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In the middle of June 2016, Omar Mateen committed the most severe mass shooting 
in the history of the United States at the Pulse night club in Orlando. The first 
interpretations focused on terrorism and the spread of radical Islamism, nonetheless 
the information that surfaced afterwards pointed to different motivations. The main 
question is where we can draw the line between hate crimes, political murders on 
the one hand and terrorist acts on the other. The present analysis aims at presenting 
the different frameworks of interpretations regarding the Orlando shooting and to 
highlight the importance of the differentiation between terrorism and “traditional” 
crimes. The case sheds light on the tendency of the “inflation” of terrorism, namely 
the process in which the content of the term is getting wider and wider in the Western 
public discourse as being used in a growing number of cases, which, ultimately, can 
negatively affect the efficiency of counter-terrorism efforts.

The Orlando shooting put several crucial issues on the American and 
international political agenda in June 2016, e.g. the legal framework of the 
possession of firearms and the regulation of migration. On the other hand, a 

fierce debate rose regarding how to call the shooting: can we consider it as an act 
of terrorism? What is the essential difference between hate crimes and terrorism? Is 
it worth drawing a sharp line between these broad concepts, and if so, where?

Conceptual debates regarding terrorism do not represent a novelty in the 
academic and public discourse. The question has been placed at the top of the 
agenda practically since 11 September 2001 with constantly changing intensity, 
but gained momentum especially since the rise and activities of the Islamic State. 
Besides academic debates, the issue of defining terrorism has appeared in national 
legislation as well, in Israel or Poland for example, where new terrorism laws were 
created during the first half of 2016.

The aim of the analysis is to shed light on the conceptual debates regarding 
terrorism and on the process in the framework of which the notion has been getting 
wider and wider during the last years in Western public discourses. After covering the 
main questions of definitions, the context of the Orlando shooting will be analysed 
as a case study, lastly the consequences of the process of expanding the definition 
of terrorism will be highlighted.

The ConCepT and poliTiCal SignifiCanCe of TerroriSm

Terrorism is a hardly definable concept, which can be interpreted from both 
a political and legal perspective. Since the international community has not 
been able to reach a common definition accepted by the different states, 

international organisations and the academic sphere at the same time, the notion 
has a wide range of possible meanings and is used by political actors on the basis 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/insidestory/2016/06/defines-terrorism-160614182501668.html
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/1.725225
https://www.rt.com/news/346181-poland-anti-terrorism-laws/
http://www.e-ir.info/2014/02/09/terrorism-a-definition-and-analysis/
http://www.e-ir.info/2014/02/09/terrorism-a-definition-and-analysis/
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of their own values, identity and interests. That is why it is rather difficult to demark 
what can be seen as an act of terrorism in an unequivocal way. In order to use it in a 
proper manner, one can clarify the definition from different aspects. In the following 
pages, we will use two different concepts: the analysis of possible definitions on the 
one hand and that of political science on the other.

Although national and international legal documents, alongside with the 
academic literature, have produced a couple of hundreds of possible definitions, 
generally we can say that the most common element of these conceptualisations 
is related to the aim of the perpetrator. The first tangible and widely accepted legal 
definition on supranational level was introduced by the so-called International 
Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism signed in 1999, New 
York (the “New York Convention”), which defined terrorism as acts

intended to cause death or serious bodily injury to a civilian, or to any 
other person not taking an active part in the hostilities in a situation of 
armed conflict, when the purpose of such act, by its nature or context, is 
to intimidate a population, or to compel a government or an international 
organization to do or to abstain from doing any act.

As Christian Walter, professor at the Ludwig-Maximilians University in Munich, 
highlighted, most regulations on the national level also connect the term to either 
the intent to intimidate the population or other political, religious etc. motivations. 
In the European Union for example, the framework decision no. 2002/475/JHA 
defines terrorism as those acts which are “defined as offences under national 
law” (objective element) and, “given their nature or context, may seriously damage 
a country or an international organisation where committed with” a specific aim 
(subjective element):

• seriously intimidating a population, or
• unduly compelling a government or an international organisation to perform 

or abstain from performing any act, or
• seriously destabilising or destroying the fundamental political, constitutional, 

economic, or social structures of a country or an international organisation.

Legislation in the United States also lies on similar grounds, although they 
separate international and domestic terrorism. Both conceptual category refers to 
activities which “involve violent acts or acts dangerous to human life that violate 
federal or state law” with the aim to

• intimidate or coerce a civilian population;
• to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or coercion; or
• to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, 

or kidnapping.

https://www.unodc.org/tldb/bibliography/Biblio_Terr_Def_Walter_2003.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/tldb/bibliography/Biblio_Terr_Def_Walter_2003.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/tldb/bibliography/Biblio_Terr_Def_Walter_2003.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32002F0475&from=EN
https://www.fbi.gov/about-us/investigate/terrorism/terrorism-definition
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Nonetheless, one can question how we can identify the real motivations of a 
perpetrator. In order to avoid the complex nature of a psychological inquiry, our best 
clue would be the analysis of the formal statements of the persons who committed 
the crime or the organisation which claimed responsibility for it. However, this 
method can be misleading as well – in many cases, typically when it comes to hate 
crimes against the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) community, criminals 
tend to invoke alleged Christian, Jewish, or Muslim principles in order to legitimise 
their actions, thus depicting their crimes to be religiously motived. In these cases, 
it is cumbersome to distinguish between “traditional” violence and terrorist crimes. 
This is why Péter Tálas made the following suggestion in 2008:

We have to see … that criminal law sets up the framework of interpretation 
for terrorism in a broad manner, on the basis of which the school shootings 
of deranged people can be considered terrorism as easily as the attacks on 
the twin towers …. Arguably the best procedure for us is to keep terrorism 
inside the framework of political violence, separating it from ordinary 
offenses, and to try to define it accordingly.

In such loose conceptual frameworks, the term of terrorism has become highly 
politicised as the different states and governments evaluate it according to their 
own ideology. In the 21st century, the concept practically refers to the qualified type 
cases of violent crimes which do not solely harm its victims but simultaneously 
poses a threat to the whole political community, the nation. Investigating the Kurdish 
organisations of Turkey, Asa Lundgren described terrorism as

a concept that states reserve for what they consider to be the most vicious 
of all dangers facing the nation. Acts of violence that are interpreted as acts 
of terrorism are considered dangerous, not only because of the violence 
per se, but because they are regarded as threats to a way of life or to some 
fundamental national values. When something is defined as terrorism by a 
state, it is presented as a threat not only to the potential individual victims 
but to the nation as a whole. That is why discourse on terrorism can unveil 
the ideology and the fundamental values underpinning a certain state 
project.

Based on this description, terrorism is a distinct category of crimes; the 
term is used by the political community to refer to acts which it considers to be 
dangerous for the whole of the community and its principles. Consequently, the 
exact substance of the term “terrorism” changes from society to society, due to 
the fact that each political community is based on different principles and ideas. 
The Palestinian organisations which question the existence or the Jewish nature of 
Israel are terrorists for Tel-Aviv but not in the eyes of Tehran or Riyadh, since their 
ideology does not question the national fundamentals of either Saudi Arabia or Iran. 
Basque and Irish separatists question Spanish and British territorial integrity but 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/06/orlando-nightclub-shooting-lgbt-gay-hate-crimes-history/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/06/orlando-nightclub-shooting-lgbt-gay-hate-crimes-history/
http://www.nemzetesbiztonsag.hu/cikkek/talas_peter-a_terrorizmusrol_het_evvel_9_11_utan.pdf
https://books.google.hu/books?id=6vsBAwAAQBAJ&pg=PA58&lpg=PA58&dq=terrorism+is+a+concept+that+states+reserve+for+what+they+consider+to+be+the+most+vicious+of+all+dangers+facing+the+nation&source=bl&ots=80khkGxVYU&sig=AdAwGZEPDtgz_VUWh9fouUg7QNg&hl=hu&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjkgtrF3KfNAhXrK5oKHYj6D9cQ6AEIHTAA#v=onepage&q=terrorism is a concept that states reserve for what they consider to be the most vicious of all dangers facing the nation&f=false
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also the principle of the prohibition of violent change of European borders, which is 
fundamental for the whole continent. As a consequence, all political communities 
reserve the right to define terrorism individually on the one hand and to create their 
own list of acknowledged terrorist organisations on the other.

This political-normative approach to terrorism appears in the national legislation 
as well, even if not necessarily in the definition. In the first two sections of the 
above-cited framework resolution the principles of the European Union (human 
dignity, freedom, equality, solidarity, respect for human rights and basic freedoms, 
democracy, and rule of law) are enlisted, after which the signatories declare that 
they consider terrorism as “constitute one of the most serious violations of those 
principles”.

On the other hand, the rhetoric of the political actors regarding terrorism is 
not solely shaped by their identity and values but their interests as well. Actors 
can consciously or unconsciously capitalise on the feelings and fears evoked or 
fortified by the usage of the term so that they gain popularity or legitimisation to 
implement extraordinary measures by convincing the public that they are the ones 
who can protect the nation from the threat of terrorism. This process – labelled as 
securitisation in the literature – became an everyday phenomenon in connection 
with terrorism, especially since 9/11, when, on the basis of the threat posed by radical 
Jihadism and the al-Qaeda, the government of the United States implemented 
several measures ranging from domestic security legislations to initiating wars.

In these conceptual frameworks of terrorism, one can hardly decide at first sight 
whether the Orlando shooting should be categorised as a terrorist act. Firstly, the 
perpetrator did not express his motivations and aims clearly prior to the attack. 
Although Omar Mateen did call 911 during the act to pledge allegiance to the 
leader of the Islamic State, nonetheless, according to the available information, he 
did not specify his goals. Secondly, despite the fact that the IS-linked Amaq News 
Agency called Mateen a fighter of the organisation, the “claim for responsibility” 
was unusually short, straightforward, and did not specify the aim of the attack (see 
Figure 1). Moreover, the “news agency” – contrary to its previous proceedings – did 
not specifically state anything regarding the attack, only claiming the allegiance of 
the attacker in reference to an anonymous “source”. A long proclamation filled with 
religious and political references – used for example after the Brussels attack – 
was also missing, alongside with any meaningful information which could have not 
been obtained through the public reports of the regular media outlets.

http://www.e-ir.info/2013/08/03/terrorism-realities-constructs-and-theatre/
http://netk.uni-nke.hu/uploads/media_items/svkk-nezopontok-2016-1_.original.pdf
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/06/12/us/orlando-shooter-omar-mateen/
https://twitter.com/search?f=images&vertical=default&q=%23orlando %23amaq&src=typd
https://heavyeditorial.files.wordpress.com/2016/03/new.jpg?quality=65&strip=all&strip=all
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Figure 1
The “Claim of Responsibility” of the Islamic State

Published by the Amaq News Agency

Consequently, based on the claim published by Amaq, the real connection 
between the perpetrator and the Islamic State network is questionable at best. Even 
if the case can be qualified as terrorism, it was not an organised attack planned 
and implemented by the network, but rather a phenomenon called by Europol as 
“individual Jihad” (or lone wolf). The term, which appeared in the propaganda of al-
Qaeda after 2011 and also in that of the Islamic State, refers to attacks only inspired 
by the transnational terrorist networks but perpetrated by independent individuals 
or small groups using solely their own resources, following their personal aims.

In this context, the reference or pledge of allegiance to the Islamic State does 
not necessarily suggest the existence of a terrorist motive. In the framework of 
“individual Jihad”, the expression of such an affiliation can only serve as a tool to 
justify or enlarge the impact of the attack, practically “offering” it to the organisation 
to capitalise on it and to urge others to commit similar acts. This aspect also means 
that in order to decide whether the word terrorism can be used in a specific case 
– and what it means if the different actors are using it – one needs to dig deeper in 
the analysis.

The (re-)evaluaTion of The orlando ShooTing

On 12 June 2016, Omar Mir Seddique Mateen opened fire in the Pulse nightclub 
located in Orlando, Florida. The shooting had 49 victims and left more 
than 50 injured. The police killed Mateen after three hours of unsuccessful 

negotiations when he took hostages.
In the next couple of days, three different narratives surfaced regarding the 

shooting. According to the first reports from the American authorities and the press, 
an act of terrorism occurred as the perpetrator acted in the name of the Islamic 

https://twitter.com/search?f=images&vertical=default&q=amaq orlando&src=typd
https://www.europol.europa.eu/content/te-sat-2014-european-union-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-2014
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/insidestory/2016/06/defines-terrorism-160614182501668.html
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State. Apart from many media outlets, American politicians also used this rhetorical 
framework to interpret the shooting – both President Barack Obama and the most 
likely candidates for presidential nominees, Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump, called 
the events an act of terrorism. This narrative was also supported by the first pieces 
of information coming to light: Mateen pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
in the last moments, and he had been in sight of the FBI for potential terrorist 
connections and violent proclamations, etc.

Since the location was a frequented nightclub of the local LGBT community, 
the possibility of a hate crime also appeared, which later on was connected to the 
Jihadi narrative. Linking the two explanations seemed self-explanatory given the 
fact that the homophobic nature of such acts can be used as a tool of terrorism. 
The Islamic State – which executed altogether 27 gay men since its creation – uses 
anti-LGBT propaganda mostly within the framework of its anti-Western and anti-
“infidel” rhetoric. As a Salafi organisation, the interpretation of Islam of the Islamic 
State is based on the most original sources of the religion, namely the Qur’an and 
the so-called hadiths which – similarly to most of the ancient religious documents – 
contain several condemnatory references to LGBT people, specifically to gay 
men. The leaders of the Islamic State use these references to depict the recent 
improvement of the political and legal status of LGBT communities as decadence, 
and, according to some reports, they also spy on lower-ranking Jihadists about 
their sexual orientation. In this way, anti-gay propaganda appears practically as a 
mean of the fight against the West. 

In this narrative about the Orlando shooting, many interpreted the homophobic 
nature of the act as an integral part of the Islamic culture, which is a huge 
oversimplification. In the history of cultures of Islam, we can see several poets and 
politicians who were attracted to their own gender. Moreover, in 1858, as the first 
modern empire, the Ottoman state was the first to decriminalise homosexuality. 
In the present-day Islamic world, we can see a quite heterogeneous approach to 
the LGBT community – in several states (e.g. Turkey, Indonesia, Iraq) same-sex 
intercourse is not prohibited by law, where in other cases (Qatar, Pakistan, Uzbekistan) 
it is. Moreover, there are some examples – Saudi Arabia or Afghanistan – where 
gay men can be sentenced even to death. The most peculiar case is probably that 
of Iran, where although homosexuality is considered to be a crime, sex-change 
operations are legal as the leadership considers it as a “cure” for homosexuality.

After the first two-three days following the shooting and the discovery of new 
information, a new aspect was set up besides the one based on Jihadi/homophobic 
motivations. The statements of the first wife of Mateen revealed that he had a 
violent, unstable personality. Some of the survivors of the attack claimed that they 
personally had known the perpetrator who was a regular visitor at the nightclub. 
According to an eyewitness, Mateen kept in touch with him using a dating application 
designed for gay men.

Accordingly, more and more pieces of information were revealed which 
questioned the alleged radicalisation of Mateen and his IS-affiliation. It turned out 

http://time.com/4365421/orlando-shooting-barack-obama-terror-hate/
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/06/13/politics/hillary-clinton-donald-trump-orlando-attacks-reaction/
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/06/13/politics/donald-trump-orlando-massacre-speech/
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/the-islamic-states-views-on-homosexuality
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/male-sexual-quirks-among-the-ottomans.aspx?pageID=238&nID=78968&NewsCatID=438
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2011/oct/07/ottoman-empire-secular-history-sharia
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2011/oct/07/ottoman-empire-secular-history-sharia
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/06/13/here-are-the-10-countries-where-homosexuality-may-be-punished-by-death-2/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/06/13/here-are-the-10-countries-where-homosexuality-may-be-punished-by-death-2/
http://www.worldpolicy.org/transition-iran
http://www.worldpolicy.org/transition-iran
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-29832690
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that previously he claimed to be a member of Hezbollah, the strongest Lebanese 
Shia political and terrorist organisation which plays an active role in the Syrian civil 
war as well, fighting the Islamic State. This connection was also called into question 
by the fact that Mateen was a member of an Afghan Pashto family, which makes it 
almost impossible for him to belong to a Lebanese political fraction.

The perpetrator, who had worked as a security guard, was probably fighting 
with inferiority complex, because of which he used these statements to look more 
important. One time in 2013, he claimed to personally know the Carnajev brothers, 
who committed the Boston bombing, while at another time he said that his relatives 
were in contact with al-Qaeda. The FBI was unable to verify his claims in either 
cases.

Practically, the only thing which connects Mateen to the possibility of a Jihadi 
terrorist act was his 911 call during the attack, while almost all information suggests 
that he, in fact, was also gay, or had fought with his sexual orientation. This narrative 
was also supported by the fact that later on the American authorities themselves 
acknowledged that the Islamic State had little or no role in the massacre. Contrarily, 
the information regarding Mateen’s life, personal problems and lifestyle suggests to 
draw a profile of a mass shooter.

There are only indirect pieces of evidence suggesting that the essential motive 
of the mentally unstable man fighting with self-esteem issues to commit his crime 
was the suppression of his sexual orientation. Many factors in his life – his deep 
religiosity acknowledged by his first wife, the ideology of his father or the Afghan-
American community – prohibited him to come out and to be accepted. Suppressed 
sexuality is an already known and analysed factor in forensic science, especially in 
the case of serial killers, and also in the literature focusing on radicalisation. The so-
called “radical loser”, who considers him/herself a victim of social developments 
and stereotypes – in this case, the homophobic personal environment –, can 
be psychologically more exposed to radical ideas. If this behaviour is attached 
to suicidal tendencies, then the “radical loser” can be inclined to commit mass 
homicide legitimised by radical ideas to enlarge his own significance.

Naturally, deciding between the second and third narrative – namely those based 
on hate crime and the sexual and mental frustrations – is ultimately impossible to 
do even with direct and final pieces of evidence, nonetheless based on the available 
set of information, they can be regarded as much more plausible than the discourse 
based on political terrorism.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/06/13/omar-mateen-may-not-have-understood-the-difference-between-isis-al-qaeda-and-hezbollah/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/06/18/482621690/investigators-say-orlando-shooter-showed-few-warning-signs-of-radicalization?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=npr&utm_term=nprnews&utm_content=20160618
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/06/18/482621690/investigators-say-orlando-shooter-showed-few-warning-signs-of-radicalization?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=npr&utm_term=nprnews&utm_content=20160618
http://www.scientificjournals.org/journals2009/articles/1441.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/feb/25/terrorism.comment
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/feb/25/terrorism.comment
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ConCluSion

The effeCTS and ConSequenCeS of The expanding 
Term of “TerroriSm”

As we could see in the case of the Orlando shooting, the media and the general 
public tend to use the term “terrorism”, even if there are other, rival frameworks 
to interpret a tragic event, especially if the perpetrator is Muslim. The debate 

about the expanding content of the term was sparkled recently by the comments 
of Tarik Kafala, the chief editor of BBC Arabic, who refused to call the attackers of 
Charlie Hebdo in January 2015 terrorists. Citing the editorial principles of BBC, he 
claimed that the term is too broad, too normative and too hard to define to use in a 
consistent manner.

Undoubtedly, the excessive usage of “terrorism” to describe traditional crimes 
poses several risks which, ultimately, can negatively affect the security of Western 
societies. First of all, due to the process of securitisation – described in the first part – 
it can easily raise the level of threat perception in the society and the feeling that the 
fundamental interests and values of the community are seriously endangered, which 
can invoke radical answers (e.g. in refugee policy or a more extensive involvement 
in the Syrian crisis). Such steps can either be ineffective to the level of threat posed 
by terrorism or, actually, increase it. Moreover, since the term refers to a grandiose 
danger which affects not solely the victims but the political community as a whole, 
references to terrorism can help actors to neglect other, less tangible factors which 
can also play a key role in the attack.

Secondly, if the public discourse tends to interpret terrorism in a wider manner, 
the intent can reappear on the level of state legislation, as in the case of Turkey or 
Israel. The legal extension of the term can create possibilities for abuses of the 
authorities and makes it harder to have effective counter-terrorism strategies in 
practise.

Thirdly, calling mass shootings of traditional crimes acts of terrorism and the 
automatic acceptance of the claims of responsibility of the Islamic State or al-Qaeda 
can help them directly. Due to the nature of terrorism, the implementation of a single 
attack, in itself, does not necessarily mean a victory for the perpetrating group – it 
is necessary for the media to cover the incident (in a framework which suits the 
interests of the terrorists) in order to achieve the political aim or the intimidation of 
the population. That is why in the age of mass communication, the responsibility 
of actors participating in the mass distribution of information – especially that of 
journalists, politicians, and opinion-makers – is outstanding in the fight against 
terrorism and its efficiency – if we attribute an attack to the Islamic State without 
any tangible evidence, we only support their activities.

http://www.theguardian.com/global/commentisfree/2015/jan/27/is-it-time-to-stop-using-the-word-terrorist
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/media/tv-radio/paris-attacks-do-not-call-charlie-hebdo-killers-terrorists-says-head-of-bbc-arabic-tarik-kafala-10001739.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-35807987
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/09/israel-anti-terrorism-law-knesset.html
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Different case studies show that the public discourse and the media tend to 
use the term of terrorism for violent crimes conducted by Muslims. Since 2001, 
white supremacists and right-wing radicals had twice as many victims as Islamist 
extremists in the United States; the term nonetheless is more frequently used in 
the latter cases. This phenomenon, accompanied by the Islamophobia in the West 
detected by different researchers, hinders the integration of Muslim communities, 
while it can easily cause a crisis of identity in those who identify themselves as 
both Muslim and American/European, which can be used by the Islamic State and 
al-Qaeda to gather support and to recruit.

The official and public discourse of Western states is often accused of the 
extensive usage of political correctness. Without neglecting the existence 
and importance of this problem, it is equally paramount to stick to the main 
boundaries of the notion of terrorism – which should exist despite an accurate 
conceptualisation – and to differentiate between politically motivated and other 
“traditional” forms of violence.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/in-the-news-media-are-muslims-the-only-terrorists/2014/06/10/9ee01778-f0d9-11e3-9ebc-2ee6f81ed217_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-partisan/wp/2015/06/26/the-charleston-shooter-is-a-terrorist-the-federal-government-should-charge-him-as-one/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/dec/08/muslims-us-islam-islamophobia-data-polls
http://www.pewforum.org/2014/07/16/how-americans-feel-about-religious-groups/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+pewresearch%2Fall+(PewResearch.org+%7C+All+Feeds)
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/12/09-what-americans-think-of-muslims-and-islam-telhami

