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Introduction

Representing Terrorism

Jürgen Kramer (Dortmund) & Bernd Lenz (Passau)

Kill one, frighten ten thousands.

(Quoted in Easson & Schmid 2011: 99)

Terror is a natural phenomenon; terrorism is the conscious exploitation of it.

(Quoted in Schmid 2011b: 3)

I.

The title of this issue is a combination of two heterogeneous concepts, one from semiotics and the other from political sciences. The meanings of these concepts are contested and to connect them may lead to even more contestation. It is therefore reasonable to start with some tentative preliminary observations which may clarify our understanding of the terms and of their linkage.

The first problem of the study of terrorism is its complexity: it is “a tactic employed by many different groups in many different parts of the world in pursuit of many different objects” (Richardson 2011: xv); it is not linked to any specific ideology, but can be employed indiscriminately, as long as it promises success (however defined); and it changes with the evolution of new contexts (new means of violence and communication as well as new targets). While the employment of the “tactic” may be intricately structured, its central aim is beyond debate: to produce terror, i.e. to “play on our fear of sudden violent death and try to maximize uncertainty and hence anxiety to manipulate actual and prospective victims and those who have reason to identify with them” (Schmid 2011b: 2). Once a terrorist act makes its target audience ask ‘who will be next?’ it has achieved its intended impact.

The second problem of studying terrorism lies in the need to distinguish its high-profile (international) from its low-profile (domestic, national) version (cf. Card 2010: 149) and both from other forms of political violence, to decide on the ways in which to comprehend the ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of terrorism, to dispel prevalent myths (cf. Schmid 2011b: 5-29) and, most importantly, to find a consensual definition of it –  prerequisite of further collaborative study.
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