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Vision and Worldwide Work

The Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS) is a political foundation of Germany, with 
the vision to promote international dialogue, sustainable development, good 
governance, capacity building, regional integration and enhance understanding 
of the key drivers of global developments. It is named after the first Chancellor 
(Prime  Minister) of the Federal Republic of Germany, Konrad Adenauer whose 
name represents the democratic rebuilding of Germany, the anchoring of German 
foreign policy in a trans-Atlantic community of values, the vision of European 
unity, and Germany’s orientation towards a social market economy. Currently KAS 
is present in around 120 countries, with over 100 offices on six continents.  With 
our worldwide networks and long-term partner structures, we aim to contribute 
to knowledge exchange and policy development in line with our values and goals. 

Our Work in Australia and the Pacific

As current global developments – such as a volatile security environment – under-
score the common interests of Europe and Australia, KAS’ Regional Programme 
for Australia and the Pacific seeks to foster durable collaboration through  
dialogue among parliamentarians, representatives of government departments 
and leading academic/think tank experts, as well as political analysis and consul-
tancy. For the European Union in general and Germany in particular, dialogues with 
Australia and New Zealand are of special relevance due to our history of strong 
bilateral and regional relations. Given our shared values and common interests 
in shaping the rules-based order, there are manifold opportunities for this part-
nership. Our programmes are dedicated to collaboration and knowledge-sharing 
to strengthen our collective resilience and ability to find solutions to the pressing 
problems of our time. 
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Foreword

As democracies, we must be prepared to 
defend ourselves against various threats,  
including those that challenge our way 
of life and exploit the vulnerabilities of  
open societies. Islamist terror attacks such 
as in the Paris opera, at the airport in Brus-
sels, or at the Christmas market in Berlin 
shook our societies and lead to a necessary 
upgrade to our security policies. 

The right-wing extremist attack on a syna-
gogue in Halle in November 2019 prompted 
the German government to implement 
several further measures as a response 
to a surge in right-wing extremism (RWX), 
including the creation of an RWX coordi-
nation cell on a national intelligence level, 
a Cabinet committee to combat the RWX 
threat, and initiatives to combat racism, 
anti-Semitism, and hate speech. These 
measures contribute to greater national 
resilience against extremism, but recent 
events, such as the dismantling of a terror 
plot by a Reichsbürger faction, show that 
we cannot take our security or our democ-
racy for granted.

To be resilient against extremism and 
anti-democratic forces, Western liberal 
democracies need comprehensive and 
targeted strategies. The enemies come in 
different forms and can instrumentalize 
crises to undermine trust in government 
and democratic institutions. For instance, 
the consequences of Putin’s unlawful attack 
on Ukraine’s sovereignty and the ensuing 
war extend beyond military and external 
security questions for Germany – they 
also have profound impact on our internal 
affairs, manifested in the need for Germany 

to be prepared for targeted acts of sabotage 
against critical infrastructure, for example. 
Internal and external security are certainly 
“two sides of the very same coin“ in the  
21st century. 

Germany has been learning from 
Australia’s legislative responses to foreign 
interference, and knowledge-exchange and 
cooperation with like-minded partners are 
key to devising comprehensive responses to 
these challenges. However, it is important 
to recognize that democracy often requires 
striking compromises. But we should not 
compromise on our foundational values 
and principles. We must recognize red 
lines and be attuned to emerging dynamics 
to negotiate our collective responses 
across and beyond existing fault lines. The 
cornerstones of a resilient democracy lie in 
these efforts.

Prof Dr Günter Krings 

former Parliamentary State Secretary to the 
German Minister of the Interior; Spokesman 
for Legal Affairs of the CDU/CSU Parliamen-
tary Group in the German Bundestag

As the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting 
government lockdowns brought a rupture 
to public life and social interactions, new 
communities and networks formed online 
where people connected and exchanged 
ideas driven by the unprecedented global 
crisis. Alternate realities grew stronger and 
found expression under the umbrella of a 
broadly conceived ‘Freedom Movement’. 

This resulted in a wave of ideological ac-
tivism loosely united around the idea that  
Covid-19 was a secret, government-con-
trolled conspiracy against ‘the people’. Es-
pecially in Germany, this developed from 
a diverse ecosystem of existing ideologi-
cal forces: from ethnonationalist populists 
and Identitarians, Sovereign Citizen-style 
Reichsbuerger, white supremacists and 
neo-Nazis to various stripes of anarchists 
and militant anti-capitalist. As the increas-
ing transnationalization of the far-right 
became further interwoven with the expan-
sion of QAnon, from a fringe phenomenon 
to a movement boasting hundreds of thou-
sands of adherents worldwide, notable  
international connections emerged, includ-
ing to Australia and New Zealand. The mo-
mentum spread through online and offline 
environments as they rallied around certain 
ideological flashpoints under the common 
denominator of opposing the powers that 
be, by violent and non-violent means. 

Overall, the threat of terrorist violence 
is reported to be on the decline across 
liberal democracies, evident for example 
in the downgrading of the official terrorism 
threat level in Australia. But this should not 
invite complacency. Recent assessments 

by domestic security agencies in Austra-
lia, Germany and New Zealand have all 
highlighted a more diffuse and complex 
extremism landscape as a result of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, including the rising 
danger of conspiracy narratives. We cannot 
dismiss that so-called single-issue move-
ments like anti-mandate or eco-defence 
groups, are increasingly driven by anti-sys-
tem ideas, not only in rebellion against the 
political status-quo but in rejection of the 
democratic order per se, accompanied by a 
greater willingness of ‘ordinary citizens’ to 
use violence. 

Examining the dynamics behind the 
growing acceptance of such ideas and 
actions is crucial. This is the objective 
of the NEW WAVE series. Earlier PERI-
SCOPE papers and briefs under this theme  
already addressed some of these issues. 

But there is a need for a more focused deep-
dive that grapples with more fundamental 
questions: about the evolving nature of ex-
tremism and terrorism, what their current 
manifestations look like across liberal soci-
eties, and societal enablers. 

Asking such questions is more than an ac-
ademic endeavour. The lens of a ‘A NEW 
WAVE?’ is intended to explore conceptual 
questions as a springboard into policy-re-
lated considerations. To this end, it is im-
portant not to shy away from conflicting 
perspectives and schools of thought that 
might be regarded as controversial – it 
is necessary to include a breadth of ar-
guments in order to facilitate the type 
of dialogue that can also lead to realistic 
solutions. Because what is at stake is the 

Introduction
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quality of our pluralist societies, any lasting 
changes can only come about through ex-
amining the widest possible mosaic of 
opinions and perceptions. Here, it is fun-
damental to keep in mind that threats to 
democratic societies do not come from ex-
tremists, but also an overall decline in the 
societal climate permitting the normaliza-
tion of intolerant, anti-pluralist and misan-
thropic ideas. If a thriving pluralist order is 
the goal, it must also be the means to get 
there. Having guardrails for our democracy 
means learning to recognize when we are 
in danger of crossing red lines.  These are 
not always easy to recognize since “society 
does not necessarily change with seismic jolts 
but rather can be shaped slowly and in tiny 
increments.”1

As Nauel Semaan and Steven Bickel high-
light in an earlier KAS article on the linkages 
between extremism and democracy, we 
cannot shy away from difficult discussions 
by using the label of extremism as a means 
to shut down unpalatable positions.2

The varied contributions by authors from 
Australia, Germany, New Zealand and the 
USA include analyses into the nature of ter-
rorism and types of extremism, case-stud-
ies as well as examinations of responses 
and potential prevention methods.  We 
hope that the outcome will be a series that 
contributes to a more differentiated assess-
ment, to assist experts and policy-makers 
in developing responses and strategies for 
resilience that reflect and address the com-
plexity of issues underlying extremism in 
democratic societies.

by Katja Theodorakis and Sophia Brook

The Terrorism Puzzle: 
A Look Inside a Nebulous 
Phenomenon
Carolin Görzig

Research Group Leader at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology  
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1.	 Introduction

The phenomenon of terrorism is puzzling. 
This is the case for several reasons, one of 
them being the clandestine environment 
in which terrorist groups operate. Access 
to first-hand information is limited by the 
secrecy surrounding the phenomenon 
and related to its underground existence 
by security concerns. Since terrorism is 
a black box for scientists and the rest of 
society alike, several myths and conspir-
acy theories have developed for example 
for the purpose of gaining control of the 
unpredictable dynamics that characterize 
individual and organizational radicaliza-
tion and de-radicalization. We either un-
derestimate, overestimate or misinterpret 
terrorism because of its unpredictability, 
lack of first-hand insights as well as of fear 
which terrorist groups themselves try to 
provoke. Finally, terrorism is full of con-
tradictions. Researching the phenomenon 
means studying leaders of terrorist orga-
nizations who admit to making mistakes, 
right-wing radicals without empathy who 
nevertheless seek recognition, terrorist 
organizations which imitate their enemies 
and radicalization of the educated and 
well-off. It is often difficult to comprehend 
why terrorists do what they do, and what 
dynamics shape their actions. 

When I studied Conflict Analysis in Belgium 
shortly after September 11th, I exchanged 
views? with my American co-students. 
They were convinced that the attacks on 
the twin towers made our generation a 
unique generation coined by terrorism. 
The perception that today everything is 
worse than in the past and that the pres-
ence is especially burdening is a common 
misinterpretation. Several statistics show 
that the world had recently become more 
peaceful. Europe recently belonged to 
the most peaceful regions in the world. A 

look into the past testifies that the present 
might not be that particular in comparison. 
Our parents were in the middle of the Cold 
War, our grandparents lived during one or 
two World Wars. What is more, while my 
co-students thought that our generation 
stands out because of September 11th, we 
are currently seeing a generation growing 
up coined by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Our perceptions frequently are blurred and 
biased and so are our perceptions about 
terrorism. However, although it is hard to 
access reliable information and data about 
terrorists because they operate in secrecy, 
it is nevertheless possible to identify pat-
terns. In this paper I will, firstly, outline 
some of the misinterpretations of the ter-
rorism phenomenon and I will, secondly, 
give insights into the inner life of terrorist 
organizations. While leading the research 
group ‘How ‘Terrorists’ learn’ at the Max 
Planck Institute for Social Anthropology I 
have conducted extensive field research to-
gether with my team, which allowed us to 
derive findings that contribute to breaking 
up the black box of the nebulous terrorism 
phenomenon.

2.1	 Underestimation of Terrorism: 
Conspiracy Theories around 9/11

One form of misinterpreting terrorism is 
its underestimation. Take for example the 
attacks on the Twin Towers. September 11th 
is sometimes called the mother of conspir-
acy theories and indeed several myths rank 
around that day.1 Several people believe 
in alternative explanations for the twin-
tower attacks and in the United States a 
whole movement – the ‘Truther Movement’ 
– exists. Truthers do not believe that Al 
Qaeda was responsible. There is no unity in 
the truther movement regarding who in the 
end was the perpetrator, but many believe 

that members of the US government let the 
attacks happen or were even involved. The 
argument underlying this claim is that the 
US government needed a reason to invade 
Afghanistan and Iraq to get access to oil. 
Other truthers believe that the Mossad or 
Jewish Bankers are responsible; antisem-
itism almost always is part of conspiracy 
theories. What is astonishing is that these 
myths flourish although Osama Bin Laden 
and Al-Qaeda confessed that they perpe-
trated the attacks. It seems many under-
estimate terrorist groups and rather look 
for those responsible of attacks among the 
powerful.

2.2	 Overestimation of terrorism: 
The New Terrorism

Another form of misinterpreting terrorism 
is its overestimation, leading for example 
to the magnification of countermeasures. 
The war on terror has been a direct conse-
quence of 9/11. It was assumed that a threat 
had emerged no one had ever witnessed 
before. In order to differentiate between 
the past and this new threat the term ‘New 
Terrorism’ proved useful.2 Although this 
concept had already been proposed in the 
1990ies, September 11th seemed to confirm 
the assumptions made earlier. These as-
sumptions include that the new terrorism 
is globally connected. Thus, rather than op-
erating as organizations with clear hierar-
chies, new terrorisms can be understood 
as networks. It was further assumed that 
the new terrorism had access to Weapons 
of Mass Destruction. Fears of a dirty bomb 
or of chemical weapons characterized the 
years following 9/11. It was moreover gen-
erally assumed that the new terrorism was 
more deadly, more apocalyptic and there-
with beyond negotiation. The new terror-
ism concept was mainly associated with 

Islamist terrorism and it has been argued 
that Islamist terrorists cannot be negoti-
ated with reasonably. Although the terror-
ism threat had been high earlier on and 
continues to be high until this day, it can 
be said that terrorism after 9/11 became 
overestimated.

2.3	 Overestimation of Terrorism: 
Terrorism and Coconuts

Overestimation of terrorism is frequently 
caused by irrational fears and societ-
ies’ fear of a terrorist attack is high. The 
danger of falling victim to a terrorist attack 
is thereby assessed wrongly. Statistics 
show that is more probable to die getting 
hit by a coconut or bitten by a shark than 
being killed in an attack by terrorists.3 But 
why do we assess terrorism so wrongly 
and frequently overestimate it? Accord-
ing to sociologist Paul Marsden, emotions 
are contagious. When others cry or laugh 
we are compelled to do likewise. The same 
counts for fears. Fears are contagious. 
Fears thereby belong to human nature. 
Our predecessors needed fear to guar-
antee their survival. Today the media also 
plays a role. Although statistics shown on 
TV or the web can be interpreted ratio-
nally, fears are irrational and images and 
headlines can provoke fears in many ways. 
Walter Krämer, an expert for statistics,  
explains the overestimation of risks.4 To 
him fears are contagious and can lead to 
mass panics. He states moreover that we 
underestimate those risks we take volun-
tarily. Risks that are beyond our control are 
especially threatening. Furthermore,  con-
certed incidents – incidents in which many 
people die suddenly – are especially fear-
some. The problem of the overestimation 
of terrorism lies in the fact that the most 
dangerous consequences of terrorism are 



The Terrorism Puzzle: A Look Inside a Nebulous Phenomenon PAGE 5PAGE 4 THE PERISCOPE SERIES  /  VOLUME  10.1  /  2023

actually being ignored. Indirect conse-
quences such as for example the limitation 
of individual freedoms can be much more 
detrimental to a society than the direct con-
sequences of terrorism themselves. 

2.4	 Overestimation of Terrorism: 
Terrorism as Provocation

The overestimation of terrorism can lead 
to unintended consequences. The indirect 
yet important consequences of terrorism 
have also been described by Peter Wald-
mann.5 According to him, terrorism is a 
strategy of communication attempting to 
cause insecurity and terror among society 
but also sympathy and support. When the 
state overreacts to terrorism the strategy 
of provocation is successful and terrorist 
groups can hope to gather support from the 
population that does not accept the overre-
action by the state. The danger for the state 
lies in developing from a democracy into a 
dictatorship that limits individual freedoms 
in order to fight terrorism. The Red Army 
Faction in Germany tried to provoke the 
German state into overreaction and many 
other examples illustrate how terrorist 
groups want to mobilize support as an indi-
rect consequence of their acts.

2.5	 Misinterpretation of Terrorism: 
Are Terrorists mentally ill?

Terrorism is frequently under- or over-
estimated. However, the factors driving 
radicalization are also commonly misin-
terpreted. For many people it is somewhat 
calming to imagine perpetrators of horren-
dous acts as mentally ill. Yet not everyone 
who becomes a terrorist is ‘crazy’ so to 
speak. While a couple of decades ago ter-
rorism researchers assumed mental illness 
on the part of terrorists, this assumption 

has been corrected and no clear correla-
tion between mental illness and terrorism 
has been found. Instead, terrorists are as 
mentally sound or ill as the rest of the pop-
ulation.6 Nevertheless, in the last years it 
has been found that so-called lone-wolves 
indeed often are psychologically unstable 
and this applies to right-wing terrorists just 
as much as for jihadists. In the end, the 
assessment has to be made case by case 
and an important question is whether an 
attack has been politically motivated. It is 
this political motivation that differentiates 
terrorism, for example, from crime. The as-
sessment of this political motivation is also 
important for policy makers and society. 
On several occasions, terrorist attacks have 
been preliminarily assessed as a rampage 
perpetrated by an unstable individual. For 
example, in Germany especially right-wing 
terrorist attacks are often correlated with 
mental illness, such as the attack in Munich 
in the Olympia shopping centre in 2016. It 
was only later acknowledged that an ex-
tremist right-wing motivation stood behind 
the attack . The classification of an attack 
as perpetrated by a mentally ill person can 
trivialize the deed and ignore the embed-
ment of the perpetrator in wider radical 
networks.

2.6	 Misinterpretation of 
Terrorism: Are Terrorists 
uneducated and poor?

Next to the misinterpretation of terrorists 
as psychologically ill there is a certain bias 
to understand terrorists as disadvantaged. 
Quite often it has been assumed that 
poverty, lack of opportunities or lack of ed-
ucation are reasons for resorting to terror-
ism. However, several study projects have 
been able to weaken these arguments. For 
example, some researchers observed that 

a high level of education can even be 
related to a more radical approach. Among 
the right-wing extremists in Europe there 
are individuals right from the middle of 
society, and separatist movements often 
operate in more prosperous regions. Even 
though separatism does not necessarily 
turn into terrorism, separatist movements 
often “form” a radicalization environment. 
The motivation for radicalization can be as 
diverse as the individuals themselves. 
Going through the biographies of radical-
ized individuals, a high variance can be 
noted. Osama Bin Laden originally came 
from an entrepreneurial family of multimil-
lionaires from Saudi Arabia. Andreas 
Baader from the Red Army Faction had to 
leave high school and came into conflict 
with the law several times. Stephan B., the 
attacker of the Halle synagogue shooting in 
October 2019, was unemployed, railed at 
everything and everyone according to his 
own mother, and blamed “the Jews” for his 
situation. Millionaires’ son, highly gifted 
dropout and unemployed individual – 
looking for the common denominator is 
quite difficult and leads to the assumption 
that radicalization processes are as 
individual as the radicalized individuals 
themselves. Among them there are the 
more or less privileged, highly and little ed-
ucated, wealthy persons as well as those 
fighting for survival.7

3.	 A look inside the Phenomenon

One reason for the misinterpretation of 
terrorism is the lack of information thereof. 
But although it is hard to access reliable 
information and data about terrorists 
because they operate in secrecy, it is nev-
ertheless possible to identify patterns 
and gain insights into the inner life of ter-
rorist organizations. In the following I will 

share some of the findings I collected while 
leading the research group ‘How ‘Terrorists’ 
learn’. These findings contribute to break-
ing up the black box of terrorism.

3.1	 What is terrorism

Let’s firstly look at the definition of terror-
ism. Terrorism is an essentially contested 
concept. The debate on a definition has 
been described as the Bermuda triangle 
of terrorism research by Brian Jenkins. The 
problem is aggravated by the mingling of 
scientific and political discourses.8 That 
after September 11th so called embedded 
experts investigated terrorism for the gov-
ernment getting their funding for example 
from defence ministries did not help the 
lack of agreement among scientists. Since 
the term was here rather seen in light of 
counterterrorism, it was used to demon-
ize and delegitimize the opponent. In po-
litical discourses frequently one’s freedom 
fighter turnes into another’s terrorist. While 
the contested nature of the term implies 
that there will be no universal definition, 
there is nevertheless a perspective in main-
stream terrorism studies that assumes that 
terrorism is a form of violence that can be 
differentiated from other forms of violence 
and that there are elements of a definition 
that can be used as a basis of discussion. 
One such element is the killing of civilians. 
However, criminals sometimes kill civilians 
too. An adding element would be the po-
litical purpose – terrorists kill civilians for 
political purposes. Yet again, the same can 
be said about states – states also kill civil-
ians for political purposes. The opinions on 
the existence of state terrorism diverge, 
however recent events like the Ukraine 
war shed new light on the state terrorism 
term. An interesting definitional element 
is terrorism as a communication strategy 
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that addresses different audiences – such 
as the enemy state, the enemy population 
of the own followers. These elements from 
some of the defining features of the terror-
ism term that help researchers to speak 
a common language inspite of ongoing 
disagreements about the phenomenon’s 
definition.

3.2	 Painting a differentiated picture

The underestimation, overestimation and 
misinterpretation of terrorism is due to 
a lack of a differentiated picture. Instead 
of lumping different terrorisms together 
it makes sense to ask what for example 
terrorist organizations actually have in 
common and what not. David Rapoport, 
the pioneer of terrorism research, de-
scribed different waves of terrorism in 
recent history – namely the anarchist wave 
from the 1880s to the 1990ies, the anti-co-
lonial wave from the 1920ies to the 1960ies, 
the leftist wave from 1960 to 1990 and 
the religious wave since the 1980ies on-
wards.9 Each wave is characterized by its 
transnational spread and by certain doc-
trines and technologies. Each wave lasts 
approximately for one generation and the 
religious wave should correspondingly 
come to an end in the presence raising the 
question for what comes next. One possi-
bility is that the right-wing movement con-
stitutes a new fifths wave.10 Interestingly, 
when looking at the Right, many parallels to 
earlier waves become clear. Right-wing ex-
tremists share with anarchists the tactic of  
propaganda by deed – perpetrating spec-
tacular attacks with the goal to wake up the 
sleeping masses. They share with the leftist 
wave the criticism of the elites. According 
to the vision of the great exchange propa-
gated by Renaud Camus, capitalistic elites 
in the West want to exchange the white 

population with immigrants. And the right-
wing extremists share with the religious 
wave the use of lone wolves and the per-
spective of peace as something unmanly. 
While different forms of terrorism gener-
ally share their war rhetoric and a claim for 
justice, seeing themselves as victims acting 
in self-defence, they differ in their ideolog-
ical reference frames. This difference does 
not mean that terrorist groups act in isola-
tion and are not embedded transnationally 
and historically as just shown. If we look at 
right-wing terrorism today, it can be met-
aphorically described as the grandchild 
of leftist terrorism, step child of religious 
terrorism and small brother of populist 
regimes. Right-wing extremists are not only 
widely embedded but also intentionally 
co-opt the discourses of other groups. So-
called discourse piracies lead to GDR-Slo-
gans, solidarity with Nelson Mandela or 
slogans for fighting climate change by right-
wing extremists. The purpose of these dis-
course piracies for right-wing movements 
is to appear more moderate and to get ac-
cepted as belonging to the middle of soci-
ety.11 Some observers also describe the 
tactic of inversion used by the Right. They 
are blamed for using Nazi Symbols and 
they themselves cite the horrors of the ho-
locaust. They are blamed for not accept-
ing the constitution and they themselves 
invoke law and order in their rhetoric. While 
the lines between different forms of terror-
ism are clearly blurring in the present, as 
also becomes clear in protests consisting of 
leftists, rightists, conspiracy theoreticians 
or corona deniers, the variety of different 
forms of terrorism is high and it is key to un-
derstand commonalities and differences. 
Arguably, all extremisms are the same 
but the nuances are also important.  Even 
between terrorist groups among the same 
historical wave there can be differences 

and commonalities also leading to learning 
among groups. Sometimes terrorist groups 
thereby learn through direct exchange. The 
Provisional IRA for example learned a lot 
from the South African ANC. Members of 
the ANC went into the prisons in Northern 
Ireland and taught the IRA members that 
they can also win by peaceful means. While 
in Belfast, an interview partner told me that 
meeting members of the ANC was the deci-
sive moment for him which eventually led 
to his change of mind. Ideas travel as the 
example of Northern Ireland illustrates, 
where Catholics are seen analogous to the 
blacks of South Africa and Protestants anal-
ogous to the whites of South Africa. While 
the IRA members learned from the ANC, 
they saw themselves in contradistinction 
for example to the Red Army Faction, claim-
ing that they represent substantially more 
people and have a real cause in contrast 
to the RAF. Among the different Islamist 
groups there is also much room for dis-
agreement. The Egyptian Gamaa Islamiya 
– the group responsible for the Luxor Mas-
sacre in the 1990ies – called for a ceasefire 
initiative in 1997 and its leaders published 
about 20 books explaining their change of 
mind. They also argued against the radical-
ism of Al Qaeda and stated the following in 
one of their books:

Improper interaction with reality is 
not limited to those who are defeated 
by it or who are unaware of its facts; 
the matter extends to others who 
look at reality through a lens that 
is sometimes colored by their de-
sires and sometimes by their anger. 
There are also those who rely on in-
terpreting reality using erroneous 
interpretations; some might rely on 
a conspiracy-based interpretation of 
events and facts, while others might 
rely on a deterministic interpretation 

of the course of events on the basis of 
historical or economic determinism, 
or some other form thereof, as if life 
were a chemical laboratory.12

The Gamaa Islamiya no longer wanted to 
see life as a chemistry lab painted in black 
and white and clearly differentiated them-
selves from Al Qaeda’s radical course. Ter-
rorist groups are capable of learning and 
they copy friends and enemies alike. Only 
by understanding their learning capacities 
and their tactical and strategic transforma-
tions as a result of learning can counterter-
rorism go beyond repressive measures that 
only provoke more violence and develop 
strategies of dialogue. The variety among 
terrorist groups is high and grasping that 
variety prevents the state and society alike 
from seeing terrorism in black and white. An 
understanding of terrorism itself is thereby 
a form of dialogue. Empathy without sym-
pathy – as anthropologist Günther Schlee13 
has put it – helps to open new channels for 
conflict resolution.

3.3	 What do terrorist organizations 
have in common with other 
organizations?

Terrorist groups do not only differ from and 
resemble each other; they can also be com-
pared to non-terrorist organizations. In one 
of their books on their revisions the leaders 
of the Gamaa Islamiya lament that one 
does not have two lives: “We cannot live 
two lives or live our years twice over so as 
to have one life in which to experiment and 
make errors and another in which to learn 
from our mistakes.”14 When reading these 
sentences I thought of my research group. 
As field researchers we go into the field 
and collect experiences and afterwards we 
return behind the desk and analyse that 
experience. It surely feels like two different 
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lives. What is important here is that many 
of the statements made by the Gamaa Is-
lamiya leaders would be applicable to most 
of us or for example to leaders of business 
organizations raising the question: what 
do terrorist organizations have in common 
with other organizations and what differen-
tiates them.

Thus, terrorist groups even have a lot in 
common with the organizations they are 
fighting. In the course of conflict, terror-
ist groups start resembling their enemies. 
The action-reaction logic of violence and 
counter-violence leads to a spiral of es-
calation through which the conflicting 
parties become more and more similar. The 
leaders of the Gamaa Islamiya for example 
read the literature of its enemies such as 
Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of Civilization’. 
They thoroughly studied their enemies’ 
literature and reflected on it. The Gamaa 
leaders generally had a lot of time for litera-
ture studies and reflection in prison. In one 
of their books they spell out the following 
reflection:

The best thing is to take time to think 
when you are somewhat remote from 
the struggle, and you are able to look 
over the whole map from a distance 
[…] Those who work for Islam have 
been prevented from doing so over 
recent years under the pressures of 
the terrible persecution they have 
faced, and their activity has become 
simply action and reaction.15 

Education and the production of knowl-
edge in prison also characterized other 
organizations. Members of the IRA even 
formed reading circles in prison. Just like 
the members of the Gamaa Islamiya, they 
also came in contact with individuals with 
other opinions and world views. A certain 
openness – somewhat paradoxically 

achieved while in prison – and the emphasis 
on education is a further point that terror-
ist groups have in common with a variety of 
other organizations. Education and open-
ness form the essence of universities or 
schools and most other institutions.

Additionally, intergenerational processes 
take place in terrorist groups that charac-
terize for example business organizations 
alike. The leaders of the Gamaa Islamiya 
emphasize that during their belligerent 
past they were young and stupid. They 
have developed a sense of responsibility. 
Thus, they even admit in their books that 
they have made mistakes. It is one thing to 
admit a minor error but to lead thousands 
of people sometimes even into death and 
then declare ‘we were wrong’ also testi-
fies the profoundness of the revisions of 
the Gamaa Islamiya leaders. These leaders 
uncovered the errors they were making 
and even identified obstacles to correct-
ing their course. They argue in their books 
that many Muslim societies fall short of 
self-criticism, and “points of error multi-
ply.”  Thus, “Human beings are enchanted 
by their own actions […] they consider 
that they have reached perfection in their 
works, and shortcomings or defects should 
not be sought within them.” A further ob-
stacle identified by the Gamaa leaders 
surrounds the notion that leaders are ex-
cessively sanctified, and that such excess 
is unnecessary and counterproductive. 
Moreover, ignorance and fancy “obscure 
the truth of matters from man.” And man 
is often “hostile towards that of which he 
is ignorant.”16 The leaders of the Gamaa Is-
lamiya admitted their mistakes when they 
matured and saw their belligerent youth 
in a different light. Similarly, the leaders of 
the IRA argue that with their peace initia-
tive they wanted to protect the youth from 
making the same mistakes. It has moreover 

been argued that in the case of the IRA it 
was precisely the mingling of different gen-
erations that facilitated the peace process. 
Intergenerational learning is key for busi-
ness organizations that want to keep up 
with the times. Some terrorist groups have 
realized that as well.

Additionally, terrorist groups are organized 
in more or less hierarchical structures, 
have specific forms of communication and 
further organizational routines that equally 
characterize any other organization. Edu-
cation, intergenerational processes and or-
ganizational structures are features which 
we find beyond terrorist groups. And yet, 
there are several elements that are unique 
about terrorism. What differentiates them 
from other organizations is their partic-
ularly clandestine environment. Thus, a 
major difference lies in the underground 
existence of terrorists. Martha Crenshaw 
for example writes that the “commitment 
to violence as a primary method of action 
condemns terrorist organizations to…
operate clandestinely. Terrorist organiza-
tions are predominantly underground con-
spiracies, and their activities are governed 
by the strictest rules of secrecy”.17 Similarly, 
Michael Horowitz writes that “[t]hey are dif-
ferent from states because they exist in a 
constant state of war”.18 

The existence in the underground and in 
a constant state of war mentally shapes 
members of terrorist organizations. These 
members often exhibit a strong sense of 
justice, claims for their own victimhood and 
an emphasis on their right to self-defence. 
Moral outrage can be found almost among 
all forms of terrorism and seems to be a 
specificity thereof.

4.	 Conclusion

Terrorism is a puzzle. It is difficult to take 
a look inside. As field researchers we try 
to do exactly that – gather findings about 
the inner life of terrorist organizations. We 
thereby encounter numerous obstacles 
but also opportunities. One such opportu-
nity is that going into the field can substan-
tially enrich the researcher. Field research 
can for example help the field researcher 
to realize his own normative assumptions. 
Thus, he or she can learn that even peace is 
an agenda. What is violence and what not 
is ultimately a political question. In a way 
field researching terrorism implies step-
ping out of one’s own normative context 
and to realize one’s own implicit norma-
tive assumptions. Furthermore, how the 
researcher is viewed by the interviewee 
influences the findings gathered and is in-
fluenced by many factors. The researcher’s 
profession, gender or nationality can sub-
stantially influence the interview. During 
my field research, Hamas members in Syria 
associated my nationality with Adolf Hitler, 
in Kurdish Turkey interviewees lamented 
Germany’s export of weapons to Turkey, in 
Egypt the Israeli flag served as a doormat 
to a hall where Egyptians demonstrated 
against the Lebanon war and in Colombia 
interviewees complained about the inter-
ventions of the International community. 
My nationality brought with it associations 
for my interviewees and hence implications 
for the course and content of the inter-
views. Nevertheless, this also contributed 
to my realization of my own normative 
biases.

Terrorism is a puzzle. Even if we overcome 
hurdles of communication access still is dif-
ficult making the terrorism phenomenon 
so puzzling. Interviewees are often afraid 
to talk about sensitive issues. State vio-
lence can usher in a culture of silence. And 
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yet, simultaneously, many like to speak and 
to be listened to. The willingness to talk can 
however also lead to hopes and expecta-
tions the researcher can hardly fulfil. One 
danger lies in becoming used as an instru-
ment for propaganda. A Hamas interviewee 
told me that Hamas makes peace with Israel 
to show the world that Israel does not want 
peace. He wanted me to carry propagan-
distic messages to Germany. Expectations 
of interviewees can lead to feelings of guilt 
on the part of the researcher. However, he 
or she must have enough distance not to 
feed propaganda discourses. At the same 
time the researcher cannot burden the in-
terviewees for publication purposes. At the 
end the interviewees want a certain control 
over what they have said. The researcher 
has to balance these different coins of sen-
sitive interviews. 

Terrorism is a puzzle. Anthropologist 
Günther Schlee has emphasized the im-
portance of understanding and not forgiv-
ing violence. In his solution of the puzzle 
empathy without sympathy is necessary 
to break up the black box of terrorism and 
gather insights into this nebulous phenom-
enon. A member of the Italian Red Brigades 
once said that it is one thing to leave prison 
but another to break out of one’s mental 
prison. Our misinterpretations and biases 
about terrorism that emanate for example 
from difficulties of access to this under-
ground phenomenon also constitute our 
mental prisons. The black box of terrorism 
can only be opened through an attempt of 
understanding rather than destroying the 
manifold similar and dissimilar organiza-
tions and their members. 
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This paper seeks to explore how ‘terrorism’ 
has been perceived in New Zealand from 
the beginning of terrorism’s modern era in 
1968 leading to the present day.  For much 
of this period terrorism was presumed to 
occur elsewhere and always perceived as 
unlikely in New Zealand. This paper tra-
verses the 1970s, considers the impact of 
the Rainbow Warrior bombing in 1985 and 
the controversy that surrounded the Oper-
ation Eight investigation in 2007. None of 
these periods prompted an examination of 
the nature of local terrorism, nor did they 
make much impact on the prevailing per-
ception that there was no terrorism in New 
Zealand. Well publicised international de-
velopments in terrorism occurred apace in 
the early 21st century, which New Zealand 
watched from a distance, perceiving it as 
a problem a world away, and not one that 
needed serious consideration at home. The 
15 March 2019 attacks shattered this illu-
sion, though not for the first time, and left 
New Zealand having to confront the issue 
it had long ignored. The complexity of the 
post-COVID19 lockdown period brings with 
it challenges in determining the potential 
varying impacts of post-truth belief and 
expression, and what, if any, connection 
there is with violent extremism and ter-
rorism now or likely to be in the future. In 
navigating its future response to terrorism, 
New Zealand would do well to embrace the 
omissions of its past.

New Zealanders in the twentieth century 
by and large perceived terrorism as a 
foreign phenomenon, which did not occur 
domestically.  The country was far away 
from the rest of the world. Its political 
system was seen as stable and unlikely to 
prompt violent contention, despite politi-
cally charged unrest during the Depression 
years and the 1951 waterfront strike. These 
periods did evoke violence and even the 

occasional bombing, but they were rare, 
usually isolated, not fatal and easily forgot-
ten. The bombing of a railway bridge during 
a 1951 mining strike was labelled ‘terrorism’ 
by Prime Minister Sidney Holland; the label 
did not stick, nor prompt any subsequent 
similar activity.1 The incident was more 
commonly regarded as an extension of the 
strike or protest, by one or a few fringe in-
dividuals who failed to inspire anyone to 
emulate them. 

In 1965, New Zealand committed combat 
troops to the Vietnam War.  This prompted 
little public concern from New Zealanders 
initially. However, well documented protest 
subsequently emerged, as well as much less 
documented deliberate bombings. In 1970 
alone there were at least a dozen politically 
motivated bombings or attempted bomb-
ings in New Zealand.  All were prompted 
by anti-Vietnam war sentiment to some 
degree, but other political motives were ev-
ident.2 At a number of bomb scenes notes 
were left or sent to the media claiming re-
sponsibility, detailing clear dissatisfaction 
with the political status quo or government 
policy and a determination to continue vio-
lence until policy changed.3

On 13 January 1970, a bomb exploded at the 
Intercontinental Hotel in Auckland, where 
a few days later visiting US Vice President 
Spiro Agnew was scheduled to meet New 
Zealand Government Ministers.4 A police 
investigation was already underway follow-
ing the discovery of an undetonated bomb 
at an ammunition store at the New Zealand 
Army base at Ardmore ten days earlier. A 
letter had been sent to the New Zealand 
Herald by the ‘Revolutionary Activists’ 
claiming responsibility for the attempted 
bombing, demanding New Zealand with-
draw from ANZUS and SEATO, “the estab-
lishment of a people’s militia and transfer 
of industries to workers”.5 
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Despite the claims of responsibility, inti-
mated motivations, clear successful and 
unsuccessful attempts at violence, which 
continued throughout 1970 and following 
years – these ‘revolutionary activists’ were 
not called terrorists, nor their violence – 
‘terrorism’.  Defending three men charged 
with arson offences stemming from bomb-
ings or attempted bombings in September 
1970, defence counsel depicted them as 
“not saboteurs, but protesters”. The sen-
tencing Judge only in part disagreed:

In his Honour’s opinion it was not a 
political protest. The offences were 
based on truculence, defiance of au-
thority, and unwillingness to accept 
the discipline of an ordered society. 
Anyone had a right to speak and think 
as he wished, so long as he did not 
harm others. They also had a right 
to protest, but this protest must be 
within the law.6  

Neither Judge nor defence counsel ap-
peared to perceive the term ‘terrorism’ as 
remotely applicable – nor did media report-
ing of this and other bombing incidents, 
police investigations or court proceed-
ings, suggest it.  Any risk to public safety 
as the result of bombings, or challenge to 
the state’s monopoly on the use of force, 
or attempts to force changes in policy 
by violence, seem to have been entirely  
subsumed by the much greater afront to 
public decency.

In 1971, activist Tim Shadbolt explained the 
actions of his contemporaries as an evolu-
tion of protest in the face of peaceful tactics 
that had been ineffective. “The Vietnam 
War went on despite all the marches down 
Queen Street and Lambton Quay, and the 
majority of [university] students were still 
apathetic.”7  Shadbolt referred to those re-
sponsible for 13 bombings that he recorded 
as occurring in a space of 12 months as ‘The 

Bombers’ motivated by their objections 
to New Zealand’s involvement in Vietnam. 
While he argued ‘The Bombers’ were not 
members of communist or socialist groups, 
being motivated solely by their objections 
to Vietnam – he nevertheless noted the 
firebombing of one group by another “as 
a result of an ideological split between 
radical groups.”8 Despite claiming he was 
opposed to the bombing, he justified it:

No, I don’t agree with bombing. But if 
I did I’d bomb and bomb hard. Bomb 
every troop train, every munitions 
cargo and every supply boat that left 
for Vietnam.

I believe that what you have to do is 
blow people’s minds. This is a political 
war more than a military one.9

The notion that any of this could be seen 
describing or supporting ‘terrorism’ did 
not enter Shadbolt’s mind. Nor, it would 
seem, did it occur to anyone else. Despite 
Shadbolt’s claims, among this milieu was 
a spectrum of radical expression; there 
were those sympathising with communism 
and anarchism, there was a clear challenge 
to authority and opposition to Western 
foreign policies. Protests involved ‘scuffles’ 
with police. If there was ‘extremism’ and ir-
rational ‘conspiracy’ thinking, there was no 
social media to capture and amplify it.  A 
study considering how this earlier protest, 
dissent and anti-authority expression com-
pares to contemporary experience could 
prove insightful, if it were possible. 

New Zealand took no steps toward legislating 
against ‘terrorism’ or empowering agencies 
to counter terrorism in the 1970s. Tenta-
tive steps were taken, beginning a theme in 
New Zealand of tiny pockets of practitioners 
more aware than most of the possibility that 
terrorism could occur, but with no influence 
over broader perceptions. NZ Police had 

developed a small headquarters-based ter-
rorist intelligence capability by mid-1975 – 
the Police Terrorist Intelligence Unit, but the 
precise dates of its establishment and sub-
sequent disbandment are not recorded in 
police records.10  Anti-Terrorist Squads (ATS) 
within the existing Armed Offenders Squads 
were also formed a few years later.11  Terror-
ism was added to the New Zealand Security 
Intelligence Service Act in 1977.12 All of these 
developments were reactions to an upsurge 
in international terrorism, rather than any 
broader awareness of terrorism risk in New 
Zealand.

In 1975, New Zealand experienced its first 
international terrorism plot.  It developed 
rapidly and was detected entirely by acci-
dent.13 In October 1975, three men of the 
Ananda Marga (AM) sect were arrested 
after breaking into a quarry at Horokiwi, 
and admitted their intent was to obtain ex-
plosives to blow up the Indian High Com-
mission in Wellington to draw attention to 
the imprisonment of the sect’s leader in 
India. Police discourse internally, and exter-
nally with other law enforcement and intel-
ligence agencies noted that “Ananda Marga 
in India is known as a criminal terrorist or-
ganisation,” but did not otherwise refer to 
this incident in New Zealand as ‘terrorism’ 
or a precursor to it.14  There was little media 
coverage of the incident. With no terrorism 
legislation existing, the AM offenders were 
charged and convicted for burglary and 
conspiracy to commit arson. The incident 
then largely faded from public memory. 
The public were unaware of warning calls 
made from New Zealand the day before 
an Ananda Marga bomb exploded at the 
Sydney Hilton Hotel on 13 February 1978, 
killing three people.15

In the meantime, the Springbok rugby tour 
of New Zealand between July and Sep-
tember 1981 prompted levels of protest 

comparable to a decade previously, along 
with a number of actual, attempted and 
threatened bombings. Thereafter, an indi-
vidual fired a shot at the Queen in Dunedin 
in October 1981; an anarchist killed himself 
while bombing the NZ Police Computer 
Centre in Wanganui in 1982, and the Wel-
lington Trade’s Hall was bombed in 1984 
killing one person. These later incidents 
were ‘lone actor’ events (discovered only 
after they occurred) and were not linked to 
any broader movement.16

In 1985, the French Direction Générale de 
la Sécurité Extérieure (DGSE) undertook 
a covert operation against Greenpeace, 
sinking their flagship Rainbow Warrior in 
Auckland Harbour in July 1985 by setting 
explosive  charges  against its hull. Sud-
denly ‘terrorism’ flashed up bright and clear 
as the label for French actions across the 
entire spectrum of government, academic 
and public domains. The sinking of the 
Rainbow Warrior was commonly labelled as 
the “first act of international terrorism” in 
New Zealand, the “end of innocence” and 
a watershed moment denoting that New 
Zealand was no longer immune from ter-
rorism.17 One commentator asserted that 
New Zealand previously had little need for 
the term ‘terrorism’ at all until the Rainbow 
Warrior bombing occurred.18 

Precisely none of this was true.  Over the 
course of the previous 15 years, New 
Zealand had experienced multiple inci-
dents of deliberate politically motivated vi-
olence, two of which had caused fatalities 
and several others had come close to doing 
so. If none of it was perceived as ‘terrorism’, 
it was because New Zealanders seemed un-
willing to recognise it as such. This obduracy 
persisted even as New Zealand enacted its 
first and only 20th Century terrorism legisla-
tion in the wake of the Rainbow Warrior in-
cident.  Sheridan Webb in her recent study 
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of New Zealand’s terrorism legislation 
observed:

Within this fraught context, the Inter-
national Terrorism (Emergency Pow-
ers) Bill 1987 was developed. In the 
Bill’s third reading, Deputy Prime Min-
ister Geoffrey Palmer stated … that 
“there should be no misunderstand-
ing that the Bill is aimed at anything 
other than internationally motivated 
terrorism, because it is becoming in-
creasingly evident that that is where 
the danger from terrorism lies.” The 
Labour-led government was clearly 
hesitant to consider the possibility of 
domestic terrorism due to concern 
that discourse would encompass do-
mestic protest, especially since the 
1981 Springbok Tour protests (which 
Labour generally supported) were 
still a recent memory.19

New Zealand would concede terrorism 
a risk to be mitigated, but only from the 
comfort of its long-standing assumption 
that it was a foreign-borne affliction, and 
nothing New Zealanders actually did could 
be regarded as such. 

The 9/11 attacks confirmed New Zealand’s 
prevailing assumption that terrorism was a 
problem largely manifest on distant shores. 
New Zealand hastily improvised the Terror-
ism Suppression Act (TSA) in 2002.  The TSA 
was not designed to be a serious attempt 
to counter the risk of terrorism in New 
Zealand.  The TSA was a show of compli-
ance with UN Security Council resolutions 
in the aftermath of 9/11 to demonstrate 
New Zealand was in step with the inter-
national community. No need was seen to 
review the TSA until almost two decades 
later, due to the assumption that terrorism 
was unlikely ever to be a problem.20

In October 2007, NZ Police terminated Op-
eration Eight (which had involved multiple 
successive surveillance warrants issued by 
the High Court). Seventeen people were 
arrested following a lengthy investigation 
into weapons acquisition, ‘quasi-military’ 
style training, and expressions of inten-
tions to use violence for assassination, race 
war and violence against police.21 Police 
sought authorisation from the Attorney 
General (which was quickly devolved to the 
Solicitor General) to lay charges under the 
TSA. Despite the fact that a) the High Court 
had issued successive surveillance war-
rants over the previous several months, b) 
the High Court would not issue any more 
because it believed NZ Police had a suffi-
ciency of evidence to prosecute and, finally, 
c) in October 2007 the High Court issued 
a search warrant for almost 50 addresses 
in Auckland, Bay of Plenty, Manawatu and 
Wellington regions – the Solicitor General 
declared in November that the TSA was 
faulty, its wording unclear and that he could 
not lay charges under it.22 While almost all 
subsequent criticism was directed at Police, 
this dramatic variation in the judiciary’s 
actions passed virtually unnoticed.

Most of those arrested were thereafter re-
leased, and media coverage subsequently 
took up the view that those affected should 
never have been arrested in the first place. 
The predominant narrative was that the 
police had over-reacted, and what occurred 
in October 2007 was not counter-terror-
ism, but racism writ large, where the state 
had used unreasonable force against Maori 
people. This simplification was more easily 
conveyed in the media and more digestible 
by the bulk of New Zealanders who had 
never thought deeply about terrorism and 
preferred to shape what occurred into an 
easier frame of understanding. Academ-
ics – supposedly critics and consciences 
of society and there to challenge its 

assumptions – simply did not do so in this 
case.23 The complexity of the situation in-
volving a grouping of activists, from various 
causes, brought together by overlapping 
(but certainly not common) desires, ethni-
cally diverse and spread across the country 
was not delved into. The ease with which a 
group obtained and apparently trained with 
firearms, Molotov cocktails and improvised 
explosives seemed not to elicit general 
concern at the time, nor prompt any atten-
tion to implications of some other group 
or individual doing so in the future. There 
was also the puzzle of what those under 
investigation intended to do; and when, or 
indeed if, they ever would have done any-
thing at all. Was this violent extremism? Or 
was it a highly successful exercise in activ-
ist theatre designed to provoke a reaction 
easily discredited as heavy-handed? Either 
way, real or not, there was ample reason 
to review a fundamental question – ‘What 
was terrorism in New Zealand?’ Regardless 
of the cause or ideological motive, what be-
haviour was acceptable and what was not? 

But New Zealand did not confront these 
questions. A review of the TSA was ordered, 
but then later cancelled.24 Amid the furore, 
the Crimes (Repeal of Seditious Offences) 
Amendment Act was passed, removing 
sedition as a crime in New Zealand.25  The 
reason given was that laws relating to sedi-
tion were outdated and unduly interfered 
with the freedom of speech.26 Speech or 
actions which incited violence against the 
state – were no longer criminal acts.

As the tumultuous year 2007 came to a 
close, terrorism was a crime that could not 
be prosecuted because the Act proscrib-
ing it in New Zealand was too confusing for 
the judiciary to understand, and the crime 
of sedition no longer existed. Rather than 
confront the complex issue of terrorism, 
New Zealanders returned to the comfort 
of their long-held assumption that real 

terrorism did not occur in their country. 
The Police later apologised for the action 
they took under Operation Eight, thus com-
pounding the idea that the whole affair was 
a misstep, and no one was any the wiser on 
the question – what was terrorism in New 
Zealand?27

Meanwhile, social media was harnessed 
by ISIS to recruit and activate individual 
perpetrators, inciting them to perform 
mass killings across the US and Europe.  
The Orlando, San Bernadino, and Nice 
attacks received significant media cover-
age in New Zealand. The devastating multi-
staged attack by Anders Brevik in Oslo in 
2011, demonstrated that the threat of 21st 
century terrorism was not ideologically 
confined to religion. These new millennial 
attackers were defined by their modes of 
attack against the communities in which 
they lived, or lived near to. They used au-
tomatic weapons and improvised explo-
sives, not against political figures, but 
against ordinary people in crowded and 
largely unpoliced places. They took no hos-
tages, but instead aimed to kill volumes of 
people, foregoing the traditional ransoms 
or trading hostages for tangible outcomes. 
If weapons purposely designed for killing 
were unable to be accessed, they resorted 
to everyday items such as knives and vehi-
cles. New Zealanders in general watched 
these developments, perceiving them as 
horrific but distant curiosities.  Little need 
was seen to anticipate the possibility of 
anything like this occurring locally.

Throughout almost the entirety of the first 
two decades of the 21st century, New Zea-
landers continued to perceive terrorism as 
a hemisphere away, underscored by the fact 
that while dreadful attacks occurred else-
where – including in Australia – they simply 
could not happen in New Zealand. This per-
ception was also true in reverse, with New 
Zealand often seen as having nothing to 
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offer in the counter terrorism context. At-
tending a terrorism conference in Sydney in 
2017, the author was asked by a prominent 
Australian counter terrorism academic – 
what New Zealand was doing there, “there 
is no terrorism in New Zealand” he said.28 
New Zealanders themselves continued to 
feed the notion. The following year, at a 
National Security Conference run by the 
Centre of Defence and Security Studies, at 
Massey University, a Muslim speaker pre-
sented New Zealand as a role model for 
the rest of the world, citing its commitment 
to democracy, human rights and diversity 
as its key strengths. “In comparison to our 
Western counterparts, there has been no 
exodus of young Muslims heading overseas 
to fight, nor have there been any major 
acts of terror within our country.”29  The as-
sumption was clear, terrorism was not only 
a distant phenomenon, but New Zealand 
did everything so well, it was unlikely to 
occur locally.

However, in March 2019, New Zealand expe-
rienced a brutal attack on two Christchurch 
mosques, from a completely unknown and 
undetected well-prepared attacker, who 
gave no warning and who exploited all 
New Zealand’s assumptions about itself. 
Despite the sheer scale of the death toll, 
there was very little involved in the attack 
that was without precedent. Mass kill-
ings had occurred in New Zealand before, 
semi-automatic weapons had been used in 
mass shooting incidents, and calls for the 
restriction of semi-automatics were of long 
standing, as was political inertia in terms 
of heeding them.  Concerns about firearms 
licensing had been voiced and lone actors 
had gone undetected before carrying out 
politically motivated violence on a number 
of previous occasions.  Yet almost identi-
cal illusions to those used for the Rainbow 
Warrior bombing 34 years earlier head-
lined the 15 March attacks. New Zealand’s 

immunity from terrorism was gone, it had 
experienced its end of innocence and inter-
national terrorism had finally emerged in 
New Zealand.  Probably the most succinct 
summary came from Guardian journalist 
Elle Hunt:

It is as my friend from Christchurch mes-
saged me this morning, “inconceivable”. 
There are many words for this horror, 
but that is the one I and many others 
can’t get past. There is no terrorism in 
New Zealand, I’d have told you before 
I went to bed on Thursday night – and 
wondered why on earth you’d asked.30

Without question, terrorism in New Zealand 
had been less frequent and less severe than 
in many other countries and 15 March was 
different because of the scale of the tragedy 
occurring that day. But terrorism had nev-
ertheless existed in New Zealand for fifty 
years, happening periodically, prompted 
by various local and international influ-
ences, perpetrated usually by isolated lone 
actors, or small fringe groupings, without 
warning and at times inspired by ideas em-
anating from overseas. The primary reason 
why New Zealand was caught by surprise in 
March 2019 was not because terrorism was 
absent previously, but that New Zealand-
ers had so patently ignored its occurrence, 
and, despite clear local and international 
omens in the 21st century, had remained 
transfixed by the perception that it would 
not seriously occur. That Brenton Tarrant 
had gone undetected should not have sur-
prised New Zealanders, when historically a 
number of previous individual perpetrators 
of political violence had not been detected 
either. The only well-known police intercep-
tion of an allegedly nefarious group prior to 
any violent incident occurring had been in 
2007. The police ultimately apologised for 
doing so.

In February 2020, New Zealand belatedly 
produced a Counter Terrorism and Violent 
Extremism Strategy; it was short, un-
developed and hastily produced before 
the Royal Commission of Inquiry into the 
Christchurch attacks (RCOI) could criticise 
the non-existence of such a strategy.31 It 
has since been revised, but not extensively. 
In any event, it has been largely overtaken 
by a bureaucratic scramble to ‘implement’ 
the 44 recommendations made by the 
RCOI, when it reported in December 2020.  
However, The RCOI was premised on 15 
March 2019 being effectively the start point 
of terrorism in New Zealand, and it missed 
the opportunity to review the past 50 years 
of intermittent political violence and drill 
down to the basics of how terrorism had 
manifested itself during the period. Ter-
rorism was framed instead by the RCOI, as 
singly ideological, recent, racist and Right 
Wing in its origins. While no agency was 
found to have information it should have 
acted on and didn’t, the RCOI neverthe-
less asserted that too much intelligence re-
source had been spent on Islamist concerns 
and not enough on Right Wing Extremism, 
as if counter terrorism was as simple as al-
locating a quota.32 On 3 September 2021, 
ISIS inspired attacker Ahmed Samsudeen 
stabbed 7 people in an Auckland super-
market.  He had been watched by police 
and NZSIS since 2016.33  Was he one of the 
individuals the RCOI would have suggested 
too much resource had been allocated to? 
Moreover, Tarrant by his own admission did 
not come from Australia because of a deep 
underlying RWE presence in New Zealand, 
but because he saw the country as com-
placent about its own safety and security. 
His manifesto expressed disappointment 
in both Right Wing and gun lobby groups 
in New Zealand.34 The former had been 
always small, fractious and recent research 
on ‘Action Zealandia’ – the most well-known 

of such groups, suggests it remains largely 
dysfunctional.35  Practitioners continue to 
warn against an undue focus on the singular 
ideologies of threat groups or individuals, 
and have drawn attention to the likelihood 
of perceived emerging threats being driven 
by a combination of motivations.36 Despite 
this, broader public expectations continue 
to presume RWE as the primary and most 
serious terrorist concern in New Zealand.37

The COVID19 pandemic which resulted 
in periodic lockdowns and nation-wide 
vaccine mandates, has prompted new 
levels of dissent. This dissent, some with ra-
tional bases and some not, has flourished 
on social media and intersected with tiny 
but multi-faceted and vocal anti-authority, 
Christian conservative, conspiracist, sover-
eign citizen and other groups with a range 
of vague identities.  In February 2022, many 
of these groups converged on Parliament 
grounds in Wellington for a 23-day occu-
pation which culminated in a day of rioting 
on 2 March.38 Concerns are held about the 
enduring nature of the motives and online 
expression of those who hold ‘post-truth’ 
or conspiratorial beliefs.  Their expression 
includes inciting violence against the state 
and its government and individual min-
isters, including the Prime Minister.39 But 
since 2007 such expression has not been a 
criminal act in New Zealand!

Here then is the cumulative risk of New 
Zealand foregoing the crime of sedition 
and in persistently refusing to acknowl-
edge, discuss or debate historical trends in 
terrorism. Seeing nothing as relevant prior 
to 2019, perceiving little or no terrorism to 
have existed previously, or that relevant 
analogous events have occurred before, 
the country is at a standing start on terror-
ism in the 2020s. Future terrorism will likely 
be a kaleidoscope of bits and pieces of old 
modes, grafted onto new motivations, and 
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will almost certainly catch New Zealand-
ers by surprise when it inevitably happens 
again. But more than that, dissent, protest 
against authority, strong and impassioned 
political criticism, radical thinking and ex-
tremism have all existed before in New 
Zealand. Whether there is any relationship 
between impassioned criticism, dissent 
and extremism; and between extremism, 
violent extremism and terrorism in a do-
mestic context, is a question New Zealand 
has failed to address for half a century. Not 
for the lack of opportunity has this failure 
occurred, but because of an unwillingness 
to confront and fairly debate the questions 
– what is terrorism in New Zealand? Re-
gardless of motivation, ideology or excuse 
– what politically inspired behaviour is ac-
ceptable and what is not? 
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