
ANALYSING THE USE OF THE TERM TERRORISM
Jacey Punter



To analyse the term terrorism, it is necessary for there to be a general understanding of what that term means. The definition of terrorism according to The Crown Prosecution Service (2017) is to utilise the threat of action, inside or outside the UK, to influence a government organisation or to intimidate the public. For example, this may include damage to property, endangering a person’s life and to also create a serious risk to the health and safety of the public. However, there is a similar but slightly different definition of terrorism in Australia. For example, according to the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security (2006), terrorism is defined as an act or threat that aspires to promote a political, ideological or a religious cause by conducting serious physical harm to a person or damage to a property. The national coordinator for security and counter-terrorism (as cited in Heide and Kearney (2020) also discusses the definition of terrorism within the Netherlands as ideologically inclined violence that is aimed towards human life. When these definitions are considered at a surface level, you obtain a different understanding of terrorism for each country. For example, Sorel (2003) described that one perception of the definition of terrorism looks closely at the method of the act and its consequences, which can be applied to the United Kingdom’s definition. However, Sorel (2003) also described that a further understanding of the definition of terrorism looks intimately with by whom and their reasonings why the act was committed, which relates to the Australian and Dutch definitions of terrorism. According to Greene (2017) international law has decided against a universal definition and has instead chosen for multiple separate definitions that can be applied to specific situations. However, many academics disagree with this decision and argue that one clear definition is more convenient and more efficient as it could disprove the phrase ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’ (Greene, 2017). By having one definition of terrorism could also save time and money in terms of academic research as there would be no desire to debate and argue over the several different definitions.

One terrorist organisation that is prevalent within today’s society, is the Islamic state (IS) which can also be known as many different names such as the Islamic state of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the Islamic state of Iraq and levant (ISL) and finally Daesh (History, 2017). The beginning of the Islamic state originated when the leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, of the subgroup Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) died. This led to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi resuming leadership and renamed the group the Islamic state of Iraq (ISI) (BBC news, 2019). The group intends to overrun governments and capture large proportions of nearby territory to establish a strong footing. According to Belanger-McMurdo (2015) in 2014 the terrorist organisation announced it would be issuing caliphate passports to construct a permanent Islamic state identity and has gained significant control over the countries such as Iraq and Syria. Gunaratna (2015) also describes that ISIS invades neighbouring countries’ provinces that have poor governance and relaxed security such as the Nangarhar province in Pakistan to expand the caliphate state. There is no clear or single ideological cause for the Islamic state. Although according to March and Revkin (2015) the Islamic state intends to recreate the earliest Islamic society and aims to accomplish this goal through violence. Revkin and Wood (2020) discusses that by using shocking and extreme violence the Islamic state is able to promote economic growth and to eradicate political corruption and attract individuals that have an inclination to violence. Revkin and Wood (2020) further discusses that the Islamic state’s ideology authorises sub-patterns of violence such as sexual slavery, as within the earliest Islamic society, it was permitted that under Islamic law the slave keeper would be entitled to the sexual submission of enslaved non-Muslims. This creates confusion surrounding the purpose of the group’s actions for example, Bunzel (2015) added that even some members are unaware of the of the ideology of the Islamic state which they support.

The media has also had an impact on the way terrorist organisations commit their acts of violence. According to Lieberman (2017) the ISIS organisation uses the most cutting-edge technology to produce high quality digital propaganda which include hour long films, games and ISIS accounts on social media, for example, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. To emphasise the substantial amount of content produced by ISIS, according to Macdonald et al (2019) between June and December 2017 150,000 videos were removed from YouTube due to violent extremism. Schneider (2015) also discusses the glorification of the murder of American citizen James Foley that ISIS had published to reiterate their end goal. By promoting ISIS ideologies on social media and creating intricate films the organisation is able to reach a wide range of viewings to promote their views and also try and recruit an exhaustive multitude of people all at one time. For example, according to Dean (2021) a total of 2.89 billion users have an account on Facebook alone. ISIS also use tactical methods in an attempt to create uproar in the media and attract the most amount of attention as possible. For example, Speckhard (2015) describes by using women as the core perpetrator in particular attacks or within violent content on the internet, it will create magnified attention towards the terrorist organisation. Speckhard (2015) explains that this may be due to the curiosity and speculation to the reason and cause behind why a women would commit such acts on behalf of ISIS, this creates an increased shock and seems almost inconceivable that women who could bear life would also kill women and children. The catalyst for such an abundance of content online could be due to the 9/11 attack against the world trade centre in America, due to the immense media coverage worldwide and the second attack being captured on live television. According to Galily et al (2016) by accomplishing attention, fear and their motives identified by authorities, ISIS intend to stay in the media for as long and as often as possible to prevent the perception that the organisation have become fatigued.

ISIS uses the strategic method of radicalisation to recruit vulnerable people who are from western countries, this is done by gaining sympathisers and supporters that agree with the organisation and how they are behaving is beneficial for their cause. For example, as stated by Awan (2017) ISIS generates propaganda with specific language, such as claiming that Muslims from Britain should proudly support the Muslim cause that is ISIS. This can make vulnerable British Muslims believe that what the organisation is implementing is normal within the Muslim community. Awan (2017) also explains that ISIS also tries to convince viewers that ISIS fighters have a moral compass with videos of them protecting non-combatants and rewarding children with sweets. ISIS also aims to generate a support network of activists that have the potential to become recruits, an example of this would be Shemima Begum who had been radicalised and left for Syria in 2015, at fifteen years old who married another ISIS recruit (BBC news, 2021). As the world is growing and changing, the technological advances that have been made have changed the way we view terrorism. For example, under the Terrorism act (2000) an act that prepares for terrorism and encourages terrorism is also a proscription of terrorism. The previously stated promotion of videos and propaganda that is used by ISIS is also an act of terrorism under this act, therefore meaning that physical violent acts of terror are not the only way in which the organisation is able to engage in terrorism. For example, Schmid (2014) explains that Abu Hamza was a ringleader of a mosque in Finsbury Park in 2003, who would glorify the members of Al-Qaeda and train young Muslim men how to raise money for the organisation through credit card scams. Barling (2017) also recalls the mosque praising the recruits as martyrs who committed the 9/11 attacks. Under the Terrorism act 2000, these non-violent acts, the glorification of terrorism and ideologies could all be considered acts of terrorism themselves, without the need of physical violence towards the public.

With the popularisation of spreading propaganda and ISIS content on the internet there has been a rise in lone wolf attacks. According to Bakker and Graaf (2011) the term lone wolf is a person who acts alone without orders or connections to an organisation, however these lines have become blurred with the new developments of technology and ISIS’s heavy presence and existence online. Lone wolves are not truly alone as they have the ability to access the content which they please. According to Weimann (as cited in Ganor, 2021), he referred to lone wolves similarly to that in the animal kingdom, whereby ISIS have adapted and embraced the use of an ‘online pack’ by providing them with instructions for homemade bombs or where to find potential targets. Shehabat et al (2017) also explains that by having a borderless nature of terrorism on the internet, this has been reflected back into reality, as the rise of lone wolf attacks has been prevalent throughout Europe and the UK. One of which was the Manchester arena bombing in May 2017 when Salman Abedi detonated a bomb as the concert was ending and people were leaving, 22 people were killed and 116 people were seriously injured (Anderson, 2017). According to Woolf and Hackel (2017) the attack was claimed by ISIS on their website, Amaq. It can be hard to establish if a lone wolves such as Salman Abedi had direct connections with the organisation due to the popular usage of encrypted messaging apps such as Whatsapp and Telegram that are popular among ISIS members. Regardless of if Salman Abedi did have direct contact with the organisation, or if he was radicalised and took inspiration from the group, Abedi would be considered a terrorist due to the nature of his crime. An additional lone wolf attack would be the London bridge terror attack that took place in November 2019. Usman Khan attended a prisoner education initiative that was being held by Learning Together within a building adjacent to London bridge, where he stabbed and killed two people and injured others. It was believed by the police officers at the scene, that Khan also had an explosive device attached to his chest, the police then shot Khan in an effort to protect themselves and the public, it was later discovered that the device was fake to scare the public (Weaver, 2021). According to Brown (2020), Usman Khan was had been released from prison eight years into a sixteen-year sentence, on the grounds that he complied with terms and conditions such as an electric monitor and needing permission to travel, his original sentence was due to a terrorist conspiracy to bomb the London stock exchange. Due to Usman Khans affiliations with organisations that had previously sent him to prison, it is possible that in order to carry out this attack, Usman Khan might have chosen to act alone in order to be successful and stay out of people’s suspicions. This could explain why the public bodies such as the police and the probation service allowed for Khan to travel alone to the event in London (Simone, 2019).  Due to the nature of his crime, under the UK law and government, Khan is deemed a terrorist and his actions and crimes are also an example of terrorist attacks.

The Islamic state is and is known globally for being a terrorist organisation due to its strategies of online propaganda and its violent and extreme content online which itself instils fear into societies and can be determined an act of terrorism in itself. The group also demonstrates itself to be a terrorist group by the determination to use extreme violence in Iraq and Syria against neighbouring countries and also against western countries making attacks against the US, the UK, France and many others. The groups desires to continuously create fear to anyone who does not wish to join or those who oppose their ideologies and motives through online executions to set an example. ISIS have created a powerful presence online and its threats against countries worldwide known and have been successful in radicalising people to gain financial aid from supporters in other countries. According to The Financial Action Task Force (2015) ISIS have several technologically savvy recruits and found that the group relies on funding through the use of modern fundraising mechanisms such as GoFundMe to obtain a high profile.  The Financial Action Task Force (2015, FATF) also discusses the group’s ability to sell oil, exploit the use of government money from nearby countries and kidnapping individuals for ransom. The Financial Action Task Force (2015) estimates that 20million-45million US dollars have been paid to the terrorist organisation for ransom hostages in 2014-2015. ISIS’s threat of terrorism is substantial with Lister et al (2018) reporting that as of 2018 the group had organised or inspired over 140 terrorist attacks in 29 countries, not including Iraq and Syria. Governments worldwide have numerous counter-terrorism strategies to try and stop terrorism through non-violent methods, such as the MI5 terrorism watchlist which looks closely at people who are likely to commit a terrorist attack, the monitoring of the threat of terrorism against the UK which is set by the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre and the PREVENT strategy which is divided into four streams of work such as prevent, pursue, protect and prepare.
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