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Recently, much attention has been devoted to the 'home-grown' nature of Islamist 
terrorism in Western countries. This term permeates headlines, various reports and 
national psyches. It has been described as the "new face of terrorism," [2] and the "main 
[terrorist] threat" [3] faced by the West. However, it is a term that carries with it certain 
assumptions and implications that should be clarified so the public may gain a greater 
understanding of contemporary threats to national security. This article examines key 
connotations of home-grown Islamist terrorism in an effort to assess the validity of the 
term and draw attention to the need for more careful specification of meaning in its 
application. 

First, it is necessary to clarify the scope of reference. 'The West' is a very broad 
expression generally understood to include Australia, Canada, Western Europe, and the 
United States. Of course, these countries share social and political dimensions that make 
them comparable; however, each also has their own unique history and profile that must 
be taken into account when assessing individual 'home-grown' issues. Each country's 
immigration history and related cultural identity affects the extent to which Muslims in 
the West have become integrated into their 'host' societies. [4] Hypothetically, the less 
integrated and more socially isolated, the greater potential for feelings of disillusionment 
and resentment, which may significantly increase the likelihood of one turning to 
terrorism. Thus, it is argued that Western European countries (their own differences 
notwithstanding [5]) are far more at risk to home-grown Islamist terrorism (HGIT) than 
the US due in large part to a history of lax immigration and asylum laws. These policies 
are contributory factors behind the large number of –often unskilled and therefore 
deprived- Muslim immigrants to enter countries like Britain and Spain and in 
combination with nationalistic cultural nuances these conditions are thought to have 
fostered marginalisation and segregation. [6], [7] By contrast the US's 'cultural melting 
pot' and 'land of opportunity' ethos are thought to have fostered far more integrated 
Muslim populations that are more likely to positively identify with their host nation and 
to reject collective explanations for personal adversity, relative or otherwise. [8] Australia 
and Canada have been posited as lying somewhere between these two extremes. Like 
America, immigration has been integral to the growth of their populations, but like 
Europe they have maintained liberal asylum policies and social benefit systems, [9] 
which may attract the 'wrong' kind of immigrants. While such claims may at times seem 
blunt and sweeping, it is apparent there are differences between Western countries that 
may at times be more relevant than their similarities. The present paper represents a brief 
overview of relevant matters, but for the purposes of more country-specific in-depth 
analyses, such differences would necessarily take on greater significance.  

Working definitions of terrorism require a degree of common sense and an appreciation 
of the relativity of labelling. [10] The use of politically/religiously justified violence 
against non-combatants by sub-state groups or organisations is a key part of the globally 
accepted definitions. Specifically, Islamist terrorism is inspired by Salafi/Wahhabi 



ideology and championed by al-Qaeda and similar organisations across the globe. 'Home-
grown' Islamist terrorism as a term seems to be largely taken for granted as being self-
evident without being specifically defined. Usage of the term tends to focus on where 
perpetrators are from [11] and whether they receive international organisational support. 
[12] Each of these elements carries implications for the practice of terrorism, which allow 
the definition of HGIT to be broken down into several facets. Stricter definitions of HGIT 
would require that attempted/successful terrorists: 

· Were born and/or spent most of their lives in the West 

· Were radicalised [13] within their Western home countries 

· Have trained and achieved attack-capability in their Western home countries 

· Have planned/carried out attacks in their Western home countries 

· And are lacking direct foreign (non-Western) international support or control 

While it may be rare for any one group of terrorists to fulfil all of these criteria, [14] 
certain key overlapping themes commonly appear in definitions of HGIT. Notable 
aspects include the nationality of the terrorists and the country of radicalisation in relation 
to the targeted country. Also highlighted are the country of "jihadisation" and preparation 
involved in attack (including training, planning and procurement of materials and 
weapons) and the level of international influence or cooperation at each stage (including 
ideological communication, training, operational advice and logistical support). 

What seems like a simple straight-forward piece of terminology, is in fact, a moniker 
laden with assumptions and implications. It is therefore important to assess the veracity 
of prescribed attributes of HGIT, which revolve around a central theme of change and 
development. If HGIT represents a 'new' manifestation of the ongoing terrorist threat, 
what exactly is new about it? In order to answer this question it is necessary to further 
explore the who, when, what, where, how, and why of terrorism. 

Who and when relate to terrorist profiles- who commits acts of radical Islamist terrorism 
and at what point in their lives do they choose to do so? The heterogeneity of terrorists 
"makes it difficult, if not impossible, to effectively profile [them]"; [15] however, it is 
still possible to make general observations that aid in assessing the nature of HGIT. Prior 
to September 11th, it was suggested that "U.S. Customs personnel should give extra 
scrutiny to the passports of young foreigners claiming to be "students" and meeting the 
following general description: physically fit males in their early twenties of Egyptian, 
Jordanian, Yemeni, Iraqi, Algerian, Syrian, or Sudanese nationality, or Arabs bearing 
valid British passports, in that order. These characteristics generally describe the core 
membership of Osama bin Laden's Arab "Afghans"…who are being trained to attack the 
United States with WMD." [16] The inclusion of possible British passports reflects 
recognition that mujahedin had been establishing themselves throughout Europe since the 
early 1990's. [17] However, more recent profiles clearly emphasise Western nationality 



as being a likelihood, rather than a possibility, of one attacking a target in the West. 
Summarizing the characteristics of the terrorists behind five plots from 2004 to 2006 
Silber & Bhatt [18] describe those responsible as being male Muslims below the age of 
35 and local residents/citizens of Western liberal democracies, a profile repeated in their 
analysis of groups throughout the United States. [19] It also noted that these men are 
often second or third generation inhabitants as opposed to recent immigrants. They 
generally also had 'ordinary' backgrounds and included recent 'converts' to Islam among 
their numbers. Along similar lines, Leiken & Brooke [20] report that of a sample of 373 
terrorists charged, convicted, or killed in Europe and North America between 1990 and 
2004, 41% were Western nationals. [21] Such observations are almost certainly the least 
contestable aspect of HGIT, indeed they are the very basis for the term as a recognition of 
the evolution of the threat posed by terrorism in the West from 'exogenous' to 
'endogenous.' [22] Who carries out attacks is of course very much related to the Where of 
Islamist terrorism. [23]  

While Islamist terrorists were responsible for the first World Trade Centre bombing of 
1993, and a group of French-born militants acting for the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) 
were responsible for the 1995 spate of bombings in France, [24] the consensus is that 
Europe and the West have now emerged as primary targets, as well as bases of operation. 
This is reflected in the apparent graduation of terrorist networks in the West as they have 
moved beyond logistical support and dawa to carry out attacks, as evidenced by the 
steady stream of uncovered plots since 9/11. For purposes of assessing the home-grown 
element of terrorism, it is notable that in addition to radicalisation, it appears that the 
internet and camping trips are utilised for training purposes within the West. [25] This 
means that, at least theoretically, a terrorist group could emerge and reach attack 
capability without ever leaving their home country, although foreign travel seems to 
occur more often than not. 

Returning briefly to the profile of HGIT, further developments seem to suggest that 
terrorists are getting younger and females are playing an increasingly important role. 
Taarnby Jensen [26] states "it is now possible to radicalise and recruit very young 
Muslims in much more diverse settings than previously" and the Dutch General 
Intelligence and Security Agency (AIVD), [27] describes the radical pool of potential and 
emerging terrorist recruits as "youngsters" between the ages of 16 and 25. They also note 
"the growing participation of young women in local jihadist networks." Such findings 
reflect a growing awareness and accessibility of radical Islamist messages in the West, 
propagated via successful attacks and the dissemination of related (often online) 
propaganda. However, in terms of assessing the nature of HGIT, it is also important to 
note that seemingly wider dissemination goes hand in hand with a degree of 
bastardization as new audiences input their own knowledge and experience into the basic 
ideological 'us versus them' formula popularised and re-expressed countless times in the 
wake of 9/11. Thus, the Hofstad group's ideological and operational innovation 
demonstrates active reconstruction and interpretation of the Islamist terrorist cause 
(although interestingly this 'innovation' –focussing on local issues and opting for targeted 
assassination- is reminiscent of terrorist approaches in the pre-Global jihad era). The 
'cultural dilution' of militant Salafism is exemplified by the observation that "Many 



youngsters from the Muslim-majority ghettoes of various European cities adopt several 
behaviors typical of Western street culture, such as dressing like rappers, smoking 
marijuana and drinking alcohol, yet watching jihadi videos and having pictures of Osama 
bin Laden on the display of their cell phones." [28] Whether or not increasingly popular, 
distorted and diverse interpretations of Islamist terrorist ideology will eventually detract 
from the potency of the overall cause, their existence confirms and re-emphasises a truly 
home-grown phenomena.  

Consistent with recognition of Western input into the overriding anti-Western campaign 
are assertions as to the autonomy of HGIT groups. This brings us to the what, how, and 
why of terrorism and relates to both the genesis of terrorist activity (radicalisation and 
jihadisation) and the physical acts involved (preparation and execution of attacks). The 
radicalisation of a minority of young Muslim men of differing backgrounds in Western 
countries seems to have traditionally been viewed as a direct result of the presence of 
foreign 'recruiters,' usually in the form of experienced jihadis and sheiks operating out of 
established "centres of gravity" [29] such as London's Finsbury Park mosque, part of an 
extensive international network established in the post-Afghan jihad era. However, 
accounts of contemporary processes of radicalisation and jihadisation tend to emphasise 
spontaneous group interaction, bottom-up "grass roots" [30] adoption of militancy and 
"only marginal ties to structured terrorist groups" [31] indicating a lack of organisational 
support or control. These developments have lead HGIT groups such as the 7/7 bombers 
to be regarded as 'self-starters' and have been widely attributed to the ""decentralization 
of Al Qaeda" [caused by post-9/11 counter-terrorism measures] or the growth of Salafism 
as a social movement." [32] Spontaneous group interaction and bottom-up recruitment 
have nevertheless been important throughout the life of the 'global Salafi jihad'[33] and 
although societal conditions have changed,(including growth of the Internet, greater 
public awareness of Islamist terrorists' cause, and a more restrictive security 
environment),basic patterns of radicalisation still share certain key features. Thus, while 
Taarnby Jensen [26] draws attention to differences in the profiles of recent Danish 
terrorists as being younger, raised and radicalised within Denmark, and of questionable 
organisational affiliation, his description of the 'Glostrup' cell follows a very familiar 
sounding trajectory. This small group of friends spontaneously formed in and around 
mosques and grew extremely close to each other before eventually rejecting the mosques 
as too moderate. Group meetings continued in more private settings and they established 
associations with known radicals [34]as they sought to pursue terrorist activities, in this 
case abroad in Bosnia. This closely resembles descriptions of the basic patterns of 
radicalisation, [18],[22] which capture underlying social-psychological processes at the 
heart of extremism and seem to be widely applicable to various Islamist terrorist groups 
over the years.  

Whether or not the role of autonomy in the past has been under-emphasised, it seems 
generally accepted that HGIT groups today are significantly more independent, and as a 
result, more amateurish when they progress to the operational stage because they must 
rely on their own resources and initiative to gain the knowledge and skills required. 
Nevertheless, the existence and nature of (international) ties to external groups, networks, 
or organisations remains a poorly understood area of concern, sometimes tainted with 



rumour or speculation, and perhaps at times too easily dismissed as a thing of the past. 
Commenting on the Operation Crevice trial of UK-based would-be bombers arrested in 
March 2004 [35] the Deputy Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan police 
remarked upon evident links between the UK group and al-Qaeda in Pakistan as well as 
links to the US and Canada, "What this case and others in the future will show is that we 
are dealing with a threat posed by interlinked networks of terrorists." [36] Likewise, 
Australian Parliament [37] reported in 2006 that recent experience of Islamist terrorism 
showed that it "has an international dimension, in the sense that perpetrators are likely to 
receive training or get financial support from sources in other countries". Jonathan Evans, 
the Director General of MI5, reported this year that a "development in the last 12 months 
has been the extent to which the conspiracies here are being driven from an increasing 
range of overseas countries." [38] Given the highly social nature of Islamist terrorist 
activity and the apparent importance of status systems as well as the sustained popularity 
of jihadi combat zones within radical Islamist subcultures it seems likely that 'official' 
affiliation will often be sought and achieved to varying degrees. It is therefore prudent 
not to think of HGIT as a homogenous phenomenon, but instead a continuum 
encompassing "a whole spectrum of realities, positioned according to the level of 
autonomy of the group." [39] Along such lines, Hoffmanidentifies four levels of al-
Qaeda, including the remaining core central staff (still representing the biggest potential 
threat) various organisational affiliates, 'al-Qaeda locals' who have established links to al-
Qaeda, and finally the 'al-Qaeda network' with no organisational links.[40]  

The why of terrorism is possibly the most difficult question to answer. While isolated 
individuals may crop up who are experiencing some form of psychopathology, [41] there 
is nothing to indicate that perpetrators of HGIT on the whole are more likely than 
terrorists of the 'past' or than the world's general population to be suffering from mental 
illness. Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the full range of 
explanations for why people take to terrorism, suffice to say there are multiple, 
interacting factors that make it more or less likely one will do so. Thus, for example, at 
the individual level experience of personal adversity or change might contribute to 
decisions that lead to terrorist involvement whilst at the societal and global level political 
grievances and worldly events can have a profound impact on groups and individuals. A 
common thread which seems to tie these levels of explanation together is a process of 
social identification. Thus what both personal and global circumstances share is the 
power to lead individuals to identify with a certain social category, in this case the 
perceived Muslim umma. What then drives individuals beyond identification and 
empathy towards violent action is rooted in spontaneous group dynamics and continued 
exposure to violent ideology, which together act to narrow down the gamut of acceptable 
identities and to define related scripts for action.[42] It is extremely difficult to say 
whether antecedents of HGIT are any different from 'imported' terrorism. Terrorists born 
in Middle Eastern or other countries may have been more likely to have been involved in 
violent political conflicts or to have experienced oppression first hand growing up. 
Therefore, terrorist militancy, while still extreme, would be an extension of an existing 
almost innate and more 'real' identity. Conversely the adoption of terrorist identities by 
'purely' home-grown participants born and raised in the West appears to have a strong 
reactionary or deliberately rebellious nature as they consciously reject Western identities 



that they are geographically born, if not raised into. Along these lines, Roy has asserted 
that "To convert to Islam today is a way for a European rebel to find a cause; it has little 
to do with theology" [43] and Durodié [44] has suggested that acts of home-grown 
terrorism are "akin to the Columbine high school massacre," finding their basis in cultural 
nihilism. An interesting related implication is that there may have been a change in 
expectations about what it means to get involved in radical and militant Islam. Hence 
Silber & Bhatt remark that "there is no longer any illusion as to what the adoption of 
jihadi-Salafi ideology means" [45] and Taarnby Jensen [46] observes that individuals 
drawn to radical mosques "often know exactly which interpretation of Islam they want to 
hear." If such claims are accurate, it is possible to make a distinction between earlier 
generations of Islamist terrorists and their home-grown 'descendants' based upon their 
social identities. Relatively speaking, in earlier generations an identity congruent with the 
cause preceded or went hand in hand with some form of frustration and desire to act, 
whilst in later generations 'frustration' precedes adoption of an identity which enables 
action. From this perspective, the radical Islamist ideology behind HGIT is more of a 
vehicle for expression rather than a cause of violence per se, which therefore implies that 
in the absence of such an ideology groups and individuals would presumably find some 
alternative avenue of expression. A potential danger with this line of reasoning; however, 
is the possibility of underestimating HGIT as it paints a picture of home-grown terrorists 
as something less than the genuine article, (and tendencies toward underestimation would 
be exacerbated if the disruption caused by counter-terrorism efforts has been inflated). 
There may well be many 'wannabes' and 'amateurs' among the ranks of Islamist terrorists, 
but they are still committed to killing. As evidenced by racial tensions and violence in the 
Netherlands following the murder of Theo Van Gogh, it does not take a huge number of 
casualties to have a significant impact on society. [47]  

Furthermore the 'decentralised' or dispersed network structure attributed to contemporary 
Islamist terrorism, (seemingly therefore integral to HGIT), in conjunction with the 
apparent growth in the number of terrorists holding Western passports, is thought to be 
evidence of increased difficulty in detecting their activities. Such a perspective is given 
credence by the AIVD [48] who have acknowledged that "The emergence of these local 
cells, some of which interact with members of international veterans networks, has 
complicated the anticipated threat for the near future, especially since such locally 
operating cells can easily blend in with the society in which they live, which makes it 
more difficult to identify them." Conversely, heightened counter-terrorism measures (for 
instance, France alone has arrested some 1422 people on terrorist charges since 2002 
[49]) have increased chances of detection. This fact, along with the significant number of 
successfully foiled plots, seems to suggest that –pending an exceptional group of 
terrorists- overall, the odds remain stacked in the favour of the security services. Of 
course, the maxim remains that terrorists only have to succeed once. Given that there has 
been a marked increase in radical Islam, what may be the true difficulty for security 
services is the problem of false positives, or being confronted with a haystack of 
potentially dangerous radicals that demand attention, sometimes at the expense of being 
able to distinguish the truly 'jihadized' terrorists.  



There is more than meets the eye to 'home-grown' Islamist terrorism, and yet, it is widely 
referred to without clarification. It is undeniable that "Islamist terrorism can no longer be 
regarded as an external threat, but rather as a threat rooted in and aimed against the 
Western society itself." [50] This is reflected in the increasing popularity of radical Islam 
within various Western countries and the obvious willingness of a minority of Western 
citizens and residents to perpetrate acts of terrorism in their home countries in the name 
of 'Islam.' References to HGIT have helped draw attention to 'endogenous' elements of a 
pervasive global Islamist struggle, whereby processes of radicalisation, jihadisation, and 
preparation for attack all take place within the West. This recognition has helped to focus 
the efforts of various security agencies, policy makers, and analysts alike as Western 
societies are now scrutinised as much if not more than their Middle Eastern or North 
African counterparts in the search for 'answers' to terrorism. However a closer, yet still 
brief, examination of underlying assumptions has highlighted the fact that contemporary 
Islamist terrorism in the West does not appear to be an entirely distinct manifestation 
from previous decades and is both varied and complex. Invoking unqualified reference to 
HGIT with the advent of each new plot uncovered runs the risk of overemphasising 
homogeneity. Groups of terrorists do seem to share common patterns of development as 
individuals come together, radicalise and decide to take action but there appears to be 
considerable variation both within and between these groups. In particular levels of 
international support and cooperation may have been underemphasised as foreign links 
are often uncovered [51] and the nature and role of 'autonomy' (ideological, financial, and 
operational) is poorly understood. By taking a much more systematic approach to the 
analysis and cross-comparison of groups of terrorists in and out-with the West rather than 
relying on anecdotal evidence it will be possible to describe with more confidence the 
existing range of HGIT, which in turn will increase pattern-recognition and chances of 
prediction of future trends. In addition, qualified and consistent usage of terms such as 
'home-grown' has the potential to aid research into terrorism because researchers and 
authors of open source materials both mutually influence each other's work. Finally, 
Islamist terrorism is a diverse and dynamic phenomenon. Researchers must remain 
sensitive to change and development but also continuity in order to be able to accurately 
capture and understand the progression of its various manifestations.  
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