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Protecting Victims of Terrorism
as a Social Concern:

With a View to International and Regional Developments
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Abstract

Terrorism is one of the most serious phenomena of concern to many countries as well as
to the international community as a whole at least during last decades. In the meanwhile
of its several characteristics, including the element of violence and the nature of
perpetrators, to protect the victims of terrorism is a major issue discussed here as a social
concern. Thus, the main question is to ask “why protecting victims of terrorism needs to
be described as a social concern?” Despite of the international efforts whether at the
global level, esp. within the United Nations system, or at the regional one, e.g. within the
European system, the present article concludes that this group of victims still face
challenges to obtain adequate remedy and redress similar to other groups of victims of
crime and abuse of power.
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Introduction
For jurists and criminologists, defining terrorism is a starting-point in their approach to explore the
various dimensions of the phenomenon. At the international level, and in the absence of an agreed
definition of terrorism, the United Nations (UN) has used various terms in several instruments to
describe the concept. For example, General Assembly Resolution 49/60 (1994)1 seeks to criminalize a
number of armed activities, “including acts intended or calculated to provoke a state of terror in the
general public”.2 The International Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism of
19993 is another example in the UN terminology defining terrorism in the light of criminalization of
terrorism financing.4 The Security Council Resolution 1566 (2004) on Threats to international peace
and security caused by terrorist acts is the last example, mentioned here, which aimed to assist States
in meeting their obligations under another UNSC Resolution (1373: 2001)5 to take domestic
legislative action,6 even though it does not contain a given definition of terrorism.
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From a doctrine viewpoint, as a prominent example, in his article “The Indefinable Concept of
Terrorism” (2006),7 George P. Fletcher, the famous American professor of jurisprudence, defines
terrorism as a different dimension of crime. Indeed, he defines terrorism as a higher, most dangerous
version of crime what he called “super-crime incorporating some of the characteristics of warfare”. 8
Inferring from Fletcher‟s definition, it could be said that there are three main serious phenomena we
often engage in: crime and criminality (e.g. homicide and theft); war and warfare (i.e. aggression as
invasion or war crimes as international crime); and terrorism. Thus, terrorism is not as crime, nor it is Page | 60
as war; terrorism is as terrorism.
Now, one would ask the characteristics of terrorism through which we could be able to define it.
Finding out the characteristics makes it evident that to which kind of definition we refer in the article
and how we could raise the subject of protecting victims of terrorism as a social concern.
Accordingly, apart from its introduction and conclusion, the present article consists of three main
parts. After exploring the main characteristics of terrorism and reviewing terrorist attacks of the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) as a case study on the most serious concern terrorist
organization during current decades of the Third Millennium, we will focus on main topic of the
essay, i.e. the protection of victims of terrorism, as its research problem. Indeed, we intend to explain
the topic as a social concern both for the global society as well as for the Iranian one.

A. Characteristics of Terrorism
Considering the fact that an adequate definition of terrorism is regarded as extremely difficult,9 so we
can say there is currently no agreed definition.10 However, among different definitions, it seems that
we can find several characteristics by which terrorism could be identified. As a typical definition, we
can prefer Fletcher‟s description that bears eight primary factors on terrorism.11 These are as follows:
the factor of violence, the required intention, the personality of victims and perpetrators, the justice
and motive of their cause, the level of organization, the dramatic performances (called by Fletcher as
“Theatre”), and the absence of guilt. These characteristics indicate a multi-dimensionality and/or an
inter-disciplinarity in the definition. Multi-dimensionality of the definition denotes the complexity of
terrorism that seems to be inevitable even though it may expose terrorism to sophistry. In other word,
a multi-disciplinary approach may obstruct to reach a unified definition because it does not allow
understanding terrorism within an independent or a unified field of study. But inter-disciplinarity of
the definition reflects the role and the place of concepts, hypotheses and findings of various fields of
study, including law, sociology, psychology, criminology and victimology within a unified research
agenda.
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I would like to add a ninth element to the mentioned list that is heinousness and cowardice. „The
Security Council Press Statement‟ on terrorist attack in Sistan-Baluchestan (Iran in Feb. 2019) is a
good example for the importance of the added factor in which the members of SC “condemned in the
strongest terms the heinous and cowardly the occurred terrorist attack”. 12 Considering the twin terms,
as a main element in multiple characteristics of terrorism, our inference is as follows: The former
attaches to the terrorist act in itself, while the latter is linked to its perpetrators, yet both seem to be
similar enough to warrant being into one by connecting to the victims of terrorism and terrorist Page | 61
attacks. In other word, the added factor not only describes all elements of the act (terrorist
acts/activities), but also plays a key role to explain the nature of perpetrators and victims of terrorism.
Besides these characteristics, we will focus on terrorist attacks‟ ISIS, as well as on protection of
victims of terrorism, as the main topic of study here.

B. Terrorist Attacks: A Case Study on ISIS
The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, also known as ISIS,13 and also known by its Arabiclanguage acronym Da’esh, is a fundamentalist Salafi jihadist militant group that gained global
prominence in 2014 when it proclaimed itself a worldwide caliphate (an Islamic state) after its
establishment in some parts of Iraq and Syria.14 The United Nations has recognized the group as a
terrorist organization and held ISIS responsible for violations of human rights as well as for war
crimes.15 After international reaction to ISIS, it gradually lost control of Iraq in 2017 until 2019 in
which it lost their significant territories in the Middle East.16
ISIS has claimed responsibility for a number of high-profile terrorist attacks outside Iraq and Syria
apart from human rights violations and war crimes within these territories. According to reports and
some statistics,17 ISIS “conducted or claimed to conduct over 55 terrorist attacks in round 20
countries, which led to killing estimated 2060 victims” (other than injured). In the meanwhile, Iran
has been the target of nine terrorist attacks on its seven cities and/or provinces during 2006-2019
among which some cases linked to ISIS18 that resulted to killing of an estimated 274 victims (not
including the wounded).19
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All the facts demonstrate the significance of protecting the victims of terrorist attacks or overall
victims of terrorism. As the sequel shows, we can discuss about the issue as a concern for global
society as a whole and for the Iranian society particularly suffered harm through terrorization.

C. Protection of Victims of Terrorism
Considering the terrorist attacks and acts of terrorism, a major issue alongside preventing recurrence
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of the events and inevitability of punishment of the perpetrators is to protect the victims of those
attacks or acts. Two main examples of such a consideration can be found both at global and regional
levels.
At the global level, Security Council, in its Press Statement on terrorist attack in Iran, 20 viewed
terrorism as one of the most serious threats to international peace and security. They expressed their
deepest sympathy and condolences to the families of the victims and to the Government of Iran and
wished a speedy and full recovery to those who were injured. As a regional instance, in its revised
Guidelines on the protection of victims of terrorist acts (2017),21 the Committee of Ministers of the
Council of Europe underlines the requirement of implementing an efficient protection policy as such
the effects of terrorism on victims and their close family members.
Overall, in victimological literature, protecting victims is originated from victims‟ rights
movements around the world,22 and victimologists use several expressions interchangeably, including
„victim advocacy‟, „support for victims‟, „assistance or aid to victims‟, and of course,
„protecting/protection of victims‟.23 Regardless of the terminological matter, finding a model for
protection of victims of terrorism seems to be necessary. The model derives from the typical model in
victimology. Some references of the typical model could be found in victimology and criminology
textbooks. One of the European examples has been contained in a French book entitled “Victimes et
Victimologie” (Victims and Victimology) by Gérard Lopez and Gina Filizzola (1996) in which they
propound four-fold protections consisting of medical, psychological, social and economic-legal.24
Inspiring the above model as well as what is contained in the provisions of the UN Declaration of
Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power (the 1985 Declaration), I have
redefined a more comprehensive model firstly introduced in “Protective Victimology” (2005), 25 later
updated in its new edition “Assistance-oriented Victimology” (2011).26 The model consists of a six-
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fold that used here for protection of the victims of terrorism. Various aspects of the model, which we
could define with respect to the effects of victimization, are divided into material, penal, economic,
legal, medical, psychological, and social protection.27 Considering these aspects, a typical model is
formed that encompasses several dimensions.

I. Recognition of Victims of Terrorism
As a general rule, internationally reflected in the UN Declaration 1985, all victims are treated with Page | 63
compassion and respect for their dignity.28 It construes as an essential test called fair treatment. In the
context of victimology, the term means to secure the effective recognition of, and respect for, both
victims of crime and victims of abuse of power.29 Recognition of victims of terrorism as a priority
requires compassion and respect for their dignity as well as survivors and their family or relatives by
issuance of a statement. We could find such an approach in the mentioned before 2019 Security
Council Press Statement on terrorist attack in Iran in which SC expressed a deepest sympathy and
condolences to the families of the victims and to the Government of Iran wishing a speedy and full
recovery to those injured in the terrorist attack. As a regional example, the Council of Europe Revised
Guidelines 2017 also recognizes the fair treatment as its third Principle as follows: “States must
respect the dignity and the private and family life of victims [of terrorist acts]”.30

II. Providing Special Legal Rights to the Victims of Terrorism
Recognition of, and respect for, victims requires providing special legal rights for those who suffer
harm because of crime and abuse of power. Crime and abuse of power indicate significant forms of
violating the victims‟ rights. Furthermore, they demonstrate that the rights of their victims have not
been adequately recognized.31 On the one hand, any crime and/or abuse of power may be regarded as
a breach of the victim‟s fundamental rights like the right to life or the right of freedom. On the other
hand, occurrence of a crime, particularly in the form of a criminal abuse of power may indicate a
denial of victim‟s rights or a prejudice to his/her rights. Thus, all victims are entitled to access to the
mechanisms of justice for the purpose of prompt redress for the harm suffered as well as for the rights
violated or denied. It is another part of an internationally general rule which is entitled Access to
Justice in the UN Declaration 1985.32 Accordingly, access to justice necessitates providing special
legal rights to the victims to which they are entitled to be informed.33
Regarding victims of terrorism, although the UN views the access to justice as a fundamentally
important issue for the State Parties,34 provision of mechanisms of access to justice is not merely in
charge of national legislation. Therefore, it seems to be necessary that the victims of terrorism be
enable to access to justice and to obtain redress through formal and informal procedures; i.e. not only
through legislative, judicial and administrative mechanisms within the legal system but also by
peacefully resolutions of conflicts within the civil society. Moreover, they are entitled to enjoy
support, as one of their special rights, from community to which they belong, and at a higher level,
from the society as a whole, i.e. global community.35
27
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31
Guide for Policy Makers; op. cit., p. 5.
32
Ibid.
33
Ibid; p. 19.
34
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime: UNODC (2015); Good Practices in Supporting Victims of
Terrorism within the Criminal Justice System Framework, United Nations Office, Vienna, p. 27.
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III. From Psychological Protection To Social Support
Experience of victimization may be a more serious than any event or disaster. The victimization not
only bears physical and financial impacts, but also has psychological injury or suffering and social
cost imposed to the victim or to the public.36 Meanwhile, considering the difference between crime
and terrorism as a significant point referred before (See I. Introduction), it should be noted that
experience of terrorism is definitely more serious than crime, most likely similar to abuse of power.
Terrorism whether a terrorist attack or an act of terrorism inflicts a huge harm to their victims that its Page | 64
reparation could be so difficult if one does not say „impossible‟. The mental injury or emotional
suffering of victimization of terrorism necessitates a systematic psychological protection by the
family of direct victim of terror and all persons or agencies responsible for the terrorist event and their
victimization.
Within the national boundaries, it is identified by formal or informal mechanisms that the
government or the civil society represents. Governmental mechanisms are all measures and/or policies
place in legislative, judicial and administrative bodies according to the separation of powers principle.
Non-governmental or civil society mechanisms are all measures, activities or practices accomplished
by informal institutions like family, NGOs and suchlike.37 However, providing such mechanisms to
the victims of terrorism, as reaffirmed by the Council of Europe Revised Guidelines 2017,38 should be
done through a cooperative endeavor. Accordingly, governments are encouraged to cooperate with
civil society representatives, especially those of NGOs involving the protection of victims of
terrorism.
At the international level, the UN certainly pioneers the protection of victims of terrorism
throughout the world. Accordingly, the GA Resolution 40/34 to which the UN Declaration 1985 is
annexed affirms the necessity of adopting international measures in order to secure the universal
recognition of, and respect for all victims as well as their rights.39 The Council of Europe Revised
Guidelines 201740 reaffirms the implementation of an efficient policy, including the societal
recognition, at national level, of the suffering of victims and the maintenance of the duty of
remembrance.
Such an important issue indicates a multi-dimensional social support for victims of terrorism
encompassing various aspects of assistance and aid in the framework of typical model of protection
for victims of terrorism.

IV. A Multi-dimensional Social Support for Victims of Terrorism
Such a model of social support for victims of terrorism at least consists of four elements.
a. To enhance the awareness of victims of terrorism of their basic rights:
Whereas informing victims of their rights in seeking redress through judicial and administrative
mechanisms by formal or informal procedures is essential, a fortiori victims of terrorism should aware
of their basic rights to redress. It depends on themselves to know having been victimized and as such,
they are entitled to get remedy and reparation for their victimization.41
of terrorist acts. (Revised Guidelines of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on the protection
of victims of terrorist acts; op. cit., p. 8).
36
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37
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in charge of giving information to victims of terrorist acts (Ibid; p. 7).

b. To increase the realization of the public to the victims of terrorism and to
sensitizing the public to the cognizance as a social concern:
It is essential to create such a realization in the public even though it depends on the public
themselves. Each member of a society should educated and trained in respect to victimization of
terrorism and those who have been experienced the victimization. When everyone puts oneself in the
victim‟s shoes, the public would realize the necessity of support for him/her for the obvious reason we
all recognize ourselves as injured not merely those who suffered harm from terrorism. This is the Page | 65
same social concern. The Council of Europe Revised Guidelines 201742 accepts the essential element
as a principle entitled „raising public awareness‟ and makes the representatives of the victims of
terrorist acts responsible for the involvement in raising public awareness.
c. To enhance the understanding government to the terrorism as an important issue:
Protecting victims of terrorism not only is a concern to the public, but also must be a significant issue
for the sovereignty. The government should take terrorism more a more serious than criminality.
Crime may be regarded as an individual affair. It means that although crime inflicts harm to the
society, yet a criminal perpetrates it. Therefore, the major issue for the government is how to punish
the criminals. Terrorism instead seems a higher, most dangerous version of crime as a collective issue
bearing mass injuries or huge harm widespread and therefore it should be more particularly addressed.
d. To provide the real redress for the Victim:
The last component of a multi-dimensional social support for victims of terrorism is to provide
remedies to them. Despite several expressions used for the remedy in the victimological context, we
take the international approach contained in the UN Declaration 1985 upon which the concept
„redress‟ is divided into two main types: restitution and compensation.43 The former denotes to
remedy by the offender (perpetrators of terrorism, here). Thus, all perpetrators or third parties
responsible for the terrorist attacks or acts of terrorism should make fair restitution to victims of those
attacks or acts, and/or to their families or dependents. A fair restitution consequently consists of
reimbursement of expenses incurred because of harm or loss suffered by terrorist attacks or acts of
terrorism, the provision of services and the restoration of rights even if it is as return of property or
monetary payment. The latter implies to remedy by the State (the government in which a terrorist
attack/act occurred, or to which its victims belong). Therefore, where restitution is not fully available
from the perpetrators of terrorism, States should seek to provide financial compensation to all direct
and indirect victims of terrorism. In the same way, the Council of Europe Revised Guidelines 2017, as
a new international example, serves the compensation as a generic term (without any distinction to
restitution).44 The European compensation system is initially provided through the confiscation of the
property of the perpetrators, organizers and sponsors of terrorist attacks/acts. However, when it is not
available through above, the State on the territory of which the terrorist attack/act occurred should
contribute to compensate the victims, whether direct or indirect, and national or foreign.

Conclusion
Victims of terrorism struggle with obstacles and get into difficulties far more the concerns and
disasters of victims of crime and even victims of abuse of power. Although criminologists and
victimologists seek to introduce an appropriate model and find a way to provide a better protection
and support for the group of victims, accessing to justice for victims of terrorism does not appear to be
fully provided. The problem may originate in international mechanisms which those function is the
provision of such aids and helps. As we know, after the 1985 Declaration, the UN has not yet
succeeded to adopt a convention for the victims. Furthermore, despite the sample of victims of violent
crime that led to the 1983 European Convention, there is not a regional binding instrument within the
European system, as the innovatory in many international developments including in the field of
42

Ibid; p. 9.
Guide for Policy Makers; op. cit., pp. 24, 26.
44
Revised Guidelines of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on the protection of
victims of terrorist acts, op. cit., p. 8.
43

victims issues. Given the circumstances, it seems to be on the agenda the top issue of protecting
victims of terrorism as a social concern in all countries, i.e. in the international community as a whole.
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