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Through research this essay will define the term terrorism and thoroughly outline the ideology, structure and methods used by Islamic State, determining if this specific group should be deemed as ‘terrorist’. Furthermore, analysing both arguments for and against and using real life examples where this group has inflicted their ideologies and methods will help to provide a clear understanding to why Islamic State should be considered ‘terrorist’ or not.

Although there is no formally agreed definition of terrorism worldwide, it can be defined as either using or threatening to use action with the intention of persuading international government agencies or to intimidate the public. This can be done both within and outside the United Kingdom, for the intention of promoting racial, religious, political or ideological causes. Examples include serious violence against a person and/or serious damage to property, actions seriously interfering or disrupting electronic systems and threatening the public or a section of the public with serious risk to health. Once these actions have been committed by a perpetrator they will be deemed as a terrorist or an act of terrorism (CPS, 2017). Sources through research by the Global Terrorism Database outline that for an act to be deemed terrorist the perpetrator must have total consciousness and must intend to commit the incident. There must be either an immediate threat of violence or some form of violence inflicted, and the perpetrators must not be in association of acting on behalf of the state (GTD, 2021, p.12). However, in an article produced by Professor Boaz Ganor, the definition of terrorism can often be classed as revolutionary violence and/or national liberation. In addition, he proclaims that the term terrorism has intricate complexities and can be used too broadly as the article states there to be 109 different definitions of terrorism all stemming from recurring elements. Several areas under the definition of terrorism continue to pose gaps, an example of these include, separating terrorism from simple criminal acts, for example, acts arising from mental illness and boundaries between forms of political violence and terrorism itself (Ganor, 2010). 

Islamic State (IS) was first formed in 1999 and holds various other names, these include the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). The groups’ intention is to recognise Islamic caliphate in Iraq and Syria. The group was originally founded by Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi under the name Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). Zarqawi later joined forces with Al Qaeda in 2004 and mainly focused on the killing of civilians including those of Muslim culture. This led to Al Qaeda growing in frustration as they did not agree with the targeting of Muslim civilians. Zarqawi was later killed by a U.S airstrike in 2006 (CISAC, 2021). Soon after Zarqawi’s death, Abu Ayyub Al-Masri took over as leader and renamed the organisation to Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). This move created concerns amongst AQ leaders due to the need for a robust foundation in for the organisation to flourish and drove uncertainty across political goals. Furthermore, as a result of Al-Masri’s poor leadership, management and military skills, the group were to see a substantial decline in popularity, institutional capacity and the ground in which the group held. This gave Iraq hope for more peaceful times as by 2009 the organisation in which Zarqawi had created was on the brink of extinction (Hassan, 2018). After Al-Masri’s death in 2010 during a U.S raid, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi became his successor. Al-Baghdadi was responsible for the rebuild of ISI. The organisation resumed in carrying out numerous of attacks across Iraq and would soon find sanctuary in Syria after joining forces with the rebellion against Syria’s president. It was after this Al-Baghdadi announced the alliance and therefore created ISIS/ISIL. In accordance to demonstrate the organisations return in focus and leadership ISIS targeted cities of Iraq killing their rivals and threatening to eliminate the many ethnic and religious minorities across residential communities. In 2014 ISIS announced the creation of a ‘caliphate’ (the rule or reign of a caliph or chief Muslim ruler) and proclaimed Baghdadi as ‘Caliph Ibrahim’. It was during this time the organisation was renamed to Islamic State. Towards the end of 2019, Baghdadi committed suicide during a U.S led raid at his compound in Syria (BBC, 2019). Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurashi later took over as leader of IS and is believed to currently run and lead the organisation. Al-Quarashi is currently known as a caliph without a caliphate, however due to the American withdrawal of troops from Iraq and Syria the organisation is now in a revised and preparatory state with over ten thousand fighters and growing which could lead to both countries once again exposed to religious violence (Kilani, 2021). 

Throughout the years of various leadership, the structure of the organisation has fluctuated comparatively. At the peak of IS control in 2014 when caliphate was established, the organisation consisted of three armies totalling 36,000 fighters throughout both Iraq and Syria. The three armies consisted of Jaish al-Khilafa, also known as the Caliphate Army, Jaish al-Usra and finally Jaish Dabiq. Research outlines current populations within IS currently stands at approximately 10,000 fighters, including circa 3000 being in active fighter duties and approximately 8,000 inactive fighters throughout different Iraqi sectors (Al-Hashimi, 2020). 

The ideology which IS follows is that of Salafi jihadism which involves Islamic religious principles. These principles have been adapted in a way that produces violent and single-minded focuses to jihad. This ideology differs to that of Islam practiced by the majority of Muslims around the world. Both Al-Qaeda and IS share similar ideologies, however it is believed that IS’s views are more extreme (El-Badawy, Comerford and Welby, 2015). Islamic State believes that Islam needs to be cleansed from the inside and anyone who does not follow their interpretation of Islam, including other Muslims, should be declared a defector and should be executed. In 2016 IS produced a 40-point list called IS Creed and Methodology of Takfir and proclaims, “whoever embraces democracy and secularism, and all governments that do not rule by sharia law, are deemed kafir or apostate, which legitimises their killing”. Al-Qaeda opposed the violent views of early IS as they disagreed with the killing of innocent Muslims, often sending letters to Zarqawi advising him to stop posting beheadings and other violent acts online calling for them to stay focused on the global jihad agenda by reducing their violent ways. Zarqawi was to ignore all advice and the ideology remained the same (Jasko, et al, 2018). Although the Qur’an states jihad as a defensive mechanism for when Muslim communities are attacked, it strictly prohibits the targeting of civilians, especially children and females. This is a direct contradiction when researching publications in line with Islamic States beliefs in which passages from the Qur’an have been interpreted in a way which glorifies death and the group directly advises followers and members, whether male or female, to fight to the death promising an immediate path to paradise for individual actions. IS optimises the use of the articulation used across these Islamic passages to justify their actions (ING, 2020). The ideology in which IS stipulates can be argued as terrorist, particularly where it is deemed that anyone who disagrees with these views and religious beliefs should be executed.

Islamic State’s recruitment method through social media has significantly supported an incremental drive in resource with an estimated 40,000 foreign nationals from approximately 110 countries joining the organisation, this includes current times. The use of social media and online propaganda is neither new or unique and can prompt specific individuals to perform lone wolf attacks (Ward, 2018). IS uses social media platforms like Twitter, Telegram and online propaganda to produce and distribute technological imagery both internationally and domestically that highlight principals within their culture to their target audience. According to specific data between the years 2014 and 2015 IS released approximately 845 digital campaigns. These campaigns vary in language as over 120 campaigns were aimed at western countries, which included 27% percent in English, 15% in Russian, 13% in French and 3% in German. They are believed to own over circa 45,000 Twitter accounts and send directly to their audience which allow them to avoid detection (Lesaca, 2015). As previously discussed this type of methodology can lead to lone wolf attacks, an example of this being Abdulahi Hasan Sharif, a Somalian refugee in America who purposefully ran over Constable Mike Chernyk proceeding to stab him repeatedly. Following this attack during a police chase, Sharif hit four pedestrians whilst driving erratically in a pedestrian area. ISIS did not directly claim responsibility; however, an ISIS artefacts associated with ISIS were found in his vehicle in the form of a flag, along with a scripted tape recording conveying support to civilian attacks within western countries. Furthermore, it has been evidenced through editorial publication through a magazine edition named as Rumiyah, utilised by ISIS, as propaganda. The publication instructs ‘lone wolves’ to kill citizens of western countries with knives and vehicles (Lazreg, 2017). Although Islamic States main focus is to takeover and invade countries in the middle east and parts of Africa, such as, Iraq, Syria and Libya, the use of the internet to recruit and radicalise members has significantly helped the organisation initiating the use of lone wolves to attack western countries such as Europe and the United States, without directly using their own resources  (Byman, 2015). In recent times IS have been advising followers and advocates all over the world to plan and execute more attacks whilst governments are focused on the COVID 19 pandemic as seen in March 2020 when IS instructed advocates in India to conduct attacks. Throughout Iraq and Syria IS focus on the executions of Iraqi police officers and opposing soldiers. They often patrol cities with armed gunmen and snipers, whilst also using arson attacks to burn crops and fields of farmers who refuse to fund them (Tarallo, 2020). The radicalisation of people around the world along with encouragement and part taking in violent acts and killlings which instil fear into populations to express political views would deem Islamic States methods as largely terrorist.

Due to the interpretation of terrorism to be any group or person using any methods which instil fear and violence in order to intimidate or pressure governments or civilians to achieve a political objective, it would seem that Islamic State’s structure, ideology, methods and their overall goal of obtaining global caliphate adhering to sharia law would deem them to be a terrorist organisation. Furthermore, by using extremely violent methods such as bombings targeted at public populations and examples of beheadings as a way of obtaining political attention, it would lead others into agreeing that Islamic State are a terrorist organisation. Research does suggest however that due to IS being deemed as a growing independent governing group in addition to attracting support across a vast population increasing its follower base significantly, this does pose a challenge when defining terrorism, particularly when comparing the goals and objectives of IS itself. Furthermore, ruling in terms of caliphate agrees with the criteria of owning a government, as it still obtains governmental control over the people within their territory by having a judicial system, collection of taxes and supply areas with a police and military force. Whilst the U.S Bureau of counterterrorism considers IS a terrorist organisation, this has been challenged by several parties including Christopher Ruddy, Editor in Chief of Newsmax Media Inc.  Ruddy states that due to IS being considered a traditional military opponent particularly when considering governance of widely populated areas and their current tax revenue, it is argued that IS meet the definition of a state as articulated within the Global Policy Forum. In contradiction to this however research demonstrates IS is continuously challenged with longevity and stability particularly when considering maintaining current programs and governing authorities across its people. This creates a lack of legitimacy in comparison to other states. Furthermore, in terms of Middle Eastern politics and the increase in ideological terrorist organisations IS can be recognised as a state among nations in the Middle East. Specific viewpoints play a big part on whether IS are an organisation seeking specific ideologies and religious goals or are terrorist. This can lead to advocates believing and trusting Islamic States goal to become a legal state. This raises potential political issues between the Middle East and Western countries as if IS are believed to be a state by the Middle East the operations and involvement of western countries against IS may become increasingly difficult and controversial (Anderson, 2016). 

However, when looking through recent events where the organisation has been involved, such as, the November 2015 Paris nightclub shooting, where three gunmen were responsible for the killing of 130 people, it is evident that Islamic State work more as a terrorist group than a legitimate state. Research suggests that this attack was for the purpose of destroying key components of western culture such as freedom and democracy. Using such methods in a way to express their political and religious ideologies largely identifies them as terrorist (Chrisafis, 2015).

To conclude this essay, it is clear from evidence presented throughout this paper that Islamic State can be defined as a terrorist organisation. Their methods in which express the groups ideologies largely link with modern definitions of terrorism, such as, premeditated attacks against any non-combatant targets by subnational groups to achieve a political goal. Their main goal to forcefully attain global caliphate directly counters the democratic rule of governments throughout both the Western and Eastern world which therefore forces countries including Europe and the United States, to take an offensive position with regards to Islamic State. 
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