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Richard Jackson1

Constructing Enemies: 'Islam.ic Terrorism' 
in Political and Academic Discourse 

ONE OF THE IMPORTANT CONSEQUENCES OF THE Il SEPTEMBER 2001 
attacks was a rapid transformation in the security priorities of many 
Western states and international organizations. In a relatively 
short space of lime, terrorism emerged as arguably the single most 
important security issue; its elevation up the list of priorities quickly 
engendered an impressive array of new anti-terrorism laws, agencies, 
doctrines, strategies, programmes, initiatives and measures. The ter
rorism threat is now a major focus of policy-making attention and 
commands enonnous intellectual and material investment from the 
security establishment, the emergency services, industry and com
merce, the academy and the media. At the same lime, the terrorism 
discourse - the terms, assumptions, labels, categories and narratives 
used to describe and explain terrorism - has emerged as one of the 
most important political discourses of the modern era, alongside 
climate change, human rights, global poverty and arms proliferation. 
As a term of elite and popular discourse, terrorism has corne to 
possess clearly observable ideographic qualities.2 That is, like 
'freedom', 'democracy' and �ustice', 'terrorism' now functions as a 
primary term for the central narratives of the culture, employed in 
political debate and daily conversation, but largely unquestioned in 
its meaning and usage. 

A ubiquitous feature of contemporary terrorism discourse, observ
able in a great many political, academic and cultural texts, is the 

1 The author wishes to thank Jenny Peterson for excellent research assistance in 
the preparation of this article andjeroen Gunning,John Richardson, Timjacoby, Dan 
Danjoux, Stuart Shields, lnderjcet Parmar, Stuart Croft and Wyn Recs for excellent 
comments that grcady contributed to its improvemcnt. Ali rcmaining crrors and 
omissiora arc solcly my own. 

1 Carol Winklcr, In tM Name of Tmvrism: Pmidmls on Polilical Violence in tM Post

World War II Ero, Albany, NY, State University of New York Press, 2006, pp. 11-16. 
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deeply problematic notion of 'Islamic terrorism', a term that cornes 
laden with its own set of unacknowledged assumptions and em
bedded political<ultural narratives. The political significance of this 
particular discursive formation can be discerned in the not insigni
ficant material and intellectual investment committed by public 
agencies to the project of combating 'radicalization'. The purpose of 
this article is to engage in a discursive critique of the 'Islamic terror
ism' discourse. Specifically, it aims to describe and dissect its central 

terms, assumptions, labels, narratives and genealogical roots, and to 
reflect on the political and normative consequences of the language 
and knowledge production of 'Islamic terrorism'. It concludes that 
the discourse of 'Islamic terrorism' is profoundly unhelpful, not least 
because it is highly politicized, intellectually contestable, damaging to 
community relations and largely counter-productive in the struggle 
to control subaltern violence in the long run. 

THE ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSE 

The analytical approach employed in this study falls broadly under 
the mantle of discourse analysis.5 A form of critical theorizing, 
discourse analysis aims primarily to illustrate and describe the rela
tionship between textual and social processes. In particular, it is 
concerned with the politics of representation - the manifest political 
consequences of adopting one mode of representation over another. 
Although discourse theorizing is employed within a range of differ
ent epistemological paradigms - poststructuralist, postmodernist, 
feminist and social constructivist - it is predicated on a shared set 
of theoretical commitments. Broadly speaking, these include:4 an 

5 For an insightful discussion of discoursc analytic approachcs in international

relations, sec: Jennifer Milliltcn, 'The Study of Discoursc in International Relations: A 

Critique of Rescarch and Mcthods', Euro/)«m Journal of /nlemaliqnaJ Jùlatùms, 5: 2 

(1999), pp. 225-54. Sec also: Marit Laffcy andjutta Wcldcs, 'Bcyond Bclicf: Idcas and 

Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations', European Journal of 

lnlerrlational Jùlatùms, 3: 2 (1997), pp. 193-237; Trevor Purvis and Alan Hunt, 'Dis

coursc, ldcology, Discoursc, ldcology, Discoursc, ldcology ... ', BrilisJi Journal of Soci

ology, 44: 3 (1993), pp.473-99; and Albert Ycc, 'The Causal Effcclll ofldcas on Politics', 

lnlerrlational Organi:ration, 50: 1 (1996), pp. 69-108. 
4 Thcsc sharcd commibncnlll arc cxplorcd in dctail in Milliltcn, 'The Study of

Discoursc'. 
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understanding of language as constitutive or productive of meaning; 
an understanding of discourse as structures of signification that con
struct social realities, particularly in terms of defining subjects and 
establishing their relational positions within a system of signification;5 

an understanding of discourse as being productive of subjects autho
rized to speak and act, legitimate fonns of knowledge and political 
practices and importantly, common sense within particular social 

groups and historical settings; an understanding of discourse as nec
essarily exclusionary and silencing of other modes of representation; 
and an understanding of discourse as historically and culturally 
contingent, intertextual, open-ended, requiring continuous articula
tion and re-articulation and therefore, open to destabilization and 
counter-hegemonic struggle. 

On this epistemological foundation and adopting an interpretive 
logic rather than a causal logic, the discourse analytic technique 
employed in this article proceeded in two stages. The first stage 
entailed a close examination of texts representative of the 'Islamic 
terrorism' discourse, particularly those by actors presumed to be 
authoritative or authorized speakers of the dominant discourse. As 

such, the primary units of analysis or 'data' for this research were 
more than 300 written and spoken English-language 'Western' texts 
authored primarily between 2001 and late 2006, including: (1) offi
cial speeches and documents of senior policy makers; (2) books, 
articles and reports by major think-tanks, public intellectuals and 
journalists; and (3) academic books and scholarly articles in the 
core terrorism studies and international relations journals. Each 
text was examined for the labels, assumptions, narratives, predi
cates, metaphors, inferences and arguments they deployed and the 
kinds of existing cultural-political narratives and pre-existing texts 
they drew upon. Employing a 'grounded theory' approach, the 
analysis was assumed to be completed or validated when it was 
found that adding new texts generated no new categories or 
insights beyond those developed through the examination of 
earlier texts. 

5 For an excellent study on subject positioning and its political conscquences, sec

Roxanne Doty, 'Foreign Policy as Social C.Omtruction: A Post-PositivistAnalysis ofU.S. 

C.Ountcrimurgency Policy in the Philippines', Intematwnal Studw Quarlerly, '37 (199'3), 

pp. 297-320. 
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The second stage of the research involved subjecting the findings 
of the textual analysis to both a first- and second-order critique. A 
first-order or immanent critique uses a discourse's internai cQntra
dictions, mistakes and misconceptions to criticize it on its own terms 
and expose the events and perspectives that the discourse fails to 
acknowledge or address. The point of this form of internai critique is 
not necessarily to establish the 'correct' or 'real truth' of the subject 
beyond doubt, but rather to destabilize dominant interpretations and 
demonstrate the inherently contested and political nature of the 
discourse. 

A second-order critique entails reflecting on the broader political 
and ethical consequences - the ideological effects - of the repre
sentations enabled by the discourse. Specifically, it involves an 
exploration of the ways in which the discourse functions as a 'sym
bolic technology',6 wielded by particular elites and institutions, to: 
structure the primary subject positions, accepted knowledge, com
monsense and legitimate policy responses to the actors and events 
being described; exclude and de-legitimize alternative knowledge 

and ,practice; naturalize a particular political and social order; and 
construct and maintain a hegemonic regime of truth. A range of 
specific discourse analytic techniques are useful in second-order cri
tique: genealogical analysis, predicate analysis, narrative analysis and 
deconstructive analysis.7 Importantly, the exposure and destabiliza
tion of dominant forms of knowledge opens up critical space for the 
articulation of alternative and potentially emancipatory forms of 
knowledge and practice. 

'ISIAMIC TERRORISM' IN POLmCAL AND ACADEMIC DISCOURSE 

Despite its apparent sudden ubiquity in the public arena, the notion 
of 'Islamic terrorism' actually bas a long history and is already deeply 
embedded in the broader cultural, institutional and discursive struc
tures of Western society. In this section, I provide an overview of the 
main genealogical roots, discursive foundations and core narratives 
of the 'Islamic terrorism' discourse. 

6 Sec Laffcy and Wcldcs, 'Bcyond Bclicf'.
7 For cxplanation ofthcsc techniques, sec: Milli.kcn, 'The Study ofDiscourse'; and

Doty, 'Foreign Policy as Social C.Onstruction', p. 306. 
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The Genealogy of the 'Islamic Temmsm' Discou:rse 

Discourses produce meaning in part through drawing upon the lin
guistic resources and specific discursive opportunity structures - or 
the extant cultural raw materials- of a particular social context: 'texts 
always refer back to other texts which themselves refer still to other 
texts', in other words.8 A genealogical approach to discourse there

fore can help us understand how current forms of knowledge have 
been naturalized through time and discursive practice. This is not the 

place to outline a detailed genealogy of the contemporary 'Islamic 
terrorism' discourse, but simply to suggest that three discernible 
discursive traditions would seem important for understanding its 
present form. 

First and foremost, the current discourse of 'Islamic terrorism' is 
rooted in the assumptions, theories and knowledge of terrorism 
studies - a discrete field of academic research that has grown tremen
dously and gained genuine authority since the 11 September terrorist 
attacks. The notion of 'Islamic terrorism' appears to have emerged 
from studies of 'religious terrorism', a subject founded largely on 

David Rapoport's seminal article from 1984.9 Since then, a number of 
core texts and scholars have established reputations as leading 
sources of expert knowledge in 'Islamic terrorism' . 10 As later sections 
of this article demonstrate, a great many of the central labels and 
narratives of the 'Islamic terrorism' discourse are drawn from this 
body of work. Importantly, through well-established networks of 
influence linking 'terrorism experts' with the policy-making estab-

8 Doty, 'Foreign Policy as Social Construction', p. 302. See also: Jutta Weldes, 
'Constructing National lnterests', European journal of lnteroolional Relatwns, 2: 3 (l 996), 
p. 284.

9 Rapoport's article is probably the most cited academic text in the 'religious
terrorism' sub-field. See David Rapoport, 'Fear and Trembling: Terrorism in Three 
Religious Traditions', American Political Science Review, 78: 3 (1984), pp. 658-77. 

1
° Following David Rapoport's article, and containing all the central narratives of 

'lslamic terrorism' discussed below, the moet commonly cited and authoritative 'reli
gious terrorism' texts include, among others: Bruce Hoffinan, /nsid.e Tmvri.sm, New 
York, Columbia University Press, 1998; Walter Laqueur, The New Ttrrorism: Fanaticism 
and tM Arms of Mass Dutructwn, New York, Oxford University Press, 1999; Mark Juer· 
gensmeyer, TfflTlr in tM Mind of God: The Global /we of Rdigiou.s Vwlence, Berkeley, CA. 
University ofCalifomia Press, 2000;Jessica Stem, TfflTlrin tlieNameofGod: lW,y&lip>us 

Militants Kill, New York, HarperCollins, 2003; and Magnus Ranstorp, 'Terrorism in the 
Name ofReligion',Joumal of /ntemlJtiqna/,Ajfam, 50: 1 (1996), pp. 41--62. 
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lishment many of these narratives have become politically 
influential.11 

Secondly, the discourse derives a great many of its core assumir 
tions, labels and narratives from the long tradition and archive of 
orientalist scholarship on the Middle East and Arab culture and 
religion. 12 This literature expanded rapidly in response to the tumul•
tuous events in the Middle East in the 1970s and 1980s - such as the 
1972 Munich massacre, the 1973 oil shocks, the 1979 Iranian revolu• 
tion and embassy hostage cri.sis, the Rushdie afiair and the terrorist 
kidnappings and hijackings of the 1980s. It has been greatly stimu
lated once again by the 9/11 attacks and subsequent war on 
terrorism. Importantly, Samuel Huntington's highly influential 1993 
essay 'The Clash of Civilizations?', the title of which is derived from 
a much-cited article by Bernard Lewis, 15 reproduced a number of
orientalist daims for an international affairs audience and it is there
fore an important antecedent of the current 'Islamic terrorism' 
discourse.14 As with terrorism studies scholars, a great many identifi
able orientalist Middle East scholars, including Bernard Lewis, Noah 

11 For incisive accounts of the networb of influence linking terrorism scholars to
govemment agencies, see: Jonny Burnett and Dave Whyte, 'E

m

bedded Expertise and 
the New Terrorism', Journal fur Crime, Omjlict and the Mtdia, 1: 4 (2005), pp. 1-18; 
Alexander George, 'The Discipline of Terrorology', in Alexander George (ed.), 
Wesum State Tffl'Ol"ism, Cambridge, Polity, 1991; and Edward Herman and Geny 
O'Sullivan, The Ttmll'ism' Industry, New York, Pantheon Book&, 1990. 

11 Orientali.sm i.s a system of knowledge based upon an ontological and epistemo
logical distinction between the orient and the occident in which the orient is con
structed largely as a negative inversion of Western culture, and which employa a series 
ofbiological and cultural generalizations and racial and religious prejudices, including 
depictions of 'Arab' cultures as irrational, violent, backward, and-Western, savage, 
dishonest and the like. For detailed analysis of past and recent orientalist scholarship, 
see among others: Edward Said, Orimtali.ffll, Lo�don, Penguin, 1978, 2005; Edward 
Said, � Islam: How the Media and the &pe,ts Ddermine How We S« the &st of the 
World, London, Vmtage, 1981, revised edition 1997;Fred Halliday, TwoHourstAatShooJc 
the World - Sepmnber li, 2001: Causes & � London, Saqi Book&, 2002, pp. 

88-151; and Yahya Sadowaky, 'The New Orientalism and the Democracy Debate', in 
Joel Beinin andjoe Stork (eds), Political Islam, Berkeley, CA. University of c.aJ.ifomia 
Press, 1996. 

15 Bernard Lewis, 'The Roots ofMuslim Rage', Atlantic Monüu,, 266: 5 (1990), pp. 
47--ro. 

14 Samuel Huntington, 'The Clash of Civilizations?', Fomp A.flairs, 72: 3 (1993), 
pp. 22-49. This article was widely distributed among US diplomatie officials and was 
highly influential in foreign policy discussions. 
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Feldman and the late Raphael Patai, have made frequent appear
ances as advisers and expert witnesses for official bodies, thereby 
transmitting many of the central assumptions and narratives of ori
entalist scholarship into the policy process. 15 

Thirdly, the discourse draws on a long tradition of cultural stereo
types and deeply hostile media representations and depictions of 
Islam and Muslims. 16 Typically, in portraying Muslims, the main
stream media has tended to employ frameworks centred on violence, 
threat, extremism, fanaticism and terrorism, although there is also a 
visual orientalist tradition in which they are portrayed as exotic and 
mysterious.17 Moreover, these kinds of cultural representations have
proved extremely resilient, perhaps because, as Said daims, they 
reflect deeper social-cultural fears, anxieties and stereotypes of the 
oriental 'other' that go back to the imperial age. 18 For others, they 
are the necessary cultural corollary of contemporary forms of 
imperialism. 19 

ln addition to these th.ree primary historical discursive traditions, 
the post-9/11 'Islamic terrorism' discourse frequently draws upon 
and is embedded within a wider set of political-cultural narratives 
surrounding the war on terrorism, including, among others: the 
'good war' narrative surrounding the struggle against fascism during 

u See Said, Cbvering Islam, p. 150; and As'ad AbuKhali, 'Book Review: "The Islam 
Industry" and Scholarship', MiddleEast]oumal, 58: 1 (2004), pp. 130-8. 

16 There is a large and sophisticated literaturc examining media rcprcscntations of
Muslims. See, among others: Elizabeth Poole and John Richardson, Muslims and tlu 
News Media, London, l.B. Tauris, 2006; Kai Hafez (ed.), Islam and tM WtSt in tlu Mass 
Media: Ftagmenled I� in a Globaüz.ing World, Cresskill, NJ, Hampton Press, 2000;John 
Richardson, (Mis)lleJ,menting Islam: TM &cism and Rhetmic of British Broadslwt Newspa
pm, Amsterdam, John Benjamins, 2004; Jack Sheehan, &el Bad A.robs: H(IU) Hollywood 
Vi.lijies a Ptt>pie, Northampton, MA, Interlink Publishing Group, 2004; and Reeva 
Simon, TM Middle East in Crime Fictwn: M,sterits, Spy Nooels, and Thrillmfrom 1916 to tlu 
1980s, New York, Lilian Barber Press, 1989. 

17 See Elizabeth Hurd, 'Appropriating Islam: The Islamic Other in the Consolida
tion of Western Modemity', Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies, 12: 1 (2003), pp. 
25-41. Hurd demonstrates that orientalist images of the 'Muslim Other' were widely 
diffused across American culture in the early twentieth century, establishing important 
cultural templates for lat.cr constructions of Muslim tyranny, rogue states and 'Islamic 
terrorists'. 

18 See Said, Orientalism.
19 See K. El Fadl (ed.), ShatJemJ. Illusùms: A.�ng the War on Tmmùm, Bristol,

Amal Press, 2002. 
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the Second World War; mythologies of the Cold War, including 
the notion of 'the long war', the deeply embedded civilization
versus-barbarism narrative, the cuit of innocence, the language and 
assumptions of the enemy within, the labels and narratives of 'rogue 
states', and the discourse surrounding the proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction. 20 

The Discursive Foundations of the 'lslamic Terrorism' Discourse 

The discourse is first and foremost founded on the deployment of a 
series of core labels, terms and discursive formations, including, 
among others: 'the Islamic world', 'the West', 'the Islamic revival', 
'political Islam', 'Islamism', 'extremism', 'radicalism', 'fundamental
ism', 'religious terrorism', Jihadists', 'Wahhabis', 'Salafis', 'militants', 
'moderates', 'global jihadist movement', 'al-Qaeda', and of course, 
'Islamic terrorism'. Crucially, in their textual usage these terms are 
often vaguely defined (if at ail), yet culturally loaded and highly 
flexible in the way they are deployed. 

In addition, these labels and terms are organized into a series of 
dramatic oppositional binaries, such as the West versus the Islamic 
world, extremists versus moderates, violent versus peaceful, demo
cratic versus totalitarian, religious versus secular, medieval versus 
modem and savage versus civilized. Such powerful categories func
tion to construct 'lslamic terrorists' and 'extremists' as particular 
kinds of subjects within the overall discourse and enforce highly 
constricting subject positions upon them vis-à-vis other subjects, such 
as 'decent people', 'democratic states' or 'moderate Muslims', for 
example. Importantly, they also render unreasonable more nuanced 
narratives about the often-contradictory identities and characteristics 
of the narratives' central actors. The application of labels such as 
'terrorist', 'fundamentalist' and 'extremist' to groups like Hamas and 
Hizbollah for example, functions to obscure their simultaneous exist
ence as political party, social welfare provider, protection force, local 

20 For a discussion of thcse broadcr cultural-political narratives and the ways in 

which thcy arc linkcd to the war on tcrrorism, sec among othcrs: Richard Jackson, 

Writing the War on Terrorism: Languagt, Politics and Countmtm1nsm, Manchester, 

Manchester University Press, 2005; and Stuart Croft, Cultun, Crisis and America 's War on 

TfflTYf', Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
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association, relief agency, charity, education provider, bank, guerrilla 
force and the like - as well as position them as the enemy of Western 
societies. 

The discourse also includes a series of careful qualifications that 
are designed to mitigate the use of labels, narratives and assumptions 
that in other political or cultural contexts would be considered pejo
rative. Thus, it is not uncommon for 'Islamic terrorism' texts to begin 
with statements such as: 'Most Muslims prefer a peacefal and inclusive 
version of their faith';21 'Islamic terrorists' are 'inspired by a distorted 
vision of Islam and sanctify their campaign of violence through a 
selective reading of Quranic phrases';22 and 'We do not act against 
Islam. The true followers of Islam are our brothers and sisters in this 
struggle. '25 Of course, in extreme expressions of the discourse, such 
qualifications are replaced by overt hostility towards Islam or aspects 
of it. However, in the majority of 'Islamic terrorism' texts, these kinds 
of statements are ubiquitous, but notably fail to avoid subsequent 
expressions of prejudicial material. 

The Primary Narratives of 'Islamic Terrori.sm' 

Discourses are never completely uniform, coherent or consistent; 
they have porous borders and there are often exceptions, inconsis
tencies and contradictions by different speakers and texts. Many of 
the 'Islamic terrorism' experts quoted in this section, upon a close 
reading of their individual texts often express much more nuanced 
arguments containing both supportive and oppositional statements 
towards the overall discourse than are presented here.24 The impor
tant point is not that each text uniformly expresses ail the main 
narratives in the same way, or even that they necessarily agree with ail 

·21 The 9/11 C.Ommission, Final Report oftM National Commission on Temmst Attachs
Upon tM United Staùs, New York: W. W. Norton & C.O., 2004, p. 54, emphasis added. 

tt Ray Takeyh and Nikolas Gvosdev, 'Radical Islam: The Death of an ldeology?', 
Middle East Policy, 11: 4 (2004), p. 86, emphasis added. 

" Tony Blair, 'Address at the Labour Party C.Onference', 2 October 2001, at http:/ / 
www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/tblairl0-02-0l.htm, accessed 28 April, 2006. 

24 The noted terrorism scholar, Marc Sageman, is emblematic ofthis poinL As the 
following sections clearly demonstrate, Sageman articulates niany of the dominant 
narratives while simultaneously fumishing much of the empirical evidence used to 
question accepted 'knowledge' of terrorism. 
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of them. It is rather, that taken together as a broader discourse that 
has political and cultural currency, the narratives function to con
struct and maintain a specific understanding of, and approach to, 
'Islamic terrorism'. Given the sheer size of the 'Islamic terrorism' 
discourse, the following discussion is merely illustrative of the 
primary assumptions, labels, narratives and discursive constructions 
of the overall discourse. In some instances, more extreme expressions 
of the central narratives are used to reveal the character of the 
discourse. 

First. central to the discourse is an underlying assumption that 
violence - and by implication, terrorism - is inherent to Islam, 
because unlike Christianity, Islam makes no distinction between 
Church and State, has never discarded the notion of religious war,25 

purports to regulate both the public and private lives of Muslims and 
has much to say about the political life of the community. This 
narrative is frequently expressed opaquely in observations about 
Islam's prominent status in the field of religious violence. Walter 
Laqueur, a respected terrorism expert, suggests that while there is 
'no Muslim or Arab monopoly in the field of religious fanati
cism ... the frequency of Muslim- and Arab-inspired terrorism is still 
striking', and while 'a discussion of religion-inspired terrorism 
cannot possibly confine itself to radical Islam ... it has to take into 
account the Muslim countries' pr�minent position in this field'.26 

Similarly, Barak Mendelsohn notes that 'religious extremists who 
wish to impose religious order exist in ail religions, but evidently, 
religious terrorism /.ooms larger in Muslim societies'. 27

However, there are also a great many overt expressions of this 
narrative. Apart from Samuel Huntington's crude assertion that 
'Islam has bloody borders',28 it is not uncommon to find discussions 
of 'the inherent. even organic connection that has always existed 

2!I Barak Mendelsohn argues that while the doctrine and practice of 'holy war' bas 
been discarded by Christianity historically, in Islam '.Jihad as war against the "infidelsw 

was never clearly rejectcd on a rcligiow basis'; Barak Mendelsohn, 'Sovereignty Under 
Attack: The International Society Mccts the Al Qaeda Network', Reuiew of International 
Studies, 31 (2005), p. 55. 

26 Laqueur, The New Tmorism, p. 129, emphasis added.
17 Mendelsohn, 'Sovereignty Under Attack', p. 57, emphasis added.
!li Huntington, 'A Clash of Civilizations?', p. 35. Magnw Ranstorp similarly spcaks 

about 'the traditionally violent Middle East, where religion and tcrrorism share a long 
history.' �torp, 'Terrorism in the Name of Religion', p. 43. 
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between Political Js/,am and violence' due to the fact that 'Islam does 
not separate the realms of religion and poli tics. '29 A prominent 
counter-terrorism think-tank publication argues that 'in the Js/,amic 
world one cannot differentiate between the political violence of Js/,amic 
groups and their popular support derived from religion ... the 
present terrorism on the part of the Arab and Muslim world is Js/,amic 
in nature'. !O 

Directly related to this, it is most frequently assumed that terrorism 
is directly linked to, emerges from, or is inspired by, extremist and 
fundamentalist forms of Islam. In particular, many texts appear to 
take it as axiomatic that 'Islamist', 'Wahhabist' and 'Salafist' groups 
are usually linked to or directly involved in terrorism. Magnus Ran
storp for example, refers to 'the Islamist movements and their respec
tive armed terrorist wings' without any qualification at all, implying 
that all 'Islamist' groups naturally have a 'terrorist wing'.51 Reuven 
Paz of the International Policy Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT) 
writes of the 'Islamist terrorist culture' and 'violent Islamist ideol<r 
gies, doctrines and activities'52 

- implying that violence is culturally 
embedded within Islamism. Similarly, Marc Sageman, a noted terror
ism expert, refers to 'the global Salafi jihad' and 'Salafi terrorist 
groups' led by al-Qaeda, arguing that 'Salafi ideology determines its 
mission, sets its goals, and guides its tactics'.53 Moreover, according to
Sageman, 'Al Qaeda is not only a terrorist political organization; it is 
also a revivalist religious social movemenL •s-4 The terrorism--extremism 
association contained in these discursive formations works to con-

29 Habib Malik, 'Political Islam and the Roots of Violence', in Elliott Abrams (ed.),

TM lnftumu of Faith: Religwus Croups and U.S. Fumgn Policy, Lanham, MD, Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2001, author's emphasis. 
50 Reuven Paz, '1s There an Mlslamic Terrorism"?', International Policy Institute for

Counter-Terrorism (ICT) Publication, Herzilya, Isra�I, 7 September 1998, available at 

http://www.ict.org.il/articles/articledet.cfm?articled=46, accessed 12 October, 2001, 

emphasis added. 
51 Ranstorp, 'Terrorism in the Name of Religion', p. 58.
st Reuven Paz, 'Radical Islamist Terrorism: Points for Pondering', International

Policy Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT) Publication, Herzilya, Israel, 20 June 

2001, at hup:/ /www.ict.org.il/articles/articledet.cfm?articleid�367, accessed 12 

October, 2001. 
55 Marc Sageman, Understanding Temn- Netw<Jrlu, Philadelphia, University of Penn

sylvania Press, 2004, p. 1. 
54 Ibid., p. 126, emphasis added.
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struct the widely accepted 'knowledge' that certain fonns oflslam are 
by nature violent and terroristic. 

However, there are other more implicit ways of associating Islam 
with violence and terrorism. Obviously, the use of the tenn 'Islamic 
terrorism', for example, discursively links the religion oflslam with 
terrorism, thereby fonning an unconscious and seamless association 
between the two. Additionally, a great many 'Islamic terrorism' texts 
contain detailed discussions of lslamic doctrines of jihad, shari'a, 
shahada, Dar al-Islam, Dar al-Harb, jahiliyyah, ummah, takfirand the like, 
as well as analyses of Islamic scholars and writers such as Sayyid Qutb 
and Ibn Wahhab, ail within the context of discussing the origins of 
'Islamic terrorism'. 55 One such study begins with the assertion that 'Al 
Qaeda and the radical fundamentalists that constitute the new 
"globaljihadi movement" are not theowgical outüers',Y> thereby imply

ing that they are part of the Islamic mainstream. Intentional or not, 
these studies fonction to reinforce the perception that contemporary 
'Islamic terrorism' somehow emerges from, or is indeed rooted in, 
Islamic doctrine and practice. In tum, this creates the impression 
that Islam itself is a source of threat, and in the words of the Foreign 
Policy Centre, that 'the "jihadists" can be found in almost any place 
that Muslim communities can be found'.57 

Another core narrative of the discourse is that 'Islamic terrorism' 
is motivated largely by religious or 'sacred' causes rather than politi
cal or ideological concems. Typically, it asserts that 'Islamic terrorists' 
aim primarily to destroy Israel and the West, overthrow apostate 
regimes in Muslim lands, retum the Muslim world to a true and pure 
fonn oflslam and re-establish an lslamic Caliphate. Shaul Mishal and 
Maoz Rosenthal for example, argue that Islamic extremists' 'more 

,s See for example, Daniel Benjamin and Steven Simon, The A� of Sacrtd. Terror, 

New York, Random House, 2002; Paul Berman, T= and Liberalism, New York, W.W. 

Nonon, 200!1; Natana DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam: From Revival and &furm to Global 
Jihad, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2004; and Raphael Israeli, 'A Manual oflslamic 
Fundamentalist Terrorism', Temmsm and Polüical Violena, 14: 4 (2002), pp. 2!!--40. 
Extraordinarily, Israeli employs the term 'lslamikaze' to denote the 'new brand of 
Muslim terrorists' (p. 2!1) who employ suicidai, kamikaze attacks. 

'6 Quintan Wiktorowicz, 'A Genealogy of Radical Islam', Studia in Omflict & 
Temmsm, 28 (2005), p. 75, emphasis added. 

YI Greg Austin, The Ne:a Attack: 'K,ww Your Enem, and K,ww Yotmelf, London, 
Foreign Policy Centre, 2005, p. i. 
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far-reaching goal is the replacement of the existing non-Islamic social 
and political order in the Arab nations with an Islamic state ruled by 
the Islamic law'. 511 David Cook goes even further, suggesting that 
radical Muslims aim at 'uniting all Muslims into one state, and domi
nating the world'. 59 

Associated with this discursive formulation of religiously motivated 
aims is the frequent portrayal of 'Islamic terrorism' as anti-modern, 
an�cular and anti-0emocratic. Ranstorp suggests that, 'the threat 
of secu.lari.zation from foreign sources' is the 'catalyst for springing 
religious terrorists into action'; these groups are motivated by a 
'xenophobia against everything alien or secu.la'T' and a 'vehement 
rejection of western culture'.40 Similarly, Benjamin Barber argues that
'These Jihadic warriors detest modernity- the secu.lar, scientific, rational 
and commercial civilization created by the Enlightenment as it is 
defined ... in its virtues (freedom, democracy, tolerance and diver
sity) .'41 An extremely crass expression of this narrative, published in 
a prominent terrorism studies journal, states: 'the Islamic world's 
rejection of derrwcracy and modernity as well as their ongoing Islamic 
resurgence and propensity to violence' was because _'the concept of 
nation�tate and democracy is, to most contemporary Muslim nations, 
as alien to them as pork rinds'.42 

Moreover, 'Islamic terrorists' are said to be motivated by a deep 
'hatred' of America and the West, which is in turn caused by rage and 
a sense of impotence brought about by the failure of the Muslim 
world to achieve economic development and modernization, succes
sive military defeats by Israel and an inability to resist intrusive 
processes of globalization and secularization. Takeyh and Gvosdev 
suggest that 'Radical Islamism is an ideology of wrath directed against 

58 Shaul Mishal and Maoz Rosenthal, 'Al Q;i.eda as a Dune Organization: Towards
a Typology of Islamic Terrorist Organizations', Studies in Omjlict & Terrorism, 28 
(2005), p. 277. 

� David Cook, 'The Recovery of Radical Islam in the Wake of the Defeat of the 
Taliban', Terrorism and Poütical Violenu, 15: 1 (2003), p. 52. 

40 Ran.storp, 'Terrorism in the Name of Religion', p. 49, emphasis added.
41 Benjamin Barber, 'Democracy and Terror in the Era of jihad vs. McWorld', in

Ken Booth and Tim Dun ne ( eds), Worlds in Û>IÜsi(m,; Terrur and the Ftdun of Global Order, 
New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2002, p. 247, emphasis added. 

41 Ayla Schbley, 'Religious Terrorism, the Media, and International Islamization 
Terrorism: Justifying the Unjustifiable', Studies in Omjlia & Terrorism, 27 (2004), 
p. 208.
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an existing order',45 while Bernard Lewis argues that 'Islamic funda
mentalism bas given an aim and a form to the otherwise aimless and 
formless resentment and anger of the Muslim masses at the forces that 
have devalued their traditional values and loyalties'.44 Consequently, 
it is assumed that 'Part of the mission of jihad is thus to restore 
Muslims' pride in the face of a humiliating New World Order. '45 

Perhaps the most important narrative of 'Islamic terrorism', 
however, is that it poses a massive threat to the security of the West. 
In most texts, it is seen as self-evident that 'Islamic terrorism' remains 
'one of the most significant threats to the Western world in general 
and U.S. national security in particular'.46 Sageman, employing 
several of the primary 'Islamic terrorism • narratives, describes the 
threat thus: 

A new type of terrorism thnatp,.s the world, driven by networks of fanatics 
determined to i_nflict maximum civilian and economic damages on distant 
targets in pursuit of their extremist goals. Armed with modem technology, 
they are capable of devastating destruction worldwide. They target the West, but 
their operations mercilessly slaughter thousands of people ... 47 

Officiais in particular, are apt to suggest that 'Islamic terrorism' is 
such a potent force that it threatens to destroy Western democracy, 
civilization and our entire way of life. Moreover, 'Islamic terrorists' 
are said to have the support of several dangerous 'rogue' regimes and 
hundreds of millions of Muslim sympathizers across both the Muslim 
and Western worlds. For example, after identifying the enemy as 
'militant Islam', Daniel_Pipes suggests that the 'lslamist element con
stitutes some 10 to 15 per cent of the total Muslim world population 
of roughly one billion - that is, some 100 to 150 million persons 
worldwide', which means that 'the United States bas over 100 million 

� Takeyh and Gvosdev, 'Radical Islam', p. 93, emphasis added. 
44 Lewis, 'The Roots of Muslim Rage', emphasis added. Francis Fukuyama similarly

suggests that 'the hatred is born out of a resentment of western success and Muslim 
failure'. He also maintains that 'there does seem to be something about Islam, or at 
least the fundamentalist versions oflslam that have been dominant in recent years, that 
maltes Muslim societies particularly resistant to modemity'; Francis Fukuyama, 'The 
West Has Won', Gumdù.m, 11 October 2001. 

45 Stern, Terror in the Name of Cod, p. 264.
46 Mishal and Rosenthal, 'Al Qaeda as a Dune Organization', p. 276. Bara Men

delsohn goes even further, suggesting that 'the challenge that Al Qaeda represents is 
putting the suroival of the s,stem under risk'. Mendelsohn, 'Sovereignty under Attack.', 
p. 45, emphasis added.

47 Sageman, Undmtanding Tm-or Netw<,rlu, p. vii, emphasis added. 
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Islamist enemies'. In addition, he opines that although 'reliable sta
tistics on opinion in the Muslim world do not exist, my sense is that 
one half of the world's Muslims - or some 500 million persons -
sympathize more with Osama bin Laden and the Taliban than with 
the United States' .48 

The narrative of the threat posed by 'lslamic terrorism' is also 
closely tied to a pervasive mythology surrounding the 'al-Qaeda' 
network and the so-called 'Afghan jihad'. Typically, it is asserted that 
there are thousands of militant Jihadists', many of whom trained in 
the Afghan campaign, who are linked together in a global Jihadist 
network' of terror.49 Stern states that 'by September 11, 2001, 
between 70,000 and 110,000 radical Muslims had graduated from Al 
Qaeda training camps'.50 Others have suggested that there may be 
between 35,000 and 50,000 'al-Qaeda operatives' in the world today, 
many of them in 'independent "sleeper" cells committed to waging 
holy war against the West'51 and who are supported by over six million 
more radicals worldwide. 52 The picture created by these kinds of 
discursive constructions return us to the notion that Islam and 'the 
Muslim world' constitute a direct and existential threat to the West. 

The threat narrative borrows heavily from the field of terrorism 
studies, particularly the notion that the world is facing a 'new ter
rorism'. 5� The 'new terrorism' thesis argues that, driven by hatred, 
fanaticism and extremism rather than by political ideology, today's 

48 Daniel Pipes, 'Who is the Enemy?', Commentary, 113: 1 (January 2002), pp. 23--4,
26, available at: http://www.danielpipes.org/article/103, accessed 27 June 2006. 

49 The narrative of a1-Qaeda's role in funding, amûng, guiding and coordinating
'localjihads' into a 'global jihad' against the West is described in detail in Sageman, 
Undmtanding Tmor Netwurlcs, pp. 25-59. 

50 Stem, Tmor in the Name of Cod, p. 260.
51 Gw Martin, Undmtanding Terrorism.· Challengts, Pmp«tives, and Issues, London,

Sage,2003,pp. 194,198. 
51 Rohan Gunaratna, Imide Al Qaeda, New York, Columbia University Press, 2002,

pp. 8, 95. It should be noted that a great many different figures are quoted by 'Islamic 
terrorism' authors, but ail of them refer to at least 4,000 or more well-trained 'mili
tants', 'al-Qaeda members', 1ihadists', etc. 

5' A few of the numerow 'new terrorism' texts include: Hoffman, Imide Ttrrorism;
Laqueur, The New Ttrrorism; Ian Lesser et al., Countmng the New Terrorism, Santa 
Monica, CA, Rand Corporation Publications, 1999; Charles Kegley,Jr. (ed.), The New 
Global Tffl'l1rism: Cllaracteristics, Cau..w, Controù, New Jersey, Prentice Hall, 2003; and 
Rwsell Howard and Reid Slayer ( eds), Tem,rism and Counttrtm-orùm: Undmtanding the 
New Secu.rity Envinmment, Guildford, McGraw-Hill, 2003. 
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religiously inspired terrorists are detennined to cause mass casualties 
among civilians, are driven to sacrifice themselves in murderous 
suicide attacks and would be willing to employ weapons of mass 
destruction. It is therefore a more murderous form of terrorism than 
the world has seen before. Ranstorp states that religious extremists 
are 'relatively unconstTained in the lethality and the indiscriminate 
nature of violence used', because they lack 'any moral constraints in 
the use of violence'.54 Similarly, Stern argues that 'Religious terrorist 
groups are more violent than their secular counterparts and are prob
ably more likely w use weapons of mass destruction'. 55 

Crucially, the above narratives imply that because 'Islamic terror
ism' is fanatical, religiously motivated, murderous and irrational, there 
is no possibility of negotiation, compromise or appeasement; instead, 
eradication, deterrence and forceful counter-terrorism are the only 
reasonable responses. In a typical expression of this narrative, Byman 
states: 'Because of the scope of its grievances, its broader agenda of 
rectifying humiliation, and a poisoned worldview that glorifies jihad as 
a solution, appeasing al-Qaeda is difficult in theory and impossihl.e in 
practice.'56 Similarly, Barber argues that 'their purposes can be neither 
rationaliz.ed nor negotiatetf and 'the terrorists ojfer no terms and can be 
given none in exchange'. The logic of this language implies that 
bringing terrorists 'to justice can only take the form of extirpation -
root, trunk and branch' .57 The typical political attitude is expressed by 
Tony Blair, who argues that 'you only have to read the demands that 
corne out from Al Qaeda to realise that there is no compromise with these 
peopl.e possible, you either get defeated by them or defeat them'. 58 

Another element of the 'new terrorism' narrative is the notion 
that, unlike the hierarchically organized traditional terrorist groups, 
the new 'Islamic terrorists' operate in decentralized, flexible net
work structures. RAND Corporation analysts argue that: 'Terrorism 
seems to be évolving in the direction of violent netwar. Islamic 

S4 Ranstorp, 'Terrorism in the Name of Religion', p. 54, emphasis added. 
55 Stem, Temn- in the Na- of God, p. xxii, emphasis added. See also, Mendelsohn, 

'Sovereignty Under Attack', p. 65; and Bruce Hoffman, 'Terrorism Trends and P� 
pects', in Lesser et al., Countmng the New Tmvnsm, p. 17. 

56 Daniel Byman, 'AI-Qaeda as an Adversary: Do We Understand Our Enemy?',
World Polüics, 56 (2003), p. 147, emphasis added. 

�
7 Barber, 'Democracy and Terror', p. 246, emphasis added. 

56 Tony Blair, 'PM's Press Conference', 5 Augwt 2005, at http://www.

numberl0.gov.uk/output/Page8041.asp, acceued 28 April 2006. 
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fundamentalist organizations like Hamas and the bin Laden networlc 
consist of groups in loosely interconnected, semi-independent ulls that 
have no single commanding hierarchy. '59 Chatham House similarly 
describes al-Qaeda as 'a networlt. of networlt.s and affiliates with a pres
ence in at least 60 countries'.60 The 1ihadi networks', moreover, are 
facilitated by the internet and various other modern technologies 
that extremists use to propagate their message, indoctrinate indivi
duals, find new recruits, coordinate activities, share operational 
information, raise funds and elicit support. This has been dubbed 
'techno-terrorism, or the use by terrorists of satellite communications, 
email, and the World Wide Web'.61 It is often seen as ironie that such 
groups use modern technology in pursuit of a return to a medieval 
way of life. As Barber acerbically notes, 'Bin Laden without modern 
media would have been an unknown desert raL Terrorism without its 
reliance on credit cards, global financial systems, modern technology 
and the internet would have been reduced to throwing stones at local 
sheiks.'62 Ultimately, however, the purpose of this language seems to 
be to reinforce how widespread and dangerous these groups are, how 
difficult they are to counteract and how extermination is a necessary 
and reasonable response. 

A related narrative common in the texts is that 'Islamic terrorists' 
exploit Islamic charities and non-governmental organizations by 
diverting funds to support terrorist activities. Byman, for example, 
argues that terrorists are linked to: 

... an even broader network that includes charities supporting relief in 
Chechnya, Islamic education efforts in Southeast Asia, and fandrraising in 
Europe. The network of nongvvemmental organiz.ations is particularly impor
tant. NGOs are a means of raising ,rwney, but they also are valuable for giving 
activists jobs, chanmlling ,rwney, and acquiring necessary documents.65 

Similarly, Paul Pillar identifies 'certain nongovernmental orga
nizations that facilitate, wittingly or unwittingly, the activities of 

59 John Arquilla, David Ronfeldt and Michele Zanini, 'Networks, Netwar, and 
Information-Age Terrorism', in Lesscr et al., Ccuntering the New Terro,i.sm, p. 56, empha
sis added. 

60 Frank Gregory and Paul Willùruon, 'Riding Pillion for Tackling Terrorism is a
High-Risk Policy', Secv.rity, Tem,rùm and the UK, Chatham Housc ISP /NSC Briefing 
Paper 05/01,july 2005, p. 2. 

61 Ibid.; p. 65.
61 Barber, 'Democracy and Terror', p. 249.
65 Byman, 'AJ-Qaeda as an Adversary', p. 151, emphasis added. 

1 

C The Author 2007.Jounw compilation C 2007 Govcmmcnt and Opposition Ltd 



CONSTRUCTING ENEMIES 411 

terrorists',64 while the Foreign Policy Centre suggests that many 
Islamic charities are 'the unwitting dupes ofterrorist organisations'.65 

As before, this kind of language functions to identify a vast array of 
Islamic groups and innocuous everyday activities as potential sources 
ofthreat. 

Another narrative is that 'Islamic terrorism' must be opposed at the 
level of ideas, and that 'moderate' Muslims must take the lead in 
fighting extremism in their communities. Zeyno Baran, for example, 
argues that a central counter-terrorism task is 'to find ways of helping 
moderateswin the theological and ideological civil war currently taking 
place within the Muslim world'.66 Similarly, in a Newstatesman inter
view, Patricia Hewitt argued that 'People in positions of responsibility 
and leadership need to stand up against the propaganda and against 
the perverted form of extremist Islam that a dangerous minority in the 
Muslim community wants to impose. '67 This narrative implies that not 
only is there is an identifiable line between 'moderates' and 'extrem
ists', but the problem of terrorism is largely internal to the 'Islamic 
world' and it is the responsibility of the 'Islamic world' to fix it. 

Other narratives frequently seen in the 'Islamic terrorism' litera
ture include, among others, the ideas that: 'Islamic terrorism' and 
'extremism' by Muslims living in Western societies is largely due 
to lack of integration, alienation, unemployment, the failure of 
multiculturalism or the radicalizing influence of foreign Jihadists;68 

Muslim communities in Western countries are an actual or potential 
'fifth column' or 'enemy within';69 'Islamic terrorists' are most often 

64 Paul Pillar, 'Terrorism Goes Global: Extremist Groups Extend their Reach
Worldwide', Broolungs R.euiew, 19: 4 (2001), p. !16. 

M Austin, 'The Next Attack', p. 28. 
68 Zeyno Baran, 'Fighting the War of ldeas', Foreign A.jfain, 84: 6 (2005), p. 84,

emphasis added. See also, Husain Haqqani, 'Islam's Weakened Moderates', Foreign 
Policy, 137 (2003), pp. 61-3. 

67 NS interview, Patricia Hewitt, Newstaùsman, 25 July 2005, p. 26.
68 This narrative is prominent in the British govemment's 'Draft Report on Young

Muslims and Extremism', UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office/Home Office, April 
2004, available at http://www.globalsecurity.org/security/library/report/2004/ 
muslimext-uk.htm, accessed 27 June 2006. 

69 See Javier Jordan and Luisa Box, 'Al-Qaeda and Western Islam•, Tmwi.sm and
Polilical Violence, 16: l (2004), pp. 1-17. Their assessment is that 'by working among 
ordinary European and North American Muslims, Al-Qaeda has gained strategic depth 
at the very heart of Western Communities' (p. 4). See also Robert Leiken, 'Europe's 

Angry Muslims', Foreign A.jfain, 84: 4 (2005), pp. 120-7. 

C The Author 2007. Journal compilation C 2007 Govcmmcnt and Opposition Ltd 



412 GOVERNMENT AND OPPOSmON 

vulnerable, weak-minded or uneducated young men who are indoc
trinated, groorned, brainwashed or radicalized into terrorism, often 
through extremist madrasas, mosques or internet sites;70 and 
'lslamic' suicide bombers are primarily young men driven by sexual 
frustration and impotence.71 

CRITICAL REFLECIIONS ON 'ISI.AMIC TERRORISM' 

The 'Islamic terrorism' discourse is susceptible to both first
and second-order critiques. A first-order critique reveals that the 
discourse is predicated on a number of highly problematic and 
contestable labels, assumptions and narratives, while a second-order 
critique exposes the ways in which the discourse functions politically 
to naturalize and legitimize particular forms of knowledge and 
political practices. 

First-Order Critique 

Employing the same social scientific modes of analysis, terminology 
and empirical categories used by the 'Islamic terrorism' texts, it can 
be argued that many of the key terms, labels, assumptions and nar
ratives of the 'Islamic terrorism' discourse are highly contestable, and 
the discourse as a whole consists of a number of over-simplifications, 
misconceptions and mistaken inferences. 

At the most fundamental level, it can be argued that it is pro
foundly misleading to use terms like 'the Muslim world', 'Islam', 

70 This narraùve is expressed in Hwain Haqqani, 'Islam's Medieval Outposts', 

Fomgn Poücy, 133 (2002), pp. 58-64. 
71 In one of the most cited texts on religious terrorism, Mark Juergensmeyer 

states that 'the young bachelor self-martyrs in the Hamas movement ... expect that 
the blasts that kill them will propel them to a bed in heaven where the most deli
cious acts of sexual consurnmaùon will be theirs for the taking', Juergensmeyer, 
Terror in the Mind of God, p. 201. In fact, a swprising number of 'Islamic terrorism' 
texts, in discussing the Islamic tradiùon of martyrdom, menùon the 'seventy black
eyed virgins' in paradise, with its implicit promise of sexual fulfilment, as being a 
primary moùve for suicide bombings. See Wiktorowicz, 'A Genealogy of Radical 
Islam', p. 93. 
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'Islamism', 'Islamic terrorists', 1ihadists' or any of the other core 
labels as guiding analytical categories. There is simply too much 
variation within 'Islam' and Islamic movements for meaningful 
or illuminating generalizations, not least because 'Islam' consists of 

over a billion people from more than 50 countries, languages and 

cultures, five major doctrinal groupings and hundreds of smaller 
sects, theological traditions and cultural-religious variants.72 Even 

terms like 'extremism', 'fundamentalism', 'Islamism' or 'moderates' 

require careful qualification and contextualization.75 There are great 

variations in Islamic fundamentalist and Islamist movements, not 
least between Sunni and Shia, violent and non-violent, political and 

quietist, utopian and accommodationist, nationalist and internation
alist and those that fall between and cross over such crude divisions. 
Every Islamist group is a product of a unique history and context, and 
comparing Islamists in Saudi Arabia with Uzbek, Somali, Bangladeshi 

or Malaysian Islamists, for example, usually serves to obscure rather 
than illuminate. 74 

In practice, the dividing line between 'extremists' and 'moder

ates' is not only context specific, but also highly porous. Terms like 

'extremist' and 'fundamentalist' also obscure the fact that Islamist 

groups engage in an array of political, social and cultural activities, 
few of which could be described as radical. Moreover, when it is 

used to describe a single category of people, the label 'Islamic ter

rorists' in itself is highly misleading because it lumps together an 
extremely diverse set of groups, cells, movements and individuals, 
and conceals the importance of local contingencies in their form 
and development.75 At the very least, it obscures the way in which 

" See John Esposito, 'Political Islam: Beyond the Green Menace', Cu=t Hiswry, 
93: 579 (1994), pp. 19-24. 

" This point is powcrfully made in Guilain Denoeux, 'The Forgotten Swamp: 
Navigating Political Islam', Middle East Policy, 9: 2 (2002), pp. 5EH!l. Denoeux argues 
that the tcrm 'fundamentalism' is particularly misleading when applied to Islam 
because the word has connotations dcrived from its origins in carly twcntieth-<:cntury 
American Protestantism. Sec also Zahecr Kazmi, 'Discipline and Power: lnterpreting 
Global Islam: A Review Essay', Reuiew of lnternalional Studû.s, 30 (2004), pp. 245-54; and 
M. E. Yapp, 'Islam and lslamism', Middle Eastern Studies, 40: 2 (2004), pp. 161-82.

74 See Ismail, RethinJcing lslamist Politic.s: Culture, the State and Islamism, London, I.B.
Tauris, 2006. 

7& Jason Burke, At-Qaeda: The Trm Story of Radical Islam, London, Penguin, 2003,
p. 24.
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different groups split, merge and move away or towards violent 
actions; a great many Islamist groups have re_Jected violent struggle 
as a strategic necessity due to theological or pragmatic reassess
ment, while others have adopted violence when non-violent 
struggle failed. 76

In contradistinction to most 'lslamic terrorism' texts, there is a 
large and sophisticated body of research that confinns that Islamic 
doctrine and practice, including varieties of 'Islamism' and 'Islamic 
fundamentalism', is not typically or necessarily violent, anti
democratic or incompatible with secularism and modemity.77 This 
research suggests that not only are Islamic values compatible with 
democracy,78 but, as opinion polis have consistently shown over many
years, the great majority of individuals in Muslim countries prefer 
democracy over other kinds of political systems.79 Nor is it the case 
that 'Islamists' are opposed to democracy; in many countries they 
constitute the only viable vehicle for democratic participation and 
opposition in relatively closed political systems.80 As Mumtaz Ahmad 
has noted: 'The Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Turkish, Malaysian, Egyptian, 
Jordanian, Algerian, Tunisian and Moroccan Islamists have already 
accepted the Islamic legitimacy of popular elections, the electoral 
process, the multiplicity of political parties and even the authority of 
the popularly elected parliament to legislate not only on socio-

76 See lsmail, &thinling lslamist Politics.
77 It is as true for Islam as it is for Christianity that 'the fundamentalist emphasis on

personal purity often takes an individual rather than a collective and political expres

sion' - that greater religiou.s devotion more often leads to political withdrawal than to

rnilitancy. Joseph Schwartz, 'Misreading Islamist Terrorism: The "War against Terror

ism" andJu.st-WarTheory', Metaphilosophy, 35: 3 (2004), p. 278. 
78 See John Esposito and John Voll, Dnnocracy and Islam, New York, Oxford Uni

versity Press, 1996; Niaz Kabuli, Dnnocracy Acconling to Islam, Pittsburgh, PA, Dorrance 

Publications, 1994; and Anthony Shahid, Legrlcy of the Prophet: De.spots, � and the 

New Politics of Islam, Boulder, CO, Westview Press, 2001. 
79 World Values Survey data from 1995-2001 support this finding, discussed in

Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, 'Public Opinion Among Mu.slims and the West', in 

Pippa Norris, Montague Kem and Marion Just ( eds), Froming Tffl'Orism: The News Media, 

tM Govemment, and the Public, London, Routledge, 2003. ln other words, the problem 

would seem to be not that Islam is antithetical to democracy but that repressive 

regimes, often with the support of Western powers, have suppressed democraùc 

movements. 
80 Esposito, 'Political Islam', p. 23.
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economic matters but also on Islamic doctrinal issues. '81 We should 
also note that Islamist movements like Hamas, Hizbollah and the 
Muslim Brotherhood (referred to simply as 'Islamic terrorists' in most 
texts), as well as Islamist parties in several Central Asian states,82 have 
not only participated in national elections, but have well-established 
internai democratic processes. In fact, Islamist groups have adopted a 
multitude of strategies and approaches to their interaction with the 
state and other social actors and are engaged in a variety of locally 
defined projects, most of which are focused on winning power. From 
this perspective, Islamism is perhaps better understood as a dynamic 
set of processes rather than a fixed or essential identity. 

Arguably the most important challenge to the discourse pertains 
to the notion of 'religious terrorism' as an analytical category and to 
the narratives of the religious foundations of 'Islamic terrorism' in 
particular. In the first instance, as Fred Halliday notes, 'it is nonsense 
to seek the causes, as distinct from legitimation, of violence in the 
texts or traditions of any religion•, because ail religions have texts or 
traditions that allow a violent (or a pacifist) readîng.83 It is not that 
the rhetorical justifications of violence are unimportant or that ter
rorist groups never appeal to religious ideas, simply that they are 
secondary to the strategic decision to employ violence in pursuit of 
political goals. Similarly, it is a logical fallacy to assume that some 
shared characteristic among terrorists - including a common religion 
- is necessarily linked to their terrorist actions: the fact that the
majority of terrorists are men, for example, does not mean that being
male predisposes one to terrorism.84 

81 MumtazAhmad, 'Islam and Democracy: The Emerging Consensus', Milli Gazette,

2 October 2002, quoted in Takeyh and Gvosdev, 'Radical Islam', p. 94. Ahmad also 

notes that several lslamist parties have revised their opposition to women holding 

political office. Similarly, Schwartz notes that when lslamist parties have gained main

stream political influence, their political stance has often evolved in strikingly moder

ate and pragmatic directions. Schwartz, 'Misreading lslamist Terrorism', p. 280. 
82 See Anna Zelkina, 'Islam and Security in the New States of Central Asia: How

Genuine is the Islamic Threat?', lùligum, Staù & Society, 27: � (1999), pp. 355-72; 

and Shirin Akiner, 'The Politicisation of Islam in Postsoviet Central Asia', lùligum, Staù 

& Society, 31: 2 (2003), pp. 97-122. 
85 Halliday, Two Hours tlial SJwolc tJu World, pp. 46, 78. See also, Burke, A/,Qfwa,

p. 32.
84 Sageman, Undmtanding Temrr Networlts, p. 144.
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In addition, and contrary to widely held beliefs, every major 
empirical study on the subject bas thrown doubt on the purported 
link between religion and terrorism. The Chicago Project on Suicide 
Terrorism, for example, which compiled a database on every case of 
suicide terrorism from 1980 to 2003, some 315 attacks in all, con
cluded that 'there is little connection between suicide terrorism and 
Islamic fundamentalism, or any one of the world's religions'.85 Sorne 
of the key findings of the study that support this assessment include: 
only about half of the suicide attacks from this period can be associ
ated by group or individual characteristics with Islamic fundamental
ism; the leading practitioners of suicide terrorism are the secular, 
Marxist-Leninist Tamil Tigers, who committed 76 attacks; of the 384 
individual attackers on which data could be found, only 166 or 43 per 
cent were religious; there were 41 attacks attributed to Hizbollah 
during this period, of which eight were carried out by Muslims, 27 by 
communists and three by Christians ( the other three attackers could 
not be identified); and 95 per cent of suicide attacks can be shown to 
be part of a broader political and military campaign that has a secular 
and strategic goal, namely, to end what is perceived as foreign 
occupation. 86 

Similarly, Sageman's widely quoted study compiled detailed bio
graphical data on 172 participants of 'Islamic terrorist' groups. 
Sorne of the relevant findings of bis study include, among others: 
only 17 per cent of the terrorists had an Islamic religious education; 
only 8 per cent of terrorists showed any religious devotion as 
youths; only 13 per cent of terrorists indicated that they were 
inspired to join solely on the basis of religious beliefs; increased 
religious devotion appeared to be an effect of joining the terrorist 
group, not the cause of it; there is no empirical evidence that the 
terrorists were motivated largely by hate or pathological prejudice; 
'Islamic terrorist' groups do not engage in active recruitment, as 
there are more volunteers than they can accommodate; the data, 
along with five decades of research, failed to provide any support 
for the notion of religious brainwashing; and there is no evidence 

85 Roben Pape, I>ying to Win: TM Straùgic Logic of Suicide Tmurism, New York,

Random House, 2005, p. 4. 
86 Ibid, pp. 4, 17, 139, 205, 210. Pape's findings are supported by rcccnt ethno

graphie rcscarch. Sec Mia Bloom, I>ying to Kill, New York, Columbia University Press, 

2005. 
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of any individual joining a terrorist group solely on the basis of 
exposure to internet-based material.87 

Interestingly, the data compiled in these two projects also demon
strate that the notion that 'Islamic terrorism' results from poverty, 

disaffection and alienation is unsupported. In fact, both of these 
studies show that the overwhelming majority of 'terrorists' are middle 
or upper class, of above-average educational standing, professionally 
employed, often married or in relationships, are well integrated into 

their communities and generally have good future prospects. Robert 

Pape concludes that the typical profile of a 'terrorist' resembles 'the 
kind of politically conscious individuals who might join a grassroots 
movement' rather than a religious fanatic. 88

In addition to quantitative research, content and interpretive 
analysis of so-called jihadist literature suggest that the central aims, 
goals and concerns are political and nationalist in the traditional 
sense, and the use of religious language and symbols is instrumental 
rather than primary. Halliday, for example, argues that Islamist 
discourse, although often expressed in religious terms, is a form of 
secular or nationalist protest at external and interna! domination and 
forms of exclusion.89 Within such a reading, Islamism is probably 

more accurately described as a revolutionary ideology than a violent 
religious culL 90 This conclusion is also drawn by several studies of 
al-Qaeda, the quintessential 'Islamic terrorist' group.91 These texts 

tn Sagcman, Undnstanding Terror Netwcn-As, pp. 93, 97, 110, 115, 121-5, 163. Othcr 
studics that question the rclationship bctwccn hlamic fundamcntalism and tcrrorism 
includc: Stephen Holmcs, 'Al Qacda, Septembcr 11, 2001', in Diego Gambetta (cd.), 

Making Sense of Suicide Missions, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005, pp. 131-72; 
Ariel Merari, 'The Readincss to Kill and Die: Suicidai Tcrrorism in the Middle East', in 
Walter Reich (ed.), Origins of Terrurism., New York, Cambridge University Press, 1990; 
and Ehud Sprin:zak., 'Rational Fanatics', Ftmign Polwj, 120 (2000), pp. �73. 

88 Pape, l>Jing to Win, p. 216. Sagcman similarly suggcsts that 'from all the cvidcncc,
many participants joined in search of a largcr cause worthy of sacrifice', Sagcman, 
Undentand.ing Terror Netwurlu, p. 97. 

89 Halliday, Two Huun tJiat Slwolc tM World, pp. 129-31. Sec abo, Tarak Barkwai, 'On
the Pcdagogyof"Small Wars" ', l�A.ffain, 80: 1 (2004), pp. 19-37. 

90 Sec Roxannc Euban, 'Killing (for) Politics: jillad, Martyrdom, and Political
Action', Political Theury, 30: 1 (2002), pp. 4-35. 

91 Jason Burke concludcs that bin Laden's 'gricvanccs are political but articulated
in religious tenns and with refcrencc to a rcligiow worldvicw. The movcmcnt: is rootcd 
in social, cconomic and political contingencies.' Burke, A.1-Qaeda, pp. xxv-xxvi. See 
abo, Peter Bergen, Holy War Inc: lnsûk tM Stem World of Osama bin Ladm, London, 
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reveal a fairly nuanced political analysis and a clear set of political 
goals, including: support for the establishment of a Palestinian state; 
ending US military occupation of the Arabian peninsular and its 
ongoing suppQrt for Israel; overthrowing corrupt and oppressive 
Arab regimes; supporting local insurgencies in Kashmir, Chechnya, 
the Philippines and elsewhere; and the expulsion of Western forces 
from Iraq and Afghanistan.92 In fact, after examining al-Qaeda's
mobilization rhetoric, and based on the aforementioned empirical 
analysis of the group's members and targeting strategies, Pape 
concluded: 'Al-Qaeda is less a transnational network of like-minded 
ideologues ... than a cro�national military alliance of national libera-
tion movements working together against what they see as a common 
imperial threaL For al-Qaeda, religion matters, but mainly in the 
context of national resistance to foreign occupation. '95 In short, in-0epth 
qualitative studies suggest that terrorism is always local; that is, it is 
driven by identifiable political grievances and issues specific to par
ticular societies and locales. 

Other narratives and assumptions of the 'Islamic terrorism' dis
course are similarly contestable from within its own analytical modes 
and categories. For example, a number of recent studies have 
seriously questioned the notion of 'new terrorism', demonstrating 
empirically that the continuities between 'new' and 'old' terrorism 
are much greater than any purported differences. In particular, they 
show how the assertion that the 'new terrorism' is primarily motivated 
by religion is largely unsupported by the evidence.94 Related to this, 
the assertion that 'Islamic terrorists' are irrational fanatics who 
slaughter innocent civilians mindlessly is a wholly mistaken conclu-

Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2001, p. 242; and Mohammed Ayoob, 'The Future of Political 
Islam: The Importance of External Variables', /nlematwnal,Ajfam, 81: 5 (2005), p. 955. 

112 See Osaina bin Laden, Messages ùi the World: The Statemmts of Osama bin lAden, cd.
by Bruce Lawrence, tram. by James Howarth, London, Verso, 2005. 

95 Pape, Dymg ùi l-Wn, p. 104, emphasis added. A similar picture of Hamas can be
read into 'Interviews Crom Gaza: What Hamas Wants', Middle East Policy, 9: 4 (2002), pp. 
102-15; and Henry Munson, 'Islam, Nationalism and Resentmcnt of Foreign Domina
tion', MiddleEastPolicj, 10: 2 (2003), pp. �53.

!H See Thomas Copeland, 'I.s the New Terrorism Rcally New? An Analyais of the 
New Paradigm for Terrorism', Journol of Omjlict Studies, 21: 2 (2001), pp. 91-105; 
Isabelle Duyvesteyn, 'How New is the New Terrorism?', Studies in Omjlict & Tffl'l1f'is,n,

27: 5 (2004), pp. 43�54; and Alexander Spencer, 'Questioning the Concept of "New 
Terrorism" ', Peace, Omjlict & � 8 (2006), pp. l-3S, available at: http:// 
www.peacestudiesjournal.org.uk. 
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sion. In fact, the carefully fonnulated and finely calibrated tactics and 
strategies of many contemporary terrorist groups demonstrate a pow
erful strategic rationality that confonns to the logic and precepts 
of asymmetric warfare.95 ln addition, most 'Islamic terrorist' groups 
expend real care in articulating fairly nuanced theological and politi
cal justifications for their choice of tactics, respond to criticism of 
certain kinds of attacks and often readjust their methods following 
doctrinal and strategic review.96 

A growing number of studies also -suggest that the threat posed 
by 'Islamic terrorism' or terrorism in general is vastly over
exaggerated;97 in particular, the likelihood of terrorists deploying 
weapons of mass destruction is minuscule.98 Additionally, the mythol
ogy surrounding al-Qaeda and the so-called 'Afghan jihad' bas also 
been thrown into serious doubt. Joumalists like Jason Burke and 
Peter Bergen, for example, have debunked the notion that al-Qaeda 
exists as a coherent, hierarchical organization or that Osama bin 
Laden and bis group played anything more than a peripheral role in 
the Afghan war.99 

95 Mark Sedgwick argues that a1-Qacda is more casily cxplaincd in tcnns of classic
thcories of tcrrorism as devcloped by ninctccnth<entwy ltalian anarchists th.an in 
rcligious tcnns. Mark Sedgwick, 'AJ.Qaeda and the Nature of Rcligious Terrorism', 
Temnism and Polilical Vwlena, 16: 4 (2004), pp. 795--814. 

96 Sec Quintan Wiktorowicz and John Kaltncr, 'Killing in the Namc of Islam:
Al-Qacda's Justification for Scptcmbcr li', Middk &st Policy, 10: 2 (2003), pp. 76-92. 

VI Annually, tcrrorism rcsults in up to 7,000 fatalitics globally, which is less th.an 
half the numbcr of people murdcred evcry ycar by handguns in the USA alonc. As a 
thrcat to individual or national sccurity, tcrrorism ranks far bclow statc rcpression, 
small anns prolifcration, organizcd crime, illcgal narcotics, povcny, discasc and global 
warming. Thcrc is a growing litcrature that challenges the tcrrorist thrcat narrative. 
Sec, among othcrs: Richard Jackson, 'Playing the Politics ofFcar: Writing the Tcrrorist 
Thrcat in the War on Tcrrorism', in George Kassimcris (cd.), Playing Politics Wùh 
Tffll'Jl'Uffl, New York, Columbia University Press, 2007; John Muellcr, Overl>loum: Huw 
Politician.s and the Temnism Indwtry Injlate National S«vrily Thrrats and Why We &lieue 
Them, New York, Free Press, 2006; and Ehud Sprinzak, 'The Great Supcrtcrrorism 
Scare', Fomp PolicJ. 112 (1998), pp. 11�24. 

99 Sec Brian Jcnltins, 'Will Terrorists go Nuclcar? A Rcappraisal', in Harvey
Kwhncr (cd.), The FtdtnT of Temnism: Violence in tM New Millenniu,n, London, Sage, 
1998. 

� Sec Burke, ,U-Qa«la; Bergen, Holy War Inc.; and Thomas Hcgghammcr, 'Global 
Jihadism aftcr the Iraq War', Middk &st Journal, 60: 1 (2006), pp. 11-22. Marc 
Sagcman, a former US Foreign Service officcr bascd in Islamabad from 1987 to 1989, 
bas statcd: 'I was running th.ose guys in Afghanistan. The forcigncrs did no fighting 
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Second-Order Critique 

In contrast to first-0rder critique, second-0rder critique involves the 
adoption of a critical standpoint outside the discourse. ln this case, 
based on an understanding of discourse as socially productive or 
constitutive, and fully cognizant of the knowledge-power nexus, a 
second-0rder critique attempts to expose the political functions and 
ideological consequences of the particular forms of representation 
enunciated by the discourse. 

One of the most important functions of the discourse of 'Islamic 
terrorism' is to construct and maintain national identity, primarily 
through the articulation of a contrasting, negative 'other' who 
defines the Western 'self' through negation. Given the extent to 
which the discourse has penetrated the politics and culture of 
Western societies, it can hardly be doubted that 'Islamic terrorism' 
now functions as a negative ideograph. 100 Directly related to this, as 
David Campbell has convincingly demonstrated, the elaboration of 
an external threat such as that posed by 'lslamic terrorism' is crucial 
to maintaining internai/ external, self/ other boundaries and the 
'writing' of national identity. 101 In fact, some have argued that 
Western identity is dependent on the appropriation of a backward, 
illiberal, violent Islamic 'other' against which the West can organize 
a collective liberal, civilized 'self and consolidate its cultural and 
political norms. 102 

Beyond this broader systemic function, however, discourses affect 
certain kinds of social action 'not by directly or inevitably deter
mining them but rather by rendering these actions plausible or 
implausible, acceptable or unacceptable, conceivable or incon
ceivable, respectable or .disrespectable, etc' . 105 That is, discourses 
establish the initial ideational conditions of possibility for action, 

whatsoever. They daim credit bccawe the Afghans did not write the history ... The 

fact is that they were only involved in one small skinnish.' See 'The Forum: Alternative 

Views of the Terrorist Threat', International Studies Rruiew, 7 (2005), p. 677. 
100 See Winlder, ln the Nam,e of Tnrorism and Croft, Culture, Cri.sis and America s War 

on Temn-. 
101 David Campbell, �mg S«:urily: United States Foreign Polie] and the Polüics of 

ldentity, revised edn, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1998. 
1
°' Hwd, 'Appropriating Islam', pp. 2�7. See also Euban, 'Killing (for) Politics', 

p. 8.
105 Yee, 'The Causal Effects of Ideas on Poli tics', p. 97. 
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while simultaneously constructing the wider meaning structures or 
common sense that make those actions intelligible and legitimate. In 
this case, for exarnple, it can be argued that by denying the rational
political demands of insurgent groups, demonizing them as fanatics 
and essentializing them as violent, irrational, savage and fanatical, the 

'Islamic terrorism' discourse normalizes and legitimizes a restricted 
set of coercive and punitive counter-terrorism strategies, whilst 
simultaneously making non-violent alternatives such as dialogue, 
compromise and reform appear inconceivable and nonsensical. 

This understanding of discourse further draws our attention to the 
ways in which discourse can be deployed as a political technology in 
the hegemonic projects of various agents, such as state elites. In this 
case, it is possible to describe a number of means by which the 
'Islamic terrorism' discourse functions to reify and expand the hege
monic power ofparticular states. For exarnple, by locating the source 
of contemporary terrorism in religious extremism, the discourse 
works to deny and obscure its political origins and the possibility that 
it is a response to specific Western policies. That is, by assigning 
non-rational, cosmic aims to violent groups, the discourse depoliti
cizes, decontextualizes and dehistoricizes the grievances and political 

struggles of groups and societies, thereby de-linking the motives of 
the terrorists from the policies of Western states or their allies. Such 
socially constructed 'knowledge' of 'Islamic terrorism' thus facilitates 
or enables the uninterrupted exercise of US and British power in the 
international sphere by obviating the need for policy reappraisal. At 
the same time, it functions directly as a powerful discursive tool 
designed to de-invest insurgent groups of any political authority or 
wider social<ultural legitimacy they may have, in large part by appeal
ing to the secular prejudice of Western societies. 104 

More prosaically, it can be seen that many of the policies made 
possible by the discourse also function directly to extend and con
solidate state power, and provide direct material and discursive 

benefits to elements of the national security sector. For exarnple, 
intrusive surveillance, expanded police powers, control orders, the 

1
°' Jeroen Gunning points out that the 'secular prejudice' - the attitude whereby

any expression of religiosity is treated a priori as irrational and dangerous - bas 

underpinned a great part of the social scientific research on social movements, and in 

particular, studies of Islamist movements. See Jeroen Gunning, Hamas in Politics: 

RepresentaJwn, Religùm, Vwlence, London, Hurst, fonhcoming, 2007. 
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regulation of public speech, investigations of charities and the like, 
can and have been used to limit political dissent, strengthen state 
security institutions and bring previously unregulated social arenas 

like charities and religious activities under greater state control. 
Linked to this, the analysis of public discourse by politicians clearly 

demonstrates that elites in the USA and Britain frequently deploy 
the discourse of 'Islamic terrorism' to legitimize or 'sell' a range of 

international and domestic political projects, including: regime 

change in states like Afghanistan and Iraq; the expansion of a military 

presence to new regions such as Central Asia; the control of strategic 
resources like oil; increased military and political support for allies 

in strategic regions like the Hom of Africa and Central America; 
increased resources and power for the military establishment; the 

construction of domestic and international surveillance systems; the 
control of international institutions and processes; and more broadly, 

the preservation and extension of a Westem-dominated liberal inter
national order. The frequency of narratives of 'Islamic terrorism' in 
contemporary political speeches suggests that, following earlier pat
terns, 105 the discourse is being used in a deliberative fashion as a 

political technology. 

Beyond exposing the ideological functions of the discourse, 
another purpose of second-order critique is to examine the ethical 
normative consequences of the discourse. In this case, it is suggested 
that the 'Islamic terrorism' discourse is proving harmful to com
munity relations, public morality and the search for effective, 

proportionate and legitimate responses to terrorist acts. First, given 
the way the Western self bas been constructed in opposition to the 

Islamic other, and given the negative subject positioning and predi
cation within the discourse, the evidence of rising tensions between 

and within local, national and global communities does not seem at 

all surprising. A recent survey of global opinion found that many 

Westemers see Muslims as fanatical, violent and intolerant, while 
many Muslims have an aggrieved view of the West. 106 There is also 

105 Sec Winklcr, In the Nome of Tmvrism.
106 Thcsc findings came from a Pcw Rcsearch Cent.cr poli, rcponcd in 'Survey

Highlights Islam-West Rift', available at: http://ncwa.bbc.eo.uk/1/hi/in_depth/ 

5110�.stm, accessed 27 June 2006. Other polis show that bctwccn 48 and 66 per cent 

of British Muslims fecl that relations bctwccn Muslims and non-Muslims had deteri� 

rat.cd sincc 11 Scptcmbcr 2001. Sec 'Draft Report on Young Muslims and Extrcmism '. 
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evidence of increasing levels of lslamophobia across the European 
Union107 and increases in faith-hate crime in Britain and elsewhere. 108 

It seems reasonable to assume that this situation is at least in part due 
to the ubiquitous public discourse that identifies Islam and Muslims 
as a source of terrorism, extremism and threat. 

Related to this, it is possible to detect an erosion of public morality 
in polling data that shows that significant proportions of the public in 
many Western countries, but most notably in the United States, now 
agree that torturing terrorist suspects is justified in some circum
stances. 109 lt can also be seen in the absence of public concem or 
outrage at the public evidence of torture and abuse, the muted 
response to human rights abuses committed by the security forces 
during counter-terrorism operations and the ongoing and very 
serious public debate by academics, officiais and journalists about the 
necessity and ethics of torture and other human rights abuses against 
terrorist suspects. This erosion of public morality is, I would suggest, 
directly linked to the social and political construction of a pervasive 
discourse of threatening, murderous, fanatical 'Islamic terrorists' 
who must be eradicated in the name of national security. 110 

107 The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia released a major

repon on 18 December 2006 entitled, 'Mwlims in the European Union: Discrimina• 

tion and Islamopbobia', which details the nature and extent of the phenomenon in 

the EU. The repon is available at http://eumc.europa.eu/eumc/index.php. 
108 Scotland Yard, for example, publisbed figures showing a 600 per cent increase

in faith-hate crimes in the period immediately following the London bombings. See 

Alan Cowell, 'Faith-Hate on Rise in UK', International Herald Tribune, 4 Augwt 2005. 
109 See the poli data in: David Luban, 'Llberalism, Tonure, and the Ticking Bomb',

in Karen Greenberg (cd.), TM Torture Dtbau in America, Cambridge, Cambridge Uni

versity Press, 2006, p. g5; Alisa Solomon, 'The Case Against Tonure: A New U.S. Threat 

to Human Rights', V,llagr Voice, 28 November-4 December 2001, available at http:// 

www.villagevoice.com/news/0148,fsolomon,g()292,l.html, accessed 26 Marcb 2006; 

David Morris and Gary Langer, 'Terror Swpect Treatmenc Most Americans Oppose 

Tonure Techniques', ABC News, available at http://abcnews.go.com/sections/w/ 

Polls/tonure_poll_040527.html, accessed 24 March 2006; and Will Lester, 'Poli Finds 

Suppon for the Use of Tonure in War on Terror', Washington Times, available at 

http://washingtontimes.com/functions/print.php?StoryID=20051206-114042-g526r, 

accessed 24 March 2006. 
110 This point is made in Richard Jackson, 'Language, Policy and the Construction

of a Tonure Culture in the War on Terrorism', Review of Intematwnal Studies (forth

coming, October 2007). 
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At a more practical level, it can also be argued that the 'Islamic 
terrorism' discourse is proving to be counter-productive in its effects 
on the broader counter-terrorism campaign of the war on terrorism. 
For example, it seems obvious that the discourse assists certain mili
tant groups in promoting their message that there is a fundamental 
conflict between Islam and the West; in this sense, the language 
works to co-constitute the very threat it purports to counter. In addi
tion, narratives of fanatical, murderous, suicidai 'Islamic terrorists' 
functions to amplify rather than allay the social fear generated by 
terrorist actions because it reinforces the perception that the 
attackers are inhuman killing machines who cannot be deterred or 
reasoned with. In terms of foreign policy, the construction of a global 
Islamic threat can contribute to support for govemments who actively 
suppress popular Islamic movements or cancel elections, thus creat
ing a self-fulfilling prophecy in which imprisoned, tortured and 
harassed activists decide that the use of violence is their only 
recourse. 111 

More broadly, there seems little doubt that Western counter
terrorism policies, based in large part on the productive categories of 
the 'Islamic terrorism' discourse, are at least partly responsible for 
intensifying cycles of violence and instability. That is, the Iraq 
invasion, the destruction ofFalluja, the Abu Ghraib abuses, the Guan
tanamo prison camp, the practice of extraordinary rendition and 
public support for Israel's war against Lebanon - among others - are 
helping to construct further political grievances that could provide 
the justification for further acts of terrorism. 

In part, these patently self-defeating policies persist because the 
discourse restricts and constructs the legitimate 'knowledge' that is 
allowed to inform policy debate whilst simultaneously establishing 
the parameters of legitimate action. Thus, within the confines of 
policy and public discussion about how to deal with religiously 
inspired, murderous 'Islamic extremists' for example, the possibility 
of diplomacy or policy reform appears both implausible and ille
gitimate, while actual or suggested policies of racial profiling, 
surveillance of mosques and schools, a shoot-to-kill policy, control 
orders, restrictions on Islamic preachers, shutting down extremist 
websites and bookshops, banning radical groups, Islamic youth 
outreach programmes, asking academics to spy on their students 

111 Esposito, 'Political Islam', p. 23. 
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and prosecuting the glorification of terrorism, appear as reason
able and legitimate. The main problem is that the central 
assurnptions and narratives - the accepted 'knowledge' - under
pinning these policies is, as I have demonstrated, both highly 
debatable and dismissive of alternative accounts. Based on a 
restricted and highly politicized understanding of the nature of 
contemporary political violence therefore, it seems safe to predict 
that many current policies are likely to be ineffective and a waste of 
resources. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this article is not to assert that the terrorist threat 
does not exist or that terrorism and religion are not linked in some 
fashion. Rather, its central aim is to draw attention to the contestable 
and politicized character of the dominant narratives, the ways in 
which 'Islamic terrorism' is interpreted and socially constructed as an 
existential threat and the means by which the broader discourse 
functions to promote a number of discrete political projects and reify 
a particular kind of political and social order. Exposing the ideo
logical effects and political technologies of the discourse has the 
potential to open up critical space for the articulation of alternative 
and potentially emancipatory forms of knowledge and practice. 
Moreover, given the enormous material and social destruction of the 
war on terrorism thus far, the possibility of articulating non-violent or 
constructive responses to acts of terrorism takes on immense norma
tive significance. 

Fortunately, discourses are never completely hegemonic; there is 
always room for counter-hegemonic struggle and subversive forms of 
knowledge. In this case, not only is the discourse inherently unstable 
and vulnerable to different forms of critique, but the continuai set
backs in Iraq and Afghanistan, ongoing revelations of torture and 
rendition and increasing resistance to govemment attempts to 
restrict civil liberties suggest that the present juncture provides an 
opportune moment to engage in deliberate and sustained critique. 
Recent moves by officiais of the European Union for example, to 
review its lexicon of terms regarding 'Islamic' or Jihadi' terrorism are 
indicative of a growing dissatisfaction with the discourse within parts 
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of the political establishment.112 In particular, given their public role, 
scholars in the field have a responsibility to challenge the articulation 
of the central labels and narratives of the dominant discourse and to 
explore alternative forms of language and knowledge. As an initial 
starting point, reclaiming the labels and narratives of 'political vi<r 
lence', 'revolutionaries', 'militants', 'nationalism', 'anti-imperialism', 
'self-determination', 'insurgency', 'ideology' and the like to describe 
the current conflict, could provide a more flexible and ethically 
responsible alternative to the oppressive confines of the discourse of 
'Islamic terrorism'. 

m The EU recently announced that as a result oflong consultations with academic 
experts, il plans to review expressions such as 'lslamic lerrorism', 'Islamist lerrorism', 
'fundamentalism' and �ihadi' and expel them from the next edition of its dictionary 
- largely for the reasons expressed in this article. See 'EU Removes "Islamic Terrorism"
from its Dictionary', Liman Online, 12 April, 2006, available al http://www.
zaman.com/?bl=intemational&alt=&chn=31952, acceaed 22 May 2006. Similarly, an
internai Foreign Office-Home Office draft report on counlering lslamic extremism in
Britain recognized thal 'a change of language' was required. The report noted, for
example, that 'the term "Islamic fundamentalism" is unhelpful and should be avoided,
because some perfectly moderate Muslims are likely lo perceive il as a negative
comment on their own approach to their faith. • See 'Draft Report on Young Muslims
and Extremism'.
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