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TOPIC 4: FREEDOM FIGHTER, GUERRILLA, RESISTANCE FIGHTER, TERRORIST?  
 
 
4.0 What this topic is about 
 
We probably all feel we can recognize an act of terrorism when it happens but, as we are 
beginning to see, defining precisely what terrorism is. is quite difficult.  
 
In this section we want to look at how we perceive terrorism and how that might help us to be 
clearer about the threat we face from terrorists. 
 
The expressions guerrilla, freedom fighter, resistance fighter, and terrorist are often used 
interchangeably without thinking. However, it is important to realize that there is much to be 
understood from looking at an individuals or a group’s objectives and the tactics they employ. 
 
When you feel you understand this page, click this box. 
 
 
4.1 Perceptions of terrorism 
 
Let us start with the terms guerrilla and resistance fighter. 
 
Guerrillas are people who fight in small bands, usually against a recognized army, using 
tactics which could be described as ‘commando-style’. While we might automatically think of 
a figure like Che Guevara, it is interesting to note that much of the fighting in the American 
War of Independence against the British after 1776, could also be described as guerilla 
warfare. 
 
A resistance fighter is usually part of an underground organization who is fighting - again 
normally commando-style - against an enemy force which has invaded their country. The 
classic example of this would be the French Resistance during the Nazi occupation in the 
Second World War. 
 
In both these instances the emphasis is on fighting against recognized armed forces.  
 
The term freedom fighter is much more complex. It could be used to describe a group trying 
to overthrow an unjust regime, yet is often used as a supporter’s expression for what 
opponents would call a terrorist. 
 
When you feel you understand this page, click this box. 
 
 
 
4.2 Defining organizations that might be perceived as terrorists  
 
The judgement of whether a cause is just and right will always be a matter of debate.  
 
However, if the motive for the violence used is, as the FBI express it, “to intimidate or coerce” 
- then it can be seen as terrorism. 
 
The other key factor in influencing our perceptions of terrorist groups are the tactics used.  
 
Non-governmental and non-military targets and actions which are deliberately targeted at 
innocent civilian populations (hijacking and hostage taking), or which are indiscriminate in 
their effect (bombings), are likely to be the tactics of a group which would be considered 
terrorists.  
 



After all, it is these sort of actions which spread uncertainty and create fear amongst people, 
and which are designed to disrupt the normal way of life. 
 
When you feel you understand this page, click this box. 
 
 
ACTIVITY BREAK 
 
A group trying to overthrow an oppressive government, launches a suicide bombing on a bus 
station. Should this be seen as a terrorist attack? 
Write your thoughts on your notes screen and then click on Feedback. 
 
While the motives of the group - in seeking the overthrow of a bad regime - might be viewed 
by some as praiseworthy, the use of terror tactics - choosing a civilian target and using an 
indiscriminate weapon - would justify them being labeled terrorists. 
 
 
Take the test 
 
A guerrilla is somebody who: 
fights in a small band against an army [x] 
wants a communist revolution [ ] 
undertakes suicide bombings [ ] 
 
The main motivation in the use of violence by a terrorist organization is: 
to injure members of the government [ ] 
to injure members of the police and army 
to intimidate the general public [x] 
 
Terrorist tactics include those which: 
are aimed at government targets [ ] 
are aimed at military targets [ ] 
are aimed at civilian or general targets [x] 
 
Click against the correct answers. If you are right, you can move on to the next topic. 


