What motivates groups or individuals to engage in acts of terrorism?

“Acts of terrorism” is a term defined by the Terrorism Act 2000 as any actions or threats of actions they are aimed specifically to influence a government or governmental organization or to intimidate the public or parts of the public. These threats or actions must also be done with the aim of advancing a political, religious, racial or ideological cause. 

The list of specific actions that are included under “acts of terrorism” include; Serious violence against a person or serious damage or serious damage to a property, creating a serious risk to public health or safety, endangering a person's life for the aforementioned reasons or actions that severely interfere with or disrupt any infrastructure of a country of government of that country such as electronic systems. 

This essay aims to understand the motivations behind individual and group committed terrorist attacks. One way to do that is to look at specific, past incidents of terrorism in Europe and understand the specific reasons these offenders committed these acts of terrorism.

The first example is the attack on a New Zealand Mosque on Friday the 15th of March 2019. This was a lone terror attack, committed by a white male by the name of Brenton Tarrant. Brenton attacked two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand. Firstly, he attacked the “Al Noor Mosque in the suburb of Riccarton at 1:40 p.m.” and then proceeded to attack “Linwood Islamic Centre at 1:52 p.m.” in the form of two mass shootings according to Allely, Wicks and Mclaren (2024). Brenton Tarrant killed 51 people and injured about 40 others that day using a legally bought gun and the overall time of the attack lasted about 36 minutes and is one of the deadliest attacks ever to be committed in New Zealand (Macklin 2019). 
Ten days after the attack the New Zealand government filed for a royal commission into the attacks. They found a deep history of racial aggression by Brenton that helps us to understand why he committed these attacks. They found that Brenton showed ‘racist behavior’ from a young age and the life events that Brenton Tarrant experienced fueled his racist nature and radicalized his white supremacist ideology that stayed with him into his adulthood. He adopted far-right opinions about those he deemed a threat to white supremacy and eventually he resorted to violence, this is stated paraphrased according to the Royal commission into the terrorist attack on Christchurch Mosques (2019). 
Throughout Brenton’s life there were signs of resentment towards minority groups and immigration of Muslims into westernized countries and he seemed to have had a specific hatred for those of Muslim or Islamic faith. Tarrant was exposed to a variety of overlapping processes that led to socialization of him into an increasingly radicalized belief system through his travels as well as through online agents such as reddit and 4chan, where he was reported to be involved with far-right social groups. (Williamson 2020)
The motivation behind his attack was to send a message regarding immigration of Muslims into westernized countries and aimed simply to kill as many Muslims as possible as his white supremacist views and hatred for Muslims manifested into a violent mass shooting terrorist attack. 
This case provides an example of why certain individuals are motivated to commit terrorist attacks and tells us that individuals can be socialized by things like online societies or adverse life events that develop into extremist views on certain groups and can manifest into rage fueled terrorist acts, this is also followed by the case of Darren Osborne and his hatred fueled terrorist attack on Muslims in Finsbury park in 2017. 
This is supported by Horgan and Taylor (2001), they claim that there is rarely a deliberate choice to become a terrorist based on what's known about real terrorists and most of the terrorist involvement is the result of socialization and gradual exposure to extreme behavior, as seen in the case of Brenton Tarrant.
The case of Breton Tarrant gives lesson to two of the potential motivators for terrorism and terrorist acts, those are the socialization of individuals, usually online, into committing terrorist acts as well as racial or religious grievances that encourage hate-fueled assaults against people from these religious or ethnic groups.

Nonetheless, it is true that there are numerous reasons factors that contribute to the development of terrorists and that terrorist attacks are carried out for motives other than the ones listed above. For example, Piazza (2011) establishes a correlation between increased income inequality and an increased rate of domestic terrorism, this is supported by Ross (1993) and Enders, Hoover and Sandler (2016) that both discover that income inequality increased the rate of both domestic and international terrorism. 
Further evidence that socio-economic factors can influence terrorism is presented by Rogers (2012) who suggested that high unemployment rates in countries like Spain causes unrest and can open the door for terrorist groups to recruit well educated individuals to capable of carrying out vicious terrorist attacks. This is furthermore supported by George and Adelaja (2020) whose study on the level of unemployment and domestic terrorism found a direct correlation between the two variables. 
These studies and articles undoubtedly support the notion that having a poor socio-economic climate could absolutely play a part in motivating terrorism and terrorist attacks, however there are a few studies to be considered that possibly contradict this statement such as the same article by Rogers in 2012 as mentioned above claimed that “Two-thirds of British terror suspects are reported to come from middle-class backgrounds” and that “contradictory findings, make it impossible to identify a straightforward association between poverty and terrorist group membership or support”. 

There are many other approaches used to help improve the understanding around why individuals or groups commit terrorist acts, one of which being the belief that recent and rapid advances in technology is also a motivating factor behind why people commit crimes for many reasons. 
The threat from online radicalization of individuals into terrorists by extremist groups is a very prevalent one as the widespread, global use of the internet allows for these extremist groups to flood radical propaganda into the minds of adolescents and is often use to groom people into committing terror attacks on behalf of these groups in their own country. This is supported by Evans and Willams (2022), during their overview on the topic based on a synthesis of earlier studies found that terrorist propaganda is created, consumed and disseminated widely through the use of the internet while Jensen et al (2018) also supports this, as they found an absolute, accelerating correlation between the role of social media and the use of such sites by foreign terrorist organizations to recruit terrorists. 
An example of this is the very famous and recent Manchester arena bombings in 2017. This case is relevant as Salman Abedi, the lone terrorist actor, was indeed found to have been radicalized into Islamic extremism online due to his links to Libya. This is supported by an article from Garden Court North Chambers (2023) that found Salman Abedi likely learned how to build the device that was subsequently used to detonate the bomb by watching an instructional video by the Islamic state that was once accessible online following training he received in planning this attack due to his Libyan ties.
This attack serves as another illustration of the driving forces behind terrorist attacks worldwide. This specific case was motivated and developed through online technologies which have rapidly developed and changed the face of terrorism in recent years. 

So far it is clear that many individuals can have very differing motivations as to why they choose to commit terrorist acts, however the nature of group committed terror attacks as opposed to solo actors can be significantly more of a threat to governments and public health and safety. These groups can include the Islamic state and Al Qaeda and their Islamic extremist approach to attacking other counties in an attempt to free their Muslim countries from western domination and to impose Islamic law in all Muslim countries in the middle east. Other groups include the very famous Irish Republican Army who waged war against Britain via multiple targeted terrorist attacks, namely bombings such as the Omagh bombing in 1998, killing 29 people and the Warrenpoint ambush in 1979 in which attack they killed 18 members of the British Army. 

The Provisional Irish Republican army carried out many waves of terrorist attacks motivated by severe political unrest as many of the IRA seeked out for a unified Ireland between Northen Ireland and the Republic of Ireland since the split and formation of the Northen country in 1929 and committed many targeted, political bombings in order to seek Irelands unification and full withdrawal from Britain. 
Their aim was to create a ‘workers republic’ unifying all of Ireland by causing damage, destruction and in certain cases, death, by committing several terrorist attacks against Northern Ireland and the rest of Britain in order to fulfill these wishes, one of these attacks was an attack on the 17th of June, 1974 on which day the IRA set a bomb off near the parliament building in London that injured 11 people and damaged parts of the parliament building (New York Times 1974). 
This was a politically motivated attack as all of the IRA’s attacks were motivated by, these attacks were intended to intimidate the British Government by sending a message and attempting to scare the British government to allow Northern Ireland to be withdrawn from Britain and allowed their independence. 

A 2022 shooting incident carried out by Benjamin Smith 2022 is another example of a terrorist act motivated by political unrest. This attack was fueled by political enragement at the United States government's handling of the Black Lives Matter movement and protesting, covid-19 handling as well as the handling of the homeless population in the US. This motivated Benjamin Smith to commit a shooting in Normandale park in Portland, Oregon and kill 1 woman and injured 4 protestors demonstrating against police violence. (Center for Strategic and International Studies 2022). 
These incidents highlight another key motivation behind why certain individuals and groups commit terror attacks, either to scare countries to surrender to their political ideology or religion such as Al-Qaeda or incidents like the Normandale park shooting or groups like the IRA that commit terror attacks out of frustration due to great political unrest or upset and with the objective to right a wrong in society they may see themselves. 

To conclude, we can see from many examples and prior case studies of terrorism and terrorist attacks committed by both groups or by individuals that there is not 1 simple motivation for committing such acts of violence or fear provoking, but many very different and very complex motivations often arising from even more complicated issues. These motivations could include committing terror attacks due to fear or hatred of a certain religion, race or ethnicity as seen by the New Zealand, white supremacist Brentan Tarrant. Many studies also prove a link between economic or social inequality and domestic terrorism and finally groups like the IRA and Al-Qaeda or individuals like Benjamin Smith provide us with evidence that people or groups are often motivated by political unrest or an aim to impose political ideology on others and that to tackle terrorism, each case should be looked at based on its own facts as there is not one single motivation to committing terrorist acts. 
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