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Abstract 

            Rather than delving into a broad questioning of the term terrorism, this 

dissertation elaborates on a constructive process in which the concept of terrorism is 

forged and is put into a framework. This is such a progressive process, through which the 

decision is taken as to how the terrorism is confronted. One of the mainstream 

International Relations theories, social constructivism, is applicable in order to examine 

the most significant points of the process. More importantly, when it comes to the 

response, with the help of such theoretical application into practice, it could be much 

easier to find out how states end up with a specific countering approach such as militarily 

oriented and how the other options are intrinsically excluded, ignored or even despised. 

Consequently, when the perceived ‘threat’ is designated as ‘existential’, one way of 

response is rendered the most appropriate above all options that could have been on the 

table as well. The subjective notion of perception and the reality of ours are the main 

determinants of how to deal with a perceived danger, which is namely the terrorism in 

this case. The Republic of Turkey and the United States are the main cases that are 

examined within specific time spans in this dissertation for the exemplification of 

embodiment of such theorization of the aforementioned process by which the terrorism is 

dealt with by ‘the best’ possible response.          
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

1.1. Main Argument, Principal Questions, Limitations and Rationale 

           Terrorism, in the broadest sense, is portrayed in Nietzsche’s Unpublished 

Fragments as follows: ‘‘where the means of power are not sufficient, intimidation steps 

forward, terrorism: insofar as all punishment for the sake of deterrence is a sign that the 

positive, outflowing virtue of the powerful is not great enough: a sign of skepticism 

toward one’s own power’’ (White and Hellerich, 2003, p. 724). The paradox is that the 

broader definition we pursue for the terrorism, the closer we get to the root causes but at 

the same time, the most tightened universal definition is to be sought in order to have an 

agreed fighting approach. So long as the definition gets tighter, the fighting against the 

problem inherently takes a shape of a short-term solution.  

          Terrorism had long been an issue on the agenda of nation-states and has been in the 

limelight as an international problem in modern sense since not long ago. Surely, it might 

be counted as an unconventional threat to those who have such a desire to protect the 

status quo. Nevertheless, the definition of threat needs to be questioned at this very point. 

Most likely, every state has its own description of threat. More importantly, even every 

single individual has its self-definition on the concept of threat. However, when the very 

existence is at stake, the circumstances might possibly be defined as menacing by all.  

            The main argument of the dissertation is as follows: How terrorism is perceived 

paves the way of countering it, which is a result of the process of social construction. 

Hence, in order to draw a pathway, the main question of the dissertation comes up as 

follows: How does terrorism come to be accepted as an existential threat?  
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             The question and its possible answers actually include both a theoretical and a 

practical analysis. An absence of either one might make the puzzle inextricable and 

answering such a question could then be almost impossible. For this reason, throughout 

the dissertation, the main focal point will be the social constructivist perspective on 

terrorism. The idea is to think of terrorism within an unconventional framework of social 

constructivism.  

            At this point, posing some specific subordinate questions is indispensible. Two 

more specifically detailed subordinate questions will be of help in order to attain some 

solid arguments and eventually the conclusions. The first one is whether terrorism is a 

social construction as a process that encircles much more than ‘terrorism’ itself. This 

question is especially crucial to understand the very essence of the main argument of the 

paper because it will strive to reveal the independent variables that influence or even 

construct the term ‘terrorism’. The second question is whether the way terrorism is 

perceived provides the basis for certain countering policies that we call 

‘counterterrorism’. This is another essential question because counterterrorism is what 

makes of the strategy to fight against terrorism, which is a notion that cannot even be 

described objectively and universally except from some of its generally accepted features. 

            What the dissertation emphasizes is that taking ‘terrorism’ as given might be the 

first problem that needs to be tackled before coming up with some counterterrorism 

measures. Unfortunately, counterterrorism might mean nothing or might even become 

contradictory by its consequences in some circumstances where it is utterly counter-

productive. 
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            So far, the questions that will be posed and the rationale behind them is given 

clear, but what this dissertation does not aim to explain nor has any intention to answer 

must be clarified. This is because understanding what is not aimed is as important as 

understanding what is being aimed at. The question of which groups are to be labeled or 

what are the rights or wrongs are out of topic here. What is relevant about the labeling 

here is only to see the implications and measures it brings about. Developing an end 

solution for terrorism is also not the principal purpose but what can be claimed is that a 

thought-provoking non-militarily oriented pathway might be explored throughout the 

dissertation by the guidance of the main and subordinate questions. Moreover, it is not 

the concern of the dissertation to find out whether the construction of terrorism in the 

states that will be discussed for the case studies is advertently made or directed by some. 

Last but not least, it is to say that illustrating, developing or relying on any conspiracy 

theory is also completely out of the paper’s goal and content. 

            As it was already insinuated, one of the mainstream International Relations’ 

theories of social constructivism will be delved into in a specific manner. This theory is 

selected amongst many others because of its conformity and adequacy. Nevertheless, as 

will be explicated later on, any theory might not be one hundred percent sufficient. The 

theoretical framework will be given in detail in the third chapter because the selection of 

this specific theory for the particular aim of the dissertation must be reasoned well in 

order to be able to grasp the bigger picture that will be drawn. 

            As for why I have decided to write on such a topic coincides with the very 

moment when I started to feel quite bizarre about the word ‘terrorism’ and how 

frequently we use in our daily lives regardless of the meanings and the implications that it 
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brings about when it is used. How often this word is used by politicians and by the media 

is another problem that needs to be elaborated but when it infiltrates into daily lives of the 

ordinary citizens, the problem gets even bigger and it eventually becomes a tangled mass 

since the people are already trapped in it.  

            The most potential limitation for the dissertation could be the measurement of 

people’s minds, which is both practically and theoretically impossible. However, in order 

to reduce this limitation to the lowest degree, getting to the closest point might be of help. 

The attempt here will be the social construction process on the state level and the media, 

which influences people’s opinions and minds somehow. Since what is discussed here is 

the circular co-production of the term terrorism that eventually leads to certain counter 

policies, rather than trying to get into the minds’ of the people and read their thoughts, 

delving into the variables that influences those minds would be a better idea to be 

developed further. 

            The paper consists of five chapters in total. After having the main introduction to 

the aim of the dissertation, methodology and discussion with the first chapter; the 

essential insight on terrorism and the milestones will be provided in the second chapter. 

The third chapter will be the part where the theorization will take place, which is 

necessary to grasp in the best way in order to plunge in the next chapters. The fourth 

chapter is the first case study in which Turkey’s challenge will be exemplified for the 

purpose. The next chapter will follow with the second case study by which the U.S. will 

be examined in the context. The final chapter, sixth, will be the compilation of the results 

that are to be taken from the whole dissertation through which potential opportunities 

might be brought about for the further researches. 
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1.2. A Notorious Notion: ‘Existential Threat’  

           ‘‘Danger is not an objective condition. It is not a thing that exists independently of 

those to whom it may become a threat’’ (Campbell, 1998, p. 349) and he also asserts that 

‘‘modern society contains a veritable cornucopia of danger; indeed, there is such an 

abundance of risk that it is impossible to objectively know all that threatens us’’ 

(Campbell, 1998, p. 349). As it is brilliantly put, danger might be called a subjective 

notion. So is threat.  

           It is chosen to refer existential threat as notion here because when the words 

‘existential’ and ‘threat’ come together, it has some significant implications and 

consequences as the same may not be said when they are separately articulated. 

Therefore, a special attention is paid for the notion of ‘existential threat’ in this paper. It 

is not something we talk about or even use in our daily lives and our random day-to-day 

conversations. It rather belongs to the political sphere, which actually affects our daily 

lives and even our random conversations eventually and unwittingly. Furthermore, why it 

is preferred to call it notorious will clearly be seen in examinations of the case studies 

where the implications that such a naming brings about.  

            ‘‘Ten years after the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington DC of 11 

September 2001, the United States remains embroiled in a long-term struggle with what 

George W. Bush termed the existential threat of international terrorism’’ (McCrisken, 

2011, p. 781). Here the utilization by G.W. Bush provides a clear example of how it is 

used in political context associating with terrorism and McCrisken (2011) also attempts 

to illustrate how strong its effects are in the long-term. 
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            A brief clarification must be made on the difference between terrorism being an 

existential threat and terrorism being a non-existential threat. In fact, either way, the 

terrorism is considered as a threat for the states but what sets them apart from each other 

is whether it is a threat, which is seen as an existential one. Therefore, its becoming 

existential is neither of a judgment of the author nor of the academia’s discretion. It is 

rather a decision taken by the state and is served to the people either by the means of 

media – advertently or inadvertently – or directly by the state itself. Taking the American 

example of 2001, al-Qaeda was defined as an ‘existential threat’ (Creed, 2013) but on the 

other hand, even though Hamas was also designated as a ‘foreign terrorist organization’ 

(the U.S. Department of State, 2016), it was not seen as an existential threat neither in 

discourse nor in action. Consequently, al-Qaeda was dealt with by certain sharp reactions 

and precise operations while Hamas stays out there as it does. What needs to be said here 

for the sake of the dissertation’s argument is that it is the ‘perception’ what makes it 

‘existential’.  

            President Obama asserts that ‘‘groups like ISIL can’t destroy us, they can’t defeat 

us. They don’t produce anything. They’re not an existential threat to us. They are vicious 

killers and murderers who perverted one of the world’s great religions’’ (Benen, 2016) 

and from the same speech, Benen (2016) reports that Obama describes their primary 

power as killing innocents and disseminating fear. It may, therefore, not be a magical 

coincidence that Obama declared ISIS is not an ‘existential threat’ when the hard power 

of the U.S. into Syria was gradually retreated. It also needs to be clarified that what 

makes a state take a decision as such depends on many variables such as the terrorist 

group’s propaganda, objectives and attacks, the state’s foreign policy goals, bilateral and 
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multilateral relations among the relevant countries and so on and so forth. 

             After all those points made above, it must be added that the existential threat is a 

dynamic construction as well. The nuclear deployments of the USSR might be considered 

as an ‘existential threat’ (Schwarz, 2013) during Cold War as the ‘international terrorism’ 

(McCrisken, 2011, p. 781) takes this naming over in discourse of the United States. Most 

importantly, the highlighted point that the paper argues is that designating a threat as an 

existential one brings about some actions as obligatory to be followed rather than some 

options to be discussed.  

            As criteria, various things could be claimed for determining on what is counted as 

existential. For instance, Steven (2015) offers a precise scale as follows: ‘‘the only way a 

terrorist attack could pose a true existential threat to a country is if an actor were to obtain 

and use weapons of mass destruction, namely, nuclear devises’’ (Stewart, 2015). A 

criterion as such might be put forward. However, in constructivist terms, it is still the 

perception what makes this a criterion because it is not the nuclear weapon which poses 

the perceived threat but actually the one who holds it. ‘‘For example, 500 British nuclear 

weapons are less threatening to the United States than 5 North Korean nuclear weapons, 

because the British are friends of the United States and the North Koreans are not, and 

amity or enmity is a function of shared understandings’’ (Wendt, 1995, p. 73). If a 

designated terrorist organization is replaced with North Korea in the sentence above 

stated by Alexander Wendt, then what is the root of any criterion designated comes up.  

1.3. Insurgency and Terrorism 

            The difference between insurgency and terrorism is quite blurred and, indeed hard 
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to discern in most cases in which the user is not really aware of what those terms actually 

mean. At the first glance, it seems one can use either to describe an armed group with 

regards to their tactics or strategies. In one of his publication in Stratfor, Stewart (2014) 

underlines that ‘‘the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant is far more than a terrorist 

organization. It can launch complex insurgent campaigns and even conduct conventional 

military operations, govern areas of territory, administer social services and collect 

taxes’’ (Stewart, 2014). Even though it might be claimed that it is too political to pursue a 

description of terrorism, it could, nevertheless, be seen what terrorism is not rather than 

what it is in this exemplification. 

             One of the most common misconceptions, as the social construction of terrorism 

is underway, is to put the same label on all the armed groups who use terrorism as a tactic 

or strategy to attain their ultimate goal. Even if its implementation might be a little too 

much problematic – as it is the case all around the world – the U.S. State Department 

defines the insurgency and offers an insight into the difference between terrorism and 

insurgency as follows: ‘‘Insurgency can be defined as ‘the organized use of subversion 

and violence to seize, nullify, or challenge political control of a region’… They do so 

through the use of force (including guerilla warfare, terrorism and coercion/intimidation), 

propaganda, subversion and political mobilization’’ (U.S. Government Interagency 

Counterinsurgency Initiative, 2009). The U.S. takes terrorism as a means rather than the 

ultimate objective of a group, which defines them and causes the main problem. 

Insurgency is, therefore, the overarching term here that is the bigger bubble that may or 

may not cover terrorism in itself.  

            This clarification needs to be digested thoroughly and clearly because the 
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difference between terrorism and insurgency exists not only that the states designate the 

organizations as one but also that it is the organizations themselves what provide the 

basis for such distinction. Another implication of this is more related with the way the 

state responds. For instance, if the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant is solely claimed 

that they consist of terrorists and what they pursue is only terrorism, then the response is 

apparently in which the way the state is ‘expected’ to respond. Consequently, this might 

cause an overlooking of the root causes of the main problem. However, if it was to be 

seen that the terrorism is only one part of a multi-dimensional problem and the terrorists 

are only the actors that are promoting the terrorism, then the response would also be more 

inclusive and multi-dimensional than the mere aim of a complete annihilation of the 

group, which practically seems almost impossible.  

             As for the difference between counterterrorism (CT) and counterinsurgency 

(COIN), by the United States, counterinsurgency is indicated as a ‘‘comprehensive 

civilian and military efforts taken to simultaneously defeat and contain insurgency and 

address its root causes’’ (U.S. Government Interagency Counterinsurgency Initiative, 

2009). Although this seems like more of a population-centric approach, the approach may 

be transformed and set out as enemy-centric by a political agitation, which is the case 

applicable not only to the U.S. but also to any other state that faces the same challenge. In 

order to differentiate counterinsurgency and counterterrorism Boyle (2010) offers a well-

fitting example from the U.S. in Afghanistan as follows: ‘‘a CT mission would focus 

exclusively on Al-Qaeda while offering little or no support to the Karzai government; a 

COIN mission envisages a comprehensive commitment to defeating the Taleban and 

rebuilding the Afghan state while destroying Al-Qaeda operatives there’’ (Boyle, 2010, p. 
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335).  

1.4. Methodology 

            As for the methodology, the pursuit of the path drawn through the questions will 

be tracked down by a predominant qualitative analysis. Two precise case studies as 

supplementary to the argument will be examined. In the case studies, the selections of 

texts and speeches will be made based on the people who are the most influential figures, 

namely the Heads of States, on the State level, sometimes including the army, in those 

specified countries and on who are also accountable for taking the relevant official 

decisions leading to the military operations. The media will also be analyzed and the 

coverage will be selected with respect to the delimited time periods of the case studies. 

The reasoning of the specific selections of the speeches, for instance, will be given in 

detail under the case studies. Selection of a particular journal or a statesman, for example, 

would not give an adequate answer to the question posed here since what is vital in this 

analysis is taking a wıder angle and seeing the overall process, which cannot be reduced 

to a small cadre.    

            Since the analysis will be made through the lenses of social constructivist 

perspective, the overall context will inherently be based on a circularity – not necessarily 

a vicious circle – in which there are more than one independent variable so that only 

doing an analysis over only one variable such as the media cannot give the best answer to 

the questions posed here. In this circular depiction of construction of terrorism, it is not 

only media or anything else but the wholeness of all the independent variables is what 

needs to be meticulously observed. However, it is to say that the state level is at the 
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pinnacle and, the media as secondary will, nonetheless, be both taken as the most 

important phases of the social construction as such. Despite all, it needs to be 

straightforwardly put that the analysis of every single independent variable is neither the 

content of this dissertation nor is it possible to examine them all within one single 

research focus. 

            Discourse analysis will be resorted to at many points where it is relevant. 

According to (Wodak, Lemke, Graham and Fairclough, 2004), even though it is 

important to admit that there are certain types of discourse analyses for social research, 

‘discourse’ is often an ambiguous and ‘ill-defined’ term amongst social scientists in their 

perception. Nevertheless, after all, it would be a significant lack of explanation if one 

ignored or passed over the other levels and dimensions such as the armed group itself – 

their objectives and activities –, the individuals, international organizations and so forth. 

Van Dijk (1993), who produced one of the masterpieces on ‘critical discourse analysis’, 

offers a brilliant pathway here as follows: ‘‘we pay more attention to ‘top – down’ 

relations of dominance than to ‘bottom-up’ relations of resistance, compliance and 

acceptance. This does not mean that we see power and dominance merely as unilaterally 

‘imposed’ on others. On the contrary, in many situations, and sometimes paradoxically, 

power and even power abuse may seem ‘jointly produces’, e.g. when dominated groups 

are persuaded, by whatever means, that dominance is ‘natural’ or otherwise legitimate’’ 

(van Dijk, 1993, p. 250). As he summarizes, the idea of focusing on the state level and 

the media is not necessarily to be regarded as a top-down imposition. It is rather an 

opportunity to grasp what will be critically examined here through the theory of social 

constructivism. As a vital remark, what is questioned and put on the table is not only the 
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states or any other independent variable of the process but the process itself. 

            In order to illustrate the embodiment of such theorization with some practical 

examples, the applications will be made through case studies as was indicated above. To 

be more precise, two case studies on the Republic of Turkey and the United States of 

America will be elaborated during a certain time span for the ultimate aim of the 

dissertation. The case studies will specifically be focused on certain periods in order to be 

more detailed and to be able to have a more straight focus as well as analysis. Over the 

case studies, the bulk of the concentration will be spared on the discourse analysis on the 

construction of terrorism in terms of the response that is given to it in the aforementioned 

states.  

            As for the rationale behind the selection of these specific cases, it is important to 

underscore that these cases represent a certain algorithm within the process in which the 

military response can be observed as an ultimate outcome of such a constructive process. 

Nevertheless, it is equally vital to underscore that the process behind this type of violent 

response – as an outcome of a social construction – is at least as important as the response 

itself.  

CHAPTER 2: An Entrenched Term: ‘Terrorisme’ Underway  

2.1. Advent of terrorism  

          ‘‘The co-constitution of agents and structures implies that we all make terrorism 

what (we say) it is – whether by committing, thwarting, applauding, condemning, 

anticipating, investigating or dismissing acts of terror and terrorist activities. It also 
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implies that specific, identifiable social structures confer the powers that agents require in 

order to commit acts of terror, or thwart them, and so on’’ (Onuf, 2009, p. 54). Even 

though we might argue that there is an entrenched history of terrorism, in fact, it is all 

about ‘the co-constitution of agents and structures’ as Onuf (2009) highlights. Moreover, 

again it is actually the same logic that the meaning attributed to it dynamically changes. 

            Therefore, the term terrorism is constructed in a process in which it is co-

produced by all possible independent variables but if it is needed to juxtapose with 

respect to the degree of their importance, state and media might be considered as the first-

comers. However, this gradation can be changed with regards to what needs to be 

analyzed. For instance, the army might be taken more seriously than the media if the case 

is studied in a military oriented country. However, what does not change here is that this 

co-production is circular in which all the independent variables play different roles with 

various levels of impact. For this reason, the starting or ending point of the co-production 

is not clear and actually its obscurity is what sets the topic of this dissertation apart from 

the other studies about terrorism that solely focus on the terrorist and the group 

themselves, which inherently makes it harder to dig in for the root causes of terrorism. 

           ‘‘The term ‘terrorism’ has no precise or widely-accepted definition’’ (Jenkins, 

1980, p. 1). As we are to take that there is no agreed definition of terrorism, the statistics 

made by any state or by any entity might be mostly, if not completely, seen as inaccurate 

to the other. While one country takes an armed group as a terrorist organization and puts 

the attacks perpetrated by them into the statistics, another country might regard the group 

as a legit one and do not count their activities in its statistics and reports. Furthermore, 

even if the same group is taken as a terrorist organization by the both countries, the attack 
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perpetrated by the organization might not be taken as a terrorist attack. This is why, it is 

crucial to make a country specific analysis in order to grasp and to have a comprehensive 

understanding on the discourse regarding on the terrorism. 

             Apart from the states’ definitions, in order to have a glimpse of how the United 

Nations and the NATO describe terrorism as being intergovernmental organizations, as 

well as the U.S and Turkey’s definitions on the individual state level will also be zoomed 

in under the relevant sections. It must be denoted that the definition made by the U.S. 

Government has a distinct importance to be considered not only because its being one of 

the most important global actor in the context but also because of the dramatic change of 

understanding the terrorism right after the 9/11 attacks which had hit the country in its 

very heart.  

          The definition of the United Nations is displayed by Security Council’s Resolution 

of 1566 and refers terrorist activities as ‘‘criminal acts, including against civilians, 

committed with the intent to cause death or serious bodily injury, or taking of hostages, 

with the purpose to provoke a state of terror, or compel a government or international 

organization to do or to abstain from doing any act which contravened terrorism-related 

conventions and protocols, were not justifiable for any reason – whether of a political, 

philosophical ideological, racial, ethnic or religious nature’’ (UN, 2004). 

            NATO’s latest definition of terrorism might be the simplest one as well as being 

one of the least specific. The implication of this could be both good and bad depending 

on the way it is used. The definition, which was made in AAP-06 (2014), is as follows; 

‘‘the unlawful use or threatened use of force or violence against individuals or property in 
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an attempt to coerce or intimidate governments or societies to achieve political, religious 

or ideological objectives’’ (NATO Glossary of Terms and Definitions, 2014). 

          Almost all the definitions that we will have seen throughout the paper agree upon 

the terrorism having a political end, which sets it apart, if not crystal clearly, from the 

other crimes. However, the problem itself occurs when a state seeks a counter strategy by 

relatively more focusing on the consequences. Therefore, the density and the harshness of 

the response might be set to be given according to the damage caused by the terrorist 

attack so that it is needless to say that immediate impulsive backfire by the state is 

mostly, if not always, the case. This simple equation implies that using force and 

resorting to violence is seen as the most ‘relevant’ and ‘appropriate’ answer by the 

outraged victim country. In these kinds of sensitive moments and circumstances, it is also 

not extremely hard to use a sharp rhetoric and to construct an acute discourse in favor of a 

violent backlash against the perpetrators. 

            Spencer (2010) underscores that although most of the scholars claim that there is 

‘old terrorism’ and ‘new terrorism’ in terms of classification, even with such a division, 

there is no agreed criteria that makes it old or new. In a sense, even if terrorism’s 

becoming a global threat was to be put as one criterion for the division, the rest would 

still be staying in obscurity.  

            ‘‘Nietzche provided part of the clue when he wrote that only things which have no 

history can be defined; terrorism, needless to say, has had a very long history. 

Furthermore, there has not been a single form of terrorism, but many, often with few 

traits in common. What was true of one variety was not necessarily true of another… In 
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the future, new terms will probably be found for the new varieties of terrorism’’ 

(Laqueur, 1999, p. 6). Throughout the history of terrorism, it can easily be observed what 

Nietzche exactly means by multiple forms of it in the following part of the chapter. 

2.2. Concise Milestones of the History of Terrorism  

         Having an entrenched history signifies how old the terrorism is. Evidently, the 

chronology begins with Zealots and assassins, which had been followed by the 

experiences during the French Revolution up to the very recent date of 2001 when the 

9/11 events had been conducted. In this part these three will be specifically mentioned 

briefly under the caption of ‘History of Terrorism’ because each represents different ways 

of terrorism in different eras even though the ultimate aim of them is the same. The 

history of terrorism will give a clear insight on how this term dynamically changed and is 

still changing. It could be conducted by the state in some periods while it might also be 

perpetrated by some non-state actors against the state. Terrorism, therefore, does not 

necessarily refer always a rebellion for challenging the status quo.  

            First of all, Rapoport (1984) underlines the Thugs (mostly also known as 

Phansigars or stranglers) in Hindu experience as an instructive case without having some 

clear dates and how they aimed at releasing the clouds of terror in the atmosphere without 

having any cause except their only purpose of having the others respecting and 

appreciating them. According to Sedgwick (2004), Their devotion to the Hindu goddess 

Kali makes them clearly religiously motivated, which we can observe through many 

groups as such today. Once again, what entities we will consider in the realm of terrorism 

depend on the definition. 
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             ‘‘History records one of the first manifestations of organized terrorism in the 

Middle East in first-century Palestine’’ (Chaliand and Blin, 2007, p. 55). By saying so, 

Chaliand and Blin (2007) provides the example of Zealots, also known as scarii derived 

from sicarius – dagger man, principally mentioned in Jewish Antiquities, published in 93-

94 C.E. As Sedgwick (2004) states, Zealots had also been using assassinations as a 

method for their grand strategy. 

            Another group, which is much more familiar is the ‘Assassins’. Their 

predominant operational region is what we changeably call the Middle East today. 

Chaliand and Blin (2007) underscores that the very blueprint of the terrorism lies behind 

these assassins who were believed that they had reached their peak by the Persian sect of 

Isma’ilis. The assassination of Nizam al-Mulk by an agent of Hassan Sabbah ‘‘on 

October 16, 1092, during the month of Ramadan, was one of the great terrorist attacks of 

all time, and its contemporary impact was at least as great as that of the assassination of 

the Archduke Franz Ferdinand or the attacks of September 11, 2001 in their own eras’’ 

(Chaliand and Blin, 2007, Pp. 66-67). According to Rapoport (1984), the assassins who 

had lived between 11th and 13th century posed a serious security threat to the empires and 

they had some political ends by terrorizing the populace by slitting victims’ throat in the 

midst of crowded marketplaces in front of the people for instance.  

          The groups aforementioned were claimed to be the closest forms of modern day’s 

terrorism. Chaliand and Blin (2007) highlights that the term ‘terrorism’ – ‘terrorisme’ – 

came on the scene by the French Revolution in the late 18th century, specifically from 

1793 to 1794, and is attributed to Maximilien Robespierre as the most prominent figure 

for the implementation of terror as a milestone in the history of terror. ‘‘The concept of 
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terrorism is understood as denoting a form of violence exercised by a state and its 

representatives, in particular, Robespierre’s Terror. The conceptual use of terrorism to 

describe violence perpetrated by non-state actors, by contrast, emerges only after the 

revolution’’ (Erlenbusch, 2015, p. 194). As it is seen here, the term terrorism gets its 

meaning in these years before all and what first appears in minds is the terrorism, which 

is conducted by the state against counter-revolutionaries as it is mentioned above.  

          Chaliand and Blin (2007) also underlines the magnitude of state terrorism and how 

the term terrorism associated with nationalism after 18th century by the influential waves 

of the French Revolution and the state terrorism has been prevailing during Lenin’s and 

Stalin’s ruling periods in Russia in 20th century. At this point, it might be reasonable to 

point out the four consecutive waves of terrorism from the late 19th century to 21st 

century offered by Rapoport (2004) as follows: ‘anarchist’, ‘anti-colonial’, ‘new left’ and 

‘religious’. Rapoport (2004) claims that the ‘anarchist wave’ was the first international 

terrorist occurrence that the world had in history. 

          All the background knowledge and the history of terrorism aside, the 9/11 attacks, 

which hit the very heart of the United States, was an acute turmoil for terrorism and took 

the world in a whole new era. The implications were much more than only for terrorism 

itself. The event itself and what it brought about in terms of the counterterrorism 

strategies and the rhetoric will be discussed in more details in the part where the case 

study on U.S will be elaborated. The Guardian (2001) released the Bin Laden’s statement 

and in the text he repeatedly mentions the grievances of Muslim world and more 

strikingly, he is crystal clear on how he psychologically damaged the U.S and brought 

about a fear that encircling the whole country all over. It was the ‘war on terror’ declared 
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by Bush right after the attacks (CNN, 2001) what opened a new page for fighting against 

terrorism.  

          As it can be seen above, although the predecessors exist before, the term terrorism 

was first coined during the French Revolution and the history witnessed and is witnessing 

how the meaning of it changed and is changing over time with regards to the actors, the 

events and the contexts. 

CHAPTER 3: From Theory to Practice 

3.1. Terrorism Through Social Constructivism  

            First of all, the question of why theories are to be used and of why we use them 

must be clearly understood in order to go further by associating them with the specific 

occurrences, events, actors or any other possible independent variables and notions such 

as terrorism. The usefulness of theories completely depends on how it is used. One must 

be able to make sense of why a specific theory is to be applied to a certain occurrence. If 

this application potentially reveals some unseen dimensions, causes or consequences of 

that particular occurrence, then some opportunities, which cannot be seen without the 

application of that theory, might come out on the surface and help envisaging what might 

potentially come next.   

           Given the fact that he is not a social constructivist – one of the most important 

figures for the mainstream theories of international relations – Mearsheimer (2011) offers 

a spectacular pathway towards the applications of theories and put them into practice by 

highlighting that there are two predominantly important dimensions; its appropriateness 
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in explaining the situation, and its usefulness in revealing the future occurrences. Also, 

Hudson (2007) makes some important contributions by bringing up three dimensions of 

what theories spawn; catching up the transition between levels of analysis, bringing about 

some wider depictions, and enforcing the brains for what might come next.  

 

            In fact, in order to draw a sharp line between social constructivist theory and the 

other mainstream ones, Alexander Wendt could be taken by his famous words as 

following: ‘‘Anarchy is what states make of it’’ (Wendt, 1992, p. 395). If the concept of 

‘anarchy’ is to be replaced by the unidentifiable term ‘terrorism’, as anything could also 

be, an intriguingly unique apprehension of it might appear all of a sudden. 

           Some might think that what or how we think makes of the language. Others might 

claim that it is the way around, which means that the language makes of the way we think 

about the subjects. In fact, post-structuralist perspective aside, through the lenses of social 

constructivism, the possible resolution for this complex equation would be the middle 

way that refers the both. According to Onuf (2009), constructivists in the field of 

international relations mostly lack of engaging in the study of terrorism and he 

emphasizes the importance of the association between constructivism and the terrorism 

that needs to be studied more.  

            Metaphors have long been used for many purposes and they are quite efficient in 

bridging connections and illustrating the abstract terms. Spencer (2012) offers one of the 

most exposing and subtlest ways for displaying how terrorism is socially constructed. 

Also, Gibbs (2011) emphasizes what metaphors are used for by highlighting that they are 

completely up to the level of creativity so that one can extend the realm of the subject by 
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a metaphor as it can also be restricted by using a different metaphor.  

          ‘‘Indeed, saying is doing: talking is undoubtedly the most important way that we 

go about making the world what it is’’ (Kubalkova, Onuf and Kowert, 1998, p. 59). This 

sentence was meticulously picked up among many others because it pretty much 

summarizes the social constructivist perspective on any occurrence as well as the 

possibility of its application to any event in which there is a human interaction. The 

whole theory of social constructivism aside, when the terms such as ‘threat’ or ‘terrorism’ 

are applied here, it might be claimed that it is our own construction that makes of these 

terms in our imaginings. As a precise example, the terrorists, in a state of emergency and 

strict security measures in the wake of ISIS’ attacks in Brussels, were depicted as 

‘monsters of our own imaginings’ (Walt, 2016) by the analysis published in Foreign 

Policy. Walt (2016) was showing how we perceived the attacks and the potential attacks 

we expect in the future leads on the security measures – not necessarily needed – that we 

take in the wake of the attacks. 

               What Kubalkova, Onuf and Kowert (1998) by emphasizing that ‘saying is 

doing’ is actually a whole new interpretation of terrorism as it might be turned into what 

we call terrorism makes of our actions and reactions. For this reason, it is even needless 

to say that we construct our ‘doing’ by ‘saying’ so that discourses and metaphors 

associated with terrorism are essential to understand what it really is in our own making, 

which reflects our reality whether it is real or not. The question is, therefore, neither what 

is real nor what the reality is. The question is rather about our own reality, which is 

constructed by social interaction through all the possible means of communication and 

the ways of saying. 
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            Spencer (2012) offers a valuable metaphorical analogies for explaining the social 

construction of terrorism and what he basically does is categorizing terrorism in four 

metaphorical description as follows: ‘uncivilised evil’, ‘war’, ‘disease’ and ‘crime’. He 

uses quantitative method on a news agency in the United Kingdom, The Sun, to observe 

how often these metaphors have been used. ‘‘The Sun was chosen due to the fact that 

with around 7.7 million readers, it has the largest leadership in the UK, and it can 

therefore, from a cognitive perspective, be considered to have a lot of influence on 

people’s perception of terrorism’’ (Spencer, 2012, p. 400). Even though it is, practically, 

impossible to know what people really think but it is, both theoretically and practically, 

possible to direct people’s thoughts in certain way.  

            It cannot be denied that the state level is paramount to uptake construction of 

terrorism, the role of media should not be ruled out in such analysis. 

3.2. Paradox of Choice: ‘Terrorist’ or ‘Freedom Fighter’?  

            ‘‘It has been argued that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’’ 

(Schnelle, 2012, p. 625). The stalemate of deciding on whether one is a terrorist or a 

freedom fighter actually depends on the definition yet again. However, this time a break 

needs to be taken from thinking about legal definitions because the type of choice we face 

is about politics and interests so that there is despondently no blueprint for determining 

who is what in this context. ‘‘The term terrorism is notably contested; any attempt to 

define it will prompt well-founded objections’’ (Onuf, 2009, p. 53). With these words, he 

indeed defines well the obscurity and the paradox of the choice here. 

            For the sake of this paradoxical phrase Spencer (2010) also offers an insight as 
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follows: ‘‘here the well-known phrase ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 

fighter’, is often used to highlight the problem of implying a moral judgement when 

classifying the term ‘terrorism’. If one identifies with the victim of the attack, then it is 

considered terrorism, but if one can identify with the perpetrator it is not’’ (Spencer, 

2010, p. 5). 

            Offering a precise example would be utterly supportive at this point. Considering 

Hamas might be a well-fitting exemplification. Hroub (2010) underlines that the group 

internalizes ‘resistance’ as the core principle for their survival as of its establishment in 

1987 and he also states that Hamas has been conducting various attacks such as suicide 

bombings in Israeli cities against both Israeli army and the settlers.  

            Now, we can have a look at if the whole world agree upon they are terrorists 

because of any feature of the organization. In one of Turkish newspapers called Radikal 

(2011), Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey states that he does not see Hamas as a terrorist 

organization but rather a political party. According to Middle East Monitor (2015), Qatar 

insists that Hamas is rather a resistance movement than a terrorist organization by citing 

the assistant Foreign Minister for International Affairs, Shaikh Mohammad, as follows: 

‘‘Hamas uses its right to resistance, as it is a resistance movement in an occupied country. 

Its acts are completely different to terrorist acts’’ (Middle East Monitor, 2015).  

            According to the U.S. Department of State (2016), Hamas was designated as a 

foreign terrorist organization in 1997. The most overarching designation criterion is the 

third one under Section 219 as follows: ‘‘The organization’s terrorist activity or terrorism 

must threaten the security of U.S. nationals or the national security (national defense, 
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foreign relations, or the economic interests) of the United States’’ (the U.S. Department 

of State, 2016). Especially putting ‘foreign relations’ in the criteria for the legal 

designation apparently gives a vagueness to the clause, which might provide a basis for 

possibility of any designation. Besides the U.S, it goes without saying that Hamas is the 

prominent ‘terrorist organization’ for Israel as well. 

            After having the different perspectives, Hroub (2010) points out a quite thought-

provoking idea about the implication of labeling in this case by critically questioning as 

follows: ‘‘Was it not Hamas’ insistence on (and fault in) continuing to fire rockets into 

the southern part of Israel that triggered the Israeli military campaign against Gaza in 

December 2008 and January 2009, and all that brought upon the Palestinians, because it 

gave Israel and excuse to use the principle of self-defence?’’ (Hroub, 2010, p. 177). In 

fact, this is utterly a two-sided question for the reason behind the Israeli retaliation. It is a 

question that prompts the mind to think if the retribution given by Israel was prompted by 

Hamas’ attacks into Israel or it just provided a basis for reasoning the retaliation as what 

Hroub (2010) asks if it was a kind of pretext. Either way, the construction of terrorism is 

always out there and whatever helps constructing the meaning leads to certain military or 

non-military responses – including inertia – as it can be seen in this controversial case. 

3.3. (In)advertent Service by the Media 

             The question of why, would be a kind of ascertaining whether there is a deliberate 

purpose in creating certain images in the media. It is rather the questions of how and to 

what end, are what might possibly give the insight that needs to be taken in this context.             

            ‘‘The genuine power of terrorism is that it functions as propaganda. The result is 
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behavior modification of the target audience by both coercive and persuasive means. In 

effect, terrorism uses violence against one to obtain an effect upon others. The immediate 

victim(s) is/are merely an instrument or tool of communication’’ (Denton, 2004, p. 13). 

In other words, the target is not the target – namely, the casualties –, which is widely 

thought it would be. The actual targets are those who lived through and remained alive. 

Therefore, even the information that is delivered must be on the table to be discussed.  

            Yet again, it must be clarified that judging whether the information flow is served 

advertently or inadvertently is not what is questioned here. Rather, the existence of such 

an exhaustive information flow is what must be on the spotlight. Being informed is 

something beyond our desire, which is a Right of each and everyone of us. However, 

there is a significant paradoxical situation about this, which is not in front of our eyes to 

see. Even if we see, we might have no choice but to be trapped. Even the truest or the 

least defect information in any kind of media about terrorism, a terrorist attack or 

anything else related to this context would inevitably have an effect of disseminating the 

terror whether it is served on purpose or not. Doward (2015) reports some insightful 

comments of Michael Jetter, a professor and an analyst of terrorism, as follows: ‘‘terrorist 

organizations receive extensive media attention [. . .] Whether it is the Taliban, al-Qaida, 

Boko Haram or, recently, Isis, terrorism is everywhere on TV stations, newspapers and 

the radio. We also know that terrorists need media coverage to spread their message, 

create fear and recruit followers’’ (Doward, 2015).  

            Dissemination of their message and contributing their principal method of 

pumping out the fear in the air eventually help finding the ‘appropriate’ response that 

needs to be given to it. ‘‘Terrorist groups and the news media share a symbiotic 
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relationship that furthers both the media and terrorists’ interests and goals. Terrorist acts 

provide countless news stories for the media. At the same time, terrorists exploit the 

media for both tactical and strategic purposes to mobilize support and gain public 

recognition’’ (Nagar, 2010, p. 534). Bearing all this in mind, to what end this circular 

production serves up is the question that needs to be critically thought about. 

Nevertheless, the answer might not be too hard to figure since it is one of the most 

significant parts of the process of the construction that leads to the final response given to 

the ‘terrorism’ eventually. 

CHAPTER 4: The Case Studies 

4.1. First Case Study: Turkey and PKK 

            According to an overall assessment compiled by the records of police and 

‘gendarmerie’ forces presented by various sources including Radikal (2012), Milliyet 

(2013) and Vatan (2013), what will be examining in this case is an amass of the death toll 

amounting up to above 35.000 as of the first bewilderingly enormous attack of the PKK 

in 1984. In this part, the paper will have a look at how the PKK, which is designated as a 

‘terrorist organization’ (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2016) by the 

state of the Republic of Turkey, became a ticking bomb that threatens the ‘existence’ of 

the state in the discourse of the political sphere, which led predominantly the militaristic 

approach to be regarded as the ‘solution’. This overall insight aside, through the years 

2007 and 2008, the process of construction of terrorism leading the military response will 

be examined.  

            First of all, it needs to be clarified that the national existence is officially covered 
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in the definition of ‘national security’ by the Article 2 of Law No. 2945 on National 

Security Council (MGK) as follows: ‘‘[. . .] preservation and protection against the 

collective internal and external threats to the constitutional order of the state, its national 

existence, integrity, all of its political, social, cultural and economic interests and 

contractual rights in the international arena’’ (Arslan, 2016, p. 25). In order to understand 

what is actually on the spotlight in Turkey when it comes to the existential threat, this 

legal definition needs to be known. Here the notion of ‘national existence’ is one of the 

components that has to be preserved as long as the ‘national security’ is on the table. 

Before all, one might critically ask what is really meant by the ‘national existence’, which 

is a quite broad and hazy realm to consider. 

           The bloody history of the conflict between Turkey and the PKK is one of the most 

apparent, if not quite tangible in the sense of theoretical application, examples for the 

illustration of the relationship between social constructivism and terrorism. As for why 

this case study is specifically selected, it would be totally safe to say that the struggle of 

the Republic of Turkey against PKK exactly falls within the realm of this study on social 

construction of terrorism in terms of the response produced. For the sake of reminding of 

the main question, the bulk of the focus is given as to how we perceive terrorism, if not 

determining, makes of our response and eventually the measures. The certain algorithm is 

important to notice and observe. First of all, the organization is established and the 

bloody attacks are conducted within the country’s territory. Then, the process of 

construction of terrorism starts in all levels – most importantly the state level – and 

certain labels are put and metaphors are made. Finally the ‘appropriate’ response is given 

to the PKK in this case. 
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           The background of the PKK dates back to almost half a century ago that tacitly 

indicates that how extricable this problem is and considering that Turkey still could not 

overcome its problem in 2016, the situation seems like never-ending if the mentality does 

not change. A short background for this conflict will be given briefly before delving into 

the theoretical application to the case. Criss (1995) takes the case of PKK and its origins 

from the early 1960s coinciding with the utterly liberal constitution of 1961 of which the 

radical leftist journals and parties have been taking advantage. ‘‘In 1978, PKK was 

formally but clandestinely established. Its mission was to make a communist revolution 

by guerilla warfare, and establish a separate Kurdish state’’ (Criss, 1995, p. 18).            

             The year 1984 has a great significance as a milestone of PKK’s shining and 

falling into the core of the agenda in Turkey. ‘‘By 1984, the Kurdish issue had become 

apparent in the Turkish, as well as the international, political arena, as a violent conflict 

between the rebel Kurdish group Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkaren Kurdistan, 

PKK) and the Turkish state intensified’’ (Sezgin, 2013, p. 167).  

            Yavuz (2001) offers a comprehensive understanding for the sake of the social 

construction of a deeply entrenched division in the society falls within 1980s and 1990s 

as follows ‘‘as a result of the PKK terror campaign against all walks of Turkish life, 

Turkish nationalism has been popularized and articulated in almost all public gatherings. 

The PKK activities encouraged Kurds to criticize not the ‘political authority’ in Ankara, 

but rather Turkish nationalism as a construct, in order to legitimize their own separatist 

nationalism. This new twist from being critical of the state power to being critical of 

Turkish nationalism has represented a turning point in the separation of Kurdish 

nationalism and the leftist movement of Turkey’’ (Yavuz, 2001, p. 11). As it can be seen 
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here, the construction of terrorism and the co-production and the co-utilization of ‘we’ 

and ‘they’ rhetoric, in fact, date back to the sheer chaotic Turkey of 1980s when the 

insemination has been taking place. In a constructivist perspective, a legal construction 

also starts with the Article 301 of the Turkish Penal Code, which is published in the 

journal of body of lawyers in Ankara, any ‘denigration’ to the ‘Turkishness’ is punished 

(Korkut, 2007, pp. 29-30).  This has serious implications for the media on what level the 

public opinion is highly influenced about Turkishness and Kurdishness. The problem is 

that the sharper the division between Turkishness and Kurdishness gets, the more 

radicalized and polarized society the country most likely has. 

             As for Turkey’s enemy-centric strategy against the PKK, Pusane (2015) has some 

insightful words on it. ‘‘Turkey has been struggling with Kurdistan Workers’ Party 

(Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan – PKK) insurgency since the 1980s. Throughout the 1990s, 

Turkish security forces conducted a determined counterinsurgency campaign against the 

PKK, as a result of which its leader Abdullah Öcalan acknowledged military defeat. 

Öcalan was captured and arrested in 1999, and the PKK subsequently declared a 

unilateral ceasefire’’ (Pusane, 2015, p. 727). However, the situation is not that 

comforting. If anything, it is getting incrementally more bloody, more chaotic and 

messier. What we see, in fact, is decapitating the leader of the PKK and pursuing the 

enemy-centric approach were nothing but taking a break as a temporary illusion, which 

did not even last quite long. 

            Al-Jazeera (2011) compiles the all cross-border operations conducted by the 

Turkish Armed Forces (TAF) and indicates that TAF gave a start to its operations in 

alliance with the Baath regime back then, targeting the Kurdish Peshmerga and their 
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camps in northern Iraq in 1983. Therefore, as a broader picture, what we are talking about 

here is actually not only a year or an operation in a specific sense because the 

construction of terrorism in Turkey has an entrenched background and one must be aware 

of this is a story of decades so that having an overall insight is required in order to 

understand the circular co-perpetuation of terrorism in Turkey.  

            As the case will go through 2007 and 2008, it is essential to remind that 

specifically the decision taken in October 2007 to authorize the TAF for getting in 

northern Iraq for eliminating the PKK’s extension and the sequence of events will be 

elaborated through the lenses of social construction of terrorism. This cross-border 

operation is selected because of its magnitude and also the law that passed in 2007 has 

also been prolonged for the upcoming years. 

            By the courtesy of Article 92 in the constitution (Constitution of the Republic of 

Turkey, 1982), the Grand National Assembly of Turkey is accounted to take a decision 

regarding any deployment of TAF abroad. In the same day, 17th October 2007, right after 

the decision passed in the Assembly with 507 favor against 19 veto, the prime-minister 

Erdogan said: ‘‘may everything go well for those who see fighting against terrorism as an 

international decision’’ (Sabah, 2007). What Erdogan implies here is the 

internationalization of this military response and a seek for a justification that this 

decision is not only representing Turkey’s appropriate reaction but also appealing for the 

whole world against this international threat. 

            At this point, what terrorism means to the Republic of Turkey in a legal sense, 

which is considered the main reason of the state’s taking the decision of crossing the 
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border into Iraq, must be clarified before making any comments on it. According to the 

Anti Terror Law of 3713 which was amended with the Anti Terror Law of 5532 and 

came into force in 2006 defines it as follows; ‘‘terrorism is any kind of act done by one or 

more persons belonging to an organization with the aim of changing the characteristics of 

the Republic as specified in the Constitution, its political, legal, social, secular and 

economic system, damaging the indivisible unity of the State with its territory and nation, 

endangering the existence of the Turkish State and Republic, weakening or destroying or 

seizing the authority of the State, eliminating fundamental rights and freedoms, or 

damaging the internal and external security of the State, public order or general health by 

means of pressure, force and violence, terror, intimidation, oppression or threat’’ (The 

Financial Crimes Investigation Board, 2006). 

         For the sake of remembering the main question, what needs to be understood here is 

the process behind TAF’s ending up in Iraqi territory as a military presence as a response 

to ‘terrorist’ threat coming from the PKK’s extension. This was an obvious military 

approach to the problem of terrorism in Turkey. In order to have a comprehensive grasp 

on how Turkey took an enemy-centric approach by dispatching a military presence in 

another country’s territory, which would presumably be counter-productive in many 

cases. As it is repeatedly emphasized throughout the paper, it is how the state perceives 

terrorism that inherently makes up the counterterrorism. Here it is out of the topic 

whether the perception is constructed advertently or inadvertently because it requires 

another deeply detailed research and an argumentation.   

             ‘‘As long as we are firmly bound together, the treacherous separatist terrorist 

attacks will never attain its goal [. . .]. I want to declare this one more time: the struggle 
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we lead against separatist terrorism that aims to destroy our unity and our constitutional 

order will continue with belief and determination’’ (Barrinha, 2011, p. 171) declared by 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the Prime Minister in 2007. Here apart from the legal definition 

of the state on terrorism, it is defined as ‘separatist’ and their aim is claimed as to topple 

down the ‘unity’ and ‘constitutional order’, which apparently makes the group 

automatically and utterly outlawed, and needs to be fought against in order to preserve 

the very existence of the state and to prevent the separation.  

            Compilation from a Turkish journal Today’s Zaman, Barrinha (2011) highlights 

that how a strong association between PKK and the metaphor of ‘terrorism as a crime’ as 

how Spencer (2010) would call, was made by using ‘eliminated’ or ‘rendered ineffective’ 

for the terrorists and by naming ‘murdered’ or ‘killed’ for those who are fighting for the 

TAF. 

            Süleyman Demirel, the President of Turkey between 1993 and 2000, offered a 

justification for Turkey’s entry into Iraq as follows: ‘‘Turkey’s goal is to prevent any 

developments that will lead to the formation of an independent state which will threaten 

Turkey’s territorial integrity. If we don’t take risks when necessary, we will suffer later 

on. Turkey should have entered northern Iraq’’ (Kaya, 2012, p. 532). The president of the 

time explicitly expresses his opinion in favor of the TAF’s military presence in northern 

Iraq during the first Gulf War and he emphasizes learning a lesson from past and for 

being audacious and a risk-taker for the next opportunity to protect ‘Turkey’s territorial 

integrity’. 

            Barrinha (2011) highlights that the Turkish Land Forces Commander in 2007, 



	

33	
	

General Başbuğ, underlined the ‘terrorists’ - PKK’s - aim is to ‘destroy the Turkish state’ 

and the ‘unitary structure of Turkey’ in his speech. Therefore, as it can be seen here, the 

army had also quite acute in its identification regarding to the aim of the terrorism they 

face, namely the PKK. The construction of terrorism has also been happening on the level 

of army besides on the other levels such as the state and the societal levels. 

            As for the answer that ‘needs’ to be given to the PKK was strikingly clarified by 

General Güneş on a discussion about the Turkish Special Forces as follows: ‘‘… When 

their training was complete, they went to the southeast. They were the unsung heroes of 

the southeast. They were like a ‘Turkish PKK’.’’ (Kaya, 2012, p. 533). In fact, what he 

means by creating a ‘Turkish PKK’ is quite revealing for what kind of a countering 

approach was going to be pursued.  

             Before TAF getting into northern Iraq, some igniting discussions were taking 

place as well as a high pressure on the government to take the ‘necessary measures’. 

‘‘For CHP deputy leader, Cevdet Selvi, ‘Turkey would never negotiate with terrorists’ 

[…] For Devlet Bahçeli, the nationalist MHP leader, Erdogan should not be ‘afraid’ of 

facing the PKK: ‘Don’t escape; it is your duty to fight against terror. Don’t be afraid, you 

are the prime minister make your decision. If you can’t, resign right now’!’’ (Barrinha, 

2011, p. 174). These two political parties were the main oppositions back then and it is 

quite obvious how pushy they were for taking the fight against terrorism in a harsher step. 

All these discourses on terrorism, attempts to define what it is by the state leader, the 

other parties, media and the army inevitably led up to a law passed in the Grand National 

Assembly of Turkey authorizing the TAF entering into northern Iraq in order to wipe out 

the PKK’s presence there, if not the complete annihilation.  
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            In order to illustrate how the definition and discourse changes over time with 

regards to the PKK, 9 years on, an interesting rhetorical emphasis is repeatedly made by 

Erdogan as follows: ‘‘those who came with aspirations of occupying Istanbul now are 

using the terrorist organization as a tool. They wish to complete their unfulfilled dreams 

at the time of the Crusades, today with terror’’ (Al-Monitor, 2016). Even though this 

sentence was thrown up right after the attacks in 2016, here the blame is apparently put 

on the West and a recall is targeted to make for the Independence War when the 

occupying powers were completely demolished without any negotiation or concession. 

Turkey’s war on terror, therefore, must be fought by the sole aim of wiping the PKK out 

of the map. Inherently, this is what paves the way of fighting against terrorism in Turkey, 

which is by military means.  

            Moreover, an elaboration of how media purported ‘the operation sun’ in northern 

Iraq is quite revealing on how this act of military response was regarded and constructed 

unofficially. From a compilation of some of the most read newspapers in Turkey, some 

striking and self-explanatory coverage is worth considering. The newspaper Sabah puts a 

coverage calling this reaction ‘from mourning to the front’ (Sabah, 2008), which clearly 

implies that first the country had cried over its casualties and then the response was given 

immediately after. Also, this coverage signifies another element that we usually tend to 

overlook; an impulsive reaction. As it can be seen, there is no transition period in which 

the possible reactive options are comprehensively and delicately revised. It is rather a 

sharp transmission from mourning to fight. 

            On the other hand, the newspaper Vatan had put a coverage as ‘revenge of the 

martyrs’ (Hurriyet, 2008) while another newspaper Takvim stated that ‘Mehmetçik – 
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Turkish soldiers – struck the infanticides in Winter as they were waiting for the operation 

to be conducted in Spring’ (Hurriyet, 2008). The revenge taken for those who were killed 

is inherently an impulsive reaction as we have already discussed but what is more 

interesting to notice above is the label of ‘infanticides’, which would leave the state no 

choice but to strike as harsh as it could. Whether it is impulsively urgent or not, the 

possible option for the response must be monolithic, which inevitably paves the way of 

violent reaction and its approval as well as appropriateness.   

            As concluding remarks, it can be said that the PKK had been seen both in legal 

and in discursive senses as all the legal documents and discursive evidences given above 

demonstrate. Especially in the army, the idea of destruction by the military is an 

indispensible option while the civilian leaders such as the head of the government and the 

main opposition leaders were also sharing the same idea. The media’s contribution to the 

construction was also inevitable as it can be seen above. Finally, Turkey took the decision 

of entering into northern Iraq under the operation called Güneş, which means sun and 

what the name of the operation implies was ‘the surname of the 3 years old daughter of a 

martyr sergeant’ (Hürriyet, 2008). 

4.2. Second Case Study: the U.S. and Al-Qaeda / Ill-fated Iraq 

            Another illustrative case is what had been experienced through 2001, 2002 and 

eventually 2003 in the U.S. and evidently in Iraq. In order to understand the social 

construction of terrorist threat and how it comes to be accepted as an existential threat, 

which is the main question of the dissertation, this particular case is at least as revealing 

and thought-provoking as the previous case given Turkey and its war against the PKK. 
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As it can be guessed by the years aforementioned, as the starting point of the process will 

be taken as of the 9/11 attacks that had hit the very heart of the U.S. Even though in this 

part, we will stick with a specific time period for a practical understanding, the whole 

picture also needs to be seen for a comprehensive understanding of the construction 

process as such. Once again, it needs to be denoted that state level is taken as one of the 

most important phase of the construction chain since it is that stage where the official 

decisions are taken. 

            ‘‘It is worth stressing that at the end of the Afghan war in 1989, none of the 

leading figures – neither Azzam, Fadl, Zawahiri, nor bin Laden – called for targeting the 

United States. At this stage, none of the important voices advocated an armed 

confrontation with the West. The United States, along with its allies, was in the same 

trenches as the mujahideen battling the ‘evil empire’.’’ (Gerges, 2011, p. 46). Here the 

radically changed perception is well given. In the earlier chapters, the paradox of choice 

between freedom fighter and terrorist was discussed and what we can see in this case is a 

precise embodiment of the question. Once again, it is worth denoting that it is not only 

the state’s judgment or anything else by itself what makes of the whole construction but 

also the organization’s changing objectives and activities. Spencer (2010) denotes that 

‘‘counter-terrorism policies are not based on objective knowledge about al-Qaeda, but 

rather on our understanding of al-Qaeda that has been produced in political, scientific and 

media discourse. Hence, any understanding of our counter-terrorism policies should take 

into account the discourse through which our understanding of al-Qaeda was 

constructed’’ (Spencer, 2010, p. 79). 

             Chronologically, 9/11 attacks in 2001 were followed by the law passed in the 
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Congress for the authorization of military that led to what we experienced in Iraq in 2003. 

As was denoted in the first part of the paper, the social construction of the terrorism is to 

be understood as a process rather than a determinant. We can start with giving a very 

brief background that is necessary to grasp the critical understanding of the process of an 

acute construction after 9/11. Since al-Qaeda is one of the main actors in our case, it is 

necessary to have the essential insight. 

            ‘‘After years of supporting the Afghan mujahideen, Osama bin Laden and some 

of his top associates meet in a suburb of Peshawar, Pakistan. With Soviet forces 

withdrawing from Afghanistan, the idea of a global jihad suddenly seems possible, and al 

Qaeda, literally ‘the Base’, is born’’ (McCormick, 2014). It is interesting that 

approximately after 10 years of its establishment, the year 1999 is when the U.S. 

officially designated the organization as a ‘foreign terrorist organization’ (U.S. 

Department of State, 2016). In fact, the designation as such was made after al-Qaeda’s 

striking bombing attacks to the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, which left 224 

people killed (CNN, 2015). This, once again, shows that we cannot exclude the activities 

of the organizations when an analysis is made through the social constructivism because 

the organizations are also one of the most important independent variables of this co-

production. Therefore, the process does not only depend on the country’s own elements 

but also the organization that is targeting the country by its objective somehow. 

            At this point, it would be meaningful to note down what terrorism officially is for 

the U.S. in a legal sense. How the U.S defines the ‘international terrorism’ is not less 

important than any other definition. The U.S draws a distinguishing line between 

international and domestic terrorism. For the sake of the context here, it would be better 
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to have a grasp on the definition of ‘international’ one. 18 U.S Code § 2331 specifically 

defines the ‘international terrorism’ as the activities that ‘‘(A) involve violent acts or acts 

dangerous to human life that are a violation of the criminal laws of the United States or of 

any State, or that would be a criminal violation if committed within the jurisdiction of the 

United States or of any State; (B) appear to be intended (i) to intimidate or coerce a 

civilian population; (ii) to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or 

coercion; or (iii) to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, 

or kidnapping; and (C) occur primarily outside the territorial jurisdiction of the United 

States, or transcend national boundaries in terms of the means by which they are 

accomplished, the persons they appear intended to intimidate or coerce, or the locale in 

which their perpetrators operate or seek asylum’’ (Legal Information Institute, 2001).  

          This definition made by the U.S is paramount because of its being the most 

prominent global actor when it comes to the international terrorism. This is why even 

though this is a definition of a particular state, the implications of it is not necessarily 

binding only on the national level.  

              ‘‘In an apparently coordinated terrorist attack against the United States, four 

commercial passenger jets crashed on Tuesday, three of them into significant landmarks’’ 

(BBC, 2001) had been posted in 11 September 2001. As it was already stated, right at this 

moment, the social construction of terrorism regarding the response inherently started. It 

is needless to say that the construction had already been out there since the existence of 

‘terrorism’ is not something new and appeared after 9/11 attacks all of a sudden. 

However, this was the rupture point that pressed the starting of the process, which 

subsequently led to the decision regarding to the authorization of armed forces against 
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Iraq in 2002 and eventually getting into Iraq in the following year. 

            In order to see how the state perceived these events, we do not need to go quite 

far: The President at the time, George W. Bush’s address the same day when the horrific 

events took place, offers some clues about what will come next, which can be called a 

hindsight in this case. ‘‘Today our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very freedom 

came under attack in a series of deliberate and deadly terrorist acts’’ (CNN, 2001). In the 

very beginning of his speech, as it can be seen here, he did not even mention about the 

security or any other dimension of the state. He stayed rather on the individual level of 

the American citizens. This point is important because the threat is to the ‘way of life’ 

and the ‘very freedom’, which come before the state level. 

            Bush emphasizes that ‘‘some worry that it is somehow undiplomatic or impolite 

to speak the language of right and wrong. I disagree. Different circumstances require 

different methods, but not different moralities’’ (The White House, 2002, p. 3). ‘Good’ 

(CNN, 2001) and ‘evil’ (CNN, 2001) discourses are taken into consideration; this 

statement of Bush above makes quite a sense that ‘the language of right and wrong’ is 

indispensably applied in this case. Actually, what we strive to analyze in this dissertation 

is pretty much a construction of a language as such, which turns out to be an actual war 

on the ground. 

            ‘‘America and our friends and allies join with all those who want peace and 

security in the world and we stand together to win the war against terrorism’’ (George W. 

Bush, 2001). This sentence, in fact, might be taken as one of the most important and 

internationalizing statements. The way it will be responded - ‘war’ - aside, what is being 
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emphasized here is the internationalization of the terrorism by designating it as a problem 

needs to be tackled for the ‘world’ so that it is not only the problem for the U.S. itself. 

            ‘‘All the subsequent ‘war talk’ by President Bush and members of his 

administration set the serious tone of the actions and form of our response. Forget the fact 

that only Congress has the constitutional power to declare war and that war is 

traditionally waged between states’’ (Denton, 2004, p. 13). The legal dimension of 

deciding on waging a war or on any other kind of utterly vital choice, which would 

deeply influence the people, is nothing to be singled out in an analysis of any kind. 

However, in a perspective offered by social constructivism, we also have to engage 

ourselves into the process behind it in order to see how hundreds of millions of citizens 

officially live in a state of war even though they are not as much traumatized as the 

citizens of the country in which the war is fought against the terrorism. 

               ‘‘The United States of America is fighting a war against terrorists of global 

reach. The enemy is not a single political regime or person or religion or ideology. The 

enemy is terrorism – premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against 

innocents’’ (The White House, 2002, p. 5). 

            As was already discussed, the option of negotiation is ignored and even despised, 

as for the way it needs to be fought, Bush’s declaration is like an embodiment of this and 

denotes as follows: ‘‘no cause justifies terror. The United States will make no 

concessions to terrorist demands and strike no deals with them. We make no distinction 

between terrorists and those who knowingly harbor or provide aid to them’’ (The White 

House, 2002, p. 5). The war on terror is also seen as a matter of honor so that ‘no 
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concession’ is one of the main principles. The lines were drawn from the very beginning 

and it has already been made crystal clear what is appropriate or inappropriate.  

             Leffler (2003) offers one of the most worthy to be considered statements of 

Condoleezza Rice as follows: ‘‘there is no longer any doubt that today America faces an 

existential threat to our security – a threat as great as any we faced during the Civil War, 

World War II, or the Cold War’’ (Leffler, 2003, p. 1049). The ‘existential threat’ here is, 

once again, used and as it was discussed already in the paper, it is quite fair to say that 

thinking of existential threat does not really go without implications regarding to the 

response given to the terrorism in the relevant context. 

            All these having said, it was not a miraculous decision taken overnight to 

authorize the military use against Iraq after all. The process had always been out there 

whether people, politicians, the media and even the army itself were totally aware of it or 

not. Therefore, the process’ being an advertent or inadvertent production is not what is 

questioned here. It is rather a matter of understanding that there is an all-inclusive 

process, which constructs our response eventually.  

           Waging war actually has many connotations and does not only mean sending 

troops to another country in a sense that one would see in a conventional way. Spencer 

(2012) finds a certain resemblance between ‘war on property’, ‘war on drugs’ and ‘war 

on terrorism’ in a way how ‘war’ is metaphorically used. ‘‘First, war is a widely and 

readily accessible concept; everyone knows what a war is. Second, war is a complex and 

multifaceted phenomenon. Since there are so many aspects of war, there are many 

dimensions along which something can be like a war’’ (Spencer, 2012, p. 401).  
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            Another implication of ‘war on terror’ was brilliantly offered by Lewis (2005) as 

follows: ‘‘George W. Bush’s own invocation of legislative authority which distinguishes 

the legitimacy of ‘war’ against the illegitimacy of ‘terrorism’.’’ (Lewis, 2005, p. 22). 

Admittedly, even if there is much more to talk about ‘war on terror’ declaration, this 

sentence above summarizes the whole situation not in a reductive but in the simplest way. 

            For the destiny of Iraq, 18 October 2002 was actually one of the most important 

date on which a bill passed the Congress for authorizing ‘use of military force against 

Iraq’ (Govtrack, 2004). Apart from why this decision was taken, we have seen what kind 

of a process of the social construction of terrorism behind. Nevertheless, one might ask 

why the process as such on terrorism is essential to consider. In the sixth paragraph of the 

text of the same bill, it explicitly designates Iraq as a country that is ‘supporting and 

harboring terrorist organizations’ (Govtrack, 2004). As was already discussed how the 

national security concept is seen in the U.S. in this context, this decision for getting into 

Iraq for the sake of dismantling the terrorists is not quite complicated to understand when 

one tries to see the whole cause and consequence relations through the perception of the 

U.S whether it is justifiable in the end or not, which is not the question here. Eventually, 

‘‘After the attacks on September 11, 2001, and the overthrow of the Taliban and al-Qaeda 

in Afghanistan, the United States Government turned its attention to Iraq and the regime 

of Saddam Hussein [. . .] harboring and supporting members of Osama Bin Laden’s al-

Qaeda terrorist network, the United States and Great Britain led a coalition to topple 

Hussein’s regime in March 2003’’ (Air Force Historical Studies Office, 2014). 

             Just before concluding this case study, it would be meaningful to give a 

resemblance between the two case studies, which does not coincide with the time periods 
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that was covered in the paper. Another milestone was that in 2011 ‘‘U.S. Navy SEALs 

storm a nondescript compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, and kill bin Laden’’ 

(McCormick, 2014). In the previous case of Turkey, the main leader of the group, 

Öcalan, was also decapitated – if not killed – but the organization survived just like al-

Qaeda. Even though both affected the groups deeply and widely assumed that the groups 

were almost malfunctioning but they both survived by adapting to the new circumstances. 

            In fact, in the wake of the attacks in 18 September 2001, the Joint Resolution of 

Public Law 107-40 might be at least as culminating as my own conclusion for what is all 

discussed here as follows: ‘‘[. . .] such acts render it both necessary and appropriate that 

the United States exercise its rights to self-defense and to protect United States citizens 

both at home and abroad [. . .]’’ (Weekly Compilation of Presidential Documents, 2001). 

The word ‘appropriate’ had already been discussed repeatedly throughout the paper in the 

relevant parts but this statement has some of the most exposed and explicit articulations 

of what will come next as a response to the terrorists. From that time onwards, it is a 

matter of two years of process of constructivism as we have seen throughout the whole 

case study. There might not have been a Bill passing in the Congress authorizing the 

military use. However, it happened and we have to consider every single influencing 

variable as vital components even though each variable has its own degree of 

effectiveness over such an outcome.  

CHAPTER 5: The Concluding Remarks and Insights For Furthering 

             Ironically speaking, we could clearly claim that there is an agreement of 

disagreement on the definition of terrorism. Beyond this, the first and foremost reason of 
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delineating such questions posed in the very beginning is that this ill-defined and vague 

term is unfortunately quite flexible to be stretched out and to be shaped by a construction, 

which leads to further events and outcomes. Within such a construction, seeking for an 

answer of whether it is advertently produced could be another controversial and thought-

provoking topic for another research. However, for starting up on this mind-scratching 

subject, delving into the existence of social construction as such and elaborating how it 

practically works by the help of some concrete documents in our hands, which we choose 

to call reality, seems like a satisfying option.  

            Throughout the paper, a circular process has been discussed. It is a process, which 

contains many elements, levels and variables. Therefore, it would be quite fair to say that 

if such a constructive process is designated as the dependent variable here, then the forces 

that influence the process are all independent variables. However, those independent 

variables are also dependent variables of another contexts. In other simpler words, if we 

claim that there is a process of social construction of terrorism, then a particular relevant 

speech of the head of state, for instance, an independent variable. 

            What we predominantly put on the table is a co-production of how to counter the 

terrorism that we think it is. As it was underlined almost in each chapter in different 

contexts, one of the most important ring of the chain is the state, which namely refers the 

construction on the state level that can prominently be observed by a meticulous 

elaboration of how the most important figures on the state level defines and perceives the 

terrorism. The rationale behind giving such a high degree of importance to the state level 

is that it is the phase where the decisions are taken and are officially legalized or 

outlawed as we have examined in the case studies. In the case studies, we have seen how 
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important the speech acts are in order to take the actions in a further stage. Especially the 

case of the U.S, the speech that had been given by G. W. Bush immediately after the 9/11 

attacks was observed and it was quite a demonstration of how the decision of authorizing 

the military force against Iraq and eventually the war in Iraq in 2003 was already 

gravitated towards that direction two years beforehand.  

            With the help of case studies, we have also had a chance to find out an algorithm 

that exists in such a process of social construction of terrorism. Even though the 

beginning and the ending points are intrinsically blurred and a bit obscure, if a certain 

time period is analyzed as it is the case in this dissertation, then we would have a starting 

point which begins with an immense attack of the group that is designated as ‘terrorist 

organization’ and it is ended up with a military oriented violent response. What actually 

matters here was the process in between them, where the ‘existential threat’ is defined 

and is attributed to the terrorist threat that is perceived. As it has been discussed, this 

point is the breakpoint in the process since the threat becomes existential, a reaction that 

needs to be given must be appropriate. Moreover, building a bridge between the legal 

requirements – namely the steps to follow – and the reaction that will be given to terrorist 

threat is not the hardest one because aside from what people thinks how counter policy 

should be, even the constitution can easily be referred to make the military response look 

more appropriate than the other options. It could even be seen as the only option in some 

given circumstances. 

             Moreover, the question comes up right at this point as to how this can be 

prevented. Delimiting the media or even censuring would not be the solution for sure but 

at least being aware of this paradox might be of help in some critical moments that 



	

46	
	

require a bit of prudence, vigilance and of thinking rather than an impulsive and 

sentimental reaction. Nevertheless, the events cannot be kept secret. So the information in 

case is accurately known since the public has an unconditional right to access the 

information and to be informed. However, it is the way they are put in the eyes of the 

reader or the viewer. 

            Finally, it would be fair to say that although this dissertation is neither a policy 

paper nor is it a work produced for ending terrorism, it is possible to pick up the thought-

provoking side, which has been theorized throughout the dissertation. The paper as a 

whole was emphasizing one thing at the pinnacle: it needs to be thought twice about 

every single attribution, designation, definition, connotation and metaphor when the word 

terrorism is on the rise and overused in order not to get trapped in the reality that we think 

it would be unquestionably the right one for all.          
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