

Guy and his team of 12 others were found out the night before the

attempt. Later, the amount of gunpowder-packed barrels found was enough

to obliterate parliament 25 times over as well as buildings in nearby streets.

Today, what are the reasons behind the celebration of Guy Fawkes Day?

Mar 1984  ‘On 27 March 1984, I was living in Wellington,

and was on my way down the Petone motorway to go

to a meeting of the Wellington Trades Council, where I

was a delegate from the railway workers union. On my

car radio I heard about a bombing at the Wellington Trades

Hall. One of the people I expected to see at that meeting

was the caretaker of the hall, Ernie Abbott, whom I knew

well and talked to a lot. When I arrived at the meeting, I

heard that he had been blown up by a terrorist bomb.’ (Keith

Locke, Green Party, speech from Parliament on 30 Mar 2004)

Acts of terror have been enacted throughout human history
by various individuals and groups from a range of cultures.
When terrorism is viewed beyond what is happening today,
the stereotypes about where terrorism occurs, and who the
terrorists are, can be challenged.

ROMAN EMPIRE

ENGLAND

AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND

1980-1992  The US government funded and trained

Salvadoran government forces, which ended up being

responsible for approximately 95% of the abductions,

torture and assassinations in El Salvador’s 12 year civil

war. At the time, the FMLN (the political opposition to the

Salvadoran government) were labelled ‘terrorists’ by the

USA and mainstream media, while the Salvadoran

government forces were not.

REFERENCE:  www.wsws.org/articles/2001/sep2001/atta-s15.shtml  
NACLA ‘The Odyssey of Salvadoran Asylum Seeker, by Susan Coutin, pg 38 Vol 37, No 6, May/June 2004.

UNITED STATES
April 1995  A government building in Oklahoma

City was attacked with a truck bomb, killing

168 and injuring hundreds. Initially, many

US news reporters said that Islamic militants

were responsible for the attack. However,

in the end, a member of the Christian

Patriots (a US anti-government militia), 

Timothy McVeigh, was held

responsible for the bombing.

EL SALVADOR

1968-1977  In then-West Germany, the Baader-Meinhof

Gang - with over 100 known members - killed dozens of

people over a decade in an effort to change the government’s

power structure, which they considered neither legitimate

nor representative. Unlike the other groups/individuals

discussed here, this one was co-led by a woman, Ulrike

Meinhof. After being captured, each of the group’s

major players committed suicide while in prison.

Terrorist acts through time
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GERMANY

http://www.wsws.org/articles/2001/sep2001/atta-s15.shtml


See pg 8 for answers to ‘Spot the Terrorist’

LANGUAGE

1. What words are used to describe supposed terrorists?

2. What language is used to describe Coalition forces?

3. How does the language differ? Why?

4. Look at the map on page 7. Some human rights groups, 

like Amnesty International, have expressed concern over 

governments’ violations of human rights in the War on 

Terror. Do you hear about such human rights groups in

the news? If so, how are they portrayed? If not, why not?

VIEWS

1. People from countries highlighted in the media as

having terrorists have diverse views - just as the

people of any country do.

a. Does the media show this diverse range of views

     and people to balance out the image of the terrorist?

b. Do they show groups working in positive ways in

     those countries? Why or why not?

2. How are images of supposed terrorists represented?

3. How are images of Coalition government leaders

represented?

SEEING THROUGH THE
WAR ON TERROR

MEDIAKeeping a critical eye on the media
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Watching the 6 o’clock news can be disempowering when
we are bombarded with topics like terrorism, which can
feel too big and difficult to do anything about. However,

reading the media with a critical eye is one way to challenge
an overwhelmed feeling and also a way to take action.
Go ahead and ‘see through’ what’s being reported.

See pg 8 for ideas on how to take action.



Thoughts from home
WHAT DO
WE THINK?
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What do young people in Aotearoa think about
terrorism? New Zealand might seem ‘far away’ from
places where acts of terror are frequent, but as the

interviews below show, New Zealanders are affected
by all the talk and information about terrorism and
are looking for ways to do something about it.

1. HOW DO YOU SEE TERRORISM IMPACTING ON YOU?

Anne – It can impact on me indirectly through the choices I
may make in my life. For example, when travelling I’d be
more anxious flying or going to certain countries.

Mohammed – The media has portrayed terrorism in one type
of way. This perception effects everyone even though it is
not always correct.

Kiri – The media creates an atmosphere of fear, particularly
on some parts of the world, and this influences people’s
perceptions.

2. HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT TERRORISM BEING TALKED 
ABOUT SO WIDELY?

Anne – It’s good. People should know what is going on,
because terrorism can have significant effects. Yet it could
be bad if it gave people ideas.

Mohammed – It is good, because hopefully it will open up
people’s eyes to the problems in the world and make them
look deeper at the issues and find real solutions rather than
fuelling more conflict.

Kiri – The way it is talked about now is negative. It’s a cultural
construct that is one sided and creates a culture of fear.

Questions

Anne: age 20 Mohammed: age 19 Kiri: age 20

3. DO YOU THINK THE MEDIA IS CORRECTLY PORTRAYING 
TERRORIST ACTS?  WHY?  HOW ARE THEY PORTRAYING THEM?

Anne – I think they are. Although when the media portrays
acts from another culture, it could be difficult for the media
to understand the motives and reasons, as there are cultural
differences.

Mohammed – No, the media mostly portray terrorists as only
Muslim when it’s far wider. For example, what George Bush
has done in Iraq has caused terror, but that isn’t focused on.
Some people will portray acts as terrorism when it is
something they disagree with or is unfamiliar. However, when
they agree with the acts, it is portrayed as something different.

Kiri – No, the media is a political institution controlled by
those who have power. Therefore what is portrayed as
terrorism and the story behind it, is typically one sided-in
favour of those who control the media.

4. WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ADVICE TO YOUNGER PEOPLE 
TO HELP ALLEVIATE THEIR ANXIETY ABOUT TERRORISM?

Anne – Even though terrorism has happened in places that
at first were thought to be safe, NZ is generally a safe place.

Mohammed – It is a scary thing, but NZ has remained quite
neutral and open. So NZ would not really be a target.

Kiri – Think critically about issues. This way you can understand
what is really going on. When you are given information, ask
who is giving the information and what their motivations are.

(Interviews conducted by Lisa Woods)



• How can the media report about terrorism in a way that
doesn’t exploit people’s fears and doesn’t give additional
publicity to terrorists?

• How can people keep terrorism in perspective and not
be controlled by their fears of a terrorist attack, which
statistically is much less likely to happen than being in
a car accident?
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Viewing the world through
a different lens

The attacks on the world trade centre in New York USA
caused a worldwide reaction. Consequently, the
governments of many countries have strengthened
their antiterrorism legislation.

Some human rights groups are concerned with
this and how human rights are being affected while
governments are ‘fighting terrorism’.

Reprinted with permission from Amnesty International

How countries, the media and people have responded
to terrorism in the recent past has created a dilemma:

THE FEAR FACTOR

• How can a country’s government ensure its citizens’ safety
without creating fear and paranoia?



www.takingitglobal.org is an interactive website led by

young people to discuss global and local issues. Go to

the ‘search’ and type in ‘terrorism’ to see what young

people around the globe are saying!

www.amnesty.org.nz is a network based in Aotearoa. 

The website has links to info on human rights in 

Aotearoa and globally.

www.undoc.org/unodc/en/terrorism.html offers a United

Nations perspective on terrorism and the legal protocol

it is taking institutionally and politically around the world.

www.globalissues.org/Geopolitics/WarOnTerror/Terrorism.asp

contains many articles that look at terrorism in light of

the war against it. This site looks at the role of media in

the response to terrorism.

Taking action
ACTS OF
TERROR
ACTS OF
TERROR
ACTS OF
TERROR
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> Learn skills to talk with people you don’t agree with. This is a great way to understand others’ perspectives. In Aotearoa,

the ‘Cool Schools’ programme (run by the Peace Foundation) teaches young people skills in conflict resolution. 

(www.peacefoundation.org.nz)

> Seek alternative media outside of the mainstream. Look for information that presents people’s views not usually represented

(e.g. NGOs, women, the poor, indigenous peoples, non-western).

> Create your own media. Write a newsletter. Start your own magazine. Get involved in local radio.

> Keep asking questions like, ‘Why?’ and ‘Is there another side to this story?’

> Learn the world’s history of peaceful protest and resistance methods (e.g. Parihaka).

> Keep your eye on human rights through groups like the Human Rights Network Aotearoa New Zealand

(www.amnesty.org.nz).

civilian: a person not in the armed forces 

or the police force.

dominant culture: the most important, powerful, or 

influential culture.

human rights: rights which are believed to belong 

justifiably to every person and are 

enshrined in the Universal Declaration

of Human Rights.

mainstream: normal or conventional ideas, 

attitudes or activities.

militant: favouring confrontational methods in

support of a cause.

NGO: non-governmental organisation (an 

organisation not belonging to or 

associated with any government)

non-western: not living in, coming from, or 

characteristic of the west, in particular

 Europe and North America.

Glossary Websites

SOURCE: Adapted from J. Pearsall, Concise Oxford English Dictionary (New York, Oxford
University Press, 2002).

Check our website:
www.globaled.org.nz/schools/global.html
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ANSWERS FOR ‘SPOT THE TERRORIST’
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