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Terrorism is rarely out of the news today. In the wake of Umar
Farouk Abdulmutallab’s failed attempt to blow up a plane over
Detroit on Christmas Day [Ref: Daily Telegraph], and following
subsequent investigations, the Home Office raised the UK terror
threat in January to ‘severe’, meaning that an attack is ‘highly
likely’ [Ref: Independent]. More than eight years on from the
9/11 attacks on New York and Washington [Ref: BBC], and more
than four years since the 7/7 attacks in London [Ref: BBC], the
threat of radical Islamist terrorism continues to haunt British
life. Debates rage about the efficacy and legitimacy of the ‘war
on terror’, with some arguing that Western foreign policy only
provokes further attacks [Ref: Guardian], and others insisting
there can be no let up in the struggle to defeat terrorism [Ref:
BBC]. Similarly, there are disputes about whether we should
compromise our civil liberties for the sake of greater security, or
whether that just diminishes the very freedom we are supposed
to be defending [Ref: Debating Matters].

But what is terrorism, and what different understandings lie
behind the various arguments about how to address it? Terrorism
certainly means different things at different times and places, but
by exploring the debates about terrorism here and now, we can
also better understand our own society and the tensions within
it.
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THE TERRORISM, IDEOLOGY AND INJUSTICE DEBATE IN CONTEXT

Terrorism and injustice

Historically, debates about terrorism were closely connected

to conflicting ideas about justice and injustice. Two or three
decades ago, terrorism in the UK was most likely to mean Irish
Republican violence. The Provisional IRA had been waging a
campaign against the British state since 1969, both attacking
British troops in Northern Ireland and conducting high-profile
bomb attacks on the British mainland, resulting in civilian deaths
and casualties [Ref: BBC]. Then it was relatively clear what

was at stake: the IRA was demanding British withdrawal from
Northern Ireland, and for reunification with the Republic. The
British state, supported by the Unionist majority in Northern
Ireland itself, refused to recognise this is as a legitimate claim,
and sought to defeat the IRA by military means. As with the
Arab-Israeli conflict in the Middle East [Ref:_ Guardian], the issue
hinged on conflicting ideas about who was in the right, and
while the majority of the British public opposed the IRA, there
were those who believed they were rightly confronting injustice,
including a very significant section of the Nationalist community
in Northern Ireland itself. Indeed, in the twentieth century, it
was often argued that, ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s
freedom fighter’. Some argue that today’s Islamist terror is also
a response to injustice, whether the mistreatment of Muslims
and the Palestinians in particular or the oppression of the poor
world in general [Ref: UN News Centre]. Indian writer Arundhati
Roy argued after the 2008 attacks on Mumbai that these were
‘blowback’ for various injustices [Ref: Guardian]. There was a
huge controversy after the 7/7 attacks in London about whether
they were a consequence of the invasion of Iraq [Ref: Guardian],
with then Prime Minister Tony Blair refusing to accept that
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they were. What is at stake however, is not merely motivation,
or even the justice or injustice of the Iraq invasion or anything
else, but also whether terrorists can be said to represent any
constituency beyond themselves [Ref: Carnegie Council].

Terrorism and ideology

Terrorism is traditionally understood as being grounded in
extremist ideologies. An ideology is a particular way of thinking
that expresses the interests of a specific group, or a vision of
the world as they would like it to be. The Irish and Palestinian
cases can both be seen as examples of ‘national liberation
struggles’, whereby a large group of people present themselves
as a nation demanding sovereignty, which is not currently
recognised by existing states [Ref: IRSM]. Not all advocates of
these struggles endorsed violence, but those who did drew on
the authority of that nationalist ideology. Other terrorists in the
twentieth century claimed to be fighting for socialism, like the
Red Brigades in Italy [Ref: Wikipedia], while still others have
carried out attacks in the name of far-right ideologies [Ref: The
Times]. Opposition to such terrorism can focus on condemning
the tactics, while recognising the legitimacy of the ideology, or
attacking the ideology itself. Those who argued that the 7/7
attacks were ‘blowback’ for the Iraq war typically condemned
the attacks as murderous, while suggesting a real grievance

lay behind them, and even that they added to the case against
the war [Ref: Guardian]. In contrast, few people accepted the
ideological assumptions of David Copeland, who nail-bombed
a gay pub in London in 1999 [Ref: BBC]. In fact, one enduring
response to terrorism is to label the terrorists as disturbed or
insane, which may of course be true in some cases. Experts on
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terrorism now often study the psychology of terrorists: while belief in social progress?
this does not preclude an ideological aspect to their behaviour, it

does tend to diminish its importance [Ref:_ APA]. Others, notably

the filmmaker Adam Curtis [Ref: Internet Archive], have focused

on how contemporary Islamist ideology allegedly emerged not

simply in opposition to Western foreign policy, but at other times

as a result of Western support [Ref: CRG].

Terrorism and nihilism

Not all terrorism can be described as ideological, or indeed
even as the work of disturbed individuals. Some of the earliest
terrorists were the Russian nihilists of the nineteenth century,
who rejected all authority and used violence against the
existing order without putting forward a coherent ideology

of their own [Ref: Wikipedia]. They were later superseded by
the precursors of the communist movement, but the nihilist
outlook has recurred at various times and in various places
since. Nihilism is particularly associated with relatively privileged
and educated sections of society, and some have suggested

that many radical Islamist terrorists fit this mould rather better
than that of the freedom fighter or even religious zealot [Ref:
Washington Examiner]. Since many such terrorists, including the
9/11 attackers and the failed ‘underpants bomber’ of December
2009, were educated in the West, it has been suggested that we
should look closer to home to understand their thinking, rather
than blaming foreign ideologies [Ref: New Statesman]. Why is

it that young people exposed to the best the West has to offer
choose to reject everything it stands for? And what do the ‘war
on terror’, and reactions to it domestically, tell as about Western
attitudes to our own declared values, from civil liberties to the
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