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Abstract 

Despite decades of efforts aimed at understanding and countering it, terrorism remains 

capable of achieving grossly disproportionate strategic effects against its targets. The ongoing 

conflicts in Syria, Afghanistan and the broader Global War on Terror reflect the enduring 

legacy and impact of a highly calibrated, choreographed, and innovative act of terrorism. This 

dissertation develops and applies a novel conceptual framework that aims to provide 

explanatory insights in response to the question of how terrorism achieves strategic effect. It 

provides an overview of the extant terrorism studies literature, which, in conjunction with 

primary source terrorist ideology and doctrine, is drawn on to develop the framework. The 

framework consists of three elements: innovative forms of violence; communicative and 

narrative dynamics; and the exploitation of emergent information and communications 

technology. This dissertation proposes that the effective integration of these elements enables 

terrorism to cause strategic effects. To the greatest extent possible, this research draws on 

primary source material, including ideological, doctrinal, and propagandistic outputs, as well 

as secondary sources from the academic literature. The framework is applied to three 

paradigmatic case studies, namely Russian anarchist terrorism, Palestinian terrorism, and 

Salafi-Jihadist terrorism. In doing so, this dissertation seeks to provide an explanatory 

framework for how terrorism achieves strategic effect, while also emphasising the enduring 

nature of the phenomena, while recognising its character. The dissertation evidences an 

enduring nature regarding the underlying strategic calculus of terrorist entities over time, 

while noting the changing character of their specific praxis.  
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Chapter One: Terrorism, Violence and Communication 

On 19 August 2014, the terrorist entity then known as Islamic State (IS) released a four-

minute and forty-second video entitled A Message to America, which depicted the beheading 

of American journalist James Foley. While this was not the first beheading video produced 

by IS or any of its precursor organisations, nor was it the first time a westerner had been the 

victim of this macabre subcultural practice, it was a catalytic moment in the trajectory of IS 

and relationship with a key adversary. The video constitutes a highly calibrated manifestation 

of propaganda of the deed, a multifaceted, choreographed action designed to maximise the 

effect it can have on the various audiences it was designed to impact. Various details of the 

product itself—its medium and distribution, and the victim and perpetrator—were 

intentionally synchronised to maximise the likelihood of the video causing substantial impact. 

While novel and unique in character and specifics, the nature of propaganda of the deed is 

enduring and has a long history. 

The video successfully communicates a range of key messages to various audiences, but at 

the core of its effectiveness is the nature of the violence. While the violence is not explicitly 

depicted, it partly provides the video with its power to demand attention and, in turn, 

communicate the ideological messaging embedded within it. While beheading itself is an 

ancient form of punishment and execution, having been propagandistically represented as 

early as the thirty-first century BC in the ancient Egyptian Narmer Palette,1 the Foley video 

was by no means the first beheading video made by IS or any of its precursor jihadist 

manifestations. It was by a significant magnitude the most consequential. The violence of the 

Foley video is only alluded to as the actual beheading itself is not explicitly depicted. Still, 

violence alone did not enable the video to gain traction in the broader discourse regarding IS, 

international security and terrorism. Achieving these types of outcomes requires a more 

sophisticated approach to violence that incorporates additional considerations. IS’ A Message 

to America successfully combines a multitude of semiotic and distributive characteristics to 

achieve a dramatically amplified impact in terms of the scale of the action taken. As terrorism 

scholar Kruglanski stated at the time, ‘the very concept of beheading, that was virtually non-

existent in our unconscious prior to these events being propagated, is now there’.2 This 

 
1 Rita Dolce, ‘Losing One’s Head’ in the Ancient Near East: Interpretation and Meaning of Decapitation 
(Routledge, 2018). 
2 Tim Hume, ‘The Impact of ISIS Beheadings: Is Terror Propaganda Brutalizing Us All?’ CNN, 21 April 2015, 
https://edition.cnn.com/2015/04/20/middleeast/isis-beheadings-psychological-impact/index.html. 
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disruption of the existing discursive landscape is a substantial component of the purpose of an 

act of violence such as the beheading of James Foley. 

While insufficient in and of itself, the violence is a necessary element for the purposes of 

achieving effect. It is only when the communicative and performative elements of the video 

are targeted and calibrated appropriately that propaganda of the deed can achieve the types of 

strategic consequences that A Message to America did. These elements of propaganda of the 

deed, or any act of terrorism, are vital in being able to communicate a variety of key 

messages to both sympathetic and hostile audiences. In determining the target or victim, the 

specifics of the violence used, and the overall optics of an operation or incident, it is 

necessary for an act of terrorism to consider the audiences with which it is communicating. It 

is further necessary to consider the perceptions and understandings those audiences have and 

the most effective way to garner their attention and the mechanisms, both explicit and 

semiotic, that can be deployed to either establish or reinforce key messages. 

A Message to America is replete with these types of considerations. One of the most explicit 

is the use of the symbolically significant orange jumpsuit, which provides two key 

contextualising reference points. On the one hand, the orange jumpsuit is a direct and explicit 

reference to the uniforms worn by those incarcerated at Guantanamo Bay detention camp, 

which Richey and Edwards have referred to as an act of rhetorical resistance that ‘has been 

utilized as a symbol of humiliation and dehumanization and is forced on its prisoners to 

visually display their control over them’.3 The orange jumpsuits also pay due deference to the 

video of the beheading of Nicholas Berg released in May 2004 depicting the American being 

beheaded by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, leader of what was then referred to as Tanzim Qaidat 

al-Jihad fi Bilad al-Rafidayn, a precursor of IS. The victim in the Berg video is also wearing 

an orange jumpsuit. He has his decapitated head placed on his back, as is done in the Foley 

video and the videos share structural similarities. The orange jumpsuits were utilised by a 

range of other organisations both within Iraq and beyond, including Zarqawi’s Al-Qaeda in 

Iraq. Friis suggests, referring to the deployment of the orange jumpsuit motif by IS, that, 

 
3 Patrick J. Richey and Michaela Edwards, ‘It’s More than Orange: ISIS’ Appropriation of Orange Prison 
Jumpsuits as Rhetorical Resistance’, in The Media World of ISIS, ed. Michael Krona and Rosemary Pennington 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2019). 
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‘shown repeatedly across print, broadcast and online media, the screen-grabs of the orange-

clad hostages have been probably the most conspicuous visual icon in the war against ISIS’.4 

In addition to the iconic use of the orange jumpsuit by IS, there are numerous additional 

considerations both within the video itself and as addenda to the broader interpretation of the 

video. The perpetrator of the beheading was Mohammed Emwazi, a British citizen with a 

thick British accent, which served to emphasise the global nature of the Caliphate’s 

recruitment capability. The placement of the head on the back of the victim after its 

decapitation is a further reference to the Berg video and a reference to the providence of the 

organisation responsible and its roots in the Iraqi insurgency that began in response to the 

2003 US-led invasion of Iraq. In conjunction with the imagery and the contents of the video, 

Emwazi justifies the violence, stating, with reference to the United States Government: 

you have been at the forefront of aggression towards the Islamic State. You have 
plotted against us and gone far out of your way to find reasons to interfere in our 
affairs. Today, your military air force is attacking us daily in Iraq. Your strikes have 
caused casualties amongst Muslims.5 

This message reinforced that sent via email by IS to the parents of James Foley, which closed 

with the words, ‘You and your citizens will pay the price of your bombings! The first of 

which being the blood of the American citizen, James Foley! He will be executed as a 

DIRECT result of your transgressions towards us’!6 

In addition to the brutality depicted in A Message to America and the various elements 

contained within it that served to communicate an ideological proposition to a broad range of 

audiences, the video was also distributed in a manner that enabled it to achieve global 

distribution. Initially uploaded to IS’ Western-focused media division, Al-Hayat’s Diaspora 

account, before being briefly hosted on Twitter and YouTube, the video was then 

subsequently the focus of significant government and media attention and a substantive 

reframing of the issues under consideration. As Friis highlights: 

 
4 Simone Molin Friis, ‘ “Beyond Anything We Have Ever Seen”: Beheading Videos and the Visibility of 
Violence in the War against ISIS’, International Affairs 91, no. 4 (July 2015): 725–46, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12341. 
5 Al Furqan Foundation, A Message to America, 2020, https://ent.siteintelgroup.com/Multimedia/is-beheads-
captured-american-james-foley-threatens-to-execute-another.html. 
6 GlobalPost, ‘Full Text of the Last Email the Islamic State Sent to the Foley Family’, The World, 21 August 
2014, https://www.pri.org/stories/2014-08-21/full-text-last-email-islamic-state-sent-foley-family. 
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During the weeks and months following dissemination of the beheading videos, the 
‘humanitarian situation’ was rapidly reframed as a ‘national security’ issue, and 
ISIS was increasingly described as an ‘imminent threat’ spreading beyond the 
Middle East, including to the UK and US. The focus shifted from ‘containment’ to 
‘degrading and destroying’; the number of US air strikes rapidly increased; the UK 
initiated military action in Iraq; and US military action was extended beyond Iraq, 
with air strikes carried out in Syria for the first time in September 2014.7 

IS subsequently deployed a sophisticated, highly calibrated, diverse and effective propaganda 

campaign that, throughout 2014 to 2017, managed to attract substantial numbers of foreign 

fighters to their cause, inspiring large numbers of sympathisers to undertake terrorist attacks 

within Western jurisdiction and dominate national and international security agendas. This 

project, which leveraged leading-edge information and communications platforms such as 

Twitter and Telegram, managed to achieve significant strategic impact for IS, an organisation 

that, while frequently portrayed as the richest terrorist organisation in history, and as having 

attracted an unprecedented number of foreign fighters to its cause, was still marginal when 

considered relative to the capability and scale of its adversaries. 

The above provides an archetypal example of terrorist violence undertaken in a manner that is 

consciously intended to achieve strategic effect. It is this process and the means by which it is 

achieved that this dissertation seeks to understand. As the above briefly alludes to, the mere 

deployment of violence itself is likely insufficient to achieve strategic effect. This research 

seeks to address the primary research question of how does terrorism achieve strategic effect. 

In addressing this primary research question, this dissertation develops and proposes a triadic 

conceptual framework, which is subsequently applied to three paradigmatic case studies. In 

proceeding with the research, the conceptual framework represents the hypothesis of this 

dissertation. It is proposed that the three elements and their integration represent the ‘how’ in 

relation to terrorism achieving strategic effect. As such, the central hypothesis of this 

dissertation can be proffered as follows: 

When terrorism successfully integrates innovative forms of violence, communicative 

and narrative dynamics, and the exploitation of emergent information and 

communications technologies, it can achieve strategic effect. 

Chapter Three, which provides a comprehensive articulation of the framework, sets out the 

key elements and provides an articulation of the role of the integrated relationship that 
 

7 Friis, ‘Beyond Anything We Have Ever Seen’. 



6 

necessarily exists between them. The framework is subsequently applied to the three case 

studies to demonstrate its merits in addressing the overarching research question. 

The case studies to which the conceptual framework is applied include anarchist terrorism as 

it emerged in Russia in the mid-1800s, Palestinian terrorism in the aftermath of the 1967 Six-

Day War and violent, global Salafist-Jihadism. These paradigmatic cases were selected, at 

least partly, due to certain shared characteristics, although not necessarily related to the 

specific elements of the conceptual framework. These include an ultimately globalised 

campaign of terrorism, either directly coordinated or ideologically inspired; a sustained 

campaign, whereby each of these cases provided ideological coherency to terrorist violence 

over an extended period; diversity in relation to their organisational and structural 

manifestations, and tactical and operational activity; and the existence of both violent and 

nonviolent components within their broader movement. The justification for each case is 

articulated more fully in Chapter Four. In seeking to address the question of how terrorism 

works, this dissertation applies the conceptual framework, fully articulated in Chapter Three, 

to the three cases identified above. In doing so, it seeks to demonstrate the explanatory power 

of the framework in illuminating the consistent mechanisms that have enabled these 

manifestations of terrorism to achieve strategic effect. 

This dissertation is structured in a relatively orthodox fashion, with Chapter Two situating the 

research within the extant terrorism studies literature. It provides a brief historical survey of 

the foundational literature of the field before focusing on three relevant subcategories within 

the terrorism studies literature, namely the literature on terrorism and strategy: terrorism and 

communication, and terrorism and innovation. Chapter Three provides an expansive 

explication of the conceptual framework and explicates each of the three elements and the 

role of integration in the framework. Chapter Four details the method used to undertake the 

research and provides a justification for the use of case study methods to complete the 

research and an articulation of the case study selection. Chapters Five through Ten constitute 

the case studies, with each case study split into two parts. The first part of each case study 

provides background and context, focusing on ideology, doctrine and preliminary operational 

activity. The second part of each case study constitutes the application of the conceptual 

framework and emphasises how the elements of the framework explain the strategic effects 

achieved. Chapter Eleven provides a brief summary of the above, iterates the dissertation’s 

contribution to the terrorism studies literature and emphasises the policy relevance of the 
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work. Before proceeding it is worthwhile to briefly highlight the underpinning approach that 

informs this dissertation. The strategic approach to understanding and analysing terrorism is 

central to the work that follows, and while it is discussed is more detail in Chapter Two, a 

brief discussion is provided here to anchor a more general discussion of the idea of a strategic 

logic of terrorism. 

The Strategic Approach 

The approach taken herein is anchored in what Chenoweth8 refers to as the strategic 

approach. In articulating what the strategic approach entails, she notes that ‘proponents of the 

strategic approach assume that the choice to use terrorism is calculated, purposeful, and often 

entirely rational in the sense that it helps political actors to get what they want’.9 

Beyond being arguably the predominant approach in the field, this approach provides this 

research with a firm grounding in rational choice theory that informs the analysis being 

undertaken. While there are recognised shortcomings and limitations to the strategic 

approach, as there are with all the recognised approaches to terrorism studies, the strategic 

approach is useful for analysing any consistent strategic logic that may be present across 

multiple case studies. As Chenoweth notes in explaining the assumptions of those scholars 

who take a perspective informed by the strategic approach, ‘whenever we see terrorism, it is 

generally the outcome of rational choice decision games, even if those processes are totally 

informal’.10 It is important to note that when the strategic approach refers to rationality, it is 

more generally a conception of rationality that reflects the concept of bounded rationality, as 

prosecuted by Simon.11 This conceptualisation of rationality recognises that human decision-

making is not undertaken in a context that reflects perfect information, nor is it undertaken in 

a purely calculating manner. Bounded rationality recognises numerous additional factors that 

influence decision-making: while an actor may be heavily influenced by rational calculations 

regarding the maximisation of utility, other emotional and cognitive constraints influence the 

process. The concept of bounded rationality does not discount the strategic approach but 

rather reflects the multicausality of all human behaviour. 

 
8 Erica Chenoweth and Pauline L. Moore, The Politics of Terror (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 
2018). 
9 Chenoweth and Moore, Politics of Terror, 42. 
10 Chenoweth and Moore, Politics of Terror, 43. 
11 Herbert A. Simon, ‘Bounded Rationality in Social Science: Today and Tomorrow’, Mind & Society 1, no. 1 
(March 2000): 25–39, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02512227. 
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In a specific terrorism studies context, this multicausality is reflected by the inherently 

multidisciplinary approach to the subject. This is further reflected in the additional 

approaches Chenoweth identifies, including organisational, ideological and psychological 

approaches. The bounded rationality that informs the strategic approach provides scope for 

all of these approaches to coexist and recognises, to the extent that terrorist entities and their 

leadership do make calculated strategic assessments of their means relative to their ends, 

these decisions, and those of the operatives within the terrorist entity, are additionally 

influenced by a multitude of additional factors, including the cognitive and emotional 

limitations identified by Simon. In the adversarial context within which terrorism necessarily 

occurs, it is also important to acknowledge that any strategic logic informing terrorism must 

recognise and assess adversary behaviour and responses. The anchoring of this research in the 

strategic approach should not be taken to suggest that the proposed strategic logic is the sole 

driver of terrorist entity decision-making. Rather, it is a substantial and significant driver of 

decision-making within a terrorism context. 

The Strategic Logic of Terrorism 

The capacity of a terrorist organisation such as IS to achieve the kind of significant strategic 

effects witnessed during the post-2014 period, which ultimately involved having strategic 

impacts on their primary adversary, reflects the disproportionate power terrorism can have in 

terms of shaping and disrupting existing political and public discourse, and in being a tactic 

capable of substantial coercive influence on the relevant targets of the terrorist entity. This 

strategic utilisation of terrorism has been considered within the terrorism studies literature.12 

Still, these explanations have tended to focus on articulating the overarching strategies rather 

than on how they manifest themselves when deployed. The broader strategy of terrorism for 

political or ideological effect is potentially better understood as having an enduring nature, 

one which can be appreciated beyond ideological manifestations, historical contexts and 

technological specificity. Importantly, terrorism retains a dynamic, contextually dependent 

and constantly adapting character, which is why each subsequent ideological, organisational 

or tactical manifestation is often perceived to be distinct and novel. The underlying strategic 

logic of terrorism remains consistent even if the specific manifestations of the phenomena 

 
12 Martha Crenshaw, Explaining Terrorism: Causes, Processes, and Consequences (London; New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2011), 111–24; Andrew H. Kydd and Barbara F. Walter, ‘The Strategies of Terrorism’, International 
Security 31, no. 1 (July 2006): 49–80, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2006.31.1.49; David Fromkin, ‘The Strategy 
of Terrorism’, Foreign Affairs 53, no. 4 (1975): 683–98, https://doi.org/10.2307/20039540. 
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appear uniquely distinct. As Crenshaw has stated, ‘the strategy of terrorism has changed over 

time to adapt to new circumstances that offer different possibilities for dissident action—for 

example, hostage-taking. Yet terrorist activity considered in its entirety shows a fundamental 

unity of purpose and conception’.13 

This research is anchored by this notion of an enduring strategic logic and engages with the 

question of how does terrorism achieve strategic effect. In doing so, this research recognises 

the existing literature on terrorism as a strategic calculation and aims to provide an 

operationalised consideration of these ideas. Further, it aims to recognise and articulate the 

‘fundamental unity of purpose’ highlighted by Crenshaw above and the changing ‘different 

possibilities’ that varied historical contexts, technological developments and tactical 

innovation can present. Ultimately, this research will articulate and assess an enduring 

strategic logic that seeks to explain the mechanisms by which terrorism as a strategic tool can 

be deployed in multiple historical contexts. The enduring nature of terrorism, as distinct from 

the changing character of terrorism, will be developed and assessed through the research 

undertaken herein. The conceptual framework is an articulation and deconstruction of this 

enduring nature. 

In distributing the Message to America video, IS was engaging in a practice that in its 

fundamental nature remains largely unchanged since its initial incarnation in the late 1800s. 

While their broader campaign appears novel from the perspective of the specific violence 

they deployed, the choreographed messaging embedded into their video release, and the 

technology used to disseminate the video across the globe, this novelty reflects the changing 

character of terrorism, rather than a fundamental revolution in terrorist praxis. Understanding 

the enduring nature of terrorism while appreciating its dynamic and contextually dependent 

character ought to be a central concern to the progression of the scholarly understanding of 

the phenomena while also potentially informing proportional and appropriate 

counterterrorism practices. More broadly, a recognition of the enduring nature of terrorism 

can assist in potentially providing a broader understanding of the vulnerabilities that terrorism 

seeks to exploit. Terrorism is an inherently dynamic phenomenon, required to adapt to 

specific social, political and technological circumstances to ensure it can achieve strategic 

effect. By undertaking an analysis of historical and contemporary case studies, it is possible 

to identify a consistent strategic logic to the phenomena of terrorism which, once understood, 

 
13 Crenshaw, Explaining Terrorism, 112. 



10 

can potentially assist in better understanding the strategic intent of terrorist actors. It can 

potentially assist in pre-emptively determining emerging mechanisms of violence or forms of 

information and communication technology that might be exploited by terrorist organisations. 

Conceptual Parameters 

It is not possible to undertake a sustained analysis of terrorism, least of all to engage in 

theoretical or conceptual development in the field of terrorism studies, without engaging with 

the ongoing dilemma of the definition of terrorism. Across the terrorism studies literature, it 

is almost unanimously recognised that terrorism does not have a universally accepted 

definition. While there are numerous identifiable reasons for this, it ought not to be 

considered as unique or problematic as it is often portrayed. Terrorism, like many other 

concepts in political and social science, is complex. Complex phenomena or concepts rarely 

lend themselves to agreed-upon, universal definitions. A brief consideration of a range of 

other concepts in political theory, such as power or ideology, demonstrates the frequency 

with which terms and concepts can consistently have multiple coexisting definitions and 

conceptualisations without the need to identify a singular universal definition. While there are 

obvious imperatives for consistency in criminal definitions and doctrinal conceptualisations, 

the ongoing presumption that terrorism is universally definable is less limiting on the 

scholarly field than otherwise purported. Given the importance of context in understanding 

any social phenomena, identifying a singular definition that holds across contextual and 

temporal change is likely to be, by its nature, limited in its utility and generalisability. 

Seeking to establish universal agreement regarding an inherently political or ideological 

phenomenon is as futile as it is likely to be impossible. These structural limitations are further 

exacerbated by the contentious nature of a phenomenon like terrorism that is necessarily 

intertwined with contestation for power. 

This is not to suggest that efforts have not been made to articulate something resembling an 

agreed-upon definition of terrorism, nor that from a policy and operational perspective, the 

litany of disparate definitions does not present an ongoing problem. In the American context, 

Perry, writing in 2004, identified at least 22 federal definitions of terrorism.14 The plethora of 

legislative and doctrinal definitions of terrorism demonstrates that defining terrorism is 

possible but that it is universality that is the challenge. Contrary to the notion that terrorism 

 
14 Nicholas J. Perry, ‘The Numerous Federal Legal Definitions of Terrorism: The Problem of Too Many Grails’, 
Notre Dame Journal of Legislation 3, no. 2 (2004): 249–70. 
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cannot be defined in any agreed manner, Ganor argues forcefully, ‘an objective definition of 

terrorism is not only possible; it is also indispensable to any serious attempt to combat 

terrorism. Lacking such a definition, no coordinated fight against international terrorism can 

ever really get anywhere’.15 

While this particular articulation is perhaps somewhat polemic, suggesting that there has not 

been a ‘coordinated fight against international terrorist’ by extension of the absence of a 

universal definition, it does not hold when considered in reference to broad efforts that 

international counterterrorism has undertaken in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. The 

perspective that a universal definition is both necessary and plausible can be contrasted with 

the view and approach taken by Schmid.16 Rather than seeking to prosecute his definition of 

the concept, Schmid surveys respected academics working within terrorism studies, a process 

he undertook previously in 1988. In doing so, he openly recognises there are a multitude of 

shortcomings with any attempt to define terrorism but still proceeds to update his 1988 

academic consensus definition. Schmid surveys 91 respondents, asking them four key 

questions that are then incorporated into establishing the ‘Revised Academic Consensus 

Definition’: 

1. Whose ‘definition of terrorism’ do you use? 

2. What is your comment/criticism on the 1988 academic consensus definition of 

terrorism? 

3. What is your comment/criticism on the UN draft definition of terrorism? 

4. What is your comment/criticism on the United States of America’s State Department 

definition of terrorism?17 

The culmination of this process results in a definition that ‘tries to capture the core dimension 

of terrorism in its first paragraph, with the remainder (points 2–12) serving an explanatory 

purpose’.18 In doing so, the core definition, in addition to the 12 points identified, is nearly 

650 words. While comprehensive, this approach poses substantial challenges, particularly the 

presence of 10 ‘contested elements’19 that emerge from the development of the consensus 

 
15 Boaz Ganor, “Defining Terrorism: Is One Man’s Terrorist Another Man’s Freedom Fighter’, Police Practice 
and Research 3, no. 4 (January 2002): 287–304, https://doi.org/10.1080/1561426022000032060. 
16 Alex P. Schmid, Albert Jongman and Eric Price, The Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research (London: 
Taylor & Francis, 2011). 
17 Schmid, Jongman and Price, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism, 43. 
18 Schmid, Jongman and Price, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism, 86–87. 
19 Schmid, Jongman and Price, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism, 84. 
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definition and an appendix containing 250 definitions, all of which are recognised as having 

both meritorious elements and shortcomings. The consensus definition is an aggregate 

definition rather than an agreed definition. While this approach is worthwhile, it recognises 

its limitations and further reinforces the fundamental constraints on developing a universal 

definition of terrorism. 

These two contrasting examples are cited to identify the ongoing, contested nature of the 

definition of terrorism itself and the approaches that can be taken in seeking a definition and 

the actual feasibility of a definition. In coming to the Revised Academic Consensus 

Definition, yet still acknowledging the fundamental challenges of defining terrorism, Schmid 

cites extensively from the likes of Laqueur, Jenkins and other foundational scholars in the 

field to highlight why the phenomenon is so difficult to define and the fundamental 

characteristics that place substantive barriers to a universal definition.20 

The limitations on defining terrorism are based on a number of key elements of the 

phenomena, but in particular, relate to the ideological or political nature of the act/s. As an 

extension of the political and ideological nature of terrorism, deployment of the term is an 

inherently subjective and almost exclusively pejorative exercise, informed in part by the 

degree of agreement or sympathy felt with the actor and their political or ideological claims. 

The clichéd phrase of ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’ is used to avoid 

engaging with the definitional question as frequently as it highlights the complexity of any 

attempt to do so. However, it reflects genuine challenges in finding a broad agreement or 

consensus, particularly if that consensus seeks to transcend political, ideological, cultural or 

geopolitical boundaries. In a paper originally published in 1978 yet engaging in debate easily 

transferrable to current discourse, Jenkins stated in reference to the term: 

The problem of defining terrorism is compounded by the fact that terrorism has 
recently become a fad word used promiscuously and often applied to a variety of 
acts of violence which are not strictly terrorism by definition. It is generally 
pejorative. Some governments are prone to label as terrorism all violent acts 
committed by their political opponents, while anti-government extremists frequently 
claim to be the victims of government terror. What is called terrorism thus seems to 
depend on one’s point of view. Use of the term implies a moral judgment; and if 
one party can successfully attach the label terrorist to its opponent, then it has 

 
20 Schmid, Jongman and Price, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism. 
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indirectly persuaded others to adopt its moral viewpoint. Terrorism is what the bad 
guys do [emphasis added].21 

To emphasise this point, it is worth considering a historical example of the subjective and 

contextually dependent nature of any use of the term terrorist, and further highlight how the 

use of the term is limited in its relevance to specific temporal and spatial contexts and is 

overwhelmingly informed by the perspective of the actor/s deploying the term. During the 

Cold War, numerous Western leaders, including then–British Prime Minister Thatcher and 

then-United States (US) President Reagan, identified Nelson Mandela, later the recipient of 

the Nobel Peace Prize and the first post-Apartheid leader of a democratic South Africa, as a 

terrorist.22 Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Mandela openly advocated political violence 

against the South African Government in efforts to free the oppressed population of 

Apartheid South Africa.23 In his autobiography, Mandela reflected: 

I explained that for the moment MK [Umkhonto we Sizwe—the armed wing of the 
African National Congress] was limited to sabotage, but that if sabotage did not 
have the desired effect we would probably move on to guerrilla warfare.24 

In the context of the Cold War and the waves of anti-colonial terrorism impacting the globe, 

Mandela’s designation was a logical, arguably defensible determination in historical context. 

From the perspective of the African population of South Africa and those opposed to 

Apartheid, Mandela was a morally just freedom fighter, and the actions he endorsed were 

equally morally just, especially when considered relative to the violence, both explicit and 

structural, perpetrated by the Apartheid Government of South Africa. The Mandela case 

serves as a useful demonstration of the inherently subjective process of labelling an 

individual or organisation as terrorist in nature. It also provides a useful insight into a more 

appropriate basis for making these determinations. Anchoring any assessment of the 

terroristic nature of an individual or an organisation in the context of their strategic and 

ideological thought provides a clearer and more objective basis on which to make these 

determinations while providing greater clarity into the broader strategic calculus of the effort. 

 
21 Brian Jenkins, ‘The Study of Terrorism: Definitional Problems’, RAND Paper Series (Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND Corporation, 1980), 1, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/papers/2006/P6563.pdf. 
22 Caitlin Dewey, ‘Why Nelson Mandela Was on a Terrorism Watch List in 2008’, Washington Post, 7 
December 2013, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2013/12/07/why-nelson-mandela-was-on-a-
terrorism-watch-list-in-2008/. 
23 Elleke Boehmer, ‘Postcolonial Terrorist the Example of Nelson Mandela’, Parallax 11, no. 4 (October 2005): 
46–55, https://doi.org/10.1080/13534640500331666. 
24 Nelson Mandela, Long Walk of Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela, repr. (London: Abacus, 
2004), 45. 
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Given the inherent shortcomings and limitations of any definition of terrorism, this analysis 

incorporates an approach articulated by Garrison.25 In this work, Garrison cites extensively 

from primary source documents authored by the philosophers, strategists and intellectual 

authorities of revolution, insurgency and terrorism to develop an approach that circumvents 

some of the inherent limitations to defining terrorism. Drawing from writers as historically 

disparate as German American anarchist Johann Most and Salafi-Jihadist leader Osama bin 

Laden, Garrison argues, ‘although there are clear differences in political ideology, 

philosophy, desired goals and the social context between terrorists through history, an 

examination of their writings reveals that terrorists share a common understanding of the 

utility of terror’ (emphasis in original).26 

This approach enables something nearer an objective standard to be established concerning 

whether or not specific individuals, organisations, networks or movements can be considered 

terroristic in nature. Referring to the ideological, doctrinal and strategic thinking and writing 

of these entities diminishes the subjective nature of the use of the term. It enables a degree of 

verifiability in relation to the actions being labelled as terrorism. Should an actor or an 

organisation subscribe to an ideological framework that endorses terrorist violence, it can be 

determined that said actor or organisation is terrorist in nature. Additionally, articulating a 

strategy that incorporates, either centrally or peripherally, the use of terrorism would 

subsequently enable the said enterprise to be reasonably objectively considered terroristic. 

Garrison cites Parry in stating, ‘although terrorists give innumerable explanations of their 

violence, these rationalizations are frequently related to three basic concepts: 

(1.) Society is sick and cannot be cured by half measures of reform. 
(2.) The state is itself violence and can be countered and overcome only by 
violence. 
(3.) The truth of the terrorist cause justifies any action that supports it. While some 
terrorists recognize no moral law others have their own “higher” morality’.27 

The approach taken in this analysis is informed substantially by Garrison’s approach and the 

more recent work of Ackerman.28 Beyond informing the approach to defining key concepts in 

 
25 Arthur H. Garrison, ‘Defining Terrorism: Philosophy of the Bomb, Propaganda by Deed and Change through 
Fear and Violence’, Criminal Justice Studies 17, no. 3 (2004): 259–79, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1478601042000281105. 
26 Garrison, ‘Defining Terrorism’, 260. 
27 Albert Parry, Terrorism: From Robespierre to the Weather Underground (Dover Publications, 2013), 
http://www.myilibrary.com?id=570352. 
28 Gary A. Ackerman and Michael Burnham, “Towards a Definition of Terrorist Ideology,” Terrorism and 
Political Violence 33, no. 6 (August 18, 2021): 1160–90, https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2019.1599862. 
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this paper, this approach also informs the development of the proposed conceptual 

framework. While the conceptual framework, fully articulated in Chapter Three, draws 

significantly on the existing terrorism studies literature, it is in the first instance informed by 

primary source materials such as ideological tracts and the declaratory strategic doctrine of 

terrorist organisations. This incorporation of ideological and strategic documentation grounds 

the conceptual framework in the body of literature produced by terrorist philosophers, 

political theorists and strategists of revolutionary warfare and terrorism, rather than solely in 

the analytical and scholarly literature. 

Having identified the approaches above to defining terrorism, it remains appropriate and 

necessary to identify a definition that will provide sufficient conceptual parameters for the 

analysis being undertaken within this dissertation. Despite all the contention regarding the 

definition of terrorism, English notes, ‘the enormous range of competing definitions of the 

word “terrorism” should not lead scholars to abandon a term which will continue to be used; 

rather, it should ensure that we clearly, honestly and carefully define the term as we will use 

it’.29 

English’s caution provides the basis on which to proceed with identifying an appropriate 

definition. In his 2009, Terrorism: How to Respond,30 English provides a comprehensive 

foundation to build an analysis of terrorism from a strategic perspective. His definition 

identifies a number of key and, at times, under analysed elements of terrorism. His definition 

argues that terrorism: 

involves heterogeneous violence used or threatened with a political aim; it can involve 

a variety of acts, of targets, and of actors; it possesses an important psychological 

dimension, producing terror or fear among a directly threatened group and also a 

wider implied audience in the hope of maximizing political communication and 

achievement; it embodies the exerting and implementing of power, and the attempted 

redressing of power relations; it represents a subspecies of warfare, and as such it can 

form part of a wider campaign of violent and non-violent attempts at political 

leverage.31 

 
29 Richard English, Does Terrorism Work? A History, 1st ed. (Oxford, UK; New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 10. 
30 Richard English, Terrorism: How to Respond (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
31 English, Does Terrorism Work?, 10. 
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This definition is not only comprehensive, but it also emphasises numerous elements of 

terrorism central to the analysis being undertaken herein and the proposed conceptual 

framework. The focus on audiences and the communicative elements of terrorism is crucial to 

the framework proposed here, as is the reference to ‘exerting and implementing power’, 

reflecting the strategic approach that informs this analysis. Importantly, English’s definition 

also identifies that terrorism is frequently a component of a broader political campaign, both 

violent and nonviolent, further reflecting the strategic and communicative approach to 

understanding the mechanisms by which terrorism can achieve strategic effect. The 

importance of the broader campaign and the narratives that contextualise terrorist violence 

are central to the argument being prosecuted herein. 

Beyond a specific definition of terrorism itself, it is also important to distinguish between 

isolated instances of terrorism and seemingly coherent campaigns of terrorism. While this 

distinction is in one sense relatively straightforward, the adoption of decentralised or 

‘leaderless’ strategies by various terrorist movements increases the complexity of 

understanding the way a sustained, albeit substantially distributed and dispersed campaign 

manifests. Across a multitude of terrorist movements, the decentralised approach has been 

incorporated at various times and to varying extents,32 frequently in response to sustained 

counterterrorism pressure. In understanding what constitutes a campaign of terrorism, it is 

necessary to recognise the strategic considerations of terrorist organisations themselves in 

terms of how a campaign might be operationalised. Pape argued, with specific reference to 

suicide terrorism campaigns, that a campaign consists of an ‘intended series of attacks that 

terrorist leaders explain and justify as aimed at gaining political concessions from a target 

government’.33 While this definition is broad enough to encompass, for instance, the online 

campaign of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), and to a greater extent, the social 

media campaigns of IS, it is necessary to emphasise that for the purposes of this research, the 

idea of a campaign is conceptualised in a significantly broader sense. As such, a campaign of 

terrorism is herein conceptualised as a series of terrorist attacks that share a consistent yet 

 
32 Jeffrey Kaplan, ‘ “Leaderless Resistance” ’, Terrorism and Political Violence 9, no. 3 (September 1997): 80–
95, https://doi.org/10.1080/09546559708427417; Paul Joosse, ‘Leaderless Resistance and Ideological Inclusion: 
The Case of the Earth Liberation Front’, Terrorism and Political Violence 19, no. 3 (July 2007): 351–68, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546550701424042; Mark S. Hamm and Ramón Spaaij, The Age of Lone Wolf 
Terrorism (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2017); Ramón Spaaij, Understanding Lone Wolf 
Terrorism: Global Patterns, Motivations and Prevention (Dordrecht, NL: Springer Netherlands, 2011), 
ProQuest Central. 
33 Robert A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New York, NY: Random House 
Trade Paperbacks, 2006), 39–40. 
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broad strategic objective and a consistent ideological motivation, albeit not necessarily 

deeply understood by the operative or operatives. By extension, a campaign of terrorism 

conceived in this manner can be temporally remote from any initial articulation of a terrorist 

entity’s statement of strategic objectives. It can be considered part of the same campaign 

merely by ideological correlation, targeting decisions or tactical choice, all of which can 

demonstrate a degree of ideological adherence or coherence. Under a leaderless model of 

terrorist attack facilitation, operatives need only signify or symbolically demonstrate their 

adherence to the ideological framework of the campaign or the movement, enabling a 

campaign to continue well beyond the need for direct command and control engagement. 

Additionally, it is necessary to provide a foundational articulation of what is meant by the 

communicative dynamics of terrorism generally, and more specifically, of terrorist violence. 

The conceptualisation of communicative dynamics pertaining to terrorist violence that 

anchors this analysis builds in the first instance on the ideas of the early anarchist and 

socialist revolutionaries responsible for articulating the concept of propaganda of the deed. 

One of the earliest of these revolutionaries, Italian socialist Carlo Pisacane, famously 

articulated the frustration of traditional propagandising and the need for action as the vehicle 

to transmit ideas that traditional propaganda had failed to sufficiently communicate. He 

wrote, ‘ideas spring from deeds and not the other way around … The flash of Milano’s 

bayonet was a more effective propaganda than a thousand volumes penned by doctrinarians 

who are the real blight upon our country and the entire world’.34 

This approach, subsequently further articulated by the likes of Mikhail Bakunin and Johann 

Most, was incorporated into the repertoire of strategies that informed the violent anarchist 

approach to revolutionary struggle. At the core of the propaganda of the deed is the idea that 

violence can play a communicative role, and both draw attention to ideological propositions 

and inspire others to embrace those ideas. The most specific and direct embrace and 

implementation of this approach was by Narodnaya Volya,35 generally recognised as the first 

properly constituted terrorist organisation, who in their 1879 program stated: 

 
34 Carlo Pisacane, Political Testament (1857) in Robert Graham, ed., Anarchism: A Documentary History of 
Libertarian Ideas (Montreal; New York, NY: Black Rose Books, 2005), 68. 
35 35 It is important to note here that the Russian revolutionary movement was a broad movement that 
incorporated a diverse range of ideological manifestations from across a spectrum of what can broadly be 
referred to as ‘Socialist’, or even more broadly as ‘Revolutionary.’ These umbrella terms would include 
‘Anarchists.’ The orientation of this dissertation towards the strategies of various movements, organisations, and 
individuals relies predominantly on the continuity of strategic and tactical thinking to bind together various 
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Terroristic activity … aims to undermine the prestige of the government’s power, to 

demonstrate steadily the possibility of struggle against the government, to arouse in 

this manner the revolutionary spirit of the people and their confidence in the success 

of the cause, and finally to give shape and direction to the forces fit and trained to 

carry on the fight.36 

Terrorism in its modern manifestation has been shaped significantly by the ideas of the early 

anarchists and their view that in the face of overwhelming asymmetries of power and means, 

the use of violence as a tool to spark a broader revolutionary sentiment among the population, 

to demonstrate the feasibility of revolutionary action and to communicate the underlying 

ideological proposition of the broader movement, was a legitimate and defensible, and 

necessary strategy. 

Contemporary scholars such as Schmid have emphasised the centrality of communication to 

terrorism. His 1982 work Violence as Communication37 provides a landmark articulation of 

the relationship between terrorist violence, audiences and the news media. Understanding this 

dynamic is central to appreciating the strategic purpose of terrorist violence and the 

mechanisms that terrorism exploits in seeking to achieve strategic impact. For the purposes of 

this analysis, communicative dynamics, as they relate to terrorism, is understood as meaning 

the manner by which terrorism is informed by considerations of audiences and by 

considerations of the way in which terrorist violence will be portrayed, broadcast and re-

broadcast, framed and interpreted. This will be further articulated in Chapter Three, which 

will provide a more substantive discussion of this element of the conceptual framework that 
 

manifestations of the three specific movements considered in each of the case studies. In the case of the 
anarchists this results in two points of clarification. Firstly, the majority of the terrorism studies literature 
considers Narodnaya Volya within a context of the period of what is referred to as anarchist terrorism, which 
impacted Europe and the United States in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Secondly, while Narodnaya Volya 
refer to themselves as “socialists and democrats” in their own program, it is worthy to note that the boundaries 
between the various manifestations of socialist revolutionary activity were relatively fluid, and certainly 
contested, as was the case within the Palestinian movement, and the Jihadist movement. Not every terrorist 
organisation that refers to themselves as being motivated by a particular ideology necessarily subscribes to the 
same specific manifestation of that ideology. The point here is to note that within each of the case studies there 
is a degree of variance in relation to the specific ideological manifestations that each specific entity adhered to, 
and that they are analysed through a lens that prioritises strategic coherence and general ideological coherency. 
As such, Narodnaya Volya will be considered within this dissertation as part of the broad anarchist 
manifestation of terrorism that emerged in the late 1800s, while acknowledging that from a strictly ideological 
perspective they could be labelled otherwise.. Basil Dmytryshyn, ed., Imperial Russia: A Source Book, 1700-
1917, 3rd ed (Fort Worth, TX: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1990), p. 355. 
36 Narodnaya Volya, Program of the Executive Committee (1879) in Alex P, Schmid and Janny de Graaf, 
Violence as Communication: Insurgent Terrorism and the Western News Media (London; Beverly Hills, CA: 
SAGE, 1982), 13. 
37 Alex P. Schmid and Janny de Graaf, Violence as Communication: Insurgent Terrorism and the Western News 
Media (London; Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE, 1982). 
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underpins the analysis undertaken herein and the relationship these considerations have with 

both terrorist violence itself and information and communications technology. 

These key concepts will be more fully articulated and contextualised within the doctrinal and 

contemporary literature over Chapters Two and Three. Chapter Two will provide a context 

for the analysis being undertaken, first within classic and contemporary strategic thought as 

articulated through terrorist philosophy and theory and subsequently within the context of the 

existing scholarly literature. Chapter Three will provide a comprehensive formulation of the 

conceptual framework, including clarification of the three elements of the framework and the 

relationship between them.  

It is also appropriate to provide an articulation of what is meant by the term strategic effect in 

the context of this research. The term itself suffers from similar vagaries as those referred to 

above, suffering from a lack of specificity and highly contested positions regarding what does 

and does not constitute strategy. As leading strategic studies scholar Lawrence Freedman has 

noted, “…the concept of terrorism suffers from narrative abuse, that of strategy suffers from 

multiple use.”38 In an effort to provide some foundational conceptual clarity, this brief 

section will draw on the existing literature regarding strategy and terrorism to articulate what 

constitutes strategic effect. 

A necessary start point for conceptualising strategic effect in the context of terrorism, and of 

broader forms of insurgent violence and politics, is the work of English, who importantly 

distinguishes between what he refers to as strategic victory, and partial strategic victory.39 

This distinction is important, as the concept of strategic effect, as articulated here, does not 

imply absolute victory or the achievement of the complete and total objectives of the 

organisation or movement responsible for the action, but rather refers to “the achievement or 

partial achievement of secondary (rather than central or primary) strategic goals.”40 What this 

approach enables is a conceptualisation of strategic effect that is anchored in considerations 

of strategy that are informed substantially by the literature on asymmetric, or revolutionary 

warfare, or what can more broadly be captured under the rubric of irregular warfare.41 This 

 
38 Lawrence Freedman, “Terrorism as a Strategy,” Government and Opposition (London) 42, no. 3 (2007): 318, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2007.00226.x. 
39 Richard English, Does Terrorism Work? A History, First edition (Oxford, United Kingdom ; New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2016). 30. 
40 English, 31. 
41 The term is used here to refer to a range of related concepts that have been referred to variously as low-
intensity conflict, revolutionary warfare, insurgency, guerrilla warfare or 4th generation warfare. There does not 
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literature is informed substantially b what can be considered the canon of revolutionary 

warfare, namely the strategic writing of strategists such as Lenin,42 Mao,43Che Guevara,44 

Giap,45 and others. What these strategists share is an indirect approach to conflict whereby 

rather than seeking the absolute military defeat of a conventional military adversary through 

direct confrontation, asymmetric strategies advise indirectly targeting an adversary’s decision 

making processes, convincing them that “their strategic goals are either unachievable or too 

costly for the perceived benefit.”46 These are strategies that seek to weaken an enemy over 

the duration of a protracted conflict rather than the launching of a decisive operation that 

immediately and comprehensively resolves a conflict. This is a perspective that is anchored in 

the asymmetry of means that confront guerrillas, terrorists, and other insurgent-esque actors , 

and thus is a strategy frequently adopted by what the literature consistently refers to as the 

‘weak’ actor. As Taber famously wrote,  

The guerrilla, for his part, wishes to wear down his military opponent and will employ 

suitable tactics to that end, but his primary objective is political. It is to feed and fan 

the fires of revolution by his struggle, to raise the entire population against the regime, 

to discredit it, isolate it, wreck its credit, undermine its economy, over extend its 

resources, and cause its disintegration.47 

It is beyond the scope of this work to undertake a comprehensive analysis of the strategy or 

strategies of what Freedman refers to as “the underdogs, or at least those claiming to act on 

their behalf, who faced a large gap between desired ends and available means.”48 It is 

however necessary to articulate what is meant by strategic effect in the context of the above. 

As such, strategic effect is herein considered to be the capacity to achieve either or both 

substantial or enduring impacts on an adversary’s strategic decision making and/or on the 

 
exist a settled nonmenclature for this form of warfare. The importance of revolutionary warfare perspectives on 
the emergence of terrorism studies is addressed below. 
42 Vladimir Illyich Lenin, Selected Works, vol. 1 (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics: Progress Publishers, 
1976). 
43 Zedong Mao, On Guerrilla Warfare, trans. Samuel B. Griffith, Dover edition (Mineola: Dover Publications, 
2005). 
44 Che Guevara, Guerrilla Warfare (United States: BN Pub., 2007). 
45 Vo Nguyen Giap, People’s War, People’s Army: The Viet Cong In surrection Manual for under-Developed 
Countries. (N.Y., Praeger [1962, reprinted 1967). 
46 Thomas X. Hammes, The Sling and the Stone: On War in the 21st Century (St. Paul, MN: Zenith Press, 
2004), 2. 
47 Robert Taber, The War of the Flea: A Study of Guerilla Warfare Theory and Practice (Frogmore, St. Albans, 
Herts.: Paladin, 1977), 26. 
48 Lawrence Freedman, Strategy: A History, 1. iss. as an Oxford Univ. Press paperback (Oxford: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 2015), 248. 
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political dynamics that shape and inform those decision-making processes. This approach is 

reflected in the comments of Gray who notes that strategy’s purpose is “to generate the effect 

necessary to shift enemy behaviour from the path it was on.”49 He continues, and notes that 

“what we do, including what the enemy fears we may do, generates a composite compounded 

strategic performance that can shift the course of events, outcomes, hopefully in our 

favour.”50 

This can manifest, in terms of demonstrated effect, in a diversity of ways, including the 

launching of substantial counter measures, either offensive or defensive, in response to an act 

or campaign of terrorism. It is this coercive component, in this case provocation, that allows 

terrorism to be considered through a strategic lens, whereby the violence deployed is able to 

influence and coerce the strategic decision making of the target. Of the various articulations 

of these mechanisms, Thornton, writing in 1964, identified that  

another major use of agitational terror is the provocation of countermeasures by the 

incumbents…if the terrorists are effective – and especially if the incumbents perceive 

themselves to be in a crisis – it is almost inevitable that extraordinary repressive 

measures will be taken.51 

It is this type of substantial or enduring effects that the term strategic effect refers to in this 

dissertation. It should be noted that the focus here is not on articulating what those effects 

have been, neither generally or in each of the case studies, but to try and articulate how it is 

that can be achieved through terrorism. 

The Spectrum of Non-State Political Violence and Terrorism 

Before articulating the broader approach undertaken within this dissertation it is necessary to 

briefly provide some context in relation to two particular points of contention regarding the 

concept of terrorism, noting that as a subject of scholarly inquiry, and a phenomenon that is 

anchored in contentious political and social issues, there exists an expansive body of 

contested concepts within the more abstract and theoretically orientated body of literature. 

This section will firstly, briefly discuss the focus on non-state terrorism adopted herein, a 

 
49 Colin S. Gray, The Strategy Bridge: Theory for Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199579662.001.0001, 167. 
50 Gray, 168. 
51 Thomas Perry Thornton, ‘Terror as a Weapon of Political Agitation.’ In Internal War : Problems and 
Approaches (London: Free Press of Glencoe, 1964), 86-87. 
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practice largely in keeping with much of the orthodox terrorism studies literature, before 

providing a broader discussion of the spectrum of political violence in relation to the 

typologically proximate manifestations  of non-state or revolutionary violence that includes 

insurgency, guerrilla warfare, and terrorism.  These two points serve to clarify and justify the 

specific focus on a particular manifestation of the phenomena under consideration. 

 

As is detailed substantially in Chapter Two, terrorism studies, as a distinct concentration of 

scholarly research, and more specifically, the practices  of conceptual and categorical 

clarification within it, has its origins in the study of revolutionary warfare during the Cold 

War. It is this locus, within the analysis of insurgency, guerrilla warfare, and revolutionary 

warfare that has informed the prioritisation of non-state actors in the study of terrorism. 

Terrorism has, in the orthodox literature been almost exclusively concerned with the 

ideologies, strategies, tactics, and actors involved in non-state terrorism. This dissertation, 

while acknowledging for instance, the earlier work on what is referred to as ‘state terrorism,’ 

such as Western State Terrorism52 as well as the body of work that refers to itself as Critical 

Terrorism Studies, engages exclusively with non-state terrorism. This is not only as a result 

of the orthodoxy of the field in which the dissertation situates itself, but as a result of an 

effort to reflect the continuity embedded within this orthodoxy. The terrorism being analysed 

herein is contextualised by both the foundational and contemporary terrorism studies 

literature which has predominantly focused itself on non-state terrorism. This dissertation 

does not seek to assess the merits or otherwise of the concept of ‘state terrorism’ as it is well 

beyond the scope and orientation the question being addressed herein. 

 

The phenomenon of non-state terrorism which is the focus of this research also necessitates 

being contextualised within a broader spectrum of non-state violence. The post 2001 period 

producd a vastly expanded literature that focused on non-state violent actors that included a 

diversity of motivations, actor types, and objectives. This literature is perhaps best 

represented, and understood by the work of Max G. Manwaring, a Professor of Military 

Strategy at the Strategic Studies Institute at the U.S. Army War College. His trilogy of 

contemporary works53 both articulate a wide array of non-state threats from a strategic 

 
52 Alexander L. George, ed., Western State Terrorism (Cambridge: Polity Pr, 1991). 
53 Max G. Manwaring and Edwin G. Corr, Insurgency, Terrorism, and Crime: Shadows from the Past and 
Portents for the Future, International and Security Affairs Series, v. 5 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
2008); Max G. Manwaring, Gangs, Pseudo-Militaries, and Other Modern Mercenaries: New Dynamics in 
Uncomfortable Wars, International and Security Affairs Series, v. 6 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
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perspective, including groups as diverse as the Russian Nashi, Mexican criminal 

organisations, popular militias in Venezuela, as well as jihadist entities. Manwaring’s 

contribution to the broader literature on asymmetric conflict are immense, and in particular 

highlight the wide-ranging manifestations of the broader phenomenon. Importantly, 

Manwaring has been researching these issues continuously for decades, from a consistent 

perspective, albeit under the auspices of a dynamic nomenclature.54 Manwaring’s work is a 

useful point from which to begin a discussion of the broad spectrum of categories that 

constitute non-state violence and the dynamic nature of the literature on these issues. 

 

It is again beyond the scope of this research to provide a fulsome analysis of the vast 

literature that conceptualises and typologises non-state violence, however it is appropriate to 

articulate some of the parameters of this literature, and in particular to articulate the approach 

adopted herein. The conceptualisation of terrorism as an act of resistance  can be found in 

some of the earliest writings of political philosophy, a point that Lacquer makes when he 

notes that  

 

“Terrorism has always been justified as a means of resisting despotism and as such its 

origins are of course to be found in antiquity. Plato and Aristotle regarded as a 

deviation, a perversion, the worst form of government. Tyrannicides in ancient Greece 

were elevated to the rank of heroes.”55 

 

The anchoring of the conceptualisation of terrorism in the political philosophies of 

tyrannicide provides a vital anchor point for the conceptualisation of terrorism as a 

predominantly non-state phenomena, and as an act of what Freedman refers to in his 

extensive analysis of resistance strategies, as “strategy from below.”56 It is this 

conceptualisation that informs the idea that terrorism is understood as being ‘strategic 

cousins’ or as different manifestations of conceptually coherent phenomena. As a coherent 

set of activities, terrorism and its ‘cousins can be understood as similar yet distinct classes of 
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Regional Security (Boulder: Westview Press, 1991); Max G. Manwaring, ed., Gray Area Phenomena: 
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55 Walter Laqueur, Terrorism (Boston: Little, Brown, 1977). 
56 Freedman, Strategy, p. 246. 
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phenomenon. As Whelan has noted “ all forms of political violence (from low-level riots to 

communal violence, terrorism, and insurgencies), are all born out of a political grievance.”57 

 

While these commonalities are useful, it is equally necessary to distinguish between the 

various manifestations of non-state political violence. In the broader sense, Kalyvas provides 

an overview of the full spectrum of political violence, ranging from interstate war and 

genocide through to mass protest and rebellion, political assassination, and terrorism.58 It is 

necessary to identify that, drawing on this wider spectrum of political violence, that in certain 

circumstances, an entity that begins its existence as an organisation predominantly engaged in 

terrorism, can evolve into an organisation that constitutes something resembling an 

insurgency, that is engaged in terrorism and guerrilla warfare; and can subsequently evolve 

into an organisation that seeks to transition into something resembling a proto-state, but that 

continues, as it assesses there to be strategic utility in, to use terrorism as part of its repertoire 

of violence. The recent experiences of the Islamic State, discussed below, demonstrate how 

an organisation that is seeking to conceptualise itself as a state,59 and is engaged in forms of 

warfare that reflect conventional warfare practices,60 is simultaneously engaged in 

transnational terrorist practices, localised insurgent and guerrilla warfare practices,61 and 

engaged in an act of genocide.62 All these manifestations of political violence were able to be 

undertaken by a complex, multifaceted enterprise like Islamic State and reflects the realities 

of violent non-state actors and their multitudinal practices.  

 

Given the broad perspective taken in the three case studies, of the anarchist movement, the 

Palestinian liberation movement, and the jihadist movement, it is important to recognise that 

factions, sub-factions, and affiliated organisations or fellow travellers, as well as inspired 
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individuals, are able to participate in the various activities articulated above and both remain 

within the movement itself, and not preclude other activities being undertaken, either 

synchronously or a asynchronously.  

 

This dissertation actively avoids rigid categorisation of these phenomenon, or of the 

organisations that engage in any of them as being specifically defined by their actions alone. 

Doing so would place arbitrary and unrealistic parameters on enterprises that are 

fundamentally adaptive and dynamic, both as a function of effectiveness and necessity. 

Overview of Approach 

This dissertation seeks to provide explanatory insight into how terrorists can exercise 

disproportionate strategic effect on their adversaries in the absence of any conventional 

means. Miles and Huberman define what a conceptual framework is and identify its purpose 

and nature in stating, ‘a conceptual framework explains, either graphically or in narrative 

form, the main things to be studied—the key factors, constructs, or variables—and the 

presumed relationships among them. Frameworks can be rudimentary or elaborate, theory-

driven or commonsensical, descriptive or causal’.63 

As such, this dissertation proposes a framework that identifies the key mechanisms by which 

terrorism can achieve strategic effect and seeks to articulate and conceptualise the 

relationships between these mechanisms. The dissertation provides a framework that is then 

applied across multiple case studies, consisting of three paradigmatic terrorism campaigns. 

Demonstrating the explanatory utility of the conceptual framework against these case studies 

seeks to both evidence the merits of the framework and, additionally, evidence the enduring 

nature and strategic logic of terrorism. 

While this dissertation proposes that the framework has a level of generalisability, there are 

some inherent constraints on what can be extrapolated from the research undertaken herein. 

As with all social phenomena, a generalisable ‘theory’ of terrorism in the strict positivist 

sense is, for the most part, unachievable. The approach taken herein is anchored in an 

approach articulated by Buzan and Hansen, who noted in their influential The Evolution of 

International Security Studies that their five driving forces framework was: 
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a ‘theory’ in the European sense, where the term is used for something that 
organises a field systematically, structures questions and establishes a coherent and 
rigorous set of inter-related concepts and categories, but not in the dominant 
American positivist sense of the term (which requires cause-effect propositions).64 

With this caveat in mind, it is worthy of note that the framework proposed here reflects a start 

point for further development and refinement in progressing towards a more integrated 

understanding of the mechanisms by which terrorism, and other asymmetric strategies, can 

achieve disproportionate effects. Some elements necessarily are not captured by the 

framework, both to maximise its parsimoniousness and as a function of the limitations 

imposed by the dissertation. For instance, there is scope for further specific articulation of 

temporal dynamics as an additional overarching factor related to the framework. This would 

engage with the requirement of a terrorist entity to develop and refine their praxis over 

repeated operations, both failed and successful, often over an extended period of operational 

activity. The successful assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881, for instance, was the 

culmination of numerous attempts, both at assassinating the Tsar specifically and various 

other attacks on a diversity of targets. In addition, and as articulated in the anarchist case 

study, it required the iterative development of a public narrative that enabled the 1881 

success to be comprehended in the way Narodnaya Volya intended. This dissertation aims to 

provide an integrated framework that explains how terrorism can achieve strategic effect. 

However, in demonstrating the applicability of this framework across multiple cases, it also 

seeks to evidence an enduring nature to terrorism that causes strategic effect. In the broader 

sense, this dissertation will argue that the fundamentals of what Narodnaya Volya was doing 

in the mid to late 1800s are no different to what IS was doing in 2014. 

The framework proposes that in achieving strategic effect, terrorism necessarily depends on 

integrating three elements, each articulated below. The absence of one of these elements 

would undermine the capacity of terrorism to achieve strategic effect. The framework, which 

is more fully articulated in Chapter Three, draws on historical and contemporary strategic 

doctrine and philosophical considerations of terrorists, terrorist organisations and terrorist 

ideologues, as well as the existing scholarly terrorism studies literature. Working with Miles 

and Huberman’s definition of a conceptual framework, the below seeks to briefly explain, 

narratively and graphically, the key elements that enable terrorism to have strategic effect and 

articulate the necessary relationships between those elements. As with any phenomena in 
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international relations, or the political and social sciences, more broadly, context is 

paramount. Therefore, a working assumption of this framework is that its effectiveness is 

constrained by appropriate political, social and historical contexts. The framework seeks to 

identify the enduring nature of terrorism rather than the specific character of particular 

manifestations. The purpose of the historical and ideological diversity of the case studies is to 

test the explanatory power of the framework across a range of political, social and historical 

contexts. As such, the analysed case studies will be considered within their political, social 

and historical contexts. This is particularly important when considering phenomena that have 

political and ideological elements, as the resonance and receptivity of any target audiences to 

particular political and ideological propositions, either communicated overtly or embedded 

within communicative violence, are shaped and determined partly by historical context. 

Therefore, the generalisability of the framework is contingent on an appropriate political and 

ideological context being present. 

For instance, to effectively launch a campaign of terrorism informed by a Marxist ideological 

framework in a political, historical and social context within which Marxism is unlikely to 

gain any traction or sympathy. It does not address in any meaningful manner the grievances 

that may be present among the population that, even if only rhetorically, would be unlikely to 

achieve the kinds of successes that launching the said campaign in a more appropriate context 

may achieve. The framework’s three interlocking factors are: 

1. innovative forms of violence 

2. communicative and narrative dynamics 

3. emergent information and communication technologies. 

Each of these capabilities in and of themselves is insufficient to enable an otherwise 

relatively powerless terrorist entity to achieve strategic effect. Innovative violence alone will 

likely have little impact beyond the immediate targets of the violence. The framework 

proposes that only when these three capabilities are fully integrated, they create a dramatic 

amplification effect that enables a terrorist actor to exert disproportionate power within the 

context it seeks to operate, consequently achieving strategic effect against their adversaries. 

The three case studies considered in this research—anarchist terrorism in the late 1800s and 

early 1900s, Palestinian terrorism and Salafi-Jihadist terrorism—will seek to illustrate how, 

when all three factors are effectively integrated into the operational and strategic planning of 

a terrorist entity, it becomes possible to exert substantial strategic influence, even in the 
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absence of the achievement of overall, maximalist ultimate end states. In addition to the 

contextual elements of the framework, there is also necessarily a temporal component to the 

framework. In this sense, the framework seeks to identify the core aspects of terrorism while 

acknowledging there is necessarily a life cycle to a terrorism campaign and that time is an 

element of the aforementioned context. A terrorist entity must build, refine and reinforce its 

efforts over time rather than simply deploy violence in isolation of these considerations. This 

framework aspect will be refined, further articulated and incorporated throughout the 

research. 

Innovative Forms of Violence 

The innovative forms of the violence element in this framework seek to capture several 

interrelated ideas. The first is that the mere application of violence, in and of itself, is 

insufficient to achieve the objectives of a terrorist entity or campaign. The type of violence 

deployed needs to possess a degree of novelty or innovation that demands the attention of the 

various audiences it is designed to communicate with. Further, the framework also seeks to 

capture the need for innovation regarding the medium through which the violence will be 

communicated. These considerations are paramount in maximising the exploitative value of 

the violence and ensuring that it is witnessed by the desired audience(s). In its interaction 

with the other framework factors, the violence must have the communicative dynamics and 

exploitation of emergent information and communications technologies embedded within its 

design and deployment. Finally, this factor of the framework seeks to capture the purpose of 

the exercise of violence: to communicate that the members or sympathisers of the terrorist 

entity are so deeply committed to a cause in which they believe that they are not only 

prepared to either kill others for the cause or to die for the cause. Rather, due to the embedded 

ideological proposition, violence is legitimate and justified in pursuing their goals. The use of 

novel forms of violence enables terrorism campaigns to attract the attention required to 

ensure the ideological proposition is considered and incorporated into broader political and 

public discourse. The use of dynamite by anarchist terrorists, for instance, exploited the 

novelty and accessibility of a newly discovered destructive technology that in turn demanded 

media and public attention. The capacity to identify and refine novel manifestations of 

violence is a central component of terrorist planning and strategic thinking and a necessary 

condition for terrorism to achieve strategic consequences. 
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A terrorism campaign further contextualises these dynamics. An ongoing campaign of 

terrorism establishes the ideological context and communicates ideological motivations and 

justifications by reinforcing established narratives surrounding actions. For instance, the 

development of signature attacks that communicate the ideological justifications of violence 

through merely assumed affiliation with the entity responsible is a key consequence of the 

deployment of innovative forms of violence within the context of a strategically conceived 

terrorism campaign. For example, the current news practice regarding incidents of vehicular 

ramming tactics has resulted in an inversion of news coverage of benign motor vehicle 

incidents being reported as not terrorist-related.65 This is representative of the types of 

shorthand that can emerge in the context of a sustained campaign. 

It is important to note that innovation in this context is as much a reference to new 

mechanisms of violence as it is to a form of violence with which the target audience is not 

familiar. The work of Horwitz is instructive in understanding how terrorist entities innovate 

and adopt existing practices from within the broader terrorist violence universe.66 In this 

sense, the above example is instructive. Vehicular ramming was first recommended in the 

second edition of Inspire magazine, published in English by AQAP, and then in the third 

editions of Rumiyah magazine published by IS, and supported by a broader campaign on 

social media and encrypted chat platforms such as Telegram. The tactic has now evolved 

from its initial iteration, has been adopted by multiple Salafi-Jihadist entities, and has resulted 

in numerous jurisdictions adopting a range of policies and measures that seek to mitigate the 

threat of this tactic. While the deadliest incident took place in Nice, France, in October 2016, 

the tactic has now migrated beyond the exclusive preserve of Salafi-Jihadist terrorists. It is 

now increasingly deployed by extreme right-wing perpetrators.67 

If IS had only beheaded James Foley in the Syrian desert, absent the video recording and 

communicative considerations such as the orange jumpsuit that references and communicates 

Guantanamo Bay and the choice of the individual undertaking the violence as someone with a 

thick British accent, the video would have had less traction. In addition, failure to consider 
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the platform on which to rely for distribution would have diminished the capacity of the 

video to shape the decision-making of IS’ adversary. By using contextually innovative forms 

of violence such as beheading, the video demanded media coverage, translating into a need 

for a policy response. If one element of the framework is removed, the impact and, therefore, 

the strategic effect of the action are substantially diminished. Beheading an American 

journalist in the Syrian desert in isolation is insufficient. To achieve the desired objectives, it 

was necessary to achieve a convergence of the three elements in the framework. 

Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

The communicative factor in terrorist actions is well recognised within strategic doctrine and 

scholarly literature. Schmid argues forcefully, building on his earlier foundational work,68 

that ‘terrorism cannot be understood only in terms of violence. It has to be understood 

primarily in terms of propaganda. Violence and propaganda, however, have much in 

common. Violence aims at behaviour modification by coercion. Propaganda aims at the same 

by persuasion. Terrorism can be seen as a combination of the two’.69 

This factor of the framework draws more overtly and substantially on existing understandings 

of the communicative nature of terrorist actions. This topic is addressed extensively by 

authors such as Juergensmeyer, who highlight that terrorist violence is often ‘executed in a 

deliberately intense and vivid way’.70 This communicative consideration is essential to the 

design and deployment of effective terrorist actions and the achievement of strategic 

consequences. Schmid further argues, ‘each act of terrorism is performed with an eye to 

sending a specific (set of) message(s) to impress or influence specific audiences in one way 

or another’.71 

In constructing each act of terrorism or sustained terrorist campaign, a terrorist entity must 

necessarily consider not only the most effective and contextually appropriate violent measure 

but also how this violence, in its tactical design or targeting decision, communicates the 

elements of the ideological message they wish to convey and the audience(s) to whom they 

wish to convey this. In this process, all elements of the framework must be incorporated. In 
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addition to the utilisation of innovative forms of violence and the exploitation of the 

appropriate information and communications technologies, the communicative dynamics are 

necessary for terrorism to be capable of strategic consequence. The communicative dynamics 

are arguably at the centre of this consideration as failure to appreciate the propagandistic 

purpose of terrorist violence will diminish the capacity of the terrorism to have its desired 

effect. 

In addition to scholarly insight into the role of violent communication, it is necessary to 

recognise that anarchist theorists and terrorists of the late 1800s and early 1900s were the 

progenitors of the idea of communicative violence in its doctrinal form. Their 

conceptualisation of the ‘propaganda by the deed’ is broadly recognised as the foundation of 

modern terrorism. While the specific origin of the phrase is variously attributed to a range of 

activists and political theorists,72 Mikhail Bakunin is one of the most influential on the 

broader phase of anarchist terrorism. In 1870, in his Letters to a Frenchman on the Present 

Crisis, he stated, ‘from this very moment we must spread our principles, not with words but 

with deeds, for this is the most popular, the most potent, and the most irresistible form of 

propaganda’.73 

It is this idea, one that has been at the core of modern terrorism either implicitly or explicitly 

for over a century, that the framework seeks to capture, and in particular, the element related 

to the communicative dynamics of terrorist actions. Further, this communicative dynamic of 

violence, or instrumentality, distinguishes terrorism from other forms of ‘conventional 

crime’. The willingness to exploit fatal violence, or the potentiality of future violence, to 

communicate an ideological message is a key element of the overall exercise being 

undertaken in a terrorist action. Understanding the willingness of terrorists and terrorist 

entities to exploit violence for communicative purposes is assisted by an appreciation of the 

comments of Mohammed Oudeh, formerly known by his nomme de guerre, Abu Daoud, the 

Black September terrorist who masterminded the terrorist attacks on the Munich Olympics in 

1972. In reference to the Munich attack, which left 17 people dead, he is quoted as stating: 

‘before Munich, we were simply terrorists. After Munich, at least people started asking, 
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“Who are these terrorists? What do they want”? Before Munich, nobody had the slightest 

idea about Palestine’.74 

In a similar demonstration of the framework’s interlocking components, the Munich attack 

effectively achieved the convergence of the key elements of the framework: utilising an 

innovative form of violence; embedding communicative dynamics into the violence through 

the targeting of Israeli athletes and, by extension, the broadcasting of an ideological position; 

as well as effectively exploiting the dominant information and communications platform of 

the period. In the broader target selection of the Olympic Games, as opposed to the specific 

target of Israeli athletes, the operatives maximised overall exploitation and contributed 

substantially to the overall Palestinian terrorism and resistance project. 

Emergent Information and Communications Technologies 

The exploitation of emergent information and communications technologies is the final 

element of the framework developed in this dissertation. The A Message to America 

beheading video discussed in the introduction demonstrates the importance of platform and 

medium selection to achieve strategic effect from terrorism. Initially, the brief video was 

distributed via the Diaspora social networking service and then uploaded to YouTube and 

other video hosting sites.75 This video achieved extensive exposure through direct access by 

supporters and sympathisers of IS in the online environment and extensive rebroadcasting via 

mass media outlets. The video’s role in influencing the decision of the US Government, and 

ultimately, its coalition partners, to engage militarily with IS and other actors in the Syrian 

and Iraq theatres is difficult to overstate. Creating political conditions that provoke an 

adversary into engagement is a key outcome for a terrorist entity. 

A useful starting point and a significant influence on understanding the conceptualisation of 

technology used here is the substantive treatment of technology and war authored by van 

Creveld. In the introduction to his discussion of the central role of technology in war, he 

forcefully articulates the centrality of technology in not only the prosecution of war but in 

shaping the very decision-making processes that lead to, undertake and potentially resolve 

war. His insights are worth quoting at length: 
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war is completely permeated by technology and governed by it. The causes that lead 
to wars, and the goals for which they are fought; the blows with which campaigns 
open, and the victories with which they (sometimes) end; the relationship between 
the armed forces and the societies that they serve; planning, preparation, execution, 
and evaluation; operations and intelligence and organization and supply; objectives 
and methods and capabilities and missions; command and leadership and strategy 
and tactics; even the very conceptual frameworks employed by our brains in order 
to think about war and its conduct—not one of these is immune to the impact that 
technology has had and does have and always will have.76 

This broader conceptualisation of technology is used here, rather than a narrow focus on 

hardware alone. The information and communications technology factor of the conceptual 

framework is important in its capacity to determine the effectiveness or otherwise of terrorist 

actions and terrorist campaigns. The capacity to obtain ‘cut through’ and effectively demand 

coverage and consumption by the various audiences being targeted is contingent on the use of 

innovative forms of violence and on ‘designing in’ communicative considerations to the 

violence undertaken. In doing so, exploiting emergent information and communications 

technologies and their broader cultural implications. 

In maximising the exploitative opportunities that properly constituted terrorist violence 

presents, it is further necessary to consider the information and communications technologies 

available and the specific information and communications technology most frequently and 

easily accessed by the target audiences. This will also shape the type of violence engaged in, 

as the medium will permit various forms of media to be used, in turn determining whether 

video, photography or textual descriptions will be how the violence is conveyed to and 

consumed by target audiences. This will contribute to determining the specific type of 

violence engaged in. 

The following chapter contextualises this dissertation within the terrorism studies literature. It 

provides a brief historical overview of the field’s development, before articulating three 

fundamental sub-fields of literature from which have been especially important on the ideas 

developed within this document. 
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Chapter Two: Situating the Research 

This chapter provides an overview of the extant terrorism studies literature pertaining to the 

research being undertaken herein. In doing so, it approaches the literature from two distinct 

yet complementary perspectives. First, a brief reflection on the emergence and consolidation 

of terrorism studies as a distinct field of scholarly inquiry is undertaken, with a particular 

emphasis on the origins of the field in the study of revolutionary warfare, and how this 

literature shaped key perspectives of the foundational work undertaken in the field. Second, 

the contemporary terrorism studies literature is reviewed, emphasising three subfields with 

specific relevance to this dissertation, namely the literature on terrorism and strategy, 

terrorism and communication, and terrorism and innovation. The conceptual framework 

derives from this literature and the primary source doctrinal literature of terrorist ideologues, 

strategists and philosophers. 

As with any research undertaking, it is necessary to situate the development of new analysis 

within the existing body of scholarly literature. This serves to provide recognition of the 

intellectual providence of the ideas that inform the contemporary analysis and recognise the 

contributions of previous scholars within the field and tangential to the field. This research is 

situated within the field of orthodox terrorism studies. While the field is still emerging, the 

post-9/11 period has evidenced a substantial expansion in the relevant literature. This period 

has witnessed a substantial quantitative expansion in the volume of terrorism studies 

literature and concomitant maturing of the field, evidenced by numerous artifacts of 

scholarship that have reflected, both positively and negatively, on the field itself and the 

challenges that are inherent to terrorism studies research. Landmark contributions such as the 

Handbook of Terrorism Research77 and Research on Terrorism78 evidenced an increasingly 

self-aware, considered and mature field of scholarly activity that seeks to engage with and 

address those areas where the field can be legitimately critiqued. Terrorism studies as a field 

have demonstrated an increasing willingness to undertake substantial internal critique and 

reflection, evidenced by the forceful articulation advanced by Sageman.79 He identified 

structural issues such as inconsistent funding arrangements and how this impacted terrorism 

research and undermined its appeal as a full-time field of research. Sageman further identifies 
 

77 Schmid, Jongman and Price, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism. 
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79 Marc Sageman, ‘The Stagnation in Terrorism Research’, Terrorism and Political Violence 26, no. 4 
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a key component of the nature of terrorism studies that is relevant to this research, stating, ‘by 

its nature, the study of terrorism is multidisciplinary, inviting the insights of psychologists, 

sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists, historians, economists, engineers, and 

computer scientists’.80 

The field’s multidisciplinary nature informs, in part, the approach developed in this research 

and literature review. As such, a conceptual framework will be developed, drawing 

substantially on the existing literature across three distinct but related subsets of the 

‘multidisciplinary’ terrorism studies literature. The intent here is to produce a conceptual 

framework that, in addition to identifying and testing the strategic logic of terrorism, also 

reflects an integrated approach to the existing literature and recognises that while the field is 

multidisciplinary, there are more commonalities across the literature than fundamental 

distinctions. This review identifies three distinct subfields: the literature focused on terrorism 

and strategy, terrorism and communications and terrorism and innovation. It identifies a lack 

of integrated analysis across these three subfields as a distinct gap within the literature. The 

analysis undertaken herein, and the conceptual framework articulated in the following chapter 

draw significantly on these three subfields of literature. It identifies the benefits of developing 

a conceptual framework that draws these approaches together and seeks to provide an 

integrated perspective of the phenomena that applies equal weight to each of these 

approaches. In developing and proposing a conceptual framework anchored within the 

existing literature, the framework reflects the existing body of understanding relevant to the 

area of focus. 

 
80 Sageman, ‘Stagnation in Terrorism Research’, 569. 
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Figure 1: Subfields of terrorism studies 

Part of the purpose of this literature review is to highlight that while there has been 

substantial insight provided by the three bodies of scholarship identified here, there remains 

an opportunity for an analysis that integrates the assumptions and findings of these subfields 

of terrorism studies. By fusing the ideas and insights provided by the literature on terrorism 

and strategy, terrorism and communication, and terrorism and innovation, the conceptual 

framework will evidence the enduring nature of terrorism as a phenomenon and how it can 

maximise strategic effect against its adversary. This literature review provides the foundation 

upon which the conceptual framework draws. In doing so, it explicitly recognises the 

substantial scholarship that has contributed to the development of terrorism studies since its 

beginnings as a dedicated area of scholarly inquiry in the early 1970s. 

A Brief History of Terrorism Studies 

Terrorism studies as a field have been shaped significantly by two major events. The impact 

of 9/11 has been identified above; however, as Stampnitzky81 has identified, the 1972 attacks 

in Munich played a substantial role in the first substantial formalisation and expansion of the 

field. In the aftermath of the Munich attacks, governments expanded their policy remit 

regarding terrorism. In turn, they began to provide demand for scholarly research focused on 

terrorism. This initial body of work, dominated by scholars such as John Bowyer Bell, 

remained anchored within the broader body of work oriented towards the study of guerrilla 

warfare. This was reflective of the orientation of counterterrorism at the time, with terrorism 
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throughout the decade being overwhelmingly contextualised by the ‘New Left’ wave.82 The 

‘New Left’ wave was animated by a transnationally unifying framework of Third Worldist 

revolutionary ideology, which enabled groups as disparate as the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA), the Baader Meinhoff Group, the Japanese Red Army and the various factions of the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) to find a degree of common cause. Importantly, 

this period of increased scholarly activity also witnessed a shift in the semantic and 

conceptual orientation of the field, as the language of insurgency and counterinsurgency 

began to be supplanted by both a policy and scholarly focus towards terrorism and 

counterterrorism. In 1972, RAND Corporation established its first research concentration on 

terrorism,83 shifting from programs focused on insurgency and counterinsurgency or the 

broader phenomena of low-intensity conflict and guerrilla warfare. This transitional period in 

the scholarly literature reflected the changing dynamics of terrorist activity, with terrorism 

becoming a prominent and increasingly central aspect of revolutionary warfare and an 

increasingly prominent aspect of national and international security. With the emergence of 

substantial terrorist activity within Western jurisdictions and what Hoffman refers to as 

‘international terrorism’,84 the field began to coalesce as a distinct body of scholarly inquiry. 

The transition from literature on insurgency and counterinsurgency to scholarship focused on 

terrorism and counterterrorism involved substantial conceptual and authorship overlap. Some 

of the earliest recognised contributions remained anchored in perspectives related to 

revolutionary warfare and insurgency, and titles like Bowyer Bell’s On Revolt: Strategies of 

National Liberation,85 The Myth of the Guerrilla86 as well as Moss’s Urban Guerrillas87 are 

all equally informed by the legacies of insurgency-oriented perspectives as they are by 

discrete terrorism considerations. By the late 1970s, with the end of the Vietnam War and the 

perception that counterinsurgency had failed, terrorism had become the dominant frame to 

understand and analyse the cluster of problems associated with low-intensity conflict. By 

1978, Bell himself commented, in a review of Laqueur’s newly released Guerrilla: A 

Historical and Critical Study: 

 
82 David C. Rapoport, ‘The Four Waves of Modern Terrorism’, in John Horgan and Kurt Braddock, Terrorism 
Studies: A Reader (London: Taylor & Francis, 2009). 
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85 J. Bowyer Bell, On Revolt: Strategies of National Liberation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1975). 
86 J. Bowyer Bell, The Myth of the Guerrilla: Revolutionary Theory and Malpractice, 1st ed. (New York, NY: 
Knopf, 1971). 
87 Robert Moss, Urban Guerrillas: The New Face of Political Violence (London: Maurice Temple Smith, 1972). 
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Guerillas [sic], as the knowledgeable and ambitious academics know, are not 
‘trendy’—the rage is terrorism, just as in matters of political violence it once was 
anti-insurgency, or assassination, or riots … memory seems to indicate that the 
desks of scholars and policymakers, not to mention the shelves of bookstores and 
libraries, have, until recently, groaned under linear feet out of various guerilla 
workshops: the cut-and-paste of SORO, the enthusiasm a la Green Beret, the 
hagiography of the New Left, the ‘how-I-won’ by Grivas, Guevara, and Giap, or by 
their opposite numbers, Sir Frank Kitson, out of Kenya and into Low Intensity 
Warfare, or Sir Robert Thompson out of Malaya into countering communist 
insurgencies worldwide. Then came the theorists and anti-theorists, the myth 
makers and destroyers, at the end, the autopsies. When the guerilla industry ran dry, 
the terrorists surfaced at Lod and Munich and Khartoum, giving a new facet of 
political violence for the next eager analytical wave.88 

Bell recognised the immense scholarly contribution of Guerrilla: A Historical and Critical 

Study89 and its companion The Guerrilla Reader90 in the balance of his review. Ultimately 

these and the complementary terrorism-focused texts by Laqueur provided the seminal 

scholarly foundations for the broader field and terrorism studies specifically. In conjunction 

with the companion texts, Terrorism91 and Terrorism: A Reader,92 Laqueur evidenced the 

enduring nature of both guerrilla warfare and terrorism and most significantly provided a 

compendium of otherwise-overlooked or unconsidered primary source material, with a 

particular focus on the philosophical, strategic and doctrinal work of those ideologues and 

intellectuals who had advocated and endorsed the use of terrorism and guerrilla warfare over 

centuries. The Terrorism Reader, in particular, enabled subsequent scholars to access 

numerous obscure or otherwise-unavailable primary source works by influential actors like 

German anarchists Johann Most and Karl Heinzen in developing a terrorist doctrine. The text 

also anchored the concept of terrorism within a broader framework of intellectual and 

philosophical considerations that included concepts such as tyrannicide and assassination. 

The influence that Laqueur had on the development of terrorism studies is difficult to 

overstate. At the time of his ninetieth birthday, the contemporary denizen of the terrorism 

studies field, Professor Bruce Hoffman, wrote, in his capacity as editor of Studies in Conflict 

& Terrorism, a leading journal in the field: 
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Scholars today researching and writing on terrorism and guerrilla warfare face a 
daunting challenge. Walter Laqueur. While it would be fatuous to state that Walter 
has said or written every thing that there is to say or write about either of those two 
phenomena, such a claim is not entirely inaccurate…Walter has indefatigably shed 
new light on both subjects while simultaneously dismembering the conventional 
wisdom and dismantling the latest, vogueish, but substance-less, methodological 
fads. He has systematically demolished myths and corrected popular 
misconceptions. In doing so, Walter has laid claim to having the first or final 
word—and often both—throughout his long and intellectually luxurious career.93 

The Strategic Literature 

The field of terrorism studies and the dominance of the strategic approach referred to earlier 

were heavily influenced by the field’s origins, both within the study of insurgency and 

counterinsurgency, while also having rooted a broader analytical perspective anchored in the 

study of revolutionary warfare. Through its evolution from a field that conceived of terrorism 

as a means of prosecuting war, albeit a distinct and unconventional one, underlying 

assumptions regarding the rationality of the actors involved, of a strategic purpose to the 

actions, and the assumption of strategic end states, shaped the earliest scholarly approaches to 

terrorism. These assumptions are clearly manifested across the body of preliminary output 

focused on terrorism as a discrete phenomenon. As early as 1976, Hackett stated, ‘terroristic 

aggression is not just a symptom, a directionless explosion to relieve intolerable tension; 

rather, it is a calculated strategy (emphasis added) that uses psychological means 

(psychoterror) to reach its goals brutally and effectively’.94 

In his 1977 treatment of the subject, Laqueur himself refers to terrorism as ‘not an ideology, 

but an insurrectional strategy’.95 Wilkinson stated the same year, ‘strategic theories of terror 

as a psychological weapon assume a logic and symmetry in the rationale of the terrorist’.96 

Evidence of the ubiquity of this approach and the assumption of strategic considerations is 

most evident in Jenkins’s 1974 report entitled International Terrorism: A New Kind of 

Warfare. He unequivocally states, ‘international terrorism represents a new kind of warfare. 

It is warfare without territory, waged without armies as we know them. It is warfare that is 
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not limited territorially; sporadic ‘battles’ may take place worldwide. It is warfare without 

neutrals, and with few or no civilian innocent bystanders’.97 

The enduring influence of the early scholarship and the revolutionary warfare perspective has 

served to ensure terrorism has been and continues to be researched and understood through a 

predominantly strategic lens. This approach and the concomitant literature are central to the 

approach undertaken herein and inform the effort to identify an enduring strategic logic that 

informs terrorism as a phenomenon. 

While there is little doubt, at least within the terrorism studies field, that the early work of 

Laqueur, and contemporaries like Bell, provided the foundations upon which terrorism 

studies was built, it is the work of the second generation of scholars that engaged in crucial 

and highly influential conceptual scholarship that built on these early works and provided the 

beginnings of what is now understood as terrorism studies. While Laqueur and Bell 

transcended this generational shift and continued to contribute substantially to the field over 

their esteemed careers, scholars such the late Paul Wilkinson, Alex Schmid, Martha 

Crenshaw, Brian Jenkins and Bruce Hoffman, beginning in the mid-1970s, are considered 

largely responsible for the coalescence of what we now understand as terrorism studies and 

for reinforcing the perspectives identified above. 

Wilkinson’s work, particularly his Terrorism Versus Liberal Democracy,98 was enormously 

influential in shaping the parameters of the field. Now in its third edition,99 it is regularly 

relied on as a core text in terrorism-focused tertiary education programs. Importantly, from its 

earliest iterations, Wilkinson’s work sought to anchor analysis of terrorism within a paradigm 

of an understanding of broader liberal democratic values, the broader political philosophy on 

the concept of the state and acknowledging the limits of a liberal society’s capacity to counter 

terrorism. In language that continues to resonate more than 40 years later, Wilkinson wrote 

that ‘part of the price of a liberal society is that some individuals may begin to use their 

liberties to plot to radically change or destroy the state by means of violence’.100 
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These deeper philosophical considerations were essential in developing a preliminary 

understanding of the less tangible impacts that terrorism can achieve, rather than an analysis 

that essentialises the violence and assesses impact solely by reference to physical and 

measurable consequences. Wilkinson’s contributions to preliminary conceptualisations of 

terrorism and the development of a preliminary typology101 were integral to developing the 

field and evidencing and reinforcing the rational choice–informed strategic perspective. His 

1977 work successfully articulates an analysis of terrorist strategy wherein he highlights the 

need to distinguish between the broader ‘long-term political objectives and strategies and 

their military strategies’.102 These approaches, and the body of exclusively terrorism-focused 

research that it reflects, formed the underpinning basis of much of the subsequent literature. 

Crenshaw provided equally influential preliminary conceptualisations in her 1972 article ‘The 

Concept of Revolutionary Terrorism’ during this same period.103 She identifies the absence 

of a sufficient conceptualisation of the phenomena within the then-nascent literature. Her 

efforts to address this, across several key contributions, remain both highly influential and 

equally relevant to the field today. Crenshaw’s contribution to the field is difficult to 

overstate, and the enduring influence of her work is reflected in numerous more 

contemporary efforts to analyse and understand terrorist strategy generally. This is witnessed 

both explicitly and implicitly in a dedicated analysis of the strategies of specific organisations 

or movements. Reflecting the conceptualisations of her contemporaries, Crenshaw argued 

that revolutionary terrorism ‘is a part of insurgent strategy in the context of internal warfare 

or revolution: the attempt to seize political power from the established regime of a state, if 

successful causing fundamental political and social change’.104 

Over the course of a series of highly influential contributions, Crenshaw further refined the 

field’s understanding of terrorism. This body of work plays a central role in informing the 

field itself and the body of strategically oriented work that this analysis draws on. Her 1981 

Causes of Terrorism105 further articulated the underlying rational choice basis for analysing 
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terrorism. The author explicitly refers to terrorism as ‘a form of political behaviour resulting 

from the deliberate choice of a basically rational actor, a terrorist organisation’.106 

Of most explicit influence on this analysis is her 1990 chapter ‘The Logic of Terrorism: 

Terrorism as the Product of Strategic Choice’.107 In this landmark work, Crenshaw adroitly 

explained numerous underlying drivers of the turn to terrorism, such as the frustrations 

associated with the failure of more conventional methods of political agitation, the inability 

or unwillingness to mobilise broad-based support and, at least in conditions of authoritarian 

governance, the belief that sympathisers are unwilling to express support for the cause due to 

concerns of the repressive abilities of the state apparatus. Crenshaw articulated the strategic 

advantages of terrorism, stating, ‘terrorism has an extremely useful agenda-setting function. 

If the reasons behind violence are skilfully articulated, terrorism can put the issue of political 

change on the public agenda’.108 This identification of the inherently communicative nature 

of terrorism is crucial to a comprehensive understanding of the means by which the strategic 

objectives of terrorism can be achieved, or at least how terrorist organisations seek them. 

Further insights contained in this article, including that ‘terrorist activity considered in its 

entirety shows a fundamental unity of purpose and conception,’109 further reinforced the 

depth of insight in her work and its direct relevance and influence on the research undertaken 

herein. The analysis undertaken here seeks to identify and articulate this ‘fundamental unity 

of purpose and conception’ through developing a conceptual framework that models and 

explains the enduring strategic logic of terrorism across multiple historical manifestations of 

the phenomena. Crenshaw reiterated the notion of an enduring continuity with regards to the 

nature of terrorism when she states in her 2009 discussion of the debate between ‘old 

terrorism’ and ‘new terrorism’, ‘today’s terrorism is not a fundamentally or qualitatively new 

phenomenon but grounded in an evolving historical context … and the differences are of 

degree rather than kind’.110 

The period between Crenshaw’s ‘Logic of Terrorism’ and the events of 9/11 saw only limited 

scholarly work on terrorism generally, particularly on terrorism from an explicitly strategic 
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perspective or on the specific strategies of terrorist organisations. Of the minimal body of 

strategically oriented literature produced during this period, Merari’s work is the most 

substantive and influential both generally and regarding this analysis. Terrorism as a Strategy 

of Insurgency111 provided a clear overview of the delineations between the various forms of 

asymmetric struggle and, having argued that terrorism constitutes a unique and discernible 

manifestation of asymmetric struggle, emphasised the structural determinants of the strategies 

adopted by terrorists. Of most direct relevance to the analysis developed here, Merari states, 

‘it is possible to discern several strategic ideas that terrorists have held as the cardinal 

practical concept of their struggle’.112 The author identified propaganda by the deed, 

intimidation, provocation, a strategy of chaos and attrition113 as the primary strategies that 

terrorists have deployed to achieve impacts upon their adversaries. Merari recognises that 

these strategies have not necessarily achieved the ultimate strategic outcomes their 

practitioners may have sought. Rather, they are the strategies assessed as the most effective 

means to prosecute their case. Merari’s contribution builds on the previous conceptual 

foundations of the strategic approach and expands substantially the field’s understanding of 

how terrorist organisations seek their identified ends. 

Merari’s work was reflected in the later work of Kydd and Walter.114 Their 2006 

International Security article provided additional clarity concerning efforts to understand 

terrorist strategies in the more generalised sense, as distinct from analysing the specific 

strategies of discrete organisations or specific ideological movements. The article articulates 

a five-point typology of strategies utilised by terrorists, namely attrition, intimidation, 

provocation, spoiling and outbidding115 and provides additional insights regarding what 

circumstances have enabled these strategies to be successful. Kydd and Walter also 

emphasised the effectiveness of terrorism as part of the calculus of those organisations that 

embrace the practice. The opening sentence of the article asserts, ‘terrorism often works. 

Extremist organizations such as al-Qaida, Hamas, and the Tamil Tigers engage in terrorism 

because it frequently delivers the desired response’.116 The authors subsequently cite, among 
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other examples, the US withdrawal of troops in the aftermath of the Beirut bombings of 1983 

and the US withdrawal of troops from Saudi Arabia in 2003. Merari’s work, and 

subsequently, Kydd and Walter’s, provided sophisticated and in-depth considerations of the 

types of strategies that terrorist organisations deploy and provided further insights into the 

contexts in which these strategies may be adopted and in which they might be effective. 

The broader absence of sustained engagement with the topic was subsequently redressed in 

the post 9/11 period with an expanding body of literature on the topic, albeit overwhelmingly 

focused on the strategies used by jihadist organisations, particularly of al-Qaeda.117 Over 

time, the strategically oriented literature incorporated various focus areas, including IS118 

specific operations119 and analysis of specific strategists120 and their strategies. In addition, 

and as a function of collecting and declassifying primary source materials, a small but 

influential body of work was produced that sought to introduce the concept of jihadi strategic 

studies.121 This body of literature provided an analysis of the key strategic products of a small 

cohort of secularly oriented, pragmatic strategists from within the jihadist milieu. This body 

of literature has contributed significantly to the field’s understanding of jihadist strategic 

thought and understanding terrorist strategies more generally. Important collections of 

primary source material were published during this period, which increasingly evidenced 

strategic considerations within jihadist organisations and included books like The Canons of 

Jihad122 and others123 and the Harmony Program documents translated and published by the 
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Combatting Terrorism Center at Westpoint.124 These works further evidenced the validity of 

the strategic approach to understanding terrorism by providing a body of specific strategic 

thought authored and, in many cases, adopted by terrorist organisations. 

Of this contemporary literature, Ryan’s Decoding al-Qaeda’s Strategy125 and his later 

monograph, ISIS: The Terrorist Group That Would Be a State,126 emphasise the continuity 

between traditional revolutionary warfare theory and jihadist strategic thought. While 

remaining focused on jihadist conceptualisations of strategy, these works emphasise the 

influence and presence of explicit references to Mao, Guevara and Giáp in the core strategic 

documents and thinking of the jihadist movement and al-Qaeda (AQ) and IS specifically. 

These works reinforce the continuity among asymmetric actors regardless of their ideological 

affinity, historical context or available technologies. They further support the proposition that 

terrorism retains an enduring nature while exhibiting a changing character and subsequently 

reinforce the proposition tested within this research. 

Any analysis of the post-9/11 contributions that had a significant impact on the field of 

terrorism studies, and especially on the understanding of the strategies associated with 

terrorism, would be incomplete if it did not recognise Robert Pape’s ‘Strategic Logic of 

Suicide Terrorism’.127 Pape not only emphasised the strategic calculus that informed suicide 

operations. He also argued that in multiple circumstances, this strategy has been 

successful.128 His original article and subsequent book-length treatment of the topic was an 

important contribution in countering the dominant public and political discourse associated 

with terrorism in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, which had emphasised the ‘evil’ nature of 

those responsible and frequently asserted that for operatives to undertake suicide missions, 

they must have been ‘brainwashed’ or suffering from significant mental health issues. Pape’s 

work played an essential role in reasserting the rational choice perspective to understanding 
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the decision-making processes of terrorist organisations and their broader strategic calculus in 

this regard. 

Over the post-9/11 period, there were also several important contributions to the literature 

from outside the discrete field of terrorism studies. Of particular significance to the broader 

understanding of asymmetric strategies undertaken by the wider category of actors, including 

guerrillas and insurgents, are a cluster of authors who sought to explain asymmetric 

strategies. Beginning with the work of Hammes,129 this literature130 sought to contextualise 

the terrorist activity of the post-9/11 period as either part of a broader global insurgency131 or 

to counter the essentialisation of terrorism and recast the behaviour as insurgent or 

asymmetric. This literature retains an inherently strategic perspective and provides an 

outstanding contribution to the appreciation of how asymmetrically weak actors can achieve 

effect. While not directly contributing to the specific terrorism studies literature, these works 

have contributed enormously to the development of the field more generally. 

This body of strategically orientated literature has been a centrepiece of the terrorism studies 

field in its embryonic period and throughout its maturation to beyond the events of 9/11. The 

strategic approach remains a crucial element of what has subsequently become a more 

diverse body of literature, entailing diverse approaches beyond the strictly strategic, including 

what Chenoweth and Moore typologised as the organisational, psychological, ideological, 

structural and critical approaches.132 While the preliminary focus of this assessment of the 

literature has focused on the strategic approach, and the analysis undertaken herein is 

overwhelmingly informed by this approach, it is equally important to recognise that each of 

the approaches referred to above has contributed to the broader development and refinement 

of the field. With this consideration in mind, it is appropriate to recognise the other bodies of 

literature that contribute to the research undertaken here. The literature on terrorism and 

communication and terrorism and innovation informs the conceptual framework articulated in 

the following chapter to an extent equal to the strategic literature highlighted above. These 
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bodies of literature will be addressed below, articulating the second and third set of 

conceptual parameters that shape the conceptual framework developed below and the broader 

approach of this research. 

Terrorism and Communication 

The literature on terrorism and communication has experienced a similar expansion as has the 

strategic literature. However, this body of literature has been shaped substantially by the 

litany of analysis that has emerged from the IS phenomenon, particularly their Western-

oriented social media campaigns. This phenomenon produced a vast body of analysis that 

focused on either how the information campaign of IS was prosecuted, the nature of the 

content of their output or the narratives and messaging contained within those outputs. The IS 

phenomenon, especially its exploitation of social media, produced a litany of specific 

analyses, informed substantially by the readily accessible data that the social media platforms 

enabled. The analysis of terrorism from a communications perspective or the analysis of the 

communicative dynamic of terrorism was a component of the terrorism studies field well 

before the emergence of IS. Any analysis of this body of literature necessarily must start with 

Schmid and De Graaf’s classic contribution, Violence as Communication.133 

Schmid and De Graaf’s work was one of the first scholarly contributions that analysed 

terrorism from an explicit communications perspective. As with many texts focused on 

terrorism, Violence as Communication opens with an erudition of the beginnings of modern 

terrorism and reflects on the emergence of two key technologies, namely the discovery of 

dynamite and the introduction of the rotary printing press in 1848. The authors reflect an 

analysis of the emergence of anarchist terrorism in Russia in the mid to late 1800s and the 

concomitant ‘communication revolution’,134 an analytical focal point reflected in multiple 

historical works135 and Rapoport’s foreword to Jensen’s seminal work on anarchist terrorism, 

stating: 

Critical changes in communication pattern provided the publicity those small 
groups needed for their violent acts, which they described as ‘propaganda of the 
deed’. The transatlantic cable telegraph enabled the new daily newspapers with 
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mass circulations to report events throughout the world in a day. Mass rail 
transportation networks were available enabling extensive emigrations from poor 
countries to others, creating diaspora communities very interested in the politics in 
both their old and new homes. The technological circumstances essential for small 
groups to become so important grew more favorable over time, encouraging similar 
sized groups with their own political objectives to become terrorists in different 
eras.136 

While this analysis is informed particularly strongly by the theoretical and doctrinal 

statements of early anarchist revolutionaries and terrorists, it is equally reflective of the 

centrality of communication and propaganda to terrorism itself. A central purpose of 

terrorism is to ensure that otherwise-ignored political or ideological agendas are asserted as 

forcefully and communicated as broadly as possible. Of the more enduring statements 

articulated by a terrorism scholar, the words of Brian Jenkins have remained at the 

centrepiece of understanding terrorist violence. In 1974, he famously wrote: 

Terrorist attacks are often carefully choreographed to attract the attention of the 
electronic media and the international press. Holding hostages increases the drama. 
If certain demands are not satisfied, the hostages may be killed. The hostages 
themselves often mean nothing to the terrorists. Terrorism is aimed at the people 
watching, not at the actual victims. Terrorism is theater.137 

This critical insight is reflected in the lengthy treatment that Schmid and De Graaf provided, 

explaining the co-dependent dynamic between the media and terrorism. Similar themes were 

considered by Weimann and Winn138 in their chapter, ‘The Terrorist Act as a Media Event’, 

where they utilised a communications framework to evidence the media-centric character of 

terrorism. 

While this approach to analysing terrorism did not receive the level of focus that the strategic 

perspective did, at least not explicitly,139 it remained a consistent, if not prioritised, aspect of 

terrorism literature. This is not to suggest that substantial contributions were not authored, 

with analysts such as Crelinsten140 providing substantial contributions, with a particular focus 
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on the impacts and role of television media. As with much terrorism scholarship, the 

immediate has tended to be the overwhelming focus of analysis. Thus, much of the 

communications-orientated literature through the 1980s and 1990s was positioned towards 

understanding the impacts of television media specifically and, more broadly, the impact of 

changing media structures and technologies. 

Analysis of television media’s role in terrorism and the changing nature of television media 

was a recurring theme within terrorism and communications before and beyond the events of 

9/11 and endured as the role of the internet began to inform scholarly analysis. One of the 

most consistent contributors to the communications and terrorism literature has been Nacos, 

who has provided critical consistency and grounding to the field over multiple books, many 

in second and third editions, and in influential article contributions. In addition to providing 

core reference material on understanding the terrorist calculation regarding the media 

generally141 and the role of the media in counterterrorism, both positive and negative,142 

Nacos has additionally addressed less represented issues like the representation and 

perception of Muslims in the post-9/11 environment143 and the depiction of women within 

the media discourse on terrorism.144 Of most direct and specific relevance to the analysis 

undertaken here is her 2003 analysis of the strategic calculus of 9/11 and an assessment of the 

effectiveness of the operation. Her articulation of the updated ‘theatre’ metaphor put forward 

by Jenkins in 1974 stated: 

From the terrorists’ point of view the attack on America was a perfectly 
choreographed production aimed at American and international audiences. In the 
past, terrorism has often been compared to theatre because political violence is 
staged to get the attention of the audience. Although the theatre metaphor remains 
instructive, it has given way to that of terrorism as a global television spectacular, as 
breaking news that is watched by international audiences and transcends by far the 
boundaries of theatrical events.145 
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Nacos’ enduring contributions have been instrumental in anchoring the body of 

communications-oriented terrorism studies literature and has been complemented by the work 

of Weimann, a communications scholar who has provided influential contributions to the 

literature on terrorism and communication146 and the role of the online environment.147 

Weimann has also contributed substantially to the broader scholarship on the changing 

dynamics of the media landscape.148 His more recent work, including an updated edition of 

his seminal 2006 work, Terror on the Internet,149 included a preliminary analysis of the use 

of emergent communications platforms such as TikTok.150 The influence of Nacos and 

Weimann on the parameters of the communications-oriented terrorism studies literature has 

been and continues to be vast. Their work has ensured that the importance of the medium 

exploited by terrorists is considered within the analysis of the phenomenon and the impact 

that varying mediums can have on considerations of audiences, messaging and 

countermeasures. 

While the events of 9/11 provided the impetus for an already highlighted expansion in the 

volume and diversity of terrorism studies literature, the IS phenomenon has provided a 

similar impetus for the communications-focused terrorism studies literature. IS’ use of social 

media specifically, but their propaganda campaign more generally, was the basis for a 

plethora of analysis on the nature of the platforms and their impact on terrorism generally, 

and jihad specifically,151 on the strategic communications elements of the campaigns152 and 

the dynamics of particular products within those campaigns.153 The work of Ingram has been 
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at the leading edge of this body of literature, and has contributed substantially to the 

development of the field and the perspective of the analysis herein.154 

In addition to the social media–specific literature borne of the IS propaganda campaign, a 

broader body of communications and propaganda–oriented literature has emerged, shaped by 

the IS phenomenon and the broader engagement with new communications technologies by 

terrorist organisations generally. Numerous valuable contributions from a communications 

perspective have expanded terrorism studies understanding and perspective on the role of 

communication and communications technologies, resulting in a rich and diverse body of 

scholarship.155 

As with the maturation and increased specificity evidenced in the strategic literature, the 

communications literature has become increasingly refined and come to represent a 

sophisticated body of knowledge and analysis regarding the role communications technology 

plays in terrorism and the importance of changing communications technologies on the 

character of terrorism. Understanding the propaganda element of terrorism has been an 

enduring necessity for properly constituted analysis of the phenomenon. The global effort to 

counter IS has reinforced the approach’s relevance and importance. Propaganda, and 

propaganda by the deed, have fundamentally shaped terrorism since their modern emergence 

in Russia in the 1800s. Thus, it is necessary to ensure that the communications-oriented 

literature sufficiently shapes and informs the development of the conceptual framework 

proposed herein. Ultimately, terrorism is an inherently communicative act, the purpose of 

which is, at least in part, to shape and influence the nature of public and political discourse 

regarding particular political and ideological issues. 

Additionally, a smaller, bespoke body of literature has emerged that addresses the role of 

literature and literary culture in the early period of anarchist revolutionary ideals and activity. 
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This niche body of literature156 provides a particularly insightful approach to the topic, 

emphasising the wider cultural and public perception issues that pertain to audience 

understandings of terrorism. Additional texts that provide an analysis of the underpinning 

structural considerations regarding consumption of new media157 and the associated cultural 

and media literacy158 necessary for audiences to be capable of comprehending incidents of 

terrorism has also emerged assist in identifying important parameters to analyse the 

relationship between communications technologies and terrorism. Taken collectively, this 

small subfield of research provides important insights into the broader societal and 

technological conditions that can impact whether or not terrorism has strategic effect or is 

even understood and comprehended as intended. 

Terrorism and Innovation 

Before the emergence of specifically innovation-oriented literature within terrorism studies, 

the broader area of focus was dominated by analysis of terrorism and its relationship with 

technology, frequently through the analysis of the tactical dimensions of terrorist action or a 

lens of technology as a counterterrorism capability. In 1987, the journal Terrorism, now 

Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, published a series of articles that were the product of a 

conference entitled ‘Terrorism and Technology.’159 The articles focused primarily on the role 

that technology played in strengthening counterterrorism capabilities,160 with a broader 

analysis of the impact of technology on the relationship between the terrorist and the 

counterterrorist.161 The articles provided only limited analysis of the application or adoption 
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of specific technologies by terrorists, or even general analysis of the centrality of technology 

to the terrorist enterprise. 

In 1993, Terrorism and Political Violence published a similarly focused special issue of their 

journal with a number of valuable contributions from Wilkinson162 and Hoffman.163 In his 

introductory article and capacity as editor, Wilkinson wrote of the dearth of scholarly 

contributions: ‘there have been few scholarly publications, even during the recent expansion 

of research on terrorism, which give serious attention to the relationship between technology 

and terrorism’.164 

Wilkinson further emphasised the importance of technological developments in making 

terrorism a feasible avenue for expressing ideological and political grievances, referring to 

the willingness of numerous actors to utilise terrorism as an ‘alternative instrument of 

coercion’.165 Of specific and relevant insight to the analysis herein, Wilkinson also identified 

those technological developments that exist beyond technology related to weapons and 

tactical capability: ‘the development of television satellite links and global communication 

networks has made it easy for terrorists to relay their ‘propaganda of the deed’ around the 

world almost instantaneously’.166 

Hoffman explicitly addressed the discussion of innovation and the nature of terrorist 

organisations regarding technology and their tactics, who considered the enduring 

consistency of terrorist tactics over time. This important observation delineates between the 

fundamental reinvention of the tactical aspects of terrorist activity and innovation occurring 

within this existing repertoire of actions. Such ‘methods used to conceal and detonate 

explosives … terrorists continue to rely—as they have for more than a century—on the gun 

and the bomb: rarely do they deviate from an established modus operandi’.167 

This assessment, that terrorist organisations are inherently conservative concerning their 

tactical activities, relates to the broader consideration articulated and assessed herein; namely, 

there is an enduring nature to terrorism, despite its changing character. Hoffman emphasised 
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in his article, between 1968 and the article’s publication in 1993, ‘bombings continued to 

account for roughly half of all terrorist attacks annually’.168 

Additional preliminary work by the RAND Corporation, extending the perspective taken by 

Hoffman, saw a particular focus on incorporating new weapons and tactics and the 

refinement of existing tactical and operational practices while also considering how terrorist 

organisations evolved and adjusted their counterintelligence capabilities in response to 

counterterrorism measures.169 Further work by RAND included analysis of technology 

diffusion and exchange across a diversity of terrorist organisations, using a diversity of case 

studies beyond jihadist organisations,170 and analysis of countermeasures undertaken by a 

variety of terrorist organisations to surmount defensive measures undertaken by 

counterterrorism forces.171 

The body of literature more explicitly oriented towards innovation is anchored by Dolnik’s 

Understanding Terrorist Innovation172 and the edited collection by Ranstorp and Normark, 

Understanding Terrorism Innovation and Learning.173 These two works provided invaluable 

theoretical and conceptual contributions. Dolnik’s identification of an 11-point framework of 

relevant factors that inform terrorist innovation is especially important to the subsequent body 

of innovation-focused literature and its evolution and increased specificity over time. 

Additionally, Dolnik’s recognition of the limited applicability of the application of 

conventional military innovation concepts to the subject of terrorism is addressed by his 

definition of innovation in a terrorism context, which he argued constitutes ‘an act of 

introduction of a new method or technology or the improvement of an already existing 

capability’.174 He argues that this definition accounts for both the fundamental manifestations 

of innovation and the piecemeal manifestations of innovation, as identified by Hoffman 

above. 
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In Ranstorp and Normark’s edited collection, Ackerman provided an especially valuable 

contribution by discussing the theoretical underpinnings of the innovation literature beyond 

terrorism studies and beyond the literature on military innovation, from which much of the 

scholarly analysis considering innovation in a terrorism context has drawn. Ackerman quoted 

Rogers and his definition of innovation as ‘an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as 

new by an individual or another unit of adoption’.175 This broader conceptualisation of 

innovation reflects the broader understanding of technology by van Creveld cited in Chapter 

One and recognises that understanding technology or innovation requires an appreciation for 

issues beyond purely hardware. Ackerman’s contribution provides a nuanced and 

sophisticated series of theoretical articulations and draws widely on existing literature to 

explain the innovation process. While much of the literature has concentrated on the tactical 

level, an emergent body of literature has increasingly come to recognise the broader contexts 

within which technologies are as dependent on the material aspects of the technology as it is 

on the cultural and social dynamics that inform adoption and diffusion of technologies and 

their associated practices. 

Early work was also collected in a contribution under the editorship of Forest, Teaching 

Terror: Strategic and Tactical Learning in the Terrorist World176 provided a valuable 

addition to the preliminary literature and contained contributions from several authors who 

subsequently contributed significantly to the broader literature. For instance, Kenney’s 

chapter on how terrorists learn ultimately contributed to his sophisticated comparative 

analysis of Colombian drug-trafficking enterprises and terrorist networks and how they apply 

knowledge and experience.177 Kenney’s discussion in his book-length treatment of the 

subject included the introduction of the concepts of metis and techne, delineating between the 

former, learning obtained through doing, and the formal transmission of ‘abstract technical 

knowledge’ associated with techne.178 Incorporating these concepts into the literature 

reflected an increasingly rich and in-depth approach to appreciating and understanding the 

diversity of processes that terrorist and non-state entities engage in regarding learning, 

innovation and other associated processes. 
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These contributions, in conjunction with the work of Dolnik and Ranstorp and Normark, 

provided the broad base of a body of literature that, over time, has come to address a range of 

fine-grain questions about specific organisations and particular tactics and technologies, as 

well as broader questions like strategic innovation,179 innovation in intelligence and 

counterintelligence practice, both historically180 and in a contemporary AQ context.181 Of 

particular influence, and as a useful demonstration of the maturation of this body of literature, 

Horwitz’s analysis of the diffusion of suicide operations182 provides not only a sophisticated 

analysis of how specific tactics can spread across terrorist movements. It also provides a 

useful counterpoint to the analysis of Pape on the role of occupation in prompting the 

deployment of suicide tactics. The author’s refinement beyond a strictly innovation-oriented 

analysis to provide an analysis anchored in the concept of diffusion significantly strengthens 

understanding of how the adoption and incorporation of new tactics are undertaken and the 

enablers and barriers to that adoption. 

The broader body of literature that has emerged on innovation and terrorism has come to 

represent a sophisticated avenue of analysis and contains a range of important contributions 

to the conceptual and operational understanding of terrorist practices. For instance, 

Horowitz’s 2017 contribution183 proposed a novel explanation of the drivers of adopting and 

abandoning different tactics within a suite of practices. Additional analysis investigating 

innovation in the organisational structures of terrorist enterprises and how this has impacted 

operational capability has also emerged,184 with particular salience regarding the substantial 

increase in lone-actor terrorism facilitated by IS.185 
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‘New Terrorism’ 

In addition to the explicitly innovation-focused literature, it is worth noting debates that took 

place regarding what was referred to as ‘new terrorism.’ These debates first emerged186 in an 

article published in Survival,187 wherein two former national security officials referred to ‘a 

new, religiously motivated terrorism that neither relies on the support of sovereign states nor 

is constrained by the limits on violence that state sponsors have observed themselves or 

placed on their proxies.’188 

In a subsequent exchange, published in the same journal,189 renowned terrorism scholars such 

as Olivier Roy, Ruben Paz and Bruce Hoffman provided substantial critiques of the original 

article, including Hoffman’s s that ‘this is by no means as certain or even convincing as it is 

often portrayed’.190 These debates reflected an interpretation of what was arguably the 

changing characteristics of terrorism, rather than a change in its more fundamental nature. 

The debates were shaped in particular by concerns regarding terrorist use of weapons of mass 

destruction and the perceived ‘millenarian and apocalyptic tone’191 of then-emergent terrorist 

movements, greatly strengthened by the events of 9/11. In response to these ongoing debates 

and their impacts on counterterrorism policymaking, scholars such as Crenshaw provided 

comments worth noting at some length. Her comments reflected a core idea this dissertation 

seeks to evidence and articulate, namely the enduring nature of the fundamentals of terrorism, 

as distinct from its changing character. Crenshaw wrote in 2007: 
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Today’s terrorism is not a fundamentally or qualitatively ‘new’ phenomenon but 
grounded in an evolving historical context. Much of what we see now is familiar, 
and the differences are of degree rather than kind. Contemporary terrorism shares 
many of the characteristics of past terrorism, dating back at least to the late 19th 
century and the use of terrorism by groups of Russian revolutionaries, European 
anarchists, and Irish nationalists.192 

Beyond the Venn Diagram 

Three key texts are highly influential on the development of this research and warrant 

recognition beyond the parameters utilised above. These three texts include Ryan’s Decoding 

al-Qaeda’s Strategy, discussed above, Cronin’s Power to the People193 and English’s Does 

Terrorism Work?194 These three texts have been instrumental in the preliminary 

conceptualisation of this research and in informing the methodological approach taken. 

Together they represent work that reinforces the centrality of the strategic approach to 

understanding terrorism while demonstrating the utility of case-based research methods. All 

three texts are authored by highly respected, senior terrorism studies scholars and contribute 

sophisticated analysis to the field. Of resonance with the approach taken herein is the macro-

level analysis that all three works utilise. In this sense, the three texts analyse terrorism as a 

phenomenon while also seeking to demonstrate the utility of their frameworks to multiple 

cases. 

Ryan’s Decoding analysed the strategic documents and strategists that have informed the 

approach to conflict adopted by AQ. The author’s approach focussed on specific leaders and 

strategists and their intellectual contributions to AQ’s understanding of strategy. A series of 

case studies addressed his key objective: ‘to demonstrate that al-Qaeda and its allies have a 

detailed, coherent strategy that tells us what they hope to achieve and how’.195 Ryan used a 

chronologically organised case study approach and focused on the output of key strategists 

and the strategists themselves to demonstrate a detailed, coherent strategy; albeit, ‘none of 

these documents was produced in the sense that the American J-5 drafts war plans or the 

National Security Council approves a national strategy’.196 Ultimately, Ryan’s work 

contributed immensely to and demonstrated the importance of understanding the strategic 
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thought of the jihadist movement and recognising the importance, both academically and 

from a practitioner perspective, of understanding the strategies that inform terrorism more 

generally. 

Power to the People: How Open Technological Innovation is Arming Tomorrow’s Terrorists 

by Audrey Kurth Cronin is an additional influential text regarding the research undertaken 

herein while also representing a culmination of the innovation and terrorism literature. The 

text itself constitutes an analysis of the central role that is not just innovation. Particular 

models of innovation and diffusion play a role in informing the adoption of certain 

technologies by terrorist groups and across terrorist movements. With a case study analysis of 

dynamite and the AK-47, Cronin evidenced how the specific character of certain 

technological developments and their accessibility impacts their uptake. Cronin further 

refined the existing body of literature on innovation and diffusion by distinguishing between 

open and closed innovation systems before utilising the case studies to further demonstrate 

the validity of her claims on the adoption by terrorists of technologies generated by open 

innovation systems. She then applied these ideas to what she referred to as ‘clusters of 

emerging technologies’ that are ‘offering non-state actors unprecedented disruptive power’. 

The forecasting component of her work demonstrated the utility of identifying consistent 

patterns of activity within specified categories of phenomena and highlights how conceptual 

and historical analysis can inform both over the horizon assessments and policy development. 

The other crucial text that has substantially informed this research and the approach utilised is 

Richard English’s Does Terrorism Work: A History.197 This text has influenced the 

conceptualisation utilised here on the issue of terrorism’s effectiveness. English engaged with 

a substantial question and addressed it with subtlety and nuance while providing a 

sophisticated and considered framework. He outlined a four-part ‘detailed, systematic 

framework for understanding what we might consider it to mean to say that terrorism 

works.’198 It is this systematic approach that substantially influenced the approach undertaken 

here. The framework articulated in the following chapter is informed by both the literature 

discussed above and the approach taken by English. In addition to the richness of English’s 

framework and its focus, in part on strategic aspects of terrorist activity, the framework 

provides a useful lens through which to consider strategic effect. The framework explicitly 

recognised that what English refers to as victory does not necessarily require an absolute and 
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total capitulation of an adversary. Strategic victory, or strategic impact, can be achieved by 

denying victory to your adversary. As will be further articulated in the following chapter, 

measuring the achievement of strategic effect, as distinct from victory per se, provides an 

even broader aperture through which to assess terrorism and its consequences while enabling 

an analysis of the means through which these effects might be facilitated. Additionally, 

English applies the framework to four case studies—AQ, the IRA, Hamas and Euskadi Ta 

Askatasuna (ETA)—further evidencing the ubiquity of case study approaches and the utility 

of the approach in evidencing the merits or otherwise of a conceptual framework. 

These three texts by Ryan, Cronin and English have individually and cumulatively been 

deeply influential on the approach adopted here, both in terms of the research questions they 

seek to address, and the methods used to do so. Additionally, all three works contribute 

equally to academic scholarship and policy and practice. By emphasising their utility beyond 

the academy and evidencing how nuanced considerations can strengthen the collective 

understanding of problems such as terrorism and political violence, these works reinforce the 

value of macro-level analysis, strategic perspectives and rigorous scholarship. Their use of 

case study approaches has further supported the determination to utilise the same approach. 

They provide a structured and systematic manner to interrogate the proposed framework and 

enable a diversity of cases to be utilised. Rather than focusing exclusively on, for instance, 

contemporary global jihadist terrorism, the case study approach enables the framework 

developed here to be tested across historical, geographical and technological contexts, 

strengthening the validity and rigour of the framework. 

The literature considered above provides a basis for establishing the conceptual framework 

while contextualising the broader research endeavour undertaken. Surveying the identified 

subfields reveals that while terrorism studies have progressively expanded their aperture to 

consider a wide range of components of the phenomenon, what remains lacking is an 

integrated articulation of how terrorism works, namely, the means deployed and how those 

means are deployed to achieve strategic effect against adversaries. While terrorism studies 

have identified that the phenomenon is inherently strategic and that various strategies are 

utilised, the literature has not effectively articulated how those strategies manifest in practice 

and what various components of terrorism are necessary to enable it to achieve the types of 

disproportionate consequences it is capable of. 
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The framework proposed here incorporates the three perspectives considered above to 

develop an integrated framework, albeit not exclusively. The resulting framework helps 

illuminate how all three elements are incorporated into the strategic design of terrorism 

campaigns to enable the achievement of strategic effects. In doing so, this research builds on 

the cumulative insights of terrorism studies as a field to provide fresh insights into the 

phenomena of terrorism, including its enduring nature and changing character, while 

shedding light on the elements necessary for it to be an effective strategy. This framework is 

fully articulated in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Three: The Framework 

This chapter develops and articulates the conceptual framework that will undergird the case 

study analysis that constitutes the proceeding chapters. The conceptual framework expands 

and extrapolates the existing literature regarding the orthodox scholarly understanding of 

terrorism as a distinct phenomenon. This chapter initially outlines the three elements of the 

conceptual framework before providing a more detailed overview of each, including an 

articulation of appropriate specificity in relation to the various components and meanings 

associated with each sub-component of the elements. Having identified the key elements and 

provided sufficient articulation as to their meaning and purpose, this chapter then proceeds to 

identify how each of the elements relates to each other and how, when properly integrated, 

these elements enable terrorism to achieve strategic effect. In articulating these aspects of the 

conceptual framework, this chapter will also utilise examples from the case studies and 

beyond, to provide further clarity about the elements of the framework. 

As discussed earlier, the framework articulated here draws substantially from the literature 

identified in the previous chapter. It is anchored significantly in the assumptions of the 

strategic approach detailed by Chenoweth. In particular, the assumptions regarding bounded 

rationality are central to the approach taken. This concept of bounded rationality is of 

particular relevance when analysing a terrorist organisation from a strategic perspective in 

that it recognises the prioritisation of rational and strategic perspectives without precluding 

the role of other factors in the decision-making of the actors involved. Of the various 

justifications for orienting this research towards the strategic approach, the effort to identify 

an enduring strategic logic is arguably the most compelling justification. As stated in Chapter 

One, this is not to suggest, for instance, that the psychological approach, best reflected in the 

work of authors like Horgan199 and McCauley and Moskalenko,200 is not valuable or does not 

provide substantial value to terrorism studies as an academic pursuit and to policy and 

practice within counterterrorism. The strategic approach is ideally suited for assessing the 

strategic considerations of terrorist organisations and, by extension, for informing the 

development of a conceptual framework for assessing the enduring presence of those 

strategic considerations across multiple cases. 
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The literature regarding conceptual frameworks is predominantly anchored within the 

literature on qualitative research methods. As with the overwhelming majority of ideas and 

concepts in the social sciences, there is no universally accepted or recognised definition of 

what exactly constitutes a conceptual framework. Crawford highlights numerous and at times 

contradictory definitions but emphasises that concerning all the definitions cited, all ‘indicate 

ways that a conceptual framework makes the construction of a study clearer, cleaner, and 

more straightforward’.201 In keeping with the structured, focused comparison methodology of 

George and Bennett,202 the development of a conceptual framework ensures that this study 

remains focused on the key factors identified in the framework and that the case studies are 

structured around these factors, enabling analysis and comparison across cases. 

As identified in Chapter One, this research relies on the definition of a conceptual framework 

as stated by Miles et al., ‘a conceptual framework explains, either graphically or in narrative 

form, the main things to be studied—the key factors, constructs, or variables—and the 

presumed relationships among them. Frameworks can be rudimentary or elaborate, theory-

driven or commonsensical, descriptive or causal’.203 

This definition of a conceptual framework is reinforced and reflected in the work of Jabareen, 

who takes a philosophical approach to building a conceptual framework with a particular 

emphasis on multidisciplinary bodies of knowledge. His definition is that conceptual 

frameworks constitute ‘a network, or “a plane”, of interlinked concepts that together provide 

a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon or phenomena’.204 

In the first instance, these definitions indicate the initial purpose for the framework being 

developed here, which is operationally oriented. The framework’s initial purpose is to 

provide a clear and intentional structure to the analysis that follows within the case studies 

and enable the identification and analysis of common attributes across the case studies. This 

is particularly important as the case studies are purposefully selected with distinct historical 

contexts. The development of a properly constituted conceptual framework ensures the case 

studies remain focused and bounded and ensures that they are structured to enable a 
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comparative analysis to be undertaken. In the secondary sense, the framework also serves to 

identify and articulate those elements of terrorism that constitute the enduring nature of the 

phenomenon. This aspect of the conceptual framework development process is more 

ambitious. It involves proposing that the elements identified and the interrelationships 

between them that, when evidenced across time and space, constitute the phenomenon’s 

consistent and enduring nature 

The framework itself, briefly mentioned in Chapter One, addresses an otherwise under 

considered aspect of understanding terrorism from a scholarly perspective. As demonstrated 

in the literature review, only a limited body of work has sought to identify or describe a 

general framework for explaining terrorism in detail. While certain authors like Crenshaw205 

have provided substantial contributions to the literature in this regard, and authors such as 

Laqueur and Hoffman206 have contributed immensely to understanding the phenomenon on a 

macro-level of analysis, only very limited work has sought to provide an abstracted 

articulation of the key necessary elements of the phenomenon that endure across diverse 

historical and ideological manifestations and are consistently present in cases where terrorism 

has achieved strategic effect, such as the post-Munich quasi-legitimisation of the PLO.207 

This framework proposes that not only is there a strategic logic to terrorism, but that the 

strategic logic is reflective of the enduring nature of terrorism as a phenomenon and that the 

key elements of that strategic logic can be identified in various case studies across various 

historical and ideological manifestations. Further, it is proposed here that these elements 

reflect the strategic logic of terrorism and, when properly integrated, are the key to terrorism 

being capable of achieving strategic effect. 

The Framework 

The framework developed in this dissertation consists of three key overarching elements that 

provide the parameters for the structure of the case studies while identifying and explaining 
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the aforementioned strategic logic of terrorism as a phenomenon. In keeping with the 

definition provided by Miles et al., the framework identifies ‘the main things to be studied—

the key factors, constructs, or variables—and the presumed relationships among them’.208 

These key elements are represented in the graphic below and in the subsequent points: 

 
Figure 2: Conceptual Framework 

1. innovative forms of violence 

2. communicative and narrative dynamics 

3. exploitation of emergent information and communications technology. 

Each point will be subsequently explained in detail below, but of central importance to the 

framework is the necessary interrelationships between each. In essence, this framework 

proposes that when these three elements are properly conceived, integrated, and deployed, 

terrorism is capable of achieving strategic effect. Moreover, it suggests that the presence of 

each of these elements individually and their integration are necessary for achieving this 

strategic effect. The absence of one of these, or the failure to properly integrate them, will 

result in the inability to achieve strategic effect. In highlighting the integration of the three 

elements, the framework seeks to emphasise the need for each of the elements to be 

considered and interwoven within the operational planning process. By this, the framework 

seeks to demonstrate a relationship of interdependent necessity between the elements, 

whereby the deployment, for example, of innovative violence independent of considerations 

regarding communicative and narrative dynamics and the exploitation of emergent 
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information and communications technology would be insufficiently calibrated for the 

achievement of strategic effect. The framework suggests that it is through the integration of 

these elements that the amplification of effect occurs, as well as the resultant disproportionate 

strategic effects. 

Innovative forms of Violence 

The first element of the framework focuses on the forms of violence deployed by terrorist 

organisations and the need for this violence to be innovative. It is evidenced most frequently 

and directly in the tactical choices and targeting decisions of terrorist organisations. For the 

purposes of the framework, this encompasses a range of manifestations of innovation and can 

include both internal and external innovation, revolutionary and iterative innovations, and can 

include innovations related to broader issues of strategy and organisational structure, 

including the ways this can facilitate the deployment of new tactics or new targeting 

decisions. Each of these sub-elements of innovation will be explained in the following 

sections. 

1. Innovative forms of violence 

a. internal innovation, innovations developed and deployed within a terrorist 

organisation 

b. external innovation, the adoption of innovations developed external to the 

terrorist organisation 

c. revolutionary innovation, innovations that fundamentally alter the tactical or 

targeting options of a terrorist organisation 

d. incremental innovation, the innovative application of existing tactical 

capabilities or innovation regarding targeting decisions or the implementation 

of incremental changes to existing tactical practices 

e. structural innovation, innovations regarding organisational structure that result 

in changes in tactical or targeting determinations 

f. strategic innovation, innovations in strategic approach or strategic objective 

that enables new tactical or targeting opportunities 

g. communicative innovation, innovations in relation to the framing or 

presentation of terrorist violence. 
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Internal Innovation 

Internal innovation refers to those innovative processes predominantly undertaken within the 

organisation, or at least within the broader movement and its support networks. A prime 

example of this is the determination by Hezbollah to engage in a series of suicide bombings 

inside Lebanon in the early 1980s and throughout the Lebanese Civil War. 

While the 1983 US Marine Barracks bombing is perhaps the most well-known Hezbollah 

suicide operation, and it certainly served to establish their international profile, this was but 

part of a campaign of specifically vehicle-borne suicide attacks launched in the early 1980s at 

key strategic targets within Lebanon. The first of these attacks was not strictly a Hezbollah 

operation.209 It was undertaken, in 1981, by Shiite militia known by the name al-Dawa,210 

which would later merge with other Shiite militias to form Hezbollah.211 The operation 

targeted the Iraqi embassy in Beirut, and as Lewis highlights, ‘the Beirut bombing signaled 

[sic] the evolution of suicide bombing into a refined, more effective organizational 

phenomenon, using technology uniquely appropriate for the environment’.212 Over the 

following two years, numerous vehicle-borne suicide operations were undertaken by 

Hezbollah, targeting what they perceived as strategic adversaries. In November 1982, 

Hezbollah undertook what they consider their first suicide car bombing, perpetrated by Sheik 

Ahmed Qassir, against the Israeli military headquarters in Tyre.213 Coupled with the tactical 

innovation of vehicle-borne suicide operations, Hezbollah also filmed the operation. In 1985, 

after the withdrawal of Israeli Forces from Southern Lebanon, the personal details of the 19-

year-old perpetrator were released, and ‘video recordings of the operation’s details were 

broadcast in the martyr’s village during a crowded celebration’.214 Khatib et al. suggest that 

this was the beginning of a more general practice of Hezbollah filming their military 

operations.215 
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However, the 1983 attack on the US Marine Barracks in Beirut established Hezbollah’s 

reputation. More specifically, it demonstrated the capacity of suicide operations to achieve 

strategic outcomes. While the attack on Israeli military headquarters in Tyre in 1982 and the 

repeat of this operation in 1983 certainly contributed to the strategic withdrawal of Israeli 

troops from Southern Lebanon, the attacks on the Multinational Forces and Observers 

demonstrated the potential of suicide operations to achieve strategic geopolitical outcomes. 

As Bergman states regarding this series of operations, ‘thanks to these suicide attacks, which 

were planned and directed by Mughniyeh, Mohtashamipur got almost exactly what he 

wanted: The Multinational Force was disbanded, and Israel withdrew by stages from most of 

Lebanese territory’.216 

The 1983 US Marine Barracks operation and the subsequent attack on the French Barracks 

represent the beginnings of the broader adoption of suicide tactics by Sunni and Shiite 

jihadist organisations, with Moghadam going as far as to declare the 1983 attacks ‘the 

beginning of the modern phenomenon of suicide attacks’.217 The connective tissue that links 

these operations and the wave of suicide operations undertaken by Hezbollah during the 

Lebanese Civil War was the ‘world’s master car bomber’218 Imad Faiz Mughniyeh. 

Mughniyeh was not only responsible for the innovative preliminary conceptualisation of the 

use of vehicles to ensure the precise delivery of suicide operatives, but he was also intimately 

involved in the innovation and demonstration of the strategic utility of vehicle-borne suicide 

operations within the Lebanese theatre of operations. From his initial conceptualisation of 

suicide vehicle-borne operations,219 his recruitment of Qassir for the initial attack on Israeli 

military headquarters, his subsequent long career as a senior Hezbollah leader and his 

ultimate death at the hands of Israeli authorities,220 the impact of Mughniyeh’s innovations is 

difficult to overstate. Then-President Reagan’s decision to withdraw US Forces from 

Lebanon speaks to the potential power of innovative forms of violence. The sustained 

campaign would serve to make Hezbollah a substantial actor both within Lebanon and 

beyond. 
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External Innovation 

External innovation, or innovation which is undertaken by an individual or organisation 

beyond a terrorist organisation and subsequently adopted by another terrorist organisation 

through a process of diffusion,221 contagion222 or emulation,223 is best demonstrated through 

further analysis of the expansion of suicide bombing phenomena beyond its emergence in 

Lebanon in the early 1980s. The early successes of suicide bombing in the Lebanese theatre 

ultimately had an enduring influence on the violent innovations of terrorist organisations 

across the world, particularly on the jihadist movement. The successes of the 1983 Marine 

Barracks bombing would inspire bin Laden to engage with the strategically distinct 

Hezbollah to learn more about suicide capabilities. AQ would ultimately deploy this 

capability in the 1998 Twin Embassy bombings, the 2000 USS Cole attacks, and the 2001 

assassination of Ahmed Shah Massoud. AQ’s further refinement of suicide operations would 

culminate with the 9/11 attacks, which fused airline hijacking with suicide operations. The 

initial innovation, made by Hezbollah, was shared with the jihadist community in a 

demonstrative example of external innovation. 

Ali Mohammed, who served in both US and Egyptian militaries224 and was a double agent 

working for the Egyptian Islamic Jihad and the Central Intelligence Agency, testified he had 

facilitated a meeting between Imad Mughniyeh and Osama bin Laden225 at the 1991 Popular 

Arab Islamic Congress in Sudan, resulting in broadening the relationship between Hezbollah 

and AQ. As detailed in the 9/11 Commission Report, ‘In the fall of 1993, another such 

delegation went to the Bekaa Valley in Lebanon for further training in explosives as well as 
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in intelligence and security. Bin Ladin reportedly showed particular interest in learning how 

to use truck bombs such as the one that had killed 241 US Marines in Lebanon in 1983’.226 

Numerous authors227 have cited the meeting between Mughniyeh and bin Laden and the 

subsequent relationship between Hezbollah and AQ as integral to the adoption of suicide 

operations by the global jihadist movement. Horowitz, in writing specifically on the diffusion 

of suicide operations, stated, in reference to AQ operatives being trained by Hezbollah that: 

bin Laden purportedly told his operatives to specifically study the Hezbollah suicide 
bombing of the U.S. Marine Corps barracks in Lebanon in 1983. His operatives 
went, took careful notes, and returned with the operational concepts and knowledge 
necessary for the 1998 embassy bombings.228 

This example of how innovative concepts can transfer from, in this instance, a Shiite militant 

organisation such as Hezbollah to a Sunni militant organisation such as AQ can be 

operationalised, distinguishes between internal and external innovation. This example is a 

specific and direct manifestation of the diffusion of innovation between terrorist 

organisations and highlights both the pragmatism of terrorist organisations and the currency 

of effectiveness within the terrorist operational repertoire. Despite divergent strategic 

objectives between Hezbollah and AQ, they were able to cooperate sufficiently to share 

distinct capabilities. This is the most direct of mechanisms by which violent innovations can 

transmit across the terrorist milieu. As referenced above, authors such as Polo have written on 

processes such as conditional emulation, which she defines as a process whereby ‘groups 

observe and emulate the tactical choice of others whom they perceive as similar to them and 

as an example for their own behavior’,229 while Nacos has written on the role of mass media 

in informing the contagion of terrorist methods across time and space.230 Regardless of the 

specific mechanism by which terrorist capability transfers across organisational delineations, 

the process of external innovation is a crucial subtype of terrorist innovation. 
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Revolutionary Innovation 

Revolutionary innovation, or innovation that fundamentally alters the tactical or targeting 

options of a terrorist organisation, transcends the internal–external distinction discussed 

above. The concept of revolutionary innovation captures the fundamental changes to terrorist 

capabilities or targeting options that have been predominantly shaped by technological or 

social developments beyond the scope and scale of the terrorist organisation specifically. One 

of the most influential technological developments to have impacted terrorist organisations 

generally, and which in many ways enabled the emergence of the phenomena itself, was the 

invention of dynamite. Its initial uptake by Russian anarchists and Irish Fenians has been 

discussed in extensive detail across a broad range of literature,231 but Cronin, in particular, 

highlights the open technological innovation system that dynamite emerged from and 

diffused through. She articulates the character of these open innovation systems when she 

states that, ‘in open technology innovation, there is popular access to advanced lethal 

technologies. You do not have to be a nuclear scientist to use them. Indeed, you don’t even 

have to understand them, because many platforms are designed to help people experiment’.232 

This open innovation environment underpinned the initial emergence of non-state actor usage 

of newly available lethal technologies and the capacity of these actors to experiment with the 

application of the technology. Dynamite facilitated a revolutionary shift in the balance of 

power between early revolutionaries, terrorists, and the state. By enabling political agitators 

and those who perceived themselves as representatives of the oppressed to possess the means 

to launch attacks against the authorities, dynamite provided the means to exert power in ways 

that had previously only been available to state actors. 

The actions of the Fenian dynamiters and anarchist revolutionaries across Russia and Europe, 

and subsequently in the US, would not have been possible but for the technological 

development of dynamite and its ready availability to the general public. Complementing the 
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technical emergence of dynamite was the concomitant emergence of what was known as the 

Dynamite Press, a component of what Revill described as ‘a set of loosely connected 

networks of transnational extremist groups through which instruction on dynamite and bomb 

making was circulated, frequently alongside treatise on the justification for the use of such 

weapons and even poetry in praise of dynamite’.233 

The emergence of publications such as Dynamite Monthly and the Brooklyn Dynamite 

School234 reflects the relative freedom by which terrorists and revolutionaries were able to 

not only obtain dynamite but were also able to develop an indigenous capability to 

manufacture and distribute explosives and the knowledge required for their use. Dynamite 

was one of the relatively rare instances of revolutionary innovation that had lasting and 

significant impacts on the capability of terrorist organisations. 

While the dynamite example is unique in its substantial legacy and the enduring legacy it has 

had on modern terrorism, similar revolutionary technological change has had similar 

substantial impacts on terrorism’s arsenal of capabilities. The development of the commercial 

aviation industry, and the increased number of passengers travelling by air, created the 

opportunity for terrorists to embrace hijacking as an enduring tactic of terrorism. Hoffman 

cites the 1968 hijacking of El Al Flight 426 from Rome to Tel Aviv as ‘the advent of what is 

considered modern, international terrorism’.235 Similarly, the increasingly ubiquitous nature 

of social media played a central role in IS’ exploitation of these platforms to support their 

broad-spectrum propaganda campaign that assisted dramatically in enabling them to recruit 

an unprecedented number of foreign fighters to their cause in Syria and Iraq. This technology 

was also utilised in ways that inspired a substantial number of individuals to undertake, or 

attempt to undertake, lone-actor terrorist attacks across the globe. These types of social and 

technological innovations are exploited by terrorists rather than developed by them. 

Incremental Innovation 

In the absence of dedicated research and development capabilities, scientific laboratories and, 

in most cases, the absence of enduring infrastructure to enable the continuity of knowledge 

necessary to undertake conventional research or innovation, terrorist organisations tend to 

incrementally adjust, improve and innovate either in the field when engaged in open 
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hostilities with their adversaries, or through operational planning adjustments. Incremental 

innovation, or the innovative application of existing tactical capabilities or innovations 

regarding targeting decisions, is a way that terrorist organisations frequently engage in 

innovation. Authors such as Hoffman have assessed terrorist organisations to be generally 

conservative in terms of their tactical decision-making, relying predominantly on a consistent 

arsenal of capabilities. He notes they can possess a ‘very limited tactical repertoire directed 

against a similarly narrow target set’.236 However, what is evident is that terrorist 

organisations make incremental changes to an existing range of capabilities and that these 

innovations enable terrorist organisations to adapt to the decisions and reactions of their 

counter forces. 

To understand how this incremental innovation manifests itself, it is worth citing a number of 

brief examples and providing further detail on a specific case study. While the initial 

conceptualisation and deployment of vehicle-borne suicide operations in Lebanon in the early 

1980s was clearly a substantial and deeply consequential innovation,237 it built on a longer 

history of using car bombs in Lebanon, with estimates suggesting some 245 car bombs 

exploded in Lebanon between 1975 and 1991.238 The car bomb itself has a longer history, 

generally recognised as dating to 1920, when ‘a bomb comprised of 100 pounds of dynamite 

and 500 pounds of fragmented steel window sashes, which were heavy, cast-iron slugs, 

exploded from a horse and cart parked on the corner of Broad and Wall Street in the heart of 

the financial district’.239 

The innovation that Mughniyeh developed and deployed was incremental in the sense that he 

took an existing capability and innovated by incorporating a suicide operative into the 

delivery of the device, thereby substantially increasing the likelihood of successful targeting. 

The attacks of 9/11 can be considered similarly by acknowledging that, overwhelmingly, 

these were plane hijackings—a tactic whose history dates as far as 1930, when ‘men hijacked 
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a Pan-American-Grace Airways (PANAGRA) F7 Trimotor mail aircraft’.240 Khalid Sheik 

Mohammed, referred to by the 9/11 Commission Report as ‘the principal architect of the 9/11 

attacks’,241 pitched his initial innovative idea to bin Laden in Afghanistan in mid-1996. It 

revolved around ‘proposal for an operation that would involve training pilots who would 

crash planes into buildings in the United States. This proposal would eventually become the 

9/11 operation’.242 

As with Mughniyeh’s incremental innovation that altered the static car bomb and developed 

the vehicle-borne suicide bomber, the 9/11 plot built on the long history of plane hijackings, 

both from the 1930s and in its modern incarnation since the 1968 El Al hijacking, and 

significantly enhanced the destructive capability of AQ by incrementally altering the tactic of 

plane hijacking, and by making important symbolic targeting decisions. Incremental 

innovation can be substantially consequential in strengthening terrorist capability and, in turn, 

the potential strategic effect it can impose on the adversary of the perpetrators. 

Structural, Strategic and Communication Innovation 

The structural, strategic and communication-oriented manifestations of innovation depart 

from innovation directly associated with the violence deployed by terrorists. Still, they have 

important consequences on the types of violence deployed, the targets of that violence and 

how that violence is portrayed and communicated to intended audiences. Each of these 

manifestations of innovation will be briefly articulated through this concluding section 

regarding innovation. As with the previous manifestations, brief examples will be used to 

demonstrate the manner in which these types of innovation have consequences for terrorist 

praxis. 

Structural innovation, or innovations regarding organisational structure that result in changes 

in tactical or targeting determinations, can be substantially consequential for the capability of 

terrorist organisations. The strategic and organisational thought of Abu Musab al Suri, and its 

influence on organisations such as IS, is an ideal demonstration of how changes in 

organisational structure and operational authorisations can facilitate the emergence of a 

diversity of novel tactical innovations. Al-Suri’s ideas regarding a ‘system, not an 
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organisation’243 are the predominant justification for Burke, who referred to him as ‘the 

strategist of greatest relevance’.244 Al-Suri’s innovative approach to jihadist strategy 

incorporated ideas related to what Bourke referred to as ‘individual terrorism’, or what has 

become known in counterterrorism parlance as lone-actor terrorism. His advocacy of this 

approach, the organisational structures as a component of a broader movement and his early 

identification of the utility of the internet for complementing this organisational structure and 

facilitating these types of operations make him a key innovator of contemporary jihadism. 

Al-Suri’s ideas were a substantial influence on and widely propagated by Anwar al-Awlaki, 

who, through his production and distribution of Inspire magazine, began the overt facilitation 

of English-speaking jihadists and legitimised and facilitated individual jihadist terrorism. 

Articles detailing the construction of pressure-cooker bombs, the use of vehicles as weapons 

and stabbings all serve to empower and enable individuals with minimal contact or 

engagement with any formal terrorist organisation to undertake attacks utilising tactics that 

have been given the explicit imprimatur of the movement. The linkage between al-Suri’s 

strategic and organisational concepts and the publication of Inspire by AQ in the Arabian 

Peninsula under the editorial guidance of Awlaki and a fellow American, Samir Khan, is 

clear in practice. As Meleagrou-Hitchens highlights, ‘the editors … saw their work as a direct 

extension and realization of al-Suri’s vision and regularly reproduced sections of his book in 

the pages of the magazine’.245 

Al-Suri’s innovations enabled and underpinned the subsequent propaganda campaign 

launched by IS, which explicitly implemented the ideas he advocated while also 

incorporating and building on the work of Awlaki and Inspire. The mass wave of individual 

terrorism that swept across the Western world in response to the declaration of the Caliphate 

by IS and the release of Abu Mohammed al-Adnani’s Indeed Your Lord Is Ever Watchful246 

call to arms in 2014 must be understood in the context of the underlying innovative strategic, 

organisational and structural ideas of al-Suri. 

 
243 Brynjar Lia, ‘Al-Suri’s Doctrines for Decentralized Jihadi Training – Part 1’, Terrorism Monitor 5, no. 1 
(2007), https://jamestown.org/program/al-suris-doctrines-for-decentralized-jihadi-training-part-1  
244 Jason Burke, The New Threat: The Past, Present, and Future of Islamic Militancy (New York, NY: The New 
Press, 2017), 164, ProQuest Central. 
245 Alexander Meleagrou-Hitchens, Incitement: Anwar Al-Awlaki’s Western Jihad (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2020), 138. 
246 Holbrook and Moore, Al-Qaeda 2.0, 153–69. 

https://jamestown.org/program/al-suris-doctrines-for-decentralized-jihadi-training-part-1


76 

While elements of al-Suri’s innovations can be conceived of as strategic innovation, 

conceptualised here as an innovation in strategic approach or strategic objective that enables 

new tactical or targeting opportunities, the pivot by the jihadist movement from the near to 

the far enemy arguably had far more fundamental consequences. it provided the grounding 

for the targeting of the US generally, as distinct from the previous prioritisation of regional 

governments across the Middle East or the ‘near enemy.’ As Gerges articulates, ‘jihadis, who 

had made the fight against the near enemy a key operational priority, shifted gears and called 

for a new ‘jihad’ against the far enemy, particularly the United States and its Western 

allies’.247 

This pivot took place in the mid-1990s and involved amending the existing strategic rationale 

for targeting local Middle Eastern governments and providing a strategic rationale for shifting 

focus and orienting primary military efforts to the US. As with the structural innovation 

identified above, this is an unconventional way to conceive of innovation in relation to 

terrorism. However, as a process, it had significant consequences. It demonstrated an ongoing 

ability of the jihadist movement specifically and terrorist organisations more generally to 

adapt their strategic orientation when necessary or when the opportunity presents itself. It 

also reinforces the importance of leadership figures as Gerges emphasises the centrality of 

both bin Laden and Zawahiri in driving this strategic innovation. The longer-term 

consequences of this strategic reorientation are evidenced in the attacks on US interests over 

the late 1990s and culminated with the attacks on 9/11. 

The final manifestation of innovation in the context of terrorism is communications 

innovation or innovation in relation to the framing or presentation of terrorist violence. This 

type of innovation can manifest itself in a diversity of ways, through either the exploitation of 

new mediums of communication, the construction and deployment of new messaging or 

types of content or through the innovative framing of particular terrorist actions or messages. 

The development, refinement and frequent deployment of so-called beheading videos by IS is 

a useful example of how this type of innovation can manifest itself and cause strategic effect. 

As discussed in Chapter One, the consolidation of beheading videos as a discrete form of 

terrorist propaganda was crystalised through the release of the Message to America video in 

2014. The release of this and multiple subsequent beheading videos by IS explicitly, but also 
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by other jihadist terrorist organisations,248 evidences how an ancient form of violence, framed 

in a highly calibrated manner and distributed through innovative practices, can cause strategic 

effect. This form of innovation overlaps most explicitly with the other elements of the 

framework as it relies on both the incorporation of substantial communications and narrative 

consideration and the exploitation of emergent information and communications technology. 

The innovation itself, the beheading video as a product unto itself, demonstrates the 

integration referred to earlier. The beheading video as a form of innovative violence does not 

rely exclusively on an innovative terrorist tactic or an innovative form of technology in terms 

of its violence but rather packages an ancient form of violence innovatively. The product 

itself is innovative, even though it concurrently relies on emergent information and 

communications technology. 

Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

Since its modern inception in the mid-1800s terrorism, has been conceived by its perpetrators 

as a form of communication, designed to propagate an ideological or political proposition that 

was otherwise unable to obtain sufficient exposure or penetration to be consumed by the 

target audience. The frustrations of the earliest philosophers and strategists of ‘propaganda of 

the deed’ compelled them to deploy violence as an explicit effort to demand the attention of 

the press, the public, and the political apparatus, in hopes of mobilising the broader 

community towards revolution, or at least to propagate the ideas and justifications for 

revolution. Terrorism is thus an inherently communicative action, and the achievement of 

strategic effect through terrorism requires an intrinsic appreciation and consideration of this 

dynamic and its incorporation into the operational planning and design of terrorism actions 

and campaigns. In a contemporary context, senior terrorist leaders such as Ayman al-

Zawahiri, the current AQ leader, explicitly expressed the centrality of communication and 

media to the struggle in which his organisation remains engaged. In 2005, during the 

emergence of the initial manifestation of what ultimately became IS, he wrote to the then-

leader of AQ in Iraq, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. He stated, ‘I say to you: that we are in a battle, 

and that more than half of this battle is taking place in the battlefield of the media’.249 Further 

evidence of the centrality of media and communications strategies at the core of terrorist 
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considerations is found in the comments of Abu Daoud, considered by many the mastermind 

of the 1972 Munich Massacre perpetrated by the Black September faction of Fatah. In 

speaking with journalists at the time of the release of the 2006 Steven Spielberg film Munich, 

it declared: 

There was nothing we weren’t prepared to do to keep the Palestinian cause in the 
public eye. Before Munich, we were simply terrorists. After Munich, at least people 
started asking who are these terrorists? What do they want? Before Munich, nobody 
had the slightest idea about Palestine … People were more interested in sports than 
in the plight of the Palestinians … In one sense, we succeeded in Munich: we forced 
our cause on to the television screens of 500 million households.250 

The following section will expand in some detail this element of the framework with an 

articulation of how communicative and narrative considerations manifest themselves in 

tactical and targeting decision-making before providing a brief analysis of the necessary role 

that narrative establishment and narrative reinforcement plays in the ongoing efforts of 

terrorist organisations to achieve strategic impact. These two aspects of the element are 

crucial to the operational considerations of terrorist praxis and are essential to any capacity of 

terrorism to achieve strategic effect. 

Importantly, this section will distinguish between the messaging components and the 

mediums through which these messages are delivered, which is dealt with more explicitly in 

the third element of the framework. The focus here is on the communication embedded 

within the violent acts that constitute terrorism and the propaganda production by terrorist 

organisations, rather than on the exploitation of a specific information and communication 

technology. While these elements are deeply interrelated, in that certain technologies enable 

different and specific forms of communication and more or less direct communications with 

different audiences, the consideration here is oriented towards recognising the importance of 

communicative and narrative dynamics in the conceptualisation of terrorism and how this is 

essential for achieving strategic effect. 

As identified in the survey of the strategic literature and the communications literature, 

analysis of terrorism has long recognised the importance of the theatrical aspect251 and the 

associated performative nature of the violence. The first and most direct way to understand 

the importance and centrality of this element of terrorism is by recognising the indirect nature 
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of terrorist violence and the broader family of asymmetric violence. Arreguin-Toft articulates 

the distinction between direct and indirect strategies succinctly; he states, ‘direct approaches 

target an adversary’s armed forces in order to destroy that adversary’s capacity to fight. 

Indirect approaches seek to destroy an adversary’s will to fight’.252 

In targeting an adversary’s ‘will fight’, terrorism necessarily constitutes an indirect or 

asymmetric strategy that, rather than confronting an adversary directly using comparable 

military capabilities, seeks to influence the willingness of an adversary or its supporting 

constituencies to continue to resist the objectives of the terrorist organisation. This 

necessarily requires a component of effort that focuses on the mindset of the target and thus 

requires consideration of the communicative dynamics associated with or embedded within 

any violence undertaken. 

Both Schmid253 and Ganor254 conceive terrorism as a manifestation of psychological warfare, 

reinforcing the necessary influence and persuasion aspects of terrorism. For terrorism to be 

capable of influencing and persuading audiences, it is necessary that appropriate 

consideration of the performative aspects of terrorist actions be given. This can be analysed 

by distinguishing between the aspects of terrorism that are under the control of the 

perpetrator, such as target selection and choice of tactic, and those that are dependent on the 

audiences and targets of terrorism. This dynamic relationship between the intended effects of 

terrorism and its impact on its target audience is essential to determining whether strategic 

effect can be achieved. Ganor provides an excellent articulation of the core logic of this 

element of terrorist calculus: 

Modern terrorist attacks are perpetrated to achieve a resounding media echo in order 
to reach public opinion. The attack usually causes limited physical damage in 
international terms (e.g., in comparison to the physical and property damage caused 
in traffic accidents). Yet, its explosive echo grows in volume as it is amplified by 
the media; the message conveyed by the attack is sharpened and magnified. A 
terrorist attack is intended to influence public opinion. Its message is really a 
combination of three different messages aimed at three different audiences: the 
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people whom the terrorists claim to represent, the targeted population, and lastly, 
the international community.255 

To understand how communicative and narrative dynamics manifest in the context of 

terrorism, it is useful to delineate between propaganda in the strict sense and propaganda of 

the deed or violent terrorist actions designed to achieve propagandistic effects. Terrorist 

organisations seek to maintain the production and distribution of both types of outputs. 

However, it is possible to distinguish, for example, between ideological or philosophical 

tracts that advocate the political or religious justifications for terrorist violence256 and 

indigenously produced videos of terrorist actions or news coverage of terrorist incidents. The 

former reflects a traditional understanding of propaganda, whereas the latter is propaganda of 

the deed—an explicit attempt to exploit calibrated violence for propagandistic effects. 

It is appropriate here to articulate what is meant by communicative and narrative dynamics. 

For the purposes of the framework being developed, communicative and narrative dynamics 

is defined as the intentional embedding of ideology, through either explicit or symbolic 

components, into the conceptualisation and production of either conventional propaganda or 

terrorist actions undertaken for propagandistic effect. The 2014 Message to America video 

released by IS provides an ideal demonstration of how this is undertaken and how it can 

achieve strategic effect when undertaken in a refined and sophisticated manner. As discussed 

in Chapter One, the incorporation of numerous symbolic components into the video greatly 

strengthened its capacity to achieve the type of strategic effect it did. Dressing the victim in 

an orange jumpsuit and the English accent of the perpetrator served to enable a global 

spectacle, described by Friis in the following: 

During the autumn of 2014, screen-grabs from a number of beheading videos, 
produced by al-Furqān Media, were shown repeatedly across various media 
platforms, establishing the images of the kneeling, orange-clad hostages next to the 
black-clad executioner ‘Jihadi John’ as ‘instant icons’ and almost unavoidable 
topics in public debates about contemporary security threats.257 

The role of traditional propaganda in the context of terrorism is somewhat under analysed in 

part due to an ongoing, albeit understandable, essentialisation of the violent component of 
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terrorism. This is not to suggest that the nonviolent propaganda outputs of terrorist 

organisations are unimportant. The broader body of nonviolent propaganda produced by 

terrorist organisations plays a crucial role in establishing and maintaining context and in 

creating and reinforcing narratives that further contextualise the violence of terrorist actions. 

This contextualisation and narrative development empower terrorist violence, providing it 

with meaning and power. In the absence of narrative context, terrorist actions have only 

limited capacity to communicate the ideological propositions in support of which they are 

undertaken and lack any meaningful capacity to reach their desired audiences in meaningful 

ways. 

A sustained communications campaign is required to establish and maintain this narrative 

context for violence. In the first instance, a terrorist organisation and its broader social 

movement must establish the basic parameters of their grievance and, by extension, the 

justification for their violence. In doing this, it is also necessary for the violence itself, 

particularly as an extension of its innovative character, to be understood by the relevant 

audiences and begin establishing itself as a component of the known world. Verhoeven 

makes a crucial point in this regard when she discusses the first attempt on the life of the 

Russian Tsar by Dmitry Karakzaov on 4 April 1866, some 15 years prior to his successful 

assassination by Narodnaya Volya in 1881. In discussing what she refers to as the ‘prologue 

of terrorism’, she states: 

The following, for example, has always seemed strange: Narodnaia Volia’s 
terrorism shocked everyone, of course, but it surprised no one. Bizarre, to say the 
least, that a radically new political phenomenon can come into being, yet 
immediately seem not only intelligible, but even self-evident. So self-evident, in 
fact, that within a year, Dostoevsky could suggest to his editor, apropos of what he 
had in store for his pure Alyosha Karamazov, that for anyone seeking the truth in 
modern Russia, the path from religion to revolutionary terrorism was natural. In 
short, contemporaries—Narodovoltsy themselves included—reacted to the 
emergence of terrorism as if the idea of terrorism had already been there. And this is 
precisely the point: the idea had already been there—ever since 1866, when 
Karakozov first shot at the tsar.258 

What Karakozov and other revolutionaries during the period until 1881 had achieved, 

through multiple assassination attempts, the distribution of conventional propaganda and the 

other various outreach efforts of the broader revolutionary movement, was to make the 
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actions of Narodnaya Volya coherent and understandable to the public and the various 

specific audiences they sought to influence. In the process, these activities created and refined 

a narrative that meant that the ultimate actions of Narodnaya Volya were perceived ‘as if the 

idea had already been there’. 

A similar narrative contextualisation can be seen in the individual terrorism campaign 

promoted by IS from 2014 onwards. This specific campaign, primarily targeted at potential 

Western operatives, encouraged individuals to undertake low capability terrorist attacks using 

unsophisticated and readily available weaponry such as stabbings and vehicle ramming. 

While embedded within the broader, well-established jihadist narrative and the general IS 

narrative, this campaign celebrated lone-actor terrorism, promoted specific tactics and targets 

and provided strategic and theological endorsement of the activities. In doing so, these 

attacks relied on the established narrative that an act that involved these specific forms of 

violence would be likely interpreted as an act of terrorism in a Western jurisdiction. Since at 

least 2001, the establishment and reinforcement of a narrative surrounding jihadist terrorism 

through media coverage and popular culture has enabled organisations like IS to deploy 

rudimentary manifestations of violence and contextualise and embed meaning in them by 

exploiting an established narrative. In doing so, they can achieve a grossly disproportionate 

effect on their adversaries. 

Distinct from the communicative dynamics articulated above, the narrative dynamics of a 

terrorist action refers to the conceptualisation and production of terrorist propaganda or 

terrorist actions undertaken for propagandistic effect, with the intention of establishing or 

reinforcing an ideologically informed narrative context. This process enables potential 

recruits, the public (usually consuming mediated representations of these actions) and 

governments to interpret and understand the purpose of the actions, the meaning embedded 

within, and subsequently shape and inform their responses with these narratives. It is 

important to recognise the limitations of the communicative dynamic’s aspect of the element. 

Archetti has referred to the fact that ‘messages are not simply transmitted, but they are 

constantly reinterpreted’.259 Audiences retain substantial agency in their interpretation of the 

communicative and narrative dynamics of terrorist actions. The focus here is primarily on 

how terrorist organisations conceive and deploy these efforts and how these can achieve 

strategic effects. While it is necessary to acknowledge that audiences can interpret these in 
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various ways, this element of the framework focuses on the need for terrorism to ensure that 

these efforts are undertaken, distinct from how they may be understood. 

Emerging Information and Communications Technology 

This element of the framework is, in some senses, the most straightforward to appreciate and 

identify. However, ensuring that its articulation encapsulates all the relevant components 

requires a degree of specificity. At its core, this element of the framework refers to the 

exploitation of emergent forms of information and communication technology that have 

sufficiently diffused to have shaped and informed the relevant cultural and social practices 

associated with them. Understanding the importance of the cultural and social practices and 

norms that develop as a function of the evolution of information and communications 

technology is essential to understanding how integral these technologies are to terrorism and 

its capacity to achieve strategic effect. 

This element draws substantially on the definition of technology by van Creveld highlighted 

in Chapter One.260 In the introduction to his work on technology and war, van Creveld 

referred to the assumption that ‘behind military hardware there is hardware in general, and 

behind that again there is technology as a certain kind of knowhow, as a way of looking at the 

world and coping with its problems’.261 

Inverting van Creveld’s articulation, it is possible to identify the way technology also shapes 

and informs a ‘certain kind of knowhow’ and ‘a way of looking at the world’ that can be 

conceived as the cultural and social practices associated with technology. This broader 

perspective informs the final element of the framework. This refers, for example, to the 

emergence of the newspaper industry and the associated commercialisation and 

industrialisation of the print media, how this drove the expansion of literacy, and, in turn, the 

emergence of the production and consumption of popular literature. As discussed in the 

preceding chapters, Russian anarchist terrorism and the subsequent European and American 

manifestations of anarchist terrorism depended extensively on not just the industrialisation of 

the printing press but on the emergence of a news industry to recount their actions, on 

affordable printing technologies and the growth in literacy to spread their ideology and 

associated manuals and operational knowledge. As Patyk states in her contribution to the 
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Routledge History of Terrorism, ‘literary and popular fiction have participated in the 

mediatization that is said to be the hallmark of modern terrorism’.262 This broad body of 

public cultural practice is reflected in the approach of terrorists towards their actions that they 

are then equally dependent upon for the successful comprehension of their ideologically 

embedded violence. 

At each stage of the various modern information and communications technology 

transformations, cultural practices, including war in general and terrorism and other 

asymmetric strategies, have been directly and indirectly impacted. In the direct sense, new 

information and communications technologies have enabled a variety of innovations in 

command and control and the production and distribution of propaganda in support of either 

the war efforts of states or the resistance efforts of terrorists and insurgents. Terrorists and 

those lacking the military the means to directly confront their adversaries have been required 

to embrace new information and communications technologies as part of their efforts to 

indirectly affect them or exploit these technologies to seek to shape the perception of the 

conflict or the actors and their legitimacy. These efforts have depended as much on the 

commercialisation of those technologies and their eventual diffusion and dominance of news 

consumption practices as it has with the adoption and exploitation of them by terrorists and 

others. 

The exploitation of information and communication technologies has also been a cumulative 

practice insomuch as it has resulted in the addition of emerging technologies to the arsenal of 

terrorists rather than wholesale substitution. Terrorists retain effective technological 

capabilities rather than reject them when a new platform emerges. In this sense, terrorist 

organisations tend to exploit newer technologies by, in part, incorporating them into their 

existing technological repertoire. This means potentially distributing content designed for a 

previously dominant technology through new technological platforms or capabilities. As an 

example, Baele identifies that: 

Since its origins in Iraq under the leadership of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and 
throughout its subsequent avatars, IS has developed a sophisticated and 
exceptionally extensive propaganda system inherently linked to its actions; it has 
disseminated photographs; published magazines in several languages, as well as 
newspapers, books, and pamphlets; recorded music and speeches; broadcasted radio 
programs; produced short and long videos; designed infographics; created and 
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alimented closed discussion spaces on the Internet; stimulated social media activity; 
organized permanent and temporary ‘information’ points in controlled territory; and 
developed smart-phone applications and even educational e-games for children.263 

Crucial to the determination to consider a particular technology as worthy of consideration as 

a distribution channel and as an extension of the aforementioned social and cultural practices 

is an assessment as to sufficient diffusion of that technology. In this sense, said technology 

necessarily needs to have become a predominant platform for the target audiences of the 

terrorist propaganda or the terrorist action and its mediatised representation. As terrorism has 

evolved, achieving narrative dominance or, at the very least, narrative disruption has required 

more than simply producing content for and distributing via appropriate platforms. Rather, 

the content and the communicative and narrative dynamics must be highly calibrated to 

ensure a level of coerced coverage by news outlets. Incidents such as 9/11 and ‘products’ 

such as the Message to America video successfully achieved this in a manner commensurate 

with the technologies available at the time. The assassination of Tsar Alexander II on 1 

March 1881, while lacking the live coverage dynamics of 9/11 or the 24-hour response time 

from the target government that the James Foley video elicited, succeeded in gaining global 

coverage in the dominant print media of the day. By 14 March, the otherwise obscure and 

irrelevant West Virginian newspaper, The Wheeling Intelligencer, was reporting on the 

assassination of the Tsar.264  

Integration 

Essential to the achievement of strategic effect through the above-identified elements is the 

integration of each element and the proper calibration of any and all actions undertaken by a 

terrorist organisation to ensure that each element is given proper consideration. In doing so, it 

is equally vital that an appreciation of the manner in which the action will be perceived and 

represented is given due thought. This aspect of the framework, while less explicit than the 

three primary elements, is a crucial variable in ensuring the effectiveness of terrorist action. 

Integration, in this context, relates to the need to consider all three elements of the 

framework: as independent variables and in the manner in which they complement and 

 
263 Stephane Baele ‘Appraising the IS moment in propaganda history’, in ISIS Propaganda: A Full-Spectrum 
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exploit each other. Again, the Message to America video is instructive. The violence itself, 

namely the beheading, was a crucial component of the overall effectiveness of the release, 

which the US Deputy National Security Advisor referred to as a ‘terrorist attack’.265 

However, the power and strategic impact of the video was dependent on the further 

calibration of the entire ‘product’ that was the video, in empowering an ancient form of 

violence and transforming it into an innovative and highly calibrated act. In this sense, the 

communicative and narrative dynamics of the video were unambiguously calibrated to speak 

to numerous audiences. 

The act of the beheading itself communicated to those sympathetic audiences familiar with 

the longer history of beheading videos within jihadist discourse, dating to the earliest 

Chechnyan outputs266 and explicitly referencing Sheikh Abu Musab Zarqawi Slays an 

American infidel,267 the 2004 beheading video of Nicholas Berg, made globally available 

online via an ‘Ansar Al-Islam web site’.268 The video was contextualised within an existing 

narrative, which enhanced its capacity for interpretation by those audiences. Further, the 

gruesome nature of the violence was designed to demand media attention from Western 

audiences and media outlets. The victim was adorned in an orange jumpsuit, a direct 

reference to the uniforms of those held at Guantanamo Bay. The lead role of Mohammed 

Emwazi, or Jihadi John as he was dubbed in the Western media, with his ‘distinct and 

confident London street accent’,269 served to further strengthen the power of the video release 

and communicate the globality of IS and its appeal. By directly contextualising the action 

within existing Western political discourse, the violence, itself already powerful in its 

brutality, became both interpretable and contextualised within existing narratives of 

resistance regarding the ‘previous’ Iraq War, the conflict in Syria and the expansion of IS. By 

situating the beheading within a broader context that referenced not only excesses such as 

Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay but also previous beheadings such as those of Nicholas 

Berg and Daniel Pearl, the impact and effectiveness of the product was further strengthened. 

Last, the video’s distribution format was equally instrumental in enabling strategic effect. 
 

265 White House Office of the Press Secretary, ‘Press Briefing by Principal Deputy Press Secretary Eric Schultz 
and Deputy National Security Advisor Ben Rhodes, 8/22/2014’, whitehouse.gov, last modified 22 August 2014, 
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266 Ariel Koch, ‘Jihadi Beheading Videos and Their Non-Jihadi Echoes’, Perspectives on Terrorism 12, no. 3 
(2018): 24–34. 
267 Napoleoni claims this video was ‘broadcast live on the Internet’: Loretta Napoleoni, Insurgent Iraq: Al 
Zarqawi and the New Generation (New York, NY: Seven Stories Press, 2014), 19. 
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Initially distributed via the social networking platform Diaspora,270 Message to America’s 

global reach and impact were shaped as much by its content as by its distribution and the 

mechanism by which IS exploited emergent technologies271 and, in turn, existing mass 

media. Reflecting the penetrative capacity of highly calibrated and choreographed violent 

content such as Message to America, Redmond et al. have noted that even though most ‘news 

organizations made the decision to shield viewers from the gruesomeness of the video by 

sharing only screen grabs, [this] may have paradoxically increased interest in the video’.272 

Regardless of censoring the reproduction and rebroadcasting of the explicit content, 

institutionalised media outlets were necessarily forced to ‘quote the “Islamic State” as a valid 

source of information is a requisite step in ISIL’s larger strategy of imposing and 

communicating its political and religious agenda on and through global media institutions, 

and ultimately, world governments’.273 

Only when all three of these elements are integrated within a specific terrorist act is the 

potential for strategic effect maximised. The presence of a strategy underpinning the 

deployment of these types of choreographed acts further supports the proposition that there is, 

explicitly or otherwise, strategic calculus and strategic intent by terrorist actors. In the case of 

the IS, by 2016, it was publishing and distributing specific media strategies and exhorting its 

supporters and operatives that ‘the media jihad against the enemy is no less important than 

the material fight against it. Moreover, your media efforts are considered to be among the 

many great forms of the rite of jihad’.274 

At their most hyperbolic, they went as far as to state, ‘it is no exaggeration to say that the 

media operative is an istishhadi [suicide bomber] without a belt’!275 Sella writes in terms that 

capture the enhanced and disproportionate impacts that a highly calibrated output such as 

Message to America can achieve. The product itself, with its careful selection of violent 

methods, choreographed communicative and narrative signifiers and effective distribution to 
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multiple audiences, ensured that within less than 24 hours, the US President held a press 

conference. Within months, airstrikes were being launched in Syria and Iraq. Sella eloquently 

captured the penetrative power of Message to America in writing, ‘but virtually no one, 

anywhere on the political spectrum, denies that the James Foley video changed everything. 

The beheading seared into our minds, led us to dark rooms of our national psyche, rooms that 

are better left bricked over. And a picture is worth a thousand troops.’276 

The next chapter provides an overview of the research method adopted within this 

dissertation, as well as articulating the approach adopted for the case selection. After a 

discussion of paradigmatic case selection, it proceeds to explain how three selected cases 

constitute instances of paradigmatic instances of terrorism.  

 
276 Marshall Sella, ‘How ISIS Went Viral’, Matter (blog), 11 March 2015, https://medium.com/matter/the-
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Chapter Four: Method and Case Study Selection 

This chapter provides an outline of the research methodology utilised in addressing the 

research question of this dissertation. It briefly addresses the underlying research paradigm 

that informs the overall approach before outlining the reasons for adopting the case study 

method more generally. It also acknowledges some limitations, shortcomings and critiques of 

case study methods in social science research. It then articulates the justifications for the 

more specific adoption of the structured, focused comparison method, as advocated by 

George and Bennett.277 Following the outline of the adopted research method, this chapter 

then proceeds to justify the case selection and the reasoning for these determinations. It 

expands substantially on the brief reasons provided above and argues why each of the three 

cases constitutes paradigmatic manifestations of terrorism, thus warranting selection 

regarding the application of the conceptual framework while acknowledging the inherently 

contested nature of determining paradigmatic case status in case study research. 

Research Paradigm 

Before addressing the specific methods-focused component of this chapter, it is appropriate 

to briefly discuss the question of the underpinning paradigm or worldview that informs the 

dissertation. In the fourth edition of his Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design, Creswell and 

Poth note that paradigms or worldviews have been referred to as ‘philosophical assumptions, 

epistemologies, and ontologies; broadly conceived research methodologies; and alternative 

knowledge claims’.278 They constitute ‘beliefs about ontology (the nature of reality), 

epistemology (what counts as knowledge and how knowledge claims are justified), axiology 

(the role of values in research), and methodology (the process of research)’.279 

This dissertation is anchored in a pragmatist paradigm or worldview. Creswell describes the 

pragmatist interpretive framework280 as possessing a ‘focus on the outcomes of the 

research—the actions, situations, and consequences of inquiry’281 and ‘instead of a focus on 

methods, the important aspect of research is the problem being studied and the questions 

 
277 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development. 
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asked about this problem.’282 Creswell further highlighted a number of core characteristics of 

the pragmatic interpretive framework. He summarised the overall perspective succinctly in 

noting: 

the individual using this worldview will use multiple methods of data collection to 
best answer the research question, will employ multiple sources of data collection, 
will focus on the practical implications of the research, and will emphasize the 
importance of conducting research that best addresses the research problem.283 

Creswell summarised his section on paradigms in tabular form. Concerning the pragmatic 

approach, he noted that its possible researcher goals constitute ‘to find solutions to real-world 

problems’; that potential researcher influences include an ‘appreciation for diverse 

approaches to collecting and analyzing and the contexts in which research takes place’; and 

that examples of researcher practices include ‘the most appropriate methods for addressing 

the research question’.284 

Given the implied orientation of much of orthodox terrorism studies, the operational and 

policy orientation of the field, and this dissertation, a flexible, practical and outcome-oriented 

paradigm is entirely appropriate. Further, there is substantial value in focusing the research 

on ensuring the methods are appropriate, rather than having methods rigidly determined by 

adherence to a particular predetermined paradigm. The broader aperture that the pragmatic 

paradigm enables provides an additional level of suitability for this research, given the 

macro-level of analysis undertaken. 

Case Study Methods 

In the words of Gerring, case study methods are the ‘workhorse of most disciplines and 

subfields in the social sciences.’ Further, the use of case studies has been noted as being 

‘solidly ensconced, perhaps even thriving’285 within the social sciences. Beyond the case 

study method as central to contemporary social science research, the justifications and 

benefits regarding its use in this dissertation are numerous. It is useful, however, before 

articulating the reasons for the adoption of case study methods, to note that Creswell and Poth 

conceive case study research as: 
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a methodology: a type of design in qualitative research that may be an object of 
study as well as a product of the inquiry. Case study research is defined as a 
qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary 
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 
detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., 
observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and 
reports a case description and case themes. The unit of analysis in the case study 
might be multiple cases (a multisite study) or a single case (a within-site study).286 

They note in their comments prior to the above definition that case study methods have been 

contested as a method. This ambiguity about the case study method’s legitimacy is further 

noted in Gerring’s 2006 work, when he notes, ‘apparently, the methodological status of the 

case study is still highly suspect. Even among its defenders there is confusion over the virtues 

and vices of this ambiguous research design … The case study survives in a curious 

methodological limbo’.287 

Despite an expansive methods literature detailing the practice of case study research and its 

prevalence within the social sciences, it remains the seemingly lesser cousin of more highly 

regarded, if not necessarily any more rigorous, research methods. In this regard, 

Flyvbjerg’s288 2006 article in Qualitative Inquiry is instructive. Flyvberg identifies five 

misunderstandings that have persisted in the case study research literature and seeks to 

provide counter-arguments to the ‘conventional wisdom’, that he notes is often ‘so 

oversimplified as to be grossly misleading’.289 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to 

fully interrogate the various arguments put forward by Flyvbjerg, other than to endorse them 

and in particular the following remarks from the conclusion of his article. He notes that ‘the 

case study is a necessary and sufficient method for certain important research tasks in the 
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social sciences, and it is a method that holds up well when compared to other methods in the 

gamut of social science research methodology’.290 

This dissertation, the topic under consideration and the research question being addressed 

lend themselves to case study methods for reasons effectively articulated by Yin, who stated 

that ‘ “how” and “why” questions are more explanatory and likely to lead to case studies … 

as the preferred research method[s]’.291 Yin furthered, ‘if you focused on the ‘why’ question 

in more than one terrorist act, you would probably be doing a multiple-case study’.292 It is 

worth restating here that the central research question of this dissertation is how does 

terrorism achieve strategic effect and that Yin emphasises the appropriateness of case studies 

for research questions that include ‘how’. More explicitly, Bartlett and Vavrus argue that the 

case study method, or more specifically their comparative case study approach, is ideal for 

studies that ‘consider how social actors, with diverse motives, intentions, and levels of 

influence, work in tandem with and/or in response to social forces to routinely produce the 

social and cultural worlds in which they live.’293 

Researching terrorism (undertaken by social actors), especially from the broader, macro 

perspective being taken here, is well disposed to research methods that can consider a variety 

of motivational drivers and the relationships existing between environments, contexts (social 

and cultural worlds) and the actions of individuals and organisations. Bartlett and Vavrus’ 

approach also advocated for ‘horizontal comparison’294 of cases. They further explained this 

as a process whereby comparison or analysis seeks to ‘compare the way that similar 

phenomena unfold in distinct, socially-produced locations that are connected in multiple and 

complex ways.’295 Given the intentionally diverse and distinct case studies utilised in this 

dissertation, adopting a research method that facilitates analysis of ‘similar phenomena’ is 

necessary. Case study research methods enable the focused consideration of the distinct and 

diverse case studies utilised herein and enable consideration of the shared characteristics of 

those cases. This research, in seeking to demonstrate an enduring nature to terrorism across 

multiple and distinct cases while also demonstrating they possess unique, contextually 
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determined characteristics as a manifestation of their ‘distinct socially-produced locations’, 

case study methods are ideally suited, particularly small-n case study methods. The 

comparative approach discussed by Bartlett and Varvus is substantially similar to that of the 

seminal work of George and Bennett, whose Case Studies and Theory Development in the 

Social Sciences has been influential in the research design of this dissertation. 

The selection of a case study approach is also informed by the frequent use of case study 

analysis within the field of terrorism studies specifically. As Hamm and Spaaij noted in their 

contribution to The Handbook of the Criminology of Terrorism, ‘the most commonly used 

method in qualitative research on terrorism is the case study,’ which ‘has the capacity to 

analyze in depth a small number of cases’.296 

Either singular case studies297 or multiple case study analyses298 have been frequently 

deployed, dominating the literature. Additionally, most of the highly regarded history of 

terrorism299 literature utilises case study approaches. These case study approaches range 

across various levels of analysis and include publications focused on individuals,300 

organisations,301 countries and regions.302 Beyond the terrorism-focused literature, a number 

of important works that have sought to explain how weak actors can succeed in campaigns 

against stronger enemies have also used case study methods. Arreguin-Toft’s, How the Weak 

Win Wars303 and Merom’s, How Democracies Lose Small Wars304 made valuable 
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contributions to the literature on insurgency and counterinsurgency. They further 

demonstrated the frequency of use and the utility of case study methods for developing and 

testing theoretical and conceptual frameworks. 

Structured, Focused Comparison 

The adoption of case study methods for this dissertation is informed by George and Bennett’s 

structured, focused comparison approach.305 Reflecting the pragmatic paradigm that informs 

the research method, George and Bennett stated explicitly: 

The method and logic of structured, focused comparison is simple and 
straightforward. The method is ‘structured’ in that the researcher writes general 
questions that reflect the research objective and that these questions are asked of 
each case under study to guide and standardize data collection, thereby making 
systematic comparison and cumulation of the findings in cases possible. The 
method is ‘focused’ in that it deals with only in certain aspects of the historical 
cases examined.306 

The conceptual framework provides the necessary structure for the cases under analysis 

within this dissertation. The analysis is, by extension, focused on the specific elements of the 

framework present in the cases. George and Bennett further note that the method of 

structured, focused comparison seeks to ‘draw the explanations of each case of a particular 

phenomenon into a broader, more complex theory’.307 As this dissertation seeks to 

demonstrate the utility of a conceptual framework in explaining a specific phenomenon 

manifested in three paradigmatic cases and, in the process, evidence the consistency of the 

framework’s applicability, the structured, focused comparison approach is ideally suited. 

These considerations indicate that a case study approach is appropriate for this research and 

that using a small-n case study approach is likely to provide an opportunity for the conceptual 

framework to be tested across an appropriate range of ideological and historical contexts. 

What is a Case? 

Drawing from the previous discussion regarding the contested nature of case study research, 

the social sciences remain ambiguous concerning any agreed definition of what constitutes a 

case. In the Introduction to the influential What is a Case: Exploring the Foundations of 
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Social Inquiry,308 Ragin noted that ‘the term “case” and the various terms linked to the idea of 

case analysis is not well defined in social science, despite their widespread usage and their 

centrality to social scientific discourse’.309 As with the previous parameter-setting exercise on 

definitions of terrorism, it is necessary to provide boundaries of some sort around the 

conceptualisation of a case, if only for the purpose of progressing the research undertaken. 

For the purposes of this research, George and Bennett’s definition of a case as ‘an instance of 

a class of events’ with the class of events further clarified as a ‘phenomenon of scientific 

interest, such as revolutions, types of governmental regimes, kinds of economic systems, or 

personality types that the investigator chooses to study with the aim of developing theory (or 

generic knowledge) regarding the causes of similarities or differences among instances 

(cases) of that class of events’310 informs the research method being adopted. Settling on a 

definition, albeit imperfect by reference to the preceding comments, is necessary and requires 

selecting a definition that is appropriate for the research being undertaken. Thus, it provides a 

conceptually appropriate definition and a definition suitable for the broad field in which this 

dissertation is situated. 

Case Selection 

As mentioned, the small-n case sample for this research consists of three case studies of 

different periods of terrorist praxis, with distinct ideological motivations and historical 

contexts. The three cases—anarchist terrorism from the mid to late 1800s through to the early 

1900s, Palestinian terrorism from 1967 onwards and the ongoing Salafi-Jihadist–inspired 

terrorism milieu—all reflect paradigmatic periods of terrorist activity and comport to the 

conceptualisation of a terrorist campaign articulated previously. As Hamm and Spaaij noted, 

‘selection of paradigmatic cases is still an under‐used strategy that holds particular promise 

for terrorism research’. Specifying the nature of a paradigmatic case has been a point of 

ongoing contention. However, Flyvbjerg provided a concise definition, stating that 

paradigmatic cases are those ‘that highlight more general characteristics of the societies in 

question’.311 Yet, he also acknowledged, ‘no standard exists for the paradigmatic case 

because it sets the standard’.312 Pavlich noted that a paradigmatic case ‘shows or reveals key 
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elements of that phenomenon’.313 The status of each of the chosen case studies as 

paradigmatic is elucidated in further detail below. 

While this analysis does not rely on nor necessarily endorses the wave framework advocated 

by Rapoport,314 his framework does provide a useful description of the features that bind 

disparate manifestations of terrorism together. In the 2004 version of his ‘four waves’ 

articulation, he referred to ‘international character; similar activities occur in several 

countries, driven by a common predominant energy that shapes the participating groups’ 

characteristics and mutual relationships.315 

This macro-level of analysis parallels the terrorism campaign approach identified earlier, 

which allows for terrorism activity motivated by a commitment to anarchist or Palestinian 

liberation ideology to be linked despite disparate geographical manifestations or variations in 

the discrete individual ideological adherence of the perpetrators. In this way, different 

terrorist campaigns can be conceived as part of a coherent body of activity and thus coherent 

for the purposes of case study analysis. While this analysis does not seek to utilise or endorse 

the waves framework, nor the characteristics that it articulates for each of those waves, it 

recognises that Rapoport’s work has been influential in terrorism studies. The framing of 

various periods of terrorism history has been instructive in determining the case study 

selection herein and shaping the macro-level analysis of the research. 

This macro-level perspective enables the analysis to consider, for instance, Salafi-Jihadist 

terrorism as a broad-based campaign, rather than necessarily focusing on organisational or 

meso-level enterprises such as IS or AQ in the Arabian Peninsula. To emphasise the necessity 

of this broader perspective, it is noteworthy that over the life course of Salafi-Jihadist 

terrorism, numerous organisations have existed, with a diversity of perspectives and specific 

interpretations of the broader ideological framework and various fusions of local and global 

objectives and a range of characteristics regarding their relationship with an overarching 

entity like AQ. While AQ is accepted as the bedrock of modern Salafi-Jihadist terrorism, its 

birth was the function of a merger of various organisations with, for instance, Tanzim al-

Jihad, the Salafi-Jihadist organisation then led by now-AQ Commander-in-Chief, Ayman al-
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Zawahiri, and traditionally oriented towards the ‘near enemy’ that, for Tanzim al-Jihad, was 

the Egyptian state.316 Since the attacks of 2001, AQ’s franchise approach to terrorism has 

‘introduced branches throughout the Muslim world, beginning in Saudi Arabia … in Iraq 

(2004), Algeria (2006), Yemen (2009), Somalia (circa 2010), Syria (2012), and the Indian 

subcontinent (2014)’.317 

Recognising that terrorist organisations are dynamic, evolutionary entities that manifest in 

various guises within a broader movement while maintaining a common ‘energy’ is essential 

to a holistic appreciation of how the phenomenon materialises. For instance, it would be 

remiss in any analysis of Salafi-Jihadist–informed terrorism to ignore the precursor to AQ, 

the Maktab al-Khidamat (Services Bureau) established by influential and revered Salafi-

Jihadist cleric Abdullah Azzam,318 or ignore the substantial influence of thirteenth-century 

religio-legal scholar, Ibn Taymiyya. Fishman argued the latter significantly influenced the 

modern Salafi-Jihadist interpretation of the concept of takfir.319 When combined with a 

paradigmatic case study selection, the macro-level approach enables a broader perspective to 

be taken, allowing the strategic perspective to prevail while maintaining depth and focus. 

A: Anarchist Terrorism 

The first case study considered in this research is anarchist terrorism, which is generally 

recognised as having come into existence in Russia in the 1870s. As Verhoeven argued: 

The standard story—and experts agree on this—is that it [terrorism] was invented in 
imperial Russia when, in the late 1870s, members of the revolutionary party 
Semelia I Volia (Land and Freedom) had a falling out over the use of political 
violence. They organised a summit, had a debate, took a vote, and agreed to 
disagree: one faction persisted with peaceful propaganda; the other, Naronaia Volia, 
wrote up a political program that explicitly embraced ‘terrorist activities’, and then 
put this program into practice.320 

The focus of this case study is justified by the significance of the anarchist wave for the 

initial conceptualisation of the idea of ‘propaganda by the deed’. This idea, as identified 

above, has been foundational in much of modern terrorism, either implicitly or explicitly. The 

importance of this idea in shaping much of the terrorism activity of the previous two 
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centuries is difficult to overstate, and its clarification and articulation by anarchist thinkers, 

philosophers and revolutionaries have provided a conceptual foundation upon which much of 

the doctrinal work of modern terrorism has been built. As Merari argued, ‘the essentials of 

the psychological basis of a terrorist struggle have changed little since the nineteenth century, 

when anarchist writings first formulated the principles of this strategy. The basic idea was 

phrased as “propaganda by deed” ’.321 

Writing in 1880, Russian anarchist activist, revolutionary and philosopher, Peter Kropotkin, 

captured the essence of the idea of propaganda by the deed when he authored Spirit of Revolt. 

In words echoed in the comments of Abu Daoud cited above, he argued: 

Indifference from this point on is impossible. Those who at the beginning never so 
much as asked what the ‘madmen’ wanted, are compelled to think about them, to 
discuss their ideas, to take sides for or against. By actions which compel general 
attention, the new idea seeps into people’s minds and wins converts. One such act 
may, in a few days, make more propaganda than thousands of pamphlets.322 

The importance of the anarchist wave of terrorism in providing the doctrinal and strategic 

basis on which modern terrorism has evolved justifies a focus on this period. In particular, the 

period of anarchist terrorism further lays the foundation for recognising the key elements of 

the conceptual framework. Numerous authors have recognised the convergence of dynamics 

that contextualised the emergence of anarchist terrorism, particularly the discovery of 

dynamite and the emergence of the rotary printing press yet have not extrapolated from this 

to suggest a broader, enduring nature to the phenomenon. 

While the conceptualisation of anarchist terrorism emerged and coalesced in Russia, it spread 

across Europe and ultimately to the US over time. The globalisation of the ideas, tactics, and 

strategies of anarchist terrorism informed actors and entities across the Western world, 

shaping and influencing political discourse and policy formation in multiple jurisdictions. As 

Jensen highlighted, ‘while during the 1880s, the most prominent acts of anarchist terrorism 

took place in Germany, Austria, and the United States, in the next decade the geography of 

terrorism shifted. During the 1890s a few bombs shook Greenwich, Constantinople, and 
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Zurich, but terrorism centred in western and southern continental Europe—in France, 

Belgium, Spain, and Italy, and to a lesser degree, Portugal’.323 

Given the conceptual framework articulated here and the enduring influence this period of 

terrorist activity had on terrorism practice, interrogating the nature, character and mechanics 

of anarchist terrorism is essential to developing a rich conceptual understanding of terrorism 

as a phenomenon. Anarchist terrorism represents a paradigmatic period in the preliminary 

development of terrorism while additionally providing the foundational undergirding of 

contemporary terrorism praxis. 

B: Palestinian Terrorism 

The second case study, focused on Palestinian terrorism, is partly determined on similar 

grounds to the anarchist case study. The wave of anarchist terrorism had significant 

consequences on the broader nature and character of terrorism beyond merely the period in 

which it took place, informing the strategy and tactics of terrorism beyond its demise. 

Similarly, Palestinian terrorism has had significant impacts on the character of terrorism, 

informing and influencing the strategies and tactics of numerous terrorist entities beyond the 

Israel/Palestine conflict and beyond the period of intensive operational activity. Palestinian 

terrorists have innovated regarding the application of violence, exploited the emergence of 

new media ecosystems, understood the importance of communicative and narrative dynamics 

and continue to demonstrate ongoing adaptability and flexibility in their engagement with 

information and communication technology. Palestinian terrorism, at its peak, was formative 

in the ongoing evolution of terrorism praxis. As Hoffman argued on the 1968 hijacking of El 

Al Flight 426 from London: 

The El Al hijacking differed significantly from all previous ones … through the 
combination of dramatic political statement, ‘symbolic’ targeting, and crisis-
induced de facto recognition, the terrorists discovered that they had the power to 
create major media events—especially when innocent civilians were involved. As 
Zehdi Labib Terzi, the PLO’s chief observer at the United Nations, reflected in a 
1976 interview, ‘The first several hijackings aroused the consciousness of the world 
and awakened the media and world opinion much more—and more effectively—
than 20 years of pleading at the United Nations’.324 

 
323 Jensen, Battle against Anarchist Terrorism, 33. 
324 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 65–66. 



100 

The internal doctrines of the various elements within the broader wave of Palestinian 

terrorism and activism demonstrate a willingness to embrace the use of terror, among other 

forms of asymmetric warfare. For instance, the Platform of the Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine identifies several key principles on which it seeks to prosecute its 

offensive operations and activities. Among others, it articulates the following four principles: 

1. Conventional War is the war of the Bourgeoisie. Revolutionary War is the People’s 

War. 

2. Guerrilla Struggle can be a form of pressure for the ‘Peaceful Solution’. 

3. There can be no Revolutionary War without a Revolutionary Theory. 

4. The war of liberation is a class war guided by Revolutionary Ideology.325 

In recognition of the solidarity expressed and actioned among the philosophical and political 

leadership of the Popular Front and numerous other ‘Third-Worldist’ liberation movements, 

but in particular, with the Vietnamese People’s Army, their platform closes with the words, 

‘this is the only way in which Amman can become an Arab Hanoi—a base for the 

revolutionaries fighting inside Palestine’.326 

Understanding the transnational relationships that existed between the various Palestinian 

factions and other liberation movements is important for being able to develop an 

appreciation of the broader influence these various Palestinian entities had on their 

contemporaries. The provision of weapons, training and broader political solidarity with a 

diversity of movements, organisations and individuals is detailed by Alexander. He 

highlighted the breadth and diversity of these relationships and the centrality of the 

Palestinian cause in facilitating and supporting a range of terrorist causes: 

Clearly, the most elaborate European-Middle Eastern terrorist connection was 
developed by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) … through its affiliate 
members such as Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), 
Palestine Liberation Front (PLF), and Palestine Popular Struggle Front (PPSF) … 
[who] collaborated with various European groups. In the 1970’s and early 1980’s, 
for example, German and Italian terrorists were trained in the Palestinian 
Houmirriya camp south of Damascus in Syria. PLO arms were sent to the IRA. And 
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AD [Direct Action], which was responsible for nearly eighty bombings and other 
terrorist acts in France between 1979 and 1987, established ties with the PLO.327 

The much-venerated former PLO Head, Yasser Arafat, who, in 1985, condemned ‘all types 

of terrorism’ while distinguishing these from what he referred to as ‘legitimate armed 

struggle which every nation living under occupation is entitled to,’328 had been a key leader 

in the internationalisation of the Palestinian struggle and efforts to ensure it was conceived 

and perceived as part of a broader, morally justified struggle against colonisation and 

imperialism. Chamberlin highlighted the 1970 meeting between the then-Chair of the PLO 

Executive Committee, Yasser Arafat, his deputy, Salah Khalaf, and the North Vietnamese 

Politburo members, including an audience with General Võ Nguyên Giáp. Chamberlin 

quoted the latter as stating, ‘the Vietnamese and Palestinian people have much in common … 

just like two people suffering from the same illness.’329 

The international significance and impact of the Palestinian struggle and its impact on Israel 

specifically and on Middle Eastern regional dynamics and international engagement with the 

region forms part of the justification for the focus of this case study. The capacity for the 

Palestinian struggle to transcend a variety of waves of terrorism—with nationalism, anti-

colonialism, anti-imperialism, left-wing Marxist-Leninist politics and Salafi-jihadism all 

motivating and characterising Palestinian terrorism during various periods—reflects the 

effectiveness and adaptability of the organisations facilitating the struggle and the ongoing 

resonance and exploitability of underlying grievances. The presence of the Israel/Palestine 

struggle simultaneously within the narratives of left-wing activists and extremists in the West 

and the narrative of contemporary Salafi-Jihadist organisations further demonstrates the 

salience of the cause and the ongoing importance of organisations that still support and 

undertake terrorism in its name or, at the very least, refer to it rhetorically and 

propagandistically. An analysis of terrorism in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that 

did not give adequate focus to the Palestinians would be incomplete. Last, terrorism and 

political violence inspired by the Palestinian struggle have remained adaptive and innovative 

in terms of their tactical and strategic considerations. The enduring presence of various 
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actors, entities and strategies owe much to the ongoing determination of the Palestinian 

movement. 

C: Salafi-Jihadist Terrorism 

Within the religious terrorism wave, Salafi-Jihadist entities have dominated the post-9/11 

period. In terms of operational tempo, innovation in strategy, tactics, organisational structure 

and resilience, there has been little competition. Further, the sophisticated understanding and 

appreciation for the contemporary media ecosystem and a willingness to embrace and exploit 

the online environment has meant that AQ and its fellow Salafi-Jihadists have maximised 

their capabilities and substantially impacted adversaries. The tactical innovations that AQ has 

facilitated have also proliferated, being replicated by various elements within the Salafi-

Jihadist current. The recent spike of low capability attacks within Western jurisdictions 

reflects the adaptive capacity of the Salafi-Jihadist manifestation of terrorism and the 

strategic insights that have gained traction across the broader movement. 

AQ’s willingness to embrace innovation and share it across the diffuse jihadist current has 

been one of its strengths. As Ranstorp and Normark put it, ‘one of the most distinguishing 

features of al-Qaeda’s terrorist operations is its propensity for remarkable innovation’.330 

Along with those it has influenced, inspired or assisted, AQ has provided a blueprint for 

contemporary media–oriented operations that continues to demand focus and attention not 

just on the organisation responsible but on its messaging. The example of ‘beheading videos’ 

highlighted previously is just one example of Salafi-Jihadist innovation. The nature of this 

innovation is also adaptive in that it has accommodated and recognised the need to accept the 

post-9/11 counterterrorism environment in which operations are now undertaken. This has 

resulted in the promotion of individual and small cell tactics as one element of their overall 

strategy. The promotion of tactics such as vehicular ramming, stabbing and other low 

capability, minimal planning operations have been a crucial innovation in the context of 

sustained counterterrorism pressure. It has similarly facilitated dramatic increases in 

operational tempo since 2014, particularly within Western jurisdictions. The use of social 

media and increasingly encrypted platforms as part of this effort only reinforces the adaptive 

and innovative capacities of the Salafi-Jihadist manifestation of terrorism. 
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Much of the strategic and organisational innovation that have facilitated these tactical 

innovations are the product of Salafi-Jihadist strategist Abu Mus’ab al-Suri, whose Call to 

Global Islamic Resistance, released online in December 2004, has dramatically shaped and 

influenced much of the contemporary terrorist environment. Michael Ryan states in regards 

to al-Suri that he ‘is as important today for understanding al-Qaeda and global jihad as he was 

before his capture and subsequent disappearance’.331 His contribution, which spans both 

military doctrine and organisational theory, played a substantial part in enabling the Salafi-

Jihadist movement to embrace, within elements of their organisational structure, more open, 

accessible approaches to engagement with potential recruits and with those who might 

undertake operations within Western countries. This approach, which experiences its first 

successful manifestation with Inspire magazine, laid much of the groundwork for the system 

that IS refined with the use of social media,332 the propagation of dynamic multimedia 

content, and the incorporation of key narrative touch points such as the impending 

apocalypse. This system effectively contributes to the recruitment of individuals to participate 

in terrorist activities abroad and to undertake inspired operations within Western 

jurisdictions. The innovation and adaptability of this manifestation of terrorism, in the context 

of a highly dynamic technological environment, warrants analysis while also demanding 

contextualisation within the broader history of terrorism and terrorist innovation. 

As a corollary of Jihadist innovation at the strategic and organisational level, jihadists’ 

embrace of the media and new media environments has proven deft and highly effective. 

Within the jihadist movement, arguably the most influential individual in this domain has 

been Anwar al-Awlaki, an American-born, self-styled Salafi-Jihadist preacher. Awlaki’s 

early engagement with the online environment, charismatic delivery, English-language 

sermons and simplified articulation of complex theological topics enabled him to become a 

central player in the second phase of AQ-affiliated terrorism. Despite his ultimate removal 

from the battlefield in a 2011 drone strike, Shane argues, ‘no figure in jihadist propaganda 

has eclipsed his well-established brand. He remains as relevant to a new generation of 
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American Jihadis inspired by the Islamic State as he was to their predecessors whose 

allegiance was to al-Qa`ida’.333 

Awlaki’s role in providing an overarching figure for Salafi-Jihadist adherents to access 

remotely and with relatively limited risk has played a substantial role in facilitating 

recruitment and operational engagement. His initial forays into the digital domain were 

leveraging platforms such as Facebook and YouTube, where he advocated for his 

interpretation of individualised jihad and targeted Muslim audiences in the West. Stern and 

Berger argued, ‘through a combination of communication savvy and his careful cultivation of 

an ambiguous relationship to terrorism over the course of many years, Awlaki established 

himself on social media years before the broader jihadist community made the transition’.334 

In understanding the significance of Awlaki, it is important to appreciate the theological role 

that he played in advocating and legitimising individualised jihad to Western-based audiences 

and recognise the key role he played, in partnership with Samir Khan, a Saudi-born Pakistani 

raised in New York, in developing and publishing Inspire magazine. Inspire was first 

published in 2010, with the most recent edition released in August of 2017. Inspire is an 

English language weapon and instruction manual, combined with theological and political 

content, fighters’ stories, senior figures’ profiles and detailed reflection on previous 

operations. Inspire has played a key role in the radicalisation of many Western-based 

jihadists. MI5 assessed that the magazine has ‘been read by those involved in at least seven 

out of the ten attacks planned within the UK since its first issue [in 2010]. We judge that it 

significantly enhanced the capability of individuals in four of these ten attack plots.’335 

Awlaki is also considered an essential conduit from the AQ model to the IS model of 

jihadism, both by reference to the sophisticated online propaganda campaign undertaken by 

IS and their embrace of social media to facilitate the recruitment of foreign fighters and 

domestic terrorist attacks. He is also considered an overarching jihadist figurehead for 

Western recruits to the movement. Hoffman goes as far as to state Awlaki ‘has a timeless and 

even universal message of radicalization and resistance that is completely separate to 
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whatever organization he hitched his fortunes to’.336 Despite having no formal religious 

qualifications and lacking any substantive combat experience, Awlaki provided the template 

for a key innovation of IS: the cultivation and deployment of a number of key online 

facilitators, or what Hughes and Meleagrou-Hitchens referred to as virtual entrepreneurs.337 

In terms of recognising Awlaki’s place within the senior cadre of the broader Salafi-Jihadist 

movement, Bourke states, ‘if al-Awlaki was the propagandist who did most to shape today’s 

threat against the West, and al-Zawahiri and al-Baghdadi are currently the most influential 

commanders, then al-Suri is the strategist of greatest relevance’.338 

The ongoing impact of Salafi-Jihadist–inspired terrorism in the West and across the Middle 

East is reflected in its capacity to have once again influenced the decisions of the US, Russia 

and be engaged militarily in the Middle East and in the dramatic escalation in domestic 

terrorist activity within Western jurisdiction in the period following the declaration of the 

Caliphate by IS. The unprecedented levels of activity have led to additional policy, legislative 

and budgetary responses and the reinforcement of the overall public concern with the threat 

of terrorism. In addition, Western jurisdictions have witnessed a concomitant rise in right-

wing extremism and increased traction for populist and nationalist political positions. Miller-

Idriss noted in relation to 9/11: 

The attacks were a gift to peddlers of xenophobia, white supremacism, and 
Christian nationalism: as dark-skinned Muslim foreigners bent on murdering 
Americans, al Qaeda terrorists and their ilk seemed to have stepped out of a far-
right fever dream. Almost overnight, the United States and European countries 
abounded with precisely the fears that the far right had been trying to stoke for 
decades.339 

As the leading proponents and practitioners of terrorism in the late-twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries and having had an unprecedented impact on international and national 

security and society more broadly, Salafi-Jihadist terrorism demands a case study within this 

dissertation. 
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The following section provides an articulation and analysis of the identified case studies, with 

each case study separated across two chapters. Chapters Five, Seven, and Nine each provide 

ideological, doctrinal, and operational context to the respective case studies, with Chapters 

Six, Eight, and Ten articulating the application of the conceptual framework to the cases. 

Before proceeding it is worthwhile restating that each of the following case studies will 

utilise the identified framework to structure the overall case study and will also undertake a 

consistent, structured approach to the introduction of each case study to provide a consistent 

approach to articulating the historical context of the distinct case studies under investigation. 

The introductions to all three case studies will provide an overview of the social and political 

milieu from which the broader ideological current emerged, articulate the development or 

adoption of the relevant doctrine that the ideological current subsequently embraced or 

propagated and provide an overview of a sample of the terrorist violence that was undertaken 

in its name. Regarding the last aspect of this introductory contextualisation, the overview of 

terrorist activity will focus on the preliminary actions of the movements, the high-profile 

attacks that reflect the peak of the operational capability of the campaigns undertaken in the 

name of the ideology and briefly identify any signature tactical or targeting practices that 

became associated with the movement or with organisational manifestations of the ideology 

and doctrine. These introductions are provided to situate the case studies in their appropriate 

social, political and technological context and to demonstrate the consistency and 

comparability between the cases and the enduring nature of terrorist praxis across disparate 

manifestations. 
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Chapter Five: Reading Anarchist Terrorism: Ideology, Doctrine 

and Operations 

 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not 
make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing 
already, given and transmitted from the past.340 

Upon the horizon there appeared a gloomy form, illuminated by a light as of hell, 
who, with lofty bearing, and a look breathing forth hatred and defiance, made his 
way through the terrified crowd to enter with a firm step upon the scene of history. 
It was the Terrorist.341 

This chapter provides a macro-level overview of the development of anarchist ideology, the 

doctrine of propaganda of the deed, and the coalescence of anarchist terrorism in Russia 

during the mid-to-late 1800s. Additionally, it places the emergence of these phenomenon in 

their historical context. 

It is necessary to distinguish between the emergence of anarchism as an ideological tract 

within European revolutionary thought, the emergence of propaganda of the deed as a 

doctrine of revolutionary practice and the subsequent operational coalescence and violent 

manifestations of these ideas. This chapter will thus provide an introductory social and 

political contextualisation for the development of anarchist ideology, the doctrine of 

propaganda of the deed and the operationalisation of these concepts into anarchist terrorism. 

It then applies the conceptual framework articulated in Chapter Three to evidence the crucial 

role the three elements of the framework played in enabling anarchist terrorism to achieve 

substantial strategic effects in Russia during its initial coalescence and subsequently across 

Europe and in the US. In doing so, this chapter will analyse the importance of dynamite to the 

success and contagiousness of terrorism as a novel form of revolutionary violence and an act 

that could be readily replicated with relative ease and frequency; the influence and 

operationalisation of the concept of propaganda of the deed in shaping the communicative 
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considerations of terrorist activity and in developing and reinforcing a coherent contextual 

ideological narrative throughout the period; the vital role played by Russian, European and 

Transatlantic literary cultures, the accessibility and affordability of printing technology to 

socialist and anarchist ideologues and by the developing print news media in the emergence 

and propagation of anarchist terrorism as an idea and a threat. In doing so, this chapter will 

seek to demonstrate that anarchist terrorism was dependent on not only the revolutionary 

sentiment that permeated Europe through the late-1800s but on the successful integration of 

the three elements identified above in being able to develop a replicable and consequential 

practice that ultimately provided the foundational model for the practice contemporaneously 

known as terrorism. While unable to achieve its ultimate objectives, it had a significant 

strategic effect on its adversaries. 

It is generally recognised across the terrorism studies literature342 that terrorism as a modern 

phenomenon, and certainly in its organisational and operational sense, successfully coalesced 

with the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 in St. Petersburg by Narodnaya Volya 

(People’s Will).343 While this assessment holds a great deal of merit in the strict sense, it is 

worth recognising and analysing the circumstances and structural conditions that enabled the 

incident to manifest and identify the broader contextual factors and presence of more specific 

factors that resulted in the incident manifesting in its specific form. Anarchism as an ideology 

did not merely appear in a vacuum but rather came about as the result of a range of 

transformative processes throughout the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the 

intellectual and political responses to those changes. To understand the broader context that 

enabled this incident to take place, which allowed for the incident to be communicated to and 

properly comprehended by the broader public and for it to have provided the operational and 

ideological inspiration for the wave of terrorism that ultimately spread across Europe and the 

Atlantic to the US, it is necessary to view the incident, at least initially, from a wider 
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aperture. This requires a brief analysis of two interlinked periods of history. These periods 

provided the economic, political and social context for the emergence of the broader 

revolutionary sensibilities that infused the mid to late nineteenth century. These periods 

constitute, in the first instance, the Industrial Revolution and subsequently what Hobsbawm 

refers to as the Age of Revolution.344 These will be briefly described and analysed in turn. 

These two interrelated phenomena provide an ideal lens for understanding the milieu from 

which anarchism, propaganda of the deed, and ultimately, anarchist terrorism emerged as an 

idea and a practice. 

The Age of Revolution and Revolutionary Ideas 

The aftermath of the French Revolution and the emergence of the ‘social question’ provided 

crucial contributions to the period known as the ‘age of revolution’ and the eventual 

coalescence of what came to be understood as terrorism. The period itself witnessed a 

multitude of revolutionary activity across Europe in particular and culminated with the 

Europe-wide revolutions of 1848. As Hobsbawm commented in his influential work The Age 

of Revolution, ‘never in European history and rarely anywhere else, has revolutionism 

(emphasis added) been so endemic, so general, so likely to spread by spontaneous contagion 

as well as by deliberate propaganda’.345 

This period, and the substantial and frequently uneven changes to social relations and 

economic conditions associated with the Industrial Revolution, laid the preliminary 

groundwork for the emergence of socialism, and subsequently anarchism, and the 

prominence of the social question. 

Authors such as Hoffman,346 Chaliand and Blin347 have previously referred to the role of the 

Industrial Revolution as fermenting the turmoil and upheaval that gave birth to the grievances 

culminating in the revolutions of 1848. These ultimately produced the revolutionary 

ideologies of socialism and communism, and by way of divisions and disagreements within 

the socialist movement, anarchism. The scale of the changes that the Industrial Revolution 

imposed, particularly on the working classes of society, is difficult to overstate. However, 

Hobsbawm articulates forcefully what this period constituted in stating that, ‘sometime in the 
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1780s, and for the first time in human history, the shackles were taken off the productive 

power of human societies, which henceforth became capable of the constant, rapid, and up to 

the present limitless multiplication of men, goods and services.’348 

A more specific and succinct articulation of the Industrial Revolution is provided by Musson 

and Robinson, who referred to ‘the transformation of a predominantly rural, agricultural, and 

handicraft society into a predominantly urban, industrial, and mechanized society’.349 These 

two conceptualisations address the central elements of the Industrial Revolution: its 

transformative nature and, concomitantly, the revolutionary changes it wrought regarding 

economic and employment arrangements and the beginnings of the urbanisation of the 

populace. In seeking to understand the revolutionary fervour of the French Revolution and 

the broader Age of Revolution, understanding the impact of the Industrial Revolution, first in 

Britain and then (albeit unevenly) across Europe, assists in understanding the revolutionary 

sentiment that emerged during this period and its appeal to the burgeoning intelligentsia and 

the masses. As the Industrial Revolution imposed fundamental change on the very existence 

of substantial proportions of the populace,350 political and ideological responses began to 

emerge to reflect the grievances of those increasingly experiencing the negative 

consequences of these changes. 

These processes gave birth to the social delineations that were subsequently articulated by 

socialists, namely between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Additionally, the technological 

innovations and the incentivisation associated with the economic application of these 

innovations ultimately produced inventions such as dynamite and innovations such as the 

industrialisation of printing technology, which enabled the ultimate culmination of anarchist 

revolutionary thought into anarchist terrorism in 1881. For the purposes of this analysis, it is 

sufficient to recognise that the economic consequences of the Industrial Revolution and the 
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associated expansion of capitalist modes of production in part facilitated the technological 

innovations that subsequently informed the emergence of anarchist terrorism capabilities. In 

contrast, the social and political consequences of these changes provided the undergirding 

grievances that socialism, communism and, ultimately, anarchism came to articulate and 

respond to. The revolutionary sensibility of the period was shaped as much by the economics 

of the Industrial Revolution as it was by anything else. 

Recognising the role that the revolutionary fervour of the mid to late 1800s played in the 

conceptualisation and propagation of anarchist thought is essential to a fulsome appreciation 

of the social and political context that gave birth to anarchist terrorism itself. Without the 

social and political changes wrought by the Industrial Revolution, the utopianism and sense 

of possibility associated with the initial successes of the French Revolution and the broader 

sense of social grievance articulated by and capitalised on by socialist and communist 

revolutionaries, anarchism itself would unlikely have emerged as a distinct political and 

ideological current. While beyond the scope of analysis undertaken here, the French 

Revolution played a vital role in demonstrating that revolutionary activity, anchored in the 

grievances identified above, was not only possible but that it could be successful. As 

Hobsbawm stated, ‘the most formidable legacy of the French Revolution itself was the set of 

models and patterns of political upheaval which it established for the general use of rebels 

anywhere’.351 

As revolutionary activity became increasingly prevalent across Europe and the propagation of 

ideas that justified and encouraged this activity was increasingly shared and accessed, 

revolutionary sentiment grew across numerous jurisdictions in Europe. The American and 

French revolutions, the subsequent period of revolutionary activity in Europe throughout the 

mid-1800s and the centrality of the ‘social question’ distinguished this period of discontent 

from earlier periods. As Arendt highlighted: 

the social question began to play a revolutionary role only when, in the modern age 
and not before, men began to doubt that poverty is inherent in the human condition, 
to doubt that the distinction between the few, who through circumstances or 
strength or fraud had succeeded in liberating themselves from the shackles of 
poverty, and the labouring poverty-stricken multitude was inevitable and eternal.352 
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The overarching shape and colour of this period reflected the disappointments with the 

failures and shortcomings of efforts to implement the Enlightenment’s romantic ideals and 

liberate the masses from the impositions of the existing social and economic conditions. 

Repeated efforts to establish a more equitable social contract had been, at best, marginally 

successful. These frustrations, as much with the existing power structures as with those 

willing to compromise with those power structures, resulted in the emergence of the body of 

thought that coalesced as anarchism. Anarchism did not emerge in isolation but rather was 

the consequence and culmination of a broader series of frustrations by intellectuals and 

revolutionary activists who had witnessed, and participated in, the litany of unsuccessful 

revolutions across Europe throughout the 1800s. 

Anarchist Ideology 

Anarchism as a distinct body of thought is notoriously difficult to describe with specificity, 

partly due to the multitude of branches of thought captured by the broader term and the 

frequent internal contradictions characteristic of the ideological framework. Numerous 

authors recognise the longer history of ideas that have informed or at least parallel those that 

ultimately form what can be conceived as a canon of anarchist thought. Authors such as 

Graham have dated the broad idea of the absence of governance or coercive authority to circa 

300 CE, highlighting, for example, the ideas of Bao Jingyan.353 Joll has referred, among 

others, to the Stoics and the Anabaptists.354 Woodcock makes a key point about the extensive 

pre-anarchist lineage, stating, ‘what has so often been represented as the prehistory of 

anarchism is rather a mythology created to give authority to a movement and its theories’.355 

Thus, the emphasis here is on the more discrete set of ideas that emerged in Europe in the 

mid to late 1800s that provided the ideological justifications for what, in parallel with the 

doctrine of propaganda of the deed, resulted in the wave of anarchist-inspired terrorism in 

Russia, Europe and the US. This will be analysed through the lens of the conceptual 

framework outlined above, drawing on the core authors who contributed to the preliminary 

articulation of the ideological framework of anarchism to provide broad parameters, if not a 

definition of anarchism. 
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Conceptualising anarchism can be undertaken by focusing on a small number of key actors 

and their articulations of what anarchism constituted. This section will cite Pierre-Joseph 

Proudhon, recognised as the first person to refer to themself as an anarchist; Mikhail 

Bakunin, referred to by his biographer as ‘the most notorious radical of the nineteenth 

century’;356 and Peter Kropotkin, referred to by Laqueur as ‘once one of the most outspoken 

advocates of terrorism’.357 These three individuals exercised dramatic influence over the 

anarchist movement of the period on the emergence, embrace and deployment of propaganda 

of the deed and, ultimately, the development and subsequent evolution of violent 

revolutionary activity throughout modern history. As with any ideological tract or statement, 

the scope for interpretation, misinterpretation and exploitation of ideas is immense, while the 

capacity for either specific ideas or ideological frameworks to inspire actors towards action, 

violent or otherwise, is a complex and multifarious process. As such, while the authors cited 

above are generally considered the forebears of anarchist ideology, their direct culpability for 

encouraging the wave of, at times, loosely connected anarchist-inspired terrorism that 

occurred is, in certain cases, much more tenuous. For instance, Kropotkin would later recant 

his support for terrorism, or at least begin to ‘reconsider the effectiveness of terrorist acts’.358 

In seeking to draw direct lineage between anarchist ideology, the doctrine of propaganda of 

the deed and the terrorism that occurred, it is necessary to keep the words of Laqueur at the 

forefront of consideration. About anarchism and the wave of violent action that took place, he 

wrote, ‘there was no global conspiracy, no high command, no ‘party discipline’; each 

individual Anarchist, each group, felt free to register his protest in the form and at the time he 

saw fit’.359 

Proudhon was an early contributor of those authors who articulated core ideas that informed 

anarchism’s subsequent development. He provided the movement with an enduring slogan 

when he wrote in his 1840 work, What is Property, that ‘property is theft’.360 However, for 

the purposes of conceptualising anarchism, his comments in The General Idea of the 

Revolution in the Nineteenth Century are particularly instructive regarding anarchist 
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sentiment for the government specifically and authority more generally. In 1851, Proudhon 

published the following: 

To be governed is to be kept in sight, inspected, spied upon, directed, law-driven, 
numbered, enrolled, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, estimated, valued, 
censured, commanded, by creatures who have neither the right, nor the wisdom, nor 
the virtue to do so... to be governed is to be at every operation, at every transaction, 
noted, registered, enrolled, taxed, stamped, measured, numbered, assessed, licensed, 
authorized, admonished, forbidden, corrected, punished... That is government.361 

Proudhon, who had taught himself multiple classical languages and read widely across 

philosophy and religion as an apprentice printer,362 was a contemporary of Marx and Bakunin 

and influenced deeply by Enlightenment thinkers such as Rousseau. His ideas had gained 

substantial traction among his contemporaries, and he managed to provoke a formal critical 

response from Marx to his 1847 The System of Economic Contradictions, or The Philosophy 

of Poverty. However, as Chaliand and Blin have highlighted, Proudhon was ‘more reformist 

than revolutionary’.363 It wasn’t until Mikhail Bakunin, upon his return from imprisonment in 

Russia, that in the words of Kropotkin, ‘established, in a series of powerful pamphlets and 

letters the leading principles of modern anarchism. The complete abolition of the State … 

was the watchword he boldly proclaimed’.364 

Bakunin led the anti-authoritarian faction within the International Workingmen’s Association 

that resulted in the schism that permanently divided the broader socialist movement and more 

formally distinguished anarchism as a unique body of revolutionary ideology—separate, yet 

still part of, the broader socialist revolutionary movement. Bakunin articulated the general 

critique of established social structures and the Marxist socialist revolutionary position. He 

called for the total abolition of existing authority structures, believing that all efforts, 

including socialist revolutionary efforts, would ultimately result in the replacement of those 

currently occupying positions of power and authority, with others equally susceptible to the 

corrupting influence of power, and that the oppression and subjugation he believed inherent 

in government itself would persist. In his Critique of the Marxist Theory of the State, Bakunin 

articulated this proposition at some length: 
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Such are our ideas as social revolutionaries, and we are therefore called anarchists. 
We do not protest this name, for we are indeed the enemies of any governmental 
power, since we know that such a power depraves those who wear its mantle 
equally with those who are forced to submit to it. Under its pernicious influence the 
former become ambitious and greedy despots, exploiters of society in favor of their 
personal or class interests, while the latter become slaves.365 

Bakunin’s most substantial contribution to the violence and terrorism that anarchism came to 

inspire was the doomed relationship he briefly maintained with Sergey Nechaev. This will be 

dealt with in greater detail in the next section on propaganda of the deed. Still, it was 

Nechaev, and his exploitation of the ideas of Bakunin, and his association with him, who 

most explicitly associated anarchist ideology with terrorist violence. 

The last voice to assist in a coherent articulation of anarchist ideology is Peter Kropotkin. 

Much like Bakunin, who sought to fuse theoretical and ideological rumination with action, 

Kropotkin, in the first instance, was a prolific writer and activist. In 1879, he established the 

influential periodical Le Revolte,366 which played a central role in propagating the ideas of 

revolutionary anarchism. In his most famous work, the 1880s The Spirit of Revolt, he made 

the argument for addressing what he referred to as ‘that abyss which, for the greatest part of 

humanity, lies between reasoning and action, thought and will—the urge to act’.367 He called 

for action to bring forth the vision of a society absent the constraints of government authority, 

stating, in prose that resonated with the decentralised elements of contemporary terrorism: 

Men of courage, not satisfied with words, but ever searching for the means to 
transform them into action—men of integrity for whom the act is one with the idea, 
for whom prison, exile, and death are preferrable to a life contrary to their 
principles—intrepid souls who know that it is necessary to dare in order to 
succeed—these are the lonely sentinels who enter the battle long before the masses 
are sufficiently roused.368 

Incendiary tracts such as this provided important contributions to the articulation of anarchist 

principles and proved integral to the radicalisation of those who came to take violent action in 

the name of anarchism. In more specific terms related to capturing the essence of what 

anarchism constitutes, Kropotkin would contribute a chapter to the Encyclopedia Britannica 

 
365 Mikhail Aleksandrovich Bakunin and Sam Dolgoff, Bakunin on Anarchy: Selected Works by the Activist-
Founder of World Anarchism, 1st ed. (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1972), 328. 
366 Petr Kropotkin and Roger N. Baldwin, Kropotkin’s Revolutionary Pamphlets: A Collection of Writings (New 
York, NY: Dover Publications, 1970), 21. 
367 Kropotkin, Anarchism, 38. 
368 Kropotkin, Anarchism, 39. 



118 

of 1910, in which he succinctly stated that anarchism is ‘the name given to a principle or 

theory of life and conduct under which society is conceived without government’.369 

Importantly, anarchist ideology spread through intellectual and revolutionary circles in 

Russia, throughout Britain and Western Europe, and across the Atlantic to the US. The spread 

of these ideas was intimately linked to the burgeoning infrastructure of the maturing 

Industrial Revolution. The advent of railways and rail travel and particularly affordable print 

technology underpinned prolific ideologues of the anarchist and broader socialist movement’s 

ability to articulate and distribute their ideas, often illicitly, in multiple languages to a wider 

audience. The establishment of periodicals such as Le Revolte, one of numerous radical 

publications, provided a platform for distributing incendiary ideas that would otherwise have 

been limited to direct engagement with audiences. The specifically anarchist and socialist 

press was paralleled by what was known as the Dynamite Press in support of the Fenian 

cause and included publications such as Ireland’s Liberator and Dynamite Monthly.370 The 

affordability of print material and the capacity for transnational distribution of radical and 

subversive ideas was a crucial component of the anarchist movement’s transnationalisation 

and the concomitant transnationalisation of anarchist-inspired political violence and 

terrorism. 

As an ideology, anarchism came to represent a body of ideas that, despite its internal 

contradictions, its utopian sensibility regarding human nature and the infeasibility of its 

vision, appealed to many revolutionaries, both intellectuals and activists. The prospect of a 

wholesale dissolution of the existing systems of authority, tradition and governance was 

crucial in setting forth an ideological proposition that necessitated action and maintained 

sufficient malleability that it could be embraced, claimed and exploited to justify a litany of 

directly and indirectly inspired terrorist and insurrectionist action. Taken in conjunction with 

the body of doctrinal work associated with propaganda of the deed, which was equally 

pliable, anarchism came to be associated both directly and justifiably, in that there was a 

legitimate threat of anarchist terrorism, and in the social imaginary of the public as the result 

of the articulation of a mythologised caricature of the ‘crazed man dressed in black with a 

dynamite bomb in his hand’ by the popular press and the political class. As Laqueur claimed, 

‘Anarchism was a riddle as far as Western European public opinion at the time was 
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concerned. The newspapers reported the existence of a mysterious society of ruthless men 

who had as their watchword the murder of monarchs and the overthrow of governments’.371 

Propaganda of the Deed 

Propaganda of the deed was, at the time of its emergence and actualisation, a contested 

concept with interpretations ranging across a spectrum of practices, with a diverse body of 

intentions associated with it. Debate raged among proponents of the practice regarding the 

role of conventional propaganda, the purpose of the violence undertaken and the strategic 

utility of the idea. In its preliminary manifestations, propaganda of the deed did not 

necessarily refer explicitly or exclusively to acts that would be considered terrorism. 

However, it certainly articulated the supremacy and necessity of actions over ideas. 

Proponents of the concept reflected the growing sense of frustration among revolutionaries of 

the time, convinced of the righteousness of their ideological position on the failure of 

conventional propaganda methods to sufficiently inspire a broader embrace of their 

revolutionary fervour by the masses. As Brousse wrote, reflecting the general idea of 

propaganda of the deed in 1877: 

Yet Proudhon had written magnificent books. Who read those books? A handful of 
literati. But once the idea was brought out into the open air… it shook the peasant in 
his cottage, the worker at his fireside, and peasants and workers alike had to reflect 
on this huge question mark posted in the public square … for or against, everybody 
has picked his side.372 

Propaganda of the deed, as an idea rather than a fully formed doctrine directly associated with 

anarchism or terrorism, first emerged among frustrated and impatient revolutionaries in Italy. 

Its first specific articulation of the idea was expressed by Italian socialist revolutionary Carlo 

Pisacane in his posthumously published Political Testament.373 Pisacane, influenced by then-

emerging socialist thought, including the work of proto-anarchist Proudhon, made the case 

that the masses could only be awoken to the ideas of revolution, in this case, a revolution 

towards national unification and towards the implementation of anarchist principles, through 

‘deeds’ rather than further theorising. In his broader writing on revolution, Pisacane reflected 

on the failures of 1848 and argued for the prioritisation of action over further education or 
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additional conventional propaganda. His view, which was later adopted and directly quoted 

by anarchist advocates of propaganda of the deed, reflected a belief that these deeds could act 

as the spark that ignited a society-wide revolution—collectively, deeds could constitute the 

revolution.374 

The re-emergence of propaganda of the deed in the 1870s is attributed in the first instance to 

Bakunin.375 Bakunin stated in his 1870 Letter to a Frenchman on the Present Crisis, that ‘all 

of us must now embark on stormy revolutionary seas, and from this very moment we must 

spread our principles, not with words but with deeds, for this is the most popular, the most 

potent, and the most irresistible form of propaganda’.376 

Of those advocating propaganda of the deed, and as a demonstration of the close proximity of 

the relationships that existed between these advocates and ideologues, Cafiero’s Action, 

published in 1880 and printed in Le Revolte, the newspaper founded 12 months prior by 

Kropotkin and others. Cafiero was more explicit than his contemporaries and called for 

‘permanent rebellion, by word, by writing, by dagger, by gun, by dynamite … every weapon 

which can be used for rebellion’.377 

Some authors attribute the initial articulation of the idea of propaganda of the deed to the 

infamous work of Sergey Nechaev.378 However, this is not generally reinforced by the 

broader literature on the emergence of propaganda of the deed. This is not to diminish the 

influence of Nechaev’s publications, his mystique and their impact on those who 

subsequently sought to prioritise action over theory and to justify violence against perceived 

enemies. Nechaev’s contributions have been largely subsumed by focusing on the 

misconceptions regarding authorship of his most well-known contribution, the Catechism of a 

Revolutionary,379 often attributed to Bakunin. This has been part of a broader focus on those 

voices exclusively calling for propaganda of the deed with the explicit terminology, or a 

focus on those who either maintained an adherence to the anarchist ideology of the time or 

could be considered anarchists themselves. Much of Nechaev’s contribution was to prioritise 
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the need for immediate action in response to an existential threat rather than the need to 

maintain ideological coherence or purity, such as other pragmatic doctrinal contributions 

from authors such as Zaichnevesky, who in his Young Russia, published in 1862, had 

declared that ‘anyone who is not with us is against us, and an enemy, and enemies must be 

ex- terminated by all means’.380 

Pomper refers to Zaichnevesky’s pamphlet as ‘the most bloodthirsty pamphlet of the period 

1861–62’.381 While Nechaev largely avoided explicit references to either the core principles 

of anarchist ideology or the conventional doctrine of propaganda of the deed, his work, along 

with that of other revolutionaries, contributed to a general legitimisation of violent action and 

the broader belief that the revolution itself warranted fermentation through acts of 

revolutionary insurrection. While the actions of those who interpreted propaganda of the deed 

to mean violence and terrorism at times diverged from the initial intentions of those who had 

advocated the idea, the role of the legitimising ideological framework of anarchism, and the 

call to arms that propaganda of the deed as it came to be interpreted, contributed substantially 

to the emergence and coalescence of terrorism as a distinct phenomenon. In this sense, Russia 

provides a useful example of the trajectory of ideology and doctrine as interpreted and 

manifested by various actors and culminating with the successful assassination of Tsar 

Alexander II in March 1881. 

Propaganda of the deed became increasingly removed from a coherent and considered 

element of anarchist thought or an element of the idea that a calibrated act of revolutionary 

insurrection could inspire a broad-based specifically anarchist revolution against the state. 

Increasingly, in terms of the doctrinal ideas being advocated and propagated and the actions 

being undertaken in their name, propaganda of the deed came to act as a rudimentary 

justification for violence, disconnected from ideological or strategic considerations. 

Nechaev’s Catechism, Zaichnevesky’s Young Russia and, most importantly, Morozov’s 1880 

The Terrorist Struggle382 came to explicitly call for violence and terrorism. Meanwhile, 

Morozov called for the terrorist movement to ‘clarify theoretically the idea of “terroristic 
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struggle” and show in practice the usefulness of the means it employs’. Among the closing 

remarks of his incendiary contribution: 

the party should bring about the final disorganization, demoralization, and 
weakening of government for its actions of violence against freedom. This should 
be achieved through a consistent, punishing system used by terrorists. This system 
should make the government weak and incapable of taking any measures for the 
oppression of freedom.383 

While the above is generally in keeping with the broad ideological parameters of an anarchist 

critique of authority and the broad principle of propaganda of the deed, authors such as 

Morozov managed to simplify and systematise the ideas circulating in the broader 

revolutionary movement, and to enable individuals, not necessarily deeply schooled in 

anarchist or socialist thought, or appreciative of the strategic potentiality of revolutionary 

violence, to participate in acts of what they and their audience could perceive as quasi-

endorsed revolutionary practice, and explicitly referred to as terrorism. The Russian 

experience culminated with the campaign’s eventual success to assassinate the Tsar, but this 

came about only after numerous attempts and in the context of an increasingly active militant 

component within the Russian revolutionary movement. This intertwined with the 

intellectual, doctrinal and practical evolution of propaganda of the deed across Europe. The 

Russian experience would come to dramatically shape the entire anarchist terrorism 

phenomena, in terms of refining the practice of terrorism itself, but additionally in 

demonstrating its feasibility and effectiveness, and in developing an appreciable and 

contextualised practice that a multitude of audiences was capable of understanding. 

Karakozov 

Even before the 1866 assassination attempt on the life of the Tsar by Karakazov, the 

perpetrator had joined what was known as ‘The Organisation’, established between 1865 and 

1866, within which had emerged a smaller cell known as Hell. Hell, Venturi claims, was 

established for the specific purpose of terrorism.384 Verhoeven emphasises incorporating the 

idea of regicide into Hell via Karakazov’s cousin Ishutin.385 The nominal leader of Hell 

ultimately confessed to being the primary advocate for regicide within the terrorist cell 
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existent in the broader organisation.386 In reference to Hell, Venturi explicitly states, ‘its goal 

was terrorism aimed at those members of the government and land-owning classes who were 

particularly hated by the people’.387 Ishutin most explicitly advocated for ‘naked terrorism’ 

and the targeting of ‘particularly hated members of the government and nobility, with the 

Tsar as the target-in-chief’.388 Karakazov’s attempt, while ultimately unsuccessful in its effort 

to assassinate the Tsar, laid a blueprint that was refined and replicated until its successful 

deployment in 1881. Karakozov conceived of his action as ‘factual propaganda’.389 In 

addition to the pistol with which he had sought to undertake his regicide, he was arrested in 

possession of a manifesto entitled ‘To My Worker Friends’, which stated in part, ‘I decided 

to terminate the tsar-villain and to die for my beloved people. If I succeed, I will die with the 

idea that my death will be of use to my dear friend, the Russian peasant … My death will be 

an example and inspiration for them’.390 

Along with a substantial body of commentary that sought to understand what had happened 

when Karakozov, despite the protests of his fellow revolutionaries, attempted and failed to 

assassinate the Tsar in 1866, Dostoevsky’s Devils, published in 1871, around the time of 

Nechaev’s arrest, assisted in making the actions of what would come to be understood as 

terrorism comprehensible to a broader audience. Verhoeven emphasised this point sharply 

when referring to Karakazov’s ‘unheard of’ act and refers to the process by which his act 

‘became the subject of a cacophonous onslaught of commentary. Law, literature, media, 

medicine, fashion, fine arts, and religion—none were left unaffected, all sought to make 

sense of what seemed a senseless story’.391 

Karakazov’s act provides the preliminary anchoring of an understanding of something 

resembling terrorism for a multitude of audiences. The incident itself was limited in its 

impact by its fundamental novelty, in that the idea of a citizen taking it upon themselves to 

attack, least of all seek to assassinate, the absolute monarch remained unprecedented and 

incomprehensible. As Verhoeven argued, it was Karakazov’s attempted assassination that 

constitutes the first manifestation of something that can meaningfully be considered as 
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terrorism and provided the beginnings of a series of interconnected events that culminated 

with the 1881 assassination of Tsar Alexander II. 

Nechaev 

Understanding the role of Sergey Nechaev in the broader evolution of anarchist informed 

terrorism is best encapsulated in the words of Cannac, who stated, ‘Nechayev’s importance 

should be gauged not by his influence—which was brief, sporadic, and short-lived—but by 

his keen and prophetic vision of revolutionary struggle’.392 The compounding influences of 

events, ideological propagation, and doctrinal refinement increased the likelihood of 

terrorism being undertaken and made it an increasingly appealing course of action to those 

militant members of the revolutionary movement. Nechaev contributed to this, albeit not in 

the directly consequential manner he envisaged. Karakazov’s attempted assassination 

provided substantial inspiration to Nechaev, one of the most divisive figures among the 

Russian revolutionaries, but nonetheless, a figure whose influence would echo well beyond 

the small circle of devotees he amassed during his active revolutionary activity. Nechaev 

himself, while never successful in mobilising sufficient revolutionary resources to undertake 

an actual attack, played a key role in advocating for a pragmatic, amoral approach to 

revolutionary insurrection and terrorism. His 1869 Catechism of the Revolutionary would 

ultimately shape and inform radical discourse regarding the need for action rather than 

ongoing theoretical debate in Russia and beyond. His words would be republished in the US 

in Johann Most’s Freiheit and Alan Parson’s The Alarm393and would endure well beyond the 

period of anarchist terrorism. In his 1968 autobiographical Soul on Ice, Black Panther leader 

Eldridge Cleaver wrote of his prison reading and stated, in addition to reading Lenin, ‘I fell in 

love with Bakunin and Nechayev’s Catechism of the Revolutionist—the principles of which, 

along with some of Machiavelli’s advice, I sought to incorporate into my own behavior. I 

took the Catechism for my bible’.394 

The Black Panthers would ultimately reprint Nechaev’s Catechism in the mid-1960s,395 

embracing, as would numerous other terrorists and revolutionaries, the ‘ends justify the 
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means’ rationalisation of all and any methods of revolutionary activity that was embodied in 

his work. Nechaev continued a more militant line of advocacy in keeping with the lineage of 

Morozov and others and of Karl Heinzen, whose 1849 On Murder restated classical 

justifications for tyrannicide. The text called for ‘new inventions—explosives, underground 

chambers, bombs planted under pavements, containers filled with poison—devices that might 

rain destruction on whole regiments of supporters of tyranny’.396 

Beyond his revolutionary vision and ongoing agitation within the broader revolutionary 

current, Nechaev provides a linkage397 between manifestations of preliminary anarchist 

terrorism. Vera Zasulich, whom Nechaev had cynically professed his love to shortly after 

their first meeting to recruit her to his cause, wrote of him that rather than having a deep 

intellectual appreciation for the circumstances that justified the revolution or for the 

ideological framework developed in response to those circumstances, the: 

source of his revolutionary energy were [sic] not views carried from contact with 
this milieu [the intelligentsia], but burning hatred, and hatred not only of the 
government, of institutions, not only of the exploiters of the people, but of entire 
society, of all the educated strata, of all these sons of gentlemen, rich and poor, 
conservative, liberal and radical.398 

Nechaev himself never successfully coordinated a sustained organisation or circle, nor did he 

or any of his acolytes even undertake an attempted attack. Nechaev’s influence was more in 

his explicit, unapologetic advocacy for action for the sake of action. Pomper highlights that 

significant sections of Narodnaia Rasprava (People’s Justice), the journal that Nechaev 

published two editions of and that shared its name with his short-lived, small cell of 

revolutionaries,399 focused substantially on Karakozov. The second edition dedicated 

substantial column length to his story.400 The journal published an explicit homage to 

Karakozov in 1870, when it wrote in endorsing tones, ‘a general uprising of the tormented 
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Russian people is inevitable and at hand … The beginning of our sacred task was laid in the 

morning of April 4, 1866, by Dmitri Karakozov’.401 

It was around the time of Nechaev’s eventual arrest that Dostoevsky published Devils,402 in 

which the author channels and reflects Nechaev through the novel’s protagonist, Pyotr 

Verkhovensky. During the writing process, the author made working notes that referred 

explicitly to Nechaev, upon whom much of the story arc revolves, as being ‘not a socialist but 

a rebel. His ideal is insurrection and destruction and then, whatever might come’.403 At his 

trial, Nechaev refused to abandon his stance, continuing to defy the court’s authority and 

shouting, ‘I refuse to be a slave of your tyrannical government … I do not recognize the 

Emperor and the laws of this country’.404 At his civil execution405 following his extradition 

from Switzerland as a common criminal, he declared, ‘Down with the Tsar, down with 

despotism! Long live freedom! They’ve made me, a political criminal, a simple murderer’!406 

The most explicit demonstration of Nechaev’s enduring influence and appeal to the militantly 

oriented elements of the revolutionary movement is in the correspondence between him and 

the members of Narodnaya Volya (NV) in the period prior to their assassination of Tsar 

Alexander II. Nechaev had successfully established a means to smuggle letters out of the 

Peter and Paul Fortress to which he had ultimately been sentenced after his trial. Nechaev’s 

ability to undertake what Hingley refers to as a ‘correspondence course in tsaricide for the 

benefit of People’s Will’407 is confirmed by Vera Figner, who reflected on the excitement of 
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her organisation when they received correspondence from Nechaev, and on the reconstruction 

of his reputation by her and her fellow terrorists, when she wrote408: 

The letter made a strange impression. The dark stain on Nechayev’s name suddenly 
disappeared … that whole net of lies, in the name of the end sanctifies the means, 
were forgotten. We saw a mind which was neither enfeebled nor clouded by many 
years of solitary confinement; a will which the heavy burden of a cruel punishment 
had been unable to break; an energy that had not been weakened by failures.409 

Zasulich 

The 1866 failed assassination was the beginning of what has been referred to as the ‘Emperor 

hunt’.410 Through the 1870s, numerous radical publications appeared in Russia, 

predominantly published by émigré populations in Geneva, Paris and London.411 These 

publications played a crucial role in informing and shaping radical discourse within Russia 

and transnationally while debating the various competing methodologies for facilitating the 

revolution. By the mid-1870s, the second manifestation of Land and Freedom, the 

organisation from which NV would eventually splinter, had been established. By 1877, Vera 

Zasulich would attempt to assassinate the governor of St. Petersburg.412 

Compared to the ‘unheard of’ assassination attempt of Karakozov, Zasulich became a 

celebrity of sorts within radical circles and with the broader public; he had become equipped 

to interpret the act as being inherently revolutionary and as terrorism, albeit without the 

implied pejorative connotations of contemporary understandings. As Hardy notes, ‘Zasulich 

received enormous publicity; her name became a household word among the radicals of her 

day. In Russia, the radical press and public saw her act as a deed of highest heroism … 
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Abroad, in the émigré journals of Switzerland, she was hailed as a heroine, and in the radical 

press of France her case was followed in detail.’413 

Zasulich’s attempt began to demonstrate the interpretability and quasi-legitimacy of, as a 

function of shifts in public sentiment towards the social question and the failure of the 

authorities to address public grievances,414 a practice that would come to be a crucial 

component of revolutionary activity, both in Russia specifically, but across Europe and the 

US. Zasulich’s terrorism, now much more capable of being coherently interpreted, 

understood and vastly more effective in implicitly and explicitly communicating its 

justifications and ideological associations, was the beginning of a more formally considered 

act that more closely reflects terrorism as the phenomenon manifests itself in a contemporary 

context. Most importantly, when understood as possessing continuity with the actions of 

Karakozov, it emphasises the refinement of the practice as it began to emerge and coalesce. 

This continuity is reinforced when the radicalising influence of Nechaev on Zasulich is 

considered. In her own words, Zasulich said of her early 1869 meeting with Nechaev: it 

constituted ‘my first serious conversation about the revolution, my first step towards the 

cause’.415 Further evidence of the more sympathetic response to Zasulich’s attack is reflected 

in her relative freedom in Geneva after the incident and the coverage of revolutionary 

newspapers such as Obschee Delo. The paper wrote of her as possessing ‘a heroic nature 

from the stock of Charlotte Corday, but more exalted than her because she acted not under 

the influence of religious fanaticism promising eternal salvation, but in the name of insulted 

human dignity’.416 

The recently established Obshchina published commentary from its editor417 and soon-to-be 

infamous Sergey Stepnyak-Kravchinsky.418 Overemphasising the significance of Zasulich’s 

actions, Stepnyak-Kravchinsky wrote, ‘The Russian autocracy has been killed; March 31 was 

the last day of its existence’.419 Zasulich’s celebrity went as far as to inspire Oscar Wilde’s 
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first dramatic play, Vera; Or the Nihilists, written at least partly from genuine political 

motivation. He later emphasised that he was trying to ‘express within the limits of art that 

Titan cry of the peoples for liberty, which … is threatening thrones, and making governments 

unstable from Spain to Russia’.420 The framing of Zasulich’s actions as legitimate and 

morally defensible was an important component of the initial representations of terrorism. In 

addition to her actions alone, her trial played a crucial role in shaping the public’s perception 

of both her and the broader movement and their claims of justified violence. As French 

journalist Valbert wrote at the time, ‘during 48 hours, Europe forgot about war and peace, 

about Bismarck, Lord Beaconsfield and Prince Gorchakov … to occupy itself exclusively 

with Vera Zasulich and the strange judiciary adventure of which this unknown [woman] was 

the heroine.421 

Stepniak (Stepnyak-Kravchinsky) 

In August 1878, Stepniak stabbed Metzentsev, Head of the Third Section, the Russian secret 

police. Six months before his successful attack, Land and Liberty, whose journal Stepniak 

coedited with Morozov, published a communiqué inspired by the actions of Zasulich. It 

declared that the social and political context had changed, and the time for action had arrived. 

Violence and assassination were now a legitimate component of revolutionary action. This 

was not an isolated conceptualisation as a growing body of radical press, but a sympathetic 

cultural output had been making a case for, at the very least, the legitimacy of the social 

question, if not explicitly representing terrorist violence in a positive light. In their own 

words, Land and Liberty stated, ‘Death to Trepov! Death to other such scoundrels! Death! It 

is time to get them off the face of the earth, then truth will triumph on earth, time is moving 

in this direction now’.422 

Stepniak’s attack was a further manifestation of the increasingly refined, coherent and 

understood practice of terrorism. This action was significant for multiple reasons beyond the 

symbolic nature of the target selection. Patyk described the determination to engage in a 

stabbing attack as drawing substantially on the traditions associated with the practice of 

tyrannicide, traditionally perceived as at least quasi-legitimate, and on the literary 
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representations of these acts, and in the process seeking to legitimate not only the act itself 

but the ideological justifications embedded within the act and the lineage of actions that it 

sought to build upon.423 Stepniak’s attack was innovative: it was the first terrorist attack to 

directly publish a claim of responsibility. In the pamphlet Death for Death published shortly 

after the incident, Stepniak defied his colleagues’ advice and remained in Russia to ensure the 

publication of his justifications. His pamphlet stated: 

The chief of gendarmes, the leader of a gang that has all of Russia under its heel, 
has been killed. Few have not guessed whose hands dealt the fatal blow. But in 
order to avoid any confusion, we announce for general information that gendarme 
chief Adjutant General Mezentsov was in fact killed by us, revolutionary socialists 
… We tried the perpetrators and inciters of the brutalities done to us. The trial was 
as just as the ideas we are defending. This trial found Adjutant General Mezentsov 
deserving of death for his villainous deeds against us, and the sentence was carried 
out on Mikhailovsky Square on the morning of August 4, 1878.424 

Reflecting the ongoing connectivity of the small cadre of Russian revolutionaries engaged in 

terrorist violence, Senn claims that in the aftermath of Stepniak’s attack, he and Zasulich fled 

Russia to Geneva together.425 Despite their ideological differences, Zasulich and Stepniak 

remained friends and colleagues well into the 1880s, first in Geneva and then in London, 

where Stepniak established himself as a recognised authority on the Russian revolutionary 

movement, particularly with the publication of his Russian Underground.426 This series of 

precursor incidents laid the operational background for the emergence of NV, the first 

formerly constituted terrorist organisation, which would ultimately undertake the spectacular 

attack that defined Russian revolutionary terrorism and anarchist terrorism in the minds of 

authorities and the general public. The stereotypical representation of an anarchist terrorist as 

a bomb-carrying madman drew much more substantially from the assassination of the Tsar 

by NV than the perceived-as-justified or defensible revolutionary acts of earlier Russian and 

European terrorists. More substantially, while Russia was by no means alone in its 

experiences of anarchist terrorism, as incidents and movements were emerging across 

Europe, Russia demonstrated the feasibility of terrorism as a practice, codified it in doctrinal 

terms, and ultimately undertook an act of sufficient transnational consequence that the 
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linkage between Russia, anarchists and terrorism became an indelible component of the 

overall perception and understanding of terrorism by publics, counterforces and practitioners. 

Narodnaya Volya 

By the time NV formed as a distinct entity separate from its parent organisation, Zemlya i 

Volya, its members had become largely disillusioned by the strategies of its parent 

organisation. However, before the formalisation of the split, individuals who were still 

members of Land and Liberty had begun engaging in terrorism. In April 1879, a new 

publication that published the work of Morozov and others, Listok Zemili I Voli, which 

reflected their views regarding shifting from an exclusively defensive conceptualisation of 

terrorism to a more offensive orientation, began production and distribution. Hardy highlights 

that the leaflet published articles that ‘openly justified terrorism’.427 This publication 

reflected the views of a faction within Zemlya i Volya known as Liberty or Death, which 

would ultimately coalesce after the formal split in the organisation into what was known as 

the Executive Committee of NV. By June the same year, after the failure to reconcile the 

differences within the organisation, NV was formed. As Seth explicitly recounts, ‘it was 

agreed those who supported terrorism should form themselves into a new Party, to which 

they gave the name Naronaya Volya, the Will of the People’.428 

Following their formation, NV engaged in a broad range of activities, including publishing 

five editions of their journal bearing the same name as their organisation. Offord emphasised 

how the newly formed organisation relied both on the traditional justifications anchored in 

ideas of tyrannicide and tsaricide but also sought democratic and constitutional reforms in 

Russia. He cites the Executive Committee program that demanded, in part, ‘complete 

freedom of conscience, speech, press, assembly, association and electoral agitation’.429 

Regardless of its more defensible goals, NV was explicit in their embrace of terrorism. 

Beyond directly and enthusiastically referencing the attempted assassinations associated with 

the revolutions of 1848, in his 1880 The Terrorist Struggle, Morozov made numerous calls 

for terrorism and specifically for assassinations. He referred to the activities of NV as 

‘terroristic revolution’,430 inciting his readers with phrases such as: ‘Do not be afraid of the 
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Tsar, do not be afraid of despotic rulers because all of them are weak and helpless against 

secret sudden assassinations’.431 

As identified earlier, NV was not immediately successful in their efforts to assassinate the 

Tsar. It would require multiple plots before they could achieve both their direct objectives 

and their broader indirect objectives. It is also necessary to note that there had been additional 

terrorist attacks before the formal splintering of Land and Liberty, such as Goldenberg’s 

assassination of the Governor-General of Kharkov in February 1879.432 Ultimately, the Tsar 

would survive eight attempts on his life,433 including the bombing of the Tsar’s Winter 

Palace in February 1880 by Stephen Khalturin. The latter had gained employment as a 

carpenter at the palace and progressively brought dynamite into the palace. A delayed dinner 

guest meant that while the attack succeeded in detonating the device, the Tsar was not in the 

dining room underneath where Khalturin had placed the explosives.434 While this was not the 

first instance of explosives being used by revolutionaries, with so-called Orsini bombs435 

having been deployed previously, along with infamous plots such as the Gunpowder Plot 

targeting King James I, what NV achieved was of vastly greater consequence. A distinction 

can be made between these previous instances and the activities of NV. In the attempt 

referred to above and the successful assassination of the Tsar in March 1881, they were the 

‘first to use dynamite on a wide scale’.436 As Laqueur further highlights, dynamite did not 

become the dominant weapon of late-nineteenth-century terrorists, despite the sensationalist 

hype of popular perception, the optimism and hope of terrorists and their propagandists. What 

transpired was that dynamite became so intimately linked with terrorism in the public’s mind 

and as part of a broader narrative on anarchist terrorism that whether an explosion was linked 

to terrorism, or anarchism specifically, became of secondary importance. Dynamite was at 

the centre of the ability of NV to make an international statement and to force themselves and 

their ideology, dynamite, assassination and terrorism onto the front pages of the international 

press and to the forefront of the operational calculus of radicals the world over. As NV 

member, Mikhail Frolenko, is quoted as having stated, ‘this assassination would not have 
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created the same impression; it would have been interpreted as an ordinary murder, and 

would not have expressed a new stage in the revolutionary movement’.437 

The successful assassination in 1881 forced dynamite and anarchism into the broader 

international public discourse regarding social conditions, labour rights and broader questions 

of democratic rights and representation. The success of the assassination also facilitated and 

heightened the broader spread of anarchist-inspired terrorism and, by extension, discourse 

regarding the social ills it claimed to address across Europe and the US. In the US, in 

particular, in the years leading up to the infamous 1886 Haymarket Square bombing, radicals 

in Chicago generally regarded as the centre of anarchist and socialist agitation, would hold 

‘annual fetes that celebrated the 1871 Paris Commune and the 1881 dynamite assassination of 

Russia’s Czar Alexander II’.438 

Of those who came to become most intimately associated with the advocacy of dynamite and 

the value it offered was German socialist and anarchist who migrated to the US just as 

anarchism and socialism began to entrench themselves within the broader immigrant labour 

communities affected by the same Industrial Revolution processes identified earlier. As 

Adamic has stated, Johann Most ‘became the chief exponent of the ideas of Bakunin, 

Nechayev and other European “propagandists of the deed” ’.439 

Transatlantic Anarchism 

While Russia and Europe contributed substantially to the development and articulation of 

propaganda of the deed, similar permutations were underway in the US. Similar societal 

changes shaped by the Industrial Revolution were producing substantial sympathy for 

anarchist ideas, and the confrontations emerging between labour and capital shaped much of 

the politics of the time. Radical newspapers, much as they were in Europe, were a primary 

platform for sharing both the ideological and the doctrinal principles of anarchism. It is 

important to briefly recognise two of the most influential from among the numerous 

publications, in multiple languages, that were being published. By the early 1880s, anarchist 

periodicals and journals were being produced in a diversity of languages and catering to a 
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wide array of audiences, but particularly to the expanding masses of low paid labour that 

were inhabiting the larger cities, especially Chicago, which would become the symbolic 

centre of American anarchism, especially in the aftermath of the Haymarket bombing and the 

subsequent execution of those known as the ‘Haymarket martyrs.’440 Anarchism in the US 

emerged partly through immigrant communities, especially German immigrant communities. 

These communities were frequently employed in lower-paying labouring jobs, enabling 

socialist and anarchist ideology to leverage the grievances of industrialised labour. 

Two of the most consequential periodicals of the time were Johann Most’s Freiheit (in 

German), originally established in 1879 in London before Most migrated to the US and 

resurrected the journal in New York; and Alan Parson’s The Alarm, one of the few English-

language anarchist papers, established in 1884 in Chicago. Both newspapers were explicit in 

their support of propaganda of the deed, and more specifically, the use of dynamite in the 

name of the anarchist cause. Both Most and Parsons were involved, Parsons albeit more 

directly as one of those prosecuted and executed, in the controversies associated with the trial 

of the Haymarket affair. Most was perceived as implicated, at least in an inspirational role, in 

the events at Haymarket. As his biographer notes, ‘he had much to do with Haymarket 

indirectly. He gave speeches, wrote articles, and distributed pamphlets … he was seen at the 

bottom of Haymarket’.441 

Most, nicknamed ‘Dynamost’442 by his detractors, was most well-known for his infamous 

Revolutionäre Kriegswissenschaft (Science of Revolutionary Warfare). He sought 

employment in an explosives factory to undertake the research necessary to author the 

document.443 Revolutionary Warfare had first been serialised in German in his Freiheit 

periodical before being translated and published in Parson’s The Alarm. Before he arrived in 

the US, Most was sentenced to 16 months’ incarceration by British authorities for his 

publication of Freiheit in the aftermath of the assassination of Alexander II. Most’s response 

to the assassination was considered beyond the pale by British authorities, who had been 

comparatively tolerant of anarchist agitators within their jurisdiction until that point. Most 
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wrote of the assassination ‘Sterling propaganda-by-the-deed!... Let more monarchs be 

killed…until the last tyrant, the last plutocrat, and the last priest are dead’.444 The headline, 

published on March 19 and framed in red, declared ‘AT LAST’, and Triumph! Triumph! One 

of the vilest tyrants corroded through and through by corruption, is no more’.445 Most’s 

reputation was well established before his arrival in the US. 

He became a celebrity in his own right, having established a substantial reputation as a 

popular speaker in radical circles and a provocative and incendiary publisher. His Freiheit 

was an explicit endorser of not just propaganda of the deed but of dynamite as the weapon of 

choice for those who embraced the doctrine. Avrich described Freiheit as ‘the most 

uninhibited radical paper of the day, preaching the gospel of revolutionary conspiracy and 

propaganda of the deed’.446 Of his numerous incitements, anarchist journal Liberty translated 

and published the following from Freiheit, wherein Most exalted his readers that, ‘the 

existing system will be quickest and most radically overthrown by the annihilation of its 

exponents. Therefore, massacres of the enemies of the people must be set in motion’.447 

Most was committed, at least rhetorically, to the most extreme manifestation of propaganda 

of the deed before his ideological conversion to anarchism. While still based in London and 

publishing the earlier socialist iteration of Freiheit, his newspaper ran the abovementioned 

supportive headline in response to the assassination of Alexander II. This action and the 

associated call for readers to engage in acts of tyrannicide resulted in Most being sentenced to 

16 months in prison in the UK. Most subsequently relocated to New York, arriving in 1882, 

and delivering a radical sermon on the evening of his arrival, to an audience of thousands in 

Manhattan, where he spoke of the how ‘the spirit of revolution was rising … and the workers 

of the world must be ready to act’.448 By the time of his arrival, Goyens notes that his 

ideological position ‘consisted of a mixture of Marxist-Blanquist and Bakuninist ideas … 

advocated a revolutionary seizure of power’.449 Most’s affiliation with terrorism was partly 

anchored by his recognition of the utility of print media to propagate anarchist ideology, the 
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doctrine of propaganda of the deed and the explicit endorsement of assassination450 and 

dynamite. Most was attuned to commercial media, considering it a fact that ‘news of Johann 

Most sold newspapers.’ Most was largely responsible for introducing the militant ideas of 

propaganda of the deed and the explicit advocacy of militant action to the US.451 As Adamic 

notes in his history of class conflict in the US, ‘the story of dynamite—the actual “stuff”—in 

the United States, as a weapon of the have-nots in their warfare against the haves, dates from 

Most’s arrival in the country’.452 

Most’s influence is further evidenced by the proliferation of other anarchist publications that 

carried similar sentiments about terrorist violence and sought to inspire and endorse various 

acts of insurrectionary violence, all contextualised by the call for social revolution. More 

generally, Most and his fellow publishers, editors and spokespersons for the anarchist cause, 

and more specifically for the violent anarchist cause, were venerated by their supporters. 

Popular songs praised both Most and dynamite concurrently with Freiheit and other 

publications such as Alarm and Vorbote453 publishing lyrics and poems such as: 

Dynamite today, dynamite tonight. Most tells how, he shows where. He says all in 
Freiheit. And his good little book on warfare454 

Parson’s The Alarm famously published a lengthy ode to dynamite in February of 1885, 

which read in part: 

Dynamite! Of all the good stuff, that is the stuff! Stuff several pounds of this 
sublime stuff into an inch pipe (gas or water pipe), plug up both ends, insert a cap 
with a fuse attached, place this in the immediate vicinity of a lot of rich loafers who 
live by the sweat of other people’s brows, and light the fuse … In giving dynamite 
to the downtrodden millions of the globe science has done its best work.455 

Through the International Working People’s Association, held in Pittsburgh in 1883, Parsons, 

Most and August Spies, who was also ultimately executed in association with the Haymarket 
 

450 Most published an edition of Freheit hours before the assassination of President McKinley in which he 
praised tyrannicide and ran a reprint of Karl Heinzen’s 1849 article Murder, which he noted as being ‘still true 
today’. See Trautmann, Voice of Terror, 213. 
451 Timothy Messer-Kruse, The Haymarket Conspiracy: Transatlantic Anarchist Networks (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2012), 92. 
452 Louis Adamic, Dynamite: The Story of Class Violence in America, Episodes of Violence in U.S. History, vol. 
1 (New York, NY: Chelsea House, 1983), 48. 
453 Vorbote published a poem that read in part ‘Hurrah for science! Hurrah for dynamite!—the power which in 
our hands shall make an end of tyranny’. Alarm published ‘The slave that hath no other weapon; But the dagger, 
or dynamite, Is justified in using both, To snap the chain that binds him tight’. Avrich, Haymarket Tragedy, 
167–68. 
454 Trautmann, Voice of Terror, 124. 
455 Adamic, Dynamite, 2008, 35. 



137 

affair, would codify their common cause. As co-authors of To the Workingmen of America, 

known colloquially as the Pittsburgh Manifesto, Most and Parsons consolidated the 

revolutionary platform of American anarchism. In what would be an instrumental and 

consequential statement, they closed the main body of the manifesto with the declaration that 

the ‘struggle of the proletariat with the bourgeoisie must have a violent revolutionary 

character … that the one remedy for the evils of capitalism was FORCE’.456 Of the six key 

objectives contained in the manifesto, the first began with ‘Destruction of the existing class 

rule, by all means, i.e., by energetic, relentless, revolutionary and international action’.457 

The next chapter applies the conceptual framework to anarchist terrorism, initially with a 

focus on the adoption of dynamite as a manifestation of revolutionary terrorism. 

Subsequently, this chapter then evidences the manner in which early anarchist terrorists, 

ideologues and practitioners, conceived of the communicative and narrative aspects of their 

praxis. Lastly, the chapter discusses the emergence of the print news media, the radical 

presses, and of Russian literature, and the crucial role they played in framing the distinctly 

novel phenomena of terrorism. 
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Chapter Six: Reading Anarchist Terrorism: Applying the 

Framework 

Identifying a single causal enabler of anarchist terrorism would be as impossible as it would 

be reductionist. The purpose of the following section is to demonstrate the utility of the 

aforementioned framework in explaining how it was that anarchist terrorism achieved its 

impacts at a strategic level. In doing so, this section will also seek to evidence how the three 

elements of the framework were necessarily integrated, and that by manipulating and 

exploiting these elements in the planning and operational design of their actions, anarchist 

terrorism not only forged a ‘new stage in the revolutionary movement’458 but demonstrated 

an entirely new mechanism by which the ‘have-nots’ could exercise and express their 

resistance to existing power structures and authority. Through the integrated exploitation of 

dynamite technology; the exploitation of the emergent print technologies that enabled the 

sharing of anarchist ideology via radical newspapers, the framing and interpretation of 

terrorism through the distribution of literature, the coverage and anarchist and radical actions 

by the print news media and the implementation of the doctrine of propaganda of the deed 

through the consideration of the communicative and narrative dynamics of their operations, 

anarchist terrorism was able to achieve a disproportionate global presence. It became 

perceived as a threat to the existing order in numerous domestic jurisdictions and 

transnationally. It provoked a range of draconian responses, which in multiple instances 

assisted in strengthening the broader revolutionary sentiment of which anarchist terrorism 

was a component. In Russia, the ultimate success of the Russian Revolution was, at least, 

partly dependent on the preliminary examples of the earlier anarchist revolutionaries and their 

demonstration of the capacity for significant resistance. If not for their active participation459 

while in the US, the linkages between the labour movement, the socialist and anarchist 

movements and anarchist terrorism were vital to the ultimate effectiveness of the campaigns 

for workers’ rights. As Jensen noted, ‘the allure of propaganda by the deed was most 

effectively countered by undermining and devaluing this image and by opening up alternate 

outlets for the energies of discontented proletarians and middle-class idealists.’460 
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Most substantially, anarchist terrorism developed an enduring blueprint for terrorism as a 

phenomenon, evidencing the capacity of a small group of individuals suffering considerable 

asymmetric disadvantage to achieve substantial effects on their targets and adversaries. 

The symbolic importance and power of dynamite, exploiting its global anarchist co-option 

through the 1881 assassination of the Tsar, came to communicate the grievances of a broad 

swathe of disaffected and underprivileged agitators, coming to represent to these ‘have-nots’ 

a vehicle for investing their aspirations for liberation. Dynamite became something more than 

a weapon in the strictly kinetic sense, although it was highly effective as such. It came to 

represent the very idea of justified resistance to injustice. Through its associated ideological 

claims of anarchism and broader ideologies associated with the social question in Russia, the 

US and beyond, dynamite became the means by which social injustice could be felt to be 

addressed. It enabled the oppressed and those who perceived themselves to be oppressed to 

take some form of action against the state. Dynamite addressed the asymmetry between the 

means of the state and the capabilities of revolutionaries. While it did not equalise capability, 

it enabled revolutionaries to possess some capability. 

Through the advocates of anarchist ideology and the doctrine of propaganda of the deed and 

of dynamite and terrorism, the late 1800s and early 1900s came to be shaped as much by the 

stereotypical representation of anarchist terrorists as by the actual actions undertaken. This 

element of terrorist action, the means by which it created and exploited public sentiment, 

shaped by the newly established print media, was central to its capacity to achieve effect. 

Additionally, the same technologies that enabled the emergence of the print media industry 

also enabled the production of numerous radical newspapers and periodicals, which enabled 

the transnational distribution of ideological content, as well as the propagation of the doctrine 

of propaganda of the deed in both its classical form and its more virulent, terrorism 

advocating form. Print technologies also provided the means by which terrorism could evolve 

from the ‘unheard of’ attack of Karakozov in 1866 to the clearly understood, contextualised 

and interpreted assassination of the Tsar in 1881. The embrace of propaganda of the deed, the 

explicit consideration of the utility of violence as a communicative tool and the 

communicative dynamics necessary for terrorism to achieve anything at all, least of all 

strategic effect, was the final necessary element in anarchist terrorism that led to its ultimate 

enduring legacy. 
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Innovative Forms of Violence 

When considered from a holistic perspective, the anarchist movement was responsible for 

multiple key innovations with regards to the development and deployment of terrorism, 

which can be analysed through the lenses that the previously articulated conceptual 

framework provides. Specifically, the framework provides three relevant manifestations of 

innovation in a terrorism context that apply to the terrorism that occurred through the late 

1800s and early 1900s. The following section will use these elements to demonstrate how 

anarchist terrorism engaged in a variety of crucial forms of innovation that played a critical 

role in achieving strategic effect at a national and transnational level, and most substantially 

in demonstrating the baseline feasibility of revolutionary terrorism as a practice. The 

innovations that occurred during the phase of anarchist terrorism were unique. They 

represented sui generis of revolutionary action, distinct from other forms of insurrectionist 

violence, and thus constituted the preliminary form of revolutionary innovation. Additionally, 

across the movement as a whole and within NV, anarchist terrorism was a manifestation of 

incremental, internal innovation, whereby beginning with the actions of Karakozov in 1866, 

terrorist praxis incrementally evolved over time. The multiple attempts on the Tsar by NV 

demonstrated substantial internal innovation and refinement. Each of these will be expanded 

upon in the following sections. 

Revolutionary Innovation 

As was articulated in Chapter Three, revolutionary innovation refers to innovative forms that 

fundamentally alter the tactical or targeting options of a terrorist organisation. In the case of 

anarchist terrorism, the eventual successful deployment of dynamite in the 1881 assassination 

of Tsar Alexander served to demonstrate the feasibility of dynamite as a tool of revolutionary 

violence and terrorism, and that through its novelty, in the discrete sense of its first use in 

terrorism, but additionally through the broader novelty of dynamite’s social perception, the 

tactical decision was able to achieve substantially disproportionate effects, well beyond the 

death of the Tsar. Numerous authors461 have discussed the importance of explosives on 

warfare generally and on terrorism specifically. However, Bown argues, ‘the true great era of 
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explosives, when they radically and irrevocably changed the world, began in the 1860s with 

the remarkable intuition of a sallow Swedish chemist named Alfred Nobel’.462 

This technical innovation, initially developed to assist in mining and railway construction, 

provided the necessary developments that subsequently informed the emergence and 

refinement of terrorism. Nobel’s 1867 success and the subsequent availability of dynamite 

was driven as much by the ‘industrial (railway construction and major public works in 

general) and geopolitical (power relations between the major world governments) 

circumstances’463 of the period as it was by the technical aspects of the discovery. Chouteau, 

Forest and Nguyen further identified the broader sentiment of the time as the ideas and 

consequences of the Industrial Revolution emerged. They referred to this as ‘characterized by 

a new effervescence in the creation of enterprises and a new perception of what technical 

progress was likely to bring to the well-being of human societies’.464 This broader excitement 

and enthusiasm for science and the power of technical knowledge shaped the enthusiasm of 

revolutionaries on the abandonment and destruction of the existing power structures through 

the power of their new ideas and the novel application of innovations born of these ideas, 

such as propaganda of the deed. Dynamite was not only practically useful, but it was also 

ideally suited in the manner in which it was an almost a stereotypically representative product 

of the zeitgeist. In this regard, it is worth citing Cole at some length. She successfully 

articulates this sentiment in her work At the Violet Hour: 

From the moment of its inception, dynamite violence became an immediate and 
ever-escalating sensation, with its stunning ability not only to kill and maim, but 
within seconds to level an entire landscape. The violence of dynamite reverberated 
across the sensory spectrum as something novel (hence sensational in that way, too), 
from its chemical smell, to its shattering sound, to its extreme tactile effects, and it 
held pronounced political associations, quickly becoming associated with terrorism. 
It shattered, exploded, ripped, and tore; it created its own palpable and recognizable 
form of wreckage; and its employment for radical causes suggested a future with 
unknowable and potentially frightful contours. In sum, dynamite violence added a 
potent new element to the modern imaginary.465 

Dynamite offered numerous benefits to the aspiring revolutionaries of the time. As Cronin 

identified, dynamite was ‘so accessible, cheap, easy to use, easy to transport, and easy to 
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hide. It could be bought off the shelf and stuffed in a pocket’.466 It was not necessarily the 

exclusive tactic of anarchists.467 Still, it captured the imaginations of revolutionaries 

internationally, particularly after the news of the Tsar’s assassination was published across 

the world’s news media. Cronin identified 1291 bombings between 1867 and 1934.468 Cronin 

identified three primary cohorts of revolutionaries responsible for these operations, namely 

‘Russian revolutionaries, Irish nationalists, and anarchists.’469 

While the period was by no means dominated exclusively by anarchist operations, the use of 

dynamite and bombings more generally became synonymous with anarchist ideology. Most 

substantially, the anarchists of NV undertook what is generally recognised as the first modern 

terrorist attack. They deployed the very modern terrorist tactic of a dynamite bombing and 

successfully had their operation and ideology propagated across the world. This revolutionary 

innovation would reverberate throughout modern history and lay the foundation for the 

numerous variants that evolved from this first act. As Cronin observed, ‘the group’s 

successful assassination of the tsar became a model for the unprecedentedly violent wave of 

anarchist terrorist attacks that followed’.470 

It is important to note that the initial successful dynamite attack by NV did not simply 

manifest in isolation. Rather, it reflected an incremental internal process of innovation, 

defined previously as innovations developed and deployed within a terrorist organisation. The 

development and refinement of terrorism itself took place within the broader movement of 

which NV was a part, evolving since the attempted assassination by Karakozov. Various 

targeting and tactical refinements were incorporated into operatives’ operational 

considerations across the movement. Vera Figner reflected that numerous individuals had 

been advocating terrorism and the use of dynamite as early as the mid-1870s.471 Figner goes 

on to recall that the ‘Natanson program’, which she claimed was responsible for advocating: 
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Not only the innovative idea of actively rebuffing the government in the person of 
its high ranking gendarmes, judges and administrators…but also the idea of the 
need for a ‘blow to the centre’ simultaneous with the successful popular attack. By 
this blow they meant a direct attack on the tsar and his family.472 

This evidences the preliminary conceptualisation of targeting the Tsar. When contextualised 

by the early advocacy of using dynamite by revolutionaries such as Kablits, the beginnings of 

the successful 1881 assassination plot can be seen as manifesting among the broader current 

of Russian anarchists. Kablits is recognised as having ‘conceived his own terrorist scheme … 

His new idea was the use of dynamite, which he holds the distinction of introducing to the 

Russian revolutionary movement’.473 As early as 1874, dynamite-based plots were being 

conceived,474 and this informed the operational conceptualisation of dynamite-based plots 

more broadly. In the lead up to the successful dynamite operation of 1 March 1881, NV had 

made multiple previous attempts on the life of the Tsar using dynamite. These plots, the 1879 

train plot attempts475 and the successful476 bombing of the Winter Palace, were informed in 

part by the ideas of Kablits in 1874 and likely by the earlier so-called ‘Elizavetgrad affair’ of 

1869, which Schenk referred to when he states that ‘Tsar Alexander II luckily escaped a 

sophisticated bomb attempt on his train in the autumn of 1869’.477 

Across the spectrum of terrorist attacks and assassinations generally, Russian terrorist tactics 

evolved from pistols and bladed weapons to incorporate emplaced dynamite bombs. 

Additionally, the decisive plot of 1881 saw the use of smaller, more targeted explosive 

devices, delivered by operatives close to the target rather than placed at a predetermined 

location and set to detonate at a predetermined time.478 This was dependent, at least partly, on 

NV’s explosive expert, Nikolai Kibalchich,479 being ‘one of the few pioneering nineteenth-

century dynamiters capable of creating a bomb with both the necessary destructive power and 

mobility to be thrown’.480 This final innovation ultimately informed the tactical and kinetic 

success of NV. It resulted in the death of the Tsar, with the use of dynamite, the 
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communicative and narrative related considerations regarding targeting and tactics and the 

understanding of the news media’s likely coverage of the operation resulting in the 1881 

assassination being a global event that subsequently shaped revolutionary and terrorist action 

both in the immediate aftermath and beyond. 

Propaganda of the Deed and Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

At the centre of NV’s considerations in targeting the Tsar and using dynamite were 

considerations of both pragmatic operational capacity and effectiveness. The operation 

needed to be feasible, with a likelihood of success in the discrete sense and an understanding 

that an inherent purpose of the operation was propagandistic and communicative. It sought to 

achieve several second and third-order effects. These included but were not necessarily 

limited to mobilising the broader population towards revolutionary sentiment, coercing the 

Tsarist regime to expedite the implementation of reforms and exposing the vulnerabilities of 

not just the Russian regime but of authority structures more generally. As the Program of the 

Executive Committee stated: 

The aim of such activity is to break down the prestige of government, to furnish 
continuous proof of the possibility of pursuing a contest with the government, to 
raise in that way the revolutionary spirit in the people, and finally, to form a body 
suited and accustomed to warfare.481 

The terrorist attack of 1 March 1881 was the culmination and coalescence of decades of 

articulation, consideration and refinement of the doctrinal proposition of propaganda of the 

deed, an inherently communicative act born of the assessed shortcomings of conventional 

propaganda distribution. These shortcomings were well understood by the revolutionary 

movements of the 1800s. Over many decades and across many jurisdictions, they established, 

then frequently had shut down, numerous radical periodicals and publishing houses. This 

publishing capability had been central to propagating anarchist and, more broadly, socialist 

ideas and facilitating the debates regarding doctrinal positions, especially propaganda of the 

deed and violence. The economic and commercial limitations of bespoke, underfunded 

enterprises, the limited production and distribution capacities associated with their limited 

scale, their infiltration by authorities and the censoring of their publications meant that 

despite their ongoing efforts, radical printing presses had substantially limited scope to shape 
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broader political discourse and had not succeeded in inspiring the broader populace to 

revolution—ideological or otherwise. 

This did not mean that revolutionaries and their militant offshoots did not see value in 

conventional propaganda. For example, NV was still publishing the ‘leaflet’ variation of their 

journal in the lead up to the March 1881 assassination, with the fifth ‘leaflet’ published as 

late as February that same year.482 This commitment to the ongoing dedication of resources 

and the ongoing engagement of additional risk associated with managing a publishing 

capability demonstrates that conventional propagandising remained a substantial 

consideration of NV, even amid operational preparations for acts of violent propaganda and 

under substantial counterterrorism pressure. 

While dynamite was central to the capacity of anarchist terrorism to undertake the types of 

spectacular operations necessary for this period to be experienced as a ‘globally disruptive 

force’,483 it was mutually necessary that these operations be informed by a consideration of 

their communicative and narrative dynamics. Propaganda of the deed was at the core of this, 

and much of the calculus of anarchists across Russia, Europe and ultimately the US. Shortly 

after the 1881 assassination of Alexander II, in May that same year, the Anarchist Congress 

was held in London, whereby propaganda of the deed was adopted through an official 

resolution. Of the resolutions passed in this regard, the following details the emphasis on 

propaganda of the deed and the importance of the ‘technical and chemical sciences’, 

terminology frequently used to refer to dynamite: 

It is absolutely necessary to exert every effort towards propagating, by deeds, the 
revolutionary idea and to arouse the spirit of revolt in those sections of the popular 
masses who still harbor illusions about the effectiveness of legal methods. 

Those who no longer believe that legality will bring about the revolution will have 
to use methods that are in conformity with that belief. 

The persecutions directed against the revolutionary press of all countries prove the 
necessity of organizing an underground press. 

Whereas the agricultural workers are still outside the revolutionary movement, it is 
absolutely necessary to make every effort to win them to our cause, and to keep in 
mind that a deed performed against the existing institutions appeals to the masses 
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much more than thousands of leaflets and torrents of words, and that ‘Propaganda 
by Deed’ is of greater importance in the countryside than in the cities. 

Whereas the technical and chemical sciences have rendered services to the 
revolutionary cause and are bound to render still greater services in the future, the 
Congress suggests that organizations and individuals affiliated with the 
International Workingmen’s Association devote themselves to the study of these 
sciences.484 

These ideas were subsequently published in numerous radical publications, including Le 

Revolte, Freiheit, Liberty and Vorbote.485As important as conventional propaganda was to the 

anarchist movement, ‘central to its plans was a willingness to employ violence as a 

propaganda tactic’.486 

In understanding the inherently communicative nature of anarchist terrorism, it is essential to 

recognise that language such as ‘propagating, by deeds, the revolutionary idea’ reflected 

conceptualising violence as a communicative act as understood by anarchists of the day. 

While targeting a tsar or president served to target a political figurehead considered 

responsible for the social conditions that informed anarchist ideological propositions, the 

doctrinal justifications for violence concentrated on a high-profile target. This provided a 

means by which the message of revolutionary, in this instance anarchist, ideology could be 

more effectively communicated to the masses. This understanding is further evidenced in the 

above resolution, which states, ‘keep in mind that a deed performed against the existing 

institutions appeals to the masses much more than thousands of leaflets and torrents of 

words.’ 

The exploitation of assassinations of high-profile heads of states for communicative purposes 

during the so-called ‘golden age of assassination’487 was driven as much by ideologically 

informed justifications as it was by the desire to effectively create spectacles that would drive 

media coverage and more effectively demand focus and attention towards anarchist ideals 

and principles. Targeting decisions were shaped by these considerations, as were tactical 

decisions. The decision to either use dynamite or exploit the heightened sensibilities 
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regarding its potential use was frequently a determinant consideration by anarchist terrorists 

seeking to ensure that their actions obtained coverage and reporting in mainstream 

commercial media outlets. As early as 1857, Pisacane, who had articulated this approach on 

the attempted assassination of King Ferdinand of Naples, wrote that this ‘was a more 

effective propaganda than a thousand volumes penned by doctrinarians who are the real 

blight upon our country and the entire world’.488 The Russian anarchists, and subsequently 

anarchists worldwide, embraced and sought to enact these very principles. 

In recognising the inherently communicative nature of anarchist terrorism and acknowledging 

the narrative dynamics of these actions, it is necessary to situate a spectacular incident such 

as the assassination of the Tsar in its narrative context. The incident did not simply manifest 

itself in isolation. Rather, it was the culmination of both explicit efforts to construct a 

justificatory narrative, the repeated efforts at assassinating the Tsar specifically, and the 

numerous other acts of propaganda of the deed. Contrasting the ‘unheard of’ attack of 1866 

with the implicitly understood attack of 1881 demonstrates the successful construction of a 

narrative surrounding radical anarchist ideology and action. The consistent production of 

radical periodicals and journals articulating the ideological justifications, and discussing these 

ideas within an internal intellectual discourse, assisted in providing a degree of interpretive 

capability among the commentariat. Meanwhile, the ongoing series of attacks provided a 

narrative frame that enabled the public to clearly understand the ideological justifications and 

intent of the eventual success of 1881. Additionally, the frequent provision of letters or 

manifesto-esque documents that explained the basis for these actions further reinforced the 

narratives regarding anarchist justifications for terrorism. 

The movement had also effectively leveraged the prosecutorial processes of those charged, 

either for attacks or for conspiring. The public platform these provided, especially for the 

mainstream media outlets, were important additional contributions to the establishment, 

refinement and maintenance of a broad narrative context within which 1881 could be 

interpreted and understood. As Gabriel has noted, ‘the rituals of the legal system provided 

anarchists the opportunity to speak during their trials, and, for those condemned to death, 

 
488 Pisacane cited in Graham, Anarchism, 8; Note regarding translation error in ‘Carlo Pisacane: Propaganda by 
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before their executions as well. Anarchists embraced these moments of speech as chances to 

witness to their faith’.489 

In further evidence of the perceived need to maintain the explanatory justifications for their 

actions and to further the existing narrative regarding anarchist terrorism as a rational, 

defensible action, NV went as far as to send a letter to Alexander II’s son and successor, 

Alexander III, and subsequently published it in the last edition of the leaflet version of NV.490 

That letter reflects on the events of the preceding decade, and the subsequent narrative 

development those events and associated discourse had created: ‘the sanguinary tragedy of 

the Catherine canal was no mere chance occurrence, and could have surprised no one. After 

what has happened during the last ten years, it appeared inevitable; and therein lies its 

profound significance’.491 

The prioritisation of the publication of the open letter to the new Tsar, of which some 13,000 

copies were distributed, as well as copies for the Tsar and other senior officials on ‘special 

paper’,492 further demonstrated the ongoing propagandistic orientation of the leadership of 

NV, and their prioritisation of communicating their ideological justifications for their actions 

and ensuring continuity and contextualisation concerning their narrative. In conjunction with 

the manifesto published immediately before the attack, which stated in part, ‘that is why he 

was killed. A tsar should be a good shepherd, ready to devote his life to his sheep. Alexander 

II was a ravening wolf and a terrible death overtook him’.493 NV prioritised the 

propagandistic aspects of their activities to an extent equal to the strictly tactical and targeting 

elements of their operations. This approach would remain a defining characteristic of 

transnational anarchist terrorism for the duration of the period of sustained tempo into the 

early 1900s. The replication of terrorism as demonstrated by NV would be reflected in 

actions taken across Europe, in France in particular, and in the US. 

The fusion of violence and communicative and narrative considerations provided the 

blueprint for the emergence of modern terrorism. A blueprint that would endure throughout 

history has shaped and informed terrorist practice ever since. The Russian approach would be 
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emulated across temporally and spatially diverse contexts by ideologically disparate actors, 

utilising a continually adapting and evolving suite of tactics and targets. At its core, the 

approach refined by NV established the enduring nature of terrorism. While it has 

accommodated differing historical, social and political contexts, it has remained the core of 

the practice. 

Exploitation of Emergent Information and Communications Technology 

The final element of the framework that assists in explaining and understanding anarchist 

terrorism is the exploitation of emergent information and communications technology. This 

was articulated in Chapter Three as the exploitation of emergent forms of information and 

communication technology that have sufficiently diffused to have shaped and informed the 

relevant cultural and social practices associated with them. In demonstrating the way these 

technologies were exploited and how cultural and social practices associated with them were 

a factor in the effectiveness of Russian anarchist terrorism, the focus of the following section 

will be on three primary manifestations of printing technologies in the nineteenth century: 

print news media, radical journals, periodicals and the popular literature of the time. Through 

these three mediums, anarchism and anarchist terrorism were able to be interpreted by the 

various audiences that consumed these outputs in a manner that, to varying extents, anarchist 

ideologues and terrorists could either influence or outright control. The following section will 

highlight the role of the print media, radical presses, and literature in framing an emergent 

phenomenon and how anarchist terrorists sought to exploit these mediums to support their 

ends. 

The increasingly prevalent print news media was the first significant enabler of anarchist 

terrorism as both an effective domestic propaganda action and as a genuinely transnational 

action. While the emergence of this new industry was distinctly shaped in the Russian 

experience compared to the primary markets of the US, France and the United Kingdom, the 

process and underlying dynamics of the beginnings of a press, in the news media sense, in 

Russia, reflected the dynamics in these jurisdictions. In his work on the development of the 

news in Russia, McReynolds draws on the seminal work of Walter Lippman and articulates 

the following, ‘Under autocracies, governments controlled communications by publishing 

information that they wanted circulated. As social estates began demanding rights of 



150 

representation and displacing autocrats, organized political interest groups began to dominate 

published communications.’494 

It is also worth noting that in the transnational context, the emergence of the free press as a 

component of democratic society had become increasingly enshrined over the nineteenth 

century, shifting from being ‘an idea’ to becoming an ‘enshrined institution’.495 

The media coverage of Vera Zasulich’s trial is instructive of the newly minted role that 

newspapers and the comparatively free press played in interpreting and framing terrorism-

related events for the public. As the first woman in Russia to be put on trial for terrorism 

offences, Zasulich’s trial was as unprecedented as the heightened media coverage and 

feverish public interest that accompanied it. Frequently referred to as the ‘trial of the 

century’, the Russian media and public alike were captivated by the story of Zasulich and the 

justifications for her actions articulated during her brief trial. Pipes goes as far as to refer to 

the trial as ‘The most important judiciary event in the history of Imperial Russia with 

profound repercussions on both the Tsarist regime and public opinion, especially radical 

youth’.496 The newly established media ecosystem in Russia had only emerged in 1863, with 

the advent of the first commercially independent newspaper, Golos.497 While mass-

circulation had existed before the 1860s, McReynolds highlights the step change that took 

place during the second half of the 1850s, as a result of the ‘spirit of reform’ associated with 

Alexander II,498 which saw a five-fold increase in the number of periodicals, the precursors to 

commercial newspapers, published in Russia. The centrality of newspapers to the broader 

reform efforts of the Tsar is well articulated by McReynolds and worth quoting at some 

length: 

All the reforms bore at least indirectly on newspaper publishing … reforms to the 
army and education system increased both the ability and desire to read … 
journalism acquired added importance because periodicals reported information 
about the reforms, and newspaper reading became a prerequisite for mastering life 
in the new society. The censorship laws were revised in 1865 not only to allow 
greater freedom of expression but also to facilitate the mechanics of publishing. 
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Russia was experiencing substantial social and political change during the period of the Great 

Reforms,499 and as suggested above, transformations in communications technology were an 

integral component of these changes. These structural changes created the space in which 

newspapers could expand and diversify the ‘reading public’, moving beyond the exclusivist 

audiences of the ‘thick journals’500 that were oriented towards the intelligentsia. 

The trial of Zasulich, reported extensively by the Russian press, was a genuinely 

transnational event. Pipes quoted the French Revue des Deux Mondes: ‘during 48 hours, 

Europe forgot about war and peace, about Bismarck, Lord Beaconsfield and Prince 

Gorchakov … to occupy itself exclusively with Vera Zasulich and the strange judiciary 

adventure of which this unknown [woman] was the heroine’.501 

The trial was reported across Europe and the US, with numerous newspapers reporting on the 

trial and the verdict.502 In her biography of Zasulich, Siljak emphasised the sympathetic and 

sensationalist newspaper coverage of the trial by numerous Russian newspapers, with Golos 

journalist Gradovskii the most enthusiastic and influential. As Siljak detailed, his trial 

account portrayed Zasulich as ‘the suffering victim of regime abuse, and in turn, the regime 

and society were placed in the dock as the accused’.503 In demonstrating the role of the press 

in framing Zasulich’s trial in a broadly sympathetic manner and heightening the atmosphere 

of disaffection with the regime, Siljak discussed the coverage by the Northern Messenger, 

which she refers to as demanding ‘not less dissent but more. The public needed legal outlets 

to express their dissatisfaction … otherwise, the Northern Messenger implied, they would 

release their frustrations in other, more violent ways’.504 

The trial itself was not the sole creator of the public sentiment that in part shaped the jury’s 

decision to acquit Zasulich, nor of the broader disaffection increasingly shaping the public’s 

view of the regime. The trial itself was a reflection of a number of converging sentiments 

within Russian society, with the spectacle of trials of radicals having become an aspect of 

modernising, sophisticated Russian society circles. Maxwell noted that ‘fashionable ladies 

who had for weeks been sending their requests on delicately colored scented notepapers to 
 

499 Richard Pipes, Russia under the Old Regime, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1995), 269. 
500 McReynolds, News under Russia’s Old Regime, 30. 
501 Revue des Deux Mondes, Troisième Période, 216, cited in Pipes, ‘Trial of Vera Z’, 1. 
502 Szilvia Nagy, ‘Vera Zasulich: The Legacy of a Female Terrorist’, in The Palgrave Handbook of Women and 
Gender in Twentieth-Century Russia and the Soviet Union, 1st ed., ed. Melanie Ilic (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-54905-1. 
503 Siljak, Angel of Vengeance, 254. 
504 Siljak, Angel of Vengeance, 255. 



152 

the presiding judge’,505 joined the numerous senior officers and representatives of the regime 

in the courtroom. Notably, in the designated section for journalists sat the foreign 

correspondent of The Times of London and Fyodor Dostoevsky.506 Reflecting further on the 

consequences of the trial and the perception of Zasulich and, by extension, her actions, Ulam 

wrote how Zasulich became the ‘toast of not only of revolutionary, but of liberal, and even 

society circles. Poems and radical broadsides celebrate her as another William Tell or 

Charlotte Corday’.507 

The newspapers of Russia and other jurisdictions and their reporting on Zasulich’s case 

provide an insight into the key role the print news media played, especially liberal 

newspapers sympathetic to the reformist agenda of the radical movement, in shaping and 

interpreting the events of the late 1800s for the reading public. Through their interpretation 

and framing of events, they substantially shaped the public’s capacity to understand the 

events themselves, the justifications for the events and elicited degrees of sympathy or 

understanding for the cause in whose name the actions were undertaken. 

The telegraph had become a crucial component of an increasing number of newsrooms 

during the 1860s,508 enabling newspapers to report all but instantaneously on events 

worldwide. This underpinning technological development enabled events such as Zasulich’s 

trial to be reported by newspapers across Europe and the Atlantic, as identified above, as 

evidenced by the presence of The Times’ foreign correspondent at the trial. The emergence 

and coalescence of these information and communication technologies enabled the ideology 

and actions of the anarchist movement in Russia to become genuinely transnational and have 

an effect and impact beyond Russia itself. The assassination of the Tsar sought to exploit 

these capabilities. It was carried out in the knowledge that the event would be sensationally 

reported by newsrooms across the continent and the Atlantic. These same technologies 

enabled institutional outputs by legitimate and recognised mainstream publications and the 

development and consolidation of radical underground presses operated by anarchist 

ideologues and terrorists throughout the period, both within Russia and beyond. 
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The radical presses of the period were instrumental in facilitating the sharing of ideological 

and doctrinal content and ultimately in sharing news and celebrations of attacks and 

attempted attacks that members of the movement had undertaken. In their more mature 

manifestations, they came to explicitly advocate for, in particular, the use of dynamite and 

targeting specific individuals and entities. The emergence and development of a multilingual 

ecosystem of anarchist presses across Europe and the US played a key role in the broader 

transnationalisation of anarchism, propaganda of the deed, and anarchist terrorism more 

explicitly. The extent and importance of these radical presses, published in multiple 

languages, enabled the anarchist movement to exert some degree of control over the portrayal 

of their movement and their actions. They provided a mechanism by which anarchism could 

be more directly explained to the receptive audiences of these publications. The content, 

much like the digital manifestations of the twenty-first century, included explicitly 

ideological content, political discourse and at times, more direct incitement towards action 

and violence. 

To contextualise the emergence of the Russian radical press, it is necessary to briefly explore 

the censorship regime in Tsarist Russia. In the aftermath of the attempted coup by the 

Decembrists,509 then-Tsar Nicholas I implemented an expanded censorship regime. 

Previously, censorship had focused on upholding ‘morals and family honour’510 and 

preventing the influence of external, particularly European, ideas. The regime of Nicholas I 

established the ‘Chief Administration of Censorship and asserted official control over printed 

words and the technology that produced them’.511 This restrictive environment ultimately 

gave birth to Alexander Herzen’s London-based Russian Free Press, established in 1853 and 

providing a blueprint for the extensive radical press that would become dominated by exiled 

activists and ideologues, fleeing terrorists and other important revolutionaries. As Senn has 

argued regarding the Russian Free Press: 

Eventually his newspaper, Kolokol (The Bell), became the standard by which later 
generations of publications were to be judged. Herzen essentially inspired the 
network of Russian émigré, revolutionary periodicals that at the beginning of the 

 
509 ‘In December 1824, a group of officers from the most distinguished families tried to place it either with a 
constitutional monarchy or a republic. The mutiny was quelled in no time at all’: Pipes, Russia under the Old 
Regime, 184. 
510 McReynolds, News under Russia’s Old Regime, 22. 
511 McReynolds, News under Russia’s Old Regime, 22–23. 



154 

twentieth century culminated in the particular character of Vladimir Ulianov-
Lenin’s Iskra (The Spark).512 

Herzen’s launch of Poliarnaia Zvezda (Polar Star) only days after the death of Nicholas I in 

1855 consolidated years of unsuccessful efforts at penetrating heavily censored Russia with 

his various publications. As Ulam has noted, very few copies of Russian Free Press 

publications could make their way into Russia.513 The publication adopted the same title as 

an almanac published by the Decembrists514 and was dedicated to ‘the question of Russian 

liberation and to the dissemination of a free form of thought in Russia’. In 1865, Alexander II 

would ultimately revise the censorship regime in Russia. By this stage, the émigré press had 

become much more sophisticated and was successfully soliciting contributions to their 

publications and obtaining improved distribution within Russia. 

The expansion of the radical press in London would come to encompass a wide range of 

editorial positions, be that socialist or anarchist. Still, all of these publications shared a 

perspective regarding revolutionary sentiment towards the Tsarist regime. Alston highlighted 

that between 1855 and 1917, some 50 different Russian language publications were produced 

in London alone.515 As the Russian language press matured, and the establishment of 

effective smuggling routes and increased provision of Russian based contributions came to 

shape Herzen’s project, he launched the vastly more successful Kolokol (The Bell). Kolokol 

became the dominant example revolutionary periodical, both among revolutionaries and 

literate Russians travelling through London, and later Geneva when Herzen relocated there. 

While Herzen remained a substantial and, at times, dominant figure within the broader 

émigré press community, the more substantive focus here is necessarily on adopting these 

practices by anarchists of the period. In particular, the likes of Bakunin and Kropotkin 

emerged as central characters in the emergence of a dedicated anarchist émigré press. 

The importance of radical presses to the anarchist movement and their capacity to share their 

ideological, doctrinal, and operational perspectives and experiences is difficult to overstate. 

Ferguson captures this well: 
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Printers and presses were central to the physical and social reproduction of the 
classical anarchist movement from the Paris Commune to the Second World War. 
Anarchist communities usually organized around their publications. The technology 
of publishing required many skilled printers, and commercial print shops often 
rejected anarchist materials, so the movement needed its own printers and presses. 
Consequently, printing was one of the most common occupations of anarchists. 
Anarchists produced an environment rich in printed words by creating and 
circulating hundreds of journals, books, pamphlets, leaflets, cards, and posters in 
dozens of languages.516 

As highlighted previously, the development of anarchism as a distinct ideological framework 

and the consolidation of propaganda of the deed as a doctrinal position largely played out in 

the pages of various radical newspapers and journals. When Herzen’s Kolokol wound up in 

1867, new publications came to dominate the émigré press, including Narodnoe Delo 

(People’s Cause), published by Mikhail Bakunin and Nikolai Zhukovskii.517 When discussing 

the second generation of the Russian émigré press, Zuckerman refers to figures such as 

Bakunin and Stepniak-Kravchinskii as developing ‘broad reputations as writers and thinkers. 

Still, they wrote often and eloquently about the plight of the Russian people living under 

Tsarist repression’.518 Bakunin became the dominant influence on the anarchists living 

among the émigré colonies in Britain and Switzerland. As highlighted earlier, he ‘established, 

in a series of powerful pamphlets and letters, the leading principles of modern anarchism’.519 

Narodnoe Delo would represent the peak of Bakunin’s reputation among the émigré press 

community.520 Shortly after the launch of Narodnoe Delo, Bakunin and others would become 

acquainted with Nechaev, which would have enduring impacts on anarchism, the 

revolutionary movement and terrorism more generally. 

The coalescence of propaganda of the deed can be tracked through a series of publications, 

beginning with Pisacane’s Testamento Politico in 1857, Bakunin’s 1870 Letters to a 

Frenchman and more explicitly in the anarchist context through Brousse’s publications. In 

reference to propaganda of the deed, Crenshaw stated, ‘there is little doubt that it was brought 

to public attention initially through the articles of Paul Brousse in 1877’.521 These articles 
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were published in titles such as Bulletin de la Fédération Jurassienne and L’Avant-Garde. 

However, it is worthy of note that Brousse, as with many of his contemporaries, was involved 

with a litany of publications during the period. He had been involved, to varying degrees, 

with Les Droits de l’Homme, La Liberté, La Solidarité Révolutionnaire, Die Arbeiter-

Zeitung, among numerous others.522 

The centrality of radical presses in Western Europe is further demonstrated by Kropotkin’s 

editorial role at Le Revolte, Nechaev’s establishment of the short-lived Narodnaia Rasprava 

and the ongoing publication of the leaflet version of NV in the aftermath of the 1881 

assassination of Tsar Alexander. As a vehicle to circumvent the unwillingness of institutional 

publications to print their ideas or to report favourably on their activities, the admittedly 

internally preoccupied and tumultuous universe that was the radical presses remained a high 

priority for the revolutionaries of the period. The ability to directly propagandise, shape and 

inform the narrative regarding their actions and debate and discuss their positions was an 

invaluable tool for the revolutionary movement as a whole, especially for the anarchist 

revolutionaries in Russia. 

The emergence of popular fictional literature is the final element of print technology that 

contributed to the effectiveness of anarchist terrorism and its capacity to be interpreted by the 

multitude of audiences to whom it was addressed. As highlighted above, Dostoevsky, among 

others, was crucial in shifting and shaping the interpretation of terrorism and propaganda of 

the deed from Karakazov’s ‘unheard of’ attack in 1866 to the contextualised, understood and 

unsurprising fatal attack on Tsar Alexander in 1881. Although Dostoevsky constitutes the 

most well-known of the authors of the period, it is equally important to recognise that this 

process was multifaceted, contributed to by a litany of literary actors. This section will briefly 

highlight the role of Chernyshevsky’s What is to be Done and what Patyk refers to as 

Dostoevsky’s terrorism trilogy,523 which included Crime and Punishment, Demons and The 

Brothers Karamazov. In doing so, this final section will seek to evidence how, in addition to 

the aforementioned radical press and print news media, understanding and interpreting 

terrorism was additionally framed through information and communications technologies, 

specifically print technology manifested through the serialised literature of Chernyshevsky 

and Dostoevsky. As Marks states, ‘books were the main medium for the spread of knowledge 
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about Russian terrorism. The violence of the Russian populists spawned a whole sub-genre of 

literature, which expressed the fascination and fear of the public and also publicized terrorist 

techniques and organizational configurations.’524 

The authors analysed herein each played different roles in influencing and framing the 

actions of revolutionaries and terrorists in Russia, both to their domestic Russian audiences 

and to the broader transnational reading public. In doing so, these authors—the obscure yet 

deeply influential Chernyshevsky and the Russian audience shaping Dostoevsky—each 

produced a series of important contributions to the overall capability of audiences to 

understand the actions of terrorism in the late 1800s and beyond. 

Before analysing the role of these specific literary contributors in shaping the public’s 

understanding of revolutionary violence and terrorism, it is worth noting that from the very 

earliest manifestations of Russian revolutionary sentiment, a literary and intellectual 

orientation was present. The Decembrists, so-called for the month in which they launched the 

‘first truly political movement ever to be directed against the established system’,525 were 

venerated by those who continued to prosecute the revolutionary cause. In his first publishing 

venture, Herzen reflected this narrative continuity, naming his periodical The Polar Star, the 

same title the Decembrists had given their literary journal. Herzen’s first edition featured 

images of the key participants of the Decembrist uprising.526 In reflecting on the scholarly 

and intellectual character of key actors within the Decembrist movement, Trigos cites 

Yakushkin, a participant, reflecting on his colleagues of the period: ‘We passionately loved 

antiquity—Plutarch, Livy, Cicero, Tacitus and others were for each of us almost in constant 

reference’.527 Aside from their fluency in Latin and ancient Greek, the Decembrists were well 

versed in the justificatory positions advocated through the tyrannicide literature of, 

particularly Plutarch, and ‘cast themselves as tiranobortsy (fighters against tyranny), in the 

tradition of the heroic figures of Greco-Roman history’.528 Russian revolutionary circles’ 

literary and intellectual tradition had a history that extended prior to the emergence of 
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anarchist and socialist revolutionary sentiment and extended back to at least the ‘first truly 

political movement’ in the early 1800s. 

Chernyshevsky published Chto Delat (What is to be Done?) in 1863. The work is recognised 

as a deeply influential literary contribution to the emergence of the broader radical milieu in 

Russia that subsequently produced the terrorist actions of NV and others. The novel was 

authored while Chernyshevsky was incarcerated in the Peter and Paul Fortress, having been 

arrested on ‘fabricated evidence’,529 and the journal in which it had been initially serialised, 

Sovremennik (The Contemporary) was required to suspend publication. Of the various 

laudatory commentary regarding Chto Delat, it is worth highlighting those of the highly 

influential anarchist Kropotkin, whom Patyk cited as stating, ‘no novel of Turgenev and no 

writings of Tolstoy or any other writer ever had such a wide and deep influence upon Russian 

society as this novel had. It became the watchword of Young Russia, and the influence of the 

ideas it propagated has never ceased to be apparent since’.530 

Through one of its otherwise minor characters, Rakhmetov, the novel provided an archetype 

of the aesthetic and philosophical disposition that ‘influenced every generation of Russian 

radicals from its publication in 1863 onward’531 or as Venturi stated, ‘moulded a whole 

generation of Populist students and revolutionaries’.532 The austere and unadorned existence 

of Rakhmetov and its role in providing an archetype of revolutionary character is evidenced 

by the character’s behaviour. Rakhmetov ‘gave away his inherited wealth, allowed himself 

only peasant fare to eat, and slept on a bed of nails to test his own endurance, was an ascetic, 

single-minded hero with no life beyond the cause’.533 

Many engaged in the broader radical and revolutionary community adopted this aesthetic and 

philosophical disposition. However, of this broad population, there is evidence of the direct 

influence of Chto Delat. in reference to the 1866 ‘unheard of’ attempt on the Tsar, Verhoeven 

stated, ‘Karakazov and his friends indeed imitated the novel’.534 Further, Siljak identified the 

explicit influence Chto Delat had on Ishtun, in emphasising he: 
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recognized that formal education did not suit his excitable temperament. He needed 
to find a new path to success … It was finally revealed to him the following year, in 
the pages of What is to Be Done? One of Chernyshevskii’s most devoted acolytes, 
Ishutin once declared: ‘There have been three great men in the world, Jesus Christ, 
Paul the Apostle, and Chernyshevskii’.535 

The enduring appeal of the book and the venerated status of its author are perhaps most 

explicitly demonstrated by the actions of NV in the aftermath of their eventual successful 

assassination of Tsar Alexander II. Amid efforts to continue publishing their leaflets, the 

remaining members sent a letter to the newly anointed Tsar Alexander III, seeking to 

negotiate a cessation of their terrorist activities. Among the various outcomes sought by the 

substantially diminished terrorist organisation was the release of Chernyshevsky from his 

Siberian exile.536 Verhoeven succinctly captured the role of the novel: ‘in the beginning, 

therefore, were Chernyshevsky’s words—and then came the act, and the act was a form of 

violence eventually known as terrorism’.537 

The role of literature in enabling terrorism to be understood and accurately interpreted by the 

broader audiences with which it sought to communicate is further reinforced through an 

analysis of what Patyk refers to as Dostoevsky’s ‘terrorism trilogy’538 Before discussing 

Dostoevsky as a specific manifestation of fiction serving as an interpretive lens for reality. 

On the more general role that fiction plays in complementing ‘reality’ in shaping the public’s 

understanding of it, it is worthwhile to recall the words of Hayden White and his discussion 

of the work of Giambattista Vico. In his 1973 article, White discussed how it is possible to 

‘regard the “true” and the “fabulous” as simply different ways of signifying the relationship 

of the human consciousness to the world it confronts in different degrees of certitude and 

comprehension’.539 

In describing Dostoevsky’s work and its role in shaping the imaginary of modern terrorism, 

Patyk comments that his trilogy of works, Crime and Punishment, Demons and The Brothers 

Karamazov ‘coincide with and reflect upon watershed moments in the emergence of 

terrorism.’540 In detailing the parallels between the publication of these works and the 

‘watershed moments’ she is referring to, Patyk emphasised Karakazov’s 1866 assassination 
 

535 Siljak, Angel of Vengeance, 80–81. 
536 Venturi, Roots of Revolution, 183. 
537 Venturi, Roots of Revolution, 183. 
538 Patyk, ‘Dostoevsky’s Terrorism Trilogy’, in Terrorism and Literature, ed. Herman, 230–45. 
539 Hayden White, ‘The Irrational and the Problem of Historical Knowledge in the Enlightenment’, Studies in 
Eighteenth-Century Culture 2, no. 1 (1973): 315, https://doi.org/10.1353/sec.1973.0016. 
540 Patyk, ‘Dostoevsky’s Terrorism Trilogy’, 232. 



160 

attempt, Nechaev’s 1869 murder of Ivanov and the NV campaign to assassinate the Tsar 

between1879 and 1881.541 In terms of Dostoevsky’s most enduring contribution to public 

interpretations of terrorism, Patyk made the crucial point regarding language in identifying, 

‘Dostoevsky’s own poetics of the deed curiously aligned with and anticipated these forms of 

political violence’. Through literature, Dostoevsky succeeds in providing the public with an 

interpretive frame to understand and interpret the events that were transpiring within Russian 

politics and society. In his own words, Dostoevsky reflected on the role that the Nechaev 

affair played in informing Devils and his purpose in its publication when he wrote: 

Several of our critics have observed that in my novel I used the plot of the well-
known Nechaev affair. But they hastened to add that my book did not contain any 
actual portraits or a literal reproduction of the Nechaev history—having taken an 
event, I tried only to clarify its possibility in our society, and precisely as a social 
event, not as an anecdote, not as a description of a particular occurrence in Moscow. 
All this, I may observe, is quite correct. In my novel I have not handled the well-
known Nechaev and his victim Ivanov in any personal way.542 

Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to evidence how the three elements of the framework, as manifested 

in the context of mid-to-late nineteenth-century Russia, were instrumental to the effectiveness 

of anarchist terrorism during the period. It is sufficient to state here that anarchist terrorism, 

as refined by the Russian revolutionaries of the period, succeeded in propagating the ‘the 

Russian way’ or the ‘Russian method’ ’543 across numerous jurisdictions. It demonstrated for 

the first time that substate terrorism could be deployed against the state and that it was 

possible to replicate the organisational, tactical and strategic elements of what NV 

specifically and various other Russian anarchist terrorists engaged in. Demonstrating the 

feasibility of violent resistance against the regime was substantial in the Russian context and 

ultimately shaped the development of the broader revolutionary movement that culminated 

with the successful 1917 revolution. 

The deployment of dynamite, the consideration and incorporation of communicative and 

narrative dynamics into operational design and the exploitation of the burgeoning print 
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industry, represented by the print media, radical presses and serialised fiction, all coalesced to 

amplify and disseminate the ideology and methodology of Russian anarchist terrorism 

transnationally and develop an archetype that has been endlessly replicated and imitated, 

while also evolving to adapt to context. The next chapter provides historical and ideological, 

doctrinal, and operational context to the emergence and evolution of terrorism motivated by 

the so-called liberation of Palestine.  
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Chapter Seven: Watching Palestinian Terrorism: Ideology, 

Doctrine and Operations 

Of the available forms of theater, few are so captivating figuratively, as well as 
literally, as skyjacking. The boldness of the action, the obviousness of the danger, 
the numbers of people involved as hostages and therefore potential victims, the ease 
with which national boundaries can be traversed and international incidents 
created, the instantaneous radio and television linkages, all these combine to make 
this crime one of the most immediately attractive forms of terrorist action.544 

The subject of terrorism in the context of the Israel/Palestine conflict is notoriously fraught 

and frequently affected by individual and collective bias, historical and contemporary 

traumas, the legacies of colonisation, regional and international geopolitical agendas and a 

multitude of secular and religious ideological agendas. The violence perpetrated by multiple 

parties, both state and non-state, within, around and in the name of the Israel/Palestine 

conflict ensure that it remains one of the most complex and consequential unresolved issues 

in international affairs. It is in this context that any analysis of terrorism undertaken in the 

name of the liberation of Palestine, secular or religious, must be attuned to. The analysis 

contained herein does not seek to make any substantive claims regarding any of the various 

controversies associated with the conflict, nor does it seek to suggest that either party ought 

to be absolved of contributing responsibility. Rather, it seeks to analyse the terrorism 

undertaken in the name of the liberation of Palestine, in the narrow sense and the context of 

broader agendas. The purpose of this caveat is to highlight that the analysis undertaken here 

does not seek to make determinations concerning the justifiability of the violence undertaken 

by Palestinian actors in the context of the conflict but rather seeks to analyse the actions of 

organisations and networks whose actions are recognised as terrorism. These caveats also 

seek to recognise that in the context of a conflict as fraught as the Israel/Palestine conflict, it 

is necessary to recognise that legitimate protest, dissent and resistance do not, in and of 

themselves, constitute terrorism, while equally recognising that acts that do constitute 

terrorism ought not to be diminished in their severity by reference to claims of legitimate 

resistance or illegitimacy regarding the target of terrorist violence. Even within the paradigm 

of non-state violence, it is possible to make reasonable assessments about the legitimacy, 

proportionality or necessity of the actions undertaken. As Gross has insightfully suggested, 

‘there is room to speak of just guerrilla warfare. It is not always what guerrillas practice, but 
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neither are its tactics and strategies the heinous practices that state powers often portray them 

to be’.545 

With Gross’s point informing the approach undertaken here, it is necessary to highlight that 

the following analysis of terrorism by Palestinian organisations and networks does not imply 

illegitimacy regarding the ideological proposition of the organisations and networks, nor does 

it imply legitimacy concerning the countermeasures implemented in response or propose 

legitimacy or illegitimacy to the methods undertaken by either party. The conflict and the 

violence, state and non-state, are immeasurably complex. The contested perspectives on the 

actions of Palestinian, Israeli, regional and international actors within the conflict are as 

numerous as they are frequently ill-informed. The following analysis accepts that there are 

and have been acts and campaigns of terrorism undertaken by organisations and networks 

sympathetic to or supportive of the liberation of Palestine. Further, it seeks to identify the 

mechanisms by which these actions contributed to the movement’s objectives in whose name 

they were undertaken.  

Much like the need to distinguish between the broad ideology of anarchism, the doctrine of 

propaganda of the deed and the manifestations of anarchist terrorism, it is also equally 

necessary to distinguish between the idea of Palestinian liberation and the ideologies 

associated with that cause, the revolutionary armed struggle that was adopted as a broad 

doctrinal approach to achieving strategic objectives and the specific manifestations of 

terrorism that took place in the name of Palestinian organisations and networks. Making the 

Palestinian case additionally complex is the existence of a litany of militant entities within the 

broader movement, motivated by secular and religious ideologies, including periods of 

internecine conflict between members and entities from within the broader movement. At the 

same time, Yasser Arafat’s PLO was the organisation most synonymous with the Palestinian 

cause. It provided the overarching leadership structure for the movement; important entities 

within the PLO or breakaway factions of the PLO were responsible for some of the highest-

profile and successful operations undertaken. Organisations such as the Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine (PFLP),546 the Black September Organization (BSO) and the Abu 
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Nidal Organization were all responsible for substantial numbers of terrorist incidents and the 

ongoing refinement of the character of terrorism generally within its relevant social, political 

and technological contexts. However, the PLO was not the first resistance enterprise 

undertaken in the name of Palestinian liberation. The resistance can be traced back to the 

period before 1948, motivated by anti-Zionist sentiment within what was then the British 

Mandate of Palestine. 

This section tracks the interrelated development of the ideological and doctrinal 

underpinnings of the Palestinian cause. The ideal of a liberated Palestine became, over time, 

intimately intertwined with a broader Third-Worldist ideological milieu. As such, this section 

analyses their concurrent evolution during the post-1967 period, with a particular emphasis 

on the dominance of the Third Worldist perspective and the ‘revolutionary armed struggle’ 

doctrine that the movement embraced. Understanding how the Palestinian cause 

internationalised itself, how that internationalisation enabled the coherency and interpretation 

of its terrorist attacks and how it came to exploit contemporary visual media platforms forms 

the core of this chapter’s content, particularly the second part of the chapter wherein the 

conceptual framework is applied. The Palestinian movement’s innovations in terrorist 

violence, its embedding of communicative and narrative dynamics into its operational 

considerations and its visual media orientation were intimately linked to the movement’s 

ideological and doctrinal perspectives. 

Well before Yasser Arafat’s keffiyeh became an internationally recognised symbol of 

resistance and synonymous, at least from a Western perspective, with Middle Eastern 

terrorism and plane hijacking, Palestinian resistance efforts had been active in and around the 

region for decades. The pre-1948 period in what was then–British Mandated Palestine 

witnessed extensive violence perpetrated by British forces and Jewish547 and Palestinian 
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entities. In terms of recognised periods of violence in response to increased Zionist activity in 

Palestine, there were periods referred to by Khalidi as ‘demonstrations, strikes, and riots, with 

violence flaring notably in 1920, 1921, and 1929, each episode more intense than the 

previous one’.548 More substantially, and as a consequence of the recruitment efforts of 

Sheikh Izz ad-Din al-Qassam,549 the first organised resistance against Zionism and the British 

mandate emerged, adopting the name Black Hand and a religiously informed jihadist 

approach to resistance. Kimmerling claims that by 1935, Black Hand had recruited ‘several 

hundred followers, in cells of no more than five men each’.550 Qassam’s death at the hands of 

the British would partly inspire the Arab Revolt in Palestine, which ran from 1936 until 1939. 

Swedenburg referred to this as the ‘last great popular rebellion in Palestine before the intifada 

erupted in 1987’.551 While Qassam’s Black Hand and the inspirational role his death played 

in fermenting the Arab revolts of 1936–1939 are not central to the period of Palestinian 

terrorism that is the focus of this case study, it is appropriate to acknowledge the long history 

of religious and secular resistance to Zionism, the external occupation among the Palestinian 

population and the enduring legacy of these early efforts. 

In demonstrating the enduring influence of Qassam’s preaching and organising and the 

violence that it inspired among the Palestinian population, it is noteworthy that Hamas’ 1988 

Covenant of the Islamic Resistance Movement, originally published in 1988, includes the 

following: 

The Islamic Resistance Movement is a link in [a long] chain of the Jihad against the 
Zionist occupation, which is connected and tied with the initiation [of the Jihad] of 
the Martyr ‘Izz al-Din al-Qassam and his Mujahid brothers in 1936. And the chain 
continues on to connect and tie another episode to add to the jihad of the 
Palestinians and the jihad of the Muslim Brotherhood in the war of 1948 and the 
Jihad operation of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1968 and thereafter.552 
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Further, the military arm of Hamas is known as the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades,553 

explicitly referencing the inspiration of the Palestinian Arab Revolt. Since 2001, Hamas has 

used ‘Qassam rockets’ as part of their arsenal of weapons in operations against Israel.554 In 

addition, the symbolism of the black and white keffiyeh made famous by Yasser Arafat can 

be traced back to the Palestinian Arab Revolt. On this, Swedenburg stated, ‘photographic 

evidence suggests that the kaffya was an important part of the uniform of the fighters in the 

Arab Revolt’.555 

The above seeks to evidence both the longer history of violent Palestinian resistance and the 

continuity within the broader movement that acts in the name of Palestinian liberation, be it 

religious or secular. Within the discourse regarding the history of resistance activity by 

Palestinian organisations, several key historical events and decisions are crucially important. 

The enduring memory of the specific actions, particularly the ongoing resonance of 

documents and decisions such as the Balfour Declaration556 and the Sykes-Picot 

agreement,557 the legacies of the 1948 War of Independence (or nakba: catastrophe)558 and 

with particular regard to the current analysis, the broader consequences of the 1967 Six-Day 

War (or naksa: setback),559 are all deeply significant events within the contemporary history 

of the Palestinian resistance movement, and the conflict more broadly. 

This case study focuses on the Palestinian resistance movement’s use of terrorism, or the 

‘armed struggle’,560 in the phrasing of the Palestine Liberation Organisation. The particular 

focus is on the period following the Six-Day War in 1967 and how the movement’s tactical, 

strategic, ideological diversity and innovation coupled with their explicit embrace and 
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consideration of communicative and narrative dynamics into their operational planning, as 

well as their increased exploitation of visual imagery through both the explicit exploitation of 

and orientation towards, television news and through their embrace of the Third Cinema 

movement,561 enabled them to achieve substantial strategic effects concerning their 

adversaries. The trajectory of the Palestinian movement broadly, the PLO specifically and 

Yasser Arafat and the globalisation of the ‘armed struggle’ all reflect the successes of the 

multi-decade efforts of Palestinian militants. 

The approach taken herein reflects two substantial characteristics of the Palestinian 

movement, broadly construed. The first of these reflects the point highlighted earlier 

regarding the specific entities that constitute the Palestinian movement. In his extensive 

treatment of what he referred to as the ‘Palestinian national movement’, Sayigh included a 

complex ‘genealogical diagram of Palestinian organizations’ that includes nearly 50 distinct 

entities of both secular and religious orientations, both high profile and relatively obscure.562 

Chamberlin provided similar caveats in his work. He stated, ‘the PLO is an umbrella 

organization first created in 1964 that brought together a number of different bodies’.563 As 

briefly referenced above, the approach here is the analysis of terrorism and militant action 

undertaken by organisations and networks that seek to fight against the existence of Israel, or 

to provide a form of resistance against Israel’s existence or their policies and operations, 

generally in the name of Palestinian liberation. This analysis includes all organisations and 

networks, irrespective of their specific internal ideology. Where relevant, this analysis will 

include a discussion, for instance, of Hamas or Palestinian Islamic Jihad, both religiously 

motivated organisations. 

Given the purpose here is not to undertake a full-spectrum analysis of each and every various 

Palestinian militant organisation, nor is it to undertake a specific analysis of any particular 

organisation within the broader Palestinian national movement, the lens adopted herein is 

necessarily broad. In much the same way that the anarchist movement came to refer to a 

litany of organisations, networks, operatives and ideologues, so too will the approach to the 

Palestinian movement analyse a diversity of organisations, networks, operatives and 
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ideologues. Here the focus is on their terrorist activities, communicative and narrative 

orientation and their use of emergent information and communications technology. 

Second, the approach undertaken here reflects that articulated by Chamberlin, who 

recognised the transnationalisation of the Palestinian resistance and its ultimate immersion 

within a broader Third Worldist context,564 manifesting itself ideologically, doctrinally, 

operationally and symbolically. Nash sought to define Third Worldism as: 

the political theory and practice that saw the major fault-line in the global capitalist 
order as running between the advanced capitalist countries of the West and the 
impoverished continents of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and saw national 
liberation struggles in the Third World as the major force for global revolution.565 

This context is evidenced across a range of elements of the Palestinian movement. Arguably 

one of the most explicit manifestations of this characteristic of the movement is described by 

Chamberlin, who highlights that ‘Palestinian fighters sought to apply the principles of writers 

like Franz Fanon, Mao Zedong, Vo Nguyen Giap, and Che Guevara to their own liberation 

struggle’.566 This Third Worldist contextualisation and framing enabled the Palestinian cause 

to coherently be portrayed and perceived as a transnational conflict, resulting in operations 

and orientations well beyond the discrete theatre of operations that was Israel and Palestine. 

This contextualisation was as much informed by ideology and doctrine as it was 

communicated and manifested through operations, targeting decisions and tactical 

innovations. As Burleigh has commented, ‘most of these radical Palestinian factions believed 

in internationalising their cause through the tactic of air piracy’.567 Malley also captures the 

importance of Third Worldism to terrorist and militant organisations of the period. He 

commented, ‘it was more than political doctrine; it was all encompassing ideology that 

permeated fields of intellectual knowledge and militant activism’.568 

The secondary component of contextualising the Palestinian struggle is to recognise its place 

within what Rapoport famously referred to as the ‘New Left’ wave of terrorism. He described 

this wave as fundamentally shaped by the Vietnam War controversies and discussed how it 
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‘produced the psychological requisites’ for the period of terrorist activity that manifested in 

the so-called Third World and within Western jurisdictions. In the context of the Cold War, 

the animating ethos of Third Worldism and the New Left–inspired wave of terrorism are 

central to any understanding of the broader social, political and historical milieu of the period 

under consideration. The Vietnam War provided a unifying source of grievance among young 

people in Western jurisdictions. It also provided a template for effective resistance to what 

was frequently portrayed and perceived as imperialism. The following from Jeremy Varon 

captures the myriad ways in which revolutionary sentiment permeated the period and is worth 

quoting at some length: 

New Leftists were not only implicitly united across national boundaries by their 
shared opposition to oppression, their commitment to democratic participation, and 
their use of militant direct action as a means of protest; they were also consciously 
internationalist. In what amounted to a global crusade, students and youths 
throughout the world protested the Vietnam War. They assimilated dimensions of 
Black Power and Third World revolutionary ideologies, in which they saw near-
universal appeal and relevance. They created an international protest culture 
organized around master texts, chiefly those of Karl Marx, Mao Tse-tung, and 
Herbert Marcuse, and ‘revolutionary’ icons like Che Guevara and Ho Chi Minh. 
And, in instances, they responded directly to the triumphs and failures experienced 
by their foreign New Left comrades. In their wildest dreams, they saw themselves 
waging a revolution that would overthrow both the U.S.-led imperialism of the 
West and the ossified, bureaucratic communism of the East.569 

In further demonstrating the integration and transnationality of the various conflicts of the 

period, it is worth briefly noting a key engagement that reflects the relationships between the 

various revolutionary entities that existed during this period. As described in detail by 

Chamberlin, Yasser Arafat and a delegation of senior PLO officials travelled to Hanoi in 

1970, where they met with General Võ Nguyên Giáp of the Vietnamese People’s Army. Giáp 

was famous for having contributed substantially, in conjunction with Hồ Chí Minh, to the 

evolution of insurgent strategy. Hammes commented that ‘Ho and Giap developed the ability 

to take the political war to their distant enemy’s homeland and destroy his will to continue the 

struggle’.570 As early as 1968, after the turning point that was the Six-Day War, the PLO built 

ties to a litany of Third World liberation movements and multiple major powers. While 

support from major states such as China materialised in the provision of arms, the PLO also 
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had its fighters trained in locations such as Algeria.571 Officers underwent leadership training 

in China572 and support and training from theSoviet KGB.573 The Chinese leadership began 

to encourage the PLO leadership to model its struggle on the Vietnamese experience. In 

private advice provided by Giáp to Arafat, Giáp reportedly stated, ‘Stop talking about 

annihilating Israel … and instead turn your terror war into a struggle for human rights. Then 

you will have the American people eating out of your hand’.574 This is but a single 

demonstration of how the Palestinian movement consciously sought out international support 

and was advised and adopted advice regarding how they ought to both prosecute and frame 

their struggle. 

Last, it is necessary to highlight the pivot point of 1968 regarding the Palestinian movement 

specifically and the broader context of Third Worldism, the New Left and international 

affairs. 1968 represents a substantial social, political and cultural marker in modern history, 

particularly concerning protest and resistance movements. Across 1968 explicitly, but 

through the late 1960s, an immense body of revolutionary activity and sentiment manifested. 

Given the transnationally contextualised approach adopted on understanding the Palestinian 

movement and the terrorism associated with it, it is necessary to approach the broader context 

in a similar manner. In determining 1968 as a point of departure for this analysis, beyond the 

importance of the 1967 Six-Day War, the following comments from Wallerstein were 

significantly influential: 

The revolution of 1968 was a revolution; it was a single revolution. It was marked 
by demonstrations, disorder, and violence in many parts of the world over a period 
of at least three years. Its origins, consequences, and lessons cannot be analyzed 
correctly by appealing to the particular circumstances of the local manifestations of 
this global phenomenon, however much the local factors conditioned the details of 
the political and social struggles in each locality.575 

It is beyond the scope of this work to detail the litany of substantial and consequential 

manifestations of revolutionary and dissenting action that took place across this period. 

However, if only briefly, it is worth noting that in addition to the general strike in France of 
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May 1968576 and the global protests held in solidarity with those events, Katsiaficas 

highlighted the Prague Spring, the Tet Offensive and the assassination of Martin Luther 

King577 in 1968. By 1970, Western-based terrorist organisations such as the Red Army 

Faction578 and the Weather Underground579 had emerged, reflecting the increasingly militant 

aspects of Western and transnational revolutionary movements. 

Although the Arab League initially established Palestine Liberation Organisation at the 

behest of Egyptian leader Jamal Abd al-Nasser580 in 1964, and what would become its 

dominant faction, Fatah,581 whose origins trace as far back as 1959,582 it was not until 1968 

that it emerged in its more familiar form. Becker has commented on how ‘in its first four 

years, only its rhetoric was militant’.583 Fatah’s first attempt to manifest its newly adopted 

‘armed struggle’ doctrine was the failed attempt to strike Israel with infiltrating teams of 

fedayeen from ‘all neighboring states’.584 This attempt, which resulted in only two fedayeen 

teams successfully penetrating Israeli territory, and a failed attempt to detonate an improvised 

explosive device at a water facility585 did not deter Fatah, under the auspices of its military 

wing al-Asifah (the Storm), from releasing its ‘first military communique on 1 January 

1965’.586 These early efforts at militant action, and the willingness to produce and distribute 

propagandistic outputs despite the failure of the operation, led Byman to state, with reference 

to Fatah, that the organisation had ‘from its start cared more about publicity than operational 

effectiveness’.587 Additionally, and again despite the failure of the operation itself, 1 January 

‘was subsequently celebrated by all Palestinian organizations as the launch of the armed 
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struggle’.588 In its earliest manifestations, the Palestinian liberation movement was attuned to 

communicative and narrative dynamics. 

The preliminary failures by no means acted as a deterrent for the Palestinian struggle. Cross-

border ‘infiltrations’ continued, but they achieved marginal impact on the Israelis and 

certainly failed to raise the Israeli Government’s attention or those of the surrounding Arab 

countries. Speaking in late 1966, then–Israel Defense Force Chief-of-Staff, Yitzhak Rabin, 

commented, ‘there is no major wave of infiltration today. Just because several dozen bandits 

from al-Fatah cross the border, Israel does not have to get caught up in a frenzy of 

escalation.’589 

In the aftermath of the Six-Day War, from 5 June to 10 June 1967, the Palestinian movement 

assessed that achieving Palestinian liberation through the successes of the militaries of Arab 

governments was no longer viable and that independent ‘armed struggle’ by non-state actors 

was the only feasible means by which they could envisage achieving their desired end state. It 

should be noted that this determination was not a radical departure from existing strategic and 

doctrinal positions. As early as 1959, some of the first propaganda produced by Fatah, Our 

Palestine, stated, ‘the only manner in which Palestine could be regained was through military 

violence’.590 However, Fatah held the unique distinction of not being tethered to an Arab 

government, as the balance of then-existent Palestinian commando entities were. The 

dominance of Fatah within the Palestinian movement and ultimately within the PLO would 

substantially shape the overall approach of the movement. 

In the context of the Israel/Palestine conflict, the consequences of the overwhelming victory 

of Israeli Forces over the militaries of Egypt, Jordan and Syria in the 1967 Six-Day War 

served as a catalyst that shifted the trajectory of the PLO specifically and of the broader 

militant Palestinian movement. As Chamberlin has stated, ‘it was out of this milieu that 

groups such as Fatah, the ANM, and the PFLP would emerge’.591 By September of 1967, 

with the war having ended in June with the Israeli occupation of Gaza and the West Bank, 

Fatah was distributing a manifesto across the occupied territories that explicitly made 

reference to: 
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the legendary resistance of Algeria … Let us take as our model the struggle of the 
Vietnamese people … We must set up secret resistance cells…For even one fighting 
cell … has the power to inflict great losses upon the enemy.592 

Ultimately, two events in 1968 truly catalysed the Palestinian movement: the Battle of 

Karameh on 21 March and the 22 July hijacking of El Al Flight 426 from Rome to Tel Aviv 

by terrorists from the PFLP. Hoffman referred to the PFLP as ‘one of six groups that then 

constituted Palestine Liberation Organisation’.593 The Battle of Karameh, and more 

substantially, the legend of the battle, are considered the ‘foundation myth of the Palestinian 

commando movement’.594 The battle came to be a celebrated legend for the Palestinians due 

to the actual outcome of the fighting and the successful construction of a narrative regarding 

resistance fighting. Morris notes that ‘Karameh was to serve a generation of Palestinian 

fighters as a symbol of heroic resistance and proof of the IDF’s vulnerability’.595 This 

mythology is further highlighted by Khalidi, who notes that ‘the battle of al-Karama was a 

case of a failure against overwhelming odds brilliantly narrated as heroic triumph’.596 

Later in 1968, and in stark contrast to the relative continuity maintained by Palestinian 

militants in their cross-border raids and actions, the PFLP undertook what would be noted as 

a substantial pivot point in the trajectory of terrorist praxis, both Palestinian and globally. As 

Hoffman noted, the hijacking of Flight 426 constituted ‘the advent of what is considered 

modern, international terrorism’.597 The hijacking of Flight 426 marked the beginning of a 

substantial shift in the practices of terrorist organisations. While it was by no means the first 

plane hijacking, nor the first plane hijacking for ideological purposes,598 it differed in that it 

constituted an explicitly transnationally oriented communicative act. It aimed at highlighting 

the grievances of the Palestinian cause to a wider audience. With this act, the PFLP forced the 

issue of Palestine onto the world stage, registering the grievance to a transnational audience 

and beginning the process of transforming a dualistic conflict into an issue of concern for 

multiple parties across the international community. 

 
592 Ehud Yaari, Strike Terror: The Story of Fatah (New York, NY: Sabra Books, 1970), 133–34. 
593 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 65. 
594 Rashid Khalidi, Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National Consciousness (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 2010), 196. 
595 Benny Morris, Righteous Victims: A History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 1881–1999, 1st ed. (New York, 
NY: Knopf, 1999), 369. 
596 Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 197. 
597 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 65. 
598 Veilleux-Lepage argues that the first instance of ‘hijacking as an act of political contention’ was in Peru in 
1930. Veilleux-Lepage, How Terror Evolves. 



174 

Operation Revolution Airport599 

Of the terrorist spectaculars perpetrated by the Palestinian movement, and the PFLP more 

specifically, their escalation, internationalisation and media orientation are evidenced most 

demonstrably through the multiple plane hijackings of 1970. One event, known as Dawson’s 

Field hijackings, in reference to the remote former Royal Air Force landing strip in the 

northeast of Jordan where the hijacked flights were ultimately forced to land, would produce 

images and footage that would hold the world’s attention for the duration of the event and 

would launch the Palestinian question into international political discourse in a manner that 

was largely unprecedented. The PFLP, who was responsible for the conceptualisation and 

actioning of the incident, referred to the location as ‘Revolution airport’.600 The operation had 

been conceptualised with explicit considerations regarding news media coverage and the 

necessity for video and photographic imagery to be distributed across the news ecosystem. 

Reflecting on the calculus that Wadi Haddad and his colleagues engaged in as they planned 

the operation, former senior PFLP figure, Bassam Abu-Sharif and spokesperson for the PFLP 

at Revolution airport, noted, ‘by now we had the world by the throat. Our operations had 

transformed the situation in the Middle East … The mighty Israelis had been obliged to back 

down and meet our demands, they’d had to release our prisoners, broadcast our statements … 

we knew that American hostages had the highest news value’ (emphasis added).601 

In addition to the communicative conceptualisation of aviation terrorism and plane hijacking 

espoused by Haddad previously, this incident can be contextualised by a number of other 

media products. Al-Hadaf, the Ghassan Kanafani–edited publication of the PFLP, would refer 

to the ‘hijacking carnival’ and argued that it was necessary and that ‘there had to be a series 
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of operations to penetrate … the Arab and international media and political conspiracy’.602 

The first formal statement issued by the PFLP regarding Dawson’s Field reflected their 

frustrations with attaining the necessary support among the masses for the revolutionary 

cause. It stated unequivocally that, at least in part, the operation was designed to ‘disseminate 

a revolutionary atmosphere’,603 further demonstrating the communicative considerations of 

the operation, as well as their enduring commitment to revolutionary doctrine. Their media 

considerations and their intention to produce video footage were clear when they succeeded 

in having multiple Western journalists and camera crews present at Dawson’s Field, with 

whom they engaged extensively. Bassam Abu-Sharif was the PFLP spokesperson at 

Dawson’s Field, and he and colleagues engaged extensively with the journalists present.604 

Gerald Seymour, a correspondent for British Independent Television News and one of the 

first journalists to arrive at Revolution Airport, noted ‘the PFLP spokesman had decided that 

having got the media there—and our ranks had swelled during the course of the day—what 

he needed to do was to have a news conference’.605 

This press conference, delivered to the approximately 60 journalists now present at the 

remote airfield, was held by Abu-Sharif. The press was permitted to ask questions of the 

hostages.606 While the incident had been, at least in part, designed to provide the necessary 

leverage to negotiate the release of several Palestinian hostages, it had also been staged as an 

internationally oriented media event. As the crisis unfolded, the PFLP achieved two dramatic 

outcomes. The hijacking of an additional final plane, albeit unplanned and not part of PFLP’s 

original proposal, dramatically increased the proportion of British hostages being held. This 

enabled the PFLP to force the British Government into releasing Leila Khaled, detained after 

her unsuccessful attempt to hijack an El Al flight out of London. Distinct from the release of 

other Palestinian prisoners, her release was symbolically important for the PFLP as her iconic 

image had become central to media representations of the Palestinian struggle. All the 

theatrics and the successful efforts to have Palestinian prisoners released had succeeded; 

however, the final mediated act was yet to manifest. 
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With concerns mounting among the PFLP regarding the possibility of joint Israeli and 

American action being taken, all hostages were taken off the planes and moved to safety. At 

Abu-Sharif’s instruction, journalists and cameramen were placed safely away. On 12 

September, the planes were destroyed with explosives,607 producing the iconic video footage 

and photographs that inscribed the event in the international public’s conscience. From the 

perspective of Bassam Abu-Sharif, the PFLP spokesperson who had handled much of the 

media relations during the event, there was no question regarding the operation’s success. In 

his words: 

Dawson’s Field finally put the PFLP and, far more importantly, the issue of 
Palestine, on the map. All of our demands were met, all of our imprisoned fighters 
were released. The British even allowed Leila Khaled to go free. As for me, I had 
become notorious. I had given half a dozen lectures to the passengers during the 
hijack, as well as press and TV interviews. Mistakenly, some journalists saw me as 
the mastermind behind the whole show. I even finished up on the cover of Time 
magazine, under the headline, ‘Pirates of the air’, shouting at the passengers through 
my trusty megaphone. I had become ‘The face of terrorism.’608 

Operation Deir Yassin609 

While the multiple plane hijackings of 1970 constituted a clear and direct example of a highly 

mediatised terrorist operation—conceived and undertaken with strong consideration of news 

media dynamics and the power of video and photography—it resulted in dramatic increases 

in airport security protocols, especially for El Al flights. These changes made the hijacking of 

planes increasingly difficult. They resulted in an expansion of the targeting considerations of 

the PFLP and others and prompted the use of non-Palestinian operatives. The Lod Massacre 

provides an additional demonstration of the mediatised orientation of the operational 

planners, highlighting the PFLPs efforts to communicate its contextualised ideological 

position within a broader Third World revolutionary milieu. The use of Japanese Red Army 

(JRA) operatives, the production and distribution of Sekigun-PFLP: Sekai Senso Sengen (the 
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Red Army/PFLP: Declaration of World War),610 additional attacks using JRA operatives and 

German members of the Revolutionary Cells and the 2 June Movement,611 were further 

efforts to reinforce the transnational nature of the Palestinian movement and demonstrate 

globalised solidarity with other revolutionary and liberationist movements. 

The Lod Massacre demonstrates what had become standard practice for Palestinian terrorist 

attacks. After the attack, the Kanafani-edited al-Hadaf published the front-page headline 

‘Red Army-PFLP-World War Declaration’ in Japanese.612 Subsequently, the PFLP pressured 

the founder and leader of the JRA, Fusako Shigenobu, to announce the involvement of her 

organisation in the operation.613 They then released a communiqué stating, ‘the only way to 

achieve results … is to shock the world right down to its socks’614 and that ‘We in the Red 

Army declare anew our preparedness to fight hand-in-hand with the Palestinians and wage 

joint onslaughts at any time to defeat the Israeli enemy … Only revolutionary violence will 

enable us to defeat imperialists throughout the world’.615 

These media-oriented actions were central to the efforts of the PFLP and, concomitantly, the 

JRA to position and contextualise themselves and their struggle against Israel as part of a 

globally oriented liberation movement. Beyond the entirely practical benefits of 

circumventing the Israeli airport security measures, which focused on vigilance concerning 

Arab persons of interest, the attack successfully demonstrated that the Palestinian struggle 

resonated internationally with revolutionaries as far removed from the geography of Israel 

and Palestine as Japan. By successfully providing the media with a coherent and 

contextualised action, the PFLP was again able to force the issue of the Palestinian struggle 

into the international headlines. It is also worth noting on broader narrative considerations of 

the operation, the PFLP referred to the Lod Massacre operatives as the ‘Squad of the Martyr 

Patrick Arguello’616 and the operation was referred to as the Deir Yassin Operation,617 an 
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explicit reference to events that took place in 1948.618 It is claimed that members of Irgun and 

Lehi there massacred some 200 Palestinians.619 

Shigenobu’s involvement with the PFLP was fundamentally propagandistic, and her 

propaganda activities dated back to her initial involvement with the group. She had originally 

volunteered with the PFLP working on al-Hadaf and authored material on Palestine for 

publication in Japan.620 Shigenobu also organised the visit of two Japanese filmmakers, 

Wakamatsu Kōji and Adachi Masao, to visit Beirut on their return from the 1971 Cannes 

Film Festival. These two filmmakers proceeded to interview Ghassan Kanafani and Leila 

Khaled, as well as visit numerous refugee camps and guerrilla bases in Southern Lebanon. 

Their captured footage would ultimately be edited into the Red Army/PFLP: Declaration of 

World War.621 In addition to using the iconic explosion footage of the Revolution Airport 

Operation in 1970, the film, in the words of Yaqub, was ‘informed directly by spectacular 

acts of violence’.622 During this period, Shigenobu was also involved in the production of The 

Arab Guerrillas and the World Red Army,623 which included translating numerous PFLP 

documents into Japanese.624 

The PFLP had established the Committee for Central Information in 1971,625 only shortly 

before the aforementioned Declaration of War film was screened at Japanese universities to 

recruit radicalised Japanese students to travel to Palestine for training with the PFLP. As the 

PFLP’s undated document The Cinema and the Revolution626 explicitly articulates, part of the 
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purpose of producing revolutionary cinema was to instruct them and train them to ‘use the 

camera side by side with the rifle in the battle for liberation’.627 The film was screened not 

only in Japan but across Europe and in Palestine. Reflecting the broader cultural resistance 

agenda of Kanafani (discussed in Part Two of this chapter) and al-Hadaf, the PFLP engaged 

in a broader program of film screenings, obtaining films from the ‘Russian, Chinese, and 

Cuban embassies in Beirut’.628 Further, Declaration of War made numerous references to the 

various struggles that were elements of the Third Worldist revolutionary movement, 

including the Black Panther party, the Tupamaros and the Viet Cong.629 

The film itself adopts and reinterprets a ‘newsreel’ approach and actively co-opts and 

reframes footage from Dawson’s Field and the so-called Yodogō Incident of March 1970, 

wherein members of a precursor organisation of the JRA hijacked Japan Airlines Flight 351 

and redirected it to North Korea. More substantially, in its content and orientation, it is an 

explicit effort to emphasise the Third-Worldist context within which both the PFLP and the 

JRA sought to position themselves and their actions. Additionally, the film sought to 

legitimise and explain the actions of both organisations, retrospectively and concerning any 

prospective operations. The film’s opening scenes also include narration that states, ‘this is a 

news film for the construction of the World Red Army’, further evidencing the globally 

oriented perspectives of the film, the groups involved, and their actions. While the film 

sought to communicate an ideological justification for the terrorist actions being undertaken, 

it also sought to communicate the doctrinal underpinning of the actions of both groups. As 

the colour footage of the three planes exploding at Dawson’s Field is screened, a doctrinal 

declaration is displayed in the centre of the screen, which reads ‘The Best Form of 

Propaganda Is Armed Struggle’.630 The film sought to establish an alternative media 

discourse that transcends and circumvents traditional media, capable of controlling the 

narrative frame through which action, doctrine and ideology are transmitted. 

The evolution of the mediatised and performative aspects of Palestinian terrorism continued. 

While the PFLP would continue armed actions, their activities would be subsumed by the 

activities of Black September and, in particular, the September 1972 attack on the Munich 
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Olympic Games, known in Western parlance as the Munich Massacre. This attack 

consolidated the learnings and experiences of the previous years of transnational Palestinian 

terrorism. It produced one of the most consequential acts of terrorism undertaken by any of 

the factions within the Palestinian liberation movement. The operation itself, analysed below, 

would become the benchmark for terrorist activity for many decades. In terms of exposure 

and mediatisation, it was only eclipsed by the attacks on the US in 2001. 

Operation Iqrit and Biri’m631 

Understanding the mediatised orientation of the Munich attacks632 and the enduring impact 

these had on terrorism and counterterrorism is best undertaken by briefly deconstructing the 

operation and analysing the various elements of the strategic calculus of the attack. The 

Munich attack was a calculated endeavour that sought to exploit the concentrated presence of 

global media at the Olympics. While not an instance of aviation terrorism in the strict manner 

that previous PFLP operations had been, the operational planning still sought to exploit 

aviation as part of the original operational plan. What Munich did achieve, given the 

operation is frequently referred to as an operational and tactical failure,633 was to demonstrate 

that an appropriately choreographed operation deployed against an appropriate target could 

demand global attention and serve as a platform to broadcast the message, explicit or implicit, 

of the terrorist entity responsible, achieving strategic objectives. Munich would serve as a 

highly influential example of terrorist best practice. Jihadist strategist, Abu Ubayd al-Qurashi, 

noted the mediatised and propagandistic purpose and orientation of the operation and the 

centrality of television to its success. His 2002 analysis of the operation, published in AQ’s 

online journal al-Ansar, included the following: 

It was the greatest media victory, and the first true proclamation to the entire world 
of the birth of the Palestinian resistance movement … In truth, the Munich 

 
631 ‘The two men [Abu Iyad and Abu Daoud] also gave the attack a code name. It was to be known as Operation 
Iqrit and Biri’m, the names of two ancient Arab Christian villages in Northern Israel which were evacuated by 
the Israeli army in 1948, because of “security concerns” ’: Simon Reeve, One Day in September: The Story of 
the 1972 Munich Olympics Massacre and Israeli Revenge Operation ‘Wrath of God’ (London: Faber, 2005), 52. 
632 Hoffman provides a succinct description of the attacks and writes that ‘The incident began on September 5, 
1972, shortly before 5:00 A.M., when eight terrorists belonging to the PLO’s Black September Organization 
(BSO) burst into the Israeli’s dormitory, killing two athletes immediately and taking nine hostages … Fifteen 
hours of negotiations followed until a deal, brokered by the West Germans, was struck. The terrorists and their 
hostages, it was agreed, would be transported in two helicopters to the air base at Furstenfedlbuck, where they 
would board a Lufthansa 727 aircraft and depart for Cairo’: Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 69. 
633 ‘The real lesson of Munich, however, was a somewhat counterintuitive one. The Olympic tragedy provided 
the first clear evidence that even terrorist attacks that fail to achieve the ostensible objectives can nonetheless be 
counted successful provided that the operation is sufficiently dramatic to capture the attention of the media’: 
Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 70–71. 
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operation was a great propaganda strike … Thus, 900 million people in 100 
countries were witness to the operation by means of television screens. This meant 
that at least a quarter of the world knew what was going on in Munich; after this, 
they could no longer ignore the Palestinian tragedy … new organizations sought to 
imitate the success of the Palestinian organization—particularly the publicity the 
Palestinian cause garnered after Munich.634 

The Munich attacks did not deploy aviation terrorism as a centrepiece of the operation 

compared to Dawson’s Field or the Lod Massacre, which explicitly placed aviation at the 

centre of the operation design. Most directly, aviation’s role in the Munich attack was related 

to the planned conclusion of the attack. In Reeve’s interviews with Jamal al-Gashey, the sole 

surviving member of the Black September team that perpetrated the attacks, the terrorist 

noted the plan involved, as the final phase of the attack, that should there be no successful 

negotiation regarding prisoner releases, operatives were to ‘ask for an aeroplane to take us 

and the hostages to an Arab country’.635 In fact, the letter of demands provided to German 

police by the operatives explicitly referenced the provisioning of ‘three long-distance planes 

put at the commandos disposal by the Federal government’.636 Had the operation not ended in 

the catastrophic manner in which it did, the perpetrators and the hostages would have 

undertaken a more conventional aviation-oriented element of terrorist practice by leveraging 

international aviation, the coherence and narrative familiarity established by PFLP and others 

to further reinforce their message, extending the duration of the event and further coercing 

the target governments into conceding to their more specific demands. 

Regarding the operation’s objectives and informing the tactical and operational assessments 

of the operation, Black September explicitly prioritised its objectives in a letter dropped from 

the balcony of the Israeli dormitory. It read: ‘The revolutionary organization Black 

September, demands that by 9:00 AM, the Israeli military regime free the 236 revolutionary 

prisoners whose names are listed herewith’.637 From this perspective, the operation failed. 

The prisoner release, however, only had, in the words of al-Gashey, ‘symbolic value … The 
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only aim of the action was to scare the world public during their “happy Olympic Games” 

and make them aware of the fate of the Palestinians’.638 

In addition, the operation had a strategic objective regarding communicating the Palestinian 

struggle to an international audience within its Third Worldist narrative context. From this 

perspective, the operation is generally recognised as enormously successful. In an overt 

demonstration of its commitment to Third Worldist and New Left agendas, the list of 

prisoners identified for release included Kozo Okamoto, the surviving JRA member involved 

in the Lod Massacre, four French women known as the ‘Easter Commando’639 and two 

surviving female members of the team that hijacked Belgian Airlines Flight 571 in 1971. 

Finally, and most pointedly given the German location of the attack, the operatives demanded 

the release of the recently incarcerated Ulrike Meinhof and Andreas Baader, leaders of the 

Rote Armee Fraktion (Red Army Faction, or Baader-Meinhof Group), arrested in June 

1972.640 

Ulrike Meinhof most clearly communicated the solidarity that Black September sought to 

demonstrate. While incarcerated, she penned The Action of Black September at Munich—

Towards the Strategy of the Anti-Imperialist Struggle. That document explicitly references 

the conflict in Vietnam and other anti-colonial struggles and repeatedly references the Third 

World, imperialism, colonialism and capitalism. In praising the actions of Black September at 

Munich, Meinhof declared: 

With their action at the Olympic Village, they brought the conflict between the 
imperialist metropole of Israel and the Palestinians from the periphery of the system 
into its centre … and revealed the true objective nature of imperialism’s facade: that 
they are waging war against the liberation movements of the Third World and that 
their final objective is strategic extermination and fascism. Through this action, the 
Arab people were mobilized for anti-imperialist struggle. They celebrated the 
revolutionaries as heroes, and their will to struggle received an enormous boost.641 

 
638 Don Yaeger, ‘When the Terror Began’, Sports Illustrated Vault, accessed 10 August 2021, 
https://vault.si.com/vault/2002/08/26/when-the-terror-began-thirty-years-later-the-hostage-drama-that-left-11-
israeli-olympians-dead-seems-even-more-chilling-and-offers-grim-reminders-to-todays-security-experts. 
639 The ‘Easter Commando’ involved a plan for four women, smuggling explosives in their underwear and 
toiletries to ‘blow up nine tourist hotels in Israel during the crowded Easter ceremonies of 1971’: Christopher 
Dobson, Black September: Its Short, Violent History (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1974), 138. 
640 Dobson, Black September, 138; Groussard, Blood of Israel, 62; Aust, Baader-Meinhof Complex, 161, 175; 
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641 André Moncourt, J. Smith and Ward Churchill, eds., The Red Army Faction: A Documentary History, vol. 2 
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Published on 11 September 1972, the Black September communiqué encouraged 

sympathisers in Palestine ‘not to lay down your weapons’ and closed with the Third Worldist 

refrain of ‘LONG LIVE THE WORLDWIDE REVOLUTION FOR FREEDOM’.642 The 

Third Worldist contextualisation of the Munich operation is evidenced in the demands of the 

operatives regarding prisoner releases and the communiqué released after the incident. 

Ensuring that the action could be interpreted as part of a broader, cohesive, global struggle 

rather than an operation exclusively focused on the Israel/Palestine conflict was a central 

agenda item of the attack. This agenda was successfully broadcast to a global audience by 

hijacking the media that was concentrated on the Olympic Games. 

In reflecting on the strategic calculus, and the communicative and narrative considerations of 

this operation, it is worth noting a number of comments from those who planned and 

conceived the operation and from the organisation to which it is attributed. Abu Iyad, co-

planner of the operation and leader of Black September,643 noted that among objectives for 

the operation, part of the purpose of the Munich operation was to ‘give our cause resounding 

coverage—positive or negative, it mattered little—by taking advantage of the extraordinary 

concentration of mass media at Munich’.644 In assessing the effectiveness of the operation, 

and before blaming the West German Government for the deaths that occurred during the 

failed effort to resolve the incident, he further notes that the operatives achieved at least one 

of their objectives. He noted, ‘world opinion was forced to take note of the Palestinian drama, 

and the Palestinian people imposed their presence on an international gathering’.645 Further 

reinforcing this communicative orientation, Abou Daoud, the recognised mastermind of the 

operation, recounted in his book that he and co-conspirators ‘were looking for a way to attract 

the attention of the world on the Palestinian problem’.646 Even the perpetrators acknowledged 

the objectives of the operation, with the only surviving operative, Jamal al-Gashey stating in 

an interview many years later that ‘the name of Palestine was repeated all over the world that 

day’.647 In a letter published in the al-Sayad newspaper three days after the attack and 

frequently attributed to George Habash, Black September spoke in effusive language, 

claiming: 
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In our assessment, and in light of the result, we have made one of the best 
achievements of Palestinian commando action. A bomb in the White House, a mine 
in the Vatican, the death of Mao Tse-tung, an earthquake in Paris could not have 
echoed through the consciousness of every man in the world like the operation at 
Munich. The Olympiad arouses the people’s interest and attention more than 
anything else in the world. The choice of the Olympics, from the purely 
propagandistic viewpoint, was 100% successful [emphasis added]. It was like 
painting the name of Palestine on a mountain that can be seen from the four corners 
of the earth.648 

The strategic purpose of the operation was to communicate the Palestinian struggle, 

contextualised within a Third Worldist narrative, to a global audience. In doing so, the 

operatives drew on the earlier operations undertaken by the PFLP and its efforts to establish 

and reinforce a global-oriented, revolutionary ‘brand’ or narrative and exploited sympathies 

and elicited solidarity from fellow Third Worldist revolutionary movements, New Left 

resistance movements in the West and major powers who opposed US foreign policy. From a 

communicative and narrative development perspective, the Munich operation was an 

overwhelming success. It hijacked television screens across the Western world in an 

unprecedented way while simultaneously communicating the commitment of the Palestinian 

movement to the ongoing struggles of their fellow revolutionaries. Achieving this necessarily 

depended, at least in part, on effectively exploiting the newly developed technologies referred 

to earlier, especially the capacity for live television broadcasting to be undertaken on a global 

scale. 

For the Munich attack to be simultaneously experienced by a global audience in real-time, it 

required the operation to be conceived with the intent that the incident would capture the 

attention of the world’s media, concentrated in Munich to broadcast the Olympic Games. The 

Munich Olympics, with the slogan of the ‘cheerful games’,649 had been intentionally 

designed to starkly contrast the 1936 Berlin Olympics, held while Germany was under the 

cloak of the Nazi regime. The attempt to reposition Germany as a fully rehabilitated member 

of the international community was reflected in the design, conception and even the deployed 

colour schemes. It contrasted the Nazi-themed reds and blacks of 1936 with a ‘sea of 

fluttering Olympic banners in tranquil pastels.’650 Beyond setting a crucial visual theme able 

to be starkly juxtaposed by the attack, the underpinning information and communication 
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technologies that were exploited truly elevated the Munich attack to a transformative act of 

terrorist practice. 

It was the technological capabilities themselves, and the event, in conjunction that enabled 

the broadcast of the operation to a global audience. The event attracted the world’s media to 

Munich, and the technologies enabled the media to broadcast, in particular to television 

screens, live from Munich. It was the event that justified the investment of man hours, and 

focused television cameras on Munich and the venues associated with the games. 

As Reeve pointed out: 

At least four thousand newspaper, magazine, and radio journalists travelled to the 
Bavarian capital, along with another two thousand journalists, announcers, and 
crews. They fed tales of grit and courage to an audience of nearly one billion souls 
in more than one hundred countries around the world. New satellite technology 
made it the mass-media event of the century.651 

An entire industry was present at the Munich Games, including journalists able to mediate 

and frame the attack, and camera crews and production teams, including technical personnel. 

This strengthened the likelihood of the attack dominating global news broadcasts as the 

entirety of the global news media, covering the Games itself and the story of a rehabilitated 

Germany were present and operational. They were thus able to pivot immediately to cover 

the attack itself, but also the broader issues of who was perpetrating the attack and why 

would they commit these attacks. Only hours after the attack had begun, journalists and 

television reporters began broadcasting news of a terrorist attack on the Olympic Games 

worldwide.652 

The broadcast was novel in additional ways. It was not only that the world’s news media was 

present and therefore able to broadcast with ease from the site of a terrorist attack. New 

technologies made it feasible to broadcast live and uninterrupted as the events unfolded. This 

aspect limited the constraints that may have otherwise limited or edited the coverage. The 

increasingly commercial orientation of most, particularly the Western world’s media, meant 

that sensational stories such as a terrorist attack on the Olympic Games would dominate the 

news services broadcasts. This sensibility is reflected in the decision-making of those in 

Munich, producing and broadcasting the news. Reeve captured Roone Arledge’s reflections, 
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who decided to continue the live broadcast of the attack. His decision to leave a television 

camera pointed at 31 Connollystrasse, the Israeli dormitory in which the Black September 

terrorists held the Israeli athletes hostage, was crucial to how the event was depicted in the 

media. In reflecting on those events, he noted, ‘I didn’t dare move that camera … We just 

stayed right on that shot. And it just went on and on and on and we just stayed with it’.653 

A singular image came to represent the Munich attacks in the collective mediated imaginary. 

The balaclava-clad operative on the balcony of the Israeli dormitory graced the cover of 

numerous non-fiction accounts of the events, graced the covers of magazines and newspapers 

and, in the words of Diffrient ‘came to metonymically represent the entirety of the event: that 

of a solitary terrorist standing on a balcony of the besieged building and gazing at the 

Olympic officials, German authorities, police forces and news correspondents below him, a 

wool ski hat pulled over his face and masking his identity’.654 

However, it is important to recognise that while it was a static image that came to iconify the 

attacks, the event itself and its live and ongoing coverage, an event unto itself, caused the 

effects that BSO desired. In understanding this dynamic relationship between terrorism and 

its audiences, with the news media as the intermediary by which this relationship is formed, 

framed and defined, it is necessary to recognise that the operational planners had made 

accurate assessments of how the media would respond and how their messages would be 

broadcast. 

The events in Munich demanded coverage, exploited the abundance of media resources 

present due to the Olympics and effectively exploited the event itself and all the associated 

symbolic meaning conveyed by attacking it. What BSO calculated most effectively was that 

the underpinning logics of commercial news media would mean that the necessity of 

dramatic framing of news and the adherence to sensationalistic approaches655 would ensure 

the attack in Munich would be broadcast globally and that the communicative purposes of the 

operation would be successful. None of this would have been possible without the 

technological developments, the media industry’s cultural practices, and the inculcation of 

the audiences. 
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The live, unfiltered broadcast had additional downside consequences beyond the limitless 

broadcast of the agenda of BSO and the Palestinian cause. The feedback loop created by 

broadcasting the actions of German counterterrorism efforts on television, viewed by the 

BSO operatives holding the Israeli athletes hostage, created additional problems for the 

response of the German authorities. This issue would repeat itself during the 2008 Mumbai 

attacks, perpetrated by Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), resulting in LeT’s pre-emption of the assault 

on Chabad House by the Indian National Security Guard commandos.656 The same 

commercial news values657 that had informed the live broadcast of the Munich attack would 

still drive the broadcasting decisions during the Mumbai attacks. This produced a range of 

negative consequences regarding the operational effectiveness of counterterrorism teams in 

Munich and Mumbai. Television, and especially live broadcasts of terrorist spectaculars, had 

been demonstrated as an effective mechanism for ‘hijacking’ the airwaves and dictating what 

an audience witnesses in real-time and for an extended period of exposure. This lesson would 

inform terrorist operational planning for decades beyond 1972. 

Last, and drawing on the reference to ‘conceptual frameworks’ that van Creveld makes in his 

articulation of the relationship between war and technology, it is necessary to make some 

observations regarding the cultural practices that had emerged among the audience of the 

event and the media professionals responsible for the broadcast of the Munich attack. The 

‘conceptual frameworks employed by our brains to think about’658 the broadcasting of the 

attack and the perception and interpretation of the attacks were shaped by the technology of 

the times and the cultures they produced. 

Concerning the public, it is necessary to emphasise that, by 1972, the estimated viewing 

public had become accustomed and enculturated to both the possibility of watching large-

scale events like the Olympic Games in real-time, regardless of where they were hosted and 

to the increased centrality of live broadcast news globally, including conflict zones. However, 

the Munich attacks via ABC News constituted the ‘first live, international coverage of a 

terrorist act’.659 The Munich attack, and in a different way, the events at Dawson’s Field, 

truly brought international terrorism into the loungerooms and, by extension, into the politics 
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of the US and the Western world. Through the growing commercial logics of the media 

industry, content that met Galtung and Ruge’s news values660 was prioritised within the news 

culture. 

The media industry was especially well catered for at the Munich Games. Schiller and Young 

emphasised the extensive efforts of German Olympic officials in providing journalists with 

subsidised expenses for daily consumables while ensuring that the global media was 

appropriately accommodated in terms of equipment in various languages.661 As Mandell 

reflected regarding the press centre for the Games, it was: 

filled with hundreds of typewriters in all the world’s scripts, more hundreds of 
compliant, many-languaged hostesses, a restaurant seating 1,000, a place to buy the 
world’s newspapers, telex machines, banks of long-distance phones, conversation 
pits with deep upholstered furniture, acres of carpeting and bars with deliberately 
enforced low prices.662 

This reflects the substantial investment that both Games organisers and media companies 

made in ensuring that the live broadcast of the Games was truly international and experienced 

by as many viewers as possible. This reflected the growing commercialisation of the Games 

themselves, the media industry and the increasingly integrated commercial advertising 

industry upon which the media industry depended. By 1972, substantial proportions of the 

media industry were private, for-profit corporations, having moved well beyond traditional 

public broadcaster and public interest models. This incentivised and informed the 

broadcasting calculus relating to the Munich attack and the decisions to continue 

broadcasting the event. 

The success of the Munich operation lay in the exploitation of innovative forms of violence, 

the explicit consideration of communicative and narrative dynamics and the exploitation of 

the technologies associated with international broadcast television. In assessing the success of 

the operation, it is worth revisiting the words of Abu Ubeid al-Quarashi and his post-9/11 

assessment: 

 
660 The authors identify a number of factors that they assess to be likely to increase the likelihood of a story or 
event being deemed newsworthy: frequency, timeliness, familiarity, negativity, conflict, unexpectedness, 
unambiguity, personalization, meaningfulness, eliteness, superlativeness and consonance: Galtung and Ruge, 
‘Structure of Foreign News’. 
661 Kay Schiller and Christopher Young, The 1972 Munich Olympics and the Making of Modern Germany 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2010), 
https://doi.org/10.1525/california/9780520262133.001.0001. 
662 Richard D. Mandell, The Olympics of 1972: A Munich Diary (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1991), 14. 



189 

[As a result of the Munich attack] thousands of young Palestinians were roused to 
join the fedayeen organizations … The number of organizations engaging in 
international ‘terror’ increased from a mere eleven in 1968 to fifty-five in 1978. 
Fifty-four percent of these new organizations sought to imitate the success of the 
Palestinian organization—particularly the publicity the Palestinian cause garnered 
after Munich.663 

The next chapter applies the conceptual framework to Palestinian terrorism. As such it 

focuses on Palestinian hijacking of aircraft and targeting of aviation infrastructure, their 

intentional contextualisation of their violence within a broader Third Worldist narrative, 

and their embrace and prioritisation of visuality and filmic sensibilities and in particular 

the use of video, from the earliest days of the “armed struggle.”  

Chapter Eight: Watching Palestinian Terrorism: Applying the 

Framework 

This chapter applies the conceptual framework to the previously articulated manifestations of 

the Palestinian liberation movement and their efforts to prosecute the so-called armed 

struggle. In doing so it provides an analysis of their integrated embrace of aviation terrorism, 

Third Worldist and New-Left narratives, and the inherently performative and visualist 

orientation of their propaganda and their violence. 

Innovative Forms of Violence 

In assessing innovative practices related to Palestinian terrorism, this section will focus on 

two core aspects of the Palestinian resistance movement’s activities. In the first instance, the 

initial 1968 hijacking of El Al Flight 426, the subsequent campaign of hijackings by the 

PFLP and other Palestinian entities will be articulated as a form of revolutionary innovation, 

in terms of the practice itself and also concerning the broader elements of the practice such as 

its use for expressly communicative purposes, hostage-taking, negotiation and media 

attention.664 Second, this section will assess how the revolutionary innovation of plane 

hijacking intersected with the strategic innovations related to the embrace of Third Worldism 

by the Palestinian movement. In doing so, it will articulate how this transnational orientation 

and contextualisation assisted in ensuring plane hijackings that diverted aircraft to third-party 
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countries, utilised operatives from non-Palestinian organisations or networks or targeted 

Israeli or Jewish targets beyond the jurisdiction of Israel and Palestine, were underpinned by 

a coherent strategic logic. This strategy innovation ensured that for the multitude of audiences 

these actions had in mind, regional and international, they were coherent and comprehensible 

acts contextualised within a broader strategic agenda, of which the Israel/Palestine conflict 

was a component and a manifestation. These innovations would have far-reaching 

consequences for terrorism, the Palestinian resistance movement and international affairs 

more broadly. 

Revolutionary Innovation 

The hijacking of El Al Flight 426 in 1968, as highlighted above, is recognised as representing 

the birth of ‘modern, international terrorism’.665 However, to understand the revolutionary 

nature of the tactic itself, it is necessary to consider the hijacking of Flight 426 in the context 

of the campaign launched by the PFLP in 1968 as a result of the limitations of the ongoing 

Palestinian cross-border raids.666 The campaign launched by the PFLP, but ultimately 

undertaken by various Palestinian militant organisations and affiliated, non-Palestinian 

organisations, included 33 attacks on aviation affiliated targets, including 16 plane hijackings 

between 1968 and 1976.667 This broader conceptualisation is important and reflects the 

symbolic calculus regarding air travel and television news coverage, discussed in greater 

detail below. While hijacking was certainly a key element of the approach, further conceptual 

innovation expanded the remit of the actions. It recognised the symbolic importance of 

airports and other affiliated infrastructure, which widened the list of potential targets. As 

Pedhahzur has highlighted, El Al staff were targeted at airports in ‘Athens, Brussels, Istanbul, 

and Rome’.668 The revolutionary innovation to what was termed ‘spectacular operations’ was 

underpinned by the assessments of PFLP founder George Habash and his deputy Wadi 

Haddad.669 This shift reflected a revolutionary change in the militant practices of the 
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Palestinian resistance as much as it reflected revolutionary innovation in terrorist practice 

more generally. As was the case with dynamite and anarchism, the symbolic value of the 

practice resulted in it becoming, along with a generalised association with Palestinian or 

generically ‘Middle Eastern’ operatives, the perceived dominant practice of the period, 

regardless of whether it empirically constituted this mantle. 

As briefly mentioned above, Plane hijacking itself has a history that reaches back well before 

the PFLP operation of 1968. In conceiving this event as an act of revolutionary innovation, it 

is necessary to distinguish between the type of hijacking that occurred in the periods before 

and after 1968. We must also emphasise how the specific type of hijacking that took place 

post-1968 was enabled by specific social, political and technological contexts. These, in turn, 

exploited aspects of this same context. In doing so, post-1968 plane hijacking manifested 

itself as a discrete and distinct practice, constituting a revolutionary shift in the praxis. 

Plane hijacking has a longer history than the period of heightened activity in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s. As Holden highlighted, plane hijacking, or ‘attempts to divert aircraft from 

their scheduled flight plans through force or threats of force’,670 experienced a period of 

frequency during 1968 and 1972 that involved some 326 attempts globally, with an attempt 

occurring approximately every five and a half days.671 While this data includes hijackings 

with criminal and ideological motivations, it demonstrates the high frequency of the practice 

in the period relevant to Palestinian organisations’ adoption of the practice. The use of plane 

hijacking by PFLP was by no means the first instance of an ‘attempt to divert aircraft’ 

though. 

In his extensive treatment of the phenomenon, Veilleux-Lepage identified two periods of 

history where plane hijacking underwent periods of heightened activity. These two periods, 

Peru in the 1930s and the late stages of the Cuban Revolution,672 are further reflected in the 

work of Laqueur. He emphasised the first plane hijacking in Peru in 1931, the period of 

hijacking that involved ‘refugees from Iron Curtain countries’673 and the numerous US 

aircraft coerced to divert to Cuba in the 1960s. Despite these previous iterations of aircraft 

hijacking, Hoffman effectively articulated, in part, the distinction that can be made between 
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the historical instances of hijacking and those experienced in 1968 and beyond. Hoffman 

stated that one component of these distinguishing factors was the ‘technological advances of 

the time … had transformed the speed and ease of international commercial air travel’.674 

In recognising the increased routinisation of air travel and growing familiarity and cultural 

representation of air travel, it is pertinent to reflect on the growth of passenger numbers in the 

domestic US market alone. Filburn reflected on this: ‘As the jet era began in earnest in the 

USA, airline passenger traffic continued to grow at a prolific rate. US airlines carried 57.7 

million passengers in 1960, representing a 345% growth in passengers since 1949’.675 

The transatlantic route was to become the busiest air route in the world. However, there was 

more to the consolidation of air travel in the minds of the general public. It increasingly 

became a normalised, if still romanticised, aspect of modern existence. This integration and 

veneration of air travel were further reflected in the changing articulations and manifestations 

of cultural representations of flight itself, and over time, of commercial flight and public 

participation in the rituals and practices of air travel, represented by the glamour of air cabin 

crew, duty-free shopping and airports more generally, as well as the exoticisation of 

international travel. As Durante highlighted in her discussion of fictional and cinematic 

representations of flight and the imaginary of air mobility, ‘it was only in the early twentieth 

century that the introduction and increasing flow of airplanes (airmail, military, and 

commercial) changed the direction and perception of our gaze and our way of conceiving 

ourselves as humans that can fulfill the dream of takeoff and flight’.676 

By the late 1960s, not only that commercial transcontinental air travel had become frequent 

and relatively routine, concomitantly, it had become a ubiquitous component of modern 

existence both in the practised sense and in the broader imaginary of public and popular 

discourse. This and the international mobility associated with air travel informed the embrace 

of plane hijacking as a practice of transnationally oriented terrorism. Reflecting on the 

banality of international travel, former ‘minister of propaganda’ for the PFLP, Abu-Sharif, 

recounted the arrival of Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhoff at his office in Amman. From 

his perspective, ‘their presence confirmed the international dimension of the Palestine 
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people’s struggle. They showed we had allies inside Western society’.677 In addition to Abu-

Sharif’s observation that ‘in the late 1960s, in the age of revolution, there were plenty of 

volunteers’,678 this visit reflected the ‘speed and ease of international commercial air travel.’ 

The increasingly transnational orientation of their struggle and the communicative 

considerations of their operations had additional and specific consequential impacts for the 

PFLP and the broader Palestinian cause. Leila Khaled, the female hijacker famous for her 

involvement in the 1969 hijacking of TWA Flight 840 from Rome to Tel Aviv, which she 

dubbed ‘Flight PFLP Free Arab Palestine,’679 and the 1970 Dawson’s Field synchronised 

hijacking of three, ultimately four, international aircraft, reflected on the hijacking of Flight 

426 in 1968. She stated: ‘This operation was an eye-opener for me. It was the beginning of 

the end of my exile. I was about to be liberated; I had found an alternative to Fateh, and I 

sought to make contacts with the PFLP’.680 

The normalisation of transnational travel is further reflected in the dynamics of the operation 

targeting Flight 426, which itself reflected the ease of international movement and air travel. 

The operation deployed Palestinian commandos, likely trained and based in Jordan, to Italy to 

board an Israeli El Al flight to Tel Aviv, subsequently diverted to Algeria.681 As hijacking by 

Palestinian organisations evolved over the following period, this transnationality would 

remain a key feature of the practice. By 1970, when the Dawson’s Field operation took place, 

the operational plan involved hijacking three planes, departing from Frankfurt, Zurich and 

Amsterdam, representing American, Swiss and Israeli airlines. Two of these flights were 

successfully hijacked; however, the El Al flight hijacking was unsuccessful. Leila Khaled and 

a member of the Sandinista National Liberation Front were subdued in their efforts to hijack 

the El Al flight, and two of the four hijackers were denied boarding. These two hijackers 

successfully took control of a Pan Am flight that, for it not being too large to land there, 

would have also been forced to land at Dawson’s Field, which the PFLP had renamed 

Revolutionary Airport.682 As the operation unfolded and diplomatic efforts progressed 

regarding hostage and prisoner releases, a PFLP sympathiser hijacked a fourth plane, 

travelling from Bombay to London and diverted it to Dawson’s Field. As Veilleux-Lepage 
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highlighted, the arrival of this additional flight in Jordan ‘increased the number of UK 

citizens from two to thirty-eight, increasing pressure on the UK government to release 

Khaled’.683 The success of Palestinian hijacking in relation to the release of prisoners, both 

by Israel and third parties, is additional evidence of the increasing transnationality of the 

practice. 

The revolutionary innovation that the PFLP was most responsible for was hijacking as a form 

of hostage-taking. Unlike the 1930 Peruvian example, which involved commandeering a 

flight to distribute propaganda material, or the hijackings used to escape Eastern Bloc 

countries or flee to Cuba, Palestinian hijackings focused on two key innovations. The first 

was finding a way to target Israel indirectly that did not involve direct confrontation with the 

Israeli Defense Force. Second, they used hijacking as a mechanism by which they could 

effectively coerce Israel into providing concessions, specifically the release of Palestinian 

prisoners. By indirectly targeting Israel and incorporating an international cohort into hostage 

demographics, Palestinian hijackers were able to reinforce the transnationality of the conflict 

and impose costs on those they perceived as complicit or sympathetic with Israel. Analysing 

data on plane hijackings of Israeli airliners and air travel–related terror attacks, such as the 

targeting of El Al check-in counters at airports or El Al offices and staff, the overwhelming 

majority of these attacks, of which there were nearly 60 between 1968 and 2010,684 took 

place in Europe. While this is partly a result of the difficulty of accessing flights and airport 

infrastructure from within Israel, it is also part of the broader strategic realignment that the 

Palestinian movement engaged in. 

The ongoing refinement and evolution of their hijacking methods and the expansion to 

include targeting El Al desks at airports, El Al offices in third-party countries and 

international airlines en route to Israel all facilitated an ongoing and successful campaign 

against Israeli interests, as well as the effective demonstration of the transnational orientation 

and contextualisation of the Palestinian struggle within a broader Third Worldist ideological 

framework. Landing flight 426 in Algeria; the involvement of Sandinista fighters in the failed 

hijacking of El Al Flight 219 as part of the Dawson’s Field operation; the use of fighters from 

the JRA who attacked, as proxies of the PFLP, what was then known as Lod Airport685 using 

automatic weapons and grenades brought with them on their flight from Rome, all reinforced 
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the alignment of the Palestinian movement with fellow Third Worldist and New Left entities 

and spread the targeting of their operations beyond the discrete theatre of operations in Israel 

and bordering countries. The Lod Airport attack killed 26 people and injured 80. PFLP-EO, a 

splinter of the PFLP and leader of the JRA, Fusako Shigenobu, ‘publicly announced the 

involvement of the JRA’.686 The PFLP intended to communicate its cooperation with other 

terrorist and militant organisations directly through joint operations and explicit propaganda 

acts. In doing so, it sought to reinforce its international orientation and ensure the Palestinian 

struggle was perceived as part of a broader transnational struggle waged by Third World 

militants and Western-based terrorist organisations alike. 

Strategic Innovation 

The Palestinian movement engaged in a substantive strategic innovation when they 

embraced, and were embraced by, Third Worldist and New Left ideological frameworks that 

subsequently reorientated their struggle, in terms of strategic guidance and inspiration, the 

ideological and narrative frame through which they represented the struggle, and in practical 

terms regarding substantive cooperation and engagement with a wide array of fellow 

revolutionaries. 

Strategic innovation, as defined in Chapter Two, constitutes an innovation in strategic 

approach or strategic objective that enables new tactical or targeting opportunities, and the 

Palestinian embrace of Third World revolutionary movements and their strategies, as well as 

their embrace of those superpowers that supported Third World revolutionary movements, 

constitutes a manifestation of this. These innovations were central in determining the 

character of the Palestinian militant movement during this period. They deeply influenced the 

way the movement began to perceive the conflict it was engaged in, how it portrayed itself to 

the wider global audience and the types of operations it engaged in. The militant movement 

did not abandon the notion of Israel as its primary target and adversary, but the embrace of a 

globalised conflict frame that portrayed Israel as a colonial power, an extension of 

imperialism and oppressor of the dispossessed and disenfranchised, enabled the Palestine 

issue to gain traction with a much broader audience, both within the Third World but also 

with Western audiences. 
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Before providing an analysis of how the embrace of Third Worldism constituted and 

facilitated Palestinian strategic innovation, it is necessary to expand on what exactly Third 

Worldism constituted. It is well beyond the scope of this analysis to provide a full-spectrum 

description of the multiple generations of Third Worldism687 and the intricacies, divisions688 

and splinter movements that existed within it. Malley is succinct in addressing the difficult 

challenge of capturing what Third Worldism constituted as, unlike Marxism or Maoism, it 

lacked a clearly espoused ideological tract to act as a unifying text. He sought to articulate the 

movement’s broad contours, explaining: 

the belief in the revolutionary aspirations of the Third World masses, in the 
inevitability of their fulfilment, and in the role of strong, centralized states in this 
undertaking…it was more than political doctrine; it was all-encompassing ideology 
that permeated fields of intellectual knowledge and militant activism.689 

The importance of Third Worldism to the Palestinian armed struggle is not explicitly 

tangible, but rather is best understood by highlighting the way in which the embrace, or at 

least the contextualisation of their struggle within a narrative heavily shaped by Third 

Worldist perspectives, of the loose ideology that was Third Worldism and the associated 

strategies of revolutionary war drawn from the Chinese, Vietnamese, Cuban and Algerian 

experiences shaped their approach and manifested in their propaganda. Of greater importance 

was the role that Third Worldism played in providing the ideological, strategic and cultural 

imaginary that the Palestinian cause was able to contextualise itself and its manifestations of 

political violence within. This process, through which the Palestinian movement inserted 

itself into the discourse of international affairs, enabled it to transform the Israel/Palestine 

conflict and what the movement considered its resistance, into a component of a much greater 

global struggle, with geopolitical consequences. Chamberlin eloquently characterises these 

resistance actors and their commonalities when he states that ‘these uprisings had in common 

a vision of revolutionary politics drawn from a shared culture of Third World national 

liberation’.690 As the Palestinian movement successfully projected itself into international 

political discourse, most acutely and forcefully through its Western-oriented terrorism 

actions, symbolic representations and iconic images came to embody and communicate much 
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deeper and broader components of the collective Third Worldist struggle rather than merely 

the struggle of the Palestinians. The communicative power of the keffiyeh, the iconic images 

of Leila Khaled and Yasar Arafat in his ‘uniform’ of sunglasses and fatigues, came to be as 

symbolic and popular as the classic stylised image of Che Guevara in communicating the 

struggle of the oppressed rather than merely of the Palestinians or the Cubans. These images, 

embraced by Western New Left activists, militants and cultural icons, all served to more 

effectively communicate and frame the grievances of the Palestinians, among others, to a 

wider international audience. 

In understanding the substantive embrace of Third Worldist and New Leftist ideologies and 

strategies, it is useful to begin the analysis with an appreciation of the involvement of 

superpowers in supporting, sympathising with, and ultimately arming and training a diverse 

array of actors from across what would now be referred to as the Global South. It is vital to 

acknowledge that the period under consideration is contextualised by the ongoing dynamics 

of the Cold War and that the actions of the primary protagonists in that conflict—the Union 

of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and the US—were enormously influential in shaping 

the behaviour and capability of the both the Israelis and the Palestinians. It is beyond the 

scope of this analysis to provide substantial discussion of the Cold War or US support to 

Israel.691 However, it is instructive to provide some preliminary discussion of the relationship 

between the Palestinians and the USSR, and to a lesser extent, China briefly referred to 

above. 

The relationship between the USSR and Palestine has historically suffered from its context 

within the Cold War, whereby any claims of relationships between Palestinian organisations 

or other key Palestinian actors and the USSR were assessed through the binary lens of the 

conflict and frequently perceived as less than genuine in their nature or their intent. With the 

collapse of the USSR and the subsequent publication of The Mitrokhin Archives, numerous 

rumours, innuendo and accusations have been verified. In this sense, it is now well 

documented there was a substantial relationship between the various Palestinian militant 

movements and the Soviets, specifically through their intelligence service, the KGB.692 
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It is worth contextualising the Soviets’ relationship with Third World revolutionaries more 

broadly before discussing the Palestinians specifically. In this regard, it is useful to consider 

the lens through which the USSR undertook these actions, which was in support of a strategic 

confrontation with the US, albeit portrayed through a lens of solidarity and shared anti-

imperialism. In demonstrating the Soviet approach, Andrew and Mitrokhin note: 

the belief that the Cold War could be won in the Third World transformed the 
agenda of Soviet intelligence … The youthful and dynamic chairman of the KGB 
… won Khrushchev’s support for the use of national liberation movements and 
forces of anti-imperialism in an aggressive new grand strategy against the ‘Main 
Adversary’ (the United States) in the Third World.693 

With reference to the above considerations, it is important to recognise that any support the 

Soviets provided to specific Palestinian movements to specific Palestinian activists and 

operatives, and any broader political and public communicative support was primarily part of 

their ‘grand strategy against the Main Adversary’ as opposed to a shared belief in the 

liberation of Palestine. Ginat and Bar-Noi highlighted the radical change in Soviet attitude 

toward the Palestinians after the Six-Day War. They noted that in the aftermath of the battle 

of Karameh, ‘the Soviets now referred to the Fida‘iyyun warmly, labeling them “partisans” 

and “a popular resistance movement” ’.694 While initial Soviet engagement with the PLO was 

somewhat measured, there was substantial engagement with senior figures in the PFLP. 

Recognising the depth of Wadi Haddad and the PFLP’s relationship with the USSR is 

articulated, again by Ginat and Bar-Noi, when they stated that the USSR: 

had advance notice of the PFLP’s planned terrorist activities, and sometimes even 
advised it on how to carry them out … Moreover, the PFLP’s gunmen were used as 
proxies for the KGB’s special operations, including the abduction and assassination 
of suspected American and Israeli agents in Lebanon.695 

The transactional nature of any intelligence service–agent relationship was mutually 

reflected. While the USSR saw opportunities to prosecute their broader strategy against the 

‘main adversary’, Palestinian terrorists such as Haddad equally exploited the relationship. 

Andrew and Mitrokhin detailed this when they stated Haddad’s ‘reasons for becoming a 
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KGB agent was probably to obtain Soviet arms for the PFLP’.696 While Haddad was formally 

recruited in 1970, Andrew and Mitrokhin suggest that it was likely in the aftermath of the 

hijacking of Flight 426 that he was first contacted by the KGB, noting that while the source 

files do not specify the month of first contact, it was in 1968.697 As part of the relationship 

between the PFLP specifically, but the Palestinian movement more broadly, and the USSR, 

both parties maintained a veneer of shared revolutionary intent and an anti-imperialist agenda 

while engaging in a conventional, transactional intelligence relationship. 

The USSR did not maintain exclusivity regarding viewing the Palestinians as a useful proxy 

in the context of the Cold War, nor in seeking to leverage Third World revolutionaries for 

their anti-American strategies. This approach, albeit to a different extent with differing 

strategic objectives, was also adopted by China. Chinese support for the Palestinian cause 

was partly informed by efforts to counter the USSR,698 but the relationship was underpinned 

by a shared anti-imperialist sentiment regarding international affairs. The Chinese 

Government consistently provided a range of support for various Third World revolutionary 

movements. Brazinsky reflected on this, stating, ‘Beijing consistently sought to help 

revolutionaries emulate the Chinese experience and offered weapons and guidance to those 

who tried to do so’.699 Exporting the successful model of the Chinese Revolution became a 

central mechanism by which China sought to shape and assist revolutionary movements and 

provide training and materiel. 

It is important to distinguish between the, at times, tepid support of the USSR for the 

Palestinians, especially the PLO and Arafat, and that of the Chinese. The Chinese relationship 

with the Palestinian movement can be traced to at least 1965, when the first chairman of the 

PLO travelled to China. It was on this visit that Mao Tse-tung, then-Chairman of the Chinese 

Communist Party and successful leader of the ‘War of Liberation’ that had led to the 

declaration of the People’s Republic of China, made remarks that have come to encapsulate 

much of the character of the Palestinian–China relationship. The famous revolutionary and by 

then, statesman commented: 
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Imperialism is afraid of China and of the Arabs. Israel and Formosa700 are bases of 
imperialism in Asia. You are the front gate of the great continent and we are the 
rear. They created Israel for you, and Formosa for us Their goal is the same … Asia 
is the biggest continent in the world, and the West wants to continue exploiting it. 
The West does not like us, and we must understand this fact. The Arab battle 
against the West is the battle against Israel.701 

This visit was formalised with the signing of a ‘pact … for Chinese diplomatic, military, and 

economic support’.702 Following on from their attendance at a Chinese leadership course in 

late 1968, a number of Fatah officers returned to Jordan, bringing with them a small number 

of firearms. This initial supply of weapons expanded both in volume and diversified in make-

up. Chamberlin highlights that by 1970, Fatah was able to arm some 14,000 men, supplied 

predominantly with weapons procured from China, consisting of AK-47s, mortars and 

rocket-propelled grenades. He notes that by the end of 1969, China had shipped weapons 

worth an estimated $5 million.703 In addition, Cooley suggested that Chinese training, in 

addition to that which occurred in China, was likely delivered in third-party locations like 

Algeria, Syria and possibly Jordan.704 

The relationship between the Palestinian militant groups and the Soviets and the Chinese was 

significant for several reasons. The provision of training and the expression of solidarity was 

important, and the provisioning of arms had substantial effects on the baseline capability of 

the fedayeen. While the relationships were complex and vacillated over time regarding their 

intensity and productiveness, support from larger states that shared, in varying ways, a 

commitment to either anti-imperialist or anti-capitalist agendas, provided substantial 

propagandistic and contextualisation benefits. The moral support provided at the leadership 

level alone played a crucial role as well, demonstrated by the ‘special message’ sent from 

then Vice Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party to then-Chairman of the PLO, Ahmad 

Shuqairy. Cooley reported this encouraged the Palestinians, as with the Vietnamese, to ‘fight 

on unflinchingly, resolutely and stubbornly until final victory’.705 It is important to note that 

the Palestinians served as much of a purpose for the Chinese and the Soviets in both cases, as 

the Chinese and Soviets did for the Palestinians. While there was ideological solidarity, these 

were primarily strategically informed relationships. 
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The embrace of Third Worldist revolutionary strategies, an approach best encapsulated in the 

doctrine of ‘people’s war’, or ‘revolutionary war’, was a strategy that had as much to do with 

engagement between the Palestinian leadership and the Soviets and the Chinese as it did with 

the Algerians, the Vietnamese, the Cubans and other anti-colonial, anti-imperialist left-wing 

revolutionaries. While there is little doubt that the success of the Chinese Revolution was 

crucial in demonstrating the potential for success through revolutionary strategies, the 

Chinese Government certainly made substantial efforts to export, ideologically and 

doctrinally, the principles and methods of Mao’s guerrilla warfare.706 The broader Third 

Worldist movement was motivated equally by the successes in Algeria, Cuba and Vietnam. 

The influence of the Vietnamese cause on the Palestinians has been highlighted above, but in 

regard to the broader Third Worldist movement, the Algerian victory against the French 

provided a crucial élan. Malley noted it as ‘a defining moment in the history of Third 

Worldism, for the battle has lasted so long, had been so violent, and had been won by a 

movement so acutely aware of its international dimension’.707 

The more tangible manifestations of the embrace of Third Worldism is best exemplified by 

the influence, adoption and reproduction of the doctrinal works of key revolutionary 

practitioners, and the explicit advocation of their methods, by the Palestinian movement. In 

addition to clear articulations of both the rhetoric and strategies of revolutionary warfare and 

armed struggle within their propaganda and manifestos, the Palestinian movement as a whole 

explicitly referenced the experiences of fellow Third Worldist struggles. It reflected 

extensively on their successes and failures and the relevance of their strategies to the 

Palestinian context. In some of the earliest Palestinian militant propaganda, the Fatah 

newspaper Filastinuna, published from 1959, the movement ‘exposed our doctrine to the 

public through a monthly magazine … which could be summarized as follows: revolutionary 

violence is the only way to liberate the homeland’.708 After discussing the importance of 

indoctrination in guerrilla warfare and the prolific nature of theoretical authorship among 

guerrilla warfare practitioners and leaders, Harkabi highlighted that among the various early 

publications by Fatah, ‘of particular importance is a series of pamphlets called 
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“Revolutionary Lessons and Trials”, which incorporates Fatah’s basic ideas’.709 Harkabi 

made an important point regarding the terminology deployed within the broader Palestinian 

discourse that reinforces the centrality of the idea of revolutionary strategies to Palestinian 

conceptions of resistance, if not explicitly Third Wordlist. He stated, ‘the war Fatah aspired 

to launch was designated indiscriminately by many names: “War of National Liberation”, 

“Armed Struggle”, “Armed Revolution”, “The Palestinian Revolution”, “People’s 

Revolutionary War”, “Guerrilla or Partisan War”, “Fedayeen War”, “Fedayeen Action” ’.710 

The strongest demonstration of the doctrinal and strategic influence of fellow Third Worldist 

countries and those who supported the cause came from a series of publications entitled 

Revolutionary Lessons and Trials referred to above. Within this series of publications, Fatah 

outlined its strategic position and sought to articulate the ways in which it sought to achieve 

Palestinian liberation. In addition, the movement was explicit in referencing the influence of 

fellow guerrilla movements, emphasising those that had achieved recent success. In addition 

to Arabic translations of the key theoretical and doctrinal works of Guevara, Mao, Giáp and 

others, Fatah published a three-part series within Lessons and Trials entitled the Chinese 

Experience; the Cuban Experience; and the Vietnamese Experience,711 with a shorter 

publication detailing the Algerian experience.712 Further publications would further 

communicate and codify the influence and context of the period’s broader revolutionary and 

liberation movements, with ‘The Relationship of the Palestinian Revolution with the Arab 

Revolution and the World Revolution’ explicit in its purpose and focus. Chamberlin 

succinctly articulated the effort that these and other publications sought to support, which, in 

addition to indoctrinating an internal audience of Palestinians, ‘tried to … explain the links 

between Palestinian and Third World revolutionary movements’.713 In a 1969 interview in 

Al-Tal’ia, senior Palestinian official Abu Iyad directly stated, ‘as we know, the world is in 

practice divided into three parts: the Eastern Camp, the Western Camp and the Third 

World…The thing to which we aspire even more keenly is to find a deeper and wider 

response in the Socialist Camp and the countries of the Third World’.714 
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Outreach to and from these countries had begun in the earliest years of the movement, with 

the Algerians becoming ‘one of Palestine’s most important sources of assistance’,715 and by 

1972, Algerian officials were providing public strategic advice to the Palestinians. Former 

Front de libération nationale (FLN) spokesperson and representative in New York, 

Mohammed Yazid, commented that the Palestinians must: 

wipe out the impression the imperialists and the Zionists have been trying to make, 
and that is that in the struggle between the Palestinians and the Zionists, the Zionist 
is the underdog. Now it is the Arab who is oppressed and victimized in his existence 
because he is not only facing the Zionists but also world imperialism.716 

In addition to the previously identified support from the USSR and China, the Palestinian 

movement explicitly drew direct and indirect strategic inspiration from the Third World 

revolutions taking place across the globe. It leveraged these revolutions in their propaganda 

output to contextualise their own struggle as part of a broader liberation movement, 

subsequently seeking to exploit the Third Worldist frame to define their enemy more broadly 

than territorially conceptualised Israel, in turn enabling a wider array of targeting 

opportunities. This addressed the challenge of Israeli effectiveness in defending their discrete 

assets. Having innovated beyond the opportunistic and limited actions of cross-border raids to 

a globally oriented strategic positioning, the Palestinian movement was subsequently able to 

frame, upon its embrace, its international terrorist actions as a coherent element of a broader 

revolutionary struggle against imperialism, colonialism and capitalism, justifying targets 

across Europe and against US and Western interests more broadly. In addition, and as a 

symbol of capitalism and imperialism, it enabled the targeting of Western aviation targets as 

part of the struggle. 

The success of this strategic pivot meant that the Palestinian struggle came to have 

sympathetic audiences well beyond the Palestinian diaspora in the Middle East, as the issue 

came to be a component of New Left politics, associated with anti–Vietnam War sentiment, 

and also built a strong strategic and operational support network across the revolutionary 

Third Worldist community. At its most effective, the Third Worldist narrative was able to 

make Western militant organisations with only tangential connection to the actual ‘Third 

World’ not only acceptable but fashionable. As a demonstration of how this manifested 
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through Western New Left cultural activists expressing their sympathy for various Third 

Worldist and New Left causes, Joe Strummer, lead singer of the iconic and immensely 

popular and explicitly political and politicised punk band The Clash, has been recognised for 

the fact that his ‘fascination with terrorism was evident in “Tommy Gun” and on his custom-

designed shirts referencing everyone from the IRA to the Baader-Meinhof Gang to the 

Brigate Rosse’.717 

In the aftermath of his appearance at the Rock Against Racism concert in London sporting a 

now-iconic, self-made T-shirt with ‘Brigate Rosse’ emblazoned upon it, along with the logo 

of the Red Army Faction, Strummer commented in reference to the Italian terrorist 

organisation: ‘well I think what they’re doing is good because it’s a brutal system anyway, 

and people get murdered by the system every day and no one complains about that’.718 As a 

culmination of the success of the strategic effort to push the issue of Palestine into 

international discourse, the first single from The Clash’s second album, Give ‘Em Enough 

Rope, was ‘Tommy Gun’ with lyrics that included: 

You better strip it down for a custom run 
Tommy gun 

Waiting in the airport ‘till kingdom come 
An’ we can watch you make it 

On the nine o’clock news 
Standing there in Palestine lighting the fuse 
Whatever you want, you’re gonna get it.719 

Propaganda of the Deed and Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

The Palestinian resistance movement incorporated a broad conceptualisation of 

communicative violence and of the importance of visual communication into its operational 

considerations from its earliest manifestations. Further, it has been demonstrably aware of the 

importance of building and shaping a narrative regarding its resistance activities by drawing 

on historical demonstrations of resistance activity and seeking to explicitly frame the 

narrative surrounding their own actions. The convergence between the emergence of the 

modern Palestinian resistance movement, especially post-1967, coincided with the dramatic 

expansion in television news coverage, or what Hoffman referred to as the ‘vastly improved 
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… quality of television news footage and the promptness with which that footage could be 

broadcast around the globe’.720 

This section will demonstrate the way Palestinian militant entities sought to exploit visual 

mediums and visual capabilities to communicate their message more effectively while also 

effectively establishing and subsequently reinforcing a narrative that intentionally sought to 

expand their area of operations and contextualise and frame their violence within a global 

agenda. This approach informed Palestinian resistance movement propaganda from its 

earliest manifestations and some of their earliest terrorism spectaculars, such as the hijacking 

of El Al Flight 426. Most explicitly, it directly shaped their operational considerations in the 

1970 Dawson’s Field operation and the pinnacle of Palestinian terrorist operations, the 1972 

Munich attack. 

While it is possible to distinguish between the communicative and narrative considerations of 

anarchists analysed in the previous chapter, the Palestinian case analysed here in terms of the 

mediums exploited and the focus on visual rather than textual communication, the emphasis 

here is to demonstrate the continuity that exists between the two cases. The effective 

communications outputs and narrative establishment and development requires calibration to 

the political, social and technological context of the time. With this continuity in mind, this 

section will demonstrate how the Palestinian resistance movement sought to engage in the 

same processes as the earlier anarchists did while adjusting those processes to suit their 

context. The focus here will be on the emergence of visual mediums, initially manifesting in 

static images such as photographs and artwork and culminating in moving video images, to 

inform the communicative considerations of the Palestinian resistance movement. Shaping 

and incorporating an explicit visual consideration into terrorist operations consolidated 

through the period of Palestinian political violence and contributed substantially to the 

evolution of overall terrorist praxis. 

Communicative Dynamics 

From the earliest manifestations of the Palestinian resistance movement, propaganda was 

understood as a central element of their work. The diasporic nature of the Palestinian 

population in the post-1948 context meant that in establishing a Palestinian resistance 

movement, those involved necessarily had to engage in the reconstruction and rearticulation 
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of a collective sense of identity. In parallel, they had to create and disseminate a body of 

myths, symbols, and other signifiers that would allow a body of discourse to develop in both 

a coherent manner and in a manner anchored in historical contexts and linked to existing 

myths and realities. In the modern context, this meant providing linkages between the ‘thirty 

years of the British Mandate, marked by the desperate losing struggle … against the greatest 

imperial power of the age’, and ‘the “lost years” between 1948 and the emergence of the 

Palestine Liberation Organisation in 1964’.721 Additionally, the concept of the armed 

struggle, which Baumgarten has referred to as ‘the most crucial element of Fatah’s ideology 

and its central mobilizing myth’,722 needed to be woven into the discourse of the Palestinian 

struggle. 

A critical component of this process, developed in near parallel with the establishment of 

Fatah, was the founding of Nida al-Hayat Filastinuna (The Call of Life—Our Palestine), or 

Filastinuna, which published 40 issues between its launch in November of 1959 and its 

closure in 1964.723 Some of these earliest editions of Filastinuna included photos and images, 

albeit printed to a quality that reflected the state of technology at the time, budget and 

capabilities of what amounted to an underground press, based out of Beirut.724 By 1960, 

Filastinuna explicitly published Fatah’s position on the armed struggle and contextualised it 

within the broader Third-Worldist struggle. The publication editorialised: 

Revolutions all over the world are inspiring us. The revolution in Algeria lights our 
way like a bright torch of hope. When the Algerians took up their revolution in 
1954, they were only some hundred Arabs facing 20,000 French troops and well-
armed settlers … The revolution in Algeria proved to us that a people can organize 
itself and build its military strength in the very process of fighting.725 

As Abu Iyad has commented, ‘we exposed our doctrine to the public through a monthly 

magazine called Filastinuna (Our Palestine)’.726 The role of the explicitly propagandistic 

publication would become a centrepiece of the movement’s mobilisation efforts. Iyad further 

notes that, at least in part, the campaign run by Fatah assisted in fermenting the 

disgruntlement amongst the Palestinian population and the sense of a ‘pressing need for a 
 

721 Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 177–78. 
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725 Filastinuna 11 (November 1960), 3, cited in Baumgarten, ‘Three Faces’, 33. 
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purely fighting organisation’.727 More tangibly, Sayigh noted that by 1961, Fatah had built 

relationships with approximately 40 different organisations across the region. Filastinuna had 

been instrumental in bringing awareness of Fatah and its ideology and doctrine to the masses 

and other organisations associated with Palestinian resistance.728 

This early propaganda work of Fatah was also part of their push to launch the armed struggle. 

It reflected their efforts to succeed in internal debates regarding the timing of armed action 

against Israel. In the July 1964 edition of Filastinuna, the authors stated, ‘the Palestinian 

people is more convinced today than ever that the armed Palestinian revolution is the only 

solution to regain its stolen homeland…the unity of the Palestinian efforts will follow the first 

bullet of the armed revolution’.729 

In late December of the same year, the largely unsuccessful first armed operation was 

launched, as detailed previously. This was followed shortly afterwards with the issuing of 

Military Communique No. 1, a brief single page statement, under the auspices of the al-‘Asifa 

(The Storm) Forces General Command, which ignored the failures of the operation and 

instead engaged in propagandistic and grandiose language. It stated that ‘our revolutionary 

vanguard has issued forth, in the belief that armed revolution is our only path to Palestine and 

freedom. Let the imperialists and Zionist know that the people of Palestine are still in the 

field of battle and shall never be swept away’.730 

Despite the strategic and military orientation of elements of the publication, aesthetics was 

also a substantial consideration for those involved in the publication, ensuring that the 

communicative dynamics of the project, including consideration of the power of images and 

artwork, could be maximised. The owner of the original publishing licence that enabled 

Filastinuna to be launched reflected on the role of the famous Palestinian artist Ismail 

Shammout, who produced artwork placed on the last page of each edition of the magazine, 

with the express purpose of mobilising the audience.731 As the body of propaganda began to 

diversify, images and photos became crucial to the movement’s efforts. The 1970 edition of 

Revolution Until Victory featured the iconic image of men holding AK-47s aloft on the front 
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cover. The 1968 document, The Freedom Fighters,732 had a photograph of a camouflaged 

fighter aiming his weapon on the cover and included photographs and biographical 

information on several Palestinian operatives who had died or been incarcerated. 

This visual orientation was further reflected in the cultivation and propagation of the 

keffiyeh, popularised by Arafat and Leila Khaled, which would become an internationally 

recognised symbol of resistance.733 This symbol would become an important signifier of 

active resistance and solidarity among Palestinians and fellow revolutionaries across the 

world and reflected the beginning of the Palestinian movements embrace and cultivation of 

cultural and artistic practices and output as a central component of their propaganda efforts. 

This manifested in direct terms, with the incorporation of art and poetry into official 

propaganda, and indirectly through how the revolutionary sentiment of the movement came 

to shape much of the region’s cultural discourse. Boullata, cited by Maasri, discussed how 

revolution and revolutionary sentiment shaped the artistic community that underpinned the 

communications capability of the Palestinian movement in both explicit terms and inspired 

organic artistic output that reinforced the propagandistic efforts of the movement. In his 

article, ‘Towards a Revolutionary Arab Art’, published in 1970, he referred to the impact of 

the 1967 naksa on the artistic community when he stated: 

Arab artists, and especially Palestinian artists in exile, had to reconsider their place 
in society. Modes of expression held a new purpose for them and they changed their 
vocabulary in response. Some poets substituted machine guns for their typewriters, 
others abandoned poetry to write novels, and those who used to write love poetry 
began to write about social and political struggle. Experimental filmmakers now 
filmed events for documentary purposes … Posters were everywhere, yet their 
creators remained anonymous; poetry appeared on some, yet the poet’s name 
remained unknown … One artist designed colourful stamps for Fateh, another 
designed a bold graphic symbol for the Popular Front [for the Liberation of 
Palestine], which became a widely recognized insignia.734 

The centrality of the visual in the communication and propaganda efforts of the Palestinian 

movement came to define their approach to resistance activity. This is evident in their 

explicitly propagandistic activities and their operational considerations. As visual mediums 
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became increasingly important to the Palestinian resistance, they became an equally 

important consideration in their operational planning. After discussing the narrative dynamics 

they incorporated into their actions, this section highlights the reflections of key operatives 

within the movement and its considerations of the embrace of terrorist spectaculars, 

particularly aviation terrorism, as a key vector to transmit these narratives of resistance and a 

principal vehicle for shaping and transforming international political discourse on the 

Israel/Palestine conflict. 

Narrative Dynamics 

Any effort to demonstrate the importance of narrative dynamics in Palestinian resistance 

activity must begin with a brief discussion of Ghassan Kanafani. Kanafani, most generously 

remembered as a Palestinian novelist and journalist, had also spent the majority of his adult 

life engaged with the Palestinian resistance movement, most prominently as the spokesperson 

and a senior leadership figure within the PFLP and editor of its weekly publication al-Hadaf 

(the Target).735 While his romanticised memory associated with his literary contributions 

should not be ignored, it is of fundamental importance to note that in the 1968 press 

conference held at the Beirut offices of the al-Anwar newspaper, Kanafani was the primary 

spokesperson for the PFLP, answering journalists’ questions about the hijacking of Flight 

426. He was flanked in the press conference by Wadi Haddad.736 His role within the PFLP 

was fundamentally ideological and strategic rather than operational. His articulation of the 

relationship between cultural resistance and armed resistance played an important part in 

shaping the broader undertaking of Palestinian resistance discourse. Kanafani’s narrative 

sensibilities and his promotion of artistic and cultural content within Palestinian resistance 

propaganda helped develop an appreciation of the importance of narrative contextual 

coherence and framing in the operational considerations of the post-1967 movement. This 

became most acutely evident in developing the aviation terrorism deployed predominantly by 

PFLP from 1968 onwards. 

Evidence of Kanafani’s influence across strategic and doctrinal lines and his role in shaping 

the broader revolutionary discourse of the Palestinian movement is substantial. In his famous 

essay, Literature of Resistance in Occupied Palestine, 1948–1966, he made a clear statement 
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regarding revolutionary cultural practices when he noted ‘the cultural form of resistance is no 

less valuable than the armed resistance itself’.737 After his assassination by the Israeli Mossad 

in 1973, the Lebanese Daily Star ran his obituary, which famously referred to him as the 

‘commando who never fired a gun’, and ‘his weapon was a ballpoint pen and his arena 

newspaper pages. And he hurt the enemy more than a column of commandos.’738 Kanafani’s 

influence on shaping the narrative of the PFLP specifically. Still, the Palestinian movement 

more broadly is difficult to overstate. In a 1970 interview with Australian journalist Richard 

Carleton in his Beirut office surrounded by Marx, Lenin, Che and Ho Chi Minh posters, he 

explicitly shapes the narrative in his responses to questions. Correcting the terminology used 

by the interviewer, he noted, ‘it is not a conflict either. It is a liberation movement fighting 

for justice’.739 

Kanafani’s influence extended across the PFLP’s entire body of propagandistic outputs. Of 

particular relevance to the aviation terrorism they undertook was their 1971 publication The 

Popular Front and External Operations.740 This document served the explicit purpose of 

justifying the aviation operations the PFLP undertook by contextualising it within the 

narrative propagated through the various cultural and propagandistic outputs of the PFLP 

specifically, the Palestinian movement more generally, and the wider resistance discourse 

that had been cultivated in Lebanon, across the Middle East and internationally. The 

document, in English, directly links Israel’s existence to the broader imperialist project in the 

Middle East, which they argued was predominantly oriented to ongoing ‘exploitation and 

plunder of wealth’.741 The document then clearly explained the communicative and narrative 

dynamics of the operations, which they explain as follows: ‘the blow of one of these strikes is 

more far-reaching than any media offices or cultural or journalistic attaches, who spend 

money and efforts which could be utilized in the service of the Palestinian revolution, could 

be, and in fact escalated the level of media coverage even more’.742 

The words of Kanafani are instructive in capturing the essence of the narrative that he, the 

PFLP and the Palestinian movement more generally sought to propagate and subsequently 
 

737 Ghassan Kanafani, Literature of Resistance in Occupied Palestine: 1948–1966 (Beirut: Institute for Arab 
Research, 1982), cited in Barbara Harlow, Resistance Literature (New York, NY: Methuen, 1987), 11. 
738 Harlow, Resistance Literature, 11. 
739 Ghassan Kanafani, ‘PFLP Ghassan Kanafani interview with Richard Carleton, 1970’, YouTube video, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sd_8LagRSnY. 
740 Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, ‘The Popular Front and External Operations’ (al-Hadaf, 1971), 
http://pflp-documents.org/documents/PFLP-ExternalOperations-English1971.pdf. 
741 Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, ‘The Popular Front and External Operations’, 2. 
742 Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, ‘The Popular Front and External Operations’. 



211 

contextualise its terrorist operations. The narrative agenda that Kanafani drove, through 

official and unofficial channels, through texts, sympathetic artistic output and broader 

cultural sensitivities was anchored in a Third Worldist perspective on the Palestinian struggle. 

The articulation and propagation of this narrative enabled the aviation terrorism of the late 

1960s and 1970s to be portrayed and perceived as acts of justified resistance to not only 

Israel’s occupation of Palestine but as acts of resistance against imperialism and capitalism, 

undertaken in solidarity with all the oppressed peoples of the world. Kanafani, in words 

encapsulating his perspective and a narrative intended to enshroud both the Palestinian 

cultural and armed struggle in, stated in 1972, ‘the Palestinian cause is not a cause for 

Palestinians only, but a cause for every revolutionary, wherever he is, as a cause of the 

exploited and oppressed masses in our era’.743 

The last aspect of the communicative and narrative dynamics of Palestinian terrorism is 

demonstrated through the articulation of key figures within the movement and their attitude 

to and justification of the terrorist actions they engaged in. Beyond the perspective identified 

above in the External Operation report published by the PFLP, senior actors from the PLO, 

Fatah, the PFLP and others have published comments that demonstrate the inherently 

communicative and narratively oriented conceptualisations they had of the operations they 

undertook from 1968 onward. This perspective is articulated by a range of individuals and 

about numerous operations, some of which will be discussed in further detail in the final 

section of this chapter. Most explicitly, George Habash was quoted as stating, ‘when we 

hijack a plane it has more effect than if we killed a hundred Israelis in battle. For decades, 

world public opinion has been neither for nor against the Palestinians. It simply ignored us. 

At least the world is talking about us now’.744 

Exploitation of Emerging Information and Communication Technologies 

The convergence of plane hijacking, aviation terrorism more broadly and strategic innovation 

associated with the embrace of Third Worldist revolutionary ideology, doctrine and rhetoric 

continued to be refined over time. Beginning with the first plane hijacking by Palestinians in 

1968, the practice continued to evolve its praxis by expanding its list of targeted airlines, 

passenger nationalities and the incorporation of aviation-related targets rather than 
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exclusively aviation hijacking. Additionally, the Palestinian movement came to embrace the 

use of third-party operators, most notably in the Lod Massacre and the use of terrorists from 

the JRA. In doing so, the Palestinian movement, and the PFLP more specifically, increasingly 

achieved the types of internationally acknowledged terrorist spectaculars they had sought to 

perpetrate. From the earliest conceptualisations of plane hijacking by Wadi Haddad in 

1967,745 the internationally oriented performative component of the actions was central to the 

strategic calculus, in addition to the media orientation and the inherent communicative 

aspects of this. From the first plane hijacking in 1968, the PFLP sought to frame the media 

coverage of its actions through press conferences, deploying the journalist mentioned 

above—author and official spokesperson Ghassan Kanafani—to explain and justify its 

actions and to shape the narrative regarding its operations.746 

In addition to the clear orientation towards cultural and artistic representations of the 

Palestinian struggle and the explicit strategic calculus that sought to incite and exploit media 

focus on terrorist spectaculars, particularly emphasising television news and video footage, 

the Palestinian movement established the Palestinian Film Unit (PFU) during the immediate 

post-naksa period. The PFU was responsible for the development and deployment of 

revolutionary filmic capabilities. At the time of its formation, the PFU began this aspect of 

the revolution by recruiting Egyptian cinematography student Sulafah Jad Allah to ‘create 

portraits of fida’yin before they embarked on missions’.747 The activities of the nascent PFU, 

initially based in Fatah headquarters in Amman, was in recording the events of the 1968 

Battle of Karamah and proved as transformative for the PFU as it was for the movement more 

broadly. The ability to provide self-determined footage and images to the newly interested 

international press enabled the members of the PFU to convince Fatah leadership to purchase 

its preliminary camera equipment, wherein they set about capturing ‘images of everything 

they could. Demonstrations, training sessions, press briefings, and cultural events were all 

recorded on film by and for Palestinians’.748 Over the following years, various elements of 

the Palestinian movement would embrace the approach of the PFU, which ultimately came to 

generate output anchored within a Third Cinema perspective, shaped as much by the 

revolutionary cinematic practices of the Algerians and the Vietnamese as by other aspects of 

the Palestinian revolutionary movement were. Foundational member of the PFU, Mustapha 
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Abou Ali, was quoted as stating explicitly, ‘the Palestinian resistance believes that action 

through cinema is a natural extension of armed action’.749 

This was not a uniquely Palestinian capability and reflected an embrace of Third Cinema 

witnessed across Third Worldist revolutionary and liberation movements.750 The embrace of 

Third Cinema in Palestine was an unsurprising occurrence given the embrace of Third 

Worldist revolutionary ideologies and the Kanafanist embrace of cultural resistance as an 

element of, and of equal importance to, the armed struggle. While the productions of the PFU 

and other Palestine-oriented film products never reached the levels of popularity of iconic 

Third Cinema productions such as The Battle of Algiers, its work substantially impacted the 

conceptualisation of terrorist spectaculars and the mediatised sensibility and filmic 

orientation of their operational planning. 

By 1972, the preliminary ideas regarding militant and revolutionary cinema had formalised 

their principles into the Manifesto of the Palestinian Cinema Group, which stated that their 

‘main objective’ was ‘to produce Palestinian film committed to the cause and goals of the 

Palestinian revolution’.751 The manifesto further stated that the first of their ‘practical 

objectives’ was to ‘make revolutionary films that will mobilize the masses for the revolution 

and acquaint the world with the struggle of our people’.752 From the earliest days of the 

Palestinian revolutionary movement, across its two major factions, filmic considerations were 

present. The idea of cultural resistance, and more explicitly, of revolutionary cinema as a 

component of, or extension of, armed resistance came to be a key component of reframing 

the Palestinian struggle and framing and contextualising the armed operations that took place. 

As a component of a broader revolutionary aesthetic, this overall visual orientation would 

inform some of the most spectacular terrorist operations of the period. It would have a lasting 

influence on terrorist praxis. The operations undertaken, beginning with the 1968 hijacking of 

El Al Flight 426 through to the Munich attacks in September of 1972, served to demonstrate 

the increasingly sophisticated and prioritised aesthetic, specifically the filmic, televisual, 

considerations of the Palestinian movement. These attacks, briefly discussed below, serve to 

highlight not only the way the strategic and revolutionary innovations of the Palestinians, and 
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their communicative and narrative considerations, shaped their operational planning, but 

additionally an example of what Wieviorka refers to as a ‘media orientated strategy’.753  

For terrorism to become oriented towards the visual, particularly towards video footage, it 

was necessary for several technological developments to have not only happened but to have 

ensconced themselves into the cultural practices of the relevant societies. Through this 

secondary process of change, audiences emerged as a substantial factor in terrorist 

operational planning and strategic calculus. In the late 1960s, several key technological 

developments took place, noted by Hoffman, on the 1968 launching of the first US television 

satellite, as ‘the second great revolution in mass communication that directly affected 

terrorism’.754 He goes on to highlight further technological developments, including smaller, 

more easily transportable camera equipment and equipment that enabled live crosses. These 

developments permitted ‘live television transmissions … made directly from remote locations 

throughout the world and beamed instantaneously into the homes of viewers everywhere’.755 

Without these technological developments and the emergence of cultural practices associated 

with them, both relating to audiences, but equally to the impact these technologies had on 

news production itself, the strategic calculus of much of the PFLP’s terrorism would have 

been unable to achieve the effects that it did. 

Conclusion 

The above has sought to demonstrate how terrorism inspired by Palestinian liberation and its 

strategic effects can be explained by the conceptual framework. It has demonstrated how the 

Palestinian cause globalised its message and achieved substantial strategic effects against its 

various adversaries using a combination of methods. The incremental innovations associated 

with airplane hijacking and the broader targeting of aviation infrastructure internationally was 

an essential component of their success. Additionally, by embracing a visualistic and filmic 

senesibility, and embedding their cause within the Third Worldist, globally orientated 

narrative, they were able to globalise their message and their operational coherency. The 

considered exploitation of satellite television as a crucial element of their operational art 

further strengthened their capacity to achieve substantial strategic effects. 
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The integration of all these elements, most acutely reflected in the Munich operation of 1972, 

further supports the proposition that terrorism, when it integrates the three elements of the 

proposed framework, can achieve substantial strategic effect. Additionally, it is possible to 

highlight the parallels between the actions of anarchist terrorism in Russia, their innovative 

use of dynamite, incorporation of communicative and narrative dynamics, exploitation of 

emergent print media technologies and the characteristics of Palestinian terrorism. These 

parallels further support the proposition that the nature of terrorism is enduring. While its 

character may adjust to suit political, social, and technological contexts, the fundamentals of 

the practice remain consistent. 

The next chapter contextualises the violent, global Salafist-Jihadist movement. It briefly 

considers the associated terminology relating to the movement, as well as its extensive 

historical origins, before articulating its modern historical context, as well as the coalescence 

of its modern ideological, doctrinal, and operational character.  
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Chapter Nine: Tweeting the Jihad: Ideology, Doctrine and 

Operations 

The enduring challenge that global jihadist terrorism presents to international security can be 

demonstrated by briefly revisiting the August 2014 release of the Message to America video 

by IS mentioned earlier. Having only two months prior declared itself a Caliphate and one-

month prior captured Iraq’s second-largest city, Mosul, the organisation was able to reinsert 

jihadist terrorism into international security discourse. This succeeded in provoking the US 

and its allies to engage in combat operations in Iraq and Syria. Importantly, this capability 

was dependent on a well-established and embedded narrative regarding the presence and 

capability of jihadist terrorist organisations. This had been built and reinforced not only in the 

post-9/11 period but over a multitude of decades, with various propaganda activities, 

operations and campaigns, serving to frame and communicate jihadist strategic objectives, 

ideology and operational capability. 

As with the previous case studies, the analytical perspective utilised herein is informed by a 

broad and strategic perspective. Therefore, it will undertake an analysis of jihadist terrorism, 

broadly defined, rather than exclusively focusing on specific entities such as AQ, IS or any of 

the myriad other franchises or wilayat (provinces) these central entities produced or embraced 

or the additional independent jihadist entities the movement has spawned. The focus will 

therefore be on the jihadist movement. It will initially provide a brief analysis of the 

overarching ideological parameters of the movement and an assessment of their operational 

history before applying the conceptual framework to their more contemporary actions. In 

doing so, it is also important to recognise how substantial of an outlier the 9/11 attacks were 

in terms of jihadist operations and the context of terrorism more generally. The scale of the 

attack’s conception, the number of fatalities and the scope of the global response were 

unprecedented in the modern history of terrorism, beyond even the expectations of AQ.756 

The analytical focus of this case study is ultimately on the post-9/11 period, considering how 

the movement has innovated and adapted to the substantial counterterrorism efforts that have 
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been launched against it. While the preliminary aspects of the case study are orientated 

towards AQ and the emergence of the modern jihadist movement, the discussion of the 

movement’s innovative violence, consideration of narrative and communicative dynamics 

and their exploitation of emerging information and communication technologies focuses on 

the influence of AQAP’s Anwar al-Awlaki and IS’ Western-oriented propaganda campaign. 

It thus forms the second part of this case study. 

Before addressing the emergence of AQ and the formalisation of the organisations that would 

ultimately become synonymous with contemporary jihadist terrorism, it is necessary to 

address the terminology associated with the movement and distinguish between the rich 

history of jihad as an idea within Islam and the modern, violent, globally oriented Salafi-

Jihadism that manifested in AQ and associated movements. The discourse associated with the 

terminology of jihadist terrorism has proven especially controversial over the two decades 

since the 9/11 attacks. The terminology deployed when describing the ideology has 

frequently, and regrettably, devolved into broader generalisations about Islam, either 

explicitly or implicitly. The following section will briefly provide an overview of the various 

interpretations of the term ‘jihad’ before emphasising the meaning used within this 

dissertation. 

As with any concept and previously discussed concerning terrorism, universally accepted and 

recognised definitions tend, at best, to be illusive, regardless of their desirability. The 

etymological root of the term in Arabic is relatively well established, meaning ‘to strive’, ‘to 

exert’ or ‘to fight’.757 Esposito states that the term’s ‘exact meaning depends on context’.758 

Jihad can be understood, as it is by many, as striving to be a good Muslim. It can equally be 

understood by the fact that ‘early in the development of Islam, jihad came to be associated 

particularly with fighting or making war “in the path of God” ’.759 The association between 

the concept of jihad and principles of just war has a long tradition within Islam. A lengthy 

scholarly and institutionalised tradition and articulation explicates these ideas and principles 

from the perspective of something resembling ‘the state’ and its exercise of power regarding 

 
757 John L. Esposito, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of Islam (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2003), 159. 
758 Esposito, Oxford Dictionary of Islam, 160. 
759 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Islamic Political Thought (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), 
273–82. 



218 

warfare. As Amjad-Ali has noted, ‘the just war theory in Islam has its roots much earlier in 

the tradition than Christianity’.760 

The focus here is not so much on the etymological roots of the term jihad, nor on the rich 

tradition of historical debates within Islamic jurisprudence and theology regarding just and 

unjust warfare, as much as it is on jihad-ism. The term, as deployed herein, utilises 

Firestone’s definition, which stated that jihadism constitutes: 

a transnational movement of militant Sunni Muslim activists, often called jihadis, 
who feel that they must be engaged in a prolonged and perhaps even endless war 
with the forces of evil defined vaguely as the West, or the ‘Judeo-Christian’ or 
‘Crusader-Zionist’ enemy … Because of its genesis in response to conditions 
defined as globalism and because of its transnational reach, it is sometimes referred 
to as ‘global jihad’.761 

The benefit of this approach lies in the frequent deployment of the term jihadism and its 

associated derivatives being prevalent among the internal discourses of the jihadist movement 

itself. The International Crisis Group astutely noted its reluctance to use the term but also 

noted a distinguishable ideological framework that most jihadist groups subscribe to, at least 

in the broad sense. Most of the groups self-identify as jihadist or some variant thereof.762 As 

Bunzel further noted: 

the jihadis in fact describe themselves not only as mujahideen but as jihadis. They 
are, in their own words, ‘the jihadis’ (al-jihadiyyun) and their movement is ‘the 
jihadi current’ (al-tayyar al-jihadi), ‘the jihadi movement’ (al-haraka al-jihadiyya), 
or simply ‘jihadism’ (al-jihadiyya). The more elaborate ‘jihadi Salafism’ (al-
salafiyya al-jihadiyya) is also sometimes used.763 

Noting the indigenous nature of the term within the broader movement, its adoption here 

seeks to ensure that its meaning, when deployed, is not misconstrued or intended to cast 

negative connotations across the broader Islamic communities globally. Further, the content 

 
760 Charles W. Amjad-Ali, ‘Jihad and Just War Theory: Dissonance and Truth’, Dialog 48, no. 3 (September 
2009): 239, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6385.2009.00467.x. 
761 Reuven Firestone, ‘ “Jihadism” as a New Religious Movement’, in The Cambridge Companion to New 
Religious Movements, ed. Mikael Rothstein and Olav Hammer (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 263–64, https://doi.org/10.1017/CCOL9780521196505.018. 
762 ICG highlight the following common ideological tenets: fighting to return society to a purer form of Islam, 
violence against rulers whose policies they deem in conflict with Islamic imperatives (as jihadists understand 
them) and belief in a duty to use violence when Muslim rulers abandon those imperatives: International Crisis 
Group, ‘Exploiting Disorder: Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State’, Crisis Group Special Report, 2016, 62. 
763 Cole Bunzel, ‘Jihadism on Its Own Terms: Understanding a Movement’, Islamism and the International 
Order (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and Peace, 2017), 1, 
https://www.hoover.org/sites/default/files/research/docs/jihadism_on_its_own_terms_pdf.pdf. 
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analysed in this case study is loosely conceptualised as a reflection of the dynamic nature of 

the jihadist movement itself and the organisational structures present within and across it. 

Some elements will be analysed in the sections regarding innovation and information and 

communications technology. However, it is worthwhile to discuss this aspect of the 

movement briefly. 

The jihadist movement has manifested various organisational structures throughout its 

contemporary existence, ranging from traditional, hierarchically structured military-style 

organisations exercising direct command and control over operations and operatives through 

to embracing aspects of so-called lone-actor terrorism and its indirect facilitation or 

‘inspiration.’ Complicating any assessment of the jihadist movement’s organisational 

dynamics is the concomitant adoption of centralised and decentralised approaches to 

organisational structure. Scholars have noted,764 as advocated by jihadist strategists,765 the 

dualistic approach of maintaining centralised command and control while simultaneously 

seeking to ‘inspire’ lone-actor terrorism that has been characteristic of modern jihadist 

entities. This has been most directly manifested in the activities of AQAP initially and 

subsequently, IS. 

A broad approach to the analytical parameters adopted here is necessary to capture the 

disparate mechanisms by which the aforementioned organisational structures have directed or 

inspired acts of terrorist violence. The spectrum of models that have been operationalised 

through various command and control mechanisms includes the strictly hierarchical nature of 

the planning and execution of the 9/11 attacks by AQ;766 the coordinated and simultaneous 

attacks on Paris in 2015, planned in Syria and perpetrated by an IS cell based in Belgium,767 

including returned foreign fighters from Syria;768 through to the various lone-actor operations 

 
764 Ryan captures al-Suri multi-structured approach analytically and graphically in his chapter dedicated to al-
Suri’s organisational and military thought. Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 245. 
765 For a preliminary analysis of al-Suri’s strategic ideas see Brynjar Lia, ‘Al-Suri’s Doctrines for Decentralized 
Jihadi Training – Part 1’, Terrorism Monitor 5, no. 1 (2007), https://jamestown.org/program/al-suris-doctrines-
for-decentralized-jihadi-training-part-1/. For a comprehensive discussion of al-Suri, and for copies of the two 
key chapters of his masterwork, see Lia, Architect of Global Jihad. 
766 Mendelsohn notes, ‘over the years, al-Qaeda’s ranks swelled, but it remained a single, centralized 
organization (albeit one that provided services, particularly training, to many other jihadi terrorist organizations) 
with operational tentacles worldwide’: Mendelsohn, Al-Qaeda Franchise, 20. 
767 Jean-Charles Brisard, ‘The Paris Attacks and the Evolving Islamic State Threat to France’, CTC Sentinel 8, 
no. 11 (2015), https://ctc.usma.edu/the-paris-attacks-and-the-evolving-islamic-state-threat-to-france/. 
768 Pieter Nanninga, ‘Meanings of Savagery: Terror, Religion, and the Islamic State’, in The Cambridge 
Companion to Religion and Terrorism, 1st ed., ed. James Lewis (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
2017). 
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inspired by online jihadist propaganda769 and those more substantially facilitated by online 

operatives.770 Since 2001, jihadist terrorism has included the most rudimentary of attacks, 

such as the 2014 Endeavour Hills stabbing of two Australian police officers by Numan 

Haider,771 through to the exceedingly complex and ambitious 2017 attempt to bomb an 

Etihad flight out of Sydney, carrying approximately 400 passengers.772 This spectrum of 

activity, the varying complexity of jihadist terrorism and the various levels of direct 

connectivity to a formal organisation or to ideological vectors773 justify the broad approach to 

conceptualising jihadism adopted within this dissertation. 

With the above in mind, it is also important to note the emergence of the modern jihadist 

movement and some of the significant historical lineages that inform its ideological and 

doctrinal manifestations. While it is well beyond the scope of this analysis to provide a 

detailed articulation of the classical literature that has influenced the contours of jihadist 

ideology, like that produced by Ibn Taimiyyah,774 or to provide a detailed mapping of the 

ideological provenance of jihadist thought through its extensive and rich history,775 it is 

helpful to briefly articulate the beginnings of the modern transnational jihadist movement and 

the emergence of what would come to be known as AQ, and would subsequently birth the IS. 

The focus of much of the analysis that follows will be on post-9/11 trajectories, including 

AQAP and the IS and their Western-oriented actions. Regardless of focus, the contemporary 

 
769 Levi J. West, ‘#jihad: Understanding Social Media as a Weapon’, Security Challenges 12, no. 2 (July 2016): 
9–26; Paul Gill, Lone-Actor Terrorists: A Behavioural Analysis, (London; New York, NY: Routledge, 2015). 
770 Meleagrou-Hitchens and Hughes, ‘Threat to the United States’; Levi J. West and Andrew Zammit, 
‘Australia’s Most Dangerous Islamic State Member: The Arrest of Neil Prakash’, Militant Leadership Monitor 
8, no. 12 (2017), https://jamestown.org/program/australias-dangerous-islamic-state-member-arrest-neilprakash/. 
771 James Dowling, ‘Inquest Finding into the Death of Radicalised Teen Numan Haider’, Australasian Policing 
a Journal of Professional Practice and Research 9, no. 2 (2017): 25. 
772 Andrew Zammit, ‘Operation Silves: Inside the 2017 Islamic State Sydney Plane Plot’, CTC Sentinel 13, no. 4 
(2020), https://ctc.usma.edu/operation-silves-inside-the-2017-islamic-state-sydney-plane-plot/. 
773 See page 307 for details of Monis’ relationship with Islamic State. Saira Ali and Umi Khattab, ‘Trans-
Mediatized Terrorism: The Sydney Lindt Café Siege’, Global Media and Communication 14, no. 3 (December 
2018): 301–23, https://doi.org/10.1177/1742766518811367. 
774 Gerges notes, ‘I have not met a former jihadi—or a potential one—who has not memorized Ibn Taimiyyah’s 
fatwas by heart. Jihadis fondly refer to Ibn Taimiyyah as the “Sheikh of Islam” and they credit his fatwas with 
inspiring and motivating Muslims to rise up and make jihad against the infidel Tartars (Mongols). Unaware of 
the pitfalls of drawing historical analogies, Faraj and his associates drew a parallel historical line between the 
Tartar rule and today’s system without regard to nuances and complexities. Jihadis borrow Ibn Taimiyyah’s 
words, which were written more than 700 years ago, and apply them in their entirety to current sociopolitical 
and religious conditions prevalent in Muslim countries. Faraj, Zawahiri, bin Laden, and others do that as if 
Islamic history, culture, and society were frozen in time and space. They also anoint themselves as 
spokespersons for the 1.3 billion Muslims worldwide.’: Gerges, Far Enemy, 330, n. 36. 
775 Ingram refers to ‘complex chains of charismatic leaders, each of whom emerge in part by building on the 
charismatic capital of their predecessors’. He focuses on al-Banna, Qutb, Azzam, bin Laden and Awlaki. Haroro 
J. Ingram, The Charismatic Leadership Phenomenon in Radical and Militant Islamism (London; New York, 
NY: Routledge, 2016). 
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jihadist current has deep and substantial ties to the Afghan–Soviet conflict of 1979–1989. The 

role of Arab foreign fighters in that conflict played an almost exponentially important role in 

providing the foundations of modern twenty-first-century jihadism and the organisations and 

networks it has spawned. 

Understanding the emergence of AQ and the transnational jihadist movement necessitates an 

analysis of the key figures who advocated and practised the ideological, strategic and 

doctrinal principles that would provide the foundation of the movement that so violently 

introduced itself to the world in 2001 and continues to be responsible for strategic 

consequences on the international stage. At the centre of the modern transnational jihad 

movement are Palestinian cleric and foreign fighter, Abdullah Azzam, and the resistance to 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. As Hegghammer noted concerning Azzam’s intellectual 

and ideological legacy, ‘the prominence of these ideas in the jihadi movement today is 

testimony to Azzam’s enduring ideological influence. Azzam … was a highly influential 

jihadi thinker’.776 While Azzam drew on the ideas of classical scholars such as Taimiyyah 

and Qutb,777 his ideas regarding foreign fighting and the globalisation of jihadism would echo 

well beyond the valleys of Afghanistan. Numerous authors have noted his doctrinal and 

strategic contributions. Gerges cited al-Sayyid, noting, he ‘possessed an internationalist 

outlook’.778 He quoted al-Sayyid directly as stating, ‘the outcome of this fusion…between 

these two extremist movements produced violent groups like Al Qaeda’.779 Azzam’s 

unflinching position regarding jihad is best captured through his maxim of ‘jihad and the rifle 

alone: no negotiations, no conferences, and no dialogues’.780 Of additional importance was 

Azzam’s advocacy of jihad as fard ‘ayn (individual obligation) and the benefits of shahidin 

(martyrs).781 These operationally oriented dicta, combined with his organisational capabilities 

and propaganda efforts, meant that Azzam played a central role in establishing and shaping 

what would become the contemporary jihadist movement. 

 
776 For the most comprehensive analysis of Azzam’s life and legacy, The Caravan is unparalleled. Hegghammer, 
The Caravan, 327. 
777 For comprehensive analysis of the life and legacy of Qutb see James Toth, Sayyid Qutb: The Life and Legacy 
of a Radical Islamic Intellectual (Oxford, UK; New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2013); John C. M. 
Calvert, Sayyid Qutb and the Origins of Radical Islamism (London: Hurst, 2010). 
778 Gerges, Far Enemy, 132. 
779 Gerges, Far Enemy, 133. 
780 Note that Hegghammer attributes an alternative quote as possibly being the source of this phrase, frequently 
attributed to Azzam, but ‘he does not seem to have articulated in those exact terms’: Hegghammer, The 
Caravan, 314. 
781 Andrew McGregor, ‘“Jihad and the Rifle Alone”: ’Abdullah ’Azzam and the Islamist Revolution’, Journal of 
Conflict Studies 23, no. 2 (2003): 92–113. 
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Beyond Azzam’s prolific authorship of religious and doctrinal materials, the most tangible 

and enduring manifestations of his contributions were establishing what was known as 

Maktab al-Khidmat (the Services Bureau) and its publication of al-Jihad magazine.782 These 

two actions would lay the foundation for the modern jihadist movement that undertook the 

attacks of 2001, subsequently spawning entities such as IS. Maktab al-Khidmat would take 

what had been an intermittent and haphazard process and create an organisation that ‘focused 

on media, fundraising, and religious education in support of the Afghan jihad’.783 Despite its 

eventual decline, especially after Azzam’s death, Maktab al-Khidmat’s legacy is difficult to 

overstate. Beyond Azzam’s specific individual legacy, the organisation he built would train 

future jihadists such as Ramzi Yousef, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and Abu Musab al-

Zarqawi, demonstrating the importance that he, his ideas and his actions have had in shaping 

contemporary jihadist terrorism, ideologically, doctrinally and operationally.784 

In the aftermath of the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan and Azzam’s assassination by the 

detonation of two roadside bombs in Peshawar in late 1989, what would become 

internationally understood as jihadist terrorism was truly born. Osama bin Laden had 

successfully established a reputation as a strong supporter, through financing and ideology, of 

the Afghan mujahadeen and the Arab foreign fighters whom Maktab al-Khidmat had 

supported in their efforts to reach the frontlines of the conflict. Following the withdrawal of 

the Soviets, the Arab contingent, which held a greatly inflated sense of its role in defeating 

the world’s second superpower, faced a crossroads. Drawing on the beliefs of Azzam and his 

fellow Egyptian jihadist and now leader of al-Qaeda, Ayman al-Zawahiri, bin Laden would 

embrace ‘global jihad against non-Muslims and Muslim apostates beyond Afghanistan’s 

borders’.785 By 1988, as Law noted, bin Laden initiated the project to ‘set up infrastructure 

for training and maintaining a band of elite, committed fighters—a private army dedicated to 

jihad’.786 It was this army that would ultimately coalesce as AQ. 

There remains an absence of clarity or specificity regarding exactly who deployed the name 

al-Qaeda first and exactly what it may have been in reference to, at least in terms of 

continuity of organisation and purpose. On this matter, Hegghammer provided an 

 
782 This will be discussed in further detail in the section on Communicative and Narrative Dynamics. 
783 Daniel Byman, Road Warriors: Foreign Fighters in the Armies of Jihad (New York, NY: Oxford University 
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784 Byman, Road Warriors. 
785 Law, Terrorism: A History, 288. 
786 Law, Terrorism: A History, 288. 
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authoritative proposition. He noted that while Azzam had authored an article in al-Jihad in 

1988 entitled al-qa’ida al sulba (the Solid Base), he pointed out that this article does not 

provide the conceptual groundwork for the organisation bin Laden ultimately established. He 

further noted that the suggestion Azzam was present at preliminary meetings held in August 

1988 is likely inaccurate.787 While it was at a meeting in August of 1988 that AQ was 

formally founded,788 it took additional time to properly organise. Hegghammer cited the 

testimony of Jamal al-Fadl,789 who had defected to the US and provided crucial insights into 

the early beginnings of AQ and noted that ‘by late 1989 or early 1990 [AQ] was organized 

with a general leader (bin Ladin)’.790 

The 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait would come to play an outsized role in the trajectory of 

AQ and its leader. Bin Laden’s efforts to convince the Saudi authorities of his nascent 

organisation’s capacity to repel Iraqi conventional forces from Kuwait and the Saudi border 

was rebuffed by then-King Fahd and subsequently by Prince Sultan.791 Coll recounts the 

reflections of then-Saudi intelligence chief, Prince Tukri. He noted that in the aftermath of 

bin Laden’s failed pitch to Prince Sultan, he saw ‘radical changes’ and that ‘he changed from 

a calm, peaceful and gentle man interested in helping Muslims into a person who believed 

that he would be able to amass and command an army to liberate Kuwait. It revealed his 

arrogance and his haughtiness’.792 

The willingness of Saudi authorities to allow US troops to be based in the land of the two 

holy mosques would reinforce the reorientation of bin Laden’s views towards al-Adou al-

Baeed (the far enemy)793 and his view of the Saudi regime, which became increasingly 

intolerant of his behaviour and his views. The specifics remain contested; however, by 1991, 

bin Laden was forced to leave Saudi Arabia and relocate to Sudan, where the Sudanese 

Government welcomed him. 

 
787 Hegghammer, The Caravan, 354. 
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793 Gerges, Far Enemy, 1. 
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During this period in Sudan, which lasted until pressure from the US forced the Sudanese 

Government to push bin Laden into exile in Afghanistan in 1996, AQ launched its first 

operations. By the time of AQ’s arrival in Afghanistan, bin Laden was transparently 

providing media commentary to Western journalists. He told Robert Fisk of The Independent: 

Not long ago, I gave advice to the Americans to withdraw their troops from Saudi 
Arabia … Now let us give some advice to the governments of Britain and France to 
take their troops out—because what happened in Riyadh and Khobar showed that 
the people who did this have a deep understanding in choosing their targets. They 
hit their main enemy, which is the Americans.794 

Bin Laden and AQ’s transformation from a nascent Afghanistan focused force fighting 

against the Soviet occupation into a genuinely transnationally oriented organisation with 

demonstrated capability and, at least preliminarily, the attention of American intelligence was 

complete. Through their initial operational successes, albeit limited, and the beginnings of a 

media and communications strategy, AQ had begun the process of forcing global jihad into 

international discourse. It would take many more operations and, ultimately, the highly 

calibrated and refined attacks of 2001 before they could truly dominate international security 

agendas, international media discourse and have an overwhelming and disproportionate effect 

on the ‘far enemy’ and the international system. 

Pre-2001 Operations 

It is well beyond the scope of this analysis to undertake a detailed analysis of the operational 

successes of AQ in the period between their first attack in Yemen in 1992 and the attacks on 

the US in 2001. What is necessary to identify, albeit briefly, is the consistent targeting 

determination of AQ and the constant escalation concerning their operational ambitions. This 

section provides an overview of the six terrorist attacks AQ undertook before 2001, how 

these attacks evidence their commitment to targeting the US and their increasing operational 

sophistication and strategic calculus over this period. 

Aden, Yemen: 29 December 1992 

AQ’s operational history begins in Yemen, where an operation targeting ‘the hundreds of US 

servicemen transiting the country on their way to launch the ill-fated Operation Restore 

 
794 Robert Fisk, ‘Arab Rebel Leader Warns the British – “Get Out of The Gulf” ’, The Independent, last 
modified 3 November 2020, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/robert-fisk-osama-bin-laden-
saudi-arabia-afghanistan-war-b1561291.html. 
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Hope’795 was undertaken. Bin Laden’s primary role in the operation was funding provisions 

to the ‘Afghan Arabs’, which Bergen called ‘more a collection of like-minded militants than 

a formal organisation’.796 This limited involvement did not stop bin Laden from taking credit, 

admittedly in relatively vague ways, for the operation. In a 1998 statement, he would note: 

The United States wanted to set up a military base for US soldiers in Yemen so that 
it could send fresh troops to Somalia. The Arab mujahideen related to the Afghan 
jihad carried out two bomb explosions in Yemen to warn the United States, causing 
damage to some Americans staying in those hotels. The United States received our 
warning and gave up the idea of setting up its military bases in Yemen.797 

The Aden attack demonstrates that even in its most preliminary operational manifestations, 

bin Laden and his burgeoning network were seeking strategic outcomes and were achieving 

substantial strategic effect. This trend of targeting symbols of American power would shape 

and inform the baseline targeting decisions of AQ and its communicative and narrative 

considerations considerably. Bergen noted that beginning around 1992, AQ began ‘issuing 

fatwas that called for attacks on American military targets in the country’.798 

New York, World Trade Center: 27 February 1993799 

The 1993 World Trade Center bombing presented an early manifestation of jihadist terrorism 

that was not directly coordinated or directed by the leadership cadre of AQ nor bin Laden 

himself. The primary perpetrators, Ramzi Yousef, and his uncle, Khalid Sheik Mohammed, 

were referred to by the 9/11 Commission Report as ‘rootless but experienced operatives.’800 

Yousef was not officially a member of AQ, although he had trained at Khaldan Camp in 

Afghanistan in 1991,801 which Williams claims was, at least by 2001, one of the hundreds of 
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798 Bergen, Holy War, Inc. (2002), 177. 
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jihadist camps across Afghanistan.802 There, Yousef learnt the art of constructing improvised 

explosive devices, complementing his Electrical Engineering Degree obtained in the mid-

80s.803 As Coll has identified, Yousef: 

crossed into Afghanistan in late 1990 for training at an entry level jihadist camp 
called Khalden, run by and for Arab mujahadin, not Afghans. He trained for about 
six months. He learned weapons tactics, basic explosives, and military manoeuvres 
… Yousef later moved to a graduate level camp for bomb makers where he could 
apply his skills in electronics to the art of remote controlled explosives.804 

Despite the operation being once removed from direct AQ operational planning, Yousef 

nonetheless provided the New York Times with a letter claiming the operation had been 

undertaken by the ‘Fifth battalion of the Liberation Army’.805 Despite his status as a ‘rootless 

… operative’, the strategic objective was clearly articulated in this letter. It was very much in 

keeping with the general trend of the broader jihadist movement. The letter laid out three 

explicit demands: 

1. Stop all military, economical and political aid to Israel. 

2. All diplomatic relations with Israel must stop. 

3. [Do] not interfere with any of the Middle East countries’ interior affairs. 

If our demands are not met, all of our functional groups in the army will continue to 
execute our missions against military and civilian targets in and out of the United 
States. This will also include some potential nuclear targets. For your own 
information, our army has more than hundred and fifty suicidal soldiers ready to go 
ahead.806 

The 1993 operation is the first clear demonstration of jihadist capability to undertake 

operations within the continental US and the explicit communicative considerations the 

movement would come to incorporate into its operations. Those communicative 

considerations can manifest as egocentric considerations of individual operative profile as 

much as they can in relation to the ideological communication. As Hoffman has highlighted, 

when Yousef was finally arrested in Pakistan in 1995, he had in his possession ‘two remote-
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control explosive devices, along with a collection of newspaper articles detailing his 

exploits’.807 

Operation Holy Kaaba and Operation al-Aqsa: 7 August 1998808 

The twin embassy bombings809 are recognised as the first operation directly and 

uncontestably attributed to AQ and bin Laden. As Byman noted, ‘the 1998 bombings were a 

truly global operation’.810 In addition to the highly transnational character of the operation 

itself, with planning, financing, communications and propaganda all managed by cells in 

different jurisdictions, the attack also demonstrated a dramatic escalation in operational 

sophistication. Beyond the highly transnational character of the attack, the near 

simultaneousness of the bombings, occurring within 19 minutes of each other, would go on to 

become a frequent modus operandi of AQ.811 They would be most spectacularly 

demonstrated in the attacks on the US in 2001, the London bombings of 2005812 and the 

Madrid train bombings of 2004.813 In addition, the attack sought mass casualties, 

confounding Jenkin’s famous maxim regarding the theatrical orientation of terrorism. Unlike 

terrorist organisations before it, AQ wanted people watching and viewed casualties as a 

means to achieving that. This collapsing of their violence and their communicative and 

narrative considerations would define much of the character of late-twentieth-century and 

early-twenty-first-century terrorism. 

It is also worthwhile to note that the twin embassy attacks witnessed the beginnings of a 

much more coordinated and integrated approach to propaganda and communications 

strategies. AQ had already begun a concerted effort to shape its narrative, with bin Laden 

doing interviews with Western journalists such as Robert Fisk. The latter interviewed him in 

 
807 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 260–61. 
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Sudan as early as 1993.814 While the first media or propagandistic coverage of bin Laden can 

be traced to the June 1987 edition of al-Jihad magazine,815 by 1996, bin Laden had issued his 

first so-called fatwa, entitled Declaration of War against the Americans Occupying the Land 

of the Two Holy Places,816 published in the London-based Al-Quds Al-Arabi (Arab 

Jerusalem) newspaper. In February 1998, only months before the twin embassy bombings, 

the World Islamic Front for Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders issued what has been noted as 

the first fatwa to ‘explicitly justify attacks on American civilians anywhere in the world’.817 

The Declaration of the World Islamic Front for Jihad Against the Jews and Crusaders818 was 

also published in Al-Quds Al-Arabi. 

While the release of the 1998 fatwa was important regarding the timing of the twin embassy 

bombings, the attack itself had been in preparation since at least early 1994. This was when 

affiliates of bin Laden began to establish the relevant contacts and front organisations to 

enable early operational planning for what Soufan refers to as ‘attacks against U.S. targets 

across Africa’.819 

Reinforcing the sophistication and ambition of these early AQ plans, as well as the strategic 

calculus of the attack, bin Laden explicitly articulated that the twin embassy bombings 

targeted the embassy in Nairobi partly for the following reasons: 

They [the Americans] had not sustained such a blow since the blowing up of the 
Marines in Lebanon. The Nairobi [US] Embassy was actually six embassies 
combined in one. The brutal US invasion of Somalia kicked off from there. Some 
13,000 from among our brothers, women, and sons in Somalia were killed under the 
banner of the United Nations … For the past few decades, plots have been hatched 
to partition Sudan from there. These plots are hatched in Nairobi. As is widely 
known, the US Embassy in Nairobi is the agency that is doing this. The greatest 
CIA center in eastern Africa is located at this embassy. Thanks to God’s grace to 
Muslims, the blow was successful and great. They deserved it. It made them taste 

 
814 Robert Fisk, ‘Anti-Soviet Warrior Puts His Army on the Road to Peace: The Saudi Businessman Who 
Recruited Mujahedin Now Uses Them for Large-Scale Building Projects in Sudan. Robert Fisk Met Him in 
Almatig’, Independent, 6 December 1993, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/anti-soviet-warrior-puts-
his-army-road-peace-saudi-businessman-who-recruited-mujahedin-now-uses-them-large-scale-building-
projects-sudan-robert-fisk-met-him-almatig-1465715.html. 
815 Bergen notes that not only was the Battle of Jaji ‘lionised in Jihad magazine, but also in the mainstream Arab 
press, turning bin Laden into an authentic war hero’: Peter L. Bergen, The Osama Bin Laden I Know: An Oral 
History of al-Qaeda’s Leader (New York, NY: Free Press, 2006), 50; R. Kim Cragin, ‘Early History of Al-
Qa’ida’, The Historical Journal 51, no. 4 (2008): 1055–56. 
816 Issued on 3 August 1996. bin Ladin and Berner, Jihad, 30–61. 
817 Peter L. Bergen, Holy War, Inc. (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2001), 105. 
818 bin Ladin and Berner, Jihad, 67–69. 
819 Soufan and Freedman, Black Banners (Declassified), 75. 
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what we tasted during the massacres committed in Sabra, Shatila, Dayr Yasin, 
Qana, Hebron, and elsewhere.820 

Ultimately, bin Laden sought to provoke the US into a broader conflict that would both 

demonstrate AQ’s significance in international affairs and enable them to engage in the 

guerrilla warfare strategies that they had advocated and believed had assisted them in 

achieving victory against the Soviets. While the embassy bombings certainly announced AQ 

on the international stage, the response from the US still fell short of the level of engagement 

and confrontation that bin Laden and his fellow jihadists desired. As such, they continued 

their operational escalation and refinement, and after failing in their first attempt, would 

ultimately succeed, in 2000, in targeting US naval assets in Yemen. 

The ‘Boats Operation’: 12 October 2000821 

In the aftermath of the 1998 Embassy bombings, AQ engaged in a ‘period of re-organization 

and expansion’.822 This included consolidating its Afghanistan presence, ensuring the 

transmission of operational experience and knowledge and ongoing efforts at an operational 

activity. AQ experienced multiple failed operations in the latter part of the decade,823 

including numerous elements of the highly complex and sophisticated Millennium Plot, 

which Riedel referred to as ‘history’s most ambitious effort at simultaneous terror around the 

world: in India, Jordan, Yemen, and the United States’,824 all orchestrated by bin Laden from 

Kandahar, Afghanistan. While the vast majority of the plots associated with the Millennium 
 

820 Salah Najm and Jamal Isma’il, ‘Usama Bin Ladin, the Destruction of the Base’, Transcript [FBIS], Usama 
Bin Ladin, the Destruction of the Base, Institutional Scholarship, published 10 June 1999, 
https://scholarship.tricolib.brynmawr.edu/bitstream/handle/10066/16376/OBL19990610.pdf?sequence=1&isAll
owed=y. 
821 ‘At 11:22 AM Yemen time, the USS Cole, a navy destroyer weighing 8,300 tons and carrying almost 300 
sailors, was making a routine fueling stop in the Port of Aden. Suicide bombers pulled alongside the destroyer in 
a small boat and blew themselves up’: Soufan and Freedman, Black Banners (Declassified), 155. 
822 Stenersen, Al-Qaida in Afghanistan, 155. 
823 Brian Jenkins, ‘Appendix B’, in Unconquerable Nation: Knowing Our Enemy, Strengthening Ourselves 
(Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2006), 185–92, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg454rc.11. 
824 ‘Cell was planning multiple simultaneous attacks on a large hotel in Amman (the SAS Radisson), a border 
crossing between Israel and Jordan, and two Christian holy sites, Mount Nebo and the site of John the Baptist’s 
baptism of Jesus on the Jordan River … The mastermind of the plot was Jordanian Abu Musaib al Zarqawi … 
Jordan was only one part of the larger plot bin Laden was orchestrating from Kandahar … The next act unfolded 
inside North America. On December 14, 1999, a twenty-three-year-old Algerian, Ahmed Ressam, was arrested 
in Port Angeles, Washington, when he was found in a car loaded with explosives … In collusion with several 
other Algerians living in Montreal, he devised a plan to attack Los Angeles International Airport on New Year’s 
Day 2000 … The third act of bin Laden’s global plan was to take place in Aden Harbor in southern Yemen. An 
al Qaeda team planned to load a small boat with explosives and then ram it into an American destroyer in the 
harbor, the USS Sullivan … The final plot also succeeded. On Christmas Eve 1999, five terrorists hijacked Air 
India flight 814 in Katmandu, Nepal. The terrorists were Pakistanis from the group Harakat ul Mujahedin 
(HuM), long supported by bin Laden’: Bruce O. Riedel, Deadly Embrace: Pakistan, America, and the Future of 
the Global Jihad (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press 2012), 57–59. 
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Plot were disrupted, the scope of the operation further evidences AQ’s ambition and 

international orientation, as well as its consistent utilisation of suicide bombers in their 

operations. The deployment of suicide operatives in the embassy bombings, the USS Cole 

operation, the assassination of Ahmed Shah Massoud and ultimately the 9/11 attacks were an 

innovation that became a hallmark of AQ’s terrorism. This will be discussed in further detail 

below. Still, the USS Cole attack was a further statement of intent regarding targeting US 

Government facilities and personnel, especially those associated with the defence and 

national security apparatuses. 

The initial proposal to target a US vessel in the Port of Aden had been put to bin Laden as 

early as late 1998.825 By January of 2000, AQ would launch a failed operation that sought to 

attack the USS Sullivans while it was docked in Aden but failed when the operative’s small 

boat loaded with explosives became stuck in the sand of the changing tides.826 It was around 

the same time that bin Laden recorded a video, released by Jihad Media and later broadcast 

by Al Jazeera, in which he prominently wore a jambiya827 for the first time. The prominence 

of the jambiya is a clear communicative signifier to the Arabian Peninsula more generally. In 

the same video, Ayman al-Zawahiri made explicit reference to Yemen, declaring: 

Brothers, we have spoken much and done little. Today is the time of the great ones 
and the mujahidin to confront this heathen tyrannical power that do not [words 
indistinct] and have occupied our mosques and the two holy mosques. These 
heathens have spread their forces in Egypt, Yemen, and the Gulf killing our 
children, persecuting our scholars, soiling our holy shrines, and stealing our wealth. 
Dear brothers, lets start working and stop playing. Brothers, we have spoken much 
and done little.828 

The failure of the operation against the USS Sullivans did not deter AQ. By December 2000, 

it successfully launched an operation against the USS Cole, again deploying a small craft 

loaded with explosives and two suicide operatives, resulting in the death of 17 US sailors. In 

a Foreign Broadcast Information Service translation of Arab media coverage of the wedding 

of one of bin Laden’s sons, it is noted that bin Laden recited a poem during the second part of 

 
825 Bergen, Rise and Fall of Osama Bin Laden, 131. 
826 Stenersen, Al-Qaida in Afghanistan, 157. 
827 ‘It is a name given by the Yemenis to a sort of a twisted dagger. It is worn around the waist in many cases 
towards the side … It is a sign of loyalty to tribal norms and social prestige. The social importance of the Jambia 
led the Yemenis to make a lot of poems that describe the Jambia’: Hassan Al-Zaidi, ‘History of Yemeni 
Jambia’, Yemen Times, 8 August 2005, ProQuest Central. 
828 ‘Bin Ladin, Other Pledge “Jihad” to Release Prisoners in US, Saudi Jails’, Television, Today’s Harvest, 
September 2000, 145 https://irp.fas.org/world/para/ubl-fbis.pdf. 
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the wedding ceremony, which took place on the 28 January 2001, roughly a month after the 

attack on the Cole. In part, the poem that bin Laden recited stated: 

And your brothers in the East tightened their saddles, And so did Kabul; young men 
got well trained. A destroyer whose might is feared by strong men, And which 
nurtures fear when it anchors and sets sail, Ploughs the waves, driven by arrogance, 
haughtiness, and false power To its death it hurriedly sails, Surrounding itself with a 
great-false delusion, Toward a boat that the waves toss about, And that at times 
disappears with the wave and then appears again.829 

Beyond demonstrating the capacity of AQ to strike US military targets, its ability to 

undertake operations in the Arabian Peninsula and tenacity to continue with operational 

imperatives despite failures and setbacks, the ‘boats operation’ was important as it inspired 

the production of one of the first video outputs by As-Sahab (the Clouds).830 The intention 

had been to record the bombing of the Cole831 and incorporate this footage into a video 

release, but the operative tasked with this role allegedly fell asleep. This did not prevent As-

Sahab from producing a two-part documentary-style video entitled The Destruction of the 

American Destroyer USS Cole, released in 2001. Elements of this video recording, which 

included excerpts from the wedding above, speeches from bin Laden and Zawahiri and 

narratives of Muslim suffering across the globe, would ultimately shape much of the early 

post-9/11 image of AQ. Footage from al-Farouq training camps in Afghanistan used 

extensively in the film would be used by numerous media outlets in much of the initial 

television news coverage of the group in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. In a portent of 

what would become core business for subsequent jihadist movements, the video would 

circulate in training camps and online Jihadist communities.832 

 
829 Foreign Broadcast Information Service, ‘Compilation of Usama Bin Ladin Statements: 1994–January 2004’ 
(Washington, DC: Foreign Broadcast Information Service, 2004), 148–50. 
830 Weimann and Hoffman, Terrorism in Cyberspace, 41–42. 
831 Bergen, Holy War, Inc., 203–4. 
832 Cecilie Finsnes, ‘What Is Audio-Visual Jihadi Propaganda? An Overview of the Content of FFI’s Jihadi 
Video Database’ (Oslo: Norwegian Defence Research Establishment (FFI), 2010), 21. 
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Assassination of Ahmed Shah Massoud: 9 September 2001833 

On 9 September 2001, Afghanistan experienced what is recognised as the first suicide 

bombing in its bloody and violent history.834 The bombing, what Stenersen referred to as an 

AQ ‘special operation’,835 was the culmination of over a year of planning and logistics, 

including producing fraudulent endorsements from the Islamic Observation Centre, based in 

London,836 Belgian passports for the two Tunisian837 operatives posing as journalists838 and 

carrying a television camera with an explosive device inside it. The journalists sought to 

interview the notoriously media-savvy Massoud. They waited three weeks at his compound 

before finally being permitted an interview at his headquarters in Khoja Bahuddin in north-

eastern Afghanistan.839 The journalists even had prepared questions for Massoud, including 

‘Why do you call Osama Bin Laden a killer?’ and ‘If you take Kabul, what will you do with 

him?’840 Maley referred to the assassination of Ahmed Shah Massoud as ‘one of the most 

momentous events in recent Afghan history’. Despite its substantial overshadowing by the 

events of 9/11, it is an important demonstration of how AQ was now more than capable of 

long-term, complex, and strategically consequential operations. While the assassination of 

Massoud did not carry the transnational communicative and narrative elements of the types of 

attacks identified previously, the strategic consequences provide further demonstration of 

AQ’s capacity for strategic calculus, both concerning Afghanistan’s domestic environment 

and the forthcoming transnational consequences of the ‘September Operation’.841 

The analysis that proceeds from here operates from the assumption that the disruptive and 

reverberating effects of the 9/11 attacks are recognised, if only in terms of the event’s gravity. 
 

833 ‘The military situation in Afghanistan remained a stalemate, the Northern Alliance forces having nowhere 
else to retreat, while Taliban troops were unable to crack Massoud’s small remaining territory. But then Osama 
bin Laden proved his worth to his Taliban hosts. In late summer, Massoud granted an interview to two Algerian 
journalists carrying credentials from Belgium. He had put them off for some time, but finally agreed to a 
meeting. During the interview a bomb hidden within the journalists’ camera exploded, mortally wounding 
Massoud. The Algerians had been members of Al Qaeda’: Stephen Tanner, Afghanistan: A Military History 
from Alexander the Great to the Fall of the Taliban, 1st ed. (New York, NY: Da Capo Press, 2002), 287. 
834 Anand Gopal, No Good Men among the Living: America, the Taliban, and the War through Afghan Eyes, 1st 
ed. (New York, NY: Metropolitan Books, 2014), 19; David B. Edwards, Caravan of Martyrs: Sacrifice and 
Suicide Bombing in Afghanistan (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2017), 353. 
835 Stenersen, Al-Qaida in Afghanistan, 147–48. 
836 Coll, Ghost Wars, 575. 
837 Aaron Y. Zelin, ‘When Tunisians Fired the Start Gun for 9/11’, The Washington Institute, September 2021, 
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/when-tunisians-fired-start-gun-911. 
838 William Maley, The Afghanistan Wars, 3rd ed. (London: Red Globe Press, 2021), 202. 
839 Brian Glyn Williams, The Last Warlord: The Life and Legend of Dostum, the Afghan Warrior Who Led US 
Special Forces to Topple the Taliban Regime (Chicago, IL: Chicago Review Press, 2013), 69–78. 
840 Maley, Afghanistan Wars, 202. 
841 Williams, Last Warlord, 78; for a comprehensive account of the assassination of Massoud see Sandy Gall, 
Afghan Napoleon: The Life of Ahmad Shah Massoud (London: Haus Publishing, 2021), 23–25, 274–309. 
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It is again beyond the scope to litigate in full the enduring legacy, controversy and outrages 

of, for instance, Guantanamo Bay specifically or other tangible and intangible legacies of 

9/11. The attacks themselves can be understood as the culmination of an entire period of 

terrorist practice. In conceptualising the attack, Khaled Sheik Mohammed (KSM) and AQ 

managed to escalate across a range of key fronts. In brief, they innovated in their tactical 

decisions, moved beyond plane hijacking for hostage purposes and transformed commercial 

airliners into suicide weapons of mass destruction. They explicitly considered narrative and 

communicative dynamics by targeting symbolic representations of American power, 

constructing an event that would command and demand the attention of the global media and 

embedding the operation within a broader, existing narrative of martyrdom. 9/11 remained 

relatively conventional in its orientation towards the existing information and 

communications technology landscape. However, the scale of the event and the changed 

nature of television news particularly resulted in innovation within the broadcast itself. The 

attacks were choreographed as much for television coverage as for operational effectiveness. 

Controversial British artist, Damien Hirst went as far as stating: ‘the thing about 9/11 is that 

it’s kind of an artwork in its own right. It was wicked, but it was devised in this way for this 

kind of impact. It was devised visually’.842 

The following chapter applies the conceptual framework to jihadist terrorism. In doing so it 

analyses the events of 9/11 from the perspective of incremental innovation, and the structural 

innovations informed by the strategic and organisational theories of Abu Musab al-Suri. It 

then proceeds to discuss the long history of communicative and narrative considerations 

within the jihadist movement, as well as discussing the post-9/11 manifestations of this, 

through the lens of AQAP and IS. Lastly, it provides a discussion and analysis of the role of 

social media in enabling the sophisticated campaigns of the Islamic State during the 

Caliphate phase of that organisation. 

  

 
842 Rebecca Allison, ‘9/11 Wicked but a Work of Art, Says Damien Hirst’, The Guardian, 11 September 2002, 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2002/sep/11/arts.september11. 



234 

Chapter Ten: Tweeting Jihadist Terrorism: Applying the 

Framework 

This chapter will analyse how jihadist terrorism, fundamentally shaped by the events of the 

post-9/11 period, has subsequently innovated and adapted to its newly defined operating 

environment. In applying the conceptual framework to jihadist terrorism, the focus will be on 

the period beyond 9/11, which has driven a variety of innovations in violent terrorist praxis; 

narrative and communicative reinforcement, diversification and consolidation; and the 

embrace of numerous new information and communication technologies and the cultural and 

communicative practices they have enabled. As highlighted earlier, the analytical aperture is 

intentionally broad to recognise that while specific jihadist enterprises may be in conflict with 

each other or compete for resources, their overarching presence within the jihadist current 

enables them to be analysed and assessed through a shared analytical frame. 

Subsequently, this chapter analyses two innovations in terrorist violence, namely the 

incremental innovation that was 9/11 and the structural innovation that was the adoption of 

the organisational and strategic ideas of Abu Musab al-Suri. These violent innovations, 

particularly the shift towards individual jihad in the West, are crucially linked to the other 

framework elements considered here. The globalisation of the narratives of jihadism and 

martyrdom were central to the ability of the individual jihad strategy to be functional, which 

was, in turn, dependent on the exploitation of digital technology and the online environment 

to disseminate the necessary propaganda to inspire, instruct, and perpetuate these operations. 

The success of the jihadist movement has been built on a range of additional innovations over 

its modern existence, many of which have been fundamental to its ability to continually 

achieve strategic effects against adversaries. There is a particular focus in this case study on 

the communicative and narrative dynamics and the exploitation of emergent information and 

communications technologies. These have been fundamental to enabling and empowering the 

relatively moderate forms of violence deployed in Western jurisdictions. 

This chapter analyses how the integration of innovative forms of violence, the jihadist 

movement’s incorporation of communicative and narrative dynamics into its overall 

operational and strategic considerations and its leading-edge adoption of emergent 

information and communications technology have ensured its continued ability to dominate 

international security agendas for more than two decades. 
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While jihadist utilisation of digital technologies and the online environment have been 

integral to their ongoing adaptive success, so too has its capacity to maintain consistent 

propagation of their narrative. Without these elements, its ability to maintain operational 

capacity within Western jurisdictions, and thus continued relevance to international and 

national security, would have been greatly diminished. As with the previous case studies, it 

seeks to demonstrate how the fundamental behaviours and strategic logic that has informed 

jihadist terrorism reflects the enduring strategic logic that informed anarchist and Palestinian 

terrorism. While there is a clear distinction between the character of each of these case 

studies, across all three elements of the framework, the emphasis of this dissertation has been 

to evidence the continuity of strategic calculus across the case studies. 

Innovative Forms of Violence 

Under the auspices of what would become known as the Global War on Terror (GWOT), the 

various conflicts and expansive loci of engagement during the post-9/11 period have acted as 

incubators and accelerators of terrorist innovation, manifesting in an equally expansive 

number of tactical, strategic, revolutionary and incremental ways. The following analysis will 

utilise the innovative forms of violence element of the conceptual framework to demonstrate 

and explain several important, influential, and consequential innovations that became 

embedded within terrorist praxis during, and as a function of, these conflicts, and in response 

to associated countermeasures. 

The violent innovations analysed here constitute two discrete innovations: the incremental 

innovation of the 9/11 attacks and the structural innovation of decentralised facilitation of 

lone jihad and small cell terrorism. It is important to recognise that the jihadist movement has 

evolved within a unique operational context, resulting in a wide array of innovations that 

have provided necessary conditions for the innovations identified here. The duration of the 

movement itself and its high tempo engagement with its adversary in the post-9/11 context 

has meant that AQ and its affiliated entities, and the IS and its wilayats, have consistently 

been at the forefront of terrorist innovation for more than two decades. It is beyond the scope 

of this analysis to address the litany of innovations the jihadist movement has been 

responsible for. However, beginning with the strategic innovation of recalibrating to the far 

enemy targeting and the substantial consequences this produced, the jihadist movement has 

consistently adapted and recalibrated itself and its violence to ensure it could maximise its 

strategic effects. 
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Incremental Innovation: The Planes Operation 

9/11 was arguably the pinnacle of terrorist innovation in how it integrated its innovative 

forms of violence with an explicit communicative and narrative orientation and a clear 

visuality designed to exploit information and communications technology. The innovation 

element of the operation has been detailed extensively in the literature, most recently by 

Veilleux-Lepage in How Terrorism Evolves,843 by Gunaratna on the influence of the Bojinka 

Plot844 and by Lewis, who discusses the globalisation of martyrdom as a consequence of 

9/11.845 Further, Moghadam has written on the ‘synergistic interplay of both top-down and 

bottom-up innovation processes’.846 The following section briefly details the incremental 

innovation at the core of the 9/11 operations and teases out how it represents an archetypal 

demonstration of the integration of all three elements of the framework. 

While Veilleux-Lepage and Dolnik have both acknowledged that 9/11 was by no means the 

first instance of commandeering an aircraft with the express intention of weaponising it and 

targeting a building,847 9/11’s ambition, scale and sophistication of operational 

conceptualisation enables it to be assessed as a distinct manifestation that reflects a form of 

incremental innovation. As per conventional conceptualisation, it was a hijacking, infused 

with the principles of a suicide operation, conceived to dominate Western media. The 

operational conception did not, however, emerge in a vacuum. As Veilleux-Lepage noted, 

there is ‘clear evidence Khalid Sheikh Mohammed … was directly influenced by the well-

publicized 1994 hijacking of Flight 8969—and the failed plot to crash it into the Eiffel 

Tower—when planning the Bojinka Plot, which evolved into the plan for 9/11’.848 

The presence of a previous attempt to utilise an airliner as a weapon of mass destruction that 

inspired KSM, and the relatively central role of the Bojinka Plot849 in spawning the 9/11 

 
843 Veilleux-Lepage, How Terror Evolves. 
844 Rohan Gunaratna, ‘Al Qaeda’s Lose and Learn Doctrine: The Trajectory from Oplan Bojinka to 9/11’, in 
Forest, Teaching Terror, 153–67. 
845 Lewis, Business of Martyrdom. 
846 Assaf Moghadam, ‘Top-Down and Bottom-Up Innovation in Terrorism: The Case of the 9/11 Attacks’ 
(International Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT), 2013), http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep09439. 
847 Note that the underlying distinction between state and non-state perpetrators makes references to Japanese 
kamikaze actions of limited relevance here. 
848 Veilleux-Lepage, How Terror Evolves, 135. 
849 ‘The Bojinka plot consisted of three phases of attacks, all to be carried out within a short time period. The 
first was the assassination of Pope John Paul II … According to the plan, a suicide bomber was to dress up as a 
priest and detonate himself as the pope’s motorcade proceeded to San Carlos Seminary in Makati City…The 
second, and more ambitious, phase of the Bojinka plot involved what prosecutors later called wreaking “48 
hours of terror in the sky”. KSM’s and Youssef ’s scheme was to detonate eleven improvised explosive devices 
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attacks, demonstrate that while it was, in relation to its consequences, a substantial point of 

cleavage in terrorist praxis, there was incremental continuity in the planning phase and the 

operational conceptualisation. The 9/11 Commission Report notes that in the aftermath of the 

1993 World Trade Center bombing, Mohammed thought ‘he needed to graduate to a more 

novel form of attack’.850 In demonstrating the influential role that the Bojinka Plot had on the 

9/11 operation, Mohammed further reflected, ‘he and Yousef began thinking about using 

aircraft as weapons while working on the Manila air/Bojinka plot, and speculated about 

striking the World Trade Center and CIA headquarters as early as 1995’.851 

As spectacular as the 9/11 operation was, it built substantially on the previous practices of 

targeting airliners for terrorist purposes, which dates to the earliest PFLP operations. The 

jihadist movement’s incremental innovation was central to the operation’s success, but the 

movement was by no means the first terrorist organisation to hijack an airliner. What the 

jihadist movement successfully did was to meld suicide operations, which they had deployed 

previously in Operation Holy Kaaba and Operation al-Aqsa in 1998 and the ‘boats operation’ 

in 2000. Both the suicide operation and airplane hijacking components of the attacks were 

incremental innovations. Both drew on previous terrorist praxis, within the jihadist movement 

and beyond. 

The 9/11 attacks represent a consummate example of the kind of terrorism that the framework 

proposed herein seeks to understand and conceptualise. At the same time, the attack itself 

necessarily requires being understood as an outlier in terms of its sophistication, impact and 

scale. It is a paradigmatic example of the convergence of the three elements of the 

framework: the operational design fuses innovative forms of violence,852 there is an explicit 

consideration of communicative and narrative dynamics853 and an unambiguous 

consideration of the visual representation of the event. As an exemplar of terrorist operational 

design, the 9/11 attacks represent an exceptional demonstration of consideration of the 

necessary elements of terrorism that can cause strategic effect, as they are proposed herein. 
 

hidden in as many U.S. commercial airliners in midflight … the third phase of the Bojinka plot, in which he 
(Murad) was to conduct a suicide attack on CIA headquarters by crash-landing a small, explosives-laden 
airplane on the agency’s premises in Langley, Virginia’: Assaf Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad: 
Understanding Cooperation among Terrorist Actors (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2017), 225–
27. 
850 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, 9/11 Commission Report, 153. 
851 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, 9/11 Commission Report, 153. 
852 In this instance, the use of hijacked aircraft as ‘weapons of mass destruction’ as distinct from for the purposes 
of hostage negotiation. 
853 In this case, through the targeting of symbolic targets such as the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and in 
their original conceptualisation of the operation, the White House or the Capitol Building. 
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Nevertheless, the operations, especially the World Trade Center attack, exceeded even AQ’s 

expectations. It had not calculated that either or both towers would collapse. In contrast, the 

operation would have arguably been even more spectacular had the fourth plane successfully 

reached its intended target.854 The most important aspect of understanding 9/11 is arguably its 

capacity to calibrate terrorism to maximise effect while remaining an outlier. In this sense, 

9/11 was a genuinely unprecedented operation in terms of the number of fatalities, 

exceptionally ambitious regarding the synchronous nature of the operation and unparalleled 

in the effects it achieved and continues to achieve. 

As a propagandistic undertaking,855 9/11 was impactful on an unprecedented scale. The 

visuality of the attack’s conceptualisation, estimated to have been viewed by at least some 80 

million viewers in the US alone,856 was unique. The transformative power of the event, its 

visuality and tragedy, conspired to alter both the strategic orientation of the US and its allies 

and the international security agenda more fully. 9/11 impacted news and public discourse in 

minor yet consequential and fundamentally transformative ways. It changed the very manner 

in which news was broadcast and the place that news holds in society. The permanent arrival 

of the so-called ‘news ticker’857 evidences the minor yet consequential changes that 9/11 

wrought. The ‘news-ticker’s’ omnipresence is an extension of the sense of constant crisis, 

live involvement and potential dramatic consequence that Ellsworth captured when she 

stated, on the initial real-time, near-ubiquitous coverage: 

for those first two hours on Sept. 11, television’s broken coverage exceeds the 
representational and entails the performative. Television news is no longer simply 
an artifact that represents something elsewhere, at some other time. Instead, it exists 
in the moment, and it exists, in part, as an appointment to witness that cannot be 
escaped.858 

 
854 The 9/11 Commission Report notes that the hijacker of United Flight 93’s ‘objective was to crash his airliner 
into symbols of the American Republic, the Capitol or the White House’: National Commission on Terrorist 
Attacks upon the United States, 9/11 Commission Report, 14. 
855 The following sections draw on ideas from Richard Schechner, ‘9/11 as Avant-Garde Art?’ PMLA 124, no. 5 
(2009): 1820–29. 
856 Lisa de Moraes, ‘For an Extraordinary Week, Nielsen Puts the Ratings Aside’, Washington Post, 20 
September 2001, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/2001/09/20/for-an-extraordinary-week-
nielsen-puts-the-ratings-aside/52bf74fc-af28-4c43-bbd8-d86509843b9c/. 
857 Paul Farhi, ‘The “Crawl” Fed Our Need for Constant News on 9/11. It Never Went Away’, Washington Post, 
11 September 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/media/cable-news-crawl-ticker-
911/2021/09/10/1219ccc8-0ce5-11ec-a6dd-296ba7fb2dce_story.html. 
858 Elizabeth Ellsworth, ‘Media and the Un-Representable: The Brief Time of Audience-as-Witness to 9/11’ 
(Media in Transition 3: Television: Television in Transition International Conference, Cambridge, MA, 2003), 
8. 
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9/11 created a deep cleavage in the conventional patterns of everyday existence. Not just 

through what would become the enduring presence of security and the associated practices 

and discourses, but through the impacts of a permanent war footing on a multitude of 

components of everyday life. Again, concerning the impacts on television news, Spigel 

observed the continual coverage that, on the major television networks in the US lasted for up 

to a week, ‘contributed to a sense of estrangement from ordinary life, not simply because of 

the unexpected nature of the attack itself but also because television’s normal routines—its 

everyday schedule and ritualized flow—had been disordered’.859 

The transnationality of the event and the global nature of the broadcasting of the footage 

meant that as far away as the mountains of Afghanistan, members of the Taliban would rue 

the events and the inevitable consequences they foresaw. As Mullah Cable, a Taliban 

enforcer, noted to Anand Gopal, ‘everything changed when the planes hit. That was the 

biggest mistake that ever happened to us.’860 This transnationality is further demonstrated by 

the emergence, only three days post the attacks, of bootlegged DVDs of the attacks in video 

stores in China. As Hessler recounted, ‘they stocked them on the same racks as the 

Hollywood movies … All of the 9/11 videos had been packaged to look like Hollywood 

movies. I found a DVD entitled The Century’s Great Catastrophe; the box front featured 

photographs of Osama bin Laden, George W. Bush and the burning Twin Towers.’861 

As a globally mediated event, anchored by its inherent and intentional visuality, 9/11 

reverberated and continues to reverberate as an accelerated and amplified iteration of the 

processes that followed the 1881 assassination of Alexander II and the ‘hijacking’ of the 1972 

Munich Olympics. The specificity of the choreographed, highly calibrated performative 

violence of 9/11 inspired German composer, Karlheinz Stockhausen, to comment only days 

after the attack that 9/11 was ‘the greatest work of art imaginable for the whole cosmos.’862 

 
859 Lynn Spigel, ‘Entertainment Wars: Television Culture after 9/11’, American Quarterly 56, no. 2 (2004): 237. 
860 Gopal, No Good Men among the Living, 11. 
861 Peter Hessler, Oracle Bones: A Journey between China’s Past and Present, 1st ed. (New York, NY: 
HarperCollins, 2006), 311–12. 
862 His further remarks included, ‘Minds achieving something in an act that we couldn’t even dream of in music, 
people rehearsing like mad for ten years, preparing fanatically for a concert, and then dying; just imagine what 
happened there. You have people who are that focused on a performance and then 5,000 people are dispatched 
to the afterlife, in a single moment. I couldn’t do that. By comparison, we composers are nothing.’ The New 
York Magazine article cited here included a clarification from Stockhausen. Terry Castle, “Stockhausen, 
Karlheinz’, New York Magazine, 27 August 2011, https://nymag.com/news/9-11/10th-anniversary/karlheinz-
stockhausen/. 
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The scale and audacity of the attacks would drive not only an enduring and globally 

operationalised counter-response but would shape and drive conflict for decades beyond the 

attack. The success of 9/11 was in AQ’s provocation of the ‘far enemy’ and the international 

community into confronting the attack. Beginning in Afghanistan and expanding to a near-

global, perpetual and expansive confrontation, the GWOT would fundamentally define the 

first decades of the twenty-first century. These conflicts would, in turn, drive an ongoing 

acceleration in the evolution and innovation of terrorist practice. It is to these conflicts and 

the practices of the terrorist organisations spawned by the GWOT that this analysis now 

turns, focusing on two particular terrorist organisations: AQAP and IS. 

Structural Innovation: Individual and Small Cell Jihad 

As post-2001 counterterrorism expanded and evolved in both scope and efficacy, the capacity 

of jihadist terrorists to successfully undertake operations within Western jurisdictions was 

substantially impacted. This impact was especially relevant for larger, complex, mass-

casualty terrorist spectaculars. The operational logistics of these types of attacks dramatically 

increased the opportunity for disruption, as did the comparatively extended planning cycle. In 

this context, the strategic and organisational theory of Syrian jihadist, Abu Musab al-Suri,863 

deeply shaped the jihadist movement’s strategic and operational thinking. Of all the various 

unique characteristics of al-Suri, the most consequential and representative of a broader 

cohort of strategists that emerged within jihadist ranks in the early 2000s864 was his 

preparedness to continue ‘insisting that the use of violence should be based on a thorough, 

rational long-term strategy’.865 His approximately 1600 page tome, da‘wat al-muqawamah 

al-islamiyyah al-‘alamiyyah (The Global Islamic Resistance Call), would cement al-Suri as 

the ‘one of the foremost jihadi strategists of our time’,866 and significantly impact the 

strategic calculus of the jihadist movement, especially concerning striking within Western 

jurisdictions. His consistent advocacy of what he referred to as ‘individual jihad and small 

cell terrorism’,867 and what is now referred to as lone-actor terrorism within the broader 

 
863 Al-Suri is the nom de guerre of Mustafa bin Abd al-Qadir Setmariam Nasar, see Lia, Architect of Global 
Jihad, 1. 
864 For the first articulation of this cohort and their work, see Lia and Hegghammer, ‘Jihadi Strategic Studies’. 
865 Lia, Architect of Global Jihad, 3. 
866 Lia, Architect of Global Jihad, 4. 
867 Lia’s biography contains a translation of Chapter 8 of The Global Islamic Resistance Call, entitled The 
Military Theory of the Global Islamic Resistance Call; and Theory on the Organization and System of Action in 
the Global Islamic Resistance Call. Al-Suri notes, ’this section is the heart of this two-volume book. The whole 
book was composed for the sake of this section, and all the prefaces and chapters were organized specifically for 
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public discourse, would come to constitute the overwhelming majority of actual 

manifestations of jihadist terrorism within Western jurisdictions, especially in the period 

following the declaration of the Caliphate by IS. Al-Suri’s ideas would underpin a structural 

innovation by the jihadist movement, implemented initially by Anwar al-Awlaki and through 

the AQAP-published Inspire magazine and substantially enhanced by IS as a component of 

their full-spectrum propaganda campaign. 

By the early 2000s, the jihadist movement had successfully innovated strategically and 

reorientated itself, or at least its operational vanguard, towards the far enemy. Repeated large-

scale terrorist spectaculars had demonstrated both their commitment and ability to target the 

far enemy, a commitment that culminated with the 9/11 operations. Additionally, the 

movement made martyrdom broadly and suicide operations specifically a central component 

of their global narrative. In doing so, they had made terrorism, jihadism and martyrdom 

culturally and symbolically interchangeable, succeeding in establishing a globally 

consequential discourse that would enable the structural innovation analysed here. The 

operationalisation of al-Suri’s doctrine of individual jihad relied on the aforementioned 

targeting determinations and the established global narrative regarding martyrdom and 

suicide operations. These two previous innovations enabled the various audiences who 

witnessed the low capability operations that Awlaki’s Inspire and IS’s propaganda campaign 

facilitated to interpret these as acts of jihadist terrorism—perpetrated by committed 

operatives willing to sacrifice themselves for their ideology, regardless of the depth of their 

actual ideological commitment or comprehension. 

While al-Suri was a strategist, his intellectual contribution straddled both military theory and 

organisational theory, with the latter enabling the operationalisation of his military thought. 

His famous epithet, Nizam la Tanzim (system, not an organisation),868 reflected his 

perspective on the need to reconceive how the jihadist movement and the organisations 

within it must be coordinated to facilitate and enable his concept of individual jihad. The 

perspective taken here is to focus on the aspects of al-Suri’s work that advocated for and 

articulated how individual jihad could be facilitated and contextualised within a broader 

jihadist strategy. Al-Suri’s concept is succinctly articulated by Ryan, who noted, ‘al-Suri’s 

intention in his new strategy is to give guidance and inspiration to individual Muslims, 

 
this part. It contains the essence and substance of our idea’. This translation is from pages 347–484. Lia, 
Architect of Global Jihad, 351. 
868 Acharya and Marwah, ‘Nizam, La Tanzim’. 
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mostly young men, to perform terrorism against those the jihadists consider to be enemies. 

These young men are to become terrorists in their own countries without belonging to an 

organization’.869 

A central enabling element of this restructuring, whereby al-Suri divided the jihadist 

movement into three ‘circles’,870 was propaganda and the internet. In creating a ‘system’ that 

enabled the individuals and small cells within Western jurisdictions to become ideologically 

motivated and obtain something resembling training and education regarding terrorist 

tradecraft, the distribution of propaganda would be essential. As Ryan noted, al-Suri 

‘acknowledges that the Internet can facilitate the dissemination of training material for 

terrorism in a way that was not previously possible’.871 Al-Suri goes as far as to recommend 

the establishment of ‘secret propaganda or agitation unit[s]’872 Al-Suri himself wrote: 

The mission of these units is to spread the Call to Resistance and distribute its 
literature and researches, and studies and various programs by secret means, 
especially the Internet. It should translate the researches [sic] and communications 
of the Resistance into …world languages.873 

Awlaki’s operationalisation informs the preliminary focus here on these key concepts. His 

prototypical establishment, via his role in AQAP, of a system that sought to ‘spread the Call 

to Resistance’ was drawn substantially from the restructures advocated by al-Suri. Burke 

argued previously that Awlaki and al-Suri were deeply influential and consequential actors in 

the modern jihadist current, noting that ‘if al-Awlaki was the propagandist who did most to 

shape today’s threat against the West, and al-Zawahiri and al-Baghdadi are currently the most 

influential commanders, then al-Suri is the strategist of greatest relevance’.874 

Additionally, al-Suri was not alone in his advocacy of individual jihad or of enhancing 

propaganda output to facilitate these types of operations. In 2006, Muhammad Khalil al-

Hakaymah published A New Strategic Method in the Resistance of the Occupier, which 

included specific sections dedicated to advocating individualised jihad.875 Importantly, al-

Suri was by no means the first or the only jihadi strategist or theorist to advocate the 

 
869 Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 238. 
870 Central Circle, Coordination Circle (Noncentralized Units), Call Circle (General Units if the Call to Global 
Islamic Resistance). 
871 Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 249. 
872 Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 250. 
873 Al-Suri, cited in Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 250. 
874 Burke, The New Threat, 164. 
875 Al-Hakaymah, ‘Toward a New Strategy in Resisting the Occupier’, in Lacey, Canons of Jihad, 147–61. 
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importance of the media or propaganda more specifically. As early as the 1990s, writers such 

as Mohamed Atef provided what Melagrou-Hitchens called ‘the basic framework for the 

movement’s media strategy’.876 Melagrou-Hitchens also highlighted the later work of Abu 

Hudaifa, who in June 2000 wrote to bin Laden mounting an argument regarding ‘what he saw 

as a failure on the part of the movement to use alternative media to its advantage’.877 Awlaki 

is considered here in the context of continuity regarding media and propaganda activities that 

will be further analysed in the next section on narrative and communicative dynamics. This 

section focuses on Awlaki as a prototypical propagandist who embraced the online 

environment and explicitly sought to share and operationalise al-Suri’s individual jihad. The 

discussion herein necessarily reflects the interrelated nature of al-Suri’s concept of individual 

jihad, with propaganda itself and the exploitation of the online environment. It includes a 

preliminary historical context to jihadist propaganda and the exploitation of the online 

environment. 

Phase 1: Anwar al-Awlaki and Inspire 

There are few dissenting views on the proposition that the online environment has become a 

crucial vector for the radicalisation of Western jihadist terrorists, nor on the role of Anwar al-

Awlaki in establishing the prototypical model of how to effectively inspire terrorist actions 

via digital means. Awlaki’s influence escalated through the mid and late 2000s, and he only 

began to explicitly endorse and advocate violence from 2005.878 It was not until 2010, with 

the publication of the first edition of Inspire, the English-language digital publication he co-

published with fellow American, Samir Khan, that the project began to manifest in a way that 

would provide the foundation for IS’s refinement. 

It is important to note that Awlaki and Khan were not the first to publish English-language 

jihadist magazines, either in hard copy or digitally. In the digital domain, Ingram and Lewis 

pointed out that this honour goes to the 1990s Australian publication Nida’ul Islam,879 

followed a decade later by Jihad Recollections, also published by Samir Khan.880 It is further 

 
876 Meleagrou-Hitchens, Incitement, 136. 
877 Meleagrou-Hitchens, Incitement, 136. 
878 Meleagrou-Hitchens, Incitement, 95. 
879 Copies of Nida’ul Islam are available at: https://webarchive.nla.gov.au/tep/31890. 
880 Haroro J. Ingram and Jon Lewis, ‘The Founding Fathers of American Jihad: The Impacts and Legacies of 
Anwar al-Awlaki, Samir Khan and Ahmad Abousamra’, GW Program on Extremism, published 2021, 
https://extremism.gwu.edu/sites/g/files/zaxdzs2191/f/The%20Founding%20Fathers%20of%20American%20Jih
ad.pdf. 
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noted here that the second edition881 of Jihadi Recollections contains what amounts to a book 

review of Brynjar Lia’s biography of al-Suri, Architect of Global Jihad.882 All three editions 

contain material authored by Awlaki. By 2009, when Khan and Awlaki began to prepare the 

first edition of Inspire, al-Suri’s influence and ideas on enabling individual jihad were at the 

centre of their considerations. As Melagrou-Hitchens noted in his biography of Awlaki, ‘the 

editors, led by Awlaki’s protégé Samir Khan, saw their work as a direct extension and 

realization of al-Suri’s vision and regularly reproduced sections of his book in the pages of 

the magazine’.883 

By this point, Awlaki had already built a significant online presence, straddling the majority 

of available social media platforms of the period, including numerous YouTube sermons,884 a 

Facebook page and a website.885 His influence, anchored in the mediums he exploited and his 

cultivation of a charismatic, self-styled ‘warrior-scholar’886 persona, meant that it was 

unsurprising that he ‘became al-Qa`ida’s most effective English-language recruiter … For 

years, when an American or a Canadian or a Briton has turned up in jihadist terrorism, 

investigators have routinely discovered a long trail of al-Awlaki material on his computer’.887 

Further evidencing the operationalisation of al-Suri’s organisational principles and strategic 

thought is the frequent presence of extracts of al-Suri’s writing in Inspire. The first edition 

contained the inaugural ‘History and Strategy’ section, which entailed an extract entitled The 

Schools of Jihad explaining al-Suri’s explanation of the three primary organisational 

components for the broader jihadist movement, including what he referred to as ‘The school 

of individual jihād and small cell terrorism’.888 Of the 17 published editions of Inspire, al-

Suri is cited at length in nine. These constituted multipage extracts of his doctrinal writings 

on individual jihad and small cell terrorism, drawn directly from his Global Islamic 

 
881 Jihad Recollections, Iss. 2, 2009 http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_Fursan_Jihad_Recollections2.pdf 
[password protected]. 
882 Lia, Architect of Global Jihad. 
883 Meleagrou-Hitchens, Incitement, 138. 
884 In late 2017, Google, the parent company that owns YouTube, acted to remove much of Awlaki’s content 
from its platform. See Scott Shane, ‘In “Watershed Moment”, YouTube Blocks Extremist Cleric’s Message’, 
New York Times, 12 November 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/12/us/politics/youtube-terrorism-
anwar-al-awlaki.html. 
885 Archived versions of his website are available here: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080901042602/www.anwar-alawlaki.com. 
886 Craig Whiteside and Haroro J. Ingram, ‘The Yemen Raid and the Ghost of Anwar Al-Awlaki the Enduring 
Propaganda Value of a Martyr’, The Atlantic, 9 February 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/02/yemen-raid-trump-awlaki-al-qaeda-isis/516180/. 
887 Shane, ‘Enduring Influence of Anwar Al-Awlaki’, 15. 
888 Inspire, vol. 01, Al-Malahem Media, 2010, 48. http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_AQAP_Inspire1.pdf 
[password protected] 
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Resistance Call.889 The explicit promotion, endorsement and leveraging of al-Suri’s work 

served to provide an authoritative critical basis upon which the conceptualisation of 

individual jihad and small cell terrorism, or lone jihad, as Inspire would come to refer to it as, 

could be propagated and in turn, acted upon. 

In addition to the explicit republishing of al-Suri’s work on individual terrorism and small 

cell jihad, Inspire focuses extensively on promoting the ‘brand’ of what it referred to as ‘lone 

jihad’, as well as providing instructional material to enable those it ‘inspired’ to be capable of 

undertaking operations. The first edition was famous for providing instructional material for 

constructing the pressure cooker bomb, under the headline of ‘How to Make a Bomb in the 

Kitchen of Your Mom’, used by the Tsarnaev brothers in perpetrating the Boston bombings 

of 2013.890 

The Boston operation provides a useful case study in how instructional material and a broader 

legitimising narrative context contribute to the materialisation of individual jihadist 

operations. In addition to the admission of the surviving Tsarnaev brother on the instructions 

for the pressure cooker bomb, several other components of jihadist propaganda can be 

identified that potentially contributed to its radicalisation. Over the three years between the 

publication of the pressure cooker article and the Boston bombings, additional editions of 

Inspire contained material of relevance. For example, the ninth edition of Inspire, published 

in May 2012, contained an al-Suri extract entitled, ‘The Most Important Enemy Targets 

Aimed at by the Individual Jihad’. In this section, al-Suri referred to ‘targets such as crowded 

sports arenas, annual social events’.891 Additionally, the tenth edition, published only a month 

before the attack, included a two-page section with a lengthy article entitled ‘Knights of the 

Lone Jihad’, opposite a full-page image of a hoodie-wearing individual foregrounded before 

a darkened evening skyline, with the phrase ‘man, jihad, alone’ superimposed on his hoodie 

and a stencil image of an AK-47. At the bottom left of the page: ‘This is a lone-mujahid 

ad’.892 Released shortly after the tenth edition of Inspire, the Lone Mujahid Pocketbook 

 
889 There is no mention of al-Suri in editions 3, 11, 14, 15, 16 and 17. He is only quoted in no. 7 and mentioned 
only by name in 13. 
890 Anne Speckhard, ‘The Boston Marathon Bombers’, Perspectives on Terrorism 7, no. 3 (2013): 64–78; Hilary 
A. Sarat-St. Peter, ‘ “Make a Bomb in the Kitchen of Your Mom”: Jihadist Tactical Technical Communication 
and the Everyday Practice of Cooking’, Technical Communication Quarterly 26, no. 1 (January 2017): 76–91, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10572252.2016.1275862. 
891 Inspire, vol. 09, Al-Malahem Media. 2012, 23. http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_AQAP_Inspire9.pdf 
[password protected] 
892 Inspire, Vol. 10, Al-Malahem Media, 2013, 25. http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_AQAP_Inspire10.pdf 
[password protected] 

http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_AQAP_Inspire9.pdf
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compiled all previous ‘Open Source Jihad’ sections of Inspire and included the following 

introductory remarks, speaking explicitly to the individual jihadi operational orientation of 

the publication. It stated: 

R u dreamin’ of wagin’ jihadi attacks against kuffar? Have u been lookin’ 4 a way to 

join the mujahideen in frontlines, but you haven’t found any? Well, there’s no need to 

travel abroad, coz the frontline has come to you. Wanna know how? Just read ‘n’ 

apply the contents of this guide which has practical ‘n’ creative ways to please Allah 

by killing his enemies ‘n’ healing the believers’ chests.893 

Awlaki provided a crucial form of continuity between the previous generation of jihadists and 

the current, technologically savvy generation. He also facilitated access to non-Arabic-

speaking recruits, looking for simplistic endorsement rather than theologically measured 

considerations. Awlaki has transcended organisational transitions and fractures within the 

movement. To Western audiences, his position within AQAP was of far less consequence 

than his empowering and enabling message of individual action. Shane noted, ‘no figure in 

jihadist propaganda has eclipsed his well-established brand. He remains as relevant to a new 

generation of American jihadis inspired by the IS as he was to their predecessors whose 

allegiance was to al-Qa`ida’.894 

The Counter Extremism Project estimates that Awlaki can be linked to nearly 100 terrorist 

attacks across the US and Europe.895 This influence ranges from the direct email 

communications he maintained with the Fort Hood shooter, Nidal Hassan,896 or the in-person 

influence of Awlaki on Cherif Kouachi, who, along with his brother, perpetrated the attacks 

on the offices of the French satirical newspaper, Charlie Hebdo in 2015. Kouachi told a 

French journalist: ‘I, Cherif Kouachi, was sent by al-Qaeda in Yemen … I went there, and it 

was Sheik Anwar al-Awlaki who financed me’. In the more abstracted form of influence, 

Syed Rizwan Farook, a perpetrator of the 2015 San Bernadino shooting that killed 14 people, 

was alleged to have immersed himself in Awlaki’s output with his neighbour: 

 
893 Lone Mujahid Pocketbook, Al-Malahem Media, 2013, 2. 
http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_AQAP_Mujahid_Pocketbook.pdf [password protected] 
894 Shane, ‘CTC Sentinel’. 
895 Counter Extremism Project, ‘Anwar Al-Awlaki’, published 2019, 
https://www.counterextremism.com/anwar-al-awlaki. 
896 Shane notes that for both Hassan and Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, ‘Awlaki was not a passing influence but 
a guide who became, over the course of several years, the center of their ideological universe’: Scott Shane, 
Objective Troy: A Terrorist, a President, and the Rise of the Drone, 1st paper ed. (New York, NY: Tim Duggan 
Books, 2016), 190–91. 
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discussing the extremist views of the now-deceased imam and Islamic lecturer 
Anwar al-Aulaqi … by 2011 … spent most of his time at Farook’s residence 
listening to lectures and watching videos involving radical Islamic content. Those 
materials included Inspire Magazine, the official publication of AQAP (AQAP), and 
videos produced by Al-Shabaab. In August 2011, Farook informed Marquez of his 
interest in joining AQAP in Yemen.897 

Awlaki’s transcendence of organisational divisions is best evidenced in the December 2013 

release of ‘From the Words of Scholars about the Project of the IS’.898 This took a 2008 

lecture899 by Awlaki and overlayed an audio extract over footage of what was then referred to 

as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) engaged in combat. The short audio 

consisted of Awlaki’s commentary regarding the 2006 establishment of the ‘Islamic State in 

Iraq’, upon which he stated, ‘I believe this to be a monumental event. It represents a move of 

the idea from the theoretical realm to the real world. The idea of establishing the Islamic rule 

and establishing Caliphate on earth is now not any more talk, it is action’.900 

Awlaki was killed in a drone strike by the US Government in 2011, and numerous authors 

have discussed his enduring influence on Western jihadists, regardless of their specific 

organisational affiliations. His digitally available content, message and profile, enhanced by 

his ‘martyrdom’, have resulted in him having created a legacy that ‘leveraged perceptions of 

crisis in his primary communities of potential support: Muslim Diasporas in the West’.901 It 

would be these same ‘Muslim Diasporas in the West’ that IS and its Western-oriented 

propaganda campaign would seek to recruit and radicalise for hijra, and subsequently, hijra 

or jihad. The following section will provide a discussion of Dabiq and Rumiyah, the two 

English-language publications most synonymous with ISs’ efforts in the West and the 

numerous operations the organisation was able to ‘inspire.’ 

Phase 2: IS, Dabiq, Rumiyah and Just Terror Tactics 

Despite the perception that the James Foley video release created, IS did not simply appear in 

2014. In fact, it has a much longer lineage, reaching back to the establishment of Jamāʻat al-
 

897 Department of Justice, ‘California Man Charged with Conspiring to Provide Material Support to Terrorism 
and Being ‘Straw Purchaser’ of Assault Rifles Ultimately Used in San Bernardino, California, Attack’, 17 
December 2015, https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/california-man-charged-conspiring-provide-material-support-
terrorism-and-being-straw. 
898 From the Words of Scholars about the Project of the Islamic State, al-I'tisaam Media Foundation, 2013. 
https://ent.siteintelgroup.com/Jihadist-News/isil-video-features-posthumous-clip-of-awlaki-promoting-islamic-
state.html [password protected] 
899 Shane, Objective Troy, 316. 
900 From the Words of Scholars about the Project of the Islamic State. 
901 Ingram, Charismatic Leadership, 199. 
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Tawḥīd wa-al-Jihād (The Organisation of Monotheism and Jihad) by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi 

in 1999. After serving a sentence in prison in Jordan, he fled to Afghanistan, establishing a 

training camp in Herat.902 Stenersen noted that even in Afghanistan in the late 90s, Zarqawi 

was renowned for his broad interpretation of the practice of takfir. The author cited senior 

AQ figure, Saif al’Adl,903 as having said ‘al-Zarqawi was a controversial figure among al-

Qaida’s leaders, due to his “uncompromising” views on issues such as takfir’.904 This broad 

interpretation, which Fishman claimed ‘continues to define the IS’,905 would ultimately 

coalesce into two key concepts. First, a view that what constitutes a ‘true Muslim’ ultimately 

meant that ‘the vast majority of the world’s Muslims are considered apostates and deserving 

of death’.906 Second, ‘a dramatic redistribution of ideological and political authority from a 

rarefied class of religious scholars to frontline jihadis’.907 It was, in part, this approach to 

takfir and the authority to determine the validity of theological interpretation that would 

underpin IS’ approach to its military operations, use of violence and a broader propaganda 

campaign. The brutal, performative violence against westerners and fellow Muslims, 

demonstrated most spectacularly by the 2015 Healing the Believer’s Chests908 video that 

depicted Jordanian fighter pilot, Muath al-Kasasbeh’s, immolation, was an extension of these 

foundational ideological precepts, referred to Fishman by as ‘Zarqawism’. Well before the 

brutality of A Message to America, and the litany of hyper-violent propaganda content 

generated by IS during its ‘remaining and expanding’ phase, Zarqawi was responsible for 

preliminary propaganda outputs of an equally, if not as professionally calibrated or 

choreographed standard, which would have deep and abiding impacts on jihadism in the late-

twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries. 

The propaganda video of the beheading of Nicholas Berg, released in 2004, would provide a 

prototypical demonstration of what would ultimately become one of the most synonymous 

and high-profile representations of the IS. Zarqawi’s organisation understood the value of 
 

902 Stenersen, Al-Qaida in Afghanistan, 118. 
903 Soufan refers to al-`Adl as ‘one of the most experienced professional soldiers in the worldwide jihadi 
movement’. Ali H. Soufan, ‘Al-Qa`ida’s Soon-To-Be Third Emir? A Profile of Saif al-`Adl’, CTC Sentinel 14, 
no. 2 (2021), https://ctc.usma.edu/al-qaidas-soon-to-be-third-emir-a-profile-of-saif-al-adl/. 
904 Stenersen, Al-Qaida in Afghanistan, 119. 
905 Fishman, Master Plan, 60. 
906 Fishman, Master Plan, 60. 
907 Fishman, Master Plan, 61. 
908 The video is available at: Healing of the Believers’ Chests, al-Furqan Media Foundation, 2015. 
https://ent.siteintelgroup.com/Multimedia/is-releases-video-showing-jordanian-pilot-mu-adh-al-kasasibah-
being-burned-alive.html For a description of the content of the video see Kraidy, particularly pages 1200–3. 
Marwan M. Kraidy, ‘The Projectilic Image: Islamic State’s Digital Visual Warfare and Global Networked 
Affect’, Media, Culture & Society 39, no. 8 (November 2017): 1194–1209, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717725575. 
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propaganda and took advantage of the digital capabilities of the period. Zarqawi relied on the 

newfound capacity for sharing audio and video files. Fishman noted the work of Irhabi 007 

(Terrorist 007), whose real name was Younis Tsouli and who frequently reposted Zarqawi’s 

output across various file-sharing sites to provide a degree of resilience in the face of counter 

efforts.909 The release of the infamous video of Nicholas Berg’s beheading did not occur in a 

vacuum. It was part of an intentional campaign that Zarqawi had launched in the months 

prior. As Eedle has noted: 

in little more than a month, during April and May of 2004, he rocketed to worldwide 

fame, infamy if you will, by a deliberate combination of extreme violence and 

Internet publicity. It began in early April, when al-Zarqawi issued a half-hour audio 

recording which explained exactly who he was, what he had done, and why he was 

fighting. It was a comprehensive, branding statement.910 

In May of 2004, the release of the video of Nicholas Berg kneeling in an orange jumpsuit and 

beheaded by Zarqawi went viral, catapulting Zarqawi to international infamy. It should be 

noted that Berg was not the only Westerner beheaded by Zarqawi and Tawḥīd wa-al-Jihād, 

with the organisation claiming at least nine additional beheadings.911 While Zarqawi was not 

the original innovator of these outputs, he was certainly the originator of their global presence 

as a discreet product.912 The choregraphed, performative and highly calibrated violence of 

Zarqawi would distinguish his propaganda output from that of his predecessors. It 

demonstrated the power of the newly globally present visuality of jihadist propaganda and its 

scope to shape and drive international security discourse and narratives. As Eedle noted about 

the power and consequences of the release of the Berg video and subsequent replications, 

‘that moment started a withdrawal of foreign contractors which, with repetition, has 

paralyzed reconstruction work in Iraq and done as much if not more to undermine U.S. 

plans’.913 Having captured the attention of allies and enemies alike, Zarqawi was, in the 

 
909 Fishman, Master Plan, 56–57. 
910 Karen J. Greenberg, Al Qaeda Now: Understanding Todays Terrorists (New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 124. 
911 Fishman, Master Plan, 57. 
912 Burke notes, ’the pioneers of the genre were the Chechen militants in the late 1990s, but the first such 
production to come to wider attention was the execution of US journalist Daniel Pearl in Karachi in 2002, 
posted on the Internet by Pakistani militants led by Khaled Sheik Mohammed’: Burke, The New Threat, 205. 
913 Greenberg, Al Qaeda Now, 126. 
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aftermath of the release and virality of the video, ‘endorsed by Osama bin Laden as “Emir” 

(i.e., leader) of al Qaeda in Iraq’.914 

The intertwined legacies of Zarqawi and beheading videos would come to be reflected in the 

immensely powerful propaganda campaign that IS would launch, including, but by no means 

limited to, the Western-orientated elements of that campaign. IS had been significantly 

operational within the Syrian Civil War theatre before its dramatic June 2014 ‘revival of the 

medieval Islamic institution of the caliphate’.915 However, the distribution of the August 

2014 A Message to America video catapulted the organisation into the centre of international 

security discourse. It prompted strategic responses from the US and its allies, who launched 

what would ultimately become Operation Inherent Resolve.916 The immediate impact of the 

video, a press conference held by the US President and an escalation of US and allied 

responses to the conflict in Syria and Iraq, was intimately related to and shaped by the public 

perception of and response to the videos released by IS.917 The videos became what 

Kozlowska, writing for the New York Times, referred to as ‘a modern guillotine execution 

spectacle, with YouTube as the town square’.918 

The beheading videos successfully thrust IS, jihadism, martyrdom and the context of the wars 

in Syria and Iraq into the headlines of the international news media, driving a substantial 

escalation in US-led military and intelligence responses. In addition, according to estimates 

by The Soufan Centre, foreign fighter numbers would dramatically increase from 2014 

onwards. They estimated in 2014 that ‘over 12,000 foreign fighters have gone to Syria since 

the 3-year conflict began … from at least 81 countries’ and that ‘about 3,000 foreign fighters 

are from Western countries’.919 By 2015, according to updated assessments by The Soufan 

Group, ‘between 27,000 and 31,000 people have traveled to Syria and Iraq to join the IS and 

 
914 Maura Conway, ‘From Al-Zarqawi to al-Awlaki: The Emergence and Development of an Online Radical 
Milieu’, CTX 2, no. 4 (2012): 14. 
915 David J. Wasserstein, Black Banners of ISIS: The Roots of the New Caliphate (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2017), 27. 
916 It should be noted that operations began before the operational name was determined. Margaret Hartmann, 
‘The U.S. Can’t Come Up with a Name for the Operation Against ISIS’, New York Magazine, 3 October 2014, 
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2014/10/us-needs-a-name-for-the-operation-against-isis.html. 
917 Hashim notes, ‘On September 14, 2014, a second video, with the same title, showed the beheading of another 
hostage … On September 14, 2014, the organisation ran a third video, “message to America’s Allies”, in which 
IS members were shown beheading British hostage David Haines, followed by yet another video on October 3 
that showed the beheading of a second British hostage … a third American hostage … was subsequently 
beheaded as well’: Hashim, Caliphate at War, 179. 
918 Hanna Kozlowska, ‘Should We Be Seeing Gruesome Acts? And If So, Where?’ Op-Talk (blog), 25 August 
2014, https://op-talk.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/08/25/should-we-be-seeing-gruesome-acts-and-if-so-where/. 
919 Richard Barrett, ‘Foreign Fighters in Syria’ (Soufan Group, 2014), 6, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep10783. 
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other violent extremist groups’.920 While it is difficult to assert that the beheading videos 

themselves or the broader propaganda campaign was the driver of the dramatic escalation in 

foreign fighter inflows, what can be highlighted is that the propaganda campaign narratives 

contained a consistent focus on the call to hijrah. Ingram noted that editions three through 

seven of Dabiq magazine, IS’ English-language digital product, published from 2014 

onwards, focused on ‘the obligation of all “true” Muslims to migrate to “their” Caliphate’.921 

He noted that the third edition featured a cover story entitled ‘A Call to Hijrah’. The opening 

article quoted Zarqawi as stating, ‘so I swear by the One to whom I will return, that there is 

no real jihad in Iraq except with the presence of the muhajirin [migrants], the sons of the 

generous ummah, those who have left their tribes, those who bring victory to Allah and His 

Messenger.’922 

However, the focus here shifts beyond the historical lineage of the IS, its declaration of a 

Caliphate and the substantive foreign fighter inflows. Rather, it is the concerted effort to 

establish a capacity to ‘inspire’ sympathisers to undertake operations within Western 

jurisdictions, with a particular focus on lone-actor operations that is analysed. While IS was 

responsible for inspired attacks that achieved high numbers of fatalities, such as the 2016 

Nice, France, truck-ramming attack that killed 84 people,923 the 2016 Pulse nightclub 

shooting in Orlando that killed 49 people and the sophisticated, multiphase mass-casualty 

incidents like the 2015 Paris attacks and the 2016 Brussels bombings, the overwhelming 

majority of its operational activity in Western jurisdictions were achieved through individual 

jihad and small cell terrorism—as per al-Suri’s strategic and organisational theories. IS 

undertook a full-spectrum propaganda campaign that provided a litany of narratives and 

approaches to inspiring lone-actor terrorism. At the core of this campaign, and providing an 

ideal departure point for analysis, is the September 2014 audio release of Indeed Your Lord Is 

Ever Watchful, delivered by Abu Muhammed al-Adnani. 

It is difficult to demonstrate the same type of direct influence and lineage regarding al-Suri in 

IS’ conceptualisation of lone-actor terrorism compared to the direct propagation of his 

writings that Awlaki and Inspire evidenced. Still, it is possible to demonstrate that al-Suri 

 
920 Soufan Group, ‘Foreign Fighters: An Updated Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters into Syria and 
Iraq’ (Soufan Group, 2015), http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep10784. 
921 Ingram, ‘Islamic State’s English-Language Magazines’. 
922 Ingram, ‘Islamic State’s English-Language Magazines’, 12. 
923 Petter Nesser, Anne Stenersen and Emilie Oftedal, ‘Jihadi Terrorism in Europe’, Perspectives on Terrorism 
10, no. 6 (2016): 3. 
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significantly influenced IS, albeit in a more overarching manner. For instance, Ryan noted 

that al-Suri was ‘a major influence on the ISIS group’s military doctrine’. Whiteside noted 

that the foundational influence al-Suri had on Zarqawi ‘came mostly from Abu Musab al 

Suri’s work on the failed Syrian rebellion and Suri’s advocacy of revolutionary warfare’.924 

Where al-Suri’s echoes are most prominent, again not as explicitly as Inspire or AQAP, is in 

the enhanced individual jihad campaign, launched in part by Adnani’s Indeed speech. Ingram 

et al. noted that in conjunction with the article ‘The Extinction of the Greyzone’, published in 

the seventh edition of Dabiq in 2015, IS was ‘strategically pivoting to globalise its 

struggle’.925 The explicitly operational and instructional component of Adnani’s speech, 

which would be indirectly referenced in numerous Amaq News Agency ‘press releases’ 

claiming responsibility for individual jihadist operations,926 stated: 

Target the soldiers, the police of the tyrants and their supporters, their security 
forces and their allies. Destroy their dwellings and spoil their life for them. If you 
can, kill an American or a European disbeliever—especially the filthy hateful 
French—or an Australian or a Canadian or any other fighting disbelievers, including 
the citizens of the coalition of allies against the IS … 

defend your state in any manner you can, and the best that you can do is to devote 
your efforts to killing any French or American disbelievers or any of their allies. O 
you who believe! Take your precautions, and either go forth (on an expedition) in 
parties, or go forth all together. {Sura 4 (The Women), 71} If you are unable to use 
an IED or a bullet, then single out the French or the American disbeliever or any of 
their allies and smash their head with a rock or slaughter them with a knife, or run 
them over with your car or throw him down from a high place, or strangle them or 
poison them.927 

IS ultimately launched a specific campaign more clearly aimed at providing a similar type of 

guidance to potential individual jihadists as that propagated by Awlaki and Inspire. ‘Just 

Terror Tactics’ would eventually constitute featured content in six of the 13 editions of 

Rumiyah magazine928 and would also include videos929 and extracted, independently 

 
924 Craig Whiteside, ‘The Islamic State and the Return of Revolutionary Warfare’, Small Wars & Insurgencies 
27, no. 5 (September 2016): 748, https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2016.1208287. 
925 Ingram, Whiteside and Winter, The ISIS Reader, 190. 
926 Brown notes, ‘autonomous jihadists carried out 57 attacks in Europe, North America, and Australia. ISIL’s 
propaganda outlets—the Amaq news agency and the online magazines Dabīq and Rumiyah—chose to claim 38 
of the attacks’: Joseph M. Brown, ‘Terrorist Peer Review: Which Autonomous Attacks Does ISIL Accept for 
Publication?’ Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 1–18, https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2021.1970891. 
927 Holbrook and Moore, Al-Qaeda 2.0, 165–66. 
928 Note: the 13th edition of Rumiyah, 13, al-Hayat Media Center, 2017. 
http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_Rumiyah13_EN.pdf published after Reed and Ingram’s article, refers to 
Just Terror Tactics as a component of the ‘Inside the Caliphate’ video series rather than as a full-page 
infographic. Alastair Reed and Haroro J. Ingram, ‘Exploring the Role of Instructional Material in AQAP’s 

http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_Rumiyah13_EN.pdf
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distributed infographics of both knife and truck tactics, and as the name of a Telegram 

channel.930 Claiming responsibility for the Manchester bombing, the tenth edition of Rumiyah 

would frame the operation in language that referenced ‘just terror’, noting that ‘a soldier of 

the Khilafah had carried out a Just Terror operation’.931 

Bunker highlighted that the primary function of Dabiq was to promote hijra, ‘with in-place 

lone jihadist attacks being a secondary consideration’.932 He contrasted this with Rumiyah, 

which he noted ‘signifies a shift in IS strategy from extending the Caliphate in Syria and Iraq 

to one of engaging in lone wolf and small cell attacks primarily in the West’.933 Al-Suri’s 

presence within Dabiq and Rumiyah is vastly more subtle than its overt presence in Inspire. 

Additionally, the explicit advocacy of individual jihad is far less prominent in IS propaganda 

generally. Two distinct phenomena can explain this. As noted above, Awlaki ‘remains 

relevant to a new generation of … jihadis’934 regardless of their specific organisational 

affiliation. Awlaki and his ideas, particularly due to their English language accessibility, 

meant that his advocacy of individual jihad remained legitimate and authoritative for Western 

or at least English-speaking audiences. IS’ tacit endorsement of Awlaki, in terms of 

propaganda and his 2011 martyrdom, all contributed to his identity and his ideas remaining a 

core component of modern-day jihadist praxis. 

IS did not explicitly preclude calls for attacks in the West by locally based operatives, but it 

was a much less prominent component of their overall narrative. When it was present, it was 

explicit that it not only targeted a broad spectrum of ‘nonbelievers’ but that operatives be 

certain to ensure that the attack was attributed to IS. Their claiming of responsibility through 

Amaq News Agency would frequently use language such as ‘soldier of the IS who executed 
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http://sitemultimedia.org/docs/SITE_IS_Rumiyah10_English.pdf. [password protected] 
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the operation in response to target nations in the coalition fighting the IS’.935 For example, in 

the fourth edition of Dabiq, IS wrote: 

at this point of the crusade against the IS, it is very important that attacks take place 
in every country that has entered into the alliance against the IS, especially the US, 
UK, France, Australia, and Germany … Every Muslim should get out of his house, 
find a crusader, and kill him. It is important that the killing becomes attributed to 
patrons of the IS who have obeyed its leadership.936 

Through Adnani’s Indeed speech and the eventual embrace of more explicit instructional 

material for lone-actor jihadists, IS develops its version of an individual jihadist narrative. 

The effectiveness of this narrative in inspiring Western-based operatives was unsurprising 

when considered in the context of the momentum and success they achieved through 2014, 

including the declaration of the Caliphate, the attention-demanding beheading video 

campaign, the taking of Mosul and the escalation of countermeasures. Hegghammer and 

Nesser found that between January 2011 to June 2015, some 69 plots were undertaken in 

Western jurisdictions, with 30 of these having an IS connection of some description. They 

noted that a majority, 26 of a total 30 IS connected plots, were undertaken between July 2014 

to June 2015.937 It is also noteworthy that those tactics are explicitly endorsed by ‘Just Terror 

Tactics’ and most prominently reiterated across the broad-spectrum propaganda campaign. 

Having senior imprimatur from Indeed Your Lord Is Ever Watchful would become the most 

prominent. Stabbings and vehicle ramming became synonymous with IS just as suicide 

operations and martyrdom had become with earlier iterations of the jihadist movement such 

as AQ. While IS would not explicitly reference al-Suri’s individual jihad strategy in its 

propaganda or strategic doctrine, it stood on the shoulders of Awlaki and Khan’s work to 

embed the theory, theological and strategic permissibility and praxis of individual jihad. 

IS would ultimately develop a specific, dedicated, external operations capability to facilitate 

attacks in the West and evolve the traditional ‘inspired’ model further. The Legion,938 as it 

 
935 This is taken from a claim released in relation to the 2021 Würzburg stabbing by Abdirahman Jibril A., 
which killed three people: IS' 'Amaq Says Axe Attack on German Train Carried Out by IS "Soldier,” SITE 
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dabiq4/file.html. [password protected] 
937 Thomas Hegghammer and Petter Nesser, ‘Assessing the Islamic State’s Commitment to Attacking the West’, 
Perspectives on Terrorism 9, no. 4 (2015): 19. 
938 Meleagrou-Hitchens and Hughes, ‘Threat to the United States’; Adam Goldman and Eric Schmitt, ‘One by 
One, ISIS Social Media Experts are Killed as Result of F.B.I. Program’, New York Times, 24 November 2016, 
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became known, was an ‘online recruitment collective within the IS made up of a dozen 

members.’939 British citizen, Junaid Hussein, was understood to have been the founding 

member, and it included a number of British citizens and an Australian citizen, Neil Prakash. 

These individuals and their outreach efforts to potential operatives in the West led to ‘a surge 

of counterterrorism activity across the United States in 2015’. The model they implemented 

built on the unidirectional propaganda outreach of the conventional individual jihad model 

and provided a degree of specific, targeted interaction for those looking to launch operations. 

As Melagrou-Hitchens and Hughes referred to them, the ‘virtual plotters’ 940 were not 

exclusively working in English. Rachid Kassim, for example, is believed to have been 

involved in more than half of the disrupted plots in France in 2016.941 Hamid noted that 

Hussain was involved in directing operations and ‘corresponded with, encouraged, and 

facilitated would-be attackers’.942 The Legion was sufficiently effective at its efforts to 

facilitate individual jihadist operations in the West so that ‘one by one, American and allied 

forces have killed the most important of roughly a dozen members of the cell’.943 

Propaganda of the Deed and Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

Since the modern coalescence of jihadism, in the dying days of the Afghan–Soviet war, 

communicative and narrative considerations have been demonstrably central to the overall 

endeavour and the movement’s conceptualisation of power projection. Through Azzam’s 

internationalist ideological orientation, his commitment to the publication of al-Jihad, which, 

‘at its peak, was distributed in around fifty countries in as many as 50,000 copies’944 and the 

demonstrable power of news coverage across the Arab world and beyond, communicative 

and narrative dynamics were central to the early establishment of the icons and myths of 

jihadism. As early as 1987, communicative dynamics demonstrated their intentional 

cultivation and power. The now-famous Battle of Jaji ‘marked the birth of Osama bin 

Laden’s public reputation as a warrior among Arab jihadists…After Jaji he began a media 

campaign’.945 

 
939 Nafees Hamid, ‘The British Hacker Who Became the Islamic State’s Chief Terror Cybercoach: A Profile of 
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Early Jihadist Propaganda: Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

In addition to coverage in al-Jihad, the late Jamal Khashoggi would publish an article in the 

Arab-language Al Majallah in May 1988. An English-language version was published in the 

Arab News on the same day. Under his alias, Abu Abdullah, bin Laden was generously 

quoted, noting, ‘three attacks were made during a period of three weeks, and each time we 

were able, by the grace of God, to inflict a crushing defeat on the Russians’.946 This is some 

of the earliest evidence of bin Laden’s direct consideration of communicative and narrative 

dynamics in his own and the then-nascent movement’s trajectory. Bin Laden had invited 

Khashoggi to Afghanistan and then travelled with him from Peshawar in Pakistan. While 

much was made of the ‘Battle of Jaji’, and equally of bin Laden’s role in it, there are 

conflicting accounts of the significance of the battle during the war more broadly.947 

Hegghammer went as far as to suggest that the battle was a significant factor in the 

formalisation of AQ itself, noting, ‘not only did Jaji itself convince bin Ladin, Abu Ubayda, 

and other Ma’sada cadres that they were doing something right; it also created an incentive to 

preserve and harness the experience and team spirit generated during the battle’.948 This is 

despite the observations of Stenersen, who noted that by the time of the Battle of Jaji, the 

Soviets had already decided to leave Afghanistan.949 This would come to represent a crucial 

aspect of the communicative and narrative elements of the jihadist movement. 

Representations and the framing of events that spoke to their target audiences did not need to 

reflect the perspective or version of events recorded by Western or even Middle Eastern 

institutional journalists or officials. The jihadist movement would come to understand the 

central role of propaganda, of both the deed and the word, in ensuring that they could shape 

both its narrative and Western media narratives. This is most forcefully reflected in their 

assessment of their role in defeating the Soviets and, in turn, their assessment of their 

capacity to defeat the far enemy. 

As bin Laden and AQ came to prioritise the far enemy, bin Laden began to intentionally 

cultivate and exploit Western news media. This was part of a concerted effort to ensure that 
 

946 Bergen, The Osama Bin Laden I Know, 58–59. 
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its operations and ideology were represented, communicated and contextualised in a manner 

they felt able to influence, if not control. Mohammed Atef950 (known by his nomme de 

guerre, Abu Hafs al Masri), who would become one of bin Laden’s deputies in AQ, also 

became ‘bin Laden’s media adviser and arranged interviews with Western reporters’. As 

noted above, Meleagrou-Hitchens wrote that in 1990, he ‘laid out a basic framework for the 

movement’s media strategy’.951 By 1993, bin Laden participated in his first interview with a 

Western journalist, Robert Fisk of the British newspaper, The Independent.952 The journalist, 

indeed bin Laden himself, sought to portray a relatively benevolent financier and, in the 

words of Fisk, a ‘Saudi entrepreneur’. Bin Laden argued that his activities in Sudan were 

entirely benign and claimed, ‘I am a construction engineer and an agriculturalist. If I had 

training camps here in Sudan, I couldn’t possibly do this job’. 

As the jihadist movement continued to evolve, and various individuals from within the 

current dispersed across the globe, in 1994, Abu Musab al-Suri would establish himself in 

London, initially as the editor of the al-Ansar newsletter. As al-Suri himself noted, during his 

time in London, ‘I was able to write for many jihadist magazines … I was able to attend 

many lectures, meetings, and so forth in London. Many of these lectures and meetings were 

published or recorded and sent to different parts of the world’.953 

Most substantially, al-Suri would spend his time in London, which had become somewhat of 

a haven for exiled jihadists, thinking on and articulating forcefully for a more refined, 

sophisticated, and intentional media strategy for the jihadist movement. As Lia explicitly 

noted, ‘What really preoccupied al-Suri was improving the quality and impact of the jihadi 

groups’ use of the media’.954 Al-Suri would establish a media centre, which would ultimately 

come to function as a ‘media facilitator for al-Qaida’.955 Al-Suri would facilitate and 

coordinate numerous press interviews for bin Laden, with outlets like Britain’s Channel 4, 

CNN and others. Lia cites his interviews with Atwan, who undertook numerous interviews 

with bin Laden in Afghanistan, all coordinated by and participated in by al-Suri. Lia noted his 
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role was that of ‘de facto media adviser’.956 Al-Suri’s influence on the evolution and 

ultimately explicit operationalisation of jihadist media is difficult to overstate. He sought to 

facilitate and exploit existing media platforms and approaches during this earlier period. In 

his later strategic and organisational theory, he would come to advocate explicitly for a more 

direct role for media, especially online media, in inciting jihadist operations. 

The jihadist use of the video and online distribution of video content has an equally long 

history. It is important to point out that while the 2000 Destruction of the Destroyer the USS 

Cole was the first AQ and As-Sahab video release, it was by no means the first jihadi video 

release. Stenersen traced cameras in the Afghan–Soviet theatre back as early as 1981, 

although she noted this was primarily to document ‘results on the battlefield’.957 According to 

a mujahideen testimony collected in Afghan Guerrilla Warfare: In the Words of the 

Mujahideen Fighters, ‘the video camera was an important accessory of this war. Mujahideen 

used video cameras to record their actions so that they could prove that they expended 

weapons, ammunition and supplies and achieved results’.958 

What Stenersen referred to as ‘jihadi cinematography’, a term she noted was used by jihadis 

themselves,959 evolved in line with both capability developments and parallel with changing 

purposes. For instance, bin Laden invited a journalist to Afghanistan to prepare a 

documentary entitled The Arab Supporters of Afghanistan in 1988,960 mirroring his approach 

to inviting Khashoggi to report on the Battle of Jaji. By the 1990s, and as the conflicts in 

Bosnia and Chechnya would become destinations of choice for post-Afghanistan jihadist 

fighters, video content became a mechanism to popularise the conflicts and valorise the 

participants—as propaganda outputs in and of themselves. Williams documented how, in 

1996, during the earliest days of the ‘jihadisation’ of the Chechnyan conflict, subsequently 

infamous ‘international jihadist par excellence’,961 Ibn al-Khattab: 

led a unit of his Arab fighters, and some Chechens who had joined him, in an 
Afghan-style mountain ambush on a Russian column … The ambushers killed as 
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957 Anne Stenersen, ‘A History of Jihadi Cinematography’, in Jihadi Culture: The Art and Social Practices of 
Militant Islamists, ed. Thomas Hegghammer (Cambridge, UK; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
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many as one hundred Russians … what made this one unique was that the media-
savvy Khattab filmed his men carrying out the attack. Graphic videos of the deadly 
ambush were soon being distributed throughout Chechnya and were eagerly bought 
up by Chechens, who came to see Khattab as an ally and a hero.962 

Again, even in its most preliminary utilisation of video, the jihadist movement was 

effectively incorporating communicative considerations into their operational and strategic 

calculus. During this same conflict, the First Chechen War, the first jihadist beheading 

videos, were produced and distributed.963 The Second Chechen War was important in 

producing some of the first martyrdom videos,964 which were distributed, along with similar 

products, through the previously discussed azzam.com and the Chechen conflict–dedicated 

qoqaz.com.965 The narrative of martyrdom and sacrifice and the propagation of jihadist 

ideology and worldviews was a consistent element of the internationalisation of jihadism. 

Al-Qaeda Propaganda: Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

The 1998 launch of the explicitly far enemy–oriented operations in Kenya and Tanzania, 

detailed above and the subsequent launch of As-Sahab in 2000, reflects the beginning of the 

centrality of the visual and of the moving image in jihadist propaganda and communication 

practices. The details highlighted above of bin Laden’s poetry reading at his son’s wedding 

and its incorporation into As-Sahab’s first video release reflect an awareness and orientation 

towards the power of narratives and of video. Inclusion of footage of the poetry reading was a 

specific effort to shape the perception of the audience consuming the video and can be 

understood both from a communicative perspective and from a more narrative-oriented 

perspective. As Kendall has noted, ‘the power of poetry to move Arab listeners and readers 

emotionally, to infiltrate the psyche and to create an aura of tradition, authenticity and 

legitimacy around the ideologies it enshrines make it a perfect weapon for militant jihadist 

causes.’966 
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963 Koch, ‘Jihadi Beheading Videos’, 27. 
964 A distinction can be made between videos that glorified martyrs during, for instance, the Bosnian War, as 
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While the poem itself carried substantive communicative weight, it was filmed with the 

power of its visuality in mind. This further demonstrates the significance attached to visual, 

specifically video, propaganda and ensuring that the representations of bin Laden himself 

and, by extension, the jihadist movement were as predetermined by those responsible for the 

propaganda. The attention to ensuring that this image was suitably portrayed is reflected in 

the comments of Wright, who noted the extensive lengths bin Laden went to in ensuring the 

video recording would be as he desired: 

Two television cameras recorded the event, but bin Laden wasn’t satisfied with the 
result—knowing that the poem would be featured on the Arabic satellite channels 
and an al-Qaeda recruitment video—so he had the cameras set up again the 
following morning to record his recitation a second time … His image management 
extended to asking one of the reporters, who had taken a digital snapshot, to take 
another picture because his neck was ‘too full’. He had dyed his beard to cover the 
streaks of gray.967 

Bin Laden went on to film numerous interviews968 with Western journalists, release countless 

video statements, both before and after the attacks of 2001, and, As-Sahab ultimately 

released, and continues to release, video and media content for AQ. Regardless of their 

medium, the quality of production or means of distribution, these propaganda products and 

AQ operations all sought to propagate the idea of individual martyrdom as a means of 

collective liberation of the Islamic world and to encourage participation in the globalised, 

revolutionary movement that was the far enemy–oriented, martyrdom-centric and 

individually pursuable jihadist project. 

Regardless of the sophistication of its output, there is no doubt that consideration of 

communicative and narrative dynamics was at the forefront of much of the strategic calculus 

of the jihadist movement and its leadership. Before providing an analysis of IS’ mastery of 

these processes, it is worthwhile to briefly highlight some of the key statements and 

documents that would either substantially shape the jihadist movement’s approach to 

communications and narrative development or reflect the importance ascribed to these 

considerations. In the post-9/11 period, AQ, and the increasingly distributed movement that 

evolved during that period, would continue to prioritise communicative and narrative 
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considerations, as well as continuing to adapt to the newfound counterterrorism environment 

in which they were forced to operate. As early as 2002, bin Laden was explicitly highlighting 

the centrality of the media to their overall efforts. He noted, ‘it is obvious that the media war 

in this century is one of the strongest methods; in fact, its ratio may reach 90% of the total 

preparation for the battles’.969 Around this same period, AQ strategist, al-Qurashi, would also 

note, ‘the mujahidin have also put the Internet to work, using it effectively to deliver their 

voices and points of view to hundreds of thousands of Muslims’.970 

By 2003, the movement was beginning to explicitly encourage and prioritise the online 

environment as a vehicle for promoting the jihadist movement and shaping perceptions of the 

movement by a variety of audiences. Among the list of means by which individuals could 

‘serve and participate’ in jihadist activities, early documents such as 39 Ways to Serve and 

Participate in Jihad971 contained references to ‘Electronic jihad’—referred to as ‘a blessed 

field which contains much benefit’. It instructed sympathisers and supporters, among other 

specific suggestions, to: 

• incite jihad and mentioning its virtues, especially in our times 

• awaken the idea of jihad in the minds of the masses 

• put out research and knowledge-based articles related to jihad.972 

This document reflected both the prioritisation of distributing jihadist material and the 

conscious shift towards the online environment. While azzam.com and other websites had 

been established earlier, 39 Ways was reflective of a broader shift and the beginnings of a 

recognition that jihadist propagandists were of substantial importance to the broader 

movement. 

By 2005, as the impacts of Zarqawi’s insurgency in Iraq and the series of beheading videos 

released throughout 2004 and 2005 reverberated across the international media landscape and 

similarly felt within the jihadist milieu, then-AQ deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri, wrote to 
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Zarqawi. He reflected the optics considerations referred to in bin Laden’s 2002 letter. 

Zawahiri wrote, ‘we are in a battle, and that more than half of this battle is taking place in the 

battlefield of the media’.973 By 2006, As-Sahab, leveraging the increased accessibility of 

professional production technology and the scope to distribute larger video files to wider 

audiences, was making feature-length documentary films like Knowledge is for Acting On: 

The Manhattan Raid.974 The film entailed nearly 90 minutes’ worth of structured propaganda 

targeting young Muslim viewers and glorifying the attacks on 9/11 and those responsible. In 

venerating and iconising bin Laden, 9/11 and the martyrdom inherent in the attacks, these 

types of products served to continue to reinforce the concepts of attacking the far enemy, 

martyrdom itself and the individual agency and liberation available to those who wanted to 

support or participate in the jihad. 

The work of Anwar al-Awlaki was detailed substantially in the previous section. It will not be 

revisited at length here other than to note that as a transitionary actor within the jihadist 

current, he was crucial to the generational shift that took place among those with direct links 

to the Afghan Arabs: the generation that was often Western-based, non-Arabic speaking and 

whose perception of jihad was predominantly informed by the 9/11 attacks and subsequent 

GWOT. His early embrace of social media platforms meant that the ‘jihadist propaganda of 

Anwar al-Awlaki has helped shape a generation of American terrorists’.975 His reach, as 

identified previously, stretched well beyond the US. His legacy, seen in the establishment of 

entities such as The Legion and the careers of individuals such as Junaid Hussein, Rashid 

Kassim and Neil Prakash, continues to endure. Whiteside and Ingram noted, ‘Awlaki’s 

charismatic appeal is rooted in his message and image’.976 His martyrdom in 2011 only 

strengthened his propagandistic value to the jihadist movement, and numerous aspirational 

jihadists have sought to emulate his career. 

IS: Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

Any analysis of the strategic consideration of communicative and narrative dynamics by the 

jihadist movement must consider IS’ full-spectrum, multifaceted and highly effective 
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propaganda campaign. In doing so, the following will provide an analysis of key actors 

within IS responsible for its propaganda campaign, primarily as strategists, and discuss some 

of the more explicit demonstrations of the IS’ appreciation of communicative dynamics. In 

addition, this section will also analyse the 2016 document, distributed via Telegram, entitled 

Media Operative, You are also a Mujahid.977 

The starting point for understanding the sophistication and intent behind IS’ propaganda 

campaign is to recognise the seriousness with which not only the post-2014 IS treated media 

and propaganda, but to acknowledge that since shortly after the 2006 establishment of the IS 

of Iraq, there has been a formal governance structure related to this field of activity. As al-

Tamimi noted, as of April 2007, IS of Iraq established ministries as a component of its 

governance structures, appropriate for an entity that sought to act and be perceived as a state. 

Among the various initial ministries created by IS of Iraq were a public relations ministry and 

a media ministry.978 The establishment of these ministries demonstrates the importance 

placed on external communications and the image and narrative portrayed regarding the 

organisation. Hankiss noted that even earlier, in April 2006, under the auspices of AQ in Iraq, 

the leadership, including Zarqawi: 

established a center supervising all media activities, the Al Furqan Institute for 
Media Production … and eventually even produced propaganda material—
including execution and beheading videos—for the IS. Abu Muhammad al-Furqan 
became the first minister of information and a key media coordinator for the IS.979 

Abu Muhammed al-Furqan 

Of all the individuals to exert consistent and consequential influence over IS’ propaganda 

machine, Abu Muhammed al-Furqan is of greatest importance. Al-Furqan was a member of 

IS’s Shura Council and had been a long-term associate of Abu Muhammed al-Adnani,980 who 

is reported to have been responsible for the final approval of external operations.981 He 

oversaw the establishment of Dabiq magazine and appointed his protégé, Ahmad Abousamra, 
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as its editor-in-chief.982 Naba newspaper eulogised his 2016 death983 and noted that he had 

been involved in the media apparatus of the IS since its earliest beginnings. It noted he was 

‘one of the founders of Qaedat al-Jihad in Mesopotamia [AQ in Iraq] at the time, and one of 

the distinguished leaders of the IS of Iraq, as well as the one with whom Allah established the 

foundations of the IS in Sham’.984 

Naba further noted that al-Furqan, after the arrest of the previous head of the media diwan, 

was appointed ‘media emir of the Organization’.985 In the eulogy of Abousamra published in 

the eighth edition of Rumiyah,986 it was noted further that al-Furqan established what they 

referred to as the foreign languages team.987Further, he was responsible for determining the 

title of Dabiq magazine and the decision to publish it periodically. It is important to recognise 

that not only did al-Furqan have substantial control and influence over IS’ media and 

propaganda operations, but he was also exceptionally well regarded in ideological and 

doctrinal terms. In early 2016, he oversaw what was known as ‘the methodological 

committee’988 tasked with dealing with internal theological divisions within IS. He believed 

that one of the organisation’s challenges was ‘excessive theological moderation or restraint in 

takfir’.989 Al-Furqan’s appointment to this committee, focusing on central theological and 

doctrinal questions, with direct strategic and operational implications, reflected his seniority 

and standing within the organisation. His standing was born of both the duration of his 

involvement with the organisation, as well as his highly regarded knowledge and experience. 

His role as head of the media diwan, as noted above, reached back to the earlier iterations of 

IS, and his commitment to the cause was reinforced by a period of incarceration in Iraq 

during the years of the insurgency. 
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The media apparatus of IS had endured specific, targeted operations, especially during what 

was known in Western counterinsurgency discourse as the ‘surge’. As Roggio noted, quoting 

a US Defense official, ‘since the surge began, we’ve uncovered eight separate AQ media 

offices and cells.’990 An indication of the scale and sophistication of the previous iteration of 

IS’ media operation, of which al-Furqan was intimately involved, is in the capability that 

these units possessed. As Whiteside noted, one raid in 2007 garnered ‘65 hard drives with 18 

terabytes of data, 500 compact discs of material, and twelve computers. The facility had the 

capability to mass-produce 156 CDs in eight hours and had a fully functioning film studio 

with first class equipment.’991 

The media capabilities of IS are rooted in practices developed, refined and preserved during 

earlier iterations of the organisation and in earlier periods of heightened operational activity. 

Whiteside further noted that the decentralisation of the media operations in Iraq during the 

aforementioned period provided a level of resilience to their enterprise that would enable 

them to continue to generate output and inform future organisational structures established 

during the Caliphate period. 

Abu Muhammed al-Adnani 

Abu Muhammed al-Adnani rose to infamy, at least beyond jihadist circles, with the 2014 

release of Indeed Your Lord Is Ever Watchful and its role in motivating individual jihadist 

operations in the West. Much like al-Furqan, Adnani had a storied jihadist career, dating back 

at least as far as al-Furqan and the early days of the Iraqi insurgency. Soufan noted that as far 

back as 2002, Adnani was part of a cohort of some three dozen Syrians who pledged 

allegiance to Zarqawi’s nascent organisation.992 While Adnani became known as the ‘loudest 

and most effective spokesperson’993 for IS, his substantive credentials as a strategist and 

senior figure within the organisation are of equal importance. This status is reflected in two 

key declarations he made, the first during the period when IS was breaking away from AQ, 

entitled Ma kan hadha Manhajuna wa lan yakun (This Is Not Our Methodology nor Will It 

Ever Be), which condemned AQ’s alleged relative tolerance of Shias, Hindus and Christians. 
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This statement would spark a propaganda spat between Adnani and Zawahiri. The intra-

jihadist conflict would culminate in the eventual splintering of IS from AQ, with Adnani 

declaring on 29 June that the organisation would now be referred to simply as IS. Further, 

‘the caliphate had been established, and that Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had been nominated as its 

caliph’.994 Adnani announced the Caliphate and the caliph. He made the absolutist declaration 

that ‘it is incumbent upon all Muslims to pledge allegiance to the khalīfah Ibrāhīm and 

support him (may Allah preserve him). The legality of all emirates, groups, states, and 

organizations, becomes null by the expansion of the khilāfah’s authority’.995 

Further, Adnani repeatedly exhorted Western-based Muslims to launch individual jihadist 

attacks. He provided broad guidance regarding tactics and targets and oversaw IS’ external 

operations team, the Amniyat al-Kharji, which: 

recruited and trained foreign fighters in Syria with the intention of sending them 
home to conduct terrorist attacks … IS fighters conducted 132 external operations—
76 successful attacks and 56 disrupted plots—between March 2014 and August 
2016, while al-Adnani oversaw Amniyat al-Kharji. Fifty-two percent of these 
involved foreign fighters. Sixty percent were conducted in the West. The most 
devastating operation killed 129 individuals in Paris on November 13, 2015.996 

His significance to Western jihadist operations is unsurpassed, and his communicative role in 

propagating the narratives of IS’ ideology and their strategic intent and broader justifications 

for operations in the West have had vast consequences. In both al-Furqan and Adnani, the 

ideas of al-Suri are present. While not as explicit as they were in the case of Awlaki, the clear 

influence of al-Suri’s commitment to media and online communication and individual jihad is 

present through al-Furqan’s ‘foreign language’ teams and his role in establishing Dabiq. It is 

also present in Adnani’s commitment to the value of refined and targeted propaganda and the 

explicit and repeated call for individual jihad in the West. Both individuals were 

complemented by another IS member, whose trajectory mirrored aspects of Awlaki’s and 

who sought to undertake and propagate terrorism in the West. 
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Ahmed Abousamra 

Ahmed Abousamra presents a further demonstration of the importance of communicative and 

narrative dynamics to IS’ strategic calculus. He reflects a culmination of many jihadist 

processes and strategic actions over time. Abousamra was a Syrian American, whose jihadist 

career reflects the outcomes and consequences of the jihadist movements violent innovations, 

communicative and narrative considerations and their embrace of emergent information and 

communications technology. His trajectory can be understood as fundamentally shaped by 

the intertwined nature of these elements by the jihadist movement over time. This includes 

prioritising the far enemy, cultivating a globalised culture of martyrdom and promoting and 

practising individual jihad, all of which were communicated and contextualised within a 

broader jihadist narrative and distributed via contemporary information and communications 

technology. Abousamra, killed in 2017 and the last of three key propagandists, including al-

Furqan and Adnani, was targeted by the US and its allies. 

Abousamra’s primary notoriety with Western audiences was through his editorship of Dabiq 

and Rumiyah,997 propaganda items that were the result of his work with his mentor, al-

Furqan. His trajectory prior to his role in the media diwan explains his career as a product and 

consequence of much of the previously discussed elements of the jihadist movement in the 

post-2001 period. While Abousamara’s career is indelibly shaped by opportunities that IS and 

the broader conflict in Syria and Iraq presented, his experiences and efforts before his 

departure for the conflict zone are equally as insightful as his actions in theatre. 

The radicalisation trajectory of Abousamra began well before 2001. Klausen demonstrated 

that he began watching AQ videos as early as 1996,998 indicative of the impact of early 

jihadist video propaganda. Given the timeframe, these would likely have been the types of 

poor-quality videos of the conflicts in Chechnya and Bosnia hosted on sites such as 

azzam.com. Consuming jihadist propaganda, Abousamra was soon joined by an individual 

who would ultimately become his co-defendant, Tarek Mehanna, and others. Between 2001 

and 2003, Abousamra made multiple attempts to join jihadist groups in theatre, via Pakistan 

and through Yemen. It is worthwhile to note that over these years, the various members of the 

small cell that had formed around Abousamra ‘would remain in contact via blogs and forums 
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over the years.’999 After Mehanna and Abousamra’s failure to join offshore jihadist groups, 

they ‘translate[d] jihadist literature into English and became active bloggers and web 

administrators for various jihadist sites.’1000 

The career trajectory of Abousamra and his fellow travellers would be a component of the 

implementation of the so-called electronic jihad, with members of the original small cadre in 

his hometown of Boston going on to have roles that ‘brought together a number of people 

who went on to work on the Inspire Magazine and related online publications associated with 

AQAP and Anwar al-Awlaki.’1001 Eventually, in 2004, Abousamra was able to make it to 

Iraq via Yemen and joined AQ in Iraq.1002 Abousamra would only remain in Iraq briefly 

before returning home and regrouping with Mehanna, who referred to himself and colleagues 

as ‘the media wing of AQI’ and were engaged in the ‘translation of several videos produced 

by the group from Arabic into English’.1003 Mehanna would translate 39 Ways to Serve and 

Participate in Jihad, mentioned above.1004 Abousamra would eventually return to the Middle 

East, travelling to Syria in late 2006 after being questioned by the FBI.1005 

According to his eulogy, Abousamra returned to the US in 2004 to ‘try and make America 

itself the frontlines for his jihad and the place for his martyrdom’.1006 The eulogy detailed 

Abousamra’s efforts to undertake a suicide operation in Syria and how al-Furqan, having 

determined he had greater utility, ‘decided to bring him to the Media Diwan of the IS.’ His 

eulogy suggests that his initial efforts were working with the ‘foreign languages team’ to 

encourage them to travel to Syria as foreign fighters before ‘the idea came to produce a 

magazine directed towards English speakers’. As with al-Furqan and Adnani, Abousamra 

was also allotted responsibilities to propagate IS methodology and ideology and manage and 

produce more conventional propaganda. Meleagrou-Hitchens et al. referred to Abousamra 

and two other American foreign fighters as pioneers, a term they use: 

to refer to the top-tier of U.S. jihadist travelers in Syria and Iraq. Pioneers arrived 
early, built connections in jihadist networks, and contacted supporters who were 
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1001 Klausen, ‘Behavioral Study’, 15. 
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still in the U.S. to encourage them to provide support or join their organizations. 
These individuals often become nodes of jihadist recruitment in the U.S. and are 
linked to several other cases of material support and travel.1007 

These three individuals, al-Furqan, Adnani and Abousamra, reflect the personnel that 

founded, shaped and prosecuted key elements of IS’ full-spectrum propaganda campaign 

aimed at Westerners, encouraging them initially to hijrah (migration) to the IS. Then, as the 

dynamics of the conflict and foreign fighter flows began to alter, to make hijrah or jihad. As 

Adnani advised in a 2016 speech entitled And Those Who Were to Live Might Live after a 

Clear Evidence, ‘if the tyrants have closed in your faces the door of hijrah [migration], then 

open in their face the door of jihad’.1008 In seeking to understand the depth and breadth of the 

system that IS was capable of amassing, it is worth quoting from the eulogy of Abousamra 

again, this time at length. The work of this triumvirate of propagandists and their teams had 

dramatic and ongoing consequences on Western counterterrorism, achieving substantial 

strategic effect. By fusing the communicative and narrative aspects of their work and 

integrating this with the broader innovative forms of violence that the jihadist movement 

broadly, but then IS specifically, practised, it achieved grossly disproportionate results. At its 

peak, IS’ propaganda machine was unsurpassed in terms of its output’s volume, diversity and 

sophistication. In its own words: 

the Media Bureau’s productions reached an amount and a quantity that impressed 
the enemy before the friend, by the grace of Allah the Almighty. Not a day passed 
without one or more visual production, in addition to hundreds of photos and news 
reports. Also, al-Bayan Radio broadcast exclusive material around the clock, and 
millions of leaflets and advocacy books were distributed, the blessings of which 
spread over the land of the Caliphate, by the grace of Allah the Almighty. 

The volume of audiovisual and reading material in foreign languages and translations 

increased until nothing remained of the news of the IS and the various products of the Media 

Bureau until it reached vast horizons in different languages. Then, magazines in various 

languages appeared. In addition to Dabiq (in English) was Dar al-Islam (in French), 

Constantinople (in Turkish) and Istok (in Russian). Work began on projects to issue 

magazines in other languages before Sheikh Abu Muhammad later decided to unify all 
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projects in one magazine, Rumiyah, issued simultaneously in English, French, Turkish, 

Russian, German, Turkistani, Bosnian, Indonesian and Pashto.1009 

The diversity of mediums mentioned in the above quote speaks to the IS’ ability and 

willingness to exploit all the benefits and power that emergent information and 

communications technology made available to them. They did not merely exploit Twitter or 

social media alone in doing so. They used digital technology in all its forms, exploiting its 

accessibility, portability, cost-effectiveness and agility. It is this final element that the next 

section analyses. 

Exploitation of Emerging Information and Communication Technologies 

The evolution of the jihadist movement’s propaganda efforts and its operational trajectory has 

paralleled what has been invariably referred to as the information revolution, the information 

technology revolution, the information age or the network society.1010 Castells, in his famous 

Rise of the Network Society, referred to this as: 

A technological transformation … namely the integration of various modes of 
communication into an interactive network. Or, in other words, the formation of a 
hypertext and a meta-language which, for the first time in history, integrate into the 
same system the written, oral, and audiovisual modalities of human 
communication.1011 

The ’system’ articulated by Castells is reflected in the operational system described above: 

the extract from the eulogy of Abousamra and its reference to ‘one or more visual production, 

in addition to hundreds of photos and news reports.’ The integrated and reinforcing, 

embedded narratives and interconnectivity of much of this system further evidences its 

dependency on, and exploitation of, what Castells dubbed ‘the network society’. At the peak 

of its media operations, IS was strategically deploying a fully integrated system that produced 

‘written, oral and audiovisual’ material, in multiple languages, and was distributed across a 

wide array of contemporary platforms.’ Castells’ analysis of the digitally informed 

information revolution is central to the perspective taken here and in understanding and 

analysing how the jihadist movement, especially on how IS achieved the kinds of strategic 

 
1009 IS Serializes Biography of Deceased Founding Member, Former Head of Media Department (Part 2), Naba, 
i287, 2021. https://ent.siteintelgroup.com/Statements/is-serializes-biography-of-deceased-founding-member-
former-head-of-media-department-part-2.html.  
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effects they did. As Atwan has observed, ‘without digital technology it is highly unlikely that 

IS would ever have come into existence, let alone been able to survive and expand’.1012 

This section will analyse how the jihadist movement, particularly IS, has exploited 

contemporary, digital information and communications technology and how this has been a 

necessary component of its effectiveness in achieving strategic effect. Since the earliest days 

of the modern jihadist movement, propagandists specifically and leaders with propaganda 

sensibilities have sought to incorporate digital technology into the suite of offensive 

capabilities of the movement. In doing so, the jihadist movement has remained at the leading 

edge of terrorist use of digital technology and has continually innovated and mastered 

exploiting these technologies. The following will reflect on the trajectory of digital 

technology within the jihadist movement before providing an analysis of the specific 

examples where IS and other elements of the jihadist movement could exploit these 

technologies as key elements of their strategic operations. Initially, the focus will be on the 

information operations that IS undertook in support of their kinetic activities during the Siege 

of Marawi in 2017. Second, an analysis of the Charlie Hebdo attacks of 2015 will be 

undertaken, noting that while IS has certainly been the most prominent, sophisticated and 

advanced in its exploitation of emergent information and communications technology, AQAP 

remains an entity capable of sophisticated and integrated information activities, if in a distinct 

manner. As Atwan has noted, ‘IS could never have achieved its territorial ambitions, nor 

could it have recruited such a large army in so short a time, without its mastery of the 

internet’.1013 

Digital Technology 

Given the voluminous and frequently hyperbolic literature regarding modern information and 

communication technology, especially regarding terrorism, it is necessary to provide 

appropriate parameters about what is meant by the terms being deployed herein. For the 

purposes of this analysis, a relatively broad conceptualisation of modern digital information 

and communication technology (herein, digital technology) will be utilised. The work of 

Hanson is especially instructive in seeking to capture what digital technology constitutes. She 

referred to: 

 
1012 Abdel Bari Atwan, Islamic State: The Digital Caliphate (London: Saqi Books, 2015). 
1013 Atwan, Islamic State, 15. 
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the abundance of information available and the variety of sources from which it can 
be obtained … the number and variety of communication channels, and especially, 
the reduction in the time and cost for communicating over great distances. The 
combination of digitization (which converts all signals into 1s and 0s) with satellite 
technology allows messages, pictures, data, and any form of information to be 
transmitted almost instantaneously to any part of the world that can receive 
electronic signals.1014 

In the broader context, beyond the hardware and technological capability itself, what must be 

considered is the cultural implications of the changes these technologies have driven and 

enabled. As Castells has noted previously, the emergence of this fundamental information 

revolution ‘is changing and will change forever our culture’.1015 While there is no specific 

focus on the cultural dynamics of the audiences that consume contemporary jihadist 

propaganda, it is necessary to acknowledge that, as with any information revolution, the 

changes that take place are as much about the technology itself as the impacts such 

technology has on culture. As digital technology has become an increasingly near-ubiquitous 

aspect of modern existence, the volume, manner and capacity to access and consume 

information have been equally revolutionised. In particular, it has been highlighted that the 

increased accessibility of terrorist and extremist content has substantially impacted the 

radicalisation process. As RAND found in 2013, the internet has increased opportunities for 

radicalisation, accelerated the radicalisation process and created opportunities for self-

radicalisation and radicalisation without physical, real-world interaction.1016 

Social Media 

The secondary element of this section of the analysis is social media. Clarifying what 

constitutes social media is challenging, as it is a phenomenon that exists within a highly 

dynamic environment that thrives on accelerated levels of innovation and change. It is also 

relatively immature, at least relative to other modes of communication. Facebook, for 

instance, one of the most pervasive and influential social media platforms, was only 

established in 2003. Ahlqvist et al. have defined social media specifically (they distinguish 

between Web 2.0, which they use to refer to the exclusively technical aspects of social 

media) as ‘the interaction of people and also to creating, sharing, exchanging and 
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commenting contents in virtual communities and networks’.1017 Much has been written on the 

relationship between terrorism and social media.1018 Thus, it is not the purpose of this 

analysis to relitigate these arguments, but rather to evidence how digital technology, and the 

‘creating, sharing, exchanging and commenting in virtual communities’ it has enabled, have 

been exploited by terrorist entities. 

Siege of Marawi: 23 May – 23 October 2017 

The Siege of Marawi in 2017 provides a unique insight into the information activities of IS. 

The siege took place during a relatively advanced stage in the development of IS’s overall 

trajectory and in relation to the trajectory of their information activities. Before specifically 

analysing the information activities of IS in this context and the integrated campaign they 

deployed regarding Wilayah Al-Filibin (Wilayah Philippines), it is necessary to note the 

context within which the events and the propaganda campaign took place. As early as 

September 2014, the Katibah Nusantara Lid Daulah Islamiyah (Malay Archipelago Unit for 

the IS in Iraq and Syria)1019 had been established to address language issues for the numerous 

Indonesian and Malaysian foreign fighters that had travelled to Syria and Iraq to join IS. By 

2016 ‘ISIS committed considerable expenditure on Bahasa Indonesia and Malay language 

social-media propaganda’.1020 In April 2016, IS declared the establishment of a new wilayah 

(province) in the southern Philippines, the site of long-running insurgency and terrorism 

challenges for the Manila government. 

Beginning on 23 May 2017, IS operatives engaged substantially with Filipino forces, and 

within days, the Marawi city was being evacuated. Months later, in August, Joint Task Force 

Marawi had the IS forces confined to a relatively small geographic area, with only a limited 

number of men at arms. It was not until October 2017 that the Filipino Government declared 
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the siege over and the city free of IS elements.1021 This provides a rudimentary overview of 

the battle itself.1022 However, the primary focus of the following section is to highlight how 

IS deployed an integrated, thematically consistent information operation, deployed across a 

range of social media platforms and created using digital technologies. To highlight the use 

of digital technology and social media, it is noteworthy to preliminarily highlight that the 

opening scenes of the third edition of Inside the Caliphate1023 are footage taken by a drone-

mounted camera. The dramatic scene, backgrounded by the familiar audio of a nasheed and 

complemented by a computer-animated map and English audio, states, ‘to the furthest edges 

of the East, which the reign of the Ummah of Muhammad, Allah’s peace and blessings be 

upon him, would reach as promised, Marawi’.1024 It then cuts to the drone footage of battle-

damaged Marawi, with the Mosque dome and towers prominent in the scene. This is but one 

example of the sophisticated digital technology-enabled content IS produced and distributed 

during the siege. 

The information activities undertaken were spread across the full spectrum of written, oral 

and audiovisual. The breadth of content included simple ground up content such as a message 

posted on Telegram challenging famous Filipino boxing champion, Manny Pacquiao, to fight 

in Marawi;1025 the tenth edition of Rumiyah, which included ‘an interview with the IS official 

for East Asia, Abu Abdullah al-Muhajir; and a biography of a slain Malaysian fighter, Abu 

Sabah al-Muhajir’, which included photos of executed ‘belligerent Christians’ (as the 

magazine refers to them).1026 By the time of the publication of the twelfth edition of 

Rumiyah, in August of 2017, Marawi was a footnote by comparison, and IS had sustained 

losses across Syria, Iraq and Marawi. References to Marawi were reduced to brief details of 

the military operations in Marawi, and a couple of sentences, such as ‘in another part of the 

world, the soldiers of the Khilafah have proven once again—this time in Marawi’.1027 The 

more sophisticated output during the siege included Episodes Two and Three of Inside the 
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Caliphate. Episode Two represents a highly calibrated approach to propaganda production, 

with the main speaking role allocated to Abu Adam al-Australi (Mounir Raad),1028 who, after 

speaking the first half of the five-minute video in Arabic, switches to English and explicitly 

encourages Australians to make hijra to Marawi before explaining that if this is not possible: 

So kill them wherever you find them. If you’re a tradesman, use your nail gun and 
nail the kaffir to the head and crucify his body to the woodworks. If you’re truck 
driver, ram their crowds until their streets run with their filthy blood. Or pour petrol 
over their houses whilst they’re asleep and engulf their houses with flames. That 
way the message will be burnt into their memories.1029 

This section is supported by computer graphics, with text from Just Terror Tactics, animated 

images of a nail gun firing bullets and a truck, a jerry can and a match lighting the fuel 

poured from it. The explicit reference to Australians, supported by the reference to 

‘tradesmen’, and argumentation about Australian involvement in support of the Filipino 

authorities, evidences a highly targeted recruitment video, seeking per the broader narrative 

for IS supporters to make either hijra or jihad. 

Throughout the siege itself, several IS news agencies explicitly encouraged social media 

users to promote ‘#EastAsia’. The Arabic messages stated, ‘to bolster their enthusiasm and 

provide them support in terms of media, we urge you to participate in the campaign and bring 

them victory’.1030 As the Filipino authorities began to gain the upper hand, the messaging 

began to shift, and increasingly the focus was on encouraging lone jihadist operations in 

Western locales in response to the events in Marawi.1031 Ensuring that all mediums were 

covered, IS also released an English-language nasheed entitled Brothers in Marawi.1032 It 

sang the praises of the IS fighters in the conflict. The overwhelming majority of this content 

was shared, at least preliminarily, on Telegram, via both official and unofficial channels. 
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The above demonstrates the sophistication of the individual products themselves and the 

capacity of IS to produce thematically integrated content that promptly reflects events on the 

ground and reinforces narratives promoted in other products. It also evidences the use of and 

dependency on digital technology, including video equipment and the computers and 

software necessary to undertake post-production work. The use of computer graphics and 

drone-mounted cameras further demonstrated the sophistication and a deep understanding of 

the strategic power of imagery and video, symbolism and the various narratives pushed 

throughout the campaign. Digital technology also enabled IS, as they had with their Syria- 

and Iraq-oriented messaging, to adjust their narrative as conditions on the ground changed. 

The pivot from calling for hijra to that of hijra or jihad before focusing primarily on 

individual jihadist operations beyond the conflict zone further reflects the benefits and the 

strategic exploitation of digital technologies. 

Charlie Hebdo Shooting: 7 January 2015 

In seeking to highlight the consequences of the pervasiveness of these technologies and their 

impacts on news, politics and society more broadly—what Castells referred to as ‘the 

emergence of a new form of communication related to the culture and technology of the 

network society’1033—it is helpful to consider the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris 

briefly. The attack itself, which involved two operatives entering the offices of the French 

satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo, killing twelve people, does not in and of itself provide 

any explicit insight into the impact of digital technology on society. However, contextualising 

the attack in a broader context is instructive. 

This was not the first attempted terrorist attack anchored in perceived offences regarding 

cartoon depictions of Mohammed, and it is impossible to remove these instances from the 

broader context of the post-9/11 GWOT and associated news and public discourse on Islam, 

the Middle East and domestic immigration-related politics. 

What the 2015 attack does demonstrate is how choreographed violence, embedded with 

communicative dynamics through symbolic target selection and shaped to both reinforce and 

perpetuate existing narratives, can manifest as a media event unto itself. Further, it 

demonstrates how it can become a live, globally mediated event in the context of digital 
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technology, what Sumiala et al. would call a ‘hybrid media event’. By this, the authors 

referred to media events that can be understood as ‘translocal, transcultural and transnational 

phenomena articulated by a connectivity of different actors, platforms and communication 

processes’.1034 In characterising the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a hybrid media event, Sumiala 

additionally noted that, over seven days, the media event unfolded in real-time and was 

transmitted via ‘different actors, platforms and communication processes, begins with the 

attack against the Charlie Hebdo headquarters, climaxes in the public demonstrations in 

which world leaders march together in Paris and ends with the publication of the Charlie 

Hebdo ‘survival issue’, the first issue after the attacks’.1035 

The live, globalised mediation of these events was fundamentally underpinned by digital 

technology. From the footage of the attack itself; its global, instantaneous broadcast; the 

trending hashtags on Twitter associated with the event; the accessibility of the publication at 

the centre of the attacks and the protests and social responses, sympathetic and offended, 

across the West and beyond, were all mediated through and across contemporary digital 

technology platforms. The trending Twitter hashtag #jesuischarlie is one of the most 

representative manifestations of this process. 

The same can be said for the alternative media ecosystem of the jihadist movement. Prior and 

in the aftermath, jihadist organisations and sympathisers had consistently commented on, 

rallied against, and called for violence in response to various depictions of Mohammed. 

Multiple plots had been disrupted concerning the Danish Jyllands-Posten newspaper and 

Charlie Hebdo. As recently as July 2015, AQ’s As-Sahab released a two-part documentary 

video entitled An Unpardonable Crime, the first part of which focused on France and the 

claim that it had repeatedly blasphemed against Islam and Mohammed.1036 The video 

explicitly references and includes footage from the Charlie Hebdo attack. At the time of the 

attack, numerous jihadist organisations from across the movement celebrated the attack. It 

was a focus of numerous chat forums and other platforms where jihadists engage in 

discourse. The capacity of the attack itself to achieve the effects it did was contingent on the 
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violence deployed, the communicative nature of the target selection and embedding the attack 

within a broader narrative of reprisals for the depiction of Mohammed, as well as on digital 

technology in enabling the incident to become a globalised, mediated event as described 

above. The attackers were affiliated with AQAP. One of the brothers, Saïd Kouachi, had, as 

previously detailed, reportedly met with Anwar al-Awlaki during his time in Yemen.1037 

As a further demonstration of both the continuity that issues such as the Charlie Hebdo 

cartoons can underpin and the accelerated nature of contemporary, digital technology–

informed terrorism, it is worth briefly analysing the attempted attack on Curtis Calwell 

Centre in Garland, Texas, in 2015. This was an attack on an intentionally provocative 

Mohammed cartoon competition that included speeches from incendiary activists such as 

Pamela Gellar and controversial anti-Islam Dutch politician Geert Welders. In the period 

before the attack, IS-sympathetic Twitter accounts had been citing the attacks on Charlie 

Hebdo, encouraging potential operatives to act: 

Other users in Simpson’s social network had been tweeting about the Garland event 
for weeks in advance of the attack, and many provided links to its time and location. 
On April 23, for instance, one user tweeted, ‘Brothers & Sisters. the kuffar 
[unbelievers] are exercising their free speech “hate speech” by drawing Rasulallah 
[the Prophet]’, with a link to more information. On April 26, 2015, a little more than 
a week before the attack, an IS supporter responding to an unknown comment by 
Simpson tweeted, ‘You really have to do it’! On May 1, two days before the attack, 
a user tweeted, ‘Kuffar gone crazier, they are making draw Muhammad SAW 
event’!!!!!!1038 

Ten days prior, American al-Shabaab operative, Muhammed Abdullahi Hassan (a.k.a. 

Mujahid Miski), who had been in contact with Simpson for weeks prior, tweeted, ‘The 

brothers from the Charlie Hebdo attack did their part. It’s time for brothers in the #US to do 

their part’.1039 Hours before the operation, Simpson tweeted an image of Anwar al-Awlaki 

with his Twitter avatar, pre-empted the #texasattack hashtag of the attack,1040 and encouraged 

other Twitter users to follow one of Junaid Hussain’s Twitter accounts. The failed attack was 

 
1037 Scott Shane, ‘In New Era of Terrorism, Voice from Yemen Echoes’, New York Times, 10 January 2015, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/11/world/middleeast/paris-attacks-anwar-al-awlaki.html. 
1038 J. M. Berger, ‘Tailored Online Interventions: The Islamic State’s Recruitment Strategy’, CTC Sentinel 8, no. 
10 (2015), https://www.ctc.usma.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/CTCSentinel-Vol8Iss1036.pdf. 
1039 Counter Extremism Project, ‘Muhammed Abdullahi Hassan a.k.a. Mujahid Miski’, accessed 27 November 
2021, https://www.counterextremism.com/extremists/muhammed-abdullahi-hassan-aka-mujahid-miski. 
1040 BBC, ‘Profile: Texas Gunmen Elton Simpson and Nadir Soofi’, BBC News, 5 May 2015, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-32582704. 
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celebrated almost immediately on Twitter by Hussain1041 and other IS-aligned accounts. The 

collapsed timeframe between online encouragement, public commitment to action and 

launching an (albeit failed) operation speak to the accelerated environment that digital 

technology enables. It also informs how mediated events can exist and endure within 

mainstream traditional media discourse and the alternative media ecosystem of the jihadist 

movement, at times able to transcend organisational divisions. 

The previously analysed emergence of Inspire magazine, its promotion of individual jihad 

and the strategic doctrine of al-Suri provide evidence of the beginnings of the strategic 

embrace of social media and digital technology. These technologies truly enabled the 

substantive shift to what Castells referred to when he identified the ‘formation of a hypertext 

and a meta-language’ and its capacity to ‘integrate into the same system the written, oral, and 

audiovisual modalities of human communication.’ This was what Awlaki sought to build. It 

was what IS ultimately succeeded in building, and it remains the enduring legacy of the 

jihadist movement. Their full-spectrum propaganda machine, which produced content in 

various languages across a multitude of mediums and in various formats, is an exploitation of 

the underpinning digital technologies and a product of them. These technologies, the 

accessibility, for instance, of affordable desktop editing software and portable videography 

capacity and the capacity to distribute the digital technology–enabled content to a global 

audience, were fundamental to the success of IS’ campaign. With its encouragement of 

individual jihadist attacks and its strategic communication towards their primary adversary, 

the Western-oriented campaign was crucial to its success and the perception of its success. 

Returning to the Message to America video of 2014, it is possible not only to recognise that 

digital technology was fundamental to the effectiveness of that propaganda item, but that as 

Krona and Pennington noted, ‘this particular video clearly illustrated a deliberate strategy of 

mediation by ISIS—a strategy that aimed to gain global attention through the theatrical 

beheading of a Westerner and to simultaneously convey the message of the organization as a 

global phenomenon itself.1042 

 
1041 Spencer Ackerman, Ewen MacAskill and Alice Ross, ‘Junaid Hussain: British Hacker for ISIS Believed 
Killed in US Air Strike’, The Guardian, 27 August 2015, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/27/junaid-hussain-british-hacker-for-isis-believed-killed-in-us-
airstrike. 
1042 Michael Krona and Rosemary Pennington, The Media World of ISIS (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press 2019), 1. 
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Conclusion 

It is difficult to overstate the centrality of digital technology and social media to the success 

of the IS as a culmination of the jihadist project. Their capacity to recruit their Western 

foreign fighter army and enable and inspire their Western-based army of individual jihadists 

was anchored equally in the series of integrated violent innovations, refined communicative 

and narrative dynamics and exploitation of emergent information and communications 

technology discussed above. In doing so, they integrated the three key elements of the 

framework in an exceptional manner, innovating violence in various ways, building on, 

extending and refining the narratives of jihadism that their predecessors developed; and 

exploiting, initially without counter measures, emergent digital technologies. The integration 

of these elements enabled IS to achieve significant strategic effects against a range of key 

adversaries, including but not limited to the US and its allies. Throughout the totality of the 

modern jihadist movement, that these actions were frequently informed by strategic thought 

and doctrine only reinforces the merits of the analytical approach articulated above. It is not 

by happenstance that IS came to dominate international security agendas from 2014 onwards. 

Moreover, as demonstrated by its resilience and adaptability, the jihadist movement will 

remain an international and national security consideration well into the future. Its capacity to 

shift platforms, adapt its approach and adjust its narrative means it is almost certain that the 

jihadist movement, in some guise or another, will remain an enduring presence, albeit 

changing its character to adapt to its environment and context well into the future. 
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Part III 
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Chapter Eleven: Conclusion and Implications 

In his 2016 State of the Union address, then-President Obama made remarks that reflect some 

of the key ideas analysed above. This analysis has demonstrated not only the centrality of 

propaganda to terrorism but that a complex integrated approach to the use of innovative 

forms of violence, the intentional incorporation of communicative and narrative dynamics 

into that violence and the exploitation of information and communications technology can 

achieve strategic effects grossly disproportionate to the conventional capabilities of the 

terrorist organisation undertaking the operation(s). The achievement of this disproportionate 

response is the enduring nature of terrorism. It dates back to what is considered to be some of 

the earliest manifestations of contemporary terrorism. Obama’s comments, made at a time 

when offensive kinetic and non-kinetic efforts to counter IS were well underway, noted the 

following: 

But as we focus on destroying ISIL, over-the-top claims that this is World War III 
just play into their hands. Masses of fighters on the back of pickup trucks and 
twisted souls plotting in apartments or garages pose an enormous danger to civilians 
and must be stopped. But they do not threaten our national existence. That’s the 
story ISIL wants to tell; that’s the kind of propaganda they use to recruit.1043 

Obama’s caution reflects the challenge and the intent of terrorism as a threat to national and 

international security. The former president identifies two key components of how terrorism 

achieves its strategic effects: ‘over-the-top claims’ and ‘the story ISIL wants to tell.’ These 

comments could have been made by focusing on almost any terrorist campaign throughout 

history, especially regarding the paradigmatic manifestations analysed throughout this thesis. 

Throughout history, government responses to terrorism have frequently been characterised by 

disproportionality and exploiting the perception, either by the public or the political apparatus 

(or both), of the need for a ‘state of exception’. In circumstances where terrorism becomes an 

enduring aspect of national or national security, these disproportionate measures and states of 

exception can normalise and, in turn, become embedded features of increasingly illiberal 

democratic arrangements. As Wilkinson argues in his classic Terrorism Versus Democracy, it 

 
1043 Barack Obama, ‘2016 State of the Union’ (Speech, State of the Union, Washington, DC, 2016), 
https://medium.com/@ObamaWhiteHouse/president-obama-s-2016-state-of-the-union-address-
7c06300f9726#.flsvqkay9. 
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is unnecessary for democracies to ‘to suspend the rule of law and adopt draconian measures 

in the name of ‘national security’ in order to suppress terrorism’.1044 It remains a truism that 

terrorism remains entirely capable of causing grossly disproportionate responses in 

democratic and undemocratic states. The above analysis has proposed that the conceptual 

framework outlined in Chapter Three is an effective means of understanding how terrorism, 

as a phenomenon that transcends organisations, waves, or specific ideological manifestations, 

can provoke these kinds of responses. This is significant because although terrorism studies 

has matured substantially since its initial coalescence, the field has not produced an integrated 

conceptual framework with broad applicability across diverse manifestations of terrorism. 

This dissertation has sought to develop a preliminary effort in that direction. 

Before summarising the analysis above, a brief example of the kinds of strategic 

miscalculations that terrorism can provoke is instructive. The US response to the events of 

9/11 is replete with excesses, numerous of which have endured well beyond their initial 

implementation. Policies such as so-called enhanced interrogation techniques, warrantless 

wiretapping and a litany of other policies, practices and strategic and operational decisions 

under the auspices of the GWOT have, in many ways, not only undermined democratic value 

but strengthened or enhanced the position of the terrorist organisation/s being countered. The 

invasion of Iraq in 2003, which Kilcullen referred to as:  

an almost indescribably massive strategic error, which bogged the United States and 
its allies down in a decades-plus long counterinsurgency fight that demanded 
immense sacrifices from our troops, cost us our strategic freedom of action and 
eroded the legitimacy of a cause that, at the outset, enjoyed huge global support,1045  

is one of the most pertinent examples of how terrorism can create conditions conducive to 

counterproductive, strategic decision-making. In the process, it elevates and strengthens those 

entities that, at least nominally, are the target of the actions taken. 

The invasion of Iraq created the crucible from which IS would spawn, providing a context 

that witnessed the transformation of a Jordanian petty criminal into a global household name. 

It further provided the operational environment for the evolution of this marginal jihadist 

enterprise to ultimately transform into a globally consequential terrorist enterprise, capable of 

launching large-scale, sophisticated terrorist attacks such as the 2015 Paris attacks, inspiring a 

 
1044 Paul Wilkinson, Terrorism versus Democracy, 2. 
1045 David Kilcullen, Blood Year: The Unraveling of Western Counterterrorism (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 281. 
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multitude of individual jihadist operations across the Western world and controlling territory 

across the strategically important regions of Syria and Iraq. Their actions in theatre attracted 

military responses from the US and its allies, Russia and Iran. The Syrian Civil War exacted 

an unquantified but horrific toll on the civilian populations of Syria and Iraq. Without 9/11, it 

is difficult to see the US invading Iraq in 2003. Without the invasion of Iraq in 2003, it is 

difficult to see the 2014 declaration of the Caliphate and the gruesome violence that were and 

are the consequence of those events. Understanding terrorism’s capacity to create grossly 

disproportionate strategic effect is vital to ensuring that the countermeasures enacted are 

proportionate, necessary and not counterproductive. 

The application of the conceptual framework throughout this dissertation demonstrated the 

enduring nature of the strategic logic of terrorism. It has revealed how the enduring nature of 

terrorism is enabled through the application of relatively consistent, if continually evolving, 

methods. While various manifestations of terrorism achieve varying degrees of success, the 

application of the framework to the three paradigmatic case studies has enabled a deeper 

understanding of the mechanisms by which terrorism can disproportionately achieve a 

strategic effect and endures as a tactic and a strategy, over time.    

The research sought to identify why particular terrorism campaigns achieved substantial 

strategic effects and to demonstrate there existed a common concept or enduring strategic 

logic among those able to achieve these effects. The framework itself, articulated in detail in 

Chapter Three, proposes that for terrorism to achieve the kinds of strategic effects articulated 

above concerning Iraq, the three elements of the framework must be integrated within the 

strategic calculus of terrorist strategic and operational planning. It has unpacked and 

articulated a consistent demonstration of the strategic calculus that underpins terrorism and 

evidenced the enduring nature of the practice, as distinct to the changing character of the 

phenomenon. At its core, this analysis has evidenced that there exists a consistent strategic 

consideration, present throughout all three case studies. While the historical context 

necessarily results in changes in relation to the ideological motivation and salience, the forms 

of violence deployed, the information and communications technology used to propagandise 

the actions and ideas, the anarchists, the Palestinians and the jihadists all made or make 

similar assessments about their most effective ways and means to achieve their strategic end 

states. 
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The Framework 

The framework consists of three key elements, which it is worth briefly reiterating here 

before demonstrating how the case studies support the essentiality of the framework 

elements. As articulated at the outset, the framework is premised on the proposition that there 

is a consistent strategic logic to terrorism, that strategic logic is reflective of the enduring 

nature of terrorism as a phenomenon and that the key elements of that strategic logic can be 

identified and are articulated through the framework. The framework seeks to address the 

central research question of this analysis, namely, how does terrorism achieve strategic 

effect? The conceptual framework, which draws from scholarly literature and primary source 

terrorist doctrine and strategic thought, was applied to the case studies to demonstrate that 

across three paradigmatic manifestations of terrorism, each of which achieved substantial 

strategic impact through their operations, the framework held consistent explanatory power. 

The following section will briefly demonstrate what each of the framework elements 

evidenced when applied to the case studies. 

As detailed in Chapter Three, the framework proposed three necessary elements that could 

cause strategic effects when integrated effectively. These three elements are: 

1. innovative forms of violence 

2. communicative and narrative dynamics 

3. exploitation of emergent information and communications technology. 

Innovative Forms of Violence 

The innovative forms of violence element of the framework included internal and external 

innovation, revolutionary and iterative innovations, and innovations related to broader issues 

of strategy and organisational structure and how these can facilitate the deployment of new 

tactics or new targeting decisions. The forms of innovation applied across the case studies 

were revolutionary innovation, strategic innovation, incremental innovation and structural 

innovation. 

The application of the framework regarding innovative violence found that forms of 

revolutionary innovation, such as the use of dynamite, could have dramatic effects in both 

immediate operational senses and the communicative sense. Dynamite resonated with the 

various audiences of the period and enabled the anarchist perpetrators to play out the drama 



286 

of their operations and demand the attention of the burgeoning global news industry. 

Palestinian terrorist revolution in aircraft hijacking practices would have significant strategic 

impacts on the Palestinian cause, the international aviation industry and ultimately saw 

adversaries of the Palestinian cause experience strategic effect. It also acted as the catapult 

that launched the Palestinian cause onto the global stage. While Munich would culminate this 

project, the instances of plane hijacking that preceded Munich would be crucial to the profile 

and comprehensibility of the Palestinian cause. Additionally, the strategic innovation of 

embedding the Palestinian cause within the broader Third Worldist narrative enabled a litany 

of transnational opportunities, from funding and weapons provision to operational 

cooperation. 

The jihadist movement presented a unique manifestation of violent innovation, shaped by the 

duration and consistent high tempo character of the counterterrorism campaign arrayed 

against it. This led to a series of innovations, before and beyond 9/11. The transformative 

strategic innovation of adopting the far enemy strategy would reverberate across the jihadist 

movement and underpin al Qaeda’s targeting and operational considerations and the entire 

jihadist movement. The incremental innovation related to transforming conventional airplane 

hijacking for hostage-taking purposes into the use of airplanes for undertaking mass-casualty 

suicide operations truly cemented the jihadist movement within the broader international 

security discourse of the twenty-first century. The structural innovation that involved the 

embrace of al-Suri’s strategic guidance regarding individual and small cell jihad was 

contingent on the previous iterations of innovation. It would enable the capacity of the 

jihadist movement to target Western powers, despite the sustained degradation of their 

external operational capability. 

Across all three case studies, innovation concerning violence was essential to the capacity of 

terrorist organisations to achieve strategic effect. Regardless of its specific type, the 

innovative character of the violence was a crucial component of what enabled the violence to 

achieve newness and, as such, attract the attention of the various audiences it was 

communicating to. However, in and of itself, the violence was insufficient. It also needed to 

be calibrated so that the communicative aspects of the violence and the operations undertaken 

were woven into the operational design. 



287 

Communicative and Narrative Dynamics 

Communicative and narrative dynamics referred, as per Chapter Three, to the ‘intentional 

embedding of ideology, through either explicit or symbolic components, into the 

conceptualisation and production of conventional propaganda or terrorist actions undertaken 

for propagandistic effect’. Narrative dynamics were explained as ‘constituting the 

conceptualisation and production of terrorist propaganda or terrorist actions undertaken for 

propagandistic effect, with the intention of establishing or reinforcing an ideologically 

informed narrative context.’ Again, it is unnecessary to restate the expansive articulation 

regarding this element. Noteworthy is that its manifestations consistently reflected the ideas 

and principles that the Executive Committee of NV articulated. Specifically, when it declared 

the purposes of its actions were ‘to break down the prestige of government, to furnish 

continuous proof of the possibility of pursuing a contest with the government, to raise in that 

way the revolutionary spirit in the people, and finally, to form a body suited and accustomed 

to warfare’.1046 

These principles and concepts were implicitly replicated by further manifestations of the 

anarchist movement and formed the core and underlying strategic conceptualisations of 

terrorism for the Palestinians and the jihadists. Both of these cases evidenced numerous 

manifestations of these considerations. They are usefully captured in the following direct 

quotes from key strategists and operational planners within the movements. As George 

Habash wrote on behalf of Black September in the al-Sayad newspaper, only days after the 

Munich Massacre: 

The Olympiad arouses the people’s interest and attention more than anything else in 
the world. The choice of the Olympics, from the purely propagandistic viewpoint, 
was 100% successful [emphasis added]. It was like painting the name of Palestine 
on a mountain that can be seen from the four corners of the earth.1047 

Since its modern inception, the jihadist movement has clearly prioritised communicative and 

narrative considerations. From the earliest publication of al-Jihad magazine and bin Laden’s 

cultivation of press coverage for his activities in Afghanistan, consideration of the 

presentation and contextualisation of the jihadist movement has been central to its operation. 

By the time the structural innovations of al-Suri became a vital aspect of the jihadist 

 
1046 Cited in Iviansky, ‘Individual Terror’, 46. 
1047 Reeve, One Day in September, 293–94; Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 71–72. 
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movement’s strategic considerations, al-Suri himself was explicitly encouraging a focus on 

this aspect of their activity. He noted in his Global Islamic Resistance Call, on what he 

referred to as ‘secret propaganda or agitation unit[s]’,1048 ‘the mission of these units is to 

spread the Call to Resistance and distribute its literature and research, and studies and various 

programs by secret means, especially the Internet. It should translate the researches and 

communications of the Resistance into … world languages’.1049 

Each of the three case studies demonstrated a consistent understanding of the importance of 

ensuring their violence was choreographed towards an audience or audiences. These actions 

were also embedded within an often-self-cultivated narrative that allowed the violence to be 

comprehended. Across the case studies, there is evidence of terrorist organisations 

undertaking repeated operations over time, and in the process building the necessary audience 

familiarity and narrative comprehension so that when their operational capability reached its 

crescendo—the assassination of Alexander II, the Munich Massacre, 9/11—it was understood 

and comprehended sufficiently for the desired strategic effects to be achieved. 

Exploitation of Emergent Information and Communication Technology 

The final element of the framework was the exploitation of emergent forms of information 

and communication technology. This refers to the technologies themselves as well as how 

their diffusion has shaped and informed cultural and social practices. This element has been 

the one most subject to conjecture concerning its impacts on terrorism, with consistent 

arguments put forward during the periods under consideration that suggested that printing, 

satellite television or social media were to blame for terrorism’s prevalence. All three cases 

were dependent on and exploited the emerging information and communications technology 

of their day. In addition, these technologies would underpin the cultural products and 

practices that would assist audiences in accessing and understanding the actions of the 

relevant terrorist organisations. From the writing of Dostoevsky and others in Russia to the 

work of Kanafani in the Palestinian case, the centrality of video and subsequently social 

media, to the jihadist movement’s representation of itself, all three not only calibrated their 

violence for novelty and communicative purposes but also took advantage of the relevant 

technologies for disseminating their messaging, violent and nonviolent. 

 
1048 Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 250. 
1049 Al-Suri, cited in Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy, 250. 
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The jihadist movement was able to move beyond the dependence on conventional 

institutionalised media. It would incorporate a capacity to communicate directly with a 

global, decentralised audience of sympathisers and potential recruits and operatives. The 

social media campaign of IS, its demonstrated ability to contribute to the recruitment of tens 

of thousands of foreign fighters to Syria and Iraq and to operationalise substantial numbers of 

individual jihadist terrorists in Western countries, speaks to the power of this information and 

communications technology. While the practice was not fundamentally different from the 

Palestinians and anarchists, modern digital technology, including social media, accelerated 

the radicalisation process, increased opportunities for radicalisation and enabled 

radicalisation without substantive engagement with an organisation or its representatives. 

Closing Remarks 

This research sought to address a deficiency within the existing terrorism studies literature, 

which was an absence of an integrated strategic conceptualisation of the practice of terrorism 

across ideological, historical, and geographic contexts. It has articulated a framework that can 

be generalised beyond a single manifestation of terrorism, providing sufficient explanatory 

capability in response to the research question. Understanding how terrorism achieves 

strategic effect can help ensure that counterterrorism efforts designed to prevent terrorism are 

not strategically counterproductive. The past 20 years of consistent, global responses to 

terrorism should serve as a reminder of the adaptability of terrorist organisations, their 

capacity to strategically calculate effective ways and means of provoking their adversaries 

and the risks of playing into the hands of these strategies. 

This dissertation draws from and builds on the substantial scholarship of authors such as 

Crenshaw, English, Hoffman, and Cronin, amongst others, to further progress the field’s 

understanding of the strategic intent and strategic purposes of terrorism, irrespective of 

ideological persuasion. It does not argue that the framework developed here has universal 

explanatory power, nor that it provides an absolute explanation of the phenomena. It does 

seek to weave together a body of existing related but unintegrated concepts from within 

terrorism studies in an effort to provide a more holistic understanding of terrorism and its 

capacity to achieve strategic effect, and more specifically, how it achieves that strategic 

effect. It is necessary to note that as with any research, this dissertation was limited to three 

confirmatory case studies, and did not include application of the framework to a negative 

case study. While this was in part informed by limitations of space, it does provide a further 
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research opportunity. Understanding instances where terrorist attacks or campaigns failed to 

achieve strategic effect is likely to be equally as insightful as the cases analysed here. 

The framework developed and applied throughout this dissertation is proposed as a start point 

for a further research agenda that builds on, expands, challenges, and refines the framework. 

As terrorism studies continues to mature and widens its aperture beyond the post-9/11 lens it 

will be important to reflect and recognise the strides that the field has made in the two 

decades of research since the events of 9/11. This research can provide an opportunity for 

further refinement of the understanding of the nature of innovation in a terrorism context, and 

the interplay between innovation itself and the constraints and opportunities that terrorist 

organisation are affected by. Additionally, the development of a stronger appreciation for the 

frequently strategically intentional non-kinetic consequences of terrorist attacks and 

campaigns provides a rich avenue for further research. As this dissertation has sought to 

demonstrate, at least in part, terrorism is frequently more focused on the second and third 

order effects of action rather than on the immediate kinetic action. Further research in 

understanding how terrorism effects its targets at a societal level will strengthen 

understanding of how best to insulate society from these effects. There is also potential to 

progress a research agenda focused on how the use of communications technology by 

terrorists and other malign actors. As communications technology continues its rapid 

development and dissemination, understanding how terrorists exploit such technologies can 

assist in preventing and countering that exploitation.  

Public discourse and policy responses to new manifestations of terrorism have a tendency to 

be reactive, hyperbolic, and to essentialise the violent aspects of terrorism. While this is 

understandable, it is important to recognise that this is also part of the strategic intention of 

terrorism. As such, an especially in the context of a liberal democracy, it is vital that counter 

terrorism measures remain proportionate, necessary, and a reflection of the values of the 

societies they are designed to defend. Abandoning these values in response to a well framed, 

innovative form of violence that effectively exploits information and communications 

technology is serving the strategic intent of the perpetrators rather than countering them. 

In its modern form, terrorism has been a consistent and enduring threat to national and 

international security since its emergence in Russia in the mid-1800s. While it has manifested 

in a diversity of ideological forms, in various geographic locations and used a wide array of 

tactical and operational means to try and achieve its ends, this research has sought to identify 



291 

that it has consistently relied on an enduring nature and conceptually consistent strategic 

calculus. As early as 1879, the Executive Committee of NV was articulating a strategic 

objective that could just as easily have been drawn from the writings of Palestinian or jihadist 

strategists. They wrote: 

terroristic activity … aims to undermine the prestige of the government’s power, to 
demonstrate steadily the possibility of struggle against the government, to arouse in 
this manner the revolutionary spirit of the people and their confidence in the success 
of the cause, and finally to give shape and direction to the forces fit and trained to 
carry on the fight.1050 

Terrorism has always tried, and will continue to try, to achieve these types of objectives. It 

will continue to make the same calculations regarding how to achieve strategic effect. 

Understanding and appreciating the strategic calculus of terrorism as a phenomenon can help 

to better inform comprehensive, strategic counterterrorism practices. The above analysis aims 

to provide some insight into the strategic considerations of terrorist organisations and assist in 

informing the development of these practices. 

  

 
1050 Volya, Program of the Executive Committee, 13. 
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