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Governments across the world have put into place a strategy of ‘securitisation’ whereby potentially all societal conflicts are portrayed as threats of disorder or malign enemies. ‘Security measures’ have become pervasive, supposedly to protect the public from threats such as ‘terrorism’, ‘extremism’ and ‘suspicious behaviour’. These threats are defined so broadly and vaguely as to encompass potentially any social or political activity. Following the high-profile ‘war on terror’ since September 2001, the strategy normalises special powers to intimidate, punish and criminalise individuals. 


In the name of security, entire communities have been turned into suspects – subjected to surveillance, preventative measures, restrictions on movement, secret evidence and punishment without trial.  Through this global securitisation strategy, socio-political conflicts have been depoliticised and turned into technical-legal tasks of preventing disorder. This strategy disciplines society by imposing compliance and silencing dissent.  


UK securitisation initiatives have targeted urban populations for several reasons. Cities host high-profile events, such as intergovernmental conferences or the Olympics, which provide opportunities for protests to gain mass-media coverage. As a global city, London links state agencies with multinational companies, alongside migrant communities which have fled from oppressive regimes allied with the UK, as well as Muslim diaspora communities hostile to UK military intervention in Muslim countries. Their protests can embarrass or even impede the UK’s global alliances, so ‘security’ measures aim to intimidate and deter dissent against UK foreign policy. 


‘Anti-terror’ powers were legislated supposedly to protect the public from violence, yet the powers have been increasingly used to target political dissent. An example was the 2003 Defence & Security Equipment International (DSEI) arms fair in London’s Docklands, where protesters were detained under anti-terror powers. It is less well known that such powers routinely target migrant-diaspora and Muslim communities. 


Securitisation activities have been increasingly privatised by outsourcing functions that were previously carried out by state agencies. The British-Danish company G4S was designated as “official provider of security and cash services” for London’s 2012 Olympics; the government outsourced responsibility and even made itself dependent on G4S for training police. Privatisation impedes efforts to monitor the abuse of state powers, as well as to hold individuals and companies to account.


Shortly before the 2012 London Olympics, military equipment was deployed to heighten public fear. The Ministry of Defence (MoD) sought to put missiles on the roofs of housing estates in East London, supposedly to protect the Olympics from terrorist attacks. The High Court ruled that the MoD had legal powers to site missiles wherever necessary for ‘national security’ as defined and judged by the government. Such operations are psychological warfare – frightening us in the name of protecting us – while protecting state-corporate alliances from protest. 


What are the implicit political aims of ‘security’ measures? How can those aims be undermined? What are the prospects for collective resistance? After presenting critical perspectives on securitisation, this article analyses how such UK strategies target migrants and Muslims as “suspect communities”, as well as how their response opens up prospects to develop broader communities of resistance.  

Securitisation: critical perspectives

‘Security threats’ have a long history as a pretext for foreign aggression and domestic repression, especially by the British state
. After World War II, the US government formalised a doctrine of ‘national security’, exaggerating its own vulnerability to justify strategies for western global domination.
 National liberation movements were demonised as proxies for ‘the communist threat’ in the Cold War context. Across the world, US-led alliances have supported regimes suppressing dissent through torture, disappearances and killings. ‘National security’ more generally has served an agenda to extend global control, to expand resource extraction, to demonise rival forces, to pre-empt political debate, and to silence dissent. 


Since the 1990s, a broader securitisation agenda has been reducing more socio-political conflicts to ‘security’ problems. Such narratives emphasise malign threats as grounds for greater state powers as the necessary guarantor of security, thus undermining societal capacities and solidarities. By contrast, “human security” has promoted a people-centred approach addressing broader threats such as economic inequality, poverty, diseases, human rights abuses, environmental pollution and natural disasters, argues the jurist Richard Falk.
 


These contradictory agendas are illustrated by foreign aid. Western powers have increasingly justified their military intervention as an essential prerequisite for development aid to be effective; the military even distributes aid in order to gain local support. Opponents have criticised such blurring of roles, while counterposing a “human security” approach to development.
 


Likewise the phrase ‘energy security’ blurs two different meanings. It can mean reliable, affordable, everyday access to energy for individuals and communities, or it can mean elites’ control over resources and the force necessary to maintain such control. When promoting energy security in the elite sense, “securitising everything tends to generate more insecurities” in a self-perpetuating cycle.
 


As a critical framework for analysing state power, ‘securitisation’ originated in the mid-1990s. Social scientists identified how the security agenda is used to construct a ‘threat-defence’ sequence in the military sector. This framework can also help us to understand a broader securitisation process in society as a whole. Here politicians and the mass media manufacture existential threats for society. This helps to justify urgent extraordinary measures.
 Such measures in turn can reinforce the construction of a threat to a society’s existence. The attempt to securitise everything then renders all things potentially terrifying.
 


As a critical-analytical framework, securitisation draws on general theories of how social communication is deeply strategic. When invoking or even analysing security, the language used “operates as a mediating instrument that brings social practices into a particular communicative, institutionalised framework”, thus “speaking and writing about security is never innocent,” argues Jeff Huysmans.
 


In the EU since the 1980s, many politicians have warned that migration destabilises domestic integration and endangers public order. Since the 1990s, EU policy has linked migration with threats of crime and terrorism within a national security framework. Migrants and asylum seekers are portrayed as a threat to national identity and welfare provision, thus feeding the “negative politicisation of immigrants, asylum-seekers and refugees as an illegitimate presence and scapegoat,” argues Jeff Huysmans.  Within a wider debate, this strategy has stigmatised such groups and questioned their legitimate membership of western European societies.
 


EU security discussions imagine a society that is united internally but is perpetually threatened by external foreign forces: “Securitisation constitutes political unity by means of placing it in an existentially hostile environment and asserting an obligation to free it from threat.”
 Likewise EU counter-terrorism policy has identified new threats and devised new policy tools “to alleviate public problems defined as threats”.
 


Governments use new methods and powers to deal with perceived threats. After the state labelled some political organisations as ‘terrorist’ and banned them, special powers targeted individuals from communities suspected of having links with such organisations. Many have faced punishment without due process of law and have been prosecuted for alleged association. The securitisation paradigm continuously creates and circulates fear about existential threats through numerous minor “speech acts”, and mundane everyday items, such as credit cards, letters, fertilisers etc., become symbols of terrorist threats.
 


Such continuous insecurities help to justify exceptional powers and their routine application. EU elites have implemented:

… the political consensus around tough measures on ‘illegal’ immigration, special powers to combat terrorism, the creation of an international framework to combat organised crime, the embrace of new security technologies, the right of the state to place ‘suspects’ under sustained and intensive surveillance, and the securitisation of a host of new threats.

This political agenda blurs any distinction among potential threats and measures supposedly for countering them. 


Entire city landscapes and everyday spaces are penetrated by the securitisation agenda. This shows a resurgence of colonial strategies and techniques that were used to control subject populations.  New surveillance and control technologies become pervasive and permanent. They intensify during mega-events such as the Olympics and remain in place long afterwards. By conflating terrorism and immigration, migration per se is portrayed as “acts of warfare”.


This internal colonialism was noted by Foucault in the mid-1970s: 

With its political and juridical weapons, colonization transported European models to other continents. It also had a considerable boomerang effect on the mechanisms of power in the West – through apparatuses, institutions and techniques of power. A whole series of colonial models was brought back to the West, [which thereby] could practice something resembling colonization, or an internal colonialism, on itself.
 

His prophetic insight has become ever-more relevant. A large-scale, extreme case was the colonial counter-insurgency agenda in Northern Ireland during the 1970s-90s. The British state treated the Irish as a ‘suspect community’ throughout the UK. Under the 1974 Prevention of Terrorism Act, ‘suspects’ were detained in large numbers for potentially long periods without charge and were stigmatised by joint police-media campaigns; this pressure also served to blackmail them to become informers. This regime resulted in a “normalisation of special powers”.
 


This agenda extended “low intensity operations” from colonial counter-insurgency. Anti-colonial resistance was seen as “subversion and insurgency”, which “can involve the use of political and economic pressure, strikes, protest marches, and propaganda, and ... the use of small-scale violence”, according to a military strategist.
 Colonial counter-insurgency emphasised ‘security’ measures such as systematic surveillance, intelligence-gathering, psychological warfare and intimidation against entire populations in order to separate them from insurgents. Within such low-intensity operations, in Northern Ireland and British colonies alike, legal frameworks played a crucial role:

 … the law should be used as just another weapon in the government’s arsenal, and in this case it becomes little more than a propaganda cover for the disposal of unwanted members of the public. For this to happen efficiently, the activities of the legal services have to be tied into the war effort in as discreet a way as possible.
 
Similar strategies have been turning migrant and Muslim populations into suspect communities, as described in the rest of this article. 

Anti-terror regime: turning migrants and Muslims into suspect communities 

As the war in Northern Ireland was subsiding in the late 1990s, hopes rose that the 1974 ‘emergency’ anti-terror powers would lapse, but instead they were expanded. Securitisation strategies have elaborated new existential threats justifying broader anti-terror powers. The Terrorism Act 2000 made anti-terror measures permanent. Subsequently five more anti-terrorism laws have been put in place. In practice these powers have turned migrants and Muslims into suspect communities. For this political agenda, the ordinary criminal law would not suffice, so exceptional powers are necessary. 

Criminalising association
Movements for national self-determination have often gained trans-national public support. UK government advisors identified such support as a problem, whose solution required broader, permanent anti-terror powers. According to a key expert report, a terrorist group looks internationally “for any ideological, political or diplomatic support it can manage to obtain; sub-state terrorism is typically the weapon of the weak”. To counter such support, the UK needed permanent anti-terrorist legislation, argued the academic Paul Wilkinson.
 


Accordingly, the UK Terrorism Act 2000 defined terrorism to include simply “the threat” of “serious damage to property”, in ways “designed to influence the government” for a “political cause”. This broad definition blurs any distinction between military, political and civilian targets. Organisations can be banned on the basis that their activities anywhere fit the broad, vague definition of ‘terrorism’. 


In early 2001 the Home Office banned 21 organisations. The list predictably included many organisations resisting oppression abroad e.g., the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) and Hamas. At a CAMPACC public meeting, Tony Benn MP denounced the entire anti-terror framework, which signified:

… an agreement among the governments of the world that no government is to be challenged from inside with support from outside. That is what it is about – nothing to do with human rights, and very little to do with ‘terrorism’. In a global economy Britain wants to trade with repressive regimes. And if they find that these regimes are complaining that there are people in London campaigning for Kurdish rights, for Tamil rights or for Kashmiri rights, then the British government is expected to respond.

By banning organisations as terrorist, the government “reduced highly complex political situations to simplistic caricatures that would disgrace a comic book,” argued the solicitor Gareth Peirce.
 These organisations were operating almost exclusively in their places of origin, so the government’s political target was their legitimacy and verbal support within the UK. Today more than 50 organisations are banned in the UK. The decision is taken by the Home Secretary without any judicial scrutiny. Once an organisation is banned, there is no clear procedure to obtain evidential grounds from the government, much less a procedure to remove an organisation from the list. 


The 2000 Act criminalised association as well as membership. It became an offence to organise or speak at a meeting of more than three people with the knowledge that a member of a banned organisation will be a speaker. It became illegal to support these organisations anywhere – politically, financially or any other way. ‘Support’ was conveniently left ambiguous; it could mean attending a meeting sympathetic to a banned organisation, or giving funds to its humanitarian programme, or simply wearing a t-shirt with its name. Under the statutory duty of disclosure, moreover, it became a criminal offence not to inform the police if you know someone who has engaged in such activities. 

Terrorising communities
By creating such new crimes of association, the Terrorism Act 2000 directed suspicion and intimidation at entire communities. Such powers have targeted Muslim and migrant communities, many of which fled from oppressive regimes allied with the UK; their state’s terrorism is sanitised by stigmatising any resistance as terrorist. It attacked the right of self-determination, as well as popular support across countries. 


The new crimes of association have affected charities, their banks and the regulator, called the Charities Commission. Charities have been persecuted and disrupted. Interpal, which provides humanitarian aid in Palestine, twice found that its bank account was frozen while under investigation by the Charities Commission. Interpal was suspected of allowing its funds to reach ‘terrorist’ activities, presumably meaning Hamas. No evidence was found against Interpal, yet meanwhile the freeze undermined its operations and reputation. 


Many migrants and Muslims have been subjected to arbitrary harassment when travelling abroad. Under the Terrorism Act 2000, Schedule 7 authorises severe powers: police can detain, question and search anyone for up to nine hours at ports of entry. Refusal to answer even one question becomes a terrorist offence. A detainee can be subjected to a body search and collection of biometric data such as fingerprints or DNA samples.


The official rationale for these powers is that they are necessary to determine whether someone is involved in terrorist activity. Yet the powers do not oblige officers to demonstrate any specific cause for suspicion against a detained individual. In practice, moreover, detainees are often asked questions about political activities or mundane personal details – even those which are well known to MI5 from wider surveillance activities – thus simply harassing detainees.
 


The UK’s proscription list is closely linked with its EU-wide counterparts. All EU member states are required to implement the December 2001 EU Council’s Common Position on Combating Terrorism. This generated a Europe-wide list of banned organisations, whose bank accounts must be frozen by member states, without evidence that can be tested in public under due process.  


The UK government has portrayed its measures as a difficult ‘balance’ between civil liberties and security, yet the securitisation agenda continuously expands the insecurity problem as vague existential threats: 

It does not add up to a balanced consideration of what the ‘balance’ should be between freedom and security. However, that question may be unanswerable in so far as the measurement scales are not definable.
 

Moreover, the false debate about ‘a difficult balance’ disguises the fundamental design and role of anti-terror powers to protect the state from political dissent. 

Protecting state terror abroad
The UK ‘terror list’ and special anti-terror powers have several purposes. An official pretext is the need to pre-empt terrorist activities at an early stage. Given the vague definition of both terrorism and support for it, however, bans on organisations deny free expression and the right of free association, thus violating Articles 10 and 11 of the European Convention of Human Rights. The bans deter campaigns against oppressive regimes abroad, solidarity with resistance to such regimes, and even discussion about how to resolve conflicts there. Special powers are used for punishment without trial, as well as character assassination – regardless of any criminal prosecution, which remains rare. Indeed, juries have been rarely persuaded to convict political activists on terrorism charges. 


The anti-terror framework also attacks the right to political asylum, while protecting state terror abroad. Prior to the 2000 Terrorism Act, many asylum seekers disclosed their association with a national liberation movement, as grounds for ‘reasonable fear of persecution’ by the regime that they had fled. Under the 2000 Act, however, such disclosure would lead to criminal charges. Their asylum claim becomes weaker without such disclosure. Thus all political refugees face a double bind. Many decide not to claim asylum, thus joining an undocumented invisible underclass, even more vulnerable to exploitation.
 


Meanwhile regimes abroad more easily continue or intensify their oppression of civilian populations by associating them with terrorism. The UK’s domestic securitisation complements analogous strategies by its allies abroad. Such regimes protect access to their country’s resources for multinational companies and western governments, as well documented by many writers. 

Britain’s basic priority – virtually its raison d’être for several centuries – is to aid British companies in getting their hands on other countries’ resources. 
 
To pursue this aim, UK policies have been “helping to make the world more insecure, unequal and abusive of human rights”, as shown by Mark Curtis.
 Perversely, insecurity is used to sanitise UK allies, while also demonising opponents there and in the UK. 


Through such collusion, UK anti-terror powers serve as an instrument of foreign policy. These powers create a wide range of ‘terror suspects’ and entire ‘suspect communities’ – more than a million people from refugee communities associated with liberation movements. Anyone who associates with protest activity may be harassed or even criminalised for supporting ‘terrorism’. UK anti-terror laws have been used to discipline, intimidate, frighten, silence and isolate migrant communities. Surveillance has targeted specific groups, thus contradicting official denials that any groups are investigated ‘on grounds of their ethnicity’
.


Despite being persecuted, UK migrant organisations have continued their political activities. Defiance gives practical content to the demand for repeal of ‘terror’ bans, while helping to undermine the bans in practice. This persistence broadens and links communities of resistance, as described next for UK Kurds and Tamils. 

Kurds’ persecution and resistance 

The UK is complicit in the long-term suppression of the Kurds, especially in the recent phase deploying anti-terror powers to support and sanitise the oppressive Turkish regime. 

UK collusion in persecuting Kurds

The UK has played a central role in attacking Kurds and creating a long-term basis for their persecution. After World War I, the UK and France agreed to partition Kurdistan into three countries: Turkey, Iraq and Iran. When Iraqi Kurds revolted against this plan, the UK bombed their villages with poison gas. Imposed by state terror, partition laid the basis for the long-term suppression of Kurds, their political aspirations and cultural identity. 


The founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923 was based on an exclusionary constitution which enforced a single Turkish identity and put the military at the centre of state power. This was the basis for repressive programmes of violence and assimilation which denied the existence of Kurdish identity and of Kurds themselves. The Kurdish language and all expression of identity were banned. Kurdish opposition in the 1920s was brutally repressed and martial law implemented. Turkish forces deployed to the Kurdish regions destroyed hundreds of villages and engaged in the mass killings of Kurds. 


A series of military coups in the 1960s and 70s culminated in a third military coup in 1980. This imposed martial law directed at leftists and those understood to be ‘separatists’, i.e. anyone advocating Kurdish national rights. Parliament was abolished. State-sponsored violence against leftists, and the Kurds in particular, saw thousands of people, arrested, tortured and imprisoned.
 When tens of thousands immigrated to the UK after the 1980 coup, Kurds in particular were targeted by MI5 intimidation to serve as informers on their communities. There was greater collaboration between security agencies of the two countries. 

Kurds targeted by UK anti-terror powers

When the UK banned the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) (among 26 organisations) in 2001, this further helped to protect Turkey’s state terrorism against the Kurds. Nevertheless protest and defiance began from the start. Kurdish groups mobilised 6,000 demonstrators to protest. Some wore T-shirts that said ‘I am PKK’, thus defying police to arrest them. None were, until two years later. 


In 2003 some Kurdish activists were prosecuted for supposedly raising funds for the PKK. One defendant was invited to become a police informer in return for help with his refugee status; he refused this blackmail proposal. All the defendants were acquitted by the jury after hearing about Turkey’s oppression of the Kurds. 


Kurdish organisations faced greater intimidation from the police after 2008. Community centres have been insulted for displaying pictures of a ‘terrorist’, i.e. the PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan, who has been imprisoned on Turkey’s Imrali Island since his 1999 abduction. The police have attempted to prevent free expression at Kurdish demonstrations, e.g. by suppressing the Kurdish flag or pictures of Ocalan. Police used Public Order laws on the pretext that such symbols could incite public disorder; Kurds have been especially targeted by such powers. Nevertheless community organisations persisted in their protest and organised legal observers with assistance from the Haldane Society. 


A turning point came in October 2008, when millions of Kurds held protests throughout Turkey, Kurdistan and European cities in response to physical attacks on Ocalan. In London the police initially refused to permit any demonstration, so community representatives warned them about the consequences if Kurds could not protest in a peaceful way. Eventually the police gave permission but imposed a condition banning any flags supporting Abdullah Ocalan and the Kurdish Freedom Movement. Attempting to enforce that rule, the police had a large presence and numerous photographers from the Forward Intelligence Team (FIT). 


Using a megaphone, however, one activist denounced the police for collecting intelligence for the Turkish military and then raised the Kurdish flag, followed by other demonstrators. Thus they defied the police restrictions and the ban on the PKK. UK Kurds have held more demonstrations flying the flag, rejecting the ‘terrorist’ label and demanding that the PKK be unbanned.
 Indeed, they have acted as if there were no ban, thus undermining it. 


Meanwhile the anti-terrorism police intensified their harassment of Kurdish activists and potential ones. Distributors of the Kurdish newspaper Özgur Politika were stopped by police under anti-terror powers and were questioned about their activities. Several houses were repeatedly raided, for no apparent purpose other than harassment. Anyone visiting a Kurdish community centre is warned about the consequences of such activity, thus deterring attendance at events there. 


Anti-terror police and MI5 have intimidated many Kurds against visiting the Kurdish community centres, especially against participating in the management. These centres have provided community services on housing, immigration, schools, etc., and also run projects helping the elderly, women and children. All these services have been harmed by state intimidation.


In September 2011 an extraordinary large-scale operation targeted the renovation of the new Halkevi Centre. Anti-terrorism police confiscated all computers and financial records of funds necessary for completing the renovation. They also arrested numerous staff and contractors on ‘suspicion’ that grant money for the renovation was being used for terrorism. After an investigation lasting almost a year, no evidence was found to justify the raids and arrests. Despite these severe obstacles, the renovation was completed. The centre’s property was returned about a year later. 


In parallel with greater UK harassment of Kurds, around 2010 Turkey escalated its detentions of anyone supporting Kurdish demands for democratic freedoms, thus intensifying “its traditional politics of securitisation”.
 Detentions soon reached 10,000 people – half the global total of detentions under ‘anti-terror’ laws. Many detainees were put on trial en masse starting in 2012. Solidarity activists and lawyers served as observers there, reported back at public events in London, and linked Turkey’s terror campaign with its UK counterpart against Kurdish communities. There is extensive co-ordination between the Turkish and British intelligence services in targeting Kurdish community activists. 

Tamils’ persecution and resistance

The UK is complicit in the long-term suppression of the Tamils, especially in the recent phase deploying anti-terror powers to support and sanitise the oppressive Sri Lankan regime. 

UK collusion in persecuting Tamils

Persecution of Tamils has origins in British colonial rule over Ceylon. Having occupied the island from 1796, the British merged the Tamil and Sinhala nations into one unit for administrative convenience in 1833. Ceylon gained independence in 1948 with a Westminster-style political representation, despite protest from the Tamils, who comprised almost 30% of the population. Tamils were relegated to a permanent minority.  


Within months of independence, the Ceylon government passed the Citizenship Act, which rendered stateless more than a million Tamils of Indian origin. The British had indentured them as cheap labour to work on tea plantations in the 19th century, especially in the up-country areas.  The 1948 Act established a Sinhalese electoral majority there. 


In 1956 Prime Minister Bandaranaike came to power on the twin platform of making Sinhala the official language and Buddhism the state religion. This language policy attacked Tamil livelihoods and achievement because English education had been a passport for social mobility into the professions and administrative services. Peaceful protests were crushed by the police; any attempts at reconciliation were suppressed by the Sinhalese reaction. There were widespread killings and dispossession of Tamils: 

From then on the pattern of Tamil subjugation was set: racist legislation followed by Tamil resistance, followed by conciliatory government gestures, followed by Opposition rejectionism, followed by anti-Tamil riots instigated by Buddhist priests and politicians, escalating Tamil resistance, and so on – except that the mode of resistance varied and intensified with each tightening of the ethnic-cleansing screw and led to armed struggle and civil war.

As each new policy of racist discrimination was introduced, the Tamil people organised protests based on Satyagraha, civil disobedience in the Gandhian manner. These non-violent actions were regularly crushed with repressive measures by the police and army on government orders. Tamils’ socio-economic structures were also damaged by government sponsored arson, vandalism and looting. 


This violence reached genocidal proportions in 1983, losing thousands of lives and property worth many millions. Since then, Tamils have suffered more of the same: abductions, torture, rape, killings, disappearances and arbitrary arrests. These abuses have been carried out with impunity by the armed forces, special task forces, police, home guards and paramilitary forces. 


In 1972 a new constitution renamed Ceylon as the Republic of Sri Lanka. Buddhism was given foremost recognition. In 1976 all Tamil parties joined together to form the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF), proposing an independent state for Tamils in the homelands of the earlier Tamil kingdoms. Frustrated by the lack of progress through politics, diplomacy and non-violent protest, Tamil youths started to form militant groups, including the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). 
Tamils targeted by UK anti-terror powers 

In the name of preventing terrorism, international bans on the LTTE have helped to protect Sri Lanka’s racist Sinhalese-chauvinist regime, especially its genocidal anti-Tamil war, which intensified in the years preceding the LTTE’s 2009 defeat.
 The western anti-terror framework distinguishes between acceptable and unacceptable politics among diaspora amils. It favours Tamils who reduce the issues to human rights, as if Sri Lanka were a normal liberal-democratic state. Those advocating Tamil self-determination are equated with the LTTE and labelled ‘terrorism supporters’. This oppressive role illustrates “the securitisation of politics that the terrorism discourse entails”.
 Western bans complement the Sri Lankan strategy to construct a political dichotomy between ‘the moderate and the militant/terrorist’, as analysed by Sivaram, a journalist assassinated by Sri Lanka
. 


The UK Terrorism Act 2000 was the legal basis for arresting two Tamil activists, Chrishanthakumar (also known as AC Shanthan) and Goldan Lambert in June 2007. Shanthan was charged with materially supporting the LTTE. Goldan Lambert was accused of organising a Hyde Park rally in July 2006, commemorating the 1983 anti-Tamil pogrom that had provoked the war in Sri Lanka; his involvement was now treated as a crime. 

 
The arrests came as a surprise because many Tamils had been openly supporting the LTTE for a long time. Based in the UK, Anton Balasingham had been representing the LTTE in peace negotiations around the world; his trips were financed partly by the UK and US governments. After Balasingham’s death in December 2006, a greater role was played by Shanthan, who attended peace talks in Geneva. Eventually Goldan Lambert was acquitted. 


Although Shantan was convicted, the judge expressed regret and commended his efforts to send humanitarian supplies. According to the judgement, Shantan was “a thoroughly decent man” and had been central to peace negotiations to resolve the conflict in Sri Lanka:

… whatever he did for the Tamils and the LTTE, he did not do it in order to assist them in war; he did them to assist in maintaining the peace process…  Shanthan was doing no more, although illegally, than the international community were doing.
 

Indeed, the UK’s Department for International Development (DfID) had sent similar equipment to help Tamil civilians. In prosecuting Shantan, therefore, the UK was discriminating according to the source of aid, so that the Tamil resistance would remain dependent on western states. 


But why were the two Tamil activists arrested at all, and a year after the July 2006 rally? During that period, peace talks broke down, the war intensified and UK government policy changed. A couple of weeks before the June 2007 arrests, the UK Foreign Minister Kim Howells visited Sri Lanka. There he reiterated that the UK would not lift its LTTE ban until the organisation renounces terrorism. A different standard was applied to the Sri Lankan government, which was criticised simply for violating human rights, e.g. by forcibly transporting hundreds of people to dangerous areas. 


In that way, anti-terror powers are used selectively as an instrument of foreign policy. The UK arrest of Tamil activists has parallels in many other countries supporting the Sri Lankan government.
 Governments have deployed a few exemplary prosecutions, with the threat of many more, to intimidate Tamil communities into silence over the genocide.


Restrictions on charities have also been used against Tamil activists. A former leader of the LTTE, now based in London, came under pressure to dissociate himself from the organisation. After he refused, the Charities Commission ruled that he could no longer serve as trustee of a Hindu temple. He was also accused of visiting senior LTTE members, who happened to be his relatives. As these examples illustrate, the ban on association with a vaguely defined ‘terrorism’ is used to attack community solidarity and family relations. 


The anti-terror framework has also been deployed to suppress public protest and debate. Whenever UK Tamil activists tried to book venues for public events, the Sri Lankan embassy told the venue that the organisers were LTTE supporters. The organisers were then asked to prove otherwise, and their booking was often denied or cancelled for vague ‘security concerns’. Such intimidation effectively limits what it is possible to say.
 Yet the intimidation has not stopped protest against Sri Lanka’s genocidal war and the UK’s complicity. An activist from the Tamil Campaign for Truth and Justice was threatened with prosecution under UK anti-terror laws, as a supposed supporter of the LTTE, yet he has continued the campaign. 


Regular London protests against Sri Lanka’s genocide have attracted over 100,000 Tamils. At even larger demonstrations in January 2009, thousands carried Tamil liberation flags, thus undermining the UK ban on symbols of a proscribed organisation. Tamils initiated a petition to the UK prime minister; the text concluded: “As a law-abiding citizen of this country, I demand HM’s Government de-proscribes the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) immediately.” Moreover, amidst police attacks on anyone protesting in Parliament Square, a Tamil protest liberated that space, also attracting numerous Kurds to speeches and films there. 

 
In May 2009 the war ended with large-scale massacres of both refugees and fighters by the Sir Lankan military.
 Having annihilated the LTTE, state forces then intensified their attack on democratic freedoms. Western countries have likewise restricted liberal-democratic freedoms for Tamil activists, mainly on the pretext that they seek to promote or revive the LTTE. Tamils demanding accountability for Sri Lanka’s genocide, and especially those demanding the right of self-determination, continue to be targeted by counter-terror powers, which thereby help legitimise a genocidal state. “The Sri Lankan conflict is now a transnational war against the Tamil diaspora that enables the continued repression of political aspirations both in Sri Lanka and abroad.”
 


Today Tamils remain insecure in Sri Lanka, their land is confiscated and their areas are heavily militarised, with many living in detention camps. Yet the UK government deports Tamil asylum seekers back to Sri Lanka where they face imprisonment and torture. The LTTE ban continues its role in suppressing dissent, so activists have escalated demands that the UK government lift the ban.
 

Pre-empting ‘Islamist terror’ 

Some UK migrant communities have been persecuted for their resistance against the oppressive regime from which they fled, as in the case of Kurds and Tamils outlined above. By contrast, Muslims have been subjected to a general suspicion of ‘Islamist terrorism’, indicated by various means such as political views, religious beliefs or vague associations. These indicators have been deployed for several purposes: to stigmatise individuals or groups as ‘Islamist extremists’, to intimidate others into disavowing any such association, to motivate pre-emptive spying, and even to justify punishment without trial. 

Interning ‘international terrorists’

After the 11 September attacks, anti-terror powers were expanded to include indefinite detention without trial. The Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Security Act (ATCSA) 2001 authorised internment of foreign nationals suspected of links with a vaguely defined “international terrorism”. As the official rationale, this special power was directed against individuals who “threaten national security” but whose successful prosecution was unlikely. 


As the basis for most detentions, the Special Immigration Appeals Tribunal (SIAC) accepted secret evidence; it was not heard in open court, and plausibly came from torturing other detainees abroad. The ‘terror suspect’ stigma isolated entire families and intensified fear among Muslim communities. Most detainees came from north African countries whose regimes had close relations with the UK government. 


The new internment powers were opposed by a broadly-based campaign linking numerous organisations. As an initiative of Peace and Justice in East London (PJEL), SIAC hearings were regularly picketed with demands for “No detention without trial”. SIAC was denounced as a ‘star chamber’, referencing earlier abuses of power. CAMPACC led protests at Belmarsh Prison with the slogan ‘Belmarsh, Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib: Axis of Evil’, thus inverting a key phrase of the ‘war on terror’. 


Three years after the ATCSA 2001, the Law Lords ruled that the internment powers were incompatible with human rights and unjustified by national security. As a replacement measure, the government rushed through the Prevention of Terrorism Act 2005 authorising “control orders”, which keep individuals in their homes under curfew, restrict their movements and require clearance for any visitors. This system turns homes into domestic prisons. These restrictions have been only somewhat alleviated by replacing control orders with Terrorism Prevention and Investigation Measures (TPIMs), likewise based on secret evidence; they can be imposed on anyone.

Expanding ‘security threats’

Frequent ‘terror raids’ have been carried out as spectacles, whereby the mass media reproduce disinformation from MI5 about ‘al-Qaeda cells’. These operations were intensified in the run-up to the March 2003 US-UK invasion of Iraq, especially by fabricating a ‘ricin conspiracy’ of north African migrants.
  Such raids serve as psychological warfare: they generate public fear, associate Islam with terrorist threats, and help justify special anti-terror powers. Facing this intimidation campaign, few Muslims attended local anti-war meetings, fearing that they may be identified by police agents, though great numbers attended London demonstrations. 


In such ways, anti-terror measures have intimidated entire Muslim communities. Drawing on the experience of the Irish as a “suspect community”
, a research project investigated comparisons with Muslims in the ‘war on terror’. As the researchers note, UK counter-terror policy portrays special measures as an exceptional emergency, despite the powers being made permanent. Moreover, putative threats are identified through a vague association within suspect groups: 

Rather than being based on a precise offence, they proceed along a logic of association, thus identifying as security threats markers of identity and behaviours that are specific to particular social groups, which could potentially become “suspect communities”.
 

In addition to new criminal offences and special powers, the securitisation strategy was extended through the Contest programme: “Contest is intended to be a comprehensive strategy: Work on Pursue and Prevent reduces the threat from terrorism: work on Protect and Prepare reduces the UK’s vulnerability to attack.”
 The government funded such efforts within local programmes, especially those officially aimed at community cohesion, which was thereby undermined through mass surveillance and community distrust. According to a study: 

The reach of Contest was such that there was a widespread expectation upon anyone interacting with members of the Muslim community, that they should monitor the behaviour of the people they met and report any ‘unusual or suspicious’ behaviour. Indeed it also meant that employees of the local state could not themselves be sure whether information that they routinely gathered as part of their professional practice did not at some point get passed onto the counter intelligence agencies. Thus the securitisation of everyday life had been extensively extended through the pervasive reach of the counter-terrorism structure.
 

Under the Prevent Violent Extremism programme of the Home Office, a broader threat was identified as “Islamist radicalization” or “violent extremism”. Vaguely defined, this could mean verbal support for resistance to oppression anywhere. Such views were cast as incompatible with “our values”, as if only Muslims could support armed resistance against imperialist occupation or Zionist terror. Numerous Muslim organisations were officially engaged or even funded in an effort to counter “violent extremism”. This programme was widely criticised for violating privacy, undermining professional norms of confidentiality and degrading local democracy.
 On those grounds, many community groups and projects have declined funds from the Prevent programme. 


Surveillance became more overt in the successor programme, entitled Contest 2. Promoting greater integration of policies, it blurred any distinction between domestic and foreign policy, between soft and hard power, between civilian and military approaches. Schools, youth clubs and universities were meant to monitor the views of Muslim communities.
 For these surveillance and prevention measures, the strategy has targeted a large group of non-violent people who “create an environment in which terrorists can operate”
, thus again blurring distinctions through a vague association. 


In 2011 the prime minister broadened the threat-defence narrative: namely, the terrorist threat comes from political views, from “Islamist extremism”, which has “hostility towards western democracy and liberal values”.

 As evidence emerges about the backgrounds of those convicted of terrorist offences, it is clear that many of them were initially influenced by what some have called ‘non-violent extremists’, and they then took those radical beliefs to the next level by embracing violence… We need a lot less of the passive tolerance of recent years and a much more active, muscular liberalism to counter the non-violent and violent forms.
 

This imperative guides the government’s extension of the Prevent and Contest programmes. Participating organisations are expected to disavow ‘extremism’, e.g. merely verbal support for resistance to state terror abroad. 

As an academic study warned, the Contest strategy is counter-productive: 

… the ‘terror of prevention’ continuum, which ranges from the day-to-day harassment of Muslims through stop-and-search to high-profile police raids, has had a corrosive effect on the relations between Muslim communities and the police. Within this context, the conditions for radicalisation are being fomented and the ‘flow of information’ necessary for effective counter-terrorism policing has been jeopardised.
 

Perhaps true, but this advice naively assumes that the UK strategy aims mainly to prevent the public from violence. A greater priority is to strengthen ‘national security’, equating insecurity with resistance to UK foreign policy or exposure of its crimes. 


Such dissent has been the implicit target of the Prevent and Contest programmes.
 This strategy has featured several types of punishment without trial, euphemistically called “non-prosecution civil executive actions” by the state. These powers have been officially justified to restrict the scope for “Islamist radicaliation”, even by groups not advocating violence. Such measures include: house arrest, asset-freezing, travel bans, long interrogations at UK ports, long detention periods without charge, etc.
  


As a more severe punishment, in 2002 revocation of UK citizenship was authorised for dual-national citizens if the Home Secretary believes that their presence is “not conducive to the public good”. On such vague grounds, by 2013, UK governments had stripped 41 people of their UK nationality; 36 of them under the Con-Dem Coalition government, many on grounds that they had fought in Syria and would pose a threat upon their return to the UK. Long-time civil liberties solicitor Gareth Peirce denounced the process as akin to “medieval exile”. Moreover, two of those individuals were subsequently assassinated in drone attacks.
 Such punishments can deter any solidarity visits to struggles abroad, while allowing the UK government to judge which visits threaten the UK. This regime constrains the right of national self-determination, as do the bans on ‘terrorist’ organisations. 
A special target of persecution has been Moazzam Begg, a UK citizen who was detained at Guantanamo Bay for three years and subsequently campaigned for the release of other prisoners being held there. Later he became the Director of Cage, which campaigns against the UK anti-terror regime. He went on speaking tours to investigate and expose the state’s complicity in kidnap and torture. When returning from such a trip to South Africa in December 2013, his passport was withdrawn on grounds that it was ‘not in the public interest’ for him to travel. As usual, the British state conveniently conflated the public interest with political embarrassment.  Later, in February 2014, he was charged under the Terrorism Act 2000 for allegedly having provided training and fundraising in relation to Syria. This persecution turned him into a high-profile symbol of how the state uses anti-terror powers to terrorise dissent and solidarity activities. As Cage argues, it is essential “to recognise the illegitimate nature of the counter-terrorism regime that seeks to criminalise him”.

Previously some mosques had accepted funds from the Prevent programme; apparently this acquiescence emboldened the police to demand more.  After Cage announced a 2nd March demonstration in Birmingham demanding Moazzam Begg’s release, mosques there faced intimidation: 

West Midlands counter-terror officers visited mosques yesterday attempting to discourage Muslims from attending a demonstration that took place today... Mosques are scared that if they don’t comply they might be seen as radical.
 

In these ways, Moazzam Begg was turned into a symbol of the entire anti-terror regime and broader Prevent programme, where the key term ‘radical’ (likewise ‘extremist’) encompasses any dissent against the UK government. 

Blackmailing and punishing Somalis 

Various punishments without trial are illustrated by the persecution of British Somalis. Numerous UK Somalis have been stopped at UK ports for questioning under the Terrorism Act 2000. Through such regular stopping and questioning, visits to Somalia have been monitored and discouraged. Such intimidation reinforces the efforts to install a client regime in Somalia that is amenable to western exploitation of its mineral resources.
 


UK Somalis are often pressurised to become informers.
 Going beyond persuasion or bribes, MI5 has made persistent threats against those who refuse the request. For several years MI5 has intimidated many British Somalis, especially youth workers at the Kentish Town Community Organisation (KTCO). They were threatened with the label ‘Islamic extremist’ if they refused to become informers. MI5 warned them, “Work for us or we will say you are a terrorist” to foreign governments. Afterwards MI5 acted on the threat: some were detained as ‘terror suspects’ and interrogated on trips abroad.
 


After this abuse was exposed, the local MP and council leader met Home Office officials to demand a stop to it. Although illegal, MI5 blackmail has continued and remains unaccountable. According to solicitor Gareth Peirce, “Hundreds of Somalis under suspicion of travelling to east Africa report that they have been blackmailed and harassed; this a national disgrace.”
 


A Somali-born UK citizen, Mahdi Hashi, was among the several KTCO care workers who refused to become MI5 informers in 2009. Some time later he left the UK for Somalia, where he has family members. The Home Secretary revoked his citizenship in October 2012. After leaving Somalia Mahdi disappeared. He was held at a secret detention site in Djibouti that has been  notorious for extraordinary rendition
, rendered to a New York court and accused of terrorism, on grounds that he supported the militia group al Shabaab.
 


By revoking Mahdi’s citizenship, the Home Office demonstrated its complicity in the earlier blackmail which led to the decision. As MI5 securocrats build their careers by recruiting informers, they gain co-operation from Home Office chiefs to punish those who refuse. Such decisions lack judicial accountability: “Legal protection is difficult when the decision is based on secret evidence; this is used as a cover for incompetence, corruption and outright dishonesty,” declared Mahdi’s solicitor.
 


This punishment aims to frighten UK Somalis from engaging with issues affecting their communities, especially involvement in Somalia. CAMPACC organised public events in 2009 and 2012 with Somali activists, thus giving the Somali community a high-profile platform against MI5 blackmail. At the 2012 event, KTCO community worker Mohamed Nur reported many young people complaining, “If I show any form of political activism, my UK citizenship might be revoked”. Somali communities have defied the intimidation by publicly exposing MI5 blackmail, in turn receiving solidarity messages from other migrant groups facing similar blackmail, especially Kurds and Tamils.
 

Difficulties of effective protest

The anti-terror framework has been readily imposed, despite the UK’s long history of campaigns for civil liberties. What have been the difficulties of effective protest? After the original Terrorism Bill was published, a May Day 2000 protest highlighted that the new powers would have criminalised famous freedom fighters and their UK supporters, but this warning gained little attention. 


When the neoconservative agenda declared its ‘war on terror’ after the September 2001 attacks, liberalism was turned into “an ideology of total war” against a global threat, seen as “fanaticism inherent to Islam”.
 More subtly, the state’s language coded anti-terror powers as targeting ‘exceptional’ threats, which were understood to mean migrant and Muslim populations. This focus deterred early opposition to the powers and any defence of those being targeted. 


Liberals have criticised some anti-terror powers on various grounds, e.g. for unfairly targeting entire groups, undermining their trust in the authorities and thus impeding identification of ‘real terrorist threats’. Such modest criticisms see exceptional powers as misguided means to protect the public, or even accept some powers as necessary for this purpose. This approach accommodates the securitisation agenda and its everyday proliferation of insecurities, thus relegating any criticism to a defensive case-by-case basis. 


As the most plausible source of opposition, the UK’s Stop the War Coalition denounced the entire ‘war on terror’. Yet its activities focused on US-UK attacks abroad through high-profile demonstrations involving little community activity; the ‘war’ at home gained little attention. Muslims attended large anti-war demonstrations en masse, yet few attended local anti-war meetings, partly for fear of being identified by the police. Rarely were there solidarity actions for people being targeted by anti-terror powers. For all these reasons, the vague category ‘terror suspect’ has been easily broadened – to environmental activists, human rights workers and journalists – with judicial complicity.
  

Conclusion

Securitisation has become a pervasive strategy turning political conflicts into ‘insecurity’ threats. Through collusion between the state and mass media, an everyday psychological warfare creates and circulates insecurities, thus warranting ‘security’ measures. Special powers reinforce fear of omnipresent ‘terror suspects’, alongside fear of danger for anyone who challenges the anti-terror regime. 


Special anti-terror powers label resistance abroad as terrorism and likewise stigmatise mere verbal support at home as threats to national security. The counter-terror framework serves to legitimise oppressive regimes allied with the UK and its own global military intervention in pursuit of plunder and domination. By blurring any distinction between liberation movements and terrorism, and likewise between civil resistance and violence, the UK impedes a political route to conflict resolution abroad, while also persecuting UK communities who oppose oppressive regimes abroad. As a key aim and effect, the anti-terror regime denies the collective right of national self-determination, especially support from abroad. 


Various methods extend ‘low intensity operations’ from UK colonial counter-insurgency to the UK itself. Securitisation has elaborated new existential threats, defence imperatives, additional legal weapons, punishment without trial, systematic surveillance and mass intimidation. By defining terrorism (likewise ‘extremism’) in broad ways and targeting recalcitrant populations, special powers have turned migrants and Muslims into suspect communities, which are persecuted through various punishments without trial. In recent years the ‘war on terror’ slogan has been abandoned, yet the earlier ‘anti-terror’ powers and securitisation infrastructure have been extended through an agenda for ‘countering violent extremism’, even more vaguely defined than ‘terrorism’. This state agenda worsens people’s insecurity in the UK, while undermining efforts to pre-empt real violent threats.  


To counter this state agenda, many groups have persisted in their political activities and developed communities of resistance. They have gained solidarity from each other, from fellow opponents of UK foreign policy and from civil liberties activists. This mutual support needs extending into an attack on the entire anti-terror regime, its supposed rationale, its bans on organisations, and the broad statutory definition of terrorism. Effective resistance requires a revival of political freedom and of radical political alternatives.
 


Also needed is a Europe-wide solidarity along similar lines. Such efforts would be helped by exchanging information on a European scale, through meetings and electronic media. This exchange can help to link communities of resistance across groups and countries. 

Annex
Campaign Against Criminalising Communities (CAMPACC)
A growing resistance network has opposed the entire anti-terror legislative framework, its political agenda and its exceptional powers. Since 2001 (CAMPACC) has brought together migrant groups, civil liberties campaigners, lawyers and journalists. The campaign has built solidarity with people targeted by anti-terror powers through protest actions, public meetings, petitions, seminars and submissions to consultations (e.g. by Parliamentary committees and the Home Office), meanwhile collectively developing critical analysis of the securitisation agenda. CAMPACC raised the slogan, ‘We are all terror suspects’, also printed on t-shirts. All these activities reinforce and build solidarity networks, which have been central to effective opposition.  


For building solidarity, a crucial strength has been a long-term working relationship with numerous organisations which can bring greater resources. These include: the Haldane Society, solicitors’ group practices (especially Garden Court Chambers and Birnberg Peirce), Statewatch, Cageprisoners, Cordoba Foundation, London Guantanamo Campaign, Peace in Kurdistan Campaign, Kurdish community centres, British Tamil Forum, Tamil Youth Organisation UK, London Somali Youth Forum, Hands Off Somalia, Peace and Justice in East London (PJEL), the College of Law (Birkbeck College), State Crime Project (University of Westminster), and the National Union of Journalists. Those co-operative efforts provide the basis for our analysis of securitisation strategies and collective resistance. www.campacc.org.uk
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