FACT SHEET
Religious Extremism

Islamist Extremism

Islamist Extremism represents the most significant threat from religious extremism within the United
Kingdom at the present time. Numerous attacks have been carried out in recent years by individuals
ascribing their motives to Islam. These include:

•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

07 July 2005 London bombings: 52 people were killed in the country’s first Islamist suicide
bombings
21 July 2005 failed London bombings
2006 transatlantic airliner bomb plot: A terrorist plot to detonate bombs disguised as soft drinks
on board aircraft traveling from the United Kingdom to the United States and Canada, successfully
disrupted by the security services
June 2007 Glasgow Airport attack
‘Operation Guava’ was an MI5 operation tracking an Islamic terror cell plotting to bomb the London
Stock Exchange as well as other locations. The cell involved individuals from Birmingham, Cardiff,
East London, and Stoke on Trent. Nine men were arrested in December 2010 and subsequently
convicted of terrorist offences. One member, Usman Khan, subsequently perpetrated the 2019
London Bridge stabbing
May 2013 murder of Fusilier Lee Rigby
March 2017 Westminster Terror attack
May 2017 Manchester Arena suicide bombing
June 2017 London Bridge Terror attack
November 2019 London Bridge stabbing
June 2020 Reading stabbing

Those attacks listed above killed 93 people, not including the perpetrators.

Islamist Extremism overseas targeting or involving
Britons

•

•

September 11 2001 attacks on the World
Trade Centre and Pentagon: 67 UK nationals
were killed in the attacks, which represents the
greatest ever loss of life to UK Nationals in a single terrorist attack
June 2015 mass shooting in Sousse, Tunisia:
This attack killed 38 people including 20 UK nationals

Islamist Extremism is the most
significant threat from
religious extremism in the UK
at present

Islamist Extremism: Key Proscribed Groups
Al-Muhajiroun (formerly Islam4UK) is a proscribed militant Salafi Jihadist network based in the United Kingdom. The founder of the group was Omar Bakri Muhammad. The group has been linked to international terrorism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism. The group operates under many different aliases. It constantly mutates
so as to evade the law. Individual members have been implicated in a number of terrorist attacks including the
murder of Lee Rigby and the 2017 London Bridge Attack. Their stated aim is to liberate Muslim lands from
Western occupation and implement Shariah not just in Muslim countries but also in Great Britain. The group
came to widespread prominence under its previous name of Islam4UK when demonstrating against returning
British soldiers in Luton and by announcing plans to hold a protest march through Wootton Bassett.
Al Qa’ida (AQ) was inspired and led by Usama Bin Laden. Its aims are the expulsion of Western forces from
Saudi Arabia, the destruction of Israel and the end of Western influence in the Muslim world. It is a proscribed
terrorist organisation within the UK. The July 7 2005 suicide bombers expressed support for Al Qa’ida in videotaped statements.
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) also known as Dawlat al-‘Iraq al-Islamiyya, Islamic State of
Iraq (ISI), Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and Dawlat al Islamiya fi Iraq wa al Sham (DAISh) and
the Islamic State in Iraq and Sham is a brutal Sunni Islamist terrorist group active in Iraq and Syria. The
group adheres to a global jihadist ideology which is anti-Western and promotes sectarian violence. ISIL aims
to establish an Islamic State governed by Sharia law in the region and impose their rule on people using violence and extortion. A number of British nationals have travelled to Syria to fight with ISIL. It is a proscribed
terrorist organisation within the UK. Key members include the Briton Mohammed Emwazi, an executioner for
ISIL who was killed in a drone strike in November 2015.
Harakat al-Muqawamah al-Islamiyyah (Hamas) is a militant Islamist movement that was established in
1987, following the first Palestinian intifada. Its ideology is related to that of the Muslim Brotherhood combined
with Palestinian nationalism. The group operates in Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Hamas
formally established Hamas IDQ in 1992. Hamas IDQ was proscribed by the UK in March 2001. At the time,
the assessment of the UK Government was that sufficient distinction existed between the political and military
wings of Hamas, such that they should be treated as different organisations, and that only the military wing
was concerned in terrorism. The government now assesses that the approach of distinguishing between various parts of Hamas is artificial and that Hamas is a single terrorist organisation. Proscription was extended to
cover the entire organisation in November 2021.

Please Note: This list is not exhaustive. To view a comprehensive and up to date list of prohibited terrorist organisations from the UK Government please visit: Proscribed terrorist groups or organisations - GOV.UK
(www.gov.uk)

Key Characteristics of Islamist Extremists

•

Anti-Western and view West as decadent, corrupt and immoral

•

Often motivated by need to avenge perceived suffering of fellow Muslims in Palestine, Afghanistan,
Iraq, Chechnya and elsewhere

•

Often employ extreme interpretations of the Koran such as the declaration of armed jihad against civilians for perceived injustices of unbelievers against Muslims

•

Majority are young men although women also play a role within Islamist extremism

•

Not always devout Muslims in their personal lifestyles. (Seifiddine Rezgui Yacoubi, the Tunisia gunman, drank alcohol and was believed to be high on cocaine during his rampage. Khalid Masood, the
Westminster Bridge attacker, had spent time in prison and used anabolic steroids shortly before the
attack)

•

Many are self-initiated and radicalized online with no outside agent directing their attack – even though
groups such as ISIL often claim responsibility for attacks
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ISLAMIST EXTREMISM IN UK

Clockwise from Top: The 07 July 2005 London
Bombings, the May 2017 Manchester Arena attack,
and the June 2017 London Bridge attack, were all
perpetrated by Islamist extremists.

Christian Extremism
There are recorded instances of anti-abortion violence taking place in the United States, Canada, Australia
and elsewhere, where abortion clinics have been attacked by extreme Christians. In the most serious cases,
members of staff working at abortion clinics have been killed by people purporting to carry out their actions
in the name of Christianity.
The Army of God
In the United States, the Department of Justice and Department of Homeland Security’s joint Terrorism
Knowledge Base identify the Army of God as an active underground terrorist organisation. It was formed in
1982 and responsible for numerous incidents of anti-abortion violence. The Southern Poverty Law Centre
describes the Army of Gid as a loosely affiliated collection of people who have carried out violent attacks on
abortion clinics, doctors, and other clinic workers. Although there is no evidence to suggest a formally
structured group, scores of individuals who have committed violent crimes and who have claimed to do so in
the name of God, have described themselves as ‘members’ of the group.
There have been no recent incidents of anti-abortion or Christian extremism violence within the United
Kingdom.

Christian Extremism Case Study: Brenton Tarrant
According to University of Auckland Professor Douglas Pratt, who is an international expert on religious
terrorism, the Christchurch mosque shootings by Australian Brenton Tarrant, which killed 51 people and injured
50 more (primarily Muslims) at the Al Noor Mosque and the Linwood Islamic Centre in Christchurch, New
Zealand, were a form of ‘Christian terrorism’. Tarrant’s manifesto ‘The Great Replacement’ which is named
after the French far-right conspiracy theory bearing the same name, quoted Pope Urban II (who ordered the
First Crusade) and demanded the retaking of Jerusalem. It also stated Tarrant’s wish that Istanbul should be
taken from Turkey so that it will be back in Christian hands. Tarrant’s weapons were covered with white
supremacist symbols and the names of various historical figures and battles which were waged between
Muslims and non-Muslims.

Crusader References
The crusades were a long series of wars fought
between 1096—1492 under the direction of
medieval popes against a wide range of enemies
of many different faiths, including Sunni and Shia
Muslims. Crusader iconography and the language
of crusading have long held appeal for the extreme
right, both in the United Kingdom and elsewhere.
The crusader cross, often accompanied by the
Latin phrase Deus Vult (God Wills It) which was a
battle cry shouted by warriors during the First
Crusade in 1095—1099 AD, is a symbol often coopted by right wing extremists and white
supremacists. The language used often mirrors
that used by Islamist extremists and ISIS fighters
who glorify suicide bombings and other terror
attacks on westerners and Christians.
The iconography of the medieval Crusades is often
appropriated by white supremacist, white
nationalist and other extremist groups
The Troubles: A Religious Conflict?
The question of the extent of religion motivation for the Troubles is a complex one. Although the Troubles are
still often framed simplistically in religious terms, the conflict contains elements of nationalist, social, economic,
political and religious division. Many of these elements have centuries-old roots which are intertwined and
difficult to distinguish. It is probably most accurate to the say it is a conflict over the legitimacy of the state and
access to political, economic, and cultural influence.
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