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Topic 003: Counter-Terrorism 
 

Introduction 

What is terrorism? It’s a word thrown around so easily in present day yet so few 

people really have a concrete understanding of its meaning. Rather surprisingly, it’s a difficult 

concept to define. Amongst definitions, there are great variations in what features of 

terrorism are emphasized – there are even multiple definitions for terrorism used within the 

United States Government varying from Department to Department.  In 1992, however, the 1

United Nations produced the following definition of terrorism: “an anxiety-inspiring method 

of repeated violent action, employed by (semi-) clandestine individual, group or state actors, 

for idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons, whereby – in contrast to assassination – the 

direct targets of violence are not the main targets.”  In short, terrorism is a criminal act used 2

to influence an audience beyond the immediate victim, and that is something upon which all 

variations can agree.  

The difficulty in countering terrorism is that every few decades the extremist and 

militant group landscape is completely altered, rendering previous treaties, agreements, 

limitations, etc., useless in the face of new threats. In the current landscape, the greatest 

threat to global peace and stability is the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). It’s necessary 

for the United Nations to decide its best course of action in response to this group and work 

1 "What Is Terrorism?" Terrorism Research, http://www.terrorism-research.com/.  
2 Ibid.  
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on the prevention of further escalation in the Middle Eastern region and the rest of the 

world.  

 

History of Terrorism 

The history of terrorism is a long one – as old as humans’ willingness to use violence 

to affect politics. The origins of modern terrorism, however, can be dated back to Maxmilien 

Robespierre’s rule in 1793 following the French revolution. As one of the twelve heads of 

the new state, he had enemies killed and justified his methods as necessary in the 

transformation of the monarchy to a liberal democracy.  Modern terrorists believe in 3

Robespierre’s sentiment that the use of violence will lead to a better system. 

It wasn’t until the 1950s that non-State terrorism became prominent in many areas of 

the world and the 1970s that terrorism started to turn international. One of the most 

well-known of the earlier terrorist attacks include the 1972 Munich Olympics when Black 

September, a Palestinian group, kidnapped and killed Israeli athletes in order to negotiate for 

the release of Palestinian prisoners.  Around this time was when the term counter-terrorism 4

entered the United States political lexicon.  Terrorism also emerged in the United States as 5

groups such as the Weatermen, who ranged from rioting to setting off bombs in protest of 

the Vietnam War.   6

Today, many groups justify their violence on religious-grounds. In the aftermath of 

the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Militant Islamic terrorism proved itself to be a real threat. The 

9/11 attacks also reflected the increasing willingness of extremist groups to strike targets 

outside immediate country or regional areas.  7

 

3 Amy Zalman,  "The History of Terrorism," About News, 2015, http://terrorism.about.com/od/whatisterroris1/p/Terrorism.htm.  
4 John Moore,  "The Evolution of Islamic Terrorism," PBS, 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/target/etc/modern.html.  
5 Zalman, “The History of Terrorism.” 
6 Ibid.  
7 Moore, “The Evolution of Islamic Terrorism.” 
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Past Measures 

The constantly evolving nature of terrorist activity makes it that much more difficult 

of a problem in terms of combatting. Additionally, given that terrorist acts often transcend 

national borders, strong coordination and cooperation within national governments and 

between States is essential to effectively combat terrorism.  8

In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

quickly adopted Resolution 1373 and created the Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC), 

which is composed of members of the Security Council and mandated to be the lead UN 

agent in combating terrorism.  The Resolution required States to deny support to terrorists 9

and terrorist groups, provide mutual assistance in prosecuting terrorism, take steps to 

prevent terrorism, and ensure that terrorist acts are established as serious criminal offenses in 

domestic laws and regulations.   10

In May 2006, the Secretary-General made a number of recommendations for a global 

counter-terrorism strategy to the General Assembly. It was composed of five fundamental 

components: dissuading people from resorting to terrorism or supporting it; denying 

terrorists the means to carry out an attack; deterring states from supporting terrorism; 

developing State capacity to defeat terrorism; and defending human rights, an aspect that 

was largely overlooked in Resolution 1373.  Only a week later the General Assembly 11

adopted the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy on 8 September 2006.  12

Similar to the Secretary-General’s address, the Strategy had four pillars: tackling the 

conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; preventing and combating terrorism; 

8 "Terrorism Prevention., The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/terrorism/.  
9 "UN Non-action to Combat Terrorism," Human Rights Voices, 

http://www.humanrightsvoices.org/EYEontheUN/un_101/facts/?p=63.  
10 Joanne Mariner, "The UN Counter-Terrorism Committee and Human Rights," The Stanley Foundation, 2007, 

http://www.stanleyfoundation.org/resources.cfm?id=434.  
11 "Uniting Against Terrorism Recommendations for a Global Counter-terrorism Strategy," UN News Center, 2006, 

http://www.un.org/en/events/pastevents/uniting_against_terrorism.shtml.  
12 "United Nations Action to Counter Terrorism – Background," UN News Center, 

http://www.un.org/en/terrorism/background.shtml.  
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building States’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to strengthen the role of the 

United Nations system in that regard; and ensuring respect for human rights for all and the 

rule of law as the fundamental basis for the fight against terrorism.  13

On 8 September 2010, the General Assembly conducted the second biennial review 

of the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy and reiterated strong 

condemnation of terrorism “by whomever, wherever, and for whatever purposes.”  Apart 14

from reiterating the responsibility of Member States in implementing measures, the revised 

resolution also recognized the need to enhance the role of the Counter-Terrorism 

Implementation Task Force in facilitating and promoting coordination and coherence at 

both the national and global levels.  15

 

ISIS 

The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria is a jihadist militant group that follows an Islamic 

fundamentalist doctrine of Sunni Islam. It seeks to create an Islamic State in eastern Syria 

and northern Iraq based on sharia law.  It is one of the most lethal and successful jihadist 16

groups in modern history, surpassing even its parent organization al-Qaeda. While they 

began primarily concerned with local politics and religion, the group has turned more of its 

attention to America since the U.S. started supporting Iraqi and Kurdish troops with 

airstrikes.   17

13 Ibid.  
14 "With Consensus Resolution, General Assembly Reiterates Unequivocal Condemnation of Terrorism, Reaffirms Support for 2006 

UN Global Counterterrorism Strategy," UN News Center, 2010, http://www.un.org/press/en/2010/ga10977.doc.htm.  
15 Ibid. 
16 "ISIS: 5 Things to Know about the Iraqi Jihadist Group," CBC News, 2014, 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/isis-5-things-to-know-about-the-iraqi-jihadist-group-1.2684540.  
17 Ibid.  
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Figure 1: A chart of daily fatalities from ISIS/ ISIL attacks between the years 2003 – 2013 

http://warontherocks.com/2014/07/infographic-visualizing-isis-violence-in-iraq-and-syria

/ 

 

Following a series of ISIS-claimed deadly attacks in Paris that killed 130 people in 

November, the United Nations declared in a unanimous vote that all able states should join 

the fight against ISIS and redouble efforts to prevent further attacks by the militant group.  18

About a month later, the UNSC also unanimously adopted a resolution strengthening legal 

measures against those doing business with terrorist groups, mainly ISIS militants, in an 

attempt to target ISIS’ finances.  The outcome of these measures is still uncertain.  19

 

Conclusion 

18 "Security Council Unanimously Calls on UN Members to Fight Isis," The Guardian, 2015, 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/21/un-calls-for-all-able-member-states-to-join-fight-against-isis.  
19 "UN Security Council Unanimously Adopts Resolution Targeting ISIS Finances," RT International, 2015, 

https://www.rt.com/news/326356-un-security-isis-finances/.  
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Terrorism continues to pose a major threat to international peace and security and 

undermines the core values of the United Nations.  Not only does terrorism have 20

devastating human costs, terrorist acts also aim to destabilize governments and undermine 

economic and social development. If the international community has any hope of 

combatting ISIS and other extremist groups, it will require a multifaceted approach with 

unanimous support from the global community.  

 

Pertinent Questions 

● What measures can the international community take to prevent the rise of militant 

and extremist groups in the future? 

● Will economic sanctions be enough to combat ISIS or will more direct measures 

need to be taken? 

● Has the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy been successful? In what 

ways could it be improved upon? 
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