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Executive Summary

This report was commissioned from The Finnish Institute of In-
ternational Affairs (FIIA) by the Finnish Ministry of Defence, to
investigate the implications of international terrorism for Fin-
land in the light of the devastating September 11 attacks on the
United States by al-Qaeda, in 2001.

The report considers conceptual questions, such as ‘what is
terrorism?’, but in an effort to be policy relevant, it adopts a
functional definition of the phenomenon: that terrorism is the
use of violence, or threat of violence, by non-state actors in an
effort to influence, persuade, cower or destroy a society or state,
in pursuit of some political, ideological or religious aim.

Due to the prominence of al-Qaeda and its associated groups
in the current efforts to counter terrorism, the report is centrally
concerned with what is commonly described as Islamic terror-
ism, but which the report argues is better described as Islamist
terrorism. The report investigates the origins of this extreme read-
ing of Islamic holy texts, and considers how certain modern his-
torical processes have produced, amplified and spread the phe-
nomenon.  Two concepts are central to the Islamist extremists’
worldview: Jihad – that the extremists take to mean holy war
against disbelievers, and Takfir – the act of pronouncing other
Muslims to be disbelievers and therefore making them into valid
targets of jihad. This ideology was turned into a global phenom-
enon through the war against the Soviet occupation of Afghani-
stan. Islamists were oppressed in numerous Muslim states; mar-
ginalizing them from the political process and giving them no
way to express their ideology. Denied the ability to act in their
own states, many travelled to Afghanistan to take part in the
jihad against the Soviets. Many Arab and Muslim states actively
supported the jihad financially and politically, both to bolster
their own Islamic credentials at home and as a way of allowing



8 FIIA REPORT 7/2004

International Terrorism and Finland

devout young men to act on their beliefs in a manner that did not
threaten the security of their own states. When the Soviet Union
was defeated, numerous well trained and radicalised fighters,
linked by their ideology, dispersed around the world forming the
basis of the loosely connected ‘network of networks’ of terrorists
we see today.

The report goes on to consider the two factors necessary for a
terrorist attack to take place – capability and motive – and wheth-
er these exist in the case of Finland. The report argues that prac-
tical difficulties exist that limit the capability of terrorists coming
to Finland to launch an attack, but there are also many difficul-
ties for law enforcement (such as the right to free movement within
the Schengen area) in stopping a sufficiently motivated terrorist.
The report argues that Islamist terrorists see themselves at war
with “Jews and Crusaders”, and this basically covers all of the
Western World. Although certain countries appear to be priori-
ty targets, the report concludes that there is no reason why Fin-
land or Finns might not be targeted if the opportunity presents
itself.

The radicalisation of, in particular, young male and socially
marginalized Muslims in Europe is also considered. The report
argues that the ideology of the Islamist terrorists is universal and
no longer context-bound to the states and regions from which it
arose. Central to the ideology is the protection of the Umma, the
worldwide community of believers, and this means radicalised
Muslims in Europe see their struggle against, for example, racism
or poverty as part of a global struggle by Muslims, linking them
to the conflicts in places as political and culturally diverse as
Chechnya, Kashmir and the Occupied Territories. Thus the dan-
ger is that this perceived international jihad will be manifested
locally within Europe. Various terrorist plots that have been
stopped across Europe by law enforcement and intelligence agen-
cies suggest that this is already happening.

The report also describes and assesses the actions taken by in-



FIIA REPORT 7/2004 9

Executive Summary

ternational organisations relevant to Finland – the UN, EU and
NATO/PfP – in the fight against terrorism, concluding that al-
though much has been discussed and done, it remains of limited
utility and is on the whole a political response to the justified
feeling after September 11 that ‘we must do something’. The re-
port argues that successful counter-terrorism cooperation re-
mains predominantly in the realms of professional-to-profes-
sional links between intelligence and law enforcement agencies.

The conclusions are that for Finland there remains a relatively
low risk of being attacked by terrorists. This does not mean that
there is no risk at all. The report demonstrates that there is no
reason to think that Finland would not be targeted by Islamist
terrorists if the opportunity was presented to them, and that
secondly, the way that this violent global ideology can manifest
itself locally means that a country needs only a very small group,
or even a lone individual, willing to act on their beliefs to become
a victim of terrorism.
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Terrorism and Finland –
definitions

Terrorism is about creating terror. Stating this may seem too
obvious, but the observation is central to ethical considerations
when studying terrorism. The study of terrorism should be car-
ried out in order to enable us to understand it as a phenomenon;
whilst mindful of the danger that studies contribute, in their own
small way, to raising the level of fear of terrorism and hence to
increasing terror. The terrorism analyst can, by default, end up
doing the terrorists’ job for them. If we end up terrorising our-
selves, terrorists who should remain as a very marginal social
phenomenon will have won.

The dangers of terrorism for Finland are, on a global scale,
very low. This must be stated clearly at the beginning and kept in
mind throughout this study. Before a terrorist acts, two require-
ments must be fulfilled. Firstly the terrorist must have the ability
to carry out an attack, secondly they must have the motivation.
For Finland, the risks are relatively low in both respects. There
are numerous apparent difficulties for terrorists, particularly for
non-Finns attempting to operate within Finland (these will be
looked at further in this report), that will limit ability. Secondly,
there are many good reasons to doubt whether non-domestical-
ly based terrorists would have much motivation to attack Fin-
land or Finnish targets – the reasons for this will also be exam-
ined within the report.

Even on the global scale we should endeavour to keep the risk
of terrorism in some kind of perspective. There are certain risks
that we are willing to take as a part of life in free societies. In 2001,
the year of the horrendous terrorist attacks on the United States,
in that same country 42,116 people lost their lives in highway
accidents.1 There is something that makes such a huge loss of life
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in some ways acceptable, whilst the loss of 3,000 lives at the hands
of al-Qaeda in New York, Washington and Pennsylvania remains
completely unacceptable.

Terrorism is a politically and morally loaded word. It is used
generally to describe the violent actions of those we disagree with
and this can change from state to state and even from individual
to individual. The failure of the UN after decades of discussion to
agree on a definition of terrorism is indicative of this problem2,
for as one perceptive journalist quite simply put it: “terrorism is
violence committed by those we disapprove of.”3 It is in that sense
that we must be aware of the sensitivity in using the word as, for
example, former Prime Minister Lipponen discovered when he
described the actions of the Norwegian environmental group
Bellona as “terrorist”.4 There is little point in delving too deeply
into attempts to define terrorism – as Audrey Kurth Cronin right-
ly points out “Terrorism is intended to be a matter of perception
and thus is seen differently by different observers”5, but for the
sake of this report we wish to use the term as a functional classifi-
cation rather than a normative one. Our definition would be;
violence used by non-state actors to influence, persuade, cower
or destroy a society or state, in pursuit of some political, ideo-
logical or religious aim. This noticeably leaves out what many
call “state-terrorism” (although not “state-sponsored-terrorism”),
and whilst this is one of the perpetual arguments within terror-
ism studies, the use of violence by a state against its own people,
or those of another state, seems to fall into a different functional
category than terrorism. We may well feel that violence perpe-
trated by a state is just as illegitimate or repugnant as that car-
ried out by a non-state actor, but it is not “terrorism”. In this way,
we can use the term as a way of classifying an action without
commenting on the validity of the actor’s cause. Hence, a Hamas
suicide bombing is a terrorist act, regardless of whether we agree
or disagree with Hamas’s cause.

Despite our wish to use the word “terrorism” functionally, to
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describe a tactic used by non-state groups, the term still clearly
has negative connotations. Terrorism should not be associated
with one social group because of the actions of a few within that
wider social group. In the post-September 11th world, discussion
on terrorism has become dominated by the actions of terrorists
who are Muslim, who justify their actions by reference to Islamic
holy texts and Islamic learning. Many terms have been used to
describe these people, none of which are wholly accurate or ade-
quate. Some decision on terminology is necessary though; for as
one perceptive writer, Jason Burke, puts it: “repeatedly writing
‘terrorist violence legitimised by a particular reading of Islam
but rooted in a largely political project defined by local contin-
gencies’ is simply impractical.”6 These terminology debates can
seem arcane in the light of the often terrible acts that they are
connected to. But the contextual nature of terrorism makes this
discussion vital. The debate that still exists within Finland on
whether the violence that took place amongst Finns between 1917
and 1918 should be called “a war of liberation, a revolution, a
class war, a revolt, a civil war [or] an internal war”7, demon-
strates how words carry both political meaning and emotional
sentiment, even more than 80 years after the events.

There are approximately 1.5 billion Muslims in the world, and
they follow many different forms of Islam. There is no ‘one’ Islam,
just as there is no ‘one’ Christianity or Judaism, despite the claims
of differing groups in all the world’s great religion to hold the
‘true faith’. For this report we will use the term “Islamist terror-
ism”, to try to reinforce the clear distinction between Islam as a
religion and Islamism as a political doctrine. The terrorism does
not come from the religion of Islam, it comes from how certain
groups and individuals use religious justifications and reasoning
in pursuit of their political goals.* A definition of Islamism is
controversial, it can have an expansive or relatively narrow mean-
ing – but essentially it is the connection of Islam to political ide-
ology. Maha Azzam, as one example, uses the term Islamist to

* Religiously con-
nected extremist vio-
lence has taken place
in Israel, the United
States and India for
example, but rarely
we hear the terms
Jewish terrorism,
Christian terrorism
or Hindu terrorism
used, although they
make as much sense
as the term ‘Islamic
terrorism’.
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refer to disparate groups; including those that operate within
just one state, internationally, those which are violent, and non-
violent – it is a rather vague ideology that connects them.8 This is
not uncontroversial; the French scholar Olivier Roy, for exam-
ple, believes that some Islamist groups have evolved away from
the state-based and modernist original Islamist project, to a more
global and anti-modernist ideology. He includes bin Laden and
those who follow him in this group and uses the term “Neo-fun-
damentalism” to describe them, but in this report we use ‘Islam-
ist’, as many experts do, to cover this group as well. Finally, it is
also important to note that many Islamist groups have pursued
their goals through democratic channels and have not used vio-
lence; therefore “Islamist” is in no way synonymous with “Islam-
ist terrorist”, but some Islamist groups have used violence and
our chosen term refers to these groups.

The arguments about suitable terminology are important and
continue, but it is beyond the realm of this report to fully inves-
tigate them. We therefore will use the term “Islamist terrorism”,
and ask readers to keep in mind the caveats above. Fundamen-
tally, our choice of terminology is an attempt to reflect that there
is no simple link between terrorism and the religion of Islam.

Finland has been blessed by an almost total absence of politi-
cal violence in recent times, although Finnish history is a reminder
that any society is capable of resorting to the use of political
violence in certain situations. However, a sense of proportion is
vital; whilst international attention might well be focused on al-
Qaeda and their ilk, for Finland in the post-September 11th world,
the closest comparable experience of a terrorist attack – the Myyr-
manni shopping-mall bomb – turned out to have originated
much closer to home.
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globalisation and Finland

This chapter considers political violence and terrorism, or rath-
er the lack of it, in Finland’s recent history. The chapter argues
that since the end of the Cold War there has been a visibly in-
creasing propensity towards political violence within the coun-
try, even if that propensity remains very small on a global scale.
Secondly, the chapter argues that this has been caused by the
processes that can loosely be termed ‘globalization’ and, thirdly,
that because of these processes it is becoming increasingly diffi-
cult to create a useful distinction between international and do-
mestic terrorism. This provides the domestic context for the more
specific consideration of Islamist terrorism in the later chapters.

In Europe, since the end of the Second World War, Finland has
held the enviable position of being amongst the most peaceful
countries in respect of political violence of any sort. It has not
seen the nationalist terrorism that has plagued the UK and Spain,
or the extreme-left terrorism that caused so much instability in
Germany and Italy. It has had no problems with groups (partic-
ularly from former colonies) importing their ‘wars’ from abroad
such as Algerians in France and Indonesian separatists in the
Netherlands. It has not even had the experience of organised neo-
Nazi violence that Sweden saw in the mid-1990s. Finland’s social
homogeneity and its peripheral position, both politically and
geographically, can be thanked for this – but this situation is
changing, as is terrorism. In this sense a reconsideration of the
threat is sensible.
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The almost complete absence of
political violence in Finland since WWII

Since the end of the Second World War, Finland has not only
escaped the scourge of terrorism, but has seemingly managed to
avoid almost all politically motivated violence.* At the height of
the student protests of the late 1960s one of the leading Finnish
radicals, Nils Torvalds, announced “we may have to execute some-
one”. His hope for proletarian revolution in Finland never came
to pass and in 1968 – almost comically – the activists’ most dra-
matic action was occupying Vanha, the Old Student House, a
building already owned by the students of Helsinki University.
President Kekkonen used the radicals as a tool against his con-
servative critics and ingratiated himself with them to the extent
that they addressed him in a telegram as Comrade President.9

The same period of turbulence in West Germany led to murder
and destruction by the Baader-Meinhof group and its various
spin-offs, throughout the next two decades. Meanwhile, the Finn-
ish radicals of the era were integrated into society, including some
prominent positions. It seems that the Finnish political estab-
lishment could absorb their ideas in the way that the West Ger-
man political establishment could not.

The overlay of the Cold War era and the pressures of living
with a superpower neighbour may well account for this, along
with the nationally shared heritage of the sacrifices made across
society for Finnish independence during WWII. But Finland was
also a functioning social democracy, with minimal differences in
standards of living compared to many other Western countries,
and whose standards of living were rising consistently through-
out the period. This general growth in the economy, and its at-
tendant rise in living standards, seemed unstoppable until the
huge recession of the early 1990s, which made many people ques-
tion whether they could expect continued growth. The recession
had repercussions for both the economy and society; the cradle-

* One notable ex-
ception was the Kemi
Strike of 1949, where
two strikers were
killed, one by a po-
lice bullet, and for a
very limited time a
state of emergency
was declared and
troops called in. It was
more than a straight-
forward industrial
dispute because it in-
volved a struggle be-
tween the Finnish
Communist Party
(SKP) on one hand,
and the Government
and Trade Union
Congress (SAK) on
the other. See Upton
A. (1973) The Com-
munist Parties of Scan-
dinavia and Finland
London, Weidenfield
and Nicolson (pp.
307–311).
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to-grave welfare state seemed less certain, and more visible social
divisions have resulted. The recession was, in effect, the result of a
poor attempt to globalize the Finnish economy. As the Cold War
came to an end, states began to realise that the continued growth
of their economies could not be assured without them becoming
more economically active internationally. Protectionist measures
for national industries and the ability of governments to control
their domestic economies were steadily removed. In Finland this
included the removal of currency exchange controls, which led
to the banking crisis; the collapse of state-assured bilateral trade
with the USSR; the EFTA negotiations and following on from
this, eventual EU membership.10

Globalisation was not only having economic effects. Finland
had been throughout the Cold War period not just a closed econ-
omy, but also to a great extent a closed society. At the end of the
Cold War it was incredibly homogenous in comparison to even
the other Nordic states, let alone Western European states that
had promoted immigration like the UK, France and Germany.
The number of foreign-born people living in Finland rose from
around 20,000 in 1990 to over 100,000 at the turn of the millenni-
um – a rise of 500 %. Immigration adds a great deal of value to
the host society, but it also creates tension. This is, ironically,
exacerbated in a welfare state, where the individual can gain much
in terms of social security just by being a citizen.11 If arriving
immigrants are granted the same rights as citizens, then people
ask why they receive these advantages without having contribut-
ed to that society. Some will even argue that immigrants are not
and cannot be members of that society due to their colour, reli-
gion or whatever and, therefore, have no claim on the rights giv-
en to citizens. In a more market-orientated economy such as the
US there are less problems assimilating immigrants, because they
are entitled to less – hence the host society is more inclined to
acknowledge what they give (cheap labour in many cases) rather
than what they take.



FIIA REPORT 7/2004 17

Political violence, terrorism, globalisation and Finland

Globalisation has not just meant the flow of capital, goods,
services and people across borders where they did not use to flow.
It has also meant the globalisation of ideas. This is not a new
phenomenon and can perhaps be traced back to the invention of
the telegraph; but radio, telephones, television, faxes and ulti-
mately the internet and email have meant an acceleration of the
process. It means that for societies with access to these media, we
are now exposed to the ideas of others with unprecedented ease.
We have only to note that Islamist radicals have in many ways
been pioneers in propagating their beliefs via new media, to real-
ise the importance of this process.

In the light of these globalising forces, we must consider how
Finland has changed. It is useful to speculate as to whether it
would be as easy for the country to absorb those with radical
ideas now as it was in 1968, and if not, what would be the results
of their marginalisation? Do these processes somehow mean that
Finland is now more likely to be prone to political violence than
it was during the Cold War? It appears that the answer is yes.

The Cold War for Finland was a period of stability; enforced
and not always comfortable stability perhaps, but stability nev-
ertheless. The end of that period has brought opportunities but
has also upset the balance: political violence becomes more like-
ly. A historian looking back over the long term, may well dismiss
the idea of Finnish society being somehow inherently pacific on
the basis of evidence of this 50-year period. Indeed, the first half
of the twentieth century saw political violence leading to blood-
shed in Finland, on a scale that is hard to imagine now. The sta-
bility was connected to the situation that the country found itself
in at the time.



18 FIIA REPORT 7/2004

International Terrorism and Finland

Signals of ‘new’ political violence
within Finland in the post-Cold War era

Rightwing violence:
One of the almost immediate reactions to the increase of immi-
grants in Finland was the skinhead violence of the mid 1990s,
most notoriously but not solely limited to Joensuu. Although
the perpetrators of the violence were Finnish, their imagery –
being a skin – is British in origin, whilst their (in the loosest sense
of the word) ‘ideology’ – neo-Nazism – is German. Although
these young men were reacting to a national or even local situa-
tion, their manner of doing so was a mixture of their own culture
(Finnish nationalism) and ideas taken from elsewhere. This is
arguably a clear effect of globalisation on one small and previ-
ously isolated community.

First, the economic situation played a role, increasing unem-
ployment with its attendant social pressure; secondly, foreigners
arrived not only in the country but also in that region and, being
dark-skinned, they were highly visible; thirdly, a small group of
young men were influenced by non-native ideas suggesting that
the answer to their perceived ‘problem’ was not political action
through any established channels, but rather, criminal violence.
To equate skinhead violence in Finland with terrorism would be
incorrect, the violence was aimed at terrorising only a very small,
specific section of the population – non-white immigrants. As
discussed previously, one of the central features of terrorism is its
desire to change the political order, or to influence a society in a
certain way.

The Finnish skinheads actually wanted the opposite, their vio-
lence was aimed at maintaining the pre-existing order – a Fin-
land with no visible minorities. Nevertheless, the experience of
Sweden is instructive here. The rightwing violence it faced in the
mid-1990s, although beginning from a similar situation, became
domestic terrorism as activists targeted and even murdered those



FIIA REPORT 7/2004 19

Political violence, terrorism, globalisation and Finland

who took an active stance against their agitation, including po-
lice officers, journalists, anti-racism campaigners and trade-un-
ion activists. Fortunately, Finland never experienced this kind of
real terrorism, but this is perhaps more to do with the size of the
problem – Finland still has nothing like the number of immi-
grants that Sweden has – rather than the authorities managing
to find some correct policy response.

Leftwing or anti-globalisation violence:
Over the last couple of years we have also seen a rise in minor
violent acts associated with various demonstrations vaguely
linked to far-left or anarchist causes; perhaps a local manifesta-
tion of (what is often and uncritically titled) the anti-globalisa-
tion movement that has emerged worldwide. Finland has not
experienced the type of mass disorder and rioting that occurred
in Gothenburg in connection with the EU summit there – where
insufficiently equipped and trained police fired on the rioters
with live ammunition, or the violence that accompanied the G8
meetings originally in Seattle and on a more serious level in Genoa
where one activist/rioter was shot dead by police. What has been
seen in Finland is an increasing militancy at some demonstra-
tions – in Tampere in 1997, and most notably outside the Presi-
dent’s Palace during the ball held each Independence Day. These
protests seem to have now become an annual event.

The symbolism of the Independence Day ball is compelling.
The televised and much-watched opening ceremony serves as a
who’s who of Finnish society and in recent years this has stood in
contrast to the masked protestors outside, calling themselves the
“Uninvited Guests”, who would portray themselves as the mar-
ginalised nobodies – or at least a voice for that group. Finland
remains on a global scale a very equal society, so this division by
the protestors into the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ is to a large degree
posturing, and reflected in the lack of sympathy that the protes-
tors have received from society at large. But it does appear that
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the demonstrators wish to dispute the view that national unity
still exists, by targeting this event which is meant to symbolise
that unity.12 It may be attractive to just write off the phenome-
non as an example of youthful exuberance mixed with lack of
judgement, but as the protests have gone from rowdy to violent,
necessitating a stronger police response each year, we must ask
why this is happening now when it did not happen before.

The lack of any real group which organises these protests is
also worrying and instructive. Worrying because it means iden-
tifying who is involved, who might become involved, and what
their motives are, is much more difficult. It seems that the days
when radicals would form a party, or join a pre-existing one and
create a faction within it, are gone. It is also instructive because
its shows the power of new media in creating protest movements.
The internet has been central in allowing activists to form very
nebulous networks, allowing events such as the Independence
Day ‘riots’ to take place with very little in the way of organisation
by identifiable and structured groups. It was only hours before
reports and even pictures of violence at the last couple of Inde-
pendence Day celebrations started appearing on activist web-
sites, both Finnish and foreign.13

The events of 2001, when one rioter tried to seize a policeman’s
gun, show how easy it would be for these kinds of disturbances to
progress from an annoyance to a tragedy.14 As with the skinhead
violence, it is not correct to call this terrorism, as it is not clear
whether the disparate individuals involved in the violence have
any commonly held agenda for change, no matter how unrealis-
tic. As with the anti-globalisation movement more generally,
many different – and even conflicting – interest groups come
together under its banner. To a certain extent the small numbers
involved might be dismissed as individuals who have violent ten-
dencies anyway, and will always find one channel or another for
expressing them. There are rumours that some of the perpetra-
tors of violence at the anti-G8 meetings in other countries have a
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history of rightwing violence or football hooliganism, thus giv-
ing some credence to this suggestion.

Overall it is important not to get the violence at these demon-
strations out of proportion. It really only stands out because of
the otherwise almost complete lack of political violence in Fin-
land, and is nothing in comparison to, for example, the riots of
August 2000 in some cities in northern England, or even the vio-
lence that regularly accompanies strikes and labour unrest in
France.

Radical animal rights activism:
Finland has experienced an increasing number of criminal at-
tacks on fur farms by ‘animal liberation’ activists. Although ille-
gal, they have not been violent, indeed violence has been experi-
enced by the activists themselves – particularly the case of one
young woman who was shot in the back by a farmer. There have
been a number of long-running protests outside various farms
that have been intimidatory in nature but the threats have not
been acted upon. So far Finland has not experienced any of the
bomb and arson attacks that have been seen in the US and the
UK in relation to animal liberation groups, which in the UK has
led the internal intelligence agency, MI5, to create a special unit
in response.15

Conclusion:
If any of the above three loose groupings move towards more
systematic and targeted violence to further their aims then they
are surely candidates for the term terrorist – but should they be
classified as domestic or international terrorists? All are the prod-
uct in some way of global influences, even if the activists are Finn-
ish. If there was an attack in Finland, organised in Finland by
Islamist extremists who had Finnish citizenship, the case would
be even more confused. If the perpetrators were immigrants to
Finland, would that make it international terrorism rather than
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domestic? Globalisation disrupts these neat boundaries.
In the following chapters we look more specifically at Islamist

terrorism, now the pre-eminent form of “international terror-
ism”, but we argue that it is a global ideology, which has limited
implications even for Finland. We will consider how it defies the
international/domestic dichotomy – a global movement but
with actors often acting in only a domestic context.
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To understand the current threat of modern Islamist terrorism,
we need to understand its development. This involves more than
just a history of terrorist acts, but also the development of the
ideology that informs those who carry out those acts. The fol-
lowing is based on a number of major English-language studies
of the phenomenon, and identifies some central ideas, writers
and movements that have been cited by Islamist activists, ideo-
logues and captured terrorists as important to their worldview
and ideology. Of course, the named historical writers and theo-
rists have had their ideas co-opted by the likes of bin Laden to
justify contemporary violent acts – other interpretations of their
work is possible – but the relevance of these historical ideas is in
how modern-day Islamist militants use them to justify their ac-
tions, rather than in the ideas and writings themselves.16

�������and�����	: The theological
justification for terrorism

Taqi al-Din ibn Taymiyya, born in 1263 in what is now Turkey,
“planted a seed of revolutionary violence in the heart of Islamic
thought”17. He believed that his contemporary Muslims were
tolerating un-Islamic practices and beliefs that the first genera-
tions of Muslims, the Salaf18, had rejected. He was a fundamen-
talist in the sense that he believed that the Koran and Hadith19

contained all the answers to life and social order, and this under-
standing – known as ijtihad – came to the individual believer
through study, and not from the rulings of the ulema, the reli-
gious and legal scholars. In the first years of Islam, after the death
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of the prophet Mohammed, there were what Sunni Muslims call
the four Rashidun or “Rightly Guided” Caliphs.20 The Rashidun
unified the Muslim world and, as ibn Taymiyya believed, ruled in
a truly Islamic way. But by his lifetime there were a number of
dynasties all claiming to be the true Caliphate’s successor. As the
idea of the separation of Church and State is not present in Islam
as it is in Christianity21 (Mohammed had been, in effect, King
and Pope) Ibn Taymiyya believed that these rulers had failed to
lead in an Islamic way and he condemned them as kuffar – disbe-
lievers.* The act of pronouncing other Muslims to be kuffar is
called takfir, and is central to the ideology of modern Islamist-
terrorist groups. For ibn Taymiyya, it also meant that those who
followed an un-Islamic leader were kuffar themselves. Ibn Taymi-
yya also believed that jihad, struggle or holy war¤, was an obliga-
tion for all Muslims at the same level as the “five pillars” of Is-
lam22, and that jihad was not just against the infidel beyond Is-
lam’s borders, but also against the kuffar within.23

Wahhabism and the Saudi connection

The next important figure on the road to modern Islamic terror-
ism is Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703–179224). Ibn Abd
al-Wahhab founded the austere and puritan reform movement
within Islam now known as Wahhabism. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s
followers were even more willing than ibn Taymiyya had been to
accuse other Muslims of kufr – of disbelief in God. Wahhabis
believed that all those who did not share the Wahhabi faith were
infidels and this meant that they saw all their battles as jihad. Ibn
Abd al-Wahhab’s chief ally in the spread of the Wahhabi sect was
Muhammad ibn Saud, and hence when the modern state of Sau-
di Arabia was formed in 1932 it became a Wahhabi state.25

According to Gilles Kepel, Saudi Arabia demonstrated its po-
litical might with the oil embargo in 1973, and through this took

* Kuffar is the plu-
ral of kafir, ‘an infi-
del’. They stem from
kufr ‘a disbelief in
God’.

¤ For most Mus-
lims today, the mean-
ing of jihad is the
struggle within one-
self to live a good life.
Many feel that the
word has been abused
by the extremists, and
as a result misunder-
stood by most non-
Muslims.
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a leadership role in the Islamic world. Through Saudi power, the
Wahhabi ideology has had an effect on the Muslim world which,
whilst less visible than that of Khomeini’s Iran, has been “deeper
and more enduring”. It took the initiative away from the secular,
socialist Arab nationalists for whom Nasser had been the stand-
ard bearer, and supported instead the idea of “a virtuous Islamic
civilisation”, and used its vast wealth globally to support this
agenda. Wahhabis spread across the world (including targeting
immigrant populations in the West), attempting to purge local
Islamic traditions of their ‘superstitions’, and creating what they
hoped would be the one true pure Islam globally. After the 1979
Islamic Revolution in Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini, despite Iran
being a Shiia country, seemed set to lead a new, invigorated Is-
lamic world. But Iran was fervently anti-American, and at the
end of 1979 when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan it was in
no position to ally itself with the ‘Great Satan’ and resist the So-
viets. Instead it was Saudi Arabia that took on this role, and
through its financial support for the Afghan jihad, its ideological
influence remains stamped on the most far-reaching result of the
Afghan war – modern Islamist terrorism.26

The Afghan jihad brought Muslims from around the world
together to fight the infidel Soviets, in the same way that idealists
from Europe and the Americas flocked to Spain to join the Inter-
national Brigades and resist fascism in the 1930s. It produced a
core of battle-hardened veterans, who adopted the title “Afghanis”
with pride, and who through the 1990s spread out across the
world taking the militant Islamist ideology of takfir and jihad
against the infidels with them. Amongst those who went was Os-
ama bin Laden, and although he did fight, far more important
was his role in funding the jihad. The Saudi royal family began by
giving privately, but soon it was an official policy and the Saudis
were matching the money that the US was channelling to anti-
Soviet groups in Afghanistan.27

The Saudi support for the Afghan jihad in part strengthened
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their claim to the leadership role in the Islamic world, but it also
helped the Saudi royals to stabilise the country domestically: it
helped the people forget that their rulers were dependent on US
military support and to ‘export’ the energies of the devout young
men like those who had seized the Grand Mosque in Mecca in
November 1979. This was, in effect, a coup by a group of Wah-
habi zealots who took the historical name of the Ikhwan. They
had pronounced takfir against the Saudi King, declaring him an
unbeliever – kafir. Taking back the Mosque was a two-week-long
and bloody operation; hundreds died on both sides as well as
innocent pilgrims caught up in the fighting. Bin Laden is report-
ed to have been greatly impressed by the Ikhwan, he believed
that they were “true Muslims”.28 This is an early indicator of what
would later become bin Laden’s hatred for the Saudi regime.

There is no neat line from Wahhabism to the events of 9/11,
despite the attempts of some to draw one. Bin Laden’s radicalism
was first shown in his membership of the Muslim Brotherhood
(see below) which is not a Wahhabi-oriented organisation. Maha
Azzam notes: “there is no evidence that bin Laden or his follow-
ers would describe themselves as Wahhabi, although they may
be inspired by the spirit and tradition espoused by Muhammad
Abd al-Wahhab”.29

For a more complete explanation of bin Laden in particular,
and radical Islamist ideology more generally, we must look to
Sayyid Qutb, described by many as ‘the father of modern Islam-
ism’.

The Muslim Brotherhood and Sayyid Qutb

The central importance of the work of Sayyid Qutb (1906–1966),
and also of the work of the Pakistani Mawlana Mawdudi (1903–
1979), for modern Islamists is, Gilles Kepel argues, that: “their
writings rejected the values of the nationalists and reactivated
Islam as the sole cultural, social, and political standard for be-
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haviour among Muslims”.30

In the post-war period much of the Muslim world was gaining
independence from the crumbling European empires. The elites
of these countries were generally Western educated and held the
idea of nationalism as central to their new countries’ identities.

“But for Qutb and his followers, the post-independence histo-
ry of the Muslim states has no inherent value. Qutb stigmatised it
with an Arab word from the Koran, jahiliyya, which describes
the state of ignorance or barbarism in which the Arabs are sup-
posed to have lived before the revelation of Islam and the Proph-
et Mohammed… According to Qutb; just like the pagan Arabs
of the original jahiliyya who worshipped stone idols, Qutb’s con-
temporaries worshipped symbolic idols such as the nation, the
party, socialism, and the rest”.31

Qutb’s works became bestsellers around the Muslim world,
but it was his position of influence within the Muslim Brother-
hood that would lead to his execution.

The Muslim Brotherhood was started by an Egyptian school-
teacher called Hasan al-Banna in 1928. Al-Banna had been hor-
rified by the abolishment of the Ottoman Caliphate in Turkey in
1924, because the end of the caliphate removed the realm of the
political from the Islamic world. This concept remains central to
Islamism today – the Brotherhood believed that Islam was a to-
tal system, both spiritual and political. They feared that the na-
tionalists (Egypt gained nominal independence from the UK in
1922) would ‘corrupt’ the country with Western concepts such as
the division of church and states. The Brotherhood’s slogan be-
came “God is our objective; the Koran is our constitution; the
Prophet is our leader; Struggle is our way; and death for the sake
of God is our highest aspiration.” They recruited members across
society, taking control of unions and guilds and infiltrating mem-
bers into the armed forces allowing them to set up paramilitary
groups. They also cleverly used both the mass media of the day,
and the provision of social services to poorer communities* as

* The Palestinian
terrorist group Ha-
mas grew out of the
Muslim Brother-
hood, and maintains
its tradition of social
provision by being an
important provider
of social services and
education in the Oc-
cupied Territories.
This accounts for
much of their popu-
lar support amongst
Palestinians who
might otherwise not
approve of their
methods.
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ways of gaining popular support. The Brotherhood spread rap-
idly across the Muslim world.

At first the Egyptian and other states’ elites saw them as a pos-
itive phenomenon as they were a strong counter-force to overtly
secular, socialist and communist groups who were threatening
the elites; the Brotherhood put more emphasis on personal mo-
rality and did not divide society into classes and this was seen by
leaders as a unifying force. Nevertheless, by the late 1940s they
were flexing their own political muscles in Egypt and had out-
lived their use as a counterweight to the secular opposition, so
the King repressed them. The Brotherhood also blamed the Egyp-
tian leaders for the failure of the Arabs to resist the formation of
Israel. In revenge, they murdered the Prime Minister but the state
responded by assassinating the Brotherhood’s founder, al-Ban-
na. Supporters and detractors remain divided over this onset of
violence, but it shows from early on that at least some within the
Brotherhood were willing to use violence to seek the Islamic soci-
ety they aspired to.32

In 1952 Nasser led the overthrow of the King. At first there was
an understanding between the Muslim Brotherhood and the “Free
Officers” whom Nasser led, but his government quickly institut-
ed reforms that angered some Muslims and one Brother attempt-
ed to assassinate Nasser in 1954. As a result, some of the Brothers
were executed and 4,000 Brothers rounded up and imprisoned.
One of these was Sayyid Qutb, and his most influential work was
written whilst incarcerated. The Brothers were released in 1962,
the same year in which Nasser released many communists who
had been imprisoned. Again the idea was that the Brothers would
serve as an Islamic counterweight to secular opposition but many
in the movement had not forgiven Nasser and his regime, and
plotting against him began again. In 1966 many Brothers were
re-arrested and charged with sedition, Qutb amongst them. He
did not dispute the state’s charge but responded by arguing that
as the state was jahiliyya he did not see how his action could be
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wrong. His loyalty was to the worldwide community of Muslim
believers, the Umma, and indeed it was the religious obligation –
jihad – for the Brothers to attack the jahil. This ideology was a
threat to all the states of the Middle East, and the Egyptian court
found Qutb guilty and, on 29 August 1966, had him hanged. In
many ways, Qutb’s ideology led to modern Islamist terrorism.
He denounced the secular governments as un-Islamic and ar-
gued that it was every true Muslim’s duty to overthrow them.
This gave a religious legitimacy to the use of violence by non-
state actors for those who shared Qutb’s worldview.33

One often-noted period of Qutb’s life was his study visit to the
USA in the late 1940s, before he joined the Muslim Brotherhood
and was still employed by the Egyptian Ministry of Education.
He found the US to be alienating and a morally corrupt land,
and seems both fascinated and disgusted by what he perceived to
be the overt sexuality of the country.34 Dilip Hiro notes that on
his return to Egypt his anti-American views were so virulent that
he was asked by the Ministry to resign, and later he would write
in one of his major works:  “What should be our verdict on this
synthetic [Western] civilisation? What should be done about
America and the West, given their overwhelming danger to hu-
manity…? Should we not issue a sentence of death? Is it not the
verdict most appropriate to the crime?”35

Not all scholars agree that Qutb was that profoundly anti-
western or inclined towards violence. Professor Mamoun Fandy
has argued that Qutb’s criticism of the West was meant more as a
reflection of the negative changes he saw in his own country;
Fandy argues that even when it came to language skills, Qutb did
not really understand the US – it was more that he thought he
saw the germ of a similar society in Egypt.36

After his execution, Qutb became a martyr for Islamists. After
his death, his brother, Muhammad Qutb, became central to in-
terpreting his work and spreading the word; and amongst those
who studied under him was a young Osama bin Laden.37
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The Afghan ����	 and the formation of al-Qaeda

The US spent over $3 billion supporting the Mujahiddin in Af-
ghanistan, an amount matched only by Saudi Arabia.38 In their
‘jihad’ against communism no matter where it appeared, the US
maintained the ferment within the Islamic world. The funding
was channelled through the Pakistani ISI – the Inter-Services In-
telligence Agency – to create deniability, and hence large amounts
went to Islamist Mujahiddin groups, such as that of Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar, who was cooperating with bin Laden as early as the
1980s.39

In 1984 Bin Laden established the Maktab al-Khidmat, or ‘Serv-
ices Bureau’, in Peshawar, Northern Pakistan. This served as a
recruiting office for overseas volunteers, providing accommo-
dation for new arrivals before moving them out to camps for
military training. It was a joint project with the Palestinian Sheik
Abdullah Azzam, who became bin Laden’s mentor, a leading ide-
ologue for the Afghani jihad and a vocal proponent of Ibn Taymi-
yya’s belief that jihad is an obligation for Muslims.40 His seminal
book for the Jihadi movement, Join the Caravan, is still readily
available and gives both a theological justification for jihad as
well as more practical information, down to telephone numbers
in Peshawar to call when you arrive to volunteer.41

The volunteers fought against Soviet forces most often in Hek-
matyar’s forces, or in those of Abdul Rasul Sayyaf* – another
Islamist commander. They were considered, more often than not,
a hindrance rather than a help by indigenous troops. The excep-
tion was one battle near the village of Jaji where bin Laden and a
band of Arab-Afghanis held off Soviet special forces for a number
of days, despite grave losses and overwhelming opposition. The
story was quickly spread by the Arab media and was central to
building the myth of bin Laden as a ‘warrior prince’ in the Islam-
ic world.42

After the Soviets left in 1989, Afghanistan collapsed into civil

* It was his name-
sake, the Abu Sayyaf
Islamist terrorist
group in the South-
ern Philippines, that
was responsible for
the 2001 kidnapping
of Finnish citizens
Risto Vanhanen and
Seppo Fränti.



FIIA REPORT 7/2004 31

A historical background to Islamist terrorism

war between the bewildering number of factions. Bin Laden re-
turned to Saudia Arabia and Maktab al-Khidmat was trans-
formed into al-Qaeda, although it is not clear when this actually
happened. Kepel argues that the new name originated from a
computer file dating back to 1988 listing the names and locations
of Afghani veterans worldwide, and that “the database” became
“the base” – or in Arabic, “al-Qaeda”.43 There appears to have
been a purge within the organisation during this period, Abdul-
lah Azzam was assassinated in 1989, possibly over a dispute with
bin Laden over where next to focus the jihad.

Bin Laden fled Saudi Arabia for Sudan (where a sympathetic
Islamist government was in power) in April 1991; he had become
vocally opposed to the Saudi royal family as a result of their
acceptance of US forces on the same soil as the two holiest Islamic
sites, during the Gulf War between 1990 and 1991.44 The contin-
ued presence of US forces in Saudi Arabia has been central to bin
Laden’s ‘war’ ever since.

The “near” and the “far enemy” –
the US becomes the target

The period of time that bin Laden spent in Sudan would be the
time that al-Qaeda would come to distinguish itself from the
numerous other worldwide Islamist groups that had used ter-
rorism before. Bin Laden was arguably the first Islamist radical
to identify ‘the West’, and primarily the United States, as the pre-
eminent enemy.* A number of stages are visible in reaching this
point. Firstly, Sayyid Qutb focused on the jahil regimes of the
Middle East – the rulers of these countries who did not follow
what he saw as the correct Islamic path. He viewed the West as
corrupt and godless, but the primary obligation for Muslims
was to rid themselves of their own apostate rulers. The next stage
is visible in the ideas of another Egyptian thinker and activist,

* Although since
the 1979 revolution,
Iran had identified
the US as ‘the Great
Satan’, and this had
repercussions for Ira-
nian-backed Shia
groups such as Hiz-
bollah, who bombed
the US Marine bar-
racks in Beirut in
1983, killing 259.
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Muhammad Abdul Salam Faraj, a leader of the Egyptian Al Ji-
had group that was responsible in 1981 for the assassination of
Egypt’s President Sadat. He moved the argument on from Qutb,
by saying that it was Muslims’ obligation (using language echoed
in Azzam’s work) to first bring down the jahil regimes of their
leaders – “the near enemy” – as only then, with a united Muslim
world, could they face down the powerful “far enemy” of Israel
and its backers.45

Bin Laden took the next step, and the actions of al-Qaeda show
this. Instead of confronting the ‘near enemy’ first, al-Qaeda de-
cided to attack the ‘far enemy’ – the United States and the West
more generally. There is a certain strategic logic to this, in that it
is US power that maintains many of the non-democratic regimes
of the Arab World. After the 1991 Gulf War there were US forces
in Saudi Arabia, the ruling family of Kuwait had been reinstated
by US military power, and Egypt remained one of the largest
recipients of US aid. Western companies were important in the
oil industries of many of the Arab countries and helped provide
the financial resources that allowed these jahil regimes to main-
tain control. This was also a period throughout the Arab world
where regimes were cracking down on Islamist opposition. This
led to the flight of many activists, some to the camps of Afghan-
istan, some to Sudan with its sympathetic government, and some
to Europe – particularly London – where many received politi-
cal asylum. The ‘near-enemy’ was too strong and had no qualms
about suppressing the Islamists; these regimes’ supporters – the
far-enemy – would have to be defeated first.

Bin Laden continued building al-Qaeda throughout his time
in Sudan, establishing contacts with other Islamist terrorist
groups such as GIA and even the Shia Hizbollah (who showed
al-Qaeda how to bomb large buildings) and assisting the move-
ment of ‘Afghani’ veterans out of Pakistan and Afghanistan and
infiltrating them into countries around the world.46 Bin Laden
remained in Sudan until 1996 when international pressure on
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the government there forced him to return to Afghanistan. Dur-
ing this period, bin Laden assisted jihadis fighting worldwide, in
such places as Chechnya, Eritrea, the Philippines and Bosnia. Al-
Qaeda were operating in Somalia at the time, particularly in
conjunction with the Somali Islamist group Ittihad al-Islami-
yya, and possibly they had trained the Somalis who killed 18
American peacekeepers that led to the withdrawal of US forces
from Somalia in 1993.47
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It is important to realise that al-Qaeda is not the only Islamist group willing
to attack the West. In 1993 a New York-based group around a radical
Islamist cleric from Egypt, Sheikh Omar Abdul Rahman – known as the
“Blind Sheikh”48, bombed the WTC killing six. The operational leader and
bomb-maker of that attack was Ramzi Yousef (who like Rahman, is now
imprisoned in the US). Numerous circumstantial ties link Yousef to bin
Laden and al-Qaeda but “to this day, the FBI and the CIA maintain that the
Yousef-bin Laden relationship has not been elucidated”.49

 After failing to topple the WTC in 1993 and before his arrest in 1995,
Ramzi Yousef hid in the Philippines and researched ways of killing large
numbers of Americans. He intended to simultaneously bomb 12 US-owned
747 passenger jets over the Pacific. If successful, approximately 4,000 peo-
ple would have died. Yousef had developed an undetectable explosive and
reliable timers that allowed him to do this, he had even tested a very small
version of the bomb in 1994, on a Philippines Airline 747 going to Tokyo –
which killed one passenger and forced the plane to make an emergency
landing. Fortunately, Yousef ’s experimentation led to a fire in his apart-
ment in January 1995, and he fled. Nevertheless, law enforcement agencies
did not know if any of the bombs had been assembled and it caused a
massive security alert at airports all around the Pacific.50

The spread of Afghani veterans worldwide makes it very difficult to
identify and eliminate the Islamist terrorist threat. In the aftermath of Sep-
tember 11, more and more groups are identifying themselves with al-Qaeda
regardless of whether there is any real direct connection to the now-dis-
persed leadership or not. As a leading terrorism expert told us in an inter-
view, al-Qaeda is now an ideology, not an army.

B E Y O N D  A L - Q A E D A
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East Africa to September 11

On 22 February 1998, bin Laden released the statement on the
formation of the “World Islamic Front for Jihad against the Jews
and Crusaders”. The announcement was not only from al-Qae-
da, it was co-signed by the leaders of a Bangladeshi, a Pakistani
and two Egyptian Islamist radical groups. The statement includ-
ed the exhortation to kill US civilians as well as soldiers, and to
target all of the US’s allies.51 US counter-terrorism agencies were
still focused on state-sponsored terrorism emanating from Iran,
and only beginning to take an interest in bin Laden.52 The bomb-
ings of the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam on 7 Au-
gust 1998 killed hundreds and dramatically showed the poten-
tial of bin Laden’s organisation. These attacks led to the cruise
missile strikes on training camps in Afghanistan and on a factory
in Sudan the same month. The cruise attacks are considered by
many to have been a failure, and had the inadvertent effect of
turning bin Laden into a hero for many in the Islamic world.53

Particularly for the US, there were successes in dealing with al-
Qaeda as well as failures. In the summer of 1999, Jordanian Secu-
rity forces scored a major success when, after surveillance of a
number of known Afghani veterans, most prominently one
named Abu Zubayda, they raided a house and found a huge cache
of explosives and weapons. It emerged that the plot had been to
bomb a hotel in Amman, Jordan, which was used by Christian
pilgrims, and at the same time attack a number of other sites of
Christian pilgrimage in Jordan. The attacks were to take place at
the turn of the millennium. This led to an international alert,
especially in the US where border security was stepped up. On 14
December, a customs officer stopped a car coming into Washing-
ton state from Canada. The driver tried to flee but was caught; in
the car was a large amount of explosives. The driver, an Algerian
called Ahmad Ressam, subsequently told investigators that he
was on his way to Los Angeles to bomb its airport during the
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millennium celebrations. Ressam had learnt his bomb-making
skills in a camp with Zubayda, the leader of the Jordanian plot.
He was aided in Canada by an Algerian-militant network that
extended into the US, to Boston and New York. US Counter-
Terrorism (CT) officials were shocked both by the size and the
technical sophistication of the group.54 Another part of the mil-
lennium plot was to attack a US naval vessel in Aden harbour,
Yemen. Al-Qaeda operatives tried on 3 January 2000, but over-
loaded their small boat with explosives and it sank before reach-
ing the USS Sullivan. Undeterred, they learnt from the mistake,
and on 12 October, they reran the operation and very nearly
sank the USS Cole. Although the ship did not sink, 17 sailors
were killed.55

Bin Laden remained protected by the Taliban in Afghanistan,
who would not surrender him to the US. Military options were
considered but not taken up. Changes were made to the US’s CT
structure, but problems persisted leading to the revelations after
September 11 that information about the plot was there, but not
recognised.56

An unending war?

September 11 awoke the world to Islamist terrorism, and since
then it has clearly become a worldwide phenomenon. Al-Qaeda
is an organisation, and bin Laden a figure, of a global age; they
should be seen as symbols of globalisation as much as multina-
tional corporations or international financial markets. Islamist
ideology, having started out as a domestic response (the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt) to a changing international situation (the
abolishment of the Caliphate in 1924), has become a transna-
tional movement, truly global in reach. With immigration, it
reaches well beyond the Islamic world into countries that have
been traditionally of other religious faiths.
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Islam has numerous different variations, beyond the major
division of Sunni, Shia and Sufi. Local versions incorporate as-
pects of pre-Islamic and non-religious culture, producing the
regional differences. Islamist ideology denies this history; there
is only one way to be Muslim, regardless of whether you are from
Java, Jordan, Paraguay or Canada; there is but one Umma. Bin
Laden’s genius has been to play on this; hence a separatist strug-
gle between Russia and the Chechen people becomes a “Crusader
attack” on the Muslim nation, in the same way that Serbs killing
Bosnians or the US-led liberation of Kuwait is. Bin Laden’s speech-
es are released to Al-Jazeera satellite TV and placed on internet
sites, accessible to the Umma globally. The injustices remain lo-
cal, (repression by non-democratic governments in the Arab
world; poverty and unemployment in Western European cities;
an Australian-led UN force ‘taking’ part of Indonesia’s territory
in East Timor; and – most prominently of all – the Palestinian
issue) but are now seen in this global worldview.

For those who are willing to use violence in the hope of chang-
ing the world, their actions remain on the whole predominantly
local. Tunisians bombed the El Ghriba synagogue in Djerba in
April 2002, killing 14 Germans; Pakistani militants murdered 11
French engineers in Karachi in May 2002; Indonesians were re-
sponsible for the deaths of Australians, an Ecuadorian, French,
Germans, a Dutchman, Britons, Singaporeans, South Koreans,
Swedes, Americans, a Swiss citizen and Indonesians57 in Bali in
October 2002; and Saudis bombed the housing complexes in Ri-
yadh, while Moroccans bombed Casablanca in May 2003. Nev-
ertheless, all these horrendous acts have been linked, sometimes
rather tenuously, to the global al-Qaeda conspiracy.58 Al-Qaeda
is not a static entity, it continues to evolve. Although the US war
in Afghanistan has limited its central core’s ability to operate
and some of its leaders have been killed or arrested59, we have
seen an increasing number of jihadi local groups – particularly
in Europe, but also worldwide – being co-opted by al-Qaeda,
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making the organisation more diffuse and difficult to deal with.
Gilles Kepel argues that Islamist violence is becoming increas-

ingly marginalised, as Islamist intellectuals recognise its futility
and turn towards liberal democracy as the path to a better world.
But in the aftermath of September 11, Islamist terrorism seems
to be becoming more widespread and less marginal. There is a
perception that is clearly widely held in the Islamic world that
the United States has decided that Islam as a whole is responsible
for the attacks upon it, and this might explain this phenomenon.

US activities since September 11 have made bin Laden’s mes-
sage of the danger of the “far enemy” to the Umma – the global
Islamic community – seem more, and not less, credible – partic-
ularly for Muslims around the world with little education, no
political representation, and little hope of an improvement in
their circumstances.60 The US has engaged in battles that it knew,
due to its currently unsurpassable military might, it could win,
but it has done little to win in the war of ideas. Bin Laden and his
followers have not had their arguments challenged in any sys-
tematic way. Whilst huge sections of the Muslim world remain
poverty-stricken, unemployed, uneducated and denied basic
human and political rights by their rulers, and whilst the Pales-
tinian-Israeli conflict remains a festering wound – bin Laden’s
revolutionary, yet simplistic, rhetoric will continue to appeal.
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of terrorism for Finland

For a terrorist attack to take place both the capability and a
motive are needed. One of these factors alone is not sufficient.
Anti-terrorism measures tend to focus on the former; this can be
as diverse as increased protection to aeroplane cockpit doors to
lessen the chance of hijacking, to international agreements on
banking standards, making it harder for terrorists to transfer
money to fund their operations. In response to September 11,
organisations, governments and international bodies have tak-
en numerous steps to lessen terrorists’ capabilities. These have
been on as grand a scale as the invasion of Afghanistan and the
reorganisation of the United States government to form the De-
partment of Homeland Security, down to the precautionary
measure of asking people not to put nail scissors in their carry-
on luggage for air travel.

Focus on the other side of the equation – the terrorist’s motive
for acting – is more difficult because it involves first of all trying
to understand the motivations of people willing to kill and, sec-
ondly, to dispel such motivation seems in many cases close to
impossible, as it may be based on intractable international diffi-
culties, or perceived historical injustices. The difficulties of vari-
ous peace processes around the world are illustrative of this. In
terms of what is often described as ‘new terrorism’ – predomi-
nantly religiously motivated groups such as al-Qaeda – the diffi-
culties in dealing with the motivation become horribly appar-
ent. Scholars argue over whether there is a real political agenda
motivating their actions – their goals are so all-encompassing,
on such a cosmic scale, that to western eyes it appears utopian or
even irrational, and to a certain extent creating terror (or de-
feating their enemies) becomes the goal, leaving no room for
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compromise.
In respect of both the capability and motivation needed for

launching a terrorist attack, there seems to be little need for real
alarm in Finland. We believe that in comparison to other coun-
tries it would be difficult to organise an attack in Finland, and
there are very few reasons why anyone might want to. Neverthe-
less, there remains some risk, and these risks will increase if some
current policies are continued. This is discussed in greater detail
in the chapter “Islamist Militancy in Finland?”.

Capability

The capability of any type of terrorist to launch an attack in
Finland is limited. As Finland is a wealthy and well-functioning
modern democracy, it has numerous advantages in its favour.
The police force is respected by the community (although not
necessarily amongst all immigrant communities), well resourced,
well equipped and able to implement methods of operation that
compare well with any others internationally. Despite its long
and often remote borders, both land and maritime, the state has
strong and well-functioning border and immigration controls.
The Russian border has always been the source of some concern
and the increase in illegal drug-use shows that no country is com-
pletely impervious to unwanted external influences, but overall,
border security is as good as can be expected in a free society. One
US official we spoke to noted that Finland does have some prob-
lems with being a route for people trafficking, and clearly if ille-
gal workers can reach the country so could individuals with more
hostile intent, although overall we were told by Finnish diplo-
mats that from the higher reaches of the US administration they
had been very happy with Finnish cooperation on CT activities.

The above discussion considers more the danger of groups or
individuals coming to Finland to commit terrorism, but a big-
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ger problem to consider and protect against would be threats
from people already in the country, be they immigrants or indig-
enous. Much focus in the media has been on potentially cata-
strophic terrorism such as that witnessed on 9/11, but far more
easily available methods of causing injury and death are availa-
ble. For example, in Finland there is greater access to firearms
than in other EU countries such as the UK. Terrorist groups in
other countries have demonstrated that explosives can be stolen
from quarries and the like (ETA has done this in France), and
this has happened in countries where people are more likely to
consider the storage of such material from a ‘security’ perspec-
tive. Finally, the Myyrmanni Shopping Centre explosion clearly
indicated that even someone with no formal military or explo-
sive training can create a bomb that has devastating effects. It
appears that in the Myyrmanni case, the bomber did not even
intend to die in the explosion and it was only his own mistake
that led the bomb to detonate prematurely, killing him along
with his victims. A willingness to die for one’s cause greatly in-
creases the ease of launching an attack.

This all suggests that whilst doing everything that a state can
to limit a terrorist’s or potential terrorist’s capabilities for carry-
ing out an attack, in a free society there can be no expectation of
total security. All new security measures have their cost, be it in
financial terms or in terms of freedom for all citizens. As one
Swedish Ministry of Defence official pointed out, modern socie-
ties are full of potential vulnerabilities and even if we could make
society 100 % secure, would it be worth the cost? He argued that
we have to decide what risks are unacceptable and act to mini-
mise those, whilst accepting that less severe risks remain else-
where. He suggested as an example for Finland or Sweden, that
as societies we cannot accept the cost that would result from an
attack on a nuclear power station – therefore the security of such
facilities should be as high as it possibly can be; whilst on the
other hand, as vital services such as hospitals and banks have
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their own emergency power supply, it is not worth the cost of
guarding against the unlikely event of an attack on the electricity
distribution system – this is an acceptable risk. He also suggested
that in times of particular risk, reinforcing the security of certain
key facilities (such as nuclear installations) is a role that the De-
fence forces can play if the legal structures allow61; but ultimately
he judged the risk of an attack to be so low in countries such as
Finland and Sweden that there will be only a few very special
cases where the cost of an attack is extremely high.

Motivation

Above, we have suggested that no matter how hard a state tries
to deny the capability of a terrorist to act, if a would-be terrorist
is sufficiently motivated, he or she will find a way. But how can
“sufficiently motivated” be defined? What factors create this
motivation and what motivation exists for a terrorist to attack
Finland? Here, again, Finland is shielded by its peripheral posi-
tion both politically and geographically. Its position on the edge
of Europe is far away from the symbolic power of the capitals of
the European ‘great powers’ (Paris, Berlin, London), the centre
of the new European institutions (Brussels), and even further
away from the Mediterranean where Europe meets the poverty,
social conflict and the non-democratic political systems of the
Maghreb and the Middle East. It also has no imperial past like
those of many other European states. Simply put; for anyone with-
out a particular reason to focus on Finland, it is doubtful that any
foreign group would target it as, for example, being symbolic of
‘the West’. There are many other targets in Europe and North
America that have more symbolism. Additionally, Finland’s Cold
War policy of neutrality and its post-EU-membership non-align-
ment has kept it out of international conflicts. Like the other
Nordic states, it likes to see itself as a supporter of the United
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Nations (through peacekeeping, for example) and international
law, and as a giver of generous development aid.62 But Finland
has not involved itself directly in differing international conflicts
in the role of a negotiator in the way that Norway has (Middle
East Peace Process, Sri Lanka). Therefore Finns tend to believe
that internationally, Finland is viewed as inoffensive: it provides
no reasons for anyone to wish it harm and therefore the country
faces no risks.

We believe that whilst there is much merit in this argument, it
is based on an insufficient understanding of the worldview of
those who are willing to use violence in the name of Islamist ide-
ology. Secondly, we argue that it misses the point that with in-
creasing diversity of Finnish society, people who hold this kind of
militant ideology will not come into contact with the actions of
the Finnish state only in the sense of Finland acting abroad, but
also domestically – as residents and citizens of Finland. If Fin-
land focuses only on how its international actions do or don’t
provide motivation for a terrorist attack, the country may miss
how its domestic actions may do likewise.

We must therefore turn to a more detailed investigation of the
motivations for Islamist terrorism, which we divide into two sep-
arate categories: functional and cosmic.

Investigating the motivations
of Islamist terrorists

Functional considerations:
These are the more ‘normal’ strategic or tactical decisions that
terrorists take in pursuit of their goals. Many terrorist groups
have launched attacks outside of the country they are ‘at war
with’, but aimed at symbols or interests of that country. For ex-
ample, the IRA mounted attacks on the European mainland, but
aimed at symbols of British power, such as a series of attacks on
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members of the British Forces in Germany (attacks also took
place in Holland and Belgium) during 1989–90 in which non-
British civilians were also killed. In Finland, SUPO (the Security
Police) is obviously considering this risk: immediately after Sep-
tember 11, security was stepped up at the Israeli and American
embassies in Helsinki63, and SUPO states that its work includes
preventing acts aimed at “international targets situated in Fin-
land”.64 There is the related fear that as security becomes increas-
ingly tight at US embassies in particularly high-risk regions (such
as areas where local police capability is limited as in parts of
Africa, or where there is clear evidence of terrorists operating
with anti-American intentions such as in South East Asia), ter-
rorist activity might be ‘displaced’ to areas where an attack is not
expected. As argued above, there are many limitations on a ter-
rorist’s capability to operate in Finland, which means it is still
unlikely that terrorism would be displaced here, but neverthe-
less this should remain a consideration.

It is also worth considering what the likely reactions of Islam-
ist terrorist groups would be if the anti-terrorist activities of states
that feel they are threatened (such as the US or UK) were success-
ful. It seems that if they are denied the ability to strike at their
primary targets, they will find secondary targets. In this case the
security of Finnish interests abroad – notably embassies and con-
sulates – should be considered. The Casablanca bombings,
thought by many to be the work of al-Qaeda or an al-Qaeda-
affiliated group, in May 2003 demonstrate this danger. Amongst
the places attacked were what could be described as the ‘soft tar-
gets’ such as a Spanish restaurant. The Belgian consulate was also
heavily damaged and police officers guarding it killed, but the
Belgian Foreign Minister has stated that the Belgian Govern-
ment believed they had not been the target of that attack. Later
media reports suggest that the target had been a Jewish-owned
restaurant near the consulate, but the situation is not clear, as
other reports suggest that the Belgians had been warned of a
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threat to them days before the attack.65 Many other attacks on
European targets around the world also demonstrate the vul-
nerabilities of European ‘soft’ targets: 14 Germans killed in the
bombing of a Tunisian synagogue in April 2002, the May 2002
murder of 11 French naval engineers in Karachi, and the suicide
boat bombing in October 2002 of a French oil tanker off Yemen.
Additionally, numerous plots have been claimed to have been
foiled by European intelligence services, and only the efforts of
crew and passengers (plus the incompetence of the bomber) on
the American Airline flight from Paris to Miami saved them from
being killed by Richard Reid’s ‘Shoe-bomb’.66

This kind of displacement threat has implications for all West-
ern countries including Finland, particularly if the consulates
and embassies of any Western country are being targeted. This
very vague interpretation of who is considered ‘the enemy’ by al-
Qaeda and other Islamist radicals brings us to the next type of
motivation.

Cosmic considerations:
The term ‘cosmic’ is used in the sense of all-encompassing. Al-
though this is a struggle carried out by men, the terrorist sees the
struggle as one far beyond mankind. Audrey Kurth Cronin writes:
“Religious terrorists often feel engaged in a Manichaean struggle
of good against evil, implying an open-ended set of human tar-
gets: Anyone who is not a member of their religion or religious
sect may be “evil” and thus fair game. Although indiscriminate
attacks are not unique to religious terrorists, the exclusivity of
their faith may lead them to dehumanise their victims even more
than most terrorist groups do, because they consider non-mem-
bers to be infidels or apostates…”67.

Almost all religions produce extremists who are willing to use
violence to promote their cosmic view (until September 11, the
second most costly single terrorist attack in terms of lives lost
was the 1985 bombing of an Air India Boeing 747, off the coast of
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Ireland, which was carried out by Sikh extremists), but none of
these other groups have developed the global reach that Islamist
groups currently have.

Bin Laden effectively announced the beginning of his war with
America on 22 February 1998 with the announcement of the for-
mation of the “World Islamic Front for Jihad against the Jews
and Crusaders”. Bin Laden’s anger was still clearly focused on US
troops in Saudi Arabia, but it also talks of “those Christian le-
gions spread like pests”; the “major destruction to the Iraqi peo-
ple at the hand of the Christian alliance”; and states that “to kill
and fight Americans and their allies, whether civilians or mili-
tary, is an obligation for every Muslim who is able to do so in any
country…”.68

The use of the Crusader imagery is a central theme in bin Lad-
en’s public announcements. It is a cultural concept, not a geo-
graphical one, basically meaning the Christian ‘West’, including
Russia. It does not just apply to the US forces that were based in
Saudi Arabia, and the Coalition forces that are now on the ground
in Iraq and Afghanistan but extends worldwide. Bin Laden has
said: “The crusader Australian forces were on Indonesian shores,
and in fact they landed to separate East Timor, which is part of
the Islamic world.”69

The Australian humanitarian intervention in East Timor was
carried out within the UN framework. Indeed in the same broad-
cast bin Laden condemns the UN: blaming it for the establish-
ment of Israel; for “cooperating” in the “massacre” and “rape” of
Muslims in UN ‘safe havens’; for sitting idly by as Muslims die in
Chechnya and Kashmir; and for the blasphemy of elevating the
idea of “international legitimacy” above the will and law of God.
Therefore Kofi Annan is “a criminal” and “Today, and without
any evidence, the United Nations passes resolutions supporting
unjust and tyrannical America”, so that, ultimately: “Under no
circumstances should any Muslim or sane person resort to the
United Nations. The United Nations is nothing but a tool of
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crime”.70

We have come to expect terrorists to operate within the polit-
ical logic of the current international system, to desire political
power in its recognisable current form, even if their demands
seem most unlikely – basically to share ‘our’ worldview. But Is-
lamist terrorists share no joint cosmic assumptions with those
whom they attack. The concepts of nationhood, of neutrality, of
negotiated settlement, of non-combatants, of the UN and inter-
national legitimacy do not exist within their cosmic view and its
religious justifications. A number of our interviewees mentioned
what is rapidly becoming the new cliché of terrorism studies, but
which does in some way encapsulate this: “some terrorists just
want to bomb their way to the decision-making table, others
think they can bomb their way to the head of that table – but the
‘new’ terrorists just want to blow the whole table up.”

This explanation of ‘new terrorism’ is complicated by the
number of local or regional conflicts that have become connect-
ed to the more universal radical Islamist agenda. Chechnya, Pal-
estine, Kashmir and now Iraq: all have their very real and indi-
vidual political dynamics, but have now become part of the wid-
er cosmic struggle that Islamist terrorist groups like al-Qaeda
identify with. What was a political and military struggle with
nation-states such as India, Russia or Israel, becomes a cosmic
struggle with the infidel forces of the ‘Crusaders and Jews’. It is in
places that are away from the direct consequences of these strug-
gles that this cosmic view is gaining ground – particularly in
Europe.
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Immigration since the years after the Second World War has
brought Islam into Europe to an extent not known in its modern
history outside of the Balkans. Different communities have
brought very different Islamic traditions with them from their
home regions: South Asian in the UK, Turkish in Germany, North
African in France to name just the most obvious – but the reli-
gion practised by the immigrants, and in particular by the chil-
dren of immigrants, has started to move towards a more unified
version – what the prominent French scholar of Islam, Olivier
Roy, calls “EuroIslam”.71 Commenting on Roy’s latest work,
L’Islam Mondialsé, Clifford Geertz notes that Roy sees: “a sharp
distinction between ‘Islam as religion’ and ‘the concrete practices
of Muslims,’ considered as an assemblage of social, not cultural
facts. The first may be left, along with the Koran, ‘to the theolo-
gians’; the second is ‘a worldwide phenomenon, which supports
and accompanies globalization’.”72

Hence we can see the radicalisation of some Muslims within
Europe not as a religious process, but rather as a social one. Is-
lam becomes an identity for immigrants living in a country where
they are not really accepted, whilst they are losing the family and
social contacts they previously had with their country of birth.
For children of immigrants who were either born in Europe, or
arrived at a very early age, this sense of alienation seems even
more severe: despite, for example, being born in England and
carrying a British passport they know that many within that
society do not accept them as being English. Yet, at the same time,
they know they are not really of the country of their parents’
birth. Some diaspora communities are strong enough to with-
stand these pressures for some time, maintaining an identity foun-
dation for their members, but eventually the influence of that
host culture (through education, media, an individual’s work-
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ing life etc.) begins to compete.
The experience of different immigrant groups and individuals

varies greatly. Some will ‘privatise’ their immigrant culture to a
lesser or greater degree, and in many ways be assimilated into the
host culture, often successfully (Indians in the UK are an exam-
ple of this and it seems to matter little whether they are Hindu,
Sikh or Muslim; or whether they emigrated directly from the
subcontinent, or were amongst the “Ugandan Indians” expelled
by Idi Amin in 1972). Other groups fail to integrate successfully,
but their resistance to the host culture comes in ways that are
not, or only tangentially, connected to their ethnic backgrounds
(the appropriation of US-originated hip-hop culture is a clear
example; whether it be Francophone Rap or UK-South Asian
Raggamuffin hip-hop, the prevalence of images of urban vio-
lence and gangs in US hip-hop is echoed). The riots that have hit
both French and British cities in connection with issues of high
unemployment, racial tension and prejudice suffered by ethnic
minority communities is testament to this failure to integrate.

An alternative identity for those who cannot, or will not inte-
grate into the European host culture is that of “a supranational
community, the Muslim Umma”.73 The Umma is the Islamic Com-
munity of the Faithful, but Roy argues that for EuroIslam it is a
constructed community – “partly imaginary, but once imagined
it becomes real in effect – a development much advanced by the
advent of the internet and its associated subculture. Oddly
enough, this type of radicalisation goes hand in hand with West-
ernization in France and in other European countries. Most rad-
icalised Muslim youth in Europe are Western educated, often in
technical or scientific fields.”74 In many respects, there is nothing
odd about this; this new vitality in the concept of the Umma has
been enabled by technical advances; globalisation is after all ‘glo-
bal’ – it affects all cultures, not just Western ones.

Nevertheless, education does not always lead to success and
social acceptance, and this is particularly the case for immigrant
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communities in Europe that still face prejudice and racism. But
education does allow people who are attracted to the radical,
globalised Islamist ideology rapid access to others who share these
ideas. This may be through a remote medium that propagates
this worldview, increasingly now via the internet (for example
downloadable video clips of speeches and sermons), but also lit-
erature, videos75 and recordings of radical Imams’ sermons from
worldwide sources. Secondly, young educated Muslims can ac-
cess this milieu via international travel. For example, Zaccaria
Moussaoui – the only person that the US has charged in connec-
tion with September 11 – a Frenchman of Moroccan descent,
became an active Islamist radical, including going to fight in
Chechnya and Afghanistan, only when he arrived in London and
started moving in militant circles there, particularly those asso-
ciated with the Finsbury Park Mosque.76

This is where the observation of the educational backgrounds
of those who have gone on to become terrorists is telling: for
these men (and they are virtually all men), the centre of their
identity is being a Muslim and activism is the way to show this.
Their education has been instrumental in their arriving at this
worldview but, it seems, has not provided them with the ability
to question it. Here we lean towards speculation, but there is
such clear evidence that the majority of Islamist terrorists have a
background in the natural sciences or engineering (and increas-
ingly computing), that it suggests that the critical questioning
central to social science and humanities does not support the
fundamentalist jihadi mindset. This lends support to writers who
argue that the type, or lack of education in the Islamic world is
linked to the “root causes” of terrorism.

What sparks this move towards radicalism in Muslims within
Europe is a lot less apparent. It is helpful to split the militant
Islamists into three groups: immigrants who bring to Europe
direct experiences from their home countries; those Muslims that
have been born and brought up in Europe; and lastly, European
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converts to Islam.

1) Immigrants to Europe:
Their radicalisation may well be complete before they even reach
Europe – caused by the situation and their own experiences in
their home country. If not, then the alienation of being a foreign-
er could spark the process. One former CIA officer to whom we
spoke, noted that it is this group that terrifies European security
services as they do not understand why some immigrants ‘flip’
(as he put it) and become very militant, whilst most others inte-
grate to greater or lesser extents into Western societies – but ei-
ther way, go on to live peaceful lives. An illegal Algerian immi-
grant wrote a powerful essay on the mind of the terrorist in the
Observer newspaper considering this: “Even when we feel forced
to leave [home] to make a living in the West, we are tortured by
loneliness and longing for our homeland. We live in the ugliest
parts of the cities working for pitiful wages, sending what little
profit we make home to our families. The initial thrill of Western
decadence quickly wears off. Hot sex is often followed by cold
rejection. Poverty protects us from the thrall of consumerism.
Our minds drift back to the golden memories of youth, the love
and sharing among families and neighbours.”

He continues: “In exile, two things sustain us. One – the feeling
of brotherhood with other Algerians, and two – the practice of
our religion. Without them, we writhe in agony like a fish with-
out water. To keep them, we would sacrifice anything.”77

Discussion of the backgrounds of many of those involved in
the September 11 attacks seem somewhat similar to this: Ruth-
ven notes that their alienation from ‘the West’ tended to focus on
the decadent and superficial – it seems they spent much of their
time in the US in bars, fast food restaurants and even brothels
and here they, perhaps correctly, saw a spiritual emptiness in
Western civilisation. But, he argues, they clearly did not attend
churches, concerts of any kind, art galleries or sporting events
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where they might have seen the ‘spirit’ they presumed the West to
be lacking.78 Anyone who has had experience of living in a for-
eign country will know that first impressions often focus on the
different, the bizarre, and what is perceived by the viewer as un-
pleasant. It takes longer, and may well require more than just
superficial interaction with the locals, to be able to start to see
the strengths of that society. Clearly, if the individual sets himself
apart from the society (and if that society is resistant to integra-
tion by foreigners) those first impressions will remain dominant.
This will be true not just for immigrants who turn to their reli-
gion for comfort, but also for all those who keep to their ex-
patriot groups.

2) European-born Muslim radicals:
This second group is, in many ways, harder to understand than
the first. Some young Muslims who go on to use violence in search
of their goals come from poor and marginalised backgrounds;
sometimes with criminal histories – prison being one channel for
recruitment.79 Many of these men, despite being born into Mus-
lim families only become overtly religious after taking up the
jihadi cause – what some have called ‘born-again’ Muslims.
Jonathan Stevenson, a terrorism expert at the International In-
stitute of Strategic Studies in London, writes that the 15 million
Muslims in Europe “are only half-accepted socially and are polit-
ically underrepresented. The marginal status makes them sus-
ceptible to radicalisation”.80 This argument clearly has some va-
lidity but is only part of the story; there are other marginalised
ethnic groups in European states (the Afro-Caribbean commu-
nity in the UK, or Sub-Saharan Africans in France are two obvi-
ous examples) that have not become radicalised like some sec-
tions of the Muslim community. Secondly, as noted previously in
the discussion on educational backgrounds, many who are at-
tracted to Islamic radicalism are not particularly poor or mar-
ginalised. In the UK, much recruitment has taken place on uni-
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versity campuses and the radical British-based cleric Omar Bhakri
Mohammed boasted to Danish Television that in the UK, the
Islamist group Hizb ut-Tahrir (see below) “controlled” the Is-
lamic Societies of over 55 universities and colleges, until they
were banned from most campuses as a result of a campaign by
the Organisation of Jewish Students that focused on their anti-
Semitism.81 Olivier Roy argues that this mix of backgrounds is to
be expected as we have seen the same in non-Islamic violent groups
in the past: “Their groups are often mixes of educated middle-
class leaders and working-class dropouts, a pattern common to
most of the Western European radicals of the 1970s and 1980s
(Germany’s Rote Armee Fraktion, Italy’s Brigada Rossa, France’s
Action Directe).”82

Fuad Nahdi, the editor of a British magazine for Muslims, has
warned of the widening appeal of radicalism to British Muslims
– citing Afghanistan, the new Anti-terrorism Act, the war in Iraq
and the current Intifada in the West Bank and Gaza as all being
central to this. He also notes that the pressure on Islamic com-
munities since September 11 has pushed the radicals underground
and out of sight of the wider Muslim community: “Nobody has a
clue [now] about what kind of theology these young Muslims are
developing. But informed more by rage than the message of peace
within traditional Islam, the results are likely to be dangerous”.83

He also notes that before September 11 it was normal for young
Muslims “lured by romanticism and goaded on by real issues” to
go and “do jihad” – normally in Pakistan/Afghanistan or Chech-
nya. This has become much more difficult under the current se-
curity situation and he fears that those who want to ‘fight’ will do
it in their own countries rather than on distant battlefields. Nah-
di wrote again a month later, following the news that two young
well-educated British men (Ashif Muhammed Hanif and Omar
Khan Sharif) had died committing suicide-bomb attacks in Tel
Aviv – the attacks also claimed three innocent victims. Nahdi
writes: “I am not surprised by news of Britain’s first suicide bomb-
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ers; what, however, I find astonishing is that it took place in Tel
Aviv, not Manchester.”84 Other leading Muslims in the UK also
point to Palestine as being central to the growing anger, as op-
posed to Kashmir and Chechnya where bloody conflicts are also
underway, but seem not to have developed the same symbolism
for Muslims in the West.85

Overall we have a situation where radical Islamist ideology is
becoming more accessible to European-born Muslims (via both
new technologies and education), whilst at the same time the
impetus for some young Muslims to be attracted to that ideology
is increasing (through technology bringing them closer to what
is happening to Muslims worldwide – giving the idea of the Umma
more meaning). This is reinforced by young Muslims finding ‘be-
ing Muslim’ a comfortable identity in comparison to only half-
acceptance as British, French, Italian etc. and the feeling that
they are clearly not Pakistani, Algerian, Moroccan etc. as their
parents are.

3) European converts to Islam:
Olivier Roy notes that there are over 100,000 converts to Islam in
France alone. Some convert for practical reasons – for love and
to allow them to marry a Muslim partner, others because they
find the Islamic religion more spiritually appealing than the reli-
gion in which they were raised. But there are also a small but
significant number who are attracted to radical Islamist ideolo-
gy and go on to become terrorists. Roy notes that they fit the
same mould as many other Islamist activists, some are educated
leaders (like a Frenchman, Christophe Caze, killed in a shoot-
out with French police in Roubaix in 1996 – who was a doctor)
whilst others are less educated and often ‘dropouts’ who have not
fitted well into society (Richard Reid, the ‘shoe bomber’, being
the most obvious case). Roy believes that two decades ago these
would have been the same people attracted to violent leftist
groups; Islam is merely ‘a cause’ that demands their activism.86 A
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clear parallel would be violent anti-globalisation activists who
follow the cause for reasons that have little to do with a perceived
unfairness in the global trading system. One Swedish govern-
ment researcher we spoke to also noted a few, somewhat strange,
connections between some Islamist radicals and neo-Nazis. If
nothing else, both groups are rabidly anti-Semitic; in Germany,
a Hizb ut-Tahrir representative made an anti-American speech
at a meeting of the ultra-right National Democratic Party.87 The
type of person who is attracted to the neo-Nazi worldview might
find the violent fringes of the Islamist movement in Europe not
wholly unfamiliar terrain.
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Hizb ut-Tahrir – “The Party of Liberation” – is a radical Islamist movement
dedicated to bringing about a global caliphate ruled by Sharia – Islamic
law. The International Crisis Group (ICG) describes the movement’s state-
ments as: “often strongly anti-Western, anti-Semitic and anti-Shia.”88,
Michael Whine of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, adds anti-Hindu,
anti-Sikh, anti-feminist and homophobic to this list.89 HUT was founded by
Sheikh Taqiuddin an-Nabahani in East Jerusalem in 1953, and is opposed
to all the current Middle Eastern regimes believing them to be un-Islamic.
It claims to be pacifist, but according to Whine, HUT organised coup
attempts in Syria and Jordan in 1968, and has made similar attempts in
other Arab countries since then.90 As a result HUT has been outlawed
across the Middle East and has been forced underground. It is more of a
movement than an organisation, with different groups worldwide using the
HUT name, but seeming to have only vague connections to each other. In
the 1980s HUT became established in London, seemingly by Omar Bakri
Mohammed and a fellow Syrian, Farid Kasim – both of whom were vocal
members of a large Islamist community of exiles that was forming in Lon-
don during that period, and the British-based group seems to have become
central in widening HUT’s influence particularly in Europe and the US.
HUT also spread rapidly through the Central Asian republics in the late
1990s, to the extent that it is now seen as a major security threat by the
totalitarian leaders of those states – despite HUT’s professed non-violent
agenda.91 The Russian security services have arrested HUT members in
Moscow and have claimed that HUT is linked to the IMU (Islamic Move-
ment of Uzbekistan) which is, in turn, linked to al-Qaeda92, although the
ICG report harbours some doubts about this.

In Europe, it remains a radically militant group but has not been linked
directly to acts of violence, only to calls to violence. This has led to HUT
being outlawed in Germany, for its call for violence against US and Jewish
targets – it was said that it was “extremely conspiratorial” in the way it
carried out activities, and a German Government researcher said “You can’t
say that HUT are terrorists, but they are most definitely a group that shares
the same spirit”.93 The Danish HUT group has been particularly active,
organising a rally in Copenhagen during the Afghanistan War that gathered
over 1,000 protestors. This seemed to shock many in Denmark – that such
a radical group could attract so many – and led to both media and judicial
attention. The head of the Danish group, Fadi Abdullatif, was given a
suspended prison sentence in 2002 for distributing racist and anti-Semitic
literature, and there are ongoing investigations into whether the organisa-
tion can be banned. The group had been successful in recruiting in poor,
high crime areas of cities like Nørrebro, Århus and Odense – areas with
large immigrant populations – and was credited at first with causing a fall in
crime rates in those areas.94 When interviewed by Danish Television, Ab-
dullatif claimed to have no connections to the London-based HUT group.
When the journalists subsequently interviewed Bakri Mohammed in Lon-
don, he said that Abdullatif had studied under him in the UK, and that
“Brother Fadi” was “politically ambitious”, “the dynamo of HUT in Den-

H I Z B  U T - T A H R I R  ( H U T )
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mark”, and that soon the Danish group would be competing with the UK to
be the leading HUT group in Europe.95 Olivier Roy also notes that HUT is
also active in Sweden and the Netherlands, and to a lesser extent in the US.96

Whilst not a terrorist group, Hizb ut-Tahrir is a very radical Islamist
movement, and although it claims to be non-violent, European activists
under the HUT banner have called for violence against those they disagree
with. The Danish television documentary also contained two allegations of
direct threats made by people associated with HUT (both to other Muslim
immigrants; a journalist and feminist activist). It is resolutely anti-integra-
tionist and plays on the alienation felt by some Muslims living in Europe.
Its presence in Finland would be negative in three respects: 1) it would
indicate the failure to integrate sections of the different Muslim communi-
ties; 2) its activities may further radicalise those attracted to its ideology;
and 3) it is a trans-European organisation facilitating rapid contacts to the
centres of militant Islamist activity in Europe such as London.
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Al Muhajiroun – “The Emigrants” – are a British spin-off of Hizb ut-Tahrir.
The group was founded in 1996 by Omar Bakri Mohammed, when he split
from HUT claiming it wasn’t radical enough. Bakri Mohammed is an inter-
esting character, a Syrian who studied in Cairo, then lived in Saudi Arabia
before being expelled and seeking asylum in the UK in 1986. He thrives on
media attention and has become very prominent in the UK after September
11, speaking in favour of bin Laden and global jihad, although he has been
more careful in his pronouncements than before – due to the strength of
the new British Prevention of Terrorism Act. Nevertheless in August 2002
AM still organised a well-attended rally in that symbol of Britain’s imperial
past: Trafalgar Square. AM claims to fund-raise and recruit for groups such
as Hamas, Egyptian Islamic Jihad and Hezbollah, although some doubt
this. HUT has become more covert in recent years in the UK, and AM
seems to be functioning as its public face. Some argue that the membership
of both organisations is basically the same. What seems quite certain is that
AM did recruit young British (and possibly other European) Muslims to
train and fight in Afghanistan and also in Kashmir. At least three British
Muslims killed in allied bombing raids in Afghanistan were connected to
AM; others are known to have died in Kashmir fighting Indian forces, and
their families have blamed AM for recruiting them. Finally, the two British
Tel Aviv suicide bombers of April 2003 are said to have had links to AM.97

In 2002 Bakri Mohammed claimed that AM was setting up an office in
Copenhagen, leading to much debate in Denmark. It is not clear whether
this was really the case, or a true-to-form example of Bakri Mohammed
finding a new set of journalists to amuse himself with. Regardless, there is
clear connection between AM and Danish HUT through the relationship of
Bakri Mohammed and Abdullatif. Again, al-Muhajiroun is not a terrorist
organisation, but like HUT: “it does serve as an important radicalising
agent in the process of turning young British Muslims against Britain and
into militant Islamists, and serves as a portal through which some have
been encouraged to pass on their way to becoming terrorists.”98

Hizb ut-Tahrir, Al-Muhajiroun, and other groups like them should be a
matter of concern to all European countries.

A L - M U H A J I R O U N  ( A M )
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Intelligence failures and mistakes

Clearly, since September 11, the focus of attention has shifted
markedly to Islamist groups in Europe and worldwide. Certain
profiles have been constructed officially, and by the media, of the
type of person that might conceivably be a terrorist. More often
than not, young, male and Muslim seems to be enough.* A year
after September 11, 1,600 had been arrested worldwide but no
one had been convicted and only two face charges in relation to
the attacks. The case of Lofti Raissi is a prime example: An Alge-
rian pilot, and British resident, he was arrested in the UK on an
FBI tip – supposedly a video showed him to be the trainer of the
9/11 pilots. It turned out the man in the video was his (also inno-
cent) cousin. British judges threw out the extradition request
and released Raissi, but only after he had spent nearly a year in
prison.99 A similar case was the arrest of a Turkish-German and
his American girlfriend; the story, widely reported, was that Ger-
man police and US intelligence had foiled an al-Qaeda-affiliated
plot to bomb a US base in Germany on the anniversary of 9/11.
Much less reported was the release of the two, months later, when
a judge found the charges to have no basis.100 Fears that NATO
could be a target for al-Qaeda were sparked when a number of
Pakistanis were arrested in Naples by Italian police, supposedly
with bomb-making equipment and maps indicating the NATO
AF South headquarters. The claims were subsequently retracted
and the men released as innocent.101 All such incidents show the
necessity for reliable intelligence and a solid understanding of
the groups concerned. They also provide ammunition for Islam-
ist militants and provocateurs who wish to argue that the “West”
is fundamentally against all Muslims.

* In the US, a new
acronym has been
coined by certain
Middle-Eastern mi-
norities in connection
with difficulties they
now face during legit-
imate air travel:
“TWA” or “Travelling
whilst Arab”.
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Finland has, by European standards, a small and relatively new
Muslim community.102 The majority are immigrants who have
arrived in the last two decades, particularly the Somali commu-
nity who arrived as refugees from the Somali civil war at the start
of the 1990s. As with all immigrants to Finland, the majority
reside in the Helsinki area. Finland, in stark contrast to Den-
mark, Norway and Sweden, operated a very tight immigration
policy throughout the Cold War period, and hence still has one
of the lowest foreign-born populations of any EU country. There-
fore as a nation, Finland is only starting to face the issues of inte-
gration and multiculturalism that the other Scandinavian coun-
tries have been dealing with for a number of decades, and that
countries such as France, the UK and Germany have been facing
for almost half a century. Even now, numbers of all immigrants –
including Muslims – remain small, meaning that the related chal-
lenges are not on the scale of those that, for example, Sweden or
Denmark face.

To learn more about the Muslim community in Finland we
spoke with Imam Chehab of the Islamic Society of Finland and
Helsinki Mosque, the oldest (of the non-Tatar) and the largest of
the Finnish Mosques. The Mosque’s congregation is predomi-
nantly made up of immigrants and their families, with a small
number of native-Finnish converts. The majority of those with
an immigrant background come from Arab and Middle-Eastern
countries, but there are many other worshippers who originated
from across the Islamic world. There are other mosques in the
Helsinki area, including the Pasila Mosque which is predomi-
nantly Somali, and other smaller mosques serving the Pakistani,
Turkish and other African communities.

On the issue of militant-Islamist activity in Finland, the Imam
told us that it remains very marginal. None of the Finnish
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mosques preach hatred of other religions or social groups, and
there are no organised militant groups openly present in Fin-
land like Hizb ut-Tahrir in Denmark. In particular, he noted
that he knows of nobody brought up in Finland who holds mil-
itant views. Nevertheless, we were told that there are individuals
who do have some connections to, or support, various militant
groups based outside of Finland. This might tally with the media
report of SUPO’s statement that there are a couple of dozen indi-
viduals in Finland with some sort of link to terrorist or militant
groups.103

Therefore it can be said that in Finland, currently, there is very
little to worry about in terms of Islamist-inspired violence, or
indeed, even non-violent militant actions. Nevertheless, we wish
to argue that Finland should not dismiss Islamist violence as a
danger only for other countries – something that cannot happen
here. The important question is whether the current situation
will change in the future.

There are numerous reasons to believe that it could. There are
basic demographic trends; immigration continues and now that
Finland is part of the EU with free movement of labour it is much
harder for it to be limited. Secondly, it is clear that Finland, like
many other European countries with ageing populations and
large pension payments to meet, will actually need immigrants
to come and work. Thirdly, some already established immigrant
communities tend to have larger families than native Finnish
families meaning that, as an example, the Somali community in
Finland will increase in size. Overall, we can expect that there
will be more Muslims in Finland in the future than there are now,
and it is a simple statistical fact that the larger a population, the
more likely there is to be a tiny minority that hold extreme views.

Secondly, there are already certain problems in integrating
minorities – if this situation deteriorates we will see the increase
in radicalisation that seems to have been related to alienation
elsewhere in Europe. Of course, radicalisation of some young
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Muslims is only one of the numerous possible social problems
that result from the alienation of certain sections of a society,
and perhaps not even the most serious (the type of social prob-
lems such as crime and poverty evident in the suburbs of many
French cities or some inner-city areas of the UK point graphical-
ly to this), but for the purposes of this study it is the most perti-
nent. Increased militancy does increase the chance of politically-
motivated violence, although not necessarily greatly: Europe has
suffered very few terrorist attacks that can be directly attributed
to Islamist terrorists, and those attacks that have taken place
have generally been context-specific, like the GIA bombings in
France in the mid-90s. Despite the fears in Britain stemming from
the clear evidence of militancy and an inclination towards vio-
lence amongst young radical-Islamists, there have still been no
serious attacks.* This is in contrast to Northern Irish terrorism
which, despite the peace process, continues.

Nevertheless, Islamist militancy even if non-violent is not a
healthy sign for a society. In many ways it is like neo-Nazi activ-
ity, in that certain groups are left to live in fear¤, even if that is just
of harassment or low-level violence rather than out-and-out ter-
rorism. Militancy breeds division within ethnic-minority com-
munities, and between those communities and the wider host
society. The huge popular vote gained by Tony Halme of the True
Finns party in the last general election, who has been openly
critical of immigration into Finland, is indicative that sections of
the wider Finnish community will have a low tolerance of per-
ceived wrong-doings by ethnic minorities. This success should be
compared with the success of populist right-wing parties in oth-
er European states like the Pim Fortuyn list in the Netherlands,
and the Danish People’s Party where immigration has been on a
vastly differing scale. It should be of concern that whilst social
problems related to immigration remain on such a small scale in
Finland, a candidate who clearly focused on those issues in a
negative way could obtain such a large vote. If there was visible

* One Al-Muhajir-
oun leader was given
a 6-month prison
sentence in 1999 for
petrol-bombing a
Territorial Army base
in west London, and
we were told by one
researcher with links
to British intelligence
that there is a very real
fear that an attack in
the UK is only a mat-
ter of time – the anti-
car-bomb measures
taken around the
parliament buildings
being indicative of
this.

¤ It is interesting to
note that in France in
recent years there
have been numerous
reports of vandalism
of synagogues and
desecration of Jewish
graveyards, perpe-
trated not by neo-
Nazis and skinheads,
but rather by young
Muslim extremists.
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militancy amongst the Muslim community within Finland, it is
easy to imagine that people already inclined to mistrust immi-
grants would try and associate the militants with all Muslims, as
we have seen elsewhere in Europe. This clearly creates a vicious
circle of mistrust by the host society leading to further alienation
amongst those who suffer from prejudice; causing yet more mil-
itancy leading to yet more mistrust.

Finland has a unique opportunity to learn from the mistakes
made by other European countries on these issues. Unfortunate-
ly, it appears that at the moment there is an unwillingness to do
so. The writer, as a foreigner who has lived in Finland for a number
of years, feels firstly there is an unwillingness to admit that there
is a problem of racism and xenophobia within Finnish society, as
this threatens the nation’s self-image of being an advanced Nor-
dic society, seeing itself as a model for other societies. Imam
Chehab noted that there are extensive contacts between the Mus-
lim community and the State, both at national and local levels;
including numerous ministries and the Presidency. Yet, he typi-
fied the concrete results of these relationships as very low, partic-
ularly so in terms of financial aid for projects that community
leaders feel would be important. Central to these is the desire for
an Islamic School and secondly, a care-home specifically for
Muslim children being taken into local authority care, which
would be able to help both Muslim children and their families
and accepts that the problems and issues they confront will be
different due to the immigrant experience and their culture. Imam
Chehab noted that people who are marginalised will become a
negative influence on society, whether that be in terms of turning
to a militant version of their religion or in turning to criminality
of some sort.

The Imam believes that the problems now visible amongst some
young Muslims in Sweden will be exactly the same problems that
Finland will face in ten years’ time. The authorities need to look
for more flexible approaches to these issues, learning from the
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experiences of other countries, rather than continuing current
policies which, he argues, are simply ‘papering over the cracks’.

Questions of identity are notoriously complex, with huge var-
iations possible between individuals due to their own experienc-
es, but overall Imam Chehab felt that very few Muslim immi-
grants in Finland feel that they are Finnish, regardless of what is
written on the front of their passport. He contrasted this with
Sweden where he felt there is now a large and successfully inte-
grated Muslim population. He noted that there are a number of
Islamic schools and similar state-funded institutions, and to a
large degree this has an important effect: when you feel the gov-
ernment supports you, it becomes your government, your state.
When it does not, you feel little sense of ownership. He noted
that the Islamic school in Helsinki being privately run and fund-
ed, currently accepts only the minimum legally required involve-
ment of the state. Yet he said that if it was state-supported then it
would of course be run completely in cooperation with the Min-
istry of Education. He also noted that plentiful funding from
foreign countries is available for Islamic schools, but they have
not taken it as they do not want their loyalty to be owed to an-
other country that may well have its own agenda.

We spoke at some length with the Imam about the worldviews
of the Muslim community in Finland. He believed that the views
could be divided into three groups. Firstly there are the Finnish
converts who, despite having become Muslim by faith, remain
‘Finnish’ in all other ways, including knowing their rights as cit-
izens. The second group are immigrants who have escaped bad
situations in their countries of birth and as a result feel a sense of
gratitude to the country that has given them refuge. The third
group, which he believes to be the majority amongst Muslim
immigrants across Europe, feel that it was the activities and pol-
icies of ‘the West’ that led to them having to leave their homeland
– be that for economic reasons or non-economic reasons such as
war. As a result, they feel that they owe no gratitude to the coun-
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tries where they now live. This sentiment will only be amplified if
they face prejudice or a lack of opportunities once resident in
Europe. Importantly, ‘the West’ is seen as a bloc – in many ways
a mirror image of how the West tends to view “the Muslim World”
in an undifferentiated way. Therefore Finland’s history as a young
nation with a past of being a colony itself, makes no difference to
it being seen as part of ‘the West’.

Two anecdotal stories Imam Chehab recounted to us suggest
that if an individual already has a certain mindset – in this case
that of Finland as part of the ‘oppressive West’ – then they will
retrospectively find the ‘evidence’ to support this. The first case
concerned a TV documentary shown some years ago about the
birth of Israel. One of the elderly Zionists who was interviewed
noted that there had been a small number of Finns who had
fought with them. Rather than dismissing these as probable mer-
cenaries, adventurers or crackpots, the Imam remembered this
was discussed by some as evidence that Finland was supportive of
Israel and not sympathetic to the Palestinians. Another similar
anecdote was about a member of the congregation who showed
the Imam an article he had discovered in an obscure history jour-
nal noting that during the 11th century Crusades, there was a
Finnish regiment amongst the Christian armies which was re-
puted to be particularly blood-thirsty. This again was taken as
indicative of Finnish attitudes to Islam a millennium later! Al-
though individually these stories might seem almost comical,
they do suggest a particular attitude amongst a few individuals
who see Finland as no different from any other Western country.
At the very least they show a lack of understanding of Finnish
history and society, again suggesting a failure of integration. Of
course it will be only a few individuals who would justify their
feelings against Finland in these obscure historical terms, but a
failure of integration leading to marginalisation, unemployment,
poverty and lack of educational opportunities will provide much
more contemporary grounds for some to wish ill on the country.
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Overall, currently there is no reason to fear the activities of
militant Islamists in Finland. Nevertheless we do know that there
are some people in the country who have connections to radical
groups and we have also seen that modern European-based Is-
lamist militancy is transnational. Not only does the internet al-
low rapid access to the ideas of other militants worldwide, but
the Schengen area and low-cost airline flights to London or Paris
mean that anyone with a wish to become involved in a militant
group can do so with only a little extra effort. Finland is a free
society, and therefore these things cannot be limited. What can
be limited is the alienation and marginalisation from wider Finn-
ish society that could push young Muslims to search for answers
from those who preach hate.

Counter-terrorism is not a reason to promote integration and
good race relations. A multicultural society is good in itself, as
well as a necessity in this globalising world. Further, a society
that is at peace with itself and where everyone – whatever their
race, religion, or country of birth – feels they have equal rights,
opportunities, and levels of respect, is a society where those with
a message of hate, be they Islamist militants or neo-Nazi skin-
heads, will find it hard to gain a hold. A society at peace with
itself could, at some future point, avoid having an individual
decide that he can further his aims with a bomb or a gun; but
that would merely be one of the many benefits that stem from
having an open, equal and just society. At the moment it is not
clear whether the authorities both nationally and locally are pre-
pared to deal with these difficult issues – there is a choice to be
made between learning from the mistakes made in other coun-
tries or making the same mistakes once again. Clearly the former
is preferable, whilst the latter looks all too possible at present.

Finnish society has a long history of emigration and very little
experience of immigration. The unique and often uncomforta-
ble position Finland dealt with during the Cold War has left a
legacy of homogeneity and insularity. Finnish society needs lead-
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ership as it comes increasingly into contact with cultures very
different from its own in this age of globalisation. If it does not
get this leadership in a positive way from its current political
establishment, new populist figures are likely to appear, offering
a different type of leadership – which in the longer term will have
only negative consequences for all.

The type of questions raised here go far beyond the scope of
this study. The issues need to be understood across the whole of
government and society – as employment, education and social
services are all involved. The issues are both difficult and sensi-
tive, but warrant serious further discussion and study.
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Threats to overseas Finnish interests

Finnish interests overseas, be they state or private, are unlikely
direct targets of terrorists but of course security must remain a
serious concern. Al-Qaeda have a clear history of targeting em-
bassies, most successfully in their attacks on the US embassies in
Kenya and Tanzania, but plans to bomb the embassies of the US
and its allies elsewhere, such as in Singapore, have been foiled by
intelligence services. For the same reasons discussed in the chap-
ter “Understanding the threat of terrorism for Finland”, a Finn-
ish embassy would be an unlikely primary target of an Islamist
terrorist group, but there are two real fears – firstly that an at-
tack on a nearby embassy could affect a Finnish one – this is even
more relevant when embassies of different nations share one
building. Secondly, that as the security of prime targets, (usually
US, Israeli and UK embassies) increase, terrorists might look for
easier targets, in which case any European or Western embassy
might do. This was clearly thought to be the case in the Casa-
blanca bombings of May 2003 when it appeared at first that the
Belgian consulate had been targeted, but there is some confusion
as to whether it really was the objective of the bombers.

Finnish private firms overseas again seem unlikely to be tar-
geted, beyond the normal concerns that might face any Western
company operating outside their homeland. Finland’s largest
company, Nokia, was targeted as part of a boycott campaign
against companies deemed to be supportive of Israel through
their dealings with that state, but it appears that Islamist groups
have only attacked private commercial interests when those in-
terests have been identified with the actions of their governments.
The clearest example of this was the bombing of the (British-
based) HSBC bank headquarters in Istanbul on the same day in
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November 2003 that the British Consulate in the same city was
bombed. Other possible examples are what was believed to be
the suicide boat-bombing of a French oil tanker, the Limburg,
off the coast of Yemen in October 2002, and a never-carried-out
plan to bomb the Bank of America in Singapore as part of a
simultaneous attack on a number of targets in that city.104

Finally, Finnish tourists and travellers overseas face exactly
the same risks that all other tourists do. The Bali bombing
claimed the lives of citizens of numerous Western countries in
addition to locals and is indicative of this. A high-quality travel-
warning system is obviously vital, and if Finland, as a small coun-
try, does not have representation everywhere that can provide
the relevant information, this would seem to be an obvious are-
na for Nordic or European cooperation.

The threat of attacks elsewhere in Europe
and their repercussions for Finland

There is a clear risk of a major terrorist attack in Europe, and this
would have major repercussions for Finland. Finland, as a mem-
ber of the European Union, has a moral obligation to help its
European partners if they were the victims of an attack, and this
may well become a legal obligation in the future in connection
with the solidarity clause being suggested by the European Con-
vention (see the chapter: “International organisations and coun-
ter-terrorism activities”).

Since September 11, European interests and citizens have been
targeted elsewhere in the world (Bali, Casablanca, Djerba, Ka-
rachi, Riyadh and others) but so far there has not been an attack
by Islamist terrorists on European soil. There are fears of terror-
ists using Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), perhaps a bio-
terror attack, and such an attack could directly affect Finland
through the spreading of disease even if the original attack was
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far away. It is reassuring that a Swedish scientific expert we spoke
to said that currently this type of attack, much hyped by the
media, would be incredibly difficult for a terrorist group to exe-
cute. The Aum Shinrikyo sect that attacked the Tokyo subway
with sarin nerve gas in 1995 led to the deaths of 12 people. This
was a horrific attack, but could have been worse by an order of
magnitude if the group had been more successful in weaponising
the sarin. This was not because they lacked the skill; the sect had
recruited a large number of exceedingly skilled scientists from
some of the finest universities in Japan and had spent millions of
dollars on research. It is just fortunate that such weapons are
technically very difficult to manufacture. Advanced bio-weap-
ons remain currently beyond the capabilities of non-state ac-
tors, according to specialists in the field.

A more likely scenario would be a more ‘classical’ terrorist
attack on one, or a series of European targets. Planned attacks of
this nature have so far been prevented by law enforcement, but
they indicate that there are Islamist terrorist groups in Europe
trying to strike European targets. From media reports alone it is
hard to be able to discern how serious these plots are – which
ones might have resulted in major losses of life, and which were
less likely to have ever succeeded. Clearly it is in the interest of
law enforcement agencies to declare all operations successful in
stopping a major terrorist plot, and the media also thrives on
this – hence mistakes have been made as noted in the chapter:
“Islamist radicalism in Europe” and media coverage of charges
being dropped tends to be much less prominent. Nevertheless,
the following plots have all been cited105 as serious ones:

. December 1994 – Algerian terrorists hijack a flight to Paris
killing some on board, their original intention was either to crash
the plane into central Paris, or explode it over the city. The plane
is successfully stormed by French special forces whilst on the
ground in Marseilles.

. June 1998 – A plot to attack the World Cup in France is
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averted, with nearly 100 arrests.106

. December 2000 – A plot by Islamists based predominantly
in Frankfurt to bomb Strasbourg, and in particular a Christmas
Market, was thwarted.

. January 2001 – attempted attack on the American Embas-
sy in Rome.

. June 2001 – aborted attack on American Embassy in Paris.

. December 2001 – attempt by Richard Reid to bomb a Par-
is-Miami flight.

. May 2002 – attempt to bomb Bologna Cathedral.
Even though small in comparison to September 11, plots such

as these, had they been carried out, would have had major impli-
cations for European security, and could well bring into ques-
tion some of the freedoms that Europeans have grown used to
such as the Schengen area. If an attack was shown to be the work
of Islamist militants, we could also expect an increase in racial
tension across the continent.

An attack on the scale of September 11 within Europe would
be devastating, not only in terms of the loss of life and direct cost
in property damage, but also in that it could be expected to bring
about considerable difficulties in Europe’s already fragile econo-
my, much as September 11 did in the United States. This would of
course have direct repercussions for the Finnish economy.
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 Sweden has experienced numerous terrorist attacks and incidents on its
territory in the last three decades. These have been connected to Croatian
ultra-nationalists, the West Germany Red Army Faction and various Arab
groups. Importantly, these attacks were not aimed at Swedish targets, rather
at targets in Sweden*, and it seems that this history has had no effect on the
Swedish public who, according to opinion polls, think that the threat of
terrorism against Sweden is very remote. More recently the arrest, and
subsequent release (that provoked anger from US law enforcement agen-
cies), of Kerim Chatty who boarded a flight to London with a loaded gun
has done nothing to change this attitude.

Sweden’s liberal asylum and refugee policy has led to Stockholm becom-
ing a base for many terrorist groups operating worldwide. Recently, the
Indonesian government and parliament have heavily criticised Sweden for
‘sheltering’ leaders of GAM – the Free Aceh Movement – which Jakarta
sees as a terrorist organisation.107 In the early 1990s Al-Ansar, the bulletin of
GIA, was published in Stockholm giving a voice to the Islamist side of the
brutal civil war underway in Algeria at the time108, and it appears that
Eritrean Islamic Jihad has a presence in Sweden. We were told that there is
clearly a small number of active militant-Islamists in the country but the
Swedish Security Police, SÄPO, knows the activists and talks with them in a
‘pre-emptive’ manner. Thus, the activities of this small group seems to be
closely monitored and not an immediate threat.

After 9/11, the Swedish Government was very supportive of the United
States in the “War on Terrorism”, but some argue that this was hypocritical
as Sweden has long accepted the presence of known terrorists in the country
as long as they did not cause trouble for Sweden. This attitude is compara-
ble to what some writers have called the French “Sanctuary Policy” prior to
the early 1980s109, which France abandoned after it started to become the
victim of terrorist attacks itself. We were told in France that in the 1990s,
Sweden had refused to extradite a GIA terrorist suspect to France; in this
case, one of our Swedish interviewees suggested that the given legal reason
was a smoke-screen – in actual fact the authorities had been afraid of
upsetting GIA sympathisers within Sweden. It will be interesting to see how
the EU framework decision, which requires EU member states to criminal-
ise membership of a terrorist group, will affect Swedish Policy.

* In 1972 an SAS airliner was hijacked by Croatian nationalists, but this
was a ‘secondary’ attack  – they were trying to gain the freedom of their
associates who were imprisoned in Sweden after the murder of the Yugoslav
ambassador to Stockholm.

S W E D E N
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Peacekeeping/Peace enforcement

With its involvement in SFOR in Bosnia, KFOR in Kosovo and,
most recently, ISAF in Afghanistan, Finland is involving itself in
new and potentially dangerous forms of peacekeeping and peace-
enforcement operations. Two French experts on Islamist terror-
ism we interviewed asked us whether Finland had troops in Ka-
bul with ISAF. On hearing that this is indeed the case, they said
simply “then Finland is a target”. The four German ISAF troops
killed in Kabul in June110 were targeted simply because jihadi fac-
tions operating in Afghanistan see all outside forces as ‘infidels’
and ‘crusaders’. As noted earlier, the UN gives no legitimacy in
their eyes. They will not differentiate between members of the
coalition who are actually fighting the Taliban and al-Qaeda rem-
nants, and the ISAF troops who are providing security and re-
construction support in Kabul. For the Islamist militant groups
there is no neutrality. These, of course, are force protection is-
sues that the military professionals are best positioned to deal
with. There has been some discussion as to whether there is a
possibility of terrorism being ‘exported’ back to states providing
peacekeeping/enforcement forces, but this does not seem to have
happened in any significant way so far. In a study111 on this po-
tential problem in the case of Kosovo, only one case of a terrorist
action elsewhere, but with connections to Kosovo, was identified
– the murder of the British military attaché in Athens by mem-
bers of the radical-leftist November 17 group. The group stated
that he was targeted because of his role in gaining Greek govern-
ment support for the Kosovo campaign. This is, in many ways,
reassuring: the terrorists only targeted Britain which was central
to the actual fighting, not any of the countries that provided the
troops for KFOR after the fighting had ended.

In Norway, there was much concern when a taped message
purporting to be from bin Laden’s closest advisor, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, threatened not just the usual suspects of the UK, US
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and Australia, but also Norway. Amongst the theories as to why
al-Zawahiri singled out Norway was Norwegian involvement in
the Afghanistan operations. It is not at all clear that this was the
real reason, and fortunately there have been no attacks to date
against Norway or Norwegian interests.

Economic interests

Finland is part of the global economy and, hence, a hostage to
events affecting the international economy as all other integrat-
ed trading nations are. Many experts argue that another major
attack in the US would be enough to push the currently fragile
US economy back into recession with worldwide repercussions,
including the Finnish economy. A major attack in Europe could
have similar results. In many ways, these risks are beyond the
control of Finland, but if nothing else they provide another rea-
son for playing whatever role the country is able to, in the fight
against terrorism internationally.

Other indirect risks

There have been attempts to link organised crime (OC) and ter-
rorism, but these links remain unconvincing. There is no doubt
that the insecurity that allows terrorism to exist also allows OC
to thrive; within Europe the prime example is the Balkans and in
particular Bosnia where both OC and jihadi groups have estab-
lished strong presences in the aftermath of the war. Also, in states
where OC becomes very strong, they may carry out acts that
‘look like’ terrorism. These might be an attempt to influence the
Government or stop other parts of the state or civil society from
impeding their activities*, but ultimately their aim is to maintain
a position where they can make money. It is the profit motive

* An example of
this in Finland’s locale
would be the murder
of the prominent
Russian liberal poli-
tician, Galina Star-
ovoytova, in St Pe-
tersburg in 1998.
More recently we
have seen the assassi-
nation of the Serbian
prime minister, Zo-
ran Djindjic. Both
murders have been
attributed to organ-
ised crime groups.
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(not ideological, political or religious reasons) that drives them,
and in that sense they are not terrorists by our definition. This is
not to minimise the threat that OC can constitute. Clearly for
Finland, Russian organised crime is a very serious concern, but
despite its violence, it is not terrorism and therefore not within
the remit of this report.

There are fears of Russian organised crime being involved in
the trafficking of radio-active materials out of Russia, which ter-
rorists might try to use in the construction of a radiological ‘dirty-
bomb’, or even a nuclear device, and this clearly has implications
for Finland. Andresen, writing in 2000, claims that there are no
recorded examples of this happening112, although Helsingin Sa-
nomat reported in 2002 that SUPO suspected that materials used
in the production of WMDs had been smuggled through Fin-
land.113 We were also told by the Swedish WMD expert of a case
in 1994 when a ton of beryllium (used in nuclear reactors and
nuclear weapons) being transported from Estonia to the US dis-
appeared between Stockholm harbour and Arlanda airport.
With access only to open-source information it is hard to assess
how serious a risk this is, but the issue has implications for the
Police, Border Guards, Intelligence Services and quite possibly
the Defence Forces as well – as the organisation with the best
resources for dealing with WMDs. As well as domestic measures
that could be taken against this risk, the G8 Global Partnership is
a multi-year project attempting to secure all Russian WMD tech-
nology and material at source. The US Government has so far
been the major funding source, but now it is hoped that the EU
and other countries will assist. If Finland does deem WMD tran-
sit to be a serious risk to its national security, the Global Partner-
ship would be an important international arena in which to par-
ticipate.

Finally, it is well known that terrorist groups worldwide use
criminal activities to fund themselves. As an example, there is
evidence of smaller groups using credit card fraud to fund their
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activities. French terrorism experts told us that in France, Islam-
ist terrorist groups had used, through intimidation, small gro-
cery shops run by members of their diaspora community as both
a source of income and a way of laundering money made in other
criminal enterprises. Overall though, this criminal activity may
be important as a way of detecting terrorist groups or sympa-
thisers but it is not what is generally taken to be organised crime.
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This chapter looks at the involvement of the most important
international organisations for Finland in the ‘War on Terror’.
These are: the United Nations, as the basic guarantor of interna-
tional norms and law; the European Union, which is now central
to how Finland reacts to the current global environment both in
terms of internal and external measures; and NATO, the premier
European security organisation, which Finland cooperates closely
with through its Partnership for Peace (PfP) membership. These
three are all huge and complex bureaucracies, and we did not
have either the time or the expertise to do extensive independent
evaluations of their counter-terrorism (CT) efforts – all of which
are worthy of further study. What follows is only a brief outline
of these institutions’ CT activities and some pertinent comments
and opinions expressed by experts and officials that we inter-
viewed.

The United Nations

The UN has managed to produce 12 different conventions relat-
ing to terrorism over the last 40 years, but they all focus on spe-
cific issues like hijacking or hostage-taking, rather than against
terrorism per se. This is because, despite three decades of trying,
the UN has not been able to formulate an acceptable definition
of terrorism for all its members. The difficulty has been caused
by attempts to distinguish national liberation movements from
terrorist groups, in particular by Arab nations supporting Pal-
estinian resistance to Israel, and by Pakistan in supporting Kash-
miri separatists attempting to break away from India.114
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It was in this context that the UN took action after the Sep-
tember 11 attacks. Resolution 1373, adopted on 28 September
2001 set the basic international legal framework for countering
terrorism.115 Again it manages to avoid the issue of defining ter-
rorism too closely, although Secretary General Kofi Annan has
said that whilst he understands the importance of “legal preci-
sion”, what is more important is “moral clarity”.116

Under 1373, all signatory states were obliged to report on the
implementation of the resolution within 90 days to the newly-
formed Counter Terrorism Committee (CTC) of the Security
Council. The reports differed greatly in size and quantity be-
tween different member states. The purpose of the CTC is not to
introduce some form of sanctions against states that do imple-
ment the resolution, but rather to aid in the dissemination of
best practice. Finland submitted its first report to the CTC on 21
December 2001, Document S/2001/1251, outlining the Finnish
compliance with resolution 1373. The CTC responded to this by
asking for further clarifications, which were provided by the Finn-
ish Government on 11 July 2002 – S/2002/879, and further on 25
February 2003 – S/2003/279.117

The former Italian Ambassador in charge of international
anti-terrorism coordination argues that although it is too early
to say whether the CTC process will be a success, overall 1373 was
vital in quickly providing a legal framework for CT activities by
other national and international organisations to be based
upon.118 The opinion of analysts and experts we spoke to was
mixed; one American analyst argued that the UN’s response had
been weak, basing this on the fact that they still couldn’t create a
workable definition of terrorism. Another noted that the UN
will never work well as a “clearing house” for CT information or
intelligence exchange, because it has, as an institution, a “cultur-
al aversion to intelligence”. Alternatively, one British researcher
pointed out the reporting system under 1373 has had one of the
highest compliance rates of any similar UN initiative, and it is
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not only poorer, developing countries which have found weak-
nesses in the CT ability – a US expert told us that Argentina
realised it needed assistance on the issue of stopping terrorist
financing, after it looked at the 1373 criteria. In this sense, 1373
was seen as very useful in that all countries had to consider their
own legislation and internal security structures in the light of
terrorism.

The UN framework has also paved the way for other interna-
tional cooperation to take place – for example the EU is now
helping other countries to fulfil their 1373 commitments (See
below).

Fortunately, the structures were all put in place whilst the spir-
it of cooperation that followed 11 September still existed. It is
not certain whether the international tension over the war in
Iraq will affect the UN’s CT operations, but it is to be hoped that
it will not, as they clearly have given direction and assistance to
many states’ attempts to stop terrorism.

The European Union119

As noted above, the UN Resolution 1373 was the basic legal build-
ing block for the EU’s response to September 11. The EU reacted
rapidly to the attacks, to show solidarity with the American peo-
ple and the US administration and to ensure that Europe was as
secure against attacks as it could be. Without doubt, September
11 provided a huge stimulus to European cooperation, and prob-
lems between member states were put aside to rapidly produce
unanimously-supported initiatives and programmes. One Eu-
ropean Commission official we spoke to said that this original
enthusiasm is now beginning to ebb away, leading to a period of
“stagnation or stabilisation”, depending on one’s outlook. A sen-
ior official in the European Council Secretariat told us that there
is a somewhat contradictory atmosphere, in that the threat of
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Islamist terrorism has been officially acknowledged within the
Union, but the lack of an attack within Europe is leading many to
feel that there is no serious threat to the EU. Considering the
plots by Islamist terrorists to attack Europe that seem to have
been thwarted by European law enforcement and intelligence
agencies, this does seem rather bizarre – Europe’s success in stop-
ping an attack taking place is leading to complacency over whether
an attack could take place.

The EU’s actions can be divided into external and internal
actions, and this is reflected in the two central working groups:
COTER under Pillar II (External Affairs), focusing on external
CT issues and the “Terrorism Working Group” within Pillar III
(Justice and Home Affairs – JHA) that deals with police and
intelligence matters.

Internal issues:
A number of the independent experts we interviewed noted that
the European-wide arrest warrant (this actually was a result of
the Tampere summit of 1999 but was adopted with the political
drive after 9/11) and the Joint Definition of Terrorism have been
very significant advances for the EU. Indeed with the joint defini-
tion of terrorism, the EU has become the first international body
to be able to define the phenomenon. One expert told us that he
believes that the definition is exceedingly wide, and it leads you
to consider if other agendas were at work in its drafting, but the
EU’s line is that extreme care was taken not to include political
actions that might lead to the breaking of laws, but are not what
is generally accepted as terrorism – e.g. direct actions, political
protest marches etc.

With regard to intelligence-sharing and cooperation between
both the police and security services of the member states, it is
apparent that the EU had only limited “added-value” to offer.
This is not in itself a negative thing, as the EU sits atop a web of
pre-existing bilateral intelligence links between the members
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states and also with other non-EU European states. Historically
the EU (or EEC as it was then) actually played a role in facilitat-
ing these links through the TREVI process beginning in 1975.
These links are particularly strong between the countries that
have experienced terrorism over the years; one London-based
terrorism expert noted that France, Germany, the UK, Italy,
Spain and to a slightly lesser degree the Netherlands, all have
excellent bilateral CT links, despite any differences in approach
to CT as can be seen between Britain and France.*

One terrorism expert we talked with noted that this is often
forgotten in the US, although a number of US CT experts and
government officials did state that the US could learn a lot from
some of the experiences of various European countries. Our in-
terviewee in the Council Secretariat typified counter-terrorism
as being very much an “old boy’s network”, but that there is noth-
ing wrong with this. The professionals in the field know each
other and hence the framework is there, and not something the
EU has to create. The EU has a useful role to play, for example, in
disseminating best practice in these fields but some of the actions
it has undertaken are perceived as being less productive. One
example that we were given was the bi-yearly threat assessments
made by the Presidency in response to questionnaires given to
the member states. The assessments were said to have mainly
focused on indigenous terrorism to date, and contain little that
“can’t be read in the newspapers”. A working group was set up to
deal with Islamic terrorism specifically, but as one interviewee
told us, this now seems to have “gone to sleep”. One problem
which was identified was the lack of leadership from the Com-
mission, part of the reason for this, it was suggested, being a lack
of expertise on terrorism within the Commission. Our Council
interviewee stated that there is only one person within the Com-
mission with truly wide expertise in the field. Another major
problem is that many people within the EU institutions, includ-
ing the Commissioners, have been keeping a low profile on many

* France has criti-
cised the UK repeat-
edly for allowing Is-
lamist militants to re-
cruit and operate
openly in the UK.
The British philoso-
phy seems to have
been that the intelli-
gence gathered from
just monitoring such
people is more pro-
ductive than the
French approach of
arresting anyone sus-
pected of recruiting.
The British position
has hardened since 9/
11, and some experts
argue the original
policy was more a re-
sult of the focus of
resource on Northern
Irish terrorism and an
underestimation of
the Islamist threat.
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issues until it is clear how the Iraq situation will turn out.120

EUROPOL has had its stature increased post-September 11;
immediately after the attacks experts were seconded to it from all
the member states and an ad-hoc anti-terrorist unit was estab-
lished, which has subsequently been integrated into Europol’s
permanent structures. Relations with US law enforcement have
also been reinforced with agreements on the sharing of data, and
also an exchange of liaison officers between Europol and the FBI.
A US State Department Official from the CT Office told us that
there is no way to share CT intelligence with the EU as a whole, so
hopefully this newly- established Europol-FBI link may go some
way to resolving this problem. Europol’s analytical capability in
particular is very strong and it will be in a position to see trends
not visible to individual states. The Council Secretariat official
that we interviewed said that Europol, like the intelligence agen-
cies, is something of a pre-existing network where many of the
professionals in the field know each other from connections that
predate Europol. This gives a strong basis to begin with and,
given the right political support, it can rapidly become a very
useful actor in the CT field. This image was reinforced independ-
ently by a Swedish police officer we spoke with, who believed that
the bilateral political links that are facilitated through Europol
are important even if the operational ‘added-value’ is, so far, of
limited significance.

EUROJUST is a relatively new organisation within the third
pillar of the EU. Perhaps because of the organisation’s limited
history, none of our interviewees specifically mentioned it. Nev-
ertheless, this organisation of 15 prosecutors in charge of coor-
dination and cooperation on serious crimes that are trans-Euro-
pean, including terrorism, has already had an important impact
on countering terrorism. It was instrumental in coordinating
the investigations that led to stopping the planned attacks against
the US Embassy in Paris, the Christmas Market in Strasbourg
and against the Kleine Brogel US airbase in Belgium.
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The other important internal role that the EU has been in-
volved in is Civil Protection, particularly in the event of a chem-
ical, biological, radiological or nuclear (CBRN) attack. These
initiatives include the ongoing organisation of the following:
providing experts for coordinating emergency responses, a stock-
taking exercise of relevant expertise and resources of member
states, an emergency communications systems to be available
Union-wide, the establishment of a monitoring centre, and rele-
vant training and exercise provision.

External relations:
With the EU’s external relations, CT now plays a central role. We
spoke with a senior official in the Commission’s External Affairs
Directorate and that interview is the basis of the following. First-
ly, he believed that the importance of the EU’s presence at the G8
is often underestimated. The G8 has a specific working group on
terrorism, the Roma group, where the EU’s External Affairs Di-
rectorate is represented. But there is also a second, the Lyon
Group, that focuses on Organised Crime, which a Commission
representative from JHA attends. The Commission has found
that the two groups actually complement each other very well,
and a lot of the CT measures are actually implemented within
the Union under Pillar III/JHA. As well as direct cooperative CT
measures being carried out through the G8, it has also become
central to cooperative threat reduction programmes with Rus-
sia. The G8’s Global Partnership aims at securing all of Russia’s
weapons of mass destruction and also at stopping the prolifera-
tion of knowledge through the ‘brain-drain’ of scientists and tech-
nicians. This clearly has great importance in countering the most
serious type of terrorism imaginable.

The EU now includes CT clauses in all its agreements with
third countries. These are based on UN 1373, and aimed at help-
ing these developing countries in attaining the UN-set standard.
There has already been a pilot project with Pakistan, the Philip-
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pines and Indonesia; member states lend experts (for the pilot
project it was a police officer, a magistrate and a judge) who visit
the countries concerned, study their current CT structure then
write a report detailing how they believe it can be improved. EU
help can then be given for any problems that cannot be dealt
with by the third countries alone, but this is not done in isola-
tion. Rather it becomes part of the multi-year partnership pro-
gramme that the EU has with that state. This is a more holistic
approach than assistance given state to state; for example, in
instituting CT measures, human rights considerations will not
be sidelined. So far the pilot project has been well received and
successful.

Conclusion:
The EU reacted with uncharacteristic speed and assertiveness af-
ter September 11. There has clearly been a reduction in the polit-
ical momentum since then, but it does appear that CT has be-
come a constant consideration within the Union’s external and
internal actions. The current European Convention process is
one very important determinant of the future. A number of our
interviewees, including EU officials and Swedish and British Gov-
ernment officials, pointed to the importance of the solidarity
clause121 which has been proposed. In the event of a major terror-
ist attack within the Union at the moment, it would be unthink-
able that the other member states would not assist their partner
in some manner, but the extent of this could become greater, or
more systematised with a solidarity clause in a European consti-
tution. There is obviously concern amongst the non-aligned
members that this should not become the equivalent of NATO’s
Article V. This was stressed by Swedish government officials, and
it is expected that Finland would have similar concerns.

European CT cooperation, both at bilateral levels and through
the EU institutions, appears to be extensive and relatively suc-
cessful. It appears that the EU has not suffered an Islamist terror-
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ist attack in the last couple of years, not because there are no
Islamist groups that would attack European states, but rather
that, so far, European law enforcement agencies have managed
to foil the plots that have existed. There is, of course, the danger
that this success is leading people to believe that there is no threat;
it was worrying that a number of our interviewees who follow
European CT issues all stated that it would take an attack in
Europe to bring home the seriousness of the threat that Europe
faces.

NATO/PfP122

One leading French CT expert told us that CT is, and will re-
main, 80 to 90 percent an issue handled by law enforcement and
intelligence agencies. Only a small section is military, and hence
arguably NATO’s role is marginal. In the immediate aftermath
of September 11, this did not appear to be the case. NATO took
the historic step of invoking Article V on common defence, in
effect saying the attack on the US constituted an attack on all the
allies. This did have some practical implications; NATO AWACS
planes were deployed to the US to free US assets for missions in
Afghanistan. Similar steps were taken with naval forces in the
Eastern Mediterranean. Yet many argue that the political impor-
tance of the Article V declaration was completely ignored by the
US.123 One US expert and former administration official we in-
terviewed said that even a limited, mainly symbolic role for NATO
in Afghanistan would have strengthened the Alliance, but in-
stead the US policy has actually weakened it.

Nevertheless, NATO does have a mandate for involvement in
CT matters. At the Washington Summit in April 1999 a new Stra-
tegic Concept was agreed on, and the first half of Article 24 in-
cludes a reference to terrorism. Chris Bennett, editor of the NATO
Review, argues that NATO, by deciding that a terrorist attack on
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one ally by a non-state actor can trigger Article V collective de-
fence has, in effect, mandated itself a long-term role in combat-
ing terrorism.124

The – at the time – Secretary General of NATO, Lord Robert-
son, has laid out the three roles that he sees for the military, and
hence NATO, in combating terrorism: Firstly, defensive meas-
ures to reduce the vulnerability to attack. Secondly, offensive
measures to prevent and deter. Thirdly, consequence manage-
ment: measures to limit the consequences of terrorist attacks.125

Amongst the offensive measures being developed, the head-
line proposal is for the NATO Response Force (NRF) and the
Prague Capabilities Commitment (PCC). The PCC aims to make
European forces more deployable, sustainable and able to apply
force in other areas of the world. In the light of the Afghanistan
conflict this has clear CT potential. Heavy-lift air transport, pre-
cision-guided munitions and air-to-air refueling capability are
all aimed at by the PCC. The NRF is designed to be a rapidly
deployable, easily sustainable and hard-hitting joint NATO force
– one that can be used worldwide. It is destined to begin initial
operations by October 2004 and be fully ready by 2006. The Brit-
ish Foreign Office officials we spoke to said that balancing the
needs of the NRF and the EU’s Rapid Reaction Force will be cen-
tral – but if this can be successfully managed then the two forces
could complement each other well, with the NRF being more
offensive but on a much smaller scale than the RRF. From experts
outside of governments, there was a great deal more scepticism.
One told us that whilst the NRF could help maintain US interest
in NATO it will be of little help in CT in the foreseeable future –
after Afghanistan, al-Qaeda does not have a “bricks-and-mor-
tar” presence, hence there is even less of a military CT role than
was the case two years ago.

The defensive and the consequence management actions un-
derway in NATO intersect on many points. There has been focus
on CBRN attacks and how to detect and deal with them. Within
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NATO, the WMD Centre is active but its impact is limited by
firstly, the relatively small budget of the civilian staff of NATO
(as one EU Commission official put it, the EU’s budget for exter-
nal affairs alone is twenty times greater) and secondly, by the
difficulty of having to work with Alliance members’ interior min-
istries as well as the more traditional defence ministries. One
NATO initiative tried to catalogue members’ capabilities for deal-
ing with CBRN, but found it considerably more difficult than
expected. UK Foreign Office officials said that the central prob-
lem was whether national assets could be pledged to the Alliance;
nevertheless, the lessons learnt have been valuable for the ongo-
ing EU exercise that is looking at similar issues. Some more visi-
ble actions have been taken, such as NATO naval forces escorting
member-state commercial shipping through the Straits of Gi-
braltar since the threat of terrorist attacks on such ships was
discovered. Recently, the capture of a Ukrainian ship by Greek
commandos that was bound for Sudan and full of explosives was
said to be the result of NATO intelligence.

Within the PfP framework, there has been some movement,
particularly the formation of the PAP-T (Partnership Action Plan
against Terrorism), but overall we were left with the impression
that action through the PfP and EAPC (Euro-Atlantic Partner-
ship Council) remains very limited as a result of the greatly dif-
fering nature of NATO’s partner countries: ranging from ad-
vanced democracies such as Sweden and Finland through to au-
thoritarian and poor regimes such as some of the Central Asian
republics. Finland has organised a seminar on border security
for its fellow partners, but we were warned not to overestimate
the outcomes of such events – the biggest achievement is often
just getting all the participants into the same room on the cor-
rect day. Overall we were told that there is a problem with how
Finland can cooperate with NATO on terrorism issues, as the
Alliance remains very tight and there is no single working group
or committee which could serve as the central point for this kind



88 FIIA REPORT 7/2004

International Terrorism and Finland

of cooperation. Secondly, the Ministry of the Interior is focusing
its cooperative efforts on Europol and EU institutions, meaning
that there is little interest or resources for focusing on NATO’s
cooperative endeavours.
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The Myyrmanni shopping-mall bomb of October 2002 clearly
showed how easy it would be for Finland to be attacked by ter-
rorists. Despite the lack of any understandable political motiva-
tion in that case, the bombing exposed the vulnerability of this
society to one individual with a reasonable standard of educa-
tion, easy access to huge amounts of information through the
internet, and the very limited financial resources necessary to
buy the bomb-making material. No global conspiracy was need-
ed; no visits to terrorist training camps, no complicated interna-
tional financial movements, no smuggling of operatives or equip-
ment across borders. In the modern world it is easy to become a
terrorist if one wishes.

Nevertheless, this report holds that Finland remains an un-
likely target. Although, as we have argued above, there is no
neutrality in the cosmic view of a committed Islamist terrorist, it
is clear that Finland’s peripheral status both politically and geo-
graphically weighs very heavily in its favour when it comes to not
being targeted by international terrorists. There are so many
other targets elsewhere, more easily reached and attacked, that it
would seem most unlikely that anyone without a specific reason
to focus on Finland would make the effort to attack this country.
The cost is too high and the symbolism too low.

Therefore, there are two possible ways that Finland could still
be targeted. Firstly, Finnish interests abroad could be the victim
of a terrorist attack. The three most obvious targets are embas-
sies, peacekeeping troops, and tourists – al-Qaeda has shown
itself willing to target all three. There is a particular danger that
as states which have been the main target for Islamist terrorists,
most notably the United States, keep increasing the security of
their overseas missions and of any troops deployed abroad, then
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attacks will be displaced onto other ‘Western’ targets. The at-
tacks on German peacekeepers in Kabul; on tourists from all
over the world in Bali; on a Spanish, and possibly Belgian, target
in Casablanca; and on Western civilians living in Riyadh; all dem-
onstrate that the hatred of Islamist terrorists extends beyond
just the United States and its closest allies.

The second way in which Finland could be targeted would be
by an Islamist militant already living here. As explained in the
report, this currently seems a most unlikely eventuality. There
appears to be little radical militant activity within the Muslim
community in Finland and hopefully this situation will contin-
ue, but it is not certain.

Evidence from other European countries suggests that partic-
ularly amongst some younger Muslims there is an attraction to a
more globalised version of their faith; which, stripped of the lo-
cal traditions and practices specific to different regions of the
Muslim world, is more conducive to the Islamist worldview. Ad-
ditionally, Muslims from different ethnic minorities across Eu-
rope still face prejudice, racism and a lack of equal opportuni-
ties. This creates an atmosphere where the combative rhetoric of
the Islamists is even more attractive, as it purports to provide a
solution to these real problems. At the same time, the globalised
world provides more immediate knowledge of the situation of
Muslims worldwide: the very real political and military struggles
underway in Muslim communities in as diverse places as Pales-
tine, Kashmir and Chechnya come to be regarded as part of one
assault on the ‘Muslim nation’ – reinforcing the Islamist world-
view. And the same technology that allows access to this news
from around the world also facilitates the coming together of
like-minded individuals no matter where they live in a geograph-
ical sense. There is no need for Islamist preachers teaching hate in
Finland, when you can download their sermons from an inter-
net site.

One Swedish official we interviewed stated that, with regard
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to Islamist terrorism, he believes that the biggest risk to Sweden
is not an organised international conspiracy, but a “lone luna-
tic”, just as we have seen “lone lunatics” influenced by extreme
rightwing or leftwing ideologies committing violent acts. But to
call this potential terrorist a ‘lunatic’ is to avoid taking responsi-
bility, as if our actions have no bearing on his actions. The more
successfully immigrants are integrated into the society, the less
likely it is that such attacks would ever take place.

Our appraisal of the response of international organisations
to September 11 is mixed. The huge political pressure to ‘do some-
thing’ in the aftermath of the attacks is apparent in the actions of
the UN, EU and NATO, and without a doubt some of the actions
have been useful and effective. Nevertheless, it is clear that there
was only a limited understanding of the phenomenon being dealt
with, and this restricted what could be done. For militaries world-
wide, September 11 proved that terrorism now has the potential
to be one of the greatest threats to a nation’s security, yet it also
proved that their ability to prevent it was minimal at best. The
problems of using military power to protect against terrorist
attacks are reflected in the difficulties that NATO is facing in find-
ing a role in the fight against terrorism.

As we stated in the introduction, it is important to keep a sense
of perspective on these issues. If there is another major attack in
the US on the scale of September 11, it would certainly be disas-
trous for the world economy and in the long term this might
have more far-reaching consequences for Finland than a limited
attack within the country – no matter how tragic that would be.
The Myyrmanni bomb was a tragedy and a horrific experience
for all involved, but it did not threaten the stability of the coun-
try in anyway; in fact, for most people life went on as before. As
the UK has shown with the IRA; Spain with ETA; and many oth-
er European countries that have experienced terrorism: democ-
racies are not fragile, they can withstand harsh blows and bounce
back. They can fight terrorism, and even if they can’t stop it, they
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can marginalise it, making sure it does not stop the normal dem-
ocratic business of the country. Ultimately, this is our best de-
fence.
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D O  Y O U  W A N T  T O  K N O W  M O R E ?

A huge number of books have been produced since the September 11
attacks of 2001, making it difficult when first approaching the subject to
distinguish between the good and the bad.  Before September 11 only a
small number of journalists had studied al-Qaeda and bin Laden closely,
and these writers deserve attention.  Peter Bergen’s Holy War Inc. Inside the
Secret World of Osama bin Laden (2002, Phoenix) and Jane Corbin’s The Base:
Al-Qaeda and the Changing Face of Global Terror (2003, Pocket Books), were
both originally written before 9-11 but have been extensively updated since,
and provide readable introductions to al-Qaeda.  Another journalist, Jason
Burke, in Al-Qaeda: Casting a Shadow of Terror (2003, I. B. Tauris) provides
a slightly more academic look at the rise of al-Qaeda, but interestingly puts
more emphasis on the South Asian aspects of the phenomenon as opposed
to a more common Middle East focus.

Professor Gilles Kepel’s Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam (2002, I.B. Tau-
ris) is perhaps the most comprehensive single-volume study of Islamism, in
both its violent and non-violent forms.  Kepel looks at the impact of Polit-
ical Islam on societies as diverse as Malaysia and Turkey, placing much
emphasis on understanding the appeal and impact of Islamism from a
sociological perspective.

The internet has vast amounts of information: some useful, much use-
less, and a lot biased in one way or another.  The US Council on Foreign
Relations maintains a good website called “Terrorism Answers” (www.
terrorismanswers.com), that has much solid background information on
terrorism worldwide and does not shy away from uncomfortable questions
that the US must now confront.  The International Policy Institute for
Counter-Terrorism (ICT) in Israel also has a website with a huge amount of
information mainly, but not solely, looking at groups that threaten Israeli
security.  The website includes databases on attacks and terrorist groups
(http://www.ict.org.il/).

There are many different English language Islamist and jihadi websites
that can be visited to gain a perspective on these views (see for example
www.1924.org a British site linked to the Hizb ut-Tahrir organisation).  It is
also possible to read on the internet some of the classic texts of Islamist
militants such as Abdullah Azzam’s Join the Caravan (http://www.
religioscope.com/info/doc/jihad/azzam_caravan_1_foreword.htm).
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International Terrorism
and Finland
Toby Archer

The attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001 by al-

Qaeda terrorists demonstrated to the entire world how devastat-

ing modern terrorism has become – most clearly the large number

of lives lost, but also in terms of economic disruption and in the

damage to our sense of security and hopes for the future. As a

result ‘Terrorism’ has become a term heard daily around the world,

but it remains a vague and little understood concept. This FIIA

report, commissioned by the Finnish Ministry of Defence, seeks to

understand terrorism and looks at the implications of the phenom-

enon for Finland.

The report investigates what “International Terrorism” means

in a globalised world. It argues that although the ideologies that

inspire those who are willing to use violence for their cause may be

international, the manifestation of that violence is often local. The

report is centrally concerned with what is commonly, if badly, de-

scribed as “Islamic terrorism” and addresses issues such as: the

difficulty in finding suitable terminology for this phenomenon; the

origins of this extremist ideology; how this ideology is affecting

Europe; and what are the implications for Finland?

There has been a general presumption that Finland is not at risk

from terrorism, but very little evidence to back this presumption

up. This FIIA report seeks to remedy that situation. The news is

predominantly good: Finland does not face a high risk of terrorist

attacks. But certain ideas – such as that Finnish non-alignment and

support for the UN system offer protection from al-Qaeda-type

terrorism – are shown to be just myths. Integration, with Europe in

particular, and the globalising world in general, brings these issues

closer to Finland than they ever have been before.
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