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The 9/11 attacks of 2001 led to a new era of a ‘war on terror’ 
declared by then US President George Bush and strongly 
supported by former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair. Since then 
the terrorist threat has remained high on the political agenda 
in many countries. Like the American government, the UK 
government has introduced a raft of measures and legislation 
to provide the police and other bodies with greater powers of 
surveillance and detention to combat the threat of terrorism. 
This, though, has lead to significant and vocal concerns being 
raised about the erosion of civil liberties in both the US and 
UK. In his first week in office, President Barack Obama issued 
executive orders to close the prison at Guantánamo Bay and 
tighten interrogations policy, though how his administration will 
handle terrorism in practice remains to be seen.  
 
In India, the terrorist attacks on Mumbai at the end of November 
2008 had the world watching aghast, as 10 gunmen killed 173 
people and set fire to the landmark Taj Mahal hotel. In the wake 
of the Mumbai attacks and numerous other terrorist attacks 
during 2008, the UPA government has been heavily criticised 
for being soft on terrorism and inept in its handling of security, 
with the issue being an important one in the recent Indian 
elections. How should we respond to the threat of terrorism 
today? Are civil liberties simply a fringe concern, distracting us 
from the dangers our societies face? Or are we overreacting in 
our response to terrorism? Do we risk undermining the very 
freedoms that we are seeking to defend? And should we be 
wary of governments invoking protection from terrorism as the 
basis on which to introduce measures that restrict individual 
freedoms?
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the terrorist threat
According to the latest report on global terrorism by the US 
State Department, India was one of the most terrorism afflicted 
countries in the world during 2008, putting it in a similar position 
to 2007 when, with more than 1,000 deaths due to terrorism, 
it ranked fourth behind only Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan 
[Ref: US State Department]. Although the Mumbai attacks of 
26/11 sent shock waves across the world, and the death toll of 
just under 200 was high, numerous bomb attacks claimed many 
lives across India during 2008. The appearance of a group calling 
itself the Indian Mujahideen has raised fears that India may 
have a homegrown Islamic militant problem feeding off popular 
Muslim resentment about the purported injustices of the Hindu 
majority [Ref: US State Department]. In addition to the radical 
Islamist groups blamed for the bombings, a range of political 
organisations have carried out terrorist attacks across India, the 
Maoist Naxalites attack during India’s ongoing election polling 
being only the most recent [Ref: Times of India].

Prior to the recent Real IRA shooting of two soldiers in Northern 
Ireland in March, no successful terrorist attacks have been 
carried out in Britain since the 7/7 London bombings of 2005, 
which claimed 52 lives. However, the thwarted Easter bomb plot 
in Liverpool earlier this year [Ref: The Times], the unsuccessful 
car bomb attacks in London and at Glasgow airport in June 
2007, alongside high profile media coverage of the unsuccessful 
attempts to prosecute individuals accused of aiding the London 
suicide bombers [Ref: Guardian] and the controversial passage of 
the Counter-Terrorism Act 2008 through Parliament, have kept 
the issue of terrorism high on the public agenda. But defenders 

of the governments’ counter terrorism strategy have suggested 
that the lack of successful terror attacks is evidence that the 
balance struck between liberty and security by government is 
the right one.

what are civil liberties?
Civil liberties [Ref: Encarta] place limits on the power of the 
state over the individual and guarantee a private sphere of 
autonomy where individuals are free to act so long as they do 
not harm others. Freedom of speech and freedom of assembly, 
for example, protect the rights of citizens to criticise and protest 
against the government, and longstanding protections have 
sought to guarantee the right to a fair trial. At the centre of this 
debate is whether civil liberties are non-negotiable absolutes, or 
whether liberty must be continually balanced against the need 
to ensure security.

what anti-terrorism measures have been introduced?
After 9/11, terrorist suspects in the UK were held without trial 
at Belmarsh prison. In 2004 the Law Lords ruled [Ref: BBC News] 
that this breached human rights law, forcing the government 
to introduce new legislation in the form of the Prevention of 
Terrorism Act 2005 [Ref: Home Office]. Most controversially, 
this allowed the Home Secretary to impose control orders on 
terrorist suspects, placing them under effective house arrest 
without trial. In November 2005 the government suffered an 
embarrassing defeat over proposals to increase the time that 
suspects can be held without charge from 14 to 90 days [Ref: 
BBC News]. The final legislation, the Terrorism Act 2006, included 
a compromise figure of 28 days [Ref: Home Office]. The act also 

http://www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/crt/2008/122434.htm
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1826950,00.html
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/India/Months-of-planning-went-into-Naxal-attacks-/articleshow/4412449.cms
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/crime/article6070133.ece
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2009/apr/29/july-7-london-bomb-trial
http://uk.encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761555666/Human_Rights_and_Civil_Liberties.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/4100481.stm
http://security.homeoffice.gov.uk/legislation/current-legislation/prevention-terrorism-act-2005/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/4422086.stm
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/security/terrorism-and-the-law/terrorism-act-2006/?view=Standard
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introduced laws against indirect incitement and ‘glorification’ 
of terrorism and an offence of ‘acts preparatory to terrorism’. 
In 2008 the government courted further controversy with the 
Counter-Terrorism Bill through which it again attempted to 
extend the period suspects can be held without charge, this time 
to 42 days. This provision of the Bill was heavily defeated in the 
House of Lords and was removed from the final legislation [Ref: 
Guardian].

When Manmohan Singh took control of the Indian parliament 
in 2004, one of his government’s first actions was to repeal the 
Prevention of Terrorist Activities Act (POTA) of 2002 [Ref: Council 
on Foreign Relations] on the grounds that it was draconian, 
anti-Muslim and of limited utility. However, in response to the 
spate of bombing attacks throughout 2008 and the horrific 
attacks on Mumbai in November, the UPA government came 
under increasing attack for being ‘soft on terror’ and ineffectual 
in foiling terrorist activity. In response to this situation the Indian 
government proposed a new agency, the National Investigative 
Agency, to create national-level capability to investigate and 
potentially prosecute terrorist acts and has amended existing 
laws to strengthen the hands of security and law enforcement 
agencies in fighting terrorism.

is an exaggerated sense of fear being used to 
undermine civil liberties?
In the UK, in the face of so many new anti-terror measures, 
increasingly vociferous concerns have been expressed in many 
quarters about the erosion of civil liberties. Fears have been 
raised that the law against ‘glorifying terrorism’ threatens 

freedom of speech and blurs the distinction between words and 
deeds. Criticisms have also been launched at the government’s 
determination to introduce ID cards [Ref: Guardian]; the 
massive increase in the use of police stop-and-search powers; 
and the increasing police harassment of innocent people 
taking photographs.  Even Stella Rimington, the former head 
of MI5, has responded to the current situation warning that 
the fear of terrorism is being exploited by the government to 
erode civil liberties and risks creating a police state [Ref: Daily 
Telegraph]. But whilst some were heartened by the defeat of the 
government’s proposals for 42 days detention, others warn that 
arguments about 28 or 42 days are by the by, both are draconian 
attacks on our liberties [Ref: The Times].

In India, post 26/11, the United Progressive Alliance government 
has been criticised for ‘caving in to Right-wing pressures from the 
Bharatiya Janata Party to adopt a macho, national-chauvinist, ‘to-
hell-with-civil-liberties’ stance to show that it has the will to fight 
terrorism’ and for railroading through Parliament tough counter-
terrorism laws without serious debate [Ref: rediff.com]. There 
are also longstanding concerns about police violence and human 
rights violations committed under the Armed Forces Special 
Powers Act and its far-reaching authority to use force (including 
the authority to kill), wide arrest powers and impediments to 
holding military personnel to account for human rights violations 
[Ref: oneworld.net]. In February of this year, the International 
Commission of Jurists produced a report condemning ‘the 
damage done over the past seven years by excessive or abusive 
counter-terrorism measures in a wide range of countries around 
the world’ by governments ‘ignoring the lessons of history’ 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/libertycentral/2009/jan/19/counter-terrorism-act
http://www.cfr.org/publication/12773/terror_groups_in_india.html#12
http://www.cfr.org/publication/12773/terror_groups_in_india.html#12
http://www.guardian.co.uk/frontpage/story/0,,1709321,00.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/politics/lawandorder/4643415/Spy-chief-We-risk-a-police-state.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/politics/lawandorder/4643415/Spy-chief-We-risk-a-police-state.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/article4894273.ece
http://www.rediff.com/cms/print.jsp?docpath=//news/2008/dec/27mumterror-counterterrorism-must-not-kill-democracy.htm
http://southasia.oneworld.net/todaysheadlines/absence-of-justice-triggering-insurgency-in-manipur
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and allowing ‘themselves to be rushed into hasty responses to 
terrorism that have undermined cherished values and violated 
human rights’ [Ref: ICJ].

Are the dangers to civil liberties being overplayed?
The UK government argues it’s wrong to talk about ‘creeping 
authoritarianism’: freedom requires security and the most 
important civil liberty is freedom from terrorism. Supporters of 
the government think that civil libertarians fail to appreciate the 
new threats we face. For example, the claim by British police to 
have prevented ‘mass murder on an unprecedented scale’ [Ref: 
Guardian] by uncovering a plot to blow up UK flights to the US 
in 2006 is seen by some as a vindication of government policy. 
Home Secretary Jacqui Smith defends the UK government’s 
approach arguing that ‘people’s fundamental civil liberty is that 
they are kept safe from terrorism and serious crime’ and data 
from the British Social Attitudes survey indicates public support 
for the current level of emphasis on security even if it means 
giving up some civil liberties [Ref: Guardian]. Others, however, 
have linked the ‘War on Terror’ to a state of moral confusion 
in the West, where a heightened sense of vulnerability makes 
people feel easily terrorized [Ref:spiked], and make the case 
for greater resilience to undermine the impact of terrorism on 
society [Ref:Times Higher Education].  

http://www.icj.org/IMG/EJP_PRESSE_RELEASE_16.02.09.pdf
http://politics.guardian.co.uk/terrorism/story/0,,1842274,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2007/jan/24/terrorism.idcards
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php?/site/reviewofbooks_article/4129/
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=400262
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http://www.telegraphindia.com/1090109/jsp/opinion/story_10361074.jsp
http://www.telegraphindia.com/1090109/jsp/opinion/story_10361074.jsp
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/news/opinion/editorial/general/lessons-to-learn-from-mumbai/1384512.aspx
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2007/jan/24/terrorism.idcards
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2007/jan/24/terrorism.idcards
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,19269-2307863.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,19269-2307863.html
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&sectionid=30&issueid=104&id=39703&Itemid=1
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php?/site/article/5359/
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/oct/19/terrorism-civil-liberties-42-days
http://www.dnaindia.com/report.asp?newsid=1193747
http://southasia.oneworld.net/todaysheadlines/absence-of-justice-triggering-insurgency-in-manipur
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/aug/18/terrorism.civilliberties
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http://www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/crt/2008/122434.htm
http://cfrterrorism.org/terrorism/introduction.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/libertycentral/2009/jan/22/explainer-terrorism-legislation
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Campaign against Criminalising Communities (CAMPACC)

Citizens Speak Out Against TADA, POTA and AFSPA

Convention on Modern Liberty

India: People’s Union for Civil Liberties

Liberty

Statewatch 

http://www.cacc.org.uk/
http://www.cpiml.org/liberation/year_2004/september/TADA_NewDelhi.htm
http://www.modernliberty.net/
http://www.pucl.org/history2.htm
http://www.liberty-human-rights.org.uk/
http://www.statewatch.org/
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Manchester launch for ID cards
http://www.hindustantimes.com/StoryPage/StoryPage.aspx?id=aa759951-86eb-42fd-8bf8-86ccad7cc7d2
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/India/Manmohan-questions-BJPs-stand-on-terrorism/articleshow/4482033.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/World/US/Indian-counter-terrorism-efforts-outdated-says-US/articleshow/4472515.cms
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/29/us/29surveil.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7507842.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2009/apr/24/civil-liberties-surveillance-terrorism
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/India/Months-of-planning-went-into-Naxal-attacks-/articleshow/4412449.cms
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/crime/article6088249.ece
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1169120/Revealed-Terror-suspects-Easter-bomb-plot-worked-Manchester-airport.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1169120/Revealed-Terror-suspects-Easter-bomb-plot-worked-Manchester-airport.html
http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/la-oe-aslan8-2009apr08,0,7881551.story
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article5966489.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/now-big-brother-targets-facebook-1653407.html
http://news.scotsman.com/latestnews/60000strong-39army-of-shopkeepers39-.5097285.jp
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/terror-forces-india-to-abandon-plans-to-host-cricket-contest-1651725.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2009/mar/08/northern-ireland-soldiers-killed-antrim
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sport/2009/mar/05/cricket-sri-lanka-pakistan-attack-lahore
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/politics/lawandorder/4643415/Spy-chief-We-risk-a-police-state.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7888301.stm
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/us/politics/22gitmo.html
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/index.php?issueid=104&id=24801&option=com_content&task=view&sectionid=3
Terrorists wanted to destroy symbol of Indian splendour
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2008/dec/17/glasgow-airport-bomber-bilal-abdulla
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/12/17/AR2008121701290.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/india/3741868/Mumbai-attacks-How-Indian-born-Islamic-militants-are-trained-in-Pakistan.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/india/3741868/Mumbai-attacks-How-Indian-born-Islamic-militants-are-trained-in-Pakistan.html
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http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/asia/article5182634.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/asia/article5182634.ece
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/News/Economy/National_security_threats_could_impair_Indias_growth/articleshow/3720737.cms
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http://www.hindu.com/2008/07/26/stories/2008072660910100.htm
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/leading-articles/leading-article-david-davis-has-struck-a-fine-blow-for-the-cause-of-civil-liberties-865832.html
http://www.rediff.com/news/2008/may/13rajblast.htm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7398989.stm
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 I am a sixth form student and would like firth details 
 about events in my area

 I am interested in becoming a Debating Matters judge

 I am interested in sponsoring/supporting Debating Matters

 Other (please specify) 

First name 

Surname 

School/company/ 
organisation

Professional role 
(if applicable)

Address 

   
Postcode 

Email address 

School/work phone 

Mobile phone 

finD out moRE



DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
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“tEEnAGE CitizEnS 
thinKinG DEEPLY 
ABout...SoCiAL 
iSSuES”
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