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Response to the Defence Select Committee’s Global Islamist Terrorism Inquiry 
  
   
The Question: Is Islamist terrorism the existential threat facing the UK? 
  
Summary 
  
The notion that violence perpetrated by a small number of Muslims, will somehow cause an 
existential crisis within the western world, is inflammatory. This assertion lends itself to the 
enactment of laws and policies targeting one community based on the actions of a few which do 
not represent them. This is especially problematic since these policies and laws have been 
widely documented to criminalise law-abiding segments of society and violate the rule of law.   
  
However, security of its citizens is an obligation on any government. A new way forward is 
needed, which involves returning law and policy back to its pre-securitised state, and removing 
the exceptional quality of political violence. Instead of calling the violence terrorism, we call it 
murder, thus reducing the image of the act. States should then commit to treating all forms of 
violence within an unpoliticised criminal justice system and thereby return to applying the rule of 
law. 
  
Recommendations 
  

• We can no longer rely on legislation and policy that seeks future threats, criminalises 
law-abiding citizens, interrogates children and separates families. 

 
• By returning law and policy back to its pre-securitised state, we might be able to remove 

the exceptional quality of political violence and return to the rule of law. 
 

• Interactions with the Muslim community must be built on a platform of trust, one that 
does not view Muslims as potential threats. 

 
• This must be coupled with an openness by government to receive and respond to 

seemingly unpalatable views criticising their institutions of state and policies. 
 

• An environment of openness will introduce maturity in the debate and foster a realistic 
approach to current challenges, one which is supported by communities. 

 
• Finally, the government must engage in a genuine process of holding itself and its 

agents to account for actions that have violated the rule of law, and acknowledge the 
extent to which those actions have contributed to the increasing sense of 
disenfranchisement among Muslims. 
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The problematic language of ‘Islamist terrorism’ 
  
From the outset, CAGE rejects the terms of reference that have been used to frame the threat 
that faces British society from the acts of individuals engaged in political violence. 
  
Yes, we accept, as the events of 2017 lay witness to, that there are those who are willing to 
conduct violently criminal actions based on their political grievances, however, it is important to 
place any question about threats and solutions within their correct context. 
  
In her survey of British Muslims in the UK, Baroness Sayeeda Warsi rightly points to the 
counter-productive culture of blame that sets the wrong tone for engagement with Muslim 
communities in the UK: 
  

“...it's crazy negotiation tactics to assume we will get what we want from a community of 
3 million by treating them all like they are viewed through the prism of the actions of a 
tiny number of them. And secondly, the moment we impose a set of rules, laws and 
demands on one community and not on others we have stepped away from our own 
supposedly inviolable values of equality, rule of law and sense of fair play.” (Warsi, 2017: 
47) 

  
Warsi captures the two key points of discussion in relation to the UK government’s response to 
violence: firstly, only a very small portion of Muslims in the UK have been involved in such 
political violence, and secondly, it is deeply problematic that laws and policies targeting one 
community specifically be enacted, especially when these laws deprive the said community of 
access to the rule of law due to the actions of a tiny minority that does not represent them. 
  
In the framing of discussions and debates, the idea of ‘Islamist terrorism’ itself is problematic, as 
it obfuscates the multiple causal factors that lead individuals to undertake paths of violence, with 
religious motivation often being a very small subset. The scholar of terrorism studies, Olivier 
Roy, who has conducted extensive research and fieldwork with those attracted to political 
violence, rejects the idea of religion being a primary factor, but rather highlights the extent of 
frustration and resentment violent offenders feel with the society and world they see around 
them: 
  

"Nevertheless frustration and resentment against society seems to be the only 
“psychological” trait that is regularly shared. Psychologists that study radicalisation (Fethi 
Benslama in France) detect a psychological (not psychiatric) state of “suffering”, a 
discrepancy between their expectations and their social outcome, a need of recognition, 
in a word a narcissist crisis, which makes them more open to either nihilism or to the 
narrative of heroism that Al Qaeda or Daesh offer to them. The religious dimension 
offers them a framework of personal re-structuration: the truth, the good, a clear set of 
norms, brothers in arms, a clear objective, and salvation, although the latter is not 
necessarily understood in terms of the paradise as described in the Koran. In fact few of 
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them speak explicitly about paradise. The nihilist dimension (revenge, suicide) seems to 
supersede the utopian one (to build a new and just society)." (Roy, 2015) 

  
Having conducted one of the most exhaustive studies of the reasons why individuals carry out 
violent political acts, Professor Marc Sageman, a former CIA officer, details the link between 
religion and violence within his 2017 book ‘Turning to Political Violence’. Crucially, Sageman, 
while recognising that religion/ideology cannot be completely discounted, states that it is by no 
means the causal factor, and any emphasis on it distracts from the real issues: 
  

“To capture the subjectivity of political actors, one must rely on their words and actions 
rather than just their ideology. Their relevant words and actions are the accounts 
generated by the actors themselves about their paths to violence. It is important to focus 
on the violent actors themselves and not just the ideologues of their communities. The 
two are often confused, and many scholars substitute the ideologues' rationales for the 
motivations of the actual perpetrators.” (Sageman, 2017: xvii) 
  
 

Existential threats 
  
It is important, before any case of “existential threat” can be made, that an assessment is made 
of the actual threat that exists, and the extent to which it can cause harm to society. 
  
To claim that a threat is existential, invokes the idea that society as we know it, will no longer 
exist, due to the threat that is posed by the force in question. 
  
Since 11 September 2001 there have been a number of reports regarding the threat posed by 
Muslims living in the western world. Sageman has conducted extensive studies of all the violent 
terrorism plots that have taken place in the western world, leading him to the conclusion that it is 
an exaggeration to suggest that political violence conducted by Muslims, has reached anywhere 
the levels of what be considered an “existential threat”: 
  

“This low base rate belies the contention of political spin-maestros and an uncritical 
press that 220 terrorists,￼ armed with knives, guns, and homemade bombs (which 
didn't work most of the time) are as much of an existential threat as Nazi Germany and 
Japan during World War II or the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Only global 
amnesia, neglect of facts, and inability to make comparisons can support such baseless 
claims. The USSR, a country of 300 million people with thousands of nuclear weapons 
pointed at the United States and a military of several million people armed with very 
sophisticated weapons, could have completely destroyed the United States with its 
nuclear arsenal. The global neojihad poses a threat to the United States and the West, 
but it does not rise to a level where it threatens their existence. To put this threat in 
context, car accidents and US firearm homicides pose threats to Western and US lives 
several orders of magnitude higher than does the global neojihad. 
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The above numbers, which give an approximate estimate of this threat in the West, 
should guide our reactions and policies rather than the very improbable "worst-case 
scenarios" commonly used by Western politicians and counterterrorism officials. It is of 
course necessary to analyze worst-case scenarios and try to prevent them, but policies 
that deprive an individual of fundamental rights must be based on more than panic. They 
must be based on a realistic threat or probability that this individual might carry out 
serious acts of violence. The government's failure of imagination may have contributed 
to the tragedy.” (Sageman, 2016: 57-58) 

  
Sageman’s sobering remarks in his book ‘Misunderstanding Terrorism’, as he references 
himself, should be understood within the wider context of violence. In the US for example, there 
was an average over around 12,000 deaths a year from gun-related violence that was non-
terrorism related, compared with the fewer than nine per year from terrorists. This means that 
Americans are 1333 time more likely to be killed by a criminal than a terrorist (Finer, 2017) – 
something that is worth bearing in mind in relation to the way the ‘existential’ threat from 
‘Islamist terrorism’ is constructed. 
  
In the context of the UK, the most recent Crime Survey England and Wales (CSEW) in year 
ending September 2017 records an estimated 1.2 million incidents of violent crime against 
adults. (ONS, 2017) An estimated 1.2 million women and 713,000 men experienced domestic 
abuse in the last year alone. (ONS, 2017a) Of the 685 murders recorded, 35 relate to the 
London and Manchester attacks. Excluding these attacks, the number of homicides increased 
by 57, equivalent to a 10% rise. (ONS, 2017) 
  
According to figures from the Global Terrorism Database, 126 people have been killed in the UK 
as a result of ‘terrorist’ attacks between 2000-2017. This is stark decline from previous years 
where 1,094 deaths are recorded between 1985 and 1999, and 2,211 between 1970 and 1984; 
with significant numbers relating to IRA acts of political violence. (Kirk, 2017) None of this is to 
negate the reality that a threat clearly exists, and human beings suffer (sometimes at a mass 
scale) when individuals plots are carried out.  
  
What we can take from these figures, is that violence is not something that is exceptional, and 
within a wider context of both historically political, and current non-political violent crime, acts of 
political violence perpetrated by Muslims have nowhere risen to the level that they could be 
considered to be an existential threat.  
  
For those who inhabit the space of the future potential unknowns, then it is perhaps worth 
bearing in mind the words of professor Richard Jackson: 
  

“...the unknown, and the unperceived, became potential indicators of imminent terrorist 
violence; or, as Donald Rumsfeld put it: “Absence of evidence is not evidence of 
absence” (cited in Daase and Kessler 2007, 428). In other words, if terrorism is now 
defined primarily by what is unknown, then there is no reliable empirical evidence or data 
from the past which can help us to “know” terrorism in the present. Among other things, 
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this meant that there was no basis or imperative for officials to conduct empirical 
evaluation or cost-benefit analysis of current counterterrorism measures...” (Jackson, 
2015: 13) 

  
The above scholars help to press the reset button on the way in which terrorism and political 
violence are constructed as threats. Responses should not be based on what we do not know, 
but rather on what we do know and have experienced. 
 
The notion that violence perpetrated by a small number of Muslims, will somehow cause an 
existential crisis within the western world, is inflammatory at best, at worst, pure propaganda. 
  
Rather, states should commit to treating all forms of violence within the criminal justice system, 
and returning their commitments to strengthening the Rule of Law. 
  
Home threat 
  
Security of its citizens is an obligation on any government when faced with threats. It is 
important to acknowledge, that threats have been actualised and indeed stopped in the UK, 
making the threat something that is real. As these stand, there is no reason to believe that there 
is no chance of future threats, and so a certain degree of preparedness is necessary. 
  
With that important caveat in mind, and as with the discussion above, it is equally important to 
understand the nature of the threat, and the response to it. Any response must be proportionate 
and necessary, and not based on the potentiality of a threat, particularly when the numbers are 
not aligned to the need. Professor Sageman’s assessment of the statistics around acts of 
political violence is thus important to bear in mind: 
  

“If all the various police departments in the West collaborate and carry out a gigantic 
sweep by applying this profile to their respective Muslim populations in order to catch 
terrorists hiding in their respective societies, they would arrest all 22 terrorists that 
emerge in a given year. However, they would make a mistake 1 percent of the time for 
25 million people, which comes to 250,000 people. Therefore, in order to catch all new 
22 global neo-jihadi terrorists, they would put 250,000 Muslims in jail by mistake. This 
rate of error of 99.99 percent is simply not acceptable in a liberal democracy. The reason 
that the instrument or profile is so misleading despite the fact that it is near perfect is 
because there are so many more nonterrorists than terrorists.” (Sageman, 2016: 62-63) 

  
The notion that we must profile and harm communities en masse, without concern for the 
consequence, is not only short sighted, but also dangerous. Dr Rizwaan Sabir captures the 
these consequences in his assessment of UK government surveillance tools and counter-
terrorism programmes such as Prevent: 
  

“...surveillance generates fear and a threat of violence and therefore has an ability to 
discipline thought and control behaviour without directly employing force...Since 
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surveillance goes to the heart of Prevent, a highly coercive underbelly is revealed. 
Secondly, Prevent operates in a complementary capacity to surveillance and intelligence 
collection that is claimed to be reserved for Pursue. This strongly suggests that the 
dichotomy between coercion and consent or Pursue and Prevent is false and irrelevant 
in practice. Thirdly, the surveilling of ‘all members of the community’ in order to 
determine which form of activity...needs to be targeted at them suggests that Prevent 
perceives law-abiding Muslims to be somehow susceptible to supporting or becoming 
involved in terrorism. Such a perception not only has a strong stench of Islamophobia 
but also shows how the counterinsurgency principle of treating the wider population as 
an enabler and supporter of insurgency and terrorism has been integrated into 
contemporary counter-terrorism policy and practice. Such a practice erodes the 
distinction between civilians and combatants.” (Sabir, 2017: 12) 

  
Returning to the construction of this present study, the very notion that underpins it is 
problematic, as the idea of ‘Islamist terrorism’ posing an ‘existential threat’ to UK society, 
establishes a dialectic that reinforces notions of ‘us v them’, that somehow there is a problem 
specifically with Islam. 
  
When the idea of threat management takes place on a mass scale, the consequences can be 
completely disastrous. If we take Sageman’s data as a starting point for our assessment of the 
threat that is posed across the whole of the western world (in which he includes North America, 
Europe, Australia and New Zealand), then the number of those who are being reported in just 
the UK context to the Prevent programme, and being ‘de-radicalised’ through Channel, are 
completely disproportionate. 
  
Professor Arun Kundnani’s book ‘The Muslims Are Coming’, provides some important insights 
into the extent of this reporting, and how overwhelmingly discriminatory it is in its application: 
  

“Manchester Police had been one of the forces running an anti-extremism project known 
as Channel—part of Britain's Preventing Violent Extremism program—that sought to 
profile young people who were not suspected of involvement in criminal activity but 
nevertheless were regarded as drifting toward extremism. Through an extensive system 
of surveillance involving, among others, police officers, teachers, and youth and health 
workers, would-be radicals were identified and given counselling, mentoring, and 
religious instruction in an attempt to reverse the radicalizing process. In some cases 
individuals were rehoused in new neighborhoods to disconnect them from local 
influences considered harmful. Across the UK, between 2007 and 2010, 1,120 
individuals were identified by the Channel project as potentially traveling on a 
radicalization pathway. Of these, 290 were under sixteen years old and fifty-five were 
under twelve. Over 90 percent were Muslim (the rest were mainly identified for potential 
involvement in far-right extremism). By the end of 2012 almost 2,500 people had been 
identified by the Channel project as possible risks.” (Kundnani, 2014: 154) 
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The threat at home needs to be understood within the context of the millions of law-abiding 
Muslim citizens that are already in the UK, but also in terms of the lack of numbers, particularly 
when juxtaposed with other forms of violence. 
  
Now, more than ever, we need a new way, and that can only happen through enriching our 
understanding of the threat, and how we can match that threat. 
  
A new way 
  
In so many ways, the new ways of counter-terrorism, are really dressed up versions of the old 
way. 
  
Rather than over reliance on legislation and policy that seeks future threats, police and courts 
must be bound by the due process and a body of law that excludes politicised counter-terrorism 
legislation.  
  
By returning law and policy back to its pre-securitised state, we might be able to remove the 
exceptional quality of political violence. Instead of calling the violence ‘terrorism’, we call it 
murder, thus reducing the image of the act to common violence. 
  
In the courts and discourse, we can attempt to explain the motivations of why the offence took 
place, but to treat all violence for what it is, actual criminal violence. In Pankaj Mishra’s highly 
acclaimed book ‘Age of Anger’, he highlights the problem of the current approach: 
  

“Some of the Islam-centric accounts of terrorism have translated into the endless 'global 
war on terror', and no less forceful - or quixotic - policies aimed at encouraging 
'moderate' Muslims to 'prevent' 'extremist ideology', and 'reform’ Islam. It has become 
progressively clearer that political elites in the West, unable to junk an addiction to 
drawing lines in the sand, regime change and re-engineering native moeurs, don't seem 
to know what they are doing and what they are bringing about. 
  
They have counterbalanced their loss of nerve before the political challenge of terrorism 
with overreaction, launching military campaigns, often without bothering to secure the 
consent of a frightened people, and while supporting despotic leaders they talk endlessly 
of their superior 'values' — a rhetoric that has now blended into a white-supremacist 
hatred, lucratively exploited by Trump, of immigrants, refugees and Muslims (and, often, 
those who just 'look' Muslim). Meanwhile, selfie-seeking young murderers everywhere 
confound the leaden stalkers of 'extremist ideology', retaliating to bombs from the air 
with choreographed slaughter on the ground. How did we get trapped in this danse 
macabre?” (Mishra, 2017: 6) 

  
In the same vein as Mishra, the philosopher Gregoire Chamayou, in his assessment of the use 
of drones as a form of counter-terrorism abroad sees the injection of such tools as perpetuating 
the very threat they seek to end: 
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“The very dynamics of its perverse effects prevent it from ever fully decapitating a hydra 
that regenerates itself ceaselessly as a result of the strategy’s own negativity.” 
(Chamayou, 2015: 71) 

  
Almost eighteen years of the global War on Terror has not reduced the threat of violence at all 
in any way. In the UK, both the Labour and Conservative parties have not produced any results 
that can adequately claim to have reduced levels of risk, rather, things seem to be getting 
worse. In order to bring about any prospect of change, a new way is required to move forward. 
  
This new way must be built on a platform of trust, one that does not view Muslim populations in 
the West as being potential threats. While this view remains, there will never be the prospect of 
any meaningful change. 
  
This must be coupled with an openness for government to receive and respond to seemingly 
unpalatable views criticising their institutions of state and policies, for repression of political 
views only drives them underground, and away from open challenge. 
  
Encouraging an environment of openness, will introduce maturity in the debate, and foster a 
realistic approach to current challenges, supported by the community. Currently, this is missing, 
as institutions within the UK, particularly among Muslim communities, are unwilling to be critical 
of government policy, lest they be seen as being ‘extremist’. 
  
Finally, the government must engage in a genuine process of holding itself to account for its 
actions abroad, and the extent to which those actions have contributed to the increasing sense 
of disenfranchisement among Muslims. 
  
It is useless to acknowledge that foreign policy is a factor which is largely recognised by most 
scholars as being the most significant in causing acts of political violence, but then to have no 
policy to recognise how to understand and mitigate the harm that is caused by it. 
  
The destructive effect of current counter-terrorism laws and policies on civil society, education 
and family is far-reaching and well documented. There is no doubt that it is leading to the slow 
erosion of the rule of law. Continuing on this trajectory will mean that any supposed “existential 
threat” to the UK and its values is more likely to come from the current state reaction to acts of 
political violence than from the acts of political violence themselves, which would be better 
addressed through a sound criminal justice system. 
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