{.S. Department of Homeland Security
Washington, DC 20528

@ Homeland
ket : S_ecurltY

Office for Civil Righrs and Civil Liberties
January 2008

TERMINOLOGY TO DEFINE THE TERRORISTS:
RECOMMENDATIONS FROM AMERICAN MUSLIMS

Words matter. The terminology that semor government officials use must accurately identify the
nature of the challenges that face our generation. I is critical that all Americans properly
understand the gravity of the threats we face, and prepare themselves to take the steps necessary
to build a secure future. We are facing an enemy that holds a totalitarian ideology, and seeks to
impose that ideology through force across the globe. We must resist complacency. The
language that senior government officials use can help to rally Americans to vigilance.

At the same time, the terminology should also be strategic ~ 1t should avoid helping the terrorists
by inflating the religious bases and glamorous appeal of their ideology. One of the most
common concerns expressed by Muslims in America, and indeed the West, is that senior
government officials and commentators in the mass media regularly indict all Muslims for the
acts of a few. They argue that terminology can create either a negative climate, in which acts of
harassment or discrimination occur, or, by contrast, a positive climate, such as President Bush’s
remarks while visiting a mosque in the days after 9/11.

If senior government officials carefully select strategic terminology, the government’s public
statements will encourage vigilance without unintentionally undermining security objectives.
That is, the terminology we use must be accurate with respect to the very real threat we face. At

the same time, our termmology must be properly calibrated to diminish the recruitment efforts of
extremists who argue that the West is at war with Islam.

This memorandum outlines recommendations from a wide variety of American Muslimm leaders
regarding the difficult terrain of terminology. This memorandum does not state official
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) policy nor does it address legal definitions. Rather, it
outlines recommendations compiled by the DHS Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties

(CRCL) from its discussions with a broad range of Muslim American community leaders and
scholars.

Background

On May 8, 2007, Secretary Chertoff met with a group of influential Muslim Americans 1o
discuss ways the Department can work with their communities to protect the country, promote
civic engagement, and prevent violent radicalization from taking root in the United States. Part
of the discussion involved the terminology U.S. Government (USG) officials use to describe
terrorists who invoke Islamic theology in planning, carrying out, and justifying their attacks.
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While there was a broad consensus that the terminology the USG uses impacts both national
security and the ability to win hearis and minds, this discussion did not yield any specific
recommendations. Secretary Chertoff requested that these leaders continue to reflect on the
words and terms that, in thewr opinion, DHS and the broader USG should wse. Based on this
request, CRCL has consulted with some of the leading U.S.-based scholars and commentators on
islam to discuss the best terminology 1o use when describing the terrorist threat.

Agsumptions

Starting from the premise that words do indeed matter, three foundational assumptions inform
this paper:

{1) We should not demonize all Muslims or Islam;

(2) Because the terrorists themselves use theology and religious terms to justify both their
means and ends, the terms we use must be accurate and descriptive; and

(3) Our words should be strategic; we must be conscious of history, culture, and context.
In an era where a statement can cross continents in a manner of seconds, it 15 essential
that officials consider how terms translate, and how they will resonate with a variety of
audiences.

TERMINOLOGY TO AVOID

Expert Recommendation 1 — Respond to ideologies that exploit Islam without labeling all
terrorist groups as a single enemy.

The public statements of the USG must convey the ideological dimensions of the terrorist threat,
m addition to conveying its tactical dimensions. Specifically, 1t is important for the public to
understand that many extremists groups seek to impose their totalitarian worldview by seizing
political power through force. In labeling specific organizations and movements, however, the
experts recommend that the USG should not feed the potion that America is engaged in a broad
struggle against the so-called “Muslim World.” Currently, the U.S. and its allies are facing
threats from a variety of terrorist organizations operating across the globe. But the threats
presented by transnational movements like al-Qaeda are perhaps the most serious.’ According to
these experts, al-Qaeda wants all Muslims to line up under its banner. Collapsing all terrorist
organizations into a single enemy feeds the narrative that al-Qaeda represents Muslims
worldwide. Al-Qaeda may be spreading its influence, but the USG should not abet its
franchising by making links when none exist. For example, the cult members arrested in Miami
should not be called members of al-Qaeda; and, while they are both terrorist organizations who
threaten global security and stability, Hezbollah and Hamas are distinct in methods, motivations
and goals from al-Qaeda. When possible, the experts recommend that USG terminology should
make this clear.

' “Nationa! Intelligence Estimate: The Terrorist Threat 1o the U.S. Homeland.” p. 6 (July 17, 2007)
bttp:/fwww.dnigovipress releases/20070717_ release.pdf (July, 28 2007).
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