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The article examines how global trends related to militant Islamism have influenced
patterns of homegrown terrorism in Canada. It seeks to understand how an evolving
movement has shaped three case studies, two cases of homegrown terrorism, the case
of Momin Khawaja, the “Toronto 18” plot, and the emerging trend of extremist
travelers. Recognizing the notable gap in the literature, a growing number of cases of
homegrown terrorism and extremism in Canada suggest that further study is required.
The article asks why Canadians choose to participate in this movement and why
militant Islamist movements are actively recruiting them.

Modern terrorism is highly dynamic, and this is especially true in the aftermath of the 11

September 2001 attacks on the United States. After 9/11 the immediate concern for West-

ern states and their security services was Al Qaeda, a group whose structure, membership,

and territorial distribution has been debated among scholars. By the mid-2000s those con-

cerns were broadened to the threat of “homegrown terrorism,” or small networks of indi-

viduals who were directly affiliated to, or at least identified with Al Qaeda’s brand of

militant Islamism. In the early 2010s yet another shift in the nature of militant Islamism

is taking place—as failed and failing states are stimulating the creation and growth of

groups who often, but not exclusively, identify with the Al Qaeda brand. These conflict

hotspots—ranging from Libya, Mali, Somalia, Yemen, Iraq, and most especially Syria,

have drawn individuals from not only local communities but increasingly from abroad—

including members of the so-called Muslim diaspora and a number of religious converts

from the West.

The objective of this article is to identify how larger trends in the larger Al Qaeda

movement have shaped cases of homegrown terrorism in a single Western state—Canada.
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In mapping these trends the article will ask how an evolving wave of modern terrorism

has impacted a largely peaceful, economically prosperous, and multicultural state. It will

examine how the strategies, ideas and tactics that define Al Qaeda have been moderated

in a localized environment. In doing so it focuses on a country that has received little

attention in the field of terrorism studies. The hope is that such a study can help to shed

light on why the current wave of modern terrorism is drawing in an increasing number of

Canadians, and Westerners in general. Understanding how terrorist movements are

changing and adapting global strategies in local environments, and why individuals from

the West are attracted to these movements, may help states and terrorism studies scholars

find more efficacious approaches to counterterrorism.

The need to study homegrown terrorism in Canada is even more urgent given the

events of late October 2014. In two separate terrorist attacks that occurred two days

apart the idea that Canada was relatively insulated from the phenomenon of home-

grown terrorism was shattered. In the first attack Martin Couture-Rouleau, a recent

religious convert, deliberately targeted and struck two Canadian Armed forces person-

nel with his vehicle in the town of St-Jean-sur-Richelieu in the province of Quebec.

The attack resulted in the death of a 28-year veteran of the Canadian Armed Forces,

Warrant Officer Patrice Vincent. Couture-Rouleau was killed after the incident by

police officers: he had been known to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police’s (RCMP)

Integrated National Security Investigations unit in Montreal as a radical supporter of

the Islamic State (IS).1

That second attack was carried out by Michael Zehaf-Bibeau, a 32-year-old Canadian

citizen with a record of petty crime. During the attack Zehaf-Bibeau shot and killed a

Canadian Armed Forces reservist, Corporal Nathan Cirillo, who was standing on ceremo-

nial sentry duty at the Canadian National War Memorial in the nation’s capital, Ottawa.

Shortly thereafter, Zehaf-Bibeau entered the center block building of the Canadian Parlia-

ment on an apparent suicide mission, where he was shot and killed by Paul Vickers, the

Sergeant-at-Arms of the House of Commons of Canada. According to the RCMP, Zehaf-

Bibeau made a video shortly before the attack outlining his political and ideological

motives for his actions, which are said to be tied to anger over Canadian foreign policy.2

The attack on the very heart of Canadian democracy, on the ramparts, such as they were,

of an open-to-the-public seat of government, has led to questions in the media, among

politicians, and the Canadian public about how to respond to the emergent security threat

of “lone wolf” terrorism without sacrificing “Canadian values.”

To carry out an analysis of homegrown terrorism in Canada the article will look to

specific case studies or terrorist plots in the post-9/11 environment—including

Mohammed Momin Khawaja (hereafter referred to as Momin Khawaja), a software engi-

neer who had worked for the Canadian federal government and was sentenced to life in

prison for his role in a bombing plot in the United Kingdom, and arguably the most prom-

inent case of homegrown terrorism in Canada—the “Toronto 18” plot of 2006. Finally the

analysis will examine an emerging trend— the increasing number of “extremist travelers”

originating from Canada who are participating in terrorism and political violence in con-

flicts like Syria and Iraq. The three cases are selected as representative of early, mid and

more recent examples of manifestations of the Al Qaeda movement, and its offshoots in

the Canadian context after 9/11.

The article will begin by briefly looking at patterns of participation in terrorism in

Canada after 9/11 and how militant Islamist or “jihadist”-based terrorism became the

chief concern for Canadian security officials. Second, it will outline some of the key

global trends in this particular brand of terrorism during this period. Third, it will examine
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the selected case studies and conclude with an analysis of how larger trends in the Al

Qaeda movement have shaped cases of homegrown terrorism and political violence in

Canada.

Terrorism and Political Violence in Canada Post-9/11

Immediately after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on American soil some American commenta-

tors and politicians were quick to label Canada as a “haven” for terrorists. Reinforcing

this view of Canada as a “safe haven” for terrorists and terrorist groups, Stewart Bell has

outlined how, prior to 9/11, Canada was a convenient base for terrorist groups, ranging

from Hezbollah, Tamil Tigers, and Al Qaeda that used Canada as an “offshore base.”3 By

the mid-2000s, in the wake of the 2004 Madrid transit bombings and the 7/7 attacks in

London, the Canadian government and the Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS)

shifted their attention to the potential threat posed by homegrown terrorist networks.4

CSIS’s main objective became to counter “terrorism inspired by the ideology of al-

Qaeda,” and the “radicalization of citizens or residents.”5 In its 2007–2008 annual report,

the intelligence agency outlined its concerns over “Islamic extremism” and vowed to step

up surveillance on individuals living within Canada’s borders “who support the use of

violence to achieve their political goals.”6

In more recent years there have been concerns expressed by the Canadian govern-

ment over the participation of citizens in a series of conflicts in failed and failing states,

most especially in the ongoing civil war in Syria—where it is estimated that roughly

16,000 foreigners are fighting with militant groups.7 In 2013 the case of two young Cana-

dian men Xristos Katsiroubas and Ali Medlej, who were killed in the siege of the Amenas

gas plant in Algeria, brought attention to the issue of Canadian participation in political

violence abroad.8 That case helped to highlight the increasing presence of Canadian citi-

zens in conflict zones like Somalia, Syria, and Iraq, including individuals who were join-

ing ultra-extremist groups like the Islamic State. Subsequently, since 2013, the issue of

“extremist travelers” has emerged as a central concern for the Canadian government and

its security services.9 An oft cited fear for Western governments, including Canada, is

that travelers will return to Canada imbued with an extremist ideology and the training

and experience needed to carry out attacks at home.

It should also be noted, that according to some estimates, Canadian extremist travel-

ers are over-represented, relative to some Western States in conflicts like Syria. Accord-

ing to a study conducted in December of 2013 by the International Centre for the Study

of Radicalisation (ICSR) there are as many as 2,800 individuals from Western states fight-

ing in Syria.10 In October 2014 U.S. intelligence officials estimated that roughly 1,000

foreign fighters continue to enter Syria on a monthly basis.11 Establishing reliable and

comparable numbers on extremist travelers at the national level is difficult—there exists

a number of differing estimates generated by national intelligence organizations, police

and security government agencies, and nongovernment think tanks. Aside from the esti-

mates generated by intelligence agencies, two of the more rigorous studies on the pres-

ence of foreign fighters in Syria have come from the International Centre for the Study of

Radicalisation (ICSR) and the Soufan Group. Demonstrating the potential range of uncer-

tainty in these estimates, in a study carried out in December 2013 by ICSR, it estimated

that somewhere between 9–100 Canadian foreign fighters were present in Syria, some-

where between 17–60 Americans, 23–205 Australians, and between 43–366 individuals

from the United Kingdom.12
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Using combined data from the Soufan group and ICSR, The Washington Post esti-

mated that between December of 2013 and October of 2014, 70 Canadians traveled to

Syria as extremist travelers. In comparison they estimate 130 Americans, 250 Australians

and 488 individuals from the United Kingdom traveled to Syria during that same period.13

Given that the U.S. population (roughly 320 million) is roughly nine times that of Can-

ada’s (roughly 35 million), there are approximately five times more Canadians per capita

than Americans traveling to Syria, based on the figures provided by the Washington

Post.14 However, when compared to states with smaller populations like Australia (roughly

25 million), or to Western European states like the United Kingdom (roughly 64 million),

the Canadian numbers are notably lower. Overall, these figures suggest that Canada occu-

pies a sort of middle ground among Western states that are generating extremist travelers.

Aside from the attacks of October 2014, and the trend of extremist travelers, there

have been a number of homegrown terrorist plots that directly targeted Canadian citizens.

This includes, but is not limited to, high profile cases such as the “Toronto 18” plot, the

2006 Transatlantic “liquid explosives” plot that targeted two Canada bound Air Canada

passenger jets, the case of Momin Khawaja from Ottawa, the 2013 Via Rail terror plot

that allegedly sought to derail passenger trains near Toronto, and also in 2013 the arrests

of two individuals who were accused of planning to detonate improvised explosive devi-

ces at the province of British Colombia’s legislative buildings during annual Canada Day

celebrations. Canada has also been singled out as a potential target by Al Qaeda for its

active participation in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) International Secu-

rity Assistance Force in Afghanistan, and subjected to threats from members of the IS.

Therefore, while terrorism and political violence are not new phenomena in Can-

ada,15 there are growing concerns related to the susceptibility of an increasing number of

Canadians who may embrace the more militant variants of political Islam and carry out

attacks within Canada. The next section of the article will examine how this ideology has

shaped terrorism in the post-9/11 world and how the movement is stimulating terrorism at

the global level.

Global Trends in Political Violence: An Evolving Al Qaeda Movement

By the late 1990s, in the wake of the African embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania

that killed more than 200 people, the capability of Al Qaeda to carry out mass casualty

terrorist attacks became glaringly obvious to Western security actors. In those attacks,

and in the attacks of 11 September 2001, the group demonstrated its ability to project

power globally, with far reaching consequences for global politics as a whole. Al Qaeda

has proved dynamic and resilient—lasting longer than the average age of a wave of mod-

ern terrorism as defined by David Rapoport—roughly a generation.16 The focus of this

article is how this movement has influenced patterns of terrorism and political violence in

Canada in the post-9/11 environment. To answer this question requires some understand-

ing of the group itself, and as demonstrated by ongoing debates among scholars, our

understanding of Al Qaeda is somewhat opaque.

Prominent experts in the field of terrorism studies, including Bruce Hoffman, Peter

Bergen, and Rohan Gunaratna see Al Qaeda as a formal, hierarchical organization with

networks operating globally, including in the West.17 This organization is said to have

existed, at least in some form, from the late 1980s until today. However, others, such as

Jason Burke, are opposed to this organizational understanding. Rather, Burke views the

idea of Al Qaeda as a distinct and formal organization as largely a myth—one that was

constructed by states and terrorism studies experts as a means of conceptualizing a
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defined adversary, and corresponding to this, a traditional counterterrorism response.18

For Burke, Al Qaeda is best conceived as a movement—one that brings together like-

minded individuals who share a common ideology and goals. From this perspective Al

Qaeda is today best thought of as an idea.

As in many academic debates, the reality likely lies somewhere in between these two

positions, and a larger review of their validity is outside of the scope of this article. How-

ever, what is increasingly apparent, to even relatively casual observers, is that Al Qaeda

is no longer just a centralized organization represented by its current leader Ayman al-

Zawahiri. Today, Al Qaeda is best thought of as a political and terrorist movement that is

able to attract individuals and groups who seek to radically alter both local and global

political conditions: individuals who wish to attach themselves to a struggle against the

military, economic, and ideational power of the West, most especially the United States.

The appeal of this ideology is apparent in its ability to attract a wide array of individuals

to a brand of militant Islamism: including members of the “Muslim diaspora” in the West-

ern world; a growing number of religious converts seeking to identify with an ideology;

and even organizations who have primarily local grievances, for example Jabhat al-Nusra

in Syria, who seek to gain a form of legitimacy by linking themselves to the Al Qaeda

brand.

But how has this global movement influenced patterns of terrorism in the West?

One of the most compelling answers given to this question comes from Marc Sage-

man, the author of Leaderless Jihad: Terror Networks in the Twenty-First Century.

For Sageman, what is termed homegrown terrorism today is part of a “leaderless

jihad,” a phenomenon that is not possible without globalization and the technologies

of the twenty-first century, most especially the Internet. While not the sole driving

factor in this trend, it is the Internet that has opened up the informal media, chat

rooms, and other communicative avenues that allows the small, often independent net-

works of the leaderless jihad to form. It allows the small minority of individuals who

advocate for, or choose to identify with, the Al Qaeda brand to find each other,

encourage each other, plan and carry out acts of violence, and celebrate those acts as

a community.19 By the mid-to-late-2000s the leaderless jihad was said to be most

apparent as it was associated with terrorist attacks in Madrid, London, and many

more failed plots. Thus, during this period, when Al Qaeda central was said to be in

decline during the War on Terror, the leaderless jihad became the primary security

threat to Western states.

But Sageman’s understanding of the evolution of the Al Qaeda movement is not

uncontested. For example, Bruce Hoffman believes that Al Qaeda central remains the pri-

mary threat to the United States and its allies. He argues that virtually all of the terrorist

attacks targeting the West that emerged from 2002–2009 “emanated from core Al Qaeda

or from allies and associates acting on its behalf.”20 He also argues that Al Qaeda central,

while weakened in the aftermath of 9/11, has re-grouped to take advantage of important

trends in the Muslim world—such as the political and social instability created by the

Arab Spring. Additionally, following on some of the revelations that came from the intel-

ligence gathering at Osama bin Laden’s compound in Pakistan, it seems that Al Qaeda

remains resilient and should remain the priority of counterterrorism efforts.21

Having recognized this perspective, there does seem to be strategic direction in the

group’s evolution, and in part this direction can be identified in the writings of central

members of the movement. Notably, the “leaderless jihad” trend is reflective of a con-

scious long-term strategy pursued by senior members of the Al Qaeda movement. Specifi-

cally, this strategy can be found in the work of Mustafa Setmariam Nasar—a senior
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Syrian militant with Spanish citizenship who lived for an extended period in London and

now resides in a Syrian prison.22 According to Paul Cruickshank and Mohannad

Hage Ali, “no other individual has done more to conceptualize Al Qaeda’s new strategy

after 9/11.”23

The core of Nasar’s strategy can be found in his 1,600-page manifesto “The Call for

Global Resistance,” a document that has been widely circulated within the larger militant

Islamist community. In “The Call” he outlined how after 9/11 Al Qaeda would have to

shift to a model of individual terrorism that would replace Al Qaeda’s old hierarchical

structure that he believed was vulnerable to counterterrorism measures—posing an exis-

tential threat to the organization. Nasar recognized that, with the loss of Al Qaeda sanctu-

aries and training facilities in Afghanistan, the organization would have to evolve into a

more loosely affiliated movement, and he hoped that this individual terrorism model

could embolden a new generation of would-be militants who were looking for paths into

the organization.24

To achieve this strategy, Nasar envisioned mass mobilization of youth similar to

what took place during the “Palestinian Intifada but on a broader basis which includes the

Islamic world, with its arm reaching the home of the American invaders and their infidel

allies from every race and place.”25 Nasar also identified the importance of inspired lead-

ership, or “builders” as he put it, in mobilizing these small networks. On this point he

stated that this individual should be “an active individual with a security, cultural and reli-

gious eligibility, able to influence a wide circle of friends.”26 To mobilize these individu-

als and small groups he sought to distribute his writings and opinions globally and to

incite Muslims by “highlighting Jewish-Crusader oppression of Muslims,” and focusing

on the “degeneracy of the Western world.”27

Admittedly, objectively measuring the direct influence of Nasar’s strategy is difficult.

What is known is that Al Qaeda central’s current leader Ayman al-Zawahiri has discussed

Nasar’s strategy favorably in his own work Exoneration. Moreover, his strategies have

been sighted and reproduced extensively online, in Al Qaeda’s English language maga-

zine, Inspire, and distributed among members of Al Qaeda regional affiliates.28 With

these observations in mind, Cruickshank and Ali believe that Al Qaeda’s trajectory in the

mid-2000s “has evolved in remarkably similar lines to Setmariam’s vision.”29 These find-

ings suggest that the emergence of the leaderless jihad at this time may be representative

of a conscious strategy undertaken by key strategists in the preexisting Al Qaeda network.

But how are individuals in the West physically drawn into this global movement?

What are the direct paths to radicalization, recruitment, and participation in homegrown

terrorism? A review of existing scholarly research reveals that there are a number of

potential avenues through which individuals in the West are being drawn into participa-

tion in movements like Al Qaeda. The Internet (virtual networks), the role of charismatic

preachers, universities, and prisons have all been identified as potential vehicles or sites

for indoctrination and recruitment. In particular charismatic preachers, operating both in

physical spaces (of mosques, prayer rooms, and private homes) and virtual spaces

(through the distribution of online sermons and electronic communication) have been

identified as playing important roles in stimulating homegrown terrorism. Mia Bloom has

previously observed that extremist spiritual leaders in the West “exert decisive influence

on individuals who at certain points decide to participate in extremist activities espousing

a violent ideology.”30

In the early twenty-first century some of the most prominent charismatic preach-

ers are individuals who are embedded in both Western and Islamic cultural tradi-

tions. Arguably the most high-profile of these figures is American born and educated
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Anwar al-Awlaki who was a member of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).

Before being killed in a controversial U.S. drone strike he received significant atten-

tion because of his ability to influence individuals from the West and the larger

Muslim community to participate in terrorism.31 Like many individuals in a global-

ized world, Anwar possessed a “hybrid identity”—he was distinctly situated in two

cultural traditions—in the United States, where he was born in New Mexico, and his

family’s native Yemen. His family was privileged and successful with roots in a

powerful South Yemeni tribe. His father was a Fulbright scholar who served as a

prominent member, Minister of Agriculture, of President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s gov-

ernment, and Anwar went on to emulate his father’s educational success, studying

engineering at Colorado State University.32

Anwar’s most meaningful role in the larger Al Qaeda movement was as a charismatic

preacher who released a number of influential online video and audio sermons aimed at

English-speaking audiences. The most widely known of these sermons is his six-hour-

long English audio lecture the “Constants on the Path of Jihad,” where he re-interprets

the late Saudi ideologue Yusuf el-Ayeri’s famous jihadist text. According to J. M. Berger,

that lecture “has become a classic of radicalization in the West, not just because of al-

’Awlaqi’s formidable language skills, but also his creative interpretation of the original

text with expanded religious stories and real-life examples.”33 The appeal of that lecture

and the appeal of Anwar’s message to his target audience in the West in general, was not

only this ability to place established jihadist literature in a religiously literate narrative,

but also to offer clear examples of how his ideology can apply to real life experiences of

Westerners.34 Evan Kohlmann, a member of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)

who has studied Anwar for years, believes the preacher’s effectiveness came from his

own experience as a Muslim living in the West and his ability to use that understanding

to speak directly and convincingly to his target audience.35

Anwar’s role in the Al Qaeda movement also demonstrates how efficiently the move-

ment has been able to mobilize the resources of globalization and twenty-first-century

technology. In pursuing his goal to foment terrorism in the West, he employed not only

his online sermons but also e-mail communication, published in Al Qaeda’s English-lan-

guage magazine Inspire and engaged with individuals in discussion forums and chat

rooms. It was through these sorts of environments that he motivated individuals like

Major Nidal Hasan who killed 13 individuals at Fort Hood in Texas in 2009 and the failed

Christmas day passenger jet bomber Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab.36 Thus, according to

Berger, “Although ‘Constants’ does not directly address the concept of ‘lone wolf’ terror-

ism, its principles logically empower such acts, especially its globalization of jihad

(which is not dependent on a ‘particular land’).”37 As figures like Anwar al-Awlaki dem-

onstrate, the Internet is without doubt a powerful medium for connecting Westerners to

militant Islamism—giving them a sense of community, belonging, and empowerment,

while drawing them into a globalized terrorist movement.38

There are even examples of individuals who had significant impact on homegrown

terrorism through anonymous online activities. Take for example Younis Tsouli, an indi-

vidual known through his Web-based identity as Irhabi 007. Tsouli is a 22-year-old West

Londoner who hacked into various computers across the West, disseminated propaganda

for Al Qaeda and taught those sympathetic to his message how to use their online pres-

ence to support the larger movement. Tsouli helped to propel “jihadists into a 21st-cen-

tury offensive” by disseminating, via the Internet, propaganda videos featuring attacks

and beheadings, as well as manuals on bomb and weapon making—effectively establish

a model for future online operators.39
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Following on the insights provided from examinations of cases like Anwar al-Awalki

and Tsouli, understanding the role of the Internet, and how it bridges these worlds

together, is essential for dissecting how the larger Al Qaeda movement has influenced

local patterns of terrorism in the West. On this subject Peter Neumann has identified how

one of the most effective ways in which the Internet is employed by terrorists is through

its communicative uses. The Internet has made it far easier than in previous periods of

modern terrorism, to disseminate ideological materials in a secure and anonymous space

that circumvents the kind of censorship that is found in mainstream media sources.40

These are not new observations in terrorism studies literature. However, Neumann

observes something important in his work, that there has been an evolutionary track in

the movement’s use of the technology.

During the earliest stages of this usage, starting in the 1990s, groups employed static

websites that allowed the dissemination of information in a way that bypassed censorship

but did not allow for wider online discussions and interactions.41 By the late 1990s groups

moved into Internet discussion forums available through mainstream platforms like

Yahoo and AOL and eventually established independent forums allowing them to escape

the oversight found on mainstream platforms. These forums created what Neumann refers

to as “virtual town squares, where people met, bonded, and talked to each other—and

where even the most controversial issues could be debated without fear of retribution.”42

This adaptational usage continued in the early-to-mid 2000s as multimedia video was dis-

tributed over broadband networks. It made available to a much wider audience graphic

imagery of violence involving suicide attacks, beheadings, combat between U.S. and coa-

lition troops and militants, and videos framed as atrocities carried out by Western troops

that were designed to illicit an emotional response in the Muslim world. Together these

developments corresponded with the emergence of the leaderless jihad and the phenome-

non of “online radicalization.”

During this same period, social networking emerged, allowing for greatly expanded

video-sharing, instant-messaging, and blogging. This facilitated the distribution of the

narrative of the Al Qaeda movement far more widely; it allowed for more expressive

interaction among like-minded individuals, for instance through video communication

and sharing; and it allowed the narrative to reach new demographics, women for example,

who were previously isolated from the movement by cultural mores.43 According to Neu-

mann the cumulative effect of these forums and exposure to violent multimedia materials

is that “people acquire a skewed sense of reality so that extremist attitudes and violence

are no longer taboos but—rather—are seen as positive and desirable.”44 These findings

demonstrate how an evolving online platform has contributed to the dynamism of a global

political movement—a movement that views these communicative avenues as critical to

its global appeal and its ability to access Western audiences.

Another space in which individuals have become indoctrinated into the Al

Qaeda movement is within failed states and conflict zones. This trend was particu-

larly pronounced in the earliest stages of the Al Qaeda movement when the first

“Arab-Fighters” traveled to Afghanistan in the 1980s. Recently the trend of individu-

als traveling abroad for indoctrination and participation in political violence has re-

established itself. In its latest Public Report, CSIS reiterated its position that terror-

ism related to Al Qaeda remains a primary focus stating, “In Canada, terrorism ema-

nating from Al Qaeda–inspired extremism remains a serious threat. Despite recent

successful operations targeting Al Qaeda Core, the Service continues to see support

for AQ causes in Canada.”45 But in that same report CSIS goes on to list a more

specific concern,
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. . . the increasing number of Canadian citizens or residents who leave the

country to participate in terrorist activities abroad . . . [and] the spectre that

such individuals will return to Canada more deeply radicalized than when

they left. Most troubling, if they participate in a foreign conflict or train with

a terrorist group, they might return with certain operational skills that can be

deployed themselves or taught to fellow Canadian extremists.46

Of course, as already suggest above, this trend is not a localized trend experienced

solely by Canada. Moreover, following on the Montreal and Ottawa attacks of October

2014—now added to the concerns over extremist travelers—is that violent extremists

need not travel abroad to gain the necessary motivations or skills to carry out attacks.

Indeed, these “lone wolves” may act on their own accord, inspired by the message and

calls for action from groups like IS. Already Western states, their security services and

law enforcement agencies are measuring the results of these trends. In the next section

the article will examine the three case studies and ask how they may be reflective of these

larger trends in the Al Qaeda movement.

Case Studies: The 2004 Momin Khawaja Terrorism Case

The space afforded by this article does not allow a detailed survey of post-9/11 political

violence in Canada. Therefore, selected cases are representative of the most prominent

cases of homegrown terrorism in Canada, and are representative of early, mid and more

recent examples of the presence of the Al Qaeda movement in Canada after 9/11. The first

case study under examination is that of Momin Khawaja. In Canada, Khwaja’s case repre-

sents the first significant example of homegrown terrorism after the attacks of 9/11. Kha-

waja has the dubious distinction of being the first individual to be formally charged and

prosecuted under the 2001 Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA). In Khawaja’s case he was con-

victed under Canada’s ATA for participating in the activities of a terrorist group based

primarily in the United Kingdom from 2003 to 2004.

Khawaja was born in Ottawa in 1979 and spent some of his childhood years in Libya,

Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan. He spent his formative years growing up in the quiet Ottawa

suburb of Orleans where he was said to have had a normal childhood and enjoyed

hockey.47 Khawaja spent his teenage years attending Sir Wilfred Laurier high school in

Ottawa and later attended Algonquin College where he studied computer science. During

high school he was said to enjoy typical teenage activities such as partying with his

friends, “clubbing” and listening to rap music.48 After completing his training at Algon-

quin he worked as a software developer under contract with the Government of Canada’s

Department of Foreign Affairs. It was during this time that Khawaja became more serious

about his own religious beliefs. He became active in youth programs at the Bilal mosque

in Ottawa where he had worked as a volunteer teacher.49

During this period his interest in politics and foreign policy grew—by 2000 he

became particularly concerned with the plight of the Palestinians. These concerns came

to a head with the outbreak of the Second Intifada, and soon he began comparing the situ-

ation of Palestinians to his own comfortable suburban existence.50 After 11 September

2001 and the U.S./NATO intervention in Afghanistan his interest in politics grew and he

began exploring online militant Islamist literature. He read the writings of Abdullah

Azzam and began visiting militant Internet chat rooms where he met likeminded young

people.51 According to the Supreme Court of Canada, during this period Khawaja became

enamored with Al Qaeda, or “obsessed with Osama bin Laden,” as the court put it. In one
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email written by Khawaja and later found by law enforcement officials he called for a

jihad against non-Muslims and spoke of how he wished he could kiss “the blessed hand”

of bin Laden. In another inflammatory excerpt he wrote, “There can be no peace, no nego-

tiations with the Kuffir [unbelievers].”52 Around this time Khawaja took an interest in

paintball and guns, which he began purchasing and collecting legally, and by 2002 made

the decision to turn his interest in jihad into direct action.53

In 2002 he traveled to Pakistan with the intent to fight with the Taliban. According to

the testimony of Mohammed Junaid Babr, a chief witness at his trial, he met Khawaja at

the airport when he arrived in Lahore and he believed that “He [Khawaja] had come to

fight in Afghanistan.”54 Again, in 2003 Khawaja traveled to Pakistan and according to

evidence given at the trial of his co-conspirators in Britain, he established a connection

with a network of “jihadi” sympathizers.55 There he is reported to have attended a train-

ing camp located in the Malakand region in the Northwest Frontier Province of Pakistan

that was set up by Mohammed Babar (an alleged American Al Qaeda operative), who

went on to be the fixer for Khawaja’s terrorist cell.56

The plot that emerged from the network established in Pakistan was foiled by Britain’s

domestic security service MI5 and involved the use fertilized bombs that were to be blown

up at gas and power utilities, a nightclub, a construction firm and possibly a major shopping

center. The bombs would have made use of roughly 600 kg of ammonium nitrate fertilizer

and had the potential to kill hundreds of people. In Britain nine individuals who were said

to be angry about British and American foreign policy were arrested in the case (five were

sentenced to life in prison). Khawaja represented the sole Canadian arrested.57

The group’s ringleader, Omar Khyam, had previously bragged about his connections

to Al Qaeda (a connection that seems to be supported by MI5 evidence) and he was in per-

sonal contact with at least two members of the 7/7 attacks in London in 2005. It was

revealed at Khawaja’s trial that he had first met Omar Khyam online where he went by the

name Ausman in Internet chat rooms. As in many of the other cases of homegrown terror-

ism Khawaja and his co-conspirators had first met and discussed their ideas and ideological

views on the Internet—an environment that, as pointed out by Sageman, can act as an

“echo-chamber” for young men who seek to build empowered personas.58 Similar to Kha-

waja, the five Britons who were convicted in the plot had volunteered to fight in Afghani-

stan with Al Qaeda but were told they would be of more use in the West.59 Altogether the

links to Al Qaeda seem well established—with British security officials concluding that

the group was linked back to “senior al-Qaeda figures in Pakistan and Afghanistan.”60

At his trial in Canada it was outlined how Khawaja had actively encouraged and par-

ticipated in the terrorist plot. According to the courts he was committed to bringing

“death, destruction and terror to innocent people . . . [and] apparently remorseless.”61

Khawaja’s own lawyers even admitted that he had at least wanted to kill Western soldiers

in Afghanistan.62 In 2004 Khawaja was sentenced to 15 years in prison—later increased

to life in prison by the Supreme Court of Canada. When the 29 year old Khawaja was

arrested, materials were seized from his home including a transmitter-receiving device

that could be used as a bomb detonator, assault rifles, 640 rounds of ammunition, and

“jihadist” literature.63

The 2006 “Toronto 18” Plot

The most well-known example of a homegrown terrorist plot in Canada is the “al-Qaeda

inspired” group of 18 individuals who were planning a series of attacks in the province of

Ontario and were subsequently arrested in June 2006. In point of fact Sageman has cited
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the 2006 plot as an example of the “leaderless jihad.”64 Of the group’s 18 members, 14

were adults and four were youths when they were charged in 2006—of that original 18

members, seven had their charges dropped or stayed, four were found guilty, and seven

pleaded guilty to terrorism related charges.65 Today, with the release of court records,

and a number of successful prosecutions, what is clear is that some group members had

the ambition, the will, and arguably the capacity to carry out a spectacular bomb attack in

Canada’s most populous metropolitan area.

The group was made up of two connected networks operating in separate suburban

Toronto satellite communities—Mississauga and Scarborough. Emulating the modus

operandi of many of the Al Qaeda–inspired attacks of the mid-2000s, the group planned

a series of multiple high casualty attacks on high profile targets. In the more credible ele-

ment of the plot, what group members reportedly referred to as the “Battle of Toronto,”

the group sought to bomb the Toronto Stock Exchange, the headquarters of CSIS, and a

military base.66 The group planned to carry out the attacks on 11 September 2006—a

clear indication of the movement they saw themselves as part of. The bombs were to con-

tain metal chips and detonated in the center of the city at 9 a.m. in order to inflict the

greatest number of causalities during the city’s busy morning period.67 Scientific review

of the potential impact of the explosions revealed that the bombs would have most likely

have resulted in mass casualties and at least the partial collapse of targeted buildings.68

An examination of the Toronto 18 presents a picture of a group that was clearly

shaped by the group’s ringleaders—Zakaria Amara and Fahim Ahmed. Ahmed played a

central role in recruiting members of the Toronto 18 and fomenting their indoctrination

process. Amara played a key role in the planning of the more credible element of the

2006 plot—the multiple bombings in Toronto. Together Amara and Ahmad represented

the core of the group with Ahmad representing the charismatic leader and Amara the

planner and organizer.69 In many of the accounts that have emerged of the two Amara is

portrayed as the far more serious and capable terrorist—in comparison Ahmed has been

characterized by journalists, academics, his defense attorney Dennis Edney, and even Jus-

tice Fletcher Dawson during his sentencing (he received 16 years in prison for his role in

the plot), as a “wannabe” whose rhetoric was not matched by credible planning to carry

out terrorist attacks.70

Fahim Ahmad was born in Afghanistan where he experienced the country’s civil war

first hand before moving to Canada in 1994.71 He has been described as a gregarious and

charismatic young man who had influence over his peers. Zakaria Amara was born in Jor-

dan in 1985 and spent some of his early childhood years in Saudi Arabia and Cyprus. In

1997 at the age of 12 he moved with his family to Canada.72 Amara is, by all accounts, a

very intelligent young man who had been an honor student and was highly devoted to reli-

gious study. His ability to quote religious text was said to draw respect from his peers. He

even had ambitions to attend a religious school and traveled to Saudi Arabia for an inter-

view for the Islamic University in Madinah—but was rejected.73 There has been some

speculation that this event also may have played a role in his turn toward more militant

religious literature.74

Fahim Ahmad’s connection to Amara takes the form of an established long-term

friendship founded in their teenage years. They shared commonalities such as their expe-

rience as first generation Canadians, common interests in rap music and political concerns

related to the suffering of Muslims in conflicts around the world. Their friendship began

at Meadowvale Secondary School (where the two friends also met fellow Toronto 18

member Saad Kalid). Together with Kalid, the three young men formed a gang-like asso-

ciation they called the “Brothers of Meadowvale.” At that school the friends became
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influential members of the Muslim Student Association, which was reportedly created to

help disaffected youth.75 Importantly, according to Isabel Teotonio, a reporter for the Tor-

onto Star who covered the case extensively, that association proved “fertile for the seeds

of extremism and militancy.”76 Later the “Brothers” attended the local Salaheddin

Islamic Center which had a reputation as being radical and was led by a controversial

imam—Aly Hindy.77 Fellow attendees have reported that soon after their arrival at the

Centre the group began dressing in military fatigues. In these venues the core leadership

recruited fellow group members.

By December of 2005 the group attended a training camp north of Toronto that was

organized by Ahmad. At that camp the group underwent physical, psychological, and

ideological training. They watched videos and listened to sermons including Anwar al-

Awlaki’s “Constants on the Path of Jihad” and Ahmad himself gave a sermon where he

referred to how the group was “like Al-Qaeda, though not officially Al-Qaeda, but had

the same aims, objectives and methods.”78 Group members were also given the video shu-

hada al-Muwajahat (Martyrs of the Confrontation) in which Osama bin Laden glorified

the 11 September 2001 attacks.79

That same year Amara and Ahmad split over personal disagreements resulting in

the formation of two distinct branches and plots among the larger group.80 The split

seems to have been prompted by Amara’s perception that Ahmad was not fully com-

mitted to the planned attacks. The end result was that the more sensational but less

credible plot to attack the Canadian Parliament and take Canadian politicians, includ-

ing the prime minister, hostage and behead them (centered on Ahmad’s group) was

separated from the more credible Toronto bomb plot (centered on Amara’s leader-

ship). Amara went on to established a safe house and storage facility for bomb materi-

als, acquired necessary funds (roughly $30,000 Canadian dollars) and bombmaking

manuals and eventually moved to purchase the ammonium nitrate fertilizer for the

bomb. Amara proved to be an efficient operator and actively tried to cover the group’s

activities. When police moved in they found informational videos on bombmaking,

packaging for a remote control for a cell phone, and business cards and t-shirts for

their “student farmer” organizational cover the group planned to use in order to pur-

chase the fertilizer.81

As in prior cases the Internet seemingly played an important role in the group’s shift

from radicals to committed militants as group members communicated with Irhabi 007,

watched jihadi videos, and networked with other like-minded individuals in Western

countries. Fahim Ahmad had an established presence in the extremist websites where he

was known as the “Soldier of Allah,” among other aliases. It was during his online activi-

ties that Ahmad came to the attention of CSIS who questioned him on multiple occasions

and put him under surveillance. The group communicated with the British based man

named Aabid Khan, also known as “Mr. Fix-its” (a known facilitator for Lashkar-e-

Tayyiba in Pakistan) and individuals in Bosnia who were planning attacks in Sarajevo.82

There were also connections with Georgia residents Ehsunul Islam Sadequee and Syed

Haris Ahmed who traveled to Toronto to discuss targets for terrorist attacks in Washing-

ton, D.C. and were later convicted of terrorism charges in the United States.

Although the group was connected with similar networks and individuals in the

United States, Britain, and Bosnia, the planning and organization of the attacks seem

largely self-generated. On this point Michael Zekulin notes that the group, “made efforts

to acquire technical know-how to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of their attack.

However, the source of the information came from within the group itself and there is no

evidence to suggest they made efforts to contact any others despite the obvious
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connection they had with another like-minded group.”83 Thus, there is no evidence of for-

mal connections to groups such as Al Qaeda central.

In terms of motive, the group’s primary political aim, similar to what was seen in

attacks like the Madrid transit bombings of 2004, was to directly influence foreign policy.

Specifically, the goal was to drive Canadian forces out of Afghanistan. It should be noted

that by the mid-2000s the Canadian mission was entering a new active phase of combat

missions culminating in Operation Medusa in the fall of 2006, which marked the most

intense combat the Canadian Armed Forces had seen since the Korean War.84 These

events melded with the timing of Amara and Ahmed’s own turn toward militancy and

their growing concern with the plight of Muslims around the world.

An Emerging Trend: Canadian “Extremist Travelers”

The final case study of the article examines an emerging trend—Canadians who become

“extremist travelers” and actively seek to participate in political violence and terrorism

abroad. Highlighting the growing threat posed by these travelers, the Canadian Department

of Public Safety released a report in 2014 outlining the priority that security and govern-

ment officials now place on the issue.85 As recognized above there are a number of existing,

sometimes differing, estimates on the number of Canadian extremist travelers in states like

Syria. According to Canadian security agencies there are an estimated 130 Canadians

actively participating in a variety of conflicts abroad. The RCMP is currently monitoring at

least 90 suspected extremists who they believe may have intentions to become extremist

travelers.86 The Canadian government has also acknowledged that roughly 80 Canadians

have returned after traveling abroad for some “terrorism related purposes.”87

Here there are a number of potential cases to choose from, but this section will primar-

ily focus on the “Calgary Network”—a group of five young men who traveled to Syria and

Iraq to participate in jihad. The city of Calgary has emerged as a significant source for

extremist travelers in Canada—in 2014 Calgary Police estimated that at least 30 local resi-

dents have traveled abroad to participate in foreign conflicts.88 The exact nature of the per-

sonal connections between the network, namely Abdi Farah Shirdon, Damian Clairmont,

Salman Ashrafi, Greg Gordon, and his brother Collin Gordon, remain somewhat unclear.

But what is known is that the young men attended the Islamic Information Society of Cal-

gary, a small religious center located in the ground floor of a downtown apartment building

(Westview Heights) where they all lived.89 CBC has reported that the network departed

roughly around the same time (late 2012) to join the conflict in Syria.90

One public face of the Calgary Network is Farah Mohamed Shirdon, a young Calgary

man who died in the summer of 2014 fighting for IS. Shirdon had been a student at

Calgary’s polytechnic school the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT) before

traveling to Syria. Notably he came from an established and well-educated Somali family:

his paternal uncle, Abdi Farah Shirdon, was a former Prime Minister of Somalia who

ironically had been a target of the militant group al-Shabab.91 Shirdon gained significant

media attention in Canada when he appeared in an inflammatory online video burning his

Canadian passport and issuing threats to Canada and other “oppressors” stating, “We are

coming, and we will destroy you.”92

Shirdon’s death in Iraq followed the deaths of fellow Calgary residents Salman Ash-

rafi, who died fighting with IS, and Damian Clarimont who was said to be part of the Al

Qaeda affiliated group Jabhat al-Nusra. Salman Ashrafi is reported to have carried out a

spectacular suicide bombing in Iraq that killed 46 people under the banner of IS. Ashrafi

had been a post-secondary student—attending the University of Lethbridge where he
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studied management and social responsibility and organized anti-racism rallies. After uni-

versity he had gone on to a promising career in Calgary’s oil industry.93 The nature of his

transformation from successful post-secondary student and young professional to terrorist

remains a mystery. The Canadian national news service CBC News has reported that Ash-

rafi may have played a leadership role in this group. On one occasion he is said to have

instructed fellow members, “that the only way to live with non-Muslims was to either

convert them or subjugate them, and failing that migrate to a land of Islam.”94

The remaining two members of the Calgary network—brothers Greg and Collin Gor-

don—are recent converts to Islam who are fighting with IS.95 Like Shirdon, Collin Gor-

don was a student at SAIT, and also attended Thompson River University (TRU) in

British Colombia where he studied business. Collin played volleyball and founded a

Social Club at TRU.96 Like Ashrafi, Collin was not a socially isolated or marginalized

young person, and it remains a mystery to his family and peers how the brothers under-

went such a dramatic transformation from socially popular post-secondary students to

committed militants.

Collin Gordon’s participation with IS, as with many other extremist travelers, has

been revealed in part through his active use of social media including Facebook. In social

media Collin uses his nom-de-guerre (Abu Ibrahim Kanadi) and actively engages in pro-

pagandist work for IS.97 Collin has also been operating on Twitter where he commented

that the beheading of the American James Foley by IS was “the perfection of terrorism.”98

In another photo posted on social media Collin is seen watching a lecture by Musa Ceran-

tonio—an Australian national who and charismatic speaker who actively propagated an

extremist message online.99

Since the revelations about the Calgary network have come to light city officials and

members of the local Muslim community have been speculating about what has caused

the city to become a center for young people traveling abroad. One outspoken local reli-

gious figure, Imam Syed Soharwardy, has stated publically that charismatic preachers in

the city have been actively recruiting young men to fight abroad. The imam has warned

university administrators and police about “lecturers” who may be exploiting vulnerable

young people in the community, specifically in post-secondary institutions.100 However,

to date the precise pathway to radicalization for this group is unknown.

Outside of the Calgary network there are a number of other high profile cases of

Canadians traveling abroad to fight in conflicts like the Syrian Civil War. For example,

Andr�e Poulin, a convert to Islam from Timmins Ontario, drew international attention

when he was featured in one of the first online recruitment videos produced by IS. In that

video Poulin refers to himself as an average Canadian who enjoyed watching hockey and

fishing. The video, entitled “The Chosen Few of Different Lands” features picturesque

footage of the Canadian countryside that is juxtaposed with images of the war in Syria.101

The video is clearly aimed at recruiting Canadians and other Westerners through compar-

ing life in Canada to what is portrayed as a righteous battle in the Middle East. Poulin

states in the video: “I had money. I had a good family . . . I watched hockey, I went to the

cottage in the summertime,” but then goes on to reject his former life referring to Canada

as, “dar al-kufr”—a country of disbelief.102

In “The Chosen Few Video” the battle in which he was killed (the siege of the al-

Minakh airfield in Syria) is shown, ending with a graphic picture of his corpse and a mes-

sage that he died a martyr.103 Since his death it has since come to light that Poulin was a

troubled young man. He had multiple arrests in Canada for making violent threats, theft,

carrying a weapon, and harassment.104 According to police records and the testimony of

friends and associates he was learning how to build explosives online, and explored
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becoming a Communist or an anarchist before settling for a conversion to Islam and a life

as an extremist.105 After that conversion he quickly developed an alternative persona,

referring to himself as “Uncle Umar” and became active online.106

Analysis

What do these cases tell us about how the larger Al Qaeda movement has shaped cases of

homegrown terrorism and political violence in Canada? Take the case of Momin Khwaja,

which represents an example of homegrown terrorism that emerged shortly after 9/11

when Al Qaeda central was said to be a more coherent entity. In effect he self-radicalized;

there is little public evidence of the role of charismatic preachers or senior figures foment-

ing his initial radicalization. Khawaja sought out extremist literature on and offline, send-

ing him down the path to direct participation as he traveled to Pakistan on multiple

occasions. In the end his persistence “paid off,” his travels led to the establishment of a

network with like-minded Britons and connections to Al Qaeda central, who were eager

to take advantage of an ambitious young Westerner to pursue their political aims. Thus,

the case of Khawaja, and the larger plot that he was a part of, is an example of a sort of

marriage of convenience between a largely self-generated case of “individual terrorism”

and an active organization in Pakistan in the early-to-mid-2000s.

There is also a degree of foreshadowing in the Khawaja case related to more recent

trends in Canada. After 9/11, Khawaja was one of the first noteworthy examples of an

individual who turned a self-directed exploration of an ideology into a physical journey

abroad, where he sought to establish himself as a militant. In this sense Khawaja is an

example of an early extremist traveler. Inflamed by political events half a world away, for

example the Second Palestinian Intifada and the war in Afghanistan, he took it upon him-

self to join the Al Qaeda movement. Similarly today, young Canadians are drawn by the

events of the Syrian Civil War and the emergence of a powerful new group (IS) claiming

to have established a caliphate, a claim that looms large in the minds of some Islamists.

Once these extremist travelers arrive in Syria and Iraq, IS, Al Qaeda and a host of militant

groups are eager to use their energy for their own strategic purposes.

The example of the Toronto 18 also reflects some of the broader trends identified

above. The group was emulating the model of an Al Qaeda–inspired group, choosing a

date for the attack and tactics (multiple high impact bombings) that would clearly identify

them with the Al Qaeda brand. However, unlike the network that Khawaja was part of, it

had no connection to Al Qaeda central—representing a more organic outgrowth of the Al

Qaeda movement and matching closely to Sageman’s “leaderless” model. The group was

partially radicalized online, for instance through watching the sermons of Anwar al-

Awlaki, and through the radical student religious groups, mosques and religious centers

that they attended. They connected with prominent online extremists like Younes Tsouli

and Aabid Khan, and also with like-minded networks in the United States and Bosnia. In

this sense they demonstrated the relatively small confines of the active Western militant

Islamist movement in the mid-2000s.

Agency played a formative role in this group—demonstrating the important role of

leadership in the “leaderless jihad.” Without Zakaria Amara and Fahim Ahmed the plot

would not have existed, and certainly without Amara it would have been far less credible.

The two young men were able to bring together a broad base of its membership displaying

different demographics in terms of age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. With

Amara’s agency in particular they were able to create a group that threatened to carry out

a devastating terrorist attack. This realization shows the potential threat posed by the
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individual terrorism model and the importance of what Mustafa Setmariam Nasar referred

to as “builders”—religiously, charismatically, and tactically capable leaders who can

mobilize resources and individuals looking for a cause.

The final case study is an emerging trend, but what has become clear is that an

increasing number of young people in Canada are drawn to a political and terrorist move-

ment represented by the ultra-extremist Islamic State—a group so violent that its

forbearer, Al Qaeda, has disowned it. But how specifically has this trend influenced local

patterns of participation in political violence? The case of the Calgary network is telling;

it represents a highly diverse group of seemingly well integrated young men—many of

whom seemed to have bright futures. The process through which they were radicalized

remains unclear, despite speculation by community members that there are charismatic

preachers operating in Calgary.

Therefore, an associated question that is commonly explored in terrorism studies and

radicalization literature—of why young people are drawn to this movement, is notori-

ously difficult to answer. As shown by Gaetano Joe Ilardi in his article “Interviews with

Canadian Radicals” it is difficult to identify commonalities in individuals’ paths to radi-

calization. From Ilardi’s sample of interviews with “Canadian radicals” he concludes

that, “Ultimately, these men’s stories demonstrate that the radicalization experience is

anything but straightforward in the sense of there being a single and unambiguous moti-

vation that spurs individuals on.”107 The case studies employed in this article support

these findings.

But what the Calgary network and associated cases do reveal is that for an increasing

number of extremist travelers, groups like IS have, through their sophisticated use of pro-

paganda, attracted individuals with little to no connection to conflicts in Syria and Iraq to

participate in political violence and terrorism. The prominent use of extremist travelers in

IS propaganda provides an illuminating example of the connection between the Canadian

case and larger trends in militant Islamism. Group’s like IS draw part of their legitimacy

from the perception that they are a global force—one that can call on the agency of West-

erners who reject their own cultural norms and mores. In some cases, like Salman Ashrafi

of the Calgary network, the strategic usefulness of these individuals for groups like IS

may lie in their role as glorified martyrs and suicide bombers, while in other cases, such

as Abdi Farah Shirdon, they are deemed useful as charismatic spokespersons. In return

extremist travelers become the cause c�el�ebre of a powerful political and terrorist

movement.

In order to distribute their narrative, groups like IS use widely available technology

to create videos of high production quality and distribute those videos globally. As Neu-

mann has identified, today’s online world creates an immersive experience where people

acquire a skewed sense of reality—where extremism and extreme violence are no longer

taboo—but rather desirable.108 The narratives, testimonials and martyrdom videos of

Canadians, and Westerners in general, reinforce the desirability and relatability of this

worldview for some individuals.

Some of the most powerful imagery found in the movement’s propaganda shows the

dramatic break Westerns make with their former lives as they embrace a transformative

experience into a new and powerful identity. We see these images vividly in Abdi Farah

Shirdon burning his Canadian passport or in Andr�e Poulin’s video narrative where he

renounces his former safe and comfortable existence in Canada and embraces his new

life, or more accurately “glorious” death, as a martyr. These are images of profound indi-

vidual transformation that provide an example, a promise of a similar experience for

others, for Westerners who seek to make a distinct break from their former lives. The title
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of Poulin’s martyrdom video “The Chosen Few of Different Lands” captures two of these

ideas. First, that Westerns have the opportunity to belong to something unique, something

that will garner them fame and notoriety—appealing ideas for young people in the West

today. Second, the idea that IS is able to call on the agency of those of “Different Lands”

projects an idea of an organization with global ambitions.

The choice of Westerners as the spokespersons for groups like IS is not random,

rather this is a strategic choice. Westerners in general, especially those who can effec-

tively speak to individuals situated in Western cultural traditions, have already demon-

strated their usefulness for groups with global aims: as we see in the case of the late

Anwar al-Awalki and AQAP. Westerners who are indoctrinated in these movements act

as a bridge to would be recruits through placing an ideological message in examples that

Westerners can understand and find appealing. In the past, spokespersons like Anwar

demonstrated their ability to draw committed new members into the larger movement,

and generate a difficult form of terrorism for Western security actors to address—the phe-

nomenon of the “lone-wolf” terrorist: unfortunately, a phenomenon that Canada is now

all too familiar with after the events of October 2014.

Also of note in the case studies is the growing trend of converts joining the larger Al

Qaeda movement. Previous studies have indicated that, of those who are arrested and

charged with terrorism-related offenses in Canada, roughly one quarter to one third of

Canadian terrorists are converts.109 Studies have also identified some consistency in terms

of individual profile and motivating factors amongst this group where some form of per-

sonal crisis seems to precipitate participation, as do run-ins with the criminal justice sys-

tem, drug and alcohol abuse, and poverty.110 Following on the observations above, for

converts groups like IS may offer those looking for a distinct break with their former trou-

bled lives a new and empowered identity, a life of notoriety, and a starkly different life to

what they have known in Canada. Part of the answer to why these individuals join this

movement can be found in their online videos, “tweets,” and Facebook posts. Namely,

they join groups like Al Qaeda and IS because of what they have to offer—a new sense of

purpose and/or belonging.

Finally, there remains the question of whether there is anything specific about Can-

ada that makes it vulnerable to the wider militant Islamist narrative. Prior to the events of

October 2014 and the upsurge in extremist travelers in the early 2010s, there was specula-

tion that Canada was relatively insulated from homegrown terrorism and extremism.

There were hopes among some that cases like Khawaja and the Toronto 18 were isolated

incidents. But it can be observed that beginning in the mid-2000s, when Canada entered

into a more active period of military engagement in Afghanistan, and with today’s partici-

pation in the international coalition targeting Islamic State, would-be homegrown terro-

rists are turning their attention inward, a trend that was established shortly after the

Khwaja case. Certainly these grievances were expressed in the case of the Toronto 18,

the Via Rail plot of 2013, and the most recent “lone-wolf” attacks in October 2014. Sub-

ject to explicit threats from Al Qaeda and the Islamic State, Canada has become a promi-

nent target for the larger militant Islamist movement. Moreover, the numbers of extremist

travelers coming from Canada is noteworthy and suggests that the appeal of the militant

narrative may be greater than is seen in some states (e.g., the United States).

As suggested above, identity plays an important role in the radicalization process as

individuals reject their former identity. For much of the world, and for a majority of Cana-

dians, Canada represents a largely peaceful and prosperous country: a “classic settler

society” where immigrants are welcomed as an integral part of the identity of a diverse

and tolerant multicultural state.111 The question of why some individuals so dramatically
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reject this identity in favor of extremism and militancy is difficult to answer, especially

when a number of individuals who join the wider Al Qaeda movement have been success-

ful in their personal and professional lives. Ultimately, these identity-based questions,

specifically why individuals seek to resolve whatever inner turmoil they are experiencing

through such a drastic choice, must be explored through further psychological and anthro-

pological study. In the end, what this article has demonstrated is the increasingly insidious

nature of an evolving Al Qaeda movement, of how the changing ideas, tactics and strate-

gies that have defined the movement since 9/11 have impacted cases of homegrown ter-

rorism and political violence in Canada. From the Al Qaeda central directed terrorism of

the period immediately after 9/11, to the leaderless jihad period of the mid-2000s, and the

early 2010s with the emergence of the Islamic State and the phenomenon of extremist

travelers, these global trends in the wider movement have been reflected in patterns of

homegrown terrorism and political violence in Canada.

Today the Al Qaeda movement and its offshoots like IS, are inexorably tied to some of

the hallmarks of globalization: to heightened migration and mobility between North and

South, to diasporas exhibiting hybrid identities and to the virtual communities born of a rap-

idly evolving online world. Today, states and international organizations engaged with ter-

rorism are faced with the reality that terrorism, that conflict in general, is less and less

containable locally. In Canada, along with all Western states affected, or infected, by the Al

Qaeda movement and its offshoots, security officials are faced with a similar dilemma—how

can we address this threat, and can we do it without sacrificing values and principles that

define the Canadian state? The larger Al Qaeda movement, virus-like, has mutated and

adapted to globalized systems and local societies marked by variable social, political and

technological trends. It is infecting theWestern world, and its host, ironically, is a technology

that is, by its very nature, a global and egalitarian system where borders are rendered largely

inconsequential. Thus part of the answer to this dilemma is that counterterrorism should be

refocused on a key battleground—the war of ideas fought in a rapidly evolvingmedium.
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