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StudieS in ConfliCt & terroriSm

Militant Animal Rights Activity: Terrorism, Extremism or 
Something Else?

Rachel Monaghana  and João Raphael da Silvab 
aCentre for trust, Peace and Social relations, Coventry university, uK; bSchool of Social Sciences, 
university of the West of england, uK

ABSTRACT
Since the early 1970s, the United Kingdom (U.K.) has experienced 
political violence undertaken by militant animal rights actors. This 
violence has included the use of car bombs and incendiary devices, 
which are more akin to the tactics of a terrorist campaign. Similar 
acts in the United States have been described as “eco-terrorism” yet 
this label has not gained traction in the U.K. This article is concerned 
with the labeling of militant animal rights actions in the U.K. and 
explores the labels that have been applied by the print media, nota-
bly The Guardian to the actions of those animal rights actors who 
have utilized or espoused illegal and violent tactics in the pursuit of 
their cause. Moreover, the article takes a more in-depth look at the 
labeling of the group Stop Huntingdon Animal Cruelty (SHAC) in its 
campaign against Huntingdon Life Sciences and its business partners. 
How actions are labeled can have repercussions in shaping the public 
debate and policy implications.

The vast majority of animal rights actors worldwide engage in legal and peaceful 
tactics such as marches, protests, letter writing, email or online petitions as well as 
public information stalls.1 However, a very small number of individuals and groups 
have engaged in illegal actions in order to pursue their agenda—this is referred to in 
this article as militant animal rights actions.2 Moreover, some militant animal rights 
actors have used political violence including arson attacks, car bombs and incendiary 
devices. Such acts have been labeled as “eco-terrorism” in the United States (U.S.) 
where the actions of militant animal rights actors and radical environmentalists are 
taken together under this umbrella term. Hirsch-Hoefler and Mudde define eco-terrorism 
as a “strategy that employs the threat or use of force or violence to instill fear in (a 
subset of) the population with the ultimate aim of […] the ending of environmental 
destruction and animal rights abuse” [emphasis in original].3 Moreover, Sumner and 
Weidman found in their research that there has been a growing acceptance of the 
term in the U.S. amongst journalists and their sources and within government.4 
Similarly, Wagner found that newspapers have increasingly framed ecotage, that is to 
say those illegal acts such as vandalism, arson and threats undertaken by activists to 
protect nature (including animals), whilst not posing a threat of harm to humans, as 
terrorism.5 Indeed, the Animal Liberation Front (ALF) was added to the domestic 
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terrorism list by the FBI in 1987 following an arson attack on the University of 
California, Davis, Animal Diagnostics Laboratory, which destroyed a building and 20 
vehicles, causing $5.1 million in damage.6 In testimony before the Senate Committee 
on Environment and Public Works, Senator James N. Inhofe stated:

The Department of Justice and the Department of Homeland Security agree that eco-terrorism 
is a severe problem, naming the serious domestic terrorist threat in the United States today 
as the Earth Liberation Front (ELF) and the Animal Liberation Front (ALF) which, by all 
accounts, is a converging movement with similar ideologies in common personnel.7

The Deputy Assistant Director of the FBI, John Lewis in his testimony to the same 
committee also added another group to the eco-terrorism list:

This is 1 of today’s most serious domestic threats, coming from the special interest extremist 
movements that we have heard about this morning: ALF, ELF, as well as another outfit 
called Stop Huntingdon Animal Cruelty, commonly known as SHAC…these individuals are 
most certainly domestic terrorists, in the truest sense, because their agenda clearly advocates 
the unlawful or threatened use of force or violence to intimidate or coerce our society, our 
Government, for the benefit of their own ideological or political reasons.8

This adoption of the label eco-terrorism and the labeling of militant animal rights 
actors as domestic terrorists in the U.S. occurred over a relative short period and has 
resulted in the mainstreaming of the term within both the U.S. intelligence and leg-
islative communities.9 Moreover, it led to the introduction of specific legislation tar-
geting eco-terrorism at the state and federal level and allowed for the harsher sentencing 
of activists convicted of arson and vandalism in the name of animal rights and the 
environment.10 Yet as Hirsch-Hoefler and Mudde note eco-terrorism “has not caught 
on outside of the U.S. borders. Linguistic equivalents of ecoterrorism are seldom used 
in the public debates of Western Europe.”11 A view echoed by Mills who stated that 
eco-terrorism “is not a term recognised in U.K. policing, where the term “domestic 
extremism” is used to describe similar acts.”12 Thus, the research question this article 
seeks to answer is what labels are applied in the U.K. by the print media to describe 
militant animal rights actions.

Before examining the labels that have been applied to such actions in the U.K., a 
brief overview of the evolution of militant animal rights activity is provided. Following 
this, the methodology employed in the research is discussed before focusing on the 
labels applied to militant animal rights actions with a particular focus on SHAC.

Evolution of Militant Animal Rights Activity

Militant animal rights actions can be traced back to the early 1970s with the emer-
gence of a group calling itself the Band of Mercy after a nineteenth century direct 
action group of the same name comprised of young supporters of the Royal Society 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals who damaged guns belonging to hunters.13 
The twentieth century group was comprised of two members of the Hunt Saboteurs 
Association,14 Ronnie Lee and Cliff Goodman and four other animal rights actors who 
had come to believe that action should also be taken to save animals in factory farms 
and laboratories and not just on behalf of animals hunted for recreation.15 The Band 
initially targeted hunts by rendering their vehicles unusable during the cub hunting 
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season16 before embarking upon a campaign of property damage including arson and 
the destruction of equipment at various laboratories involved in animal experimentation 
and the arson of two boats that were to be used in a seal cull. In a statement to the 
press following their arson attack on a pharmaceutical building under construction, 
the group stated “we are a non-violent guerrilla organisation dedicated to the liberation 
of animals from all forms of cruelty and persecution at the hands of mankind.”17 This 
campaign was relatively short-lived as both Lee and Goodman were apprehended by 
the police. In March 1975, they were convicted of causing more than £50,000 worth 
of damage and received a three-year custodial sentence.18 Released early from prison, 
Lee rebranded the Band of Mercy to the Animal Liberation Front in 1976 with initially 
30 members.19 Reflecting upon his jail time, Lee stated:

I feared this could deter other people and put an end to this form of direct action. But 
when I came out of prison, I was pleasantly surprised at the number of animal protection 
campaigners who now wanted to become involved. It was at this point that it was decided 
to change the name to the Animal Liberation Front (A.L.F.), in order to clearly reflect 
what we stood for.20

Thus, the ALF commenced its campaign of militant animal rights activity against 
what they saw as targets of “animal abuse” thorough the theft (i.e. rescuing or releas-
ing) of animals and by causing a financial loss (i.e. economic sabotage) to those 
targeted through the damage and destruction of property (e.g. arson, acts of vandalism 
including the supergluing of locks, the pouring of paint stripper on vehicles and the 
breaking and etching of windows). Those targeted included: butchers’ shops, animal 
breeders, furriers, circuses, abattoirs, fast food restaurants and racecourses. More than 
£250,000 worth of damage was attributed to the ALF in its first year of operation.21 
The ALF considered its campaign of animal rescue and economic sabotage to be 
nonviolent in nature and stated “the ALF does not, in any way, condone violence 
against any animal, human or non-human. Any action involving violence is by its 
definition not an ALF action, any person involved not an ALF member.”22 Such attacks 
on property continued to account for ALF actions up until the early 1980s and were 
in keeping with ALF guidelines “to take all reasonable precautions not to endanger 
life of any kind.”23 The ALF also undertook a number of product contamination hoaxes 
including the alleged adulteration of Mars Bars with rat poison in 1984, which saw 
Mars incur losses of an estimated £6 million.24

In the mid-1980s two groups emerged who were willing to use violence against 
humans, namely the Animal Rights Militia (ARM) and the Hunt Retribution Squad 
(HRS).25 The ARM claimed responsibility for sending letter bombs to the leaders of 
the four main political parties in 1982, six minor bomb attacks on scientists’ homes 
in 1985 and four car bombs in January of the following year. The group was also 
responsible for the planting of incendiary devices in shops in Cambridge, Oxford, 
York, and Harrogate and on the Isle of Wight in 1994. Targets varied and included 
shops selling animal products such as leather, chemists, a sports shop and a medical 
charity shops.26 The group also claimed responsibility for alleged product contamina-
tions including injecting eggs with rat poison and tampering with antiseptic cream.27 
In contrast, the HRS established in 1984, were primarily concerned with attacking 
“blood sports,” namely hunting and angling. The group had threatened to break the 
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hands of hunt supporters with hammers, chainsaw their vehicles and in 1993 planted 
incendiary devices at the office of a shooting magazine.28 A third group willing to 
harm humans appeared in October 1993, calling itself the Justice Department and 
initially sent a letter bomb addressed to an individual connected with blood sports, 
the device exploded at a postal sorting office. A further thirty attacks were claimed 
by the group in the last three months of 1993, including timed incendiary devices, 
poster tube, and videocassette bombs. Those targeted included individuals connected 
with blood sports, companies involved in animal experimentation, and furriers. The 
group claimed a further one hundred attacks in the 1994, including two serious car 
bombs, which exploded under vehicles belonging to individuals connected to animal 
experimentation. The group also extended their targeting to include secondary targets, 
namely suppliers of a service or goods to a business involved in animal “exploitation” 
and sent six letter bombs to companies involved in the transportation of livestock.29

Throughout the noughties, militant animal rights activity has been concerned with 
supporting specific animal rights campaigns, namely against Darley Oaks Farm in 
Staffordshire; the University of Oxford and Huntingdon Life Sciences (HLS) based in 
Cambridgeshire.30 As Lee notes with respect to the ALF, it “tends more to act as a back 
up to existing campaigns, often delivering the killer blows to businesses that are already 
under pressure from other methods of campaigning. Additionally, its actions are more 
concentrated and thus far more successful.”31 Thus, the Save the Newchurch Guinea Pigs’ 
campaign against Darley Oaks Farm (a supplier of guinea pigs for medical research), 
owned by the Hall family, which lasted some seven years from 1999 to 2006, also 
involved the ALF and the ARM. The Farm and its employees were subject to arson 
attacks, death threats, hate mail, hoax bombs, criminal damage (e.g. smashed windows), 
and a smear campaign alleging pedophilia. The ALF claimed responsibility for the “lib-
eration” of 600 guinea pigs by the ALF and the ARM in 2004, dug up and stole from 
a graveyard the remains of Christopher Hall’s mother-in-law, Gladys Hammond.32

The anti-vivisection group SPEAK’s campaign against the construction of a new 
biomedical sciences building for research animals at the University of Oxford started 
in 2004. The group engaged in legal protests with demonstrations, leafletting, picketing 
the building site and letter writing while the ALF has attacked not only the University 
(e.g. arson attack on Hertford College’s boathouse) but also contractors and suppliers 
working on the project.33 Despite stressing that “we’re a legal campaign, we do not 
encourage people to break the law. There are no links between us and these direct 
action groups,” Mel Broughton, a co-founder of SPEAK was arrested in 2007 following 
the discovery of a number of incendiary devices at colleges of the University.34 He 
was found guilty in 2009 of conspiracy to commit arson and subsequently sentenced 
to 10 years imprisonment less time on remand.35

The campaign against HLS began in 1999 with the formation of Stop Huntingdon 
Animal Cruelty (SHAC), which sought the company’s closure. During SHAC’s lifespan 
(1999–2014), a range of tactics were used including public demonstrations in Cambridge 
and pickets and protests outside the company’s premises and the targeting of anyone 
involved with, or with business-links to including their customers, suppliers and share-
holders.36 As Ellefsen and Busher note,

despite claims to be embedded within a nonviolent tradition, throughout much of the 
campaign, conventional and transgressive protest tactics were combined with violent 
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tactics…This included some activists who largely associated with the underground faction 
of the campaign setting fire to cars in people’s driveways, throwing bricks through the 
windows of their houses, disseminating malicious rumors and threatening to harm people’s 
children.37

Both the ALF and ARM have been involved in the campaign against HLS.38 Bomb 
attacks undertaken by Donald Currie on companies with indirect links with HLS were 
claimed by the ALF – Currie was apprehended and sentenced to 12 years for four 
charges of arson, one of attempted arson, and two counts of possessing explosives 
with the intent of carrying out further explosions.39 The ARM sent warning letters to 
companies supplying services to HLS threatening physical violence including a nursery 
and local building companies.40 However, SHAC founder members, Greg and Natasha 
Avery, were found guilty in 2009 of conspiracy to blackmail companies with links to 
HLS and received sentences of nine years, with the prosecution “linking the ostensibly 
lawful campaign of protest and demonstration by SHAC with the unlawful, criminal 
campaign of intimidation, badged as ALF.”41

With the scope of militant animal rights activity outlined, the methodology utilized 
in this article’s research is discussed.

Methodology

The research examines the labels applied to militant animal rights activity through an 
analysis of print media articles. The methodology, namely a content analysis, mirrors 
the approach taken within the extant North American literature on eco-terrorism.42 
According to Berelson content analysis is “[…] a research technique for the objective, 
systematic and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication.”43 Two 
separate content analyses were undertaken, the first utilized the ProQuest Historical 
Newspapers database for the period beginning January 1972 through to the end of 
December 1998. This period was chosen to capture data from the formation of the Band 
of Mercy in 1972 and covers the emergence of animal rights groups such as the ALF 
and ARM who were willing to undertake militant action, namely illegal actions including 
the use of violence in the pursuit of their cause. The year 1998 was the last year before 
SHAC was established. The second content analysis is concerned with one particular 
group, namely SHAC, who as previously discussed were linked with militant action and 
whose campaign led the British Government to create and/or amend laws to deal with 
militant animal rights activity.44 LexisNexis was utilized and covered the period from 
the beginning of January 1999 through to the end of December 2020.45 Although SHAC’s 
campaign against Huntingdon Life Sciences ended in 2014, a number of SHAC members’ 
court cases were held after this date. For example, SHAC members Natasha Simpkins 
and Sven Van Hasselt were sentenced in January 2018 following their campaign against 
HLS, which saw researchers targeted with incendiary devices, false allegations of pedo-
philia and packages claimed to have been contaminated with HIV sent to suppliers and 
customers of HLS.46 For both analyses, one newspaper, The Guardian was chosen. The 
rationale for this choice was based on the public’s perception. According to Ofcom, no 
other British newspaper received more votes than The Guardian with respect to accu-
rateness, quality and trustworthiness.47
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For the first content analysis, the sample of articles to be examined was generated 
using the search terms “animal rights” and “animal liberation.” These two search terms 
yielded 1614 articles. Each article was read and duplicate articles, letters to the editors 
and articles that contained tangential or passing references to animal rights and/or animal 
liberation were removed leaving a final sample of 347 articles. These were downloaded 
and codes were derived from the text data. Although the articles were in pdf format 
they weren’t text but an image and as such were not amenable to being coded in a 
qualitative data analysis computer software package like NVivo and so were manually 
coded. In terms of the second content analysis, the search term “Stop Huntington Animal 
Cruelty” was used and yielded 70 articles.48 Seven duplicates49 and one letter were 
removed, thus, leaving a sample of 62 articles, which were downloaded and codes derived 
from the text. For consistency, these articles were also manually coded.

A summative approach involving a deep structure (latent) content analysis was 
undertaken for both samples to not only identify and quantify the words or labels 
employed in the text with respect to militant animal rights actors but also to explore 
the underlying meaning of the words and the context of their usage. As Hsieh and 
Shannon point out a summative approach can provide researchers with an “insight 
into how words are actually used.”50 However, it is important to note that issues around 
researcher bias and trustworthiness have been raised with respect to qualitative content 
analysis.51 To counter researcher bias, a reflective process was employed, whereby 
coding and the categorizing of the data was returned to and was not a one-time event.

Labeling of Militant Animal Rights Activity

During the 1980s and 1990s, militant animal rights actors were engaged in a constant 
campaign with the ALF claiming between 15 and 20 actions every night.52 A Brass 
Tacks television program shown in 1986 reported that since 1982, groups like the ALF 
and ARM had undertaken some 2,000 actions per year causing £6 million worth of 
damage.53 While details of such actions could be found regularly in the pages of animal 
rights newsletters and magazines (e.g. Animal Liberation Front Supporters Group and 
Liberator) and latterly on websites such as the Animal Liberation Front Information 
Services and Bite Back, relatively few articles were found in The Guardian in comparison 
to alleged actions. This is not surprising given the extant literature on the media 
reporting of crime especially in terms of the newsworthiness of events. Research on 
the newsworthiness of events has identified a number of requirements (news values) 
for news stories including timeliness, relevance, identification, conflict, sensation and 
exclusivity.54 Moreover, Chibnall’s detailed study of crime reporting in the British press 
lists eight “professional imperatives,” which he argues guide journalists’ decisions on 
what they think ought to be in the news.55 More recently, Jewkes suggests that there 
are twelve “news structures” and “news value” that shape the reporting of crime.56 As 
MacDougall observes:

At any given moment billions of simultaneous events occurs throughout the world…All 
of these occurrences are potentially news. They do not become so until some purveyor 
of news gives an account of them. The news, in other words, is the account of the event, 
not something intrinsic in the event itself.57
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Subsequently, the framing of an event, that is to say the journalist’s choice of  language 
and/or images used to describe or portray the event “can affect how readers perceive, 
recall, and ultimately judge events.”58 Research has shown that the media can distort, 
exaggerate and engage in the selective interpretation of events.59 For example, in 2014 
a number of newspapers including the Daily Mail and the Sunday Express printed articles 
based upon information provided by the British Union for the Abolition of Vivisection 
(BUAV) following undercover infiltrations at two animal research facilities, which alleged 
large-scale animal suffering and inadequate care of animals.60 The Home Office inves-
tigated the allegations and although finding five instances of noncompliance with the 
provisions and conditions of licenses pertaining to the use of animals in experimental 
or other scientific procedures found “overall the animal rights organisation’s allegations 
of cruelty at the Establishment have not been substantiated.”61

In terms of the research, over a 27-year period (1972–1998), only 347 articles were 
found to include details of militant animal rights actions or refer to activists or groups 
undertaking such actions. Figure 1 shows the temporal spread of articles, no articles 
were found in either 1972 or 1973.

Only four articles were found mentioning the Band of Mercy during its active 
period (1972–1974). Group members were referred to as “animal lovers”62 and the 
group characterized as a “guerrilla group.”63 This characterization may be linked to 
the already noted group’s press statement, where they described themselves as a guer-
rilla organization. Moreover, the group was labeled as an animal welfare group rather 
than an animal rights group and considered “anti-vivisection” in nature despite some 
of their targets not being linked to animal experimentation.64 Press coverage also noted 
support for convicted member’s actions and positive comments by the trial judge on 
the defendants’ characters. For example, the Labour MP Ivor Clemitson joined the 
campaign calling for a reduction in the length of Ronnie Lee’s custodial sentence 
saying “I have every sympathy with Mr Lee. He made a stand against unnecessary 

Figure 1. Articles concerned with militant animal rights activity, 1974–1998.
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experiments on animals and I think he is right.”65 Whereas, the judge presiding over 
Lee and Goodman’s trial noted they were “men of integrity and sincerity.”66

Robin Webb, an ALF spokesperson at time noted that “the late 1970s and early ‘80s 
saw the media treating activists, to a large extent, as well-intentioned animal lovers 
who, as true British eccentrics, were just taking things a little too far; they were the 
Robin Hoods of the animal welfare world.”67 Indeed, one of the few articles published 
in 1981 was concerned with the clearing of a woman, who had been charged with 
leading a group of masked and armed ALF members in a robbery at a farm where 
nine dogs were released. The judge directed the jury to find the defendant not guilty 
and stated “robbery is really a charge of stealing and using force. This is not a case 
of dishonesty – it’s a case of public disorder.”68 Webb’s observation is reflected in the 
labeling of militant animal rights activity as shown in Figure 2.

Yates, an animal rights activist argues that those involved with the animal rights 
campaign have increasingly been labeled as “animal terrorists” and that “the focus 
is firmly on the “terroristic” nature of the animal movement, whenever that label 
can be applied.”69 However, examination of the coding of the data from 1982 through 
1988 reveals a variety of labels were applied to militant animal rights activity. The 
most frequently used label was activism70, which appeared 222 times across 124 
articles (36%), whereas terms associated with the label terrorism71 appeared 86 times 
across 52 (15%) news articles and those with the label extremism72 83 times across 
61 (18%) articles. Figure 3 shows the use of such labels from 1982 onwards.

The emergence of the ARM in 1982 coincided with the application of terms associated 
with the labels of extremism and terrorism. For example, following the sending of letter 
bombs to politicians including Margaret Thatcher, the then Prime Minster, we have the 
first application of the label extremists to animal rights activists and the tactic used is 
explicitly connected to terrorism: “Letter bombs, which have in the past been mainly 

Figure 2. labels applied to militant animal rights activity, 1974–1981.
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used by the IRA and INLA, are a new departure for animal rights extremists.”73 Although, 
the ARM claimed responsibility for the letter bombs and a letter with their signature 
was found in one of the packages, there was some confusion initially as to the sender 
of the devices as the Irish National Liberation Army also claimed responsibility.74 Increases 
in the use of such labels can also be seen with the appearance of other animal rights 
groups willing to use violence against humans, namely the HRS in 1984 and the Justice 
Department in 1993. Articles relating to HRS activity were mainly concerned with their 
attempted desecration of the 10th Duke of Beaufort’s75 grave on Boxing Day in 1984 and 
HRS members’ subsequent trial. The group did not attract labels associated with terrorism 
but their actions were seen as extreme and they were referred to as the “militant wing 
of the animal liberation movement.”76

The use of explosives in the bomb attack on Bristol University in 1989 saw the labels 
of extremists and terrorism applied with universities being described as “soft targets.”77 
Likewise, the planting of car bombs also resulted in the labels of extremism and terrorism 
featuring in articles on such attacks.78 Interestingly, while some labels concerning extremism 
and terrorism are applied by sources connected to law enforcement, politicians and com-
panies and individuals targeted, some labels are also applied by journalists. For example, 
Erlichman79 refers to “animal rights terrorists” while Parry80 discusses not only “animal 
rights terrorists” but also “animal rights terrorism,” “animal terrorists” and “extremists.”

In terms of the second content analysis that focused on the coding of labels applied 
to SHAC, terms associated with terrorism81 appeared 60 times across 18 (29%) news 
articles, whereas ones associated with extremism82 appeared 70 times across 30 (48%) 
articles. Examination of the data also revealed the existence of other terms used more 
frequently to label SHAC and acts associated with its campaign beyond those associated 
with terrorism and extremism. Thus, the terms associated with activism83 appeared 
169 times across 54 (87%) articles.

Figure 3. labels applied to militant animal rights activity, 1982–1988.
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As can be seen in Figure 4 the terms used to label SHAC have oscillated throughout 
the years under study. Terms associated with activism were the most utilized throughout 
the early-2000s (e.g. 2000–2003). Interestingly, in 2005, all three terms were almost equally 
applied. SHAC’s tactical signature of intimidation, namely home-visits and e-mails, letters 
and telephone calls was especially prevalent between 2003 and 2005.84 Thus, it can be 
suggested that both journalists and their sources were deciding on the most appropriate 
label for SHAC and its activities. This is clearly demonstrated in the following quote:

Environmental extremists and animal rights activists, including the British-based Stop 
Huntingdon Animal Cruelty, pose one of the most serious terrorism threats to the US, 
according to the FBI [emphasis added].85

The application of terms associated with activism continued to have more stable usage 
than other terms during the mid-2000s to late-2000s. However, the labels associated 
with activism appear to have lost ground to terms associated with terrorism during the 
mid-2010s. As previously noted, terms associated with terrorism appeared 60 times across 
18 news articles. On closer analysis, their use was mostly concentrated in three articles, 
which together accounted for 37 occurrences or 62% of the terms usage.86

Within articles where the label terrorism was found, it was used by sources 
opposed to SHAC and its activities. Thus, the term terrorism was employed to 
delegitimise the group. For example, a then Harlan U.K.’s spokesperson stated that 
SHAC and its acts were “animal rights terrorism.”87 Moreover, HLS spokespersons 
were quoted in articles labeling SHAC and its activities as not only terrorism but 
also “financial terrorism” and “economic terrorism.”88 Additionally, the term “urban 
terrorism” was used by the Conservative MP, John Major (in whose constituency 
HLS is located) in the House of Commons in support of legislation designed to 
tackle militant animal rights activity and also by Mr. Justice Butterfield in sentencing 
SHAC members on blackmail charges.89

Figure 4. labels applied to SHAC, 1999–2020.
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It is also worth noting that terms associated with terrorism were used to label other 
militant animal rights actors and groups. For example, a High Court judge, Mr. Justice 
Owen noted that the Save Newchurch Guinea Pigs was conducting a “guerilla campaign 
of terrorism” in his ruling in an injunction case brought by villagers against demon-
strators targeting Darley Oaks Farm.90 The deceased animal rights hunger striker Barry 
Horne was referred to as a terrorist and compared to the IRA’s Bobby Sands while 
SHAC was labeled a “pressure group” within the same article by Toolis:

In life he was a nobody, a failed dustman turned firebomber. But in death Barry Horne 
will rise up as the first true martyr of the most successful terrorist group Britain has ever 
known, the animal rights movement. […] Horne was a dedicated animal rights terrorist 
[emphasis added].91

Conclusion

As acknowledged elsewhere “the news is not an objective presentation of political 
reality, but an interpretation of events and issues from the perspective of reporters, 
editors, and selected sources.”92 The framing and labeling of an event or an actor in 
a specific way promotes a particular interpretation of events and affects readers’ per-
ception of that event or actor. As Wagner points out the labeling of an event or actor 
as terrorism involves not only a “powerful rhetorical technique” but also creates “an 
irreversible frame.”93 Moreover, “newspapers remain pivotal in setting the public policy 
agendas around crime and criminal justice.”94 Within the U.S., the labeling of militant 
animal rights activity as “eco-terrorism” has resulted in the introduction of specific 
legislation resulting in the harsher sentencing of such activists convicted of arson and 
vandalism. In the U.K., counter-terrorism police included a number of animal rights 
groups including the ALF and SPEAK on a list of extremist ideologies. The list also 
included Extinction Rebellion, a nonviolent environmental protest group.95

The present research has analyzed how The Guardian newspaper labeled militant 
animal rights activity since its emergence in 1972 up until 1998 before focusing on 
a particular group, SHAC in the years between 1999 and 2020. Our research demon-
strated that at least in terms of The Guardian for the time periods analyzed, both 
militant animal rights activity and SHAC were largely labeled as activism as opposed 
to terrorism. This is in contrast to research conducted on the labeling of similar 
activity in the U.S. undertaken by environmentalists, notably the Earth Liberation 
Front, which found that the U.S. print media saw such activity as terrorism and in 
particular, eco-terrorism.96 Moreover, the terms associated with extremism and ter-
rorism were nearly equally applied to militant animal rights activity in the period 
between 1982 and 1988 while in terms of SHAC the label extremism was applied 
more often. This may in part be as a result of SHAC operating on the one hand as 
an above ground organization as opposed to groups like the ALF, ARM, HRS and 
Justice Department who operated underground. On the other hand, some members 
of SHAC carried out militant animal rights activity, which was claimed by the ALF.

We recognize that our research has limitations in that only one broadsheet news-
paper was selected for analysis. Whilst The Guardian is considered the most trustwor-
thiness, accurate and quality newspaper in Britain, it is also regarded as being the 
most left-wing newspaper.97 Future work could include expanding the research to other 
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newspapers from across the political spectrum including tabloid titles, which may offer 
alternative results.
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