Defining Terrorism - The Provisional Irish Republican Army

Academics, philosophers, scholars, and politicians have, over the past recent decades put much effort into the study of terrorism. With RAND (2021) recording over 40,000 terrorist cases over 40 years, between 1968 - 2009 for the very purpose of studying terrorism. However, they failed to come to a common agreement on its definition. What is terrorism? If this question were asked to each individual, a different answer would be given almost every time. The range of definitions is so vast that there are 260 different definitions of terrorism (Schmid, 2012). 
A reason that prevents a universally agreed definition is that each terrorist group is different from one another, each has its own methods, histories, and contexts (Jackson et al, 2011). Ganor (2010) states that 'one man's terrorist is another man's freedom fighter’, which then causes an issue due to there needing to be a distinction between good and bad, between a terrorist and a freedom fighter. Nelson Mandela, a well-known freedom fighter fought for equality against the racist system in South Africa (Mandela, 1990). Although fighting for equality, he would be deemed a terrorist by some terrorism definitions. NBC News (2013), would confirm this by highlighting the fact that the U.S officially considered Mandela a terrorist.  Therefore, defining terrorism is of very high importance because, once again, it needs to determine what actions are counted as terrorism and also determines what powers the police can use in preventing it (Hodgson and Tadros, 2013). 
Although the definition of terrorism cannot be universally united, the word terrorism is rather simple in its definition. According to Chenoweth et al (2019), the word terrorism in ordinary language simply means extreme fear. Therefore, before the nineteenth century, it was fairly simple to label an act as terrorism if it caused extreme fear. However, during the mid-nineteenth century, there were calls to bring it into the legal system which then brought along the difficult task of defining it for legal purposes.  
Firstly, the terms used within definition varies depending on the government that has defined it. For example, in the U.K, under section 1 of the Terrorism Act (2000), it mainly highlights the action, influence and cause of a terrorist attack. The action being the attack itself such as serious violence against a person or serious damage to property. The influence is a way to direct the government in the way that person or group wants to direct it. The cause being either one of three: a political, religious or ideological cause. 
According to Rapoport (2006), terror is a weapon with political implication. Furthermore, if the terrorist group has low political support but has a high potential of high support this would fuel an attack. Contrariwise, if the potential is low, terrorism would be counterproductive. Hoffman (2008) describes religious terrorism as being more lethal than secular means. This is due to the groups regarding violence as a divine duty or sacramental act found in their sacred texts or following the rules of authority in their religion. Holbrook and Horgan (2019) highlight the cause of ideology and how it plays some role in the development of violent extremist activity. 
The U.K’s definition is further amended under section 34 of the Terrorism Act (2006) which also included international governmental organisations such as the United Nations as well as a government, being more specific in that manner. Lastly, under section 113(1) of the Anti-terrorism, Crime and Security Act (2001) noxious substances were also added in as a means of influencing a government. The anthrax attacks happened in 2001 only weeks after the 9/11 attacks, subsequently, this piece of legislation was made (Bush and Perez, 2012). Therefore, within this spectrum, the U.K would define someone who commits these acts as terrorists.
In comparison with this the French government, they have rather listed certain serious offences such as hijacking, assault, property destruction and others and rather punish the individual for those crimes, rather than deeming them as terrorists (Buchanan, 2015). However, the U.S Department of State (2020) published a country report on France and although there are no specific acts that deem someone a terrorist in their law, France does have a prosecution which deals with terrorist-related activity. The national counterterrorism prosecutor office (PNAT) was created for the very purpose of dealing with terrorist-related incidents. This shows the difference between the methods of the U.K and France in their dealings with terrorist-related activity. According to Sky News (2020), in the U.K there have been terrorist attacks every year from 2015 up to 2020. In comparison with France, Sky News (2020) states that there were terrorist-related attacks between 2015 and 2020, with the exception of 2019. The main difference within this comparison is that France had multiple attacks each of these years whereas the U.K did not have as many. However, the number is high in both countries and therefore although their methods in defining terrorism are different, the number of attacks is similar. 
According to Drake (2007), the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) is a militant, nationalist organisation which sought to be separated from the British rule in Northern Ireland by using violent means to create a united Ireland. Berman et al (1983) describe the conflict and how people refer to there being two opposing sides, namely Catholics and Protestants. Some also believe that the conflict was purely religious, and the cause of the whole troubles was due to a religious disagreement. However, the IRA regarded itself as non-denominational and non-sectarian. 
Horgan and Taylor (2007) describe the group as one of the most highly organised and sophisticated terrorist groups the world has seen. As well as being a well-structured organisation in their methods, they were also known in some respects as a guerrilla. Hart (2003) describes the IRA as guerrillas which would then mean that their methods were that of guerrilla warfare. One example of this guerrilla type was high profile targets, which when assassinated would be a hope of influencing the government to come to an agreement. One target was Lord Mountbatten who was killed by an IRA bomb along with his family on a boat on August 27, 1979 (BBC News, 2015). Being the Queen’s cousin, this brought major attention to the killing, which the IRA did as a means to manipulate the government with fear, which was both a tactical and strategic method (Wardlaw, 1989).
Although a bomb was used to assassinate Lord Mountbatten, the method of using bombs quickly advanced. According to McKevitt (2009), the method of using vehicles, or more commonly known as car bombs were used as early as the 1900s. In 1922 a lorry full of explosives was detonated by the anti-treaty IRA in Dundalk injuring 2 people. Therefore, the beginning of this method was further back in history than many know. As a result of this being an early method, may explain how they were used to using them, and setting them up. 
According to Oppenheimer (2008), the Provisional IRA was recognised as the world’s most proficient bomb makers. He further says that the IRA were deploying over 1,000 bombs per year in Northern Ireland. Therefore, they needed a high production of these bombs. Lastly, he highlights that their evolution of bomb-making was due to the time mechanisms attached to them. This would prove to be fitting with the series of bombs that were detonated on Bloody Friday. On 21 July 1972, 19 Provisional IRA bombs were detonated, killing 9 and injuring 130 (BBC News, 2012). The bombs used were on timers as the IRA member drove vehicles with explosives in them and parked them up in different areas. It is also noted by Hart (1999) that from the beginning of the Provisional IRA, that members were exclusively male from all kinds of jobs, usually industrial type jobs which shows that the members were working-class or lower-class, thus allowing more time and effort to be put into the work of the IRA. Humility and shame were a strong feelings among the young people at the time, of which was Kieran McCarthy who was 15, joined the Irish army and as result was humiliated by the British troops decided to join the IRA years later, although helping them during his service (NewsLetter, 2018). 
According to Ferguson et al (2007), the IRA apologised in 2002 for the hundreds of non-combatant deaths they had caused over the 30 years of their activity. This term non-combatant is interesting because they could have used the word civilian. However, this does still confirm that they recognised that innocent civilians were killed during their activity. According to Lavery (2002), the IRA killed 1,800 people since the late 1960s and of that number 650 of them were civilians. Furthermore, Lichtenberg (1994) describes that under just war theory, that non-combatants and innocents are equated under the same class and that civilians are innocent also. Therefore, the IRA’s targets were clearly affecting innocent people with car bombs and their other methods. The IRA’s apology whether it was of necessity, regarding media and public pressure or whether it is of a personal conviction will not be known. Gerry Adams apologised for the IRA shooting a man in 1998 saying that it was wrong, which may imply a sort of personal conviction or simply public pressure (BBC News, 2015). 
According to Wright (1991), the Provisional IRA claim to be fighting for a just cause and liberation. Further, they claim that they would rather be deemed, urban guerrillas. However, this would not be fitting due to the actions they have taken over their years of activity. The methods used by the IRA in comparison to the case of Nelson Mandela is quite different. The means by which the IRA attempted to achieve their goals was by politics through violence. Therefore, to claim to be an urban guerrilla, the group would have to show the true characteristics of a guerrilla, which they did not. This would be true also under the British and French legislation, as it would deem the Provisional IRA as a terrorist organisation. Under the U.K law, their action was using force to the point of seriously injuring or killing people. Their influence and cause were both political to advance their goal of a sovereign united Ireland and independence (Alonso, 2007). They killed innocent people and damaged property and have previously been condemned by party members such as Jeremy Corbyn directly describing them as terrorists (Staunton, 2017). Secondly, under the French laws, they would be guilty of murder, damage to property and various ambushes and other means by which they would be guilty. However, due to the French legislation they would not necessarily be deemed terrorist, but rather be guilty of each offence individually. 
In 1994, the IRA called for a ceasefire and said that the conflict was over (Kearney, 2014). This then led to better negotiations with the British government and in a sense, to the British it was a sort of message to them, that they would be willing to end their actions and try to make peace. The Belfast Agreement (1998), more commonly known as the Good Friday agreement, stated that they achieved by dedicating to reconciliation, tolerance, mutual trust, and to the protection of the human rights of all. Post (2007) describes the agreement as others do, a historic breakthrough. Furthermore, this essentially brought an end to the initial cause of the IRA, their aims and objectives. Lastly, he explains that certain members did not want to agree with the British and thus branches of the IRA such as the Real IRA were formed. 
Finally, to add to the end of their activities the IRA gave up their weapons to be decommissioned in 2005 (The Guardian, 2005). Some of those weapons were 1,000 Romanian made AK-47 automatic rifles, a million rounds of ammunition, 430 grenades, rockets, grenade launchers, heavy Russian machine guns and others (Moloney, 2007). The vast number of arms the IRA had access to shows how much of a threat they were across their years of activity. However, although the Provisional IRA may have come to an agreement with the British, other groups like the Real IRA may potentially be a threat today. The MI5 warn of the New IRA which is of a similar group to the Real IRA. Both have the same aim of carrying out the initial aims and objectives of the Provisional IRA (O’Neil, 2020). This shows the impact the Provisional IRA had, even reaching more recent times where the initial aims are still wanted by some groups that have stemmed from the original group. Furthermore, their impact in regard to damage and violence was great in the years of their activity, with the Provisional IRA killing more than 1,700 people during 25 years of their campaign (BBC News, 2019).
In conclusion, defining terrorism is one of the most difficult topics known to scholar, academics, philosophers and politicians. However, under two well-known definitions, both the U.K and France legislation would deem the IRA guilty. The British would deem them terrorists, as they have before. The French would deem them guilty but not so much as terrorists due to their legislation focusing on individual crimes. The IRA’s actions from the beginning would be violent towards the British rules and so was during their activity. They claimed to be urban guerrillas, although some traits were there, not all were and rather the term terrorist would be more fitting. The IRA terrorised innocents, civilians and non-combatants and not only terrorised but destroyed the lives and futures of many as bombs ripped through Belfast killing people and damaging property for their political cause. The very cause they fought for, being united often caused division during their activity. Once the ceasefire was announced, this would be the beginning of peace in Ireland with the Good Friday agreement being reached in 1998. From then the IRA handed over their weapons and arms and were decommissioned in 2005. Lastly, with the ever-emerging terrorist groups across the world, will the need for defining terrorism be more important in years to come?
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