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CHAPTER3 

Philosophical Foundation of Terrorism. 

A. The Foundation of Terrorism: 

An important step toward defining terrorism is to develop an understanding of 

the sources of terrorism. To identify these sources. one must first understand the 

important role of extremism as a primary feature underlying all terrorist behaviour. 

Behind each incident of terrorist violence is some type of deeply held belief 

system that has motivated the perpetrators. These belief systems are, at their core, 

extremist systems characterized by intolerance. One must keep in mind. however. 

that although terrorism is a violent expression of their beliefs as sponsoring 

debates or publishing newspapers. They might engage in vandalism and other 

disruptions of the normal routines of their enemies. Our focus in this chapter and 

subsequent chapters will be on violent extremist behaviour that many people 

would define as act of terrorism. But first, we must briefly investigate the general 

characteristics of the extremist foundations of terrorism. 

B. Defining Extremism: 

Extremism is broadly dt~fined as "radical in opmwn. especially in political 

matters: ultra: advanced:d More especially. political extremism refers to taking a 

political idea to its limits, regardless of unfortunate repercussions. impracticalities, 

arguments, and feelings to the countrY. and with the intention not onlv to confront ., . ' 
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but also to eliminate opposition ... Intolerance toward all views other than one's 

own. 2 

Extremism is a precursor to terrorism--it is an overarching belief system that is 

used by terrorists to justifY their violent behaviour. Extremism is characterized by 

what a person's beliefs are as well as how a person expresses his or her beliefs. 

Thus, no matter how offensive or reprehensible one's thoughts or words are, they 

are not by themselves acts of terrorism. Only persons who violently act out their 

extremist beliefs are labeled as terrorists. 

Two examples illustrate this point: 

First, an example of extremist behaviour. Daniel and Philip Berrigan were well

known members of the Roman Catholic pacifist left and were leaders in the anti 

war and antinuclear movements in the united states during the 1960s and 1970s. 

What they believed in was an uncompromising commitment to pacifism. They 

expressed their beliefs by committing a series of symbolic, and often illegal, 

protest actions. During one such action on May 17, 1968, they and seven other 

Catholic men and women entered the Baltimore Selective Service Board, stole 

Selective Service classification forms, took them outside to a parking lot, and 

burned several hundred of the documents with a homemade napalm-like gelled 

mixture of gasoline and soap t1akes. This was certainly extremist behaviour, but it 

falls short of terrorism. 3 
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Second, an example of extremist speech. The American Knights of the Ku Klux 

Klan (AK-KKK) were an activist faction of the KKK that operated mostly in the 

Midwest and East during thel990s. What they believed in was racial supremacy. 

They expressed their beliefs by holding a series of rallies at Government sites, 

often-county courthouses. They were known for their vitriolic rhetoric. The 

following remarks were reportedly taken from a speech delivered by the imperial 

Wizard of the AK-KKK in March 1998 at a rally held at the county courthouse in 

Butler, Pennsylvania, near Pittsburgh: 

"Take a stand ... Join the Klan; stick up for your rights .... Only God has the 

right to create a race- not no black and white, not no nigger, not no Jew .... Yes, I 

will use the word nigger, because it is not illegal... we are sick and tired of the 

government taking your money, and giving food and jobs to the niggers when the 

white race has to go without! Wake up America.--4 

This language is intentionally racist, hatefuL and inflammatory, and yet it falls 

short of advocating violence or revolution. A sympathetic listener might certainly 

act out against one of the enemy groups identified in the speech, but it reads more 

like a racist diatribe than a revolutionary manifesto. 

C. Common Characteristics of Violent Extremist: 

Scholars and other experts have identified common characteristics exhibited by 

violent extremists. These characteristics are expressed in different ways, 

depending on a movement's particular belief system. The following 
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commonalities are summaries of traits identified by these experts and are by no 

means an Exhaustive inventory.5 

Intolerance. Intolerance is the: hallmark of extremist belief systems and terrorist 

behaviour. The Cause is considered to be absolutely just and good, and those who 

disagree with the cause (or some aspect of the cause) are cast into the category of 

the opposition. Terrorist affixes their opponents with certain negative or derisive 

labels to set them apart from the extremist's movement. These characterizations 

are often highly personalize:d, so that specific individuals are identified who 

symbolize the opposing belief system or cause. Thus, during the cold war, the 

American president was labeled by the pro-United States camp as the '"leader of 

the free world" and by Latin American Marxists as the embodiment of '"Yankee 

imperialism."6 

Moral Absolutes: Moral absolutes are adopted by terrorists, so that distinction 

between good and evil is very clearly drawn, as are the lines between the terrorists 

and their opponents. The terrorists' belief or cause is a morally correct vision of 

the world and is used to establish moral superiority over others. Violent extremists 

thus become morally and ethically pure elites who lead the oppressed masses to 

freedom. For example, religious terrorists often believe that their '"one truth faith" 

is superior to all others and that any behaviour committed in defense ofthe faith is 

perfectly justifiable. 
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Broad Conclusions: Extremist conclusions are made to simplifY the goals of the 

cause and the nature of the extremist's opponents. These generalizations are not 

debatable and allow for no exceptions. Evidence for these conclusions is rooted in 

one's belief system rather than based on objective data. Terrorists often believe 

these generalizations thinking that they must be true. For example. ethno

nationalists frequently categorize all members of their opponent group as having 

certain broadly negative traits. 

New Language and Conspiratorial Beliefs: Language and conspiracies are created 

to demonize the enemy and set the terrorists apart trom those who are not part of 

their belief system. Extremists thus become a special elite who have discovered a 

hidden agenda and who have become targets of the agenda.For example, some 

American far right conspiracy proponents express their anti--Semitic beliefs by 

using coded reference to "international bankers'' or the Zionist Occupied 

Government (ZOG). Neo--Nazi rightists degrade members of non-European races 

by referring to them as "mud people." 

D. The world of Extremist: 

Extremist have a very different and at times. fantastic world view compared to 

nonextremists. They set themselves apart as protectors of some truth or as the true 

heirs of some legacy. For example. racial extremists within the American Patriot 

movement have argued that nonwhites are nothing but" Fourteenth Amendment 

citizens'' Whites are sovereign citizens whose rights are delineated. not by the 
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government, but rather by a cobbled assortment of historical writings whose 

meaning is often subject to their fanciful interpretation· 7 

Likewise, extremists frequently believe that secret and quasi-mythical forces are 

arrayed against them and that these forces are the cause of worldwide-calamities. 

For example, some bigoted conspiracy believers argue that the illuminati or 

international Judaism mysteriously control world banking and the media or run the 

governments of France and the United States. One conspiracy theory that was 

widely believed among Islamic extremists in the aftermath of the September 11, 

2001, attacks was that Israeli agents were behind the attacks; that 4,000 Jews 

received telephone calls to evacuate the World Trade center in New York; and 

thus, that no Jews were among the victims of the attack. When terrorists adopt a 

religious belief syste:m, their worldview becomes one of the struggles between 

supernatural forces of good and evil. They view themselves, as living a righteous 

life in a manner that fits with their interpretation of God's will. According to 

religious extremists, those who do not conform to their belief system are opposed 

to the one true faith. Those who live according to the accepted belief system are a 

chosen people, and those who do not are not chosen. These interpretations of how 

one should behave include elements of the social or political environment that 

underlies the belief system. For example. Bob Jones University in Greenville, 

South Carolina, is a fundamentalist Christian university founded in 1927. It once 

justified its prohibition against interracial dating and marriage as an application of 
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God-mandated truths found in Holy Scripture. Similarly, one student at a Pakistani 

religious school stated, '"Osama [bin Laden] wants to keep Islam pure from the 

pollution of the infidels .... He believes Islam is the way for all the world. He 

wants to bring Islam to the world. ,g 

Extremist has a very clear sense of mission, purpose, and righteousness. They 

create a worldview that sets them apart from the rest of society. Thus extremist 

beliefs and terrorist behaviours very logical from the perspective of those who 

accept the extremists' belief system, but illogical from the point of view of those 

who reject the system. 

E. Defining Terrorism: An Ongoing Debate. 

There is some consensus among experts- but no unanimity- on what kind of 

violence constitutes an act of terrorism, Governments have developed definitions 

of terrorism, individual agencies within governments have adopted definitions, 

and academic experts have proposed and analyzed dozens of ddinitional 

constructs. This Lack of unanimity, which exists throughout the public and private 

sectors, is an accepted reality in study of political violence. 

A significant amount of intellectual energy has been devoted to identifying 

formal elements of terrorism, as illustrated by Alex Schmid's surveys, which 

identified more than 100 definitions.9 Establishing formal definitions can, of 

course, be complicated by the perspective of the participants in a terrorist incident, 

who instinctively differentiate freedom fighters from terrorists, regardless of 
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formal definitions. Another complication is that most definitions focus on political 

violence perpetrated by dissident groups, even though many governments have 

practiced terrorism as both domestic and foreign policy. One important 

observation must be kept in mind and understood at the outset: Terrorism is not 

synonymous with guerrilla warfare. The term guerrilla (''little war") was 

developed during the early 19 th century when Napoleon's army fought a long 

brutal, and ultimately unsuccessful war in Spain. Unlike the Napoleonic 

campaigns elsewhere in Europe, which involved conventional armies fighting set

piece battles in accordance with rules of engagement, the war in Spain was a 

classic unconventional conflict .The Spanish people, as opposed to the Spanish 

army, rose in rebellion and resisted the invading French army. They liberated large 

area of the Spanish countryside. 

After years of costly fighting -in which atrocities were common on both sides-the 

French were driven out. Thus, in contrast to terrorists, the term guerrilla fighters 

refers to a numerically larger group of armed individuals, who operate as a 

military unit, attack enemy miilitary force, and seize and hold territory (even if 

only ephemerally during the daylight hours) at the same time also exercising some 

form of sovereignty or control over a defined geographical area and its 

population.! 0 

Dozens, if not scores, of examples of guerrilla warfare exist in the modern era. 

They exhibit the classic strategy of hit-and --run warfare. Many examples also 
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exist of successful guerilla campaign against numerically and technologically 

superior adversaries. 

Thus, the effort to formally define terrorism IS a critical one; because 

government's antiterrorist policy calculations must be based on criteria that 

determine whether or not a violent incident is an act of terrorism. Government ant 

policymakers must piece together the elements of terrorist behaviour and 

demarcate the factors that distinguish terrorism from other forms of conflict. 

F. A Sampling of Formal Definitions: 

In Europe, countries that endured terrorist campatgns have written official 

definitions of terrorism. The British have defined terrorism as ··use or threat for 

the purpose of advancing a politicaL religious or ideological cause. of action 

which involves serious violence against any person or property." II In Germany 

terrorism has been described as an ''enduringly conducted struggle for political 

goals, which are intended to be achieved by means of assaults on the life of 

property of other persons, especially by means of severe crimes:·12And the 

European interior Ministers note that "'Terrorism is ... the use, or the threatened 

use by a cohesive group of persons of violence (short of warfare) to effect political 

aims." I3 

Scholars have also tried their hand at defining Terrorism. For example. Gurr has 

described Terrorism' as "the use of unexpected violence to intimidate or coerce 
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people in the pursuit of political or social objectives".l4.Jt was described by Gibbs 

as "illegal violence or threatened violence against human or nonhuman objects," 
15 

so long as that violence meets additional criteria such as secretive features and 

unconventional warfare. Bruce Hoffman wrote: 

We come to appreciate that terrorism is ineluctably political in aims and motives; 

violent- or, equally important, threatens violence: designed to have far-reaching 

psychological repercussions beyond the immediate victim or target; conducted by 

an organization with an identifiable chain of command or conspiratorial structure 

(whose members wear no uniform or identifying insignia); and perpetrated by a 

sub national group or non-state entity. 

We may thus define terrorism as the deliberate creation and exploitation of fear 

through violence or the threat of violence in the pursuit of change.l6 

To further illustrate the range of definitions, Whittaker lists the following 

descriptions of terrorism-by-terrorism experts: 1 7 

Contributes the illegitimate use of force to achieve a political objective when 

innocent people are targeted (Walter Laqueur). 

A strategy of violence designed to promote desired outcomes by instilling fear in 

the public at large (Walter Reich). 

The use or threatened use of force designed to bring about political change (Brian 

Jenkins). 
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From this discussion, we can identify the common features of most formal 

definitions: 

*The use of illegal force. 

*Sub national actors 

*Unconventional methods 

*Political motives 

*Attack against "soft" civilian and passive military targets 

*Acts aimed at purposefully affecting an audience 

The emphasis, then, is on the adoption by terrorists of specific types of motives, 

methods and targets. One fact that is readily apparent from these formal 

definitions is that they are very focused on terrorist groups rather than terrorist 

states. As will be made abundantly clear in later chapter that terrorism has been 

responsible for many more deaths and much more suffering than terrorism 

originating from small bands of terrorists. 

G. The American Context: Ddining Terrorism in the United States. 

The United States has not adopted a single definition of terrorism as a matter of 

government policy; it instead relied on definitions that are developed from time to 

time by government agencies. These definitions reflect the United State's 

traditional law enforcement approach to distinguishing terrorism from more 



98 

common criminal behaviour. The following definitions are a sample of the official 

U.S. approach toward defining terrorist behaviour: 

The U.S. Department of Defense defines terrorism as ·'the unlawful use of. or 

threatened use, of force or violence against individuals or property to coerce and 

intimidate governments or societies, often to achieve political, religious, or 

ideological objectives." 18 The U.S code defines terrorism as illegal violence that 

attempts to "intimidate or coerce a civilian population: influence the policy of a 

government by assassination or kidnapping." 19 The Federal Bureau of 

Investigation has defined terrorism as "the unlawful use of force or violence 

against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian 

population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social 

objectives."20 By the state Department, terrorism is defined as "premeditated, 

politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by sub 

national groups or clandestine agents. usually intended to influence an 

audience." 21 

Using this definition, the following common elements can be used to construct a 

composite American definitional model: 

Terrorism is a premeditated and unlawful act in which groups or agents of some 

principle engage in a threatened or actual use of force or violence against human 

or property targets. These groups or agents engage in this behaviour intending the 
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purposeful intimidation of governments or people to affect policy or behaviour 

with underlying political objectives. 

These common elements indicate that the United States has adopted a fairly 

narrow and legalistic approach to defining terrorism. When these elements are 

assigned to individual suspects, they may label and detained as terrorists. We in 

evaluating the practical policy implications of this approach, should bear in mind 

that labeling and detaining suspects as terrorists is not without controversy. Some 

counter terrorist practices have prompted strong debate as a consequence of the 

post-September 11, 2001, war on terrorism. For example, when enemy soldiers are 

taken prisoner, they are traditionally afforded legal protection as prisoners of war. 

This is well recognized under international law. During the war on terrorism, 

many suspected terrorists were designated by the United States as enemy 

combatants and were not afforded the same legal status as prisoners of war. Such 

practices have been hotly debated among proponents and opponents. 

H. Types of Terrorism: 

The basic elements of terrorist environments are uncomplicated, and experts and 

commentators generally agree on the forms of terrorism found in modem political 

environments. For example, academic experts have described the following 

environments: 

*Barkan and Snowden described vigilant. insurgent, transnational, and 

state terrorism.22 
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*Hoffman discusses ethno-nationalist/separatist. international, religious. 

and state sponsored Terrorism.23 

*While undertaking the task of defining the new terrorism. Liqueur 

conceptualize Religious, state, "exotic," and criminal terrorism. 24. 

* Other experts evaluate narco-terrorism. toxic terrorism, and netwar.25 

I. Perspectives on Terrorism .. It should now clear that defining terrorism can be 

exercised in semantics and context, driven by one's perspective and worldview. 

Absent definitional guidelines, these perspectives would be merely the subject of 

personal opinion and academic debate.Perspective is a central consideration in 

defining terrorism. Those who oppose an extremist groups violent behavior- and 

who might be the targets of the group- would naturally consider them to be 

terrorists. On the other hand, those who arc being championed by the group- and 

on whose behalf the terrorist war is being fought- often view them as liberation 

fighters; this can occur even when the championed people do not necessarily agree 

with the methods of the group. 'The problem is that there exist no precise or 

widely accepted definition of terrorism:·26 We will consider four perspectives 

that illustrate this problem. These perspectives are the following: 

1. Participants in a terrorist environment. People who participate m, or are 

afTected by terrorist incidents are prone to have very different interpretations 

of the incident. 
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2. Terrorism or freedom fighting? Whether the classification of a group or 

movement as terrorists or freedom fighters is simply a question of one's 

perspective. 

3. Extremism or ''mainstream ism"? Whether extremist behaviour can move from 

the ideological fringes into a nation or people's mainstream. 

4. Ideologies and ideals. Whether ideologies that promise a better future can 

justifY terrorist behaviour in the present. 

Perspectivel: Participants in a terrorist Environment 

The participants in a terrorist environment interpret motives, methods, and targets 

of violent extremists differently. These participants can, and often do, draw their 

own subjective conclusions about violent political incidents regardless of the 

accepted formal definitions that have been crafted by officials or experts. 

Typically, the participants in a terrorist environment include the following actors, 

each of whom may advance different interpretations of an incident: 27 

The terrorist. Terrorists are the perpetrators of a politically violent incident. The 

perspective of the terrorist is that the violent incident is a justifiable act of war 

against an oppressive opponent. "In so far as terrorist seeks to attract attention, 

they target the enemy public or uncommitted bystandcrs.''28 This is a legitimate 

tactic in their minds, because from their point of view they are always freedom 

fighters and never terrorists. 
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The Supporter. Supporters of the terrorists are patrons, in essence persons who 

provide a supportive environment or apparatus. Supporters will generally refer to 

the terrorist participants as freedom fighters. Even if supporters disagree with the 

force or with the application of force in a specific incident, they will often realize 

its use as the unfortunate consequence of a just war. 

The victim. Victims of political violence, and of warfare, will rarely sympathize 

with the perpetrators of that violence, regardless of the underlying motive. From 

their perspective, the perpetrators are little better than terrorists. 

The Target. Targets are usually symbolic. They represent some feature of the 

enemy and can be either property targets or human targets. As is the case with the 

victim, human targets will rarely sympathize with the perpetrators. 

The Onlooker. Onlookers are the broad audience to the terrorist incident. They 

can be directly affected by the incident at the scene of an attack or indirectly 

affected via modem mass media. The onlooker may sympathize with the 

perpetrators, revile them, or remain neutral. Depending on the worldview of the 

onlooker, he or she might actually applaud a specific incident or a general 

dissident environment. Television is a particularly effective medium for 

broadening the scope of who is an onlooker. This was evident during the live 

broadcasts of the attacks on the World Trade Center on September 1 I. 2001. The 

Internet has also become a means of broadening the audience for terrorist acts, 

such as beheadings of hostages, bombings. and other incidents. 
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The Analyst. The analyst is an interpreter of the terrorist incident. Analysts are 

important participants because they create perspectives. interpret incidents. and 

label the other participants. Analysts can include political leaders, media experts, 

and academic experts. Very often, the analyst will simply define for the other 

participants who is- or is not- a terrorist. 

Many factors shape the perspectives of terrorists, supporters, victims, targets, 

onlookers, and analysts. These factors include culture, collective history, 

individual experiences, and group identity. Participants, thus causing them to 

adopt biased spins on events, can interpret the same terrorist event in a number of 

different ways. The following factors illustrate this problem: 

*Political associations of participants can create a sense of identification with 

either the target group or the defended group. This identification can be 

either favorable or unfavorable, depending on the political association. 

*Emotional responses of participants after a terrorist incident can range from 

horror to joy. This response can shape a participant's opinion of the 

incident or the extremists' cause. 

*Labeling of participants can create either a positive or negative impression of 

an incident or cause. Labeling can range fi·om creating very positive 

symbolism on behalf of the terrorists to the dehumanization of enemy 

participants (including civilians) 

*Symbolism plays an important role in the terrorists' selection of targets. The 

targets can be inanimate objects that symbolize an enemy people. Other 
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participants sometimes make value judgments on the incident based on the 

symbolism of the target, thus asking whether the selected target was 

legitimate or illegitimate. 

Perspective 2: Terrorism or Freedom fighting? 

The second perspective for understanding terrorism is the question of whether the 

use of political violence is terrorism or freedom fighting. Members of politically 

violent organizations will rarely label themselves as terrorists. Instead, they adopt 

the language of liberation, national identity, religious fervor, and even democracy. 

Ethno-nationalist and religious organizations such as Hamas (Islamic Resistance 

Movement) in Israel, Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (L TTE) in Sri Lanka, and 

the Provisional Irish Republican Army (the Provos) in the United Kingdom all 

declare that they are armies fighting on behalf of an oppressed people, and they 

are viewed by their supporters as freedom fighters. Conversely, many Israelis, 

Sinhalese, and British would label members of these groups as terrorists. 

The declarations published by these and other organizations are in the language of 

liberation and freedom. For example, the Palestinian Information Center explained 

that Hamas is an acronym that stands for the Islamic Resistance Movement, a 

popular national resistance movement which is working to create conditions 

conducive to emancipating the Palestinian people. delivering them from tyranny, 

liberating their land from the occupying usurper. and to stand up to the Zionist 

scheme which is supported by neo-colonist forces ... Hamas .. .is part of the Islamic 

awakening movement and upholds that this awakening is the road which will lead 
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to the liberation of Palestine from the river to sea. It is also a popular movement in 

the sense that it is a practical manifestation of a wide popular current that is deeply 

rooted in the ranks of the Palestinian people and the Islamic nation. 
29 

Likewise, the leader of the L TTE delivered the following remarks on November 

27,2001, the LTTE's Heroes' Day: 

The Tamil people want to maintain their national identity and to live in their own 

lands in their historically given homeland with peace and dignity. They want to 

determine their own political and economic life: they want to be on their own. 

These are the basic political aspirations of the Tamil people. It is neither 

separatism nor terrorism. 30 

Despite the seemingly noble aspirations embodied in the Hamas and L TTE 

statements, both conflicts have been markedly violent and have included many 

assassinations and terrorist bombings, as well as thousands of deaths. However, as 

ruthless as the L TTE and Hamas organizations have been, their opponents- the Sri 

Lankan and Israeli governments, respectively- have regularly applied repressive 

measures against them and their supporters, including physically coercive 

interrogations, the destruction of homes and assassinations. This repression has 

fueled fresh support for the rebellions. Sinn Fein. the overground Irish republican 

political party that champions the unification ofNothem Ireland with the Republic 

oflreland, remarked in a statement titled ··The conditions for peace in Ireland." 



106 

The root cause of the conflict in Ireland is the denial of democracy, the refusal by 

the British government to allow the Irish people to exercise their right to national 

self-determination. The solution to the cont1ict in Ireland lies in the democratic 

exercise of that right in the form of national reunification, national independence 

and sovereignty. 

Although Sinn Fein participated in the successful brokering of a peace agreement 

between the Provos and their opponents, it has historically championed many 

Provo "martyrs" and their common goal of unification. These cases exemplifY the 

important role of perspective in defining one· s champions or opponents, and how 

the absence of a definitional model relegates the debate of terrorism or freedom 

fighting to one of opposing values and opinions. 

Perspective 3: Extremism or "Mainstreamism"? 

The third perspective for understanding terrorism is the question of whether 

political violence always lies at the political fringes of society, or whether it is in 

fact a rational choice of some mainstreamism. Members of organizations such as 

Hamas, the L TTE, and the Provos (prior to the peace accord) readily acknowledge 

that their methods are extreme but justif)' them as being proportional to the force 

used by the agents of their oppressors. In Colombia, the Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Colombia (F ARC) argued that the Colombian government's response to 

FARC initiatives was to strengthen the quasi-official death squads, the most 

despicable form of extermination. In this way. they cold-bloodedly annihilated the 

opposition political parties, union leaders, and defenders of human rights. priests, 
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peasant leaders and democratic personalities, among others .... From the moment a 

new agreement was made with President Andres Pastrana to establish the talks at 

San Vicente del Caguan on Jan. 7, 1999, the savagery grew. No week passed 

without a massacre, a murder or a forced evacuation. all done in the name of the 

Paramilitaries but planned in the military bases. [t is the realization of the 

imperialist doctrine of internal security)! 

Governments have also adopted authoritarian measures to counter domestic threats 

from perceived subversives. They likewise rationalize their behaviour as a 

proportional response to an immediate threat. Numerous cases of this 

rationalization exists, such as when the Chilean and Argentine armed forces seized 

power during the 1970s and engaged in widespread violent repression of 

dissidents. In Argentina, an estimated 30,000 people disappeared during the so

called Dirty War waged by its military government from 1976 to 1983. 

Thus, from the perspective of many violent groups and governments, extremist 

beliefs and terrorist methods are logical and necessary. They are considered to be 

rational and justifiable choices. Such beliefs and methods become mainstreamed 

within the context of their worldview and political environment, which in their 

minds offer no alternative to using violence to acquire freedom or to maintain 

order. Conversely, those who oppose the practitioners of political violence reject 

their justifications of terrorist methods and disavow the opinion that these methods 

are morally proportional to the perceived political environment. 



\08 

Perspective 4: Ideologies and Ideals. 

The fourth perspective for understanding terrorism is central to developing the 

facility to critically evaluate the quality of political violence. This perspective 

involves the underlying ideologies and ideals that justifY acts of political violence. 

It is not uncommon for membt:rs of ethno-nationalist and other organizations to 

justifY their beliefs and behaviors by adopting an ideological ideal that promises a 

better and more just future. Ideologies are systems of belief; they are derived from 

theories that explain human social and political conditions. Lowi described one 

element of ideology as '"a source of principles and a means of justifYing 

behaviour."32 Some ideologies are very intricate, intellectual, and dynamic, such 

as Marxism. Other ideologies are rather uncomplicated and straightforward, such 

as nationalism in East Africa, the Balkans, and elsewhere. And some ideologies 

are nothing more than paranoid conspiracy theories, such as the one-world

government and new world order conspiracies underlying the patriot movement in 

the United States.Ideologies can constitute politicaL social, or economic programs. 

They can also constitute religious, raciaL or ethnic systems of belief. The common 

attribute of all ideologies is that they guide the worldview and manner of living for 

individuals, groups, and nations. 

In their most extreme application, ideologies permit no deviation from their 

perceived truth and are completely intolerant of any criticism. It is important to 

grasp the influence of ideological systems of the modern era. For this reason, 
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several ideologies, Anarchism, Marxism, Fascism. and the just war doctrine, are 

discussed in the earlier chapter. 

J. Can Terrorism be justified? 

The central question about terrorism is whether terrorism can ever be morally 

justified. One might presuppose that terrorism is indefensible, and goes on to 

consider whether several excuses might nevertheless have some force. It might be 

pointed out that these "excuses" are justifications in the ordinary sense of term. 

But one might urge that although terrorist acts involve doing something morally 

wrong, they may nonetheless be the best actions available to the terrorist. The 

terrorist may view his or her situation as a moral dilemma. in which all the 

available options are morally unacceptable, and in which the best one can do is 

therefore to choose the least awful possibility. If a regime is sufficiently oppressive 

and tyrannical, for example, and if the potential terrorist is convinced that no 

means short of terrorism will dislodge it, then such a person may well believe that, 

however horrible terrorist acts may be in themselves, they are best option 

available. 

It might be argued that in fact terrorism is never the best available option. It is 

never the last option, because there will always be others to try: it may be that no 

other option seems likely to succeed, but if so, this must be because the movement 

considering terrorism lacks popular support, in which case it should not pretend to 

act on behalf of the populace; it is never the only effective method, because in fact 

it is never effective. Whether or not they agree with the way as the issue is set up, 
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most people will probably agree with the conclusion that terrorism is not only 

morally wrong, but also rarely if ever even the best option of a bad lot. So, what 

makes terrorism philosophically interesting? This question may be replied as what 

is especially interesting about terrorism is the difliculty of saying why it is wrong. 

(Of course, if it turns out to be impossible to satisfactorily explain why it is always 

and inevitably wrong, we may be led to change out opinion that it is always and 

inevitably wrong.) It might be pointed out that terrorists could often offer 

justifications of their actions. It may be difficult to say what is wrong with such 

justifications without also ruling out as unjustifiable other forms of violence that in 

fact we do not reject. 

We suggested earlier that the features that make terrorist action seem morally 

unacceptable are their criminal nature and the tact that they target people who by 

ordinary standards are innocent. Consider criminality first. It seems too simple to 

say that terrorism is immoral because it is criminal. For there is a crucial 

distinction between legality and morality. There certainly are regimes that are 

unjust through and through, and in which acting morally requires acting illegally. 

We do not want to say that crime is automatically immoral; the cost will be 

insisting that those who helped Jews escape Nazi Germany were acting immorally, 

that the American Revolution was immoral. that the Chinese students who 

demonstrated against their government in Tainanmin Square were acting 

immorally. When the law itself is uftiust, morality may require acting illegally. and 

it is important to remember that by the terrorists· v ie\v point. the regimes they are 
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defYing are thoroughly corrupt. We need to consider indictments of particular 

societies on their merits, without insisting that whatever a regime dictates is 

automatically moral. 

The second especially troubling feature of terrorism concerns its targets. Who 

often are, by ordinary standards, innocent of wrongdoing? Indeed, this is probably 

the main reason that we so often find terrorist acts not just wrong but horrifying. 

Most of us take for granted an absolute prohibition on the international killing of 

the innocent. This is true even in wartime; it is an important part of the way 

convention that "noncombatants cannot be attacked at any time:·
33 

Terrorism 

seems to violate our view that attacks on innocents cannot be justified. 

It might be pointed out, however, matters unfortunately are not so simple. The 

distinction between the innocent and the guilty is a difficult one to make. and it is 

typical of terrorists that, whatever our views of the matter, they do not regard their 

victims as innocent. This may be seen. for instance. IRA.'s a number of bombing 

targets; these include not only bombing targets, but also factories, firms, 

stores ... owned in whole or part by British financers or companies, or who in any 

way are a contributory facto to the well-being of her Majesty's invading forces. It 

is clear here that the authors regard those who provide any sort of assistance or 

contribution to the presence of British forces in Ireland as legitimate targets: The 

fact that these institutions provide support is to make them guilty. even though 

they are not themselves directly engaged in violence. Similarly, Carlos Marighella 
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describes legitimate targets of the Brazilian .. urban guerilla" as including top 

government leaders their subordinates, and the stooges of the North American 

Imperialists. We may suspect that the notion of a stooge of the North American 

imperialists might be interpreted rather broadly. 

The terrorists, then may regard complicity with the unjust ruling authority as a 

kind of guilt, and view anyone guilty in this way as a legitimate target. Terrorists 

often regard killing those who are complicitous as a kind execution: The execution 

of Aldo Moro, and Marighella says that any firing team may independently decide 

to execute an agent of the dictatorship. If we take seriously this notion of terrorist 

killing as execution a form of punishment. we may perhaps see a line of response 

to the position that terrorism is justified because merely participating in, or 

supporting, or profiting from an unjust regime amounts to a kind of guilt. There is 

a first of all something peculiar in the notion that killing people on individual 

initiative can be regarded as a kind of punishment. Punishment seems to require a 

richer institutional background than this. Second and more important. however, we 

saw in case of capital punishment that those who defend retributive theories of 

punishment defend either an ··eye for an eye .. doctrine, according to which one 

deserves to be paid back in kind for what one has done, or the somewhat milder 

"proportional retributive", according to which punishment should be proportional 

to the crime but needed not be served as the crime itself. On either view, the 

killing of those complicities with an unjust regime could be justified only if they 
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were not merely guilty, but guillty for murder. It seems difficult to see how the 

guilt of noncombatants could extend this far. 

Difficult, but perhaps is not impossible. It is interesting to compare the point we 

have now reached with a view that is sometimes held about world hunger. To 

allow someone to starve is just as bad as actively killing someone, and people who 

do not do what can to alleviate hunger are allowing people to starve. We may 

notice that if execution is an appropriate punishment for murder, and not 

alleviating hunger is tantamount to murder, then it might be appropriate to execute 

people for not contributing to charity. Perhaps the attitude of terrorists is 

something like this. The regimes they regard as unjust may be unjust not only 

because of assassinations, "'disappearances'', and the like, but also because of 

inequitable distribution of wealth that result in the death by starvation and disease 

of many members of the underclass. The terrorism may take the attitude that 

anyone who does nothing to try to remedy this situation is guilty or allowing 

people to die; if allowing someone to die as bad as murder. then execution may be 

an appropriate response. This strikes us, no doubt. as a primitive and unjustifiable 

view, but it is surprising to see how close it is to views that seen at first to be 

enlightened and, even if mistaken, at least worth of respect. 

K. Justifications of Terrorism are unsuccessful: 

No one these days advocates terrorism, not even those who regularly practice it. 

The practice is indefensible now that it has been recognized, like rape and murder. 

as an attack upon the innocent. In a sense, indeed. terrorism is worse than rape and 
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murder commonly are. for in the latter cases the victim has been chosen for a 

purpose; he or she is the direct object of attack, and the attack has some reason, 

however twisted or ugly it may be. The victims of a terrorist attack are third 

parties, innocent bystanders; there is no special reason for attacking them; anyone 

else within a large class of (unrelated) people will do as well. The attack is 

directed indiscriminately against the entire class. Terrorists are like killers on a 

rampage, except that their rampage is not just expressive of rage or madness; the 

rage is purposeful and programmatic. It aims at a general vulnerability: kill these 

people in order to terrify those. A relatively small number of deed victims make 

for a very large number of living and frightened hostages. 

This, then, is the peculiar evil of terrorism-not only the killing of innocent people 

but also the intruding of fear into everyday life. the violation of private purposes, 

the insecurity of public spaces, and the endless coerciveness of precaution. A 

crime wave might, I suppose, produce similar etTects, but no one plans a crime 

wave; it is the work of a thousand individual decision makers. each one 

independent of the others, brought together only by the invisible hand. Terrorism 

is the word of visible hands; it is an organizational project. a strategic choice, a 

conspiracy to murder and intimidate ... you and me. No wonder the conspirators 

have difficulty defending in public, the strategy they have chosen. 

The moral difficulty is the same, obviously. when the conspiracy is directed not 

against you and me but against the Protestants. s«y, not Catholics: [sraelis, not 

Italians or Germans; blacks, not whites. These .. limits'' rarely hold for long; the 
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logic of terrorism steadily expands the range of vulnerability. The more hostages 

they hold, the stronger the terrorists are. No one is safe once whole populations 

have been put at risk, even if the risk were contained. however. the evil would be 

no different. So far as individual Protestants or Israelis or blocks are concerned, 

terrorism is random, degrading, and frightening. That is its hallmark, and that, 

again, is why it cannot be defended. 

But when moral justification is ruled out, the way is opened for ideological 

excuse and apology. We live today in a political culture of excuses. This is far 

better than a political culture in which terrorism is openly defended and justified, 

for the excuse at least acknowledges the evil. But the improvement is precarious, 

hard won, and difficult to sustain. It is not the case. even in this better world, that 

terrorist organizations are without supporters. The support is indirect but by no 

means ineffective. It takes the form of apologetic descriptions and explanations, a 

litany of excuses that readily undercuts our knowledge of the evil. Today that 

knowledge is insufficient unless it is supplemented and reinforced by a systematic 

critique of excuses. That every act of terrorism is a wrongful act. The 

wrongfulness of the excuse, however. cannot be taken for granted; it has to be 

argued. The excuses themselves are familiar enough, the stuff of contemporary 

political debate. 

L. The Excuses for Terrorism: 

The most common excuse for terrorism is that it is a last resort, chosen only 

when all else fails. The image is of people who have literally run out of options. 
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One by one, they have tried every possibility, failed everywhere, until no 

alternative remains but the evil of terrorism. They must be terrorists or do nothing 

at all. The easy response is to insist that, given this description of their case. they 

should do nothing at all; they have indeed exhausted their possibilities. But this 

response simply reaffirms the principle, ignores the excuse; this response does not 

attend to the terrorists' desperation. Whatever be the cause to which they are 

committed, we have to recognize that, given the commitment, the one thing they 

cannot do is '"nothing at all." 

But the case is badly described. It is not so easy to reach the '"last resort." To get 

there, one must indeed try everything (which is a lot of things) and not just once, 

as if a political party might organize a single demonstration, fail to win immediate 

victory, and claim that it was now justified in moving on to murder. Politics is an 

art of repetition. Activists and Citizens learn from experience, that is, by doing the 

same things over and over again. It is by no means clear when they run out of 

options, but even under conditions of oppression and war. citizens have a good run 

short of that. The same arguments applies to state officials who claim that they 

have tried ''everything" and are now compelled to kill hostages or bomb peasant 

villages. Let us imagine such people called before a judicial tribunal and required 

to answer the question. What exactly did you try'? Does anyone believe that they 

could come up with a plausible list? ''Last resort"" has only a national finality: the 

resort to terror is ideologically last, not in an actual series of actions. just last for 

the sake of the excuse. In fact. most state ot1icials and movement militants who 
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recommended a policy of terrorism recommend it as a last resort; they may not get 

their way at the beginning. If they are honest, then, they must make other excuses 

and give up the pretense of the last resort. 

The second excuse is designed for national liberation movements struggling 

against established and powerful states. Now the claim is that nothing else is 

possible, that no other strategy is available except terrorism. This is different from 

the first excuse it does not require would-be terrorists to run through all the 

available options. The second excuse rather requires terrorists to run through all 

the options in their heads, not in the world, notional finality is enough. Movement 

strategists consider their options and conclude that they have no alternative to 

terrorism. They think that they do not have the political strength to try anything 

else, and thus they do not try anything else. Weakness is their excuse. 

But two very difierent kinds of weakness are commonly confused here; the 

weakness of the movement vis-a-vis the opposing state and the movement's 

weakness vis-a-vis its own people. This second kind of weakness, the inability of 

the movement to mobilize the nation, makes terrorism the ''only'' option because it 

effectively rules out all the others; nonviolent resistance general strikes. mass 

demonstrations, unconventional warfare, and so on. 

These options are only rarely ruled out by the sheer power of the state. by the 

pervasiveness and intensity of oppression. Totalitarian states may be immune to 

nonviolent or guerrilla resistance, but all the evidence suggests that they are also 

immune to terrorism. Or, more exactly, in totalitarian state terror dominates every 
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other sort. Where terrorism is a possible strategy for the oppositional movement 

(in liberal and democratic states, most obviously), other strategies are also possible 

if the movement has some significant degree of popular support. In the absence of 

popular support, terrorism may indeed be the one available strategy, but it is hard 

to see how its evils can hence be excused. For it is not weakness alone that makes 

the excuse, but the claim of the terrorists to represent the weak; and the particular 

form of weakness that makes terrorism the only option calls that claim into 

question. 

One might avoid this difficulty with a stronger instance on the actual 

effectiveness of terrorism. The third excuse is simply that terrorism works (and 

nothing else does); it achieves the ends of the oppressed even without their 

participation. When the act accuse, the result excuses. This is a consequentiality 

argument, and given a strict understanding of consequentialism, this argument 

amounts to a justification rather than an excuse. In Practice, however, the 

argument is rarely pushed so far. More often, the argument begins with the 

terrorists'' wrongdoing. Their hands are dirty, but we must make a kind of peace 

with them because they have acted effectively for the sake of people who could 

not act for themselves. But, in fact have he terrorists' actions been effective? I 

doubt that terrorism has ever achieved national liberations- up nation that I know 

owes its freedom to a campaign of random murder- although terrorism 

undoubtedly increases the power of the terrorists within the national liberation 

movement. Perhaps terrorism is also conducive to the survival and notoriety (the 
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two go together) of the movement, which is now dominated by terrorists. But even 

if we were to grant some means end relationship between terror and national 

liberation, the third excuse does not work unless it can meet the further 

requirements of a consequentialist argument. It must be possible to say that the 

desired end could not have been achieved through any other less wrongful means. 

The third excuse depends, then, on the success of the first or second, and neither of 

these look likely to be successfhl. 

The fourth excuse avoids this crippling dependency. This excuse does not require 

the apologist to defend either of the improbable claims that terrorism is the last 

resort or that it is the only possible resort. The fourth excuse is simply that 

terrorism is the universal resort. All politics is virtually nothing but terrorism. The 

appearance of innocence and decency is always a piece of deception, more or less 

convincing in accordance with relative power of the deceivers. The terrorist who 

does not bother with appearances is only doing openly what everyone else does 

secretly. 

This argument has the same form as the maxim ··All's fair in love and war." Love 

is always fraudulent, war is always brutal, and political action is always terrorist in 

character. Political action (as Thomas Hobbes long ago argued) only by generating 

fear in innocent men and women. Terrorism is the politics of state officials or the 

militants, but it does excuse them all. We hardly can be harsh with people who act 

the way everyone else acts. Only saints are likely to act differently. and sainthood 

in politics is supererogatory, a matter of grace. not obligation. 
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But this fourth excuse relies too heavily on cymctsm about political life. and 

cynicism only sometimes answers well to experience. In fact legitimate states do 

not need to terrorize their citizens, and strongly based movements do not need 

terrorize their opponents. Officials and militants who live, as it were, on the 

margins of legitimacy and strength sometimes choose ten·orism and sometimes do 

not. Living in terror is not a universal experience. The world terrorists create has 

its entrances and exits. 

The fourth excuse can also take, often does take. a more restricted form. 

Oppression, rather than political rule more generally, is always terrorist in 

character, and thus, we must always excuse the opponents of oppression. When 

they choose terrorism, they are reacting to someone else's previous choice, 

repaying in kind the treatment they have long received. Of course, their terrorism 

repeats the evil-innocent people are killed, who were never themselves oppressors

but repetition is not the same as initiation. The oppressors set the terms of the 

struggle. But if the struggle is fought on the oppressors' terms, then the oppressors 

are likely to win. Or, at least, oppression is likely to win, even if it takes on a few 

faces. The whole point of a liberation movement or a popular mobilization is to 

change the terms. We have no reason to excuse the terrorism reactively adopted by 

opponents of oppression unless we are confident of the sincerity of their 

opposition, the seriousness of their commitment to a non-oppressive politics. But 

the choice of terrorism undermines that confidence. 
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We are often asked to distinguish the terrorism of the oppressed from the 

terrorism of the oppressors. What is it, however, that makes the difference? The 

message of the terrorist is the same in both cases; a denial of the people hood and 

humanity of the groups among whom he or she finds victims. Terrorism 

anticipates, when it does not actually enforce, political domination. Does it matter 

if another replaces one dominated group? Imagine a slave revolt whose 

protagonists' dream only of enslaving in their tum the children of their master. 

The dream is understandable., but the fervent desire of the children that the revolt 

be repressed is equally understandable. In neither case does understanding make 

for excuse-nor at least, after a politics of universal freedom has become possible. 

Nor does an understanding of oppression excuse the terrorism of the oppressed, 

once we have grasped the meaning of liberation. 

These are the four general excuses for terror, and each of them fails. They depend 

upon statements about the world that are false, historical arguments, for there is no 

evidence, all moral claims tum out to be hollow or dishonest. This is not to say 

that there might not be more particular excuses that have greater plausibility, 

extenuating circumstances in particular cases that we would feel compelled to 

recognize. As with murder, we can tell a story that might lead us, not to justifY 

terrorism, but to excuse this or that individual terrorist. We can provide a personal 

history, a psychological study of compassion destroyed by fear. moral reason by 

hatred and rage, social inhabitation by unending violence-the product, an 

individual driven to kill or readily set on a killing course by his or her political 
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leaders· But the force of this story will not depend on any of the four general 

excuses, all of which grant what the storyteller will have to deny: that terrorism is 

the deliberate choice of rational men and women. Whether they conceive it to be 

one option among others or the only one available. they nevertheless argue the 

choose. Whether they are acting or reacting, they have made a decision. The 

human instruments they subsequently find to plant the bomb or shoot the gun may 

act under some psychological compulsion. but the men and women who choose 

terror as a policy act freely. They could not act in any other way, or accept any 

other description of their action, and still pretend to be the leaders of the 

movement or the state. We ought never to excuse such leaders. 

M. The Response to Terrorism: 

What follows from the critique of excuses? There is still a great deal of room for 

argument about the best way of responding to terrorism. Certainly. terrorists 

should be resisted and it is not likely that a purely defensive resistance will ever be 

sufficient. In this sort of struggle, the offense is always ahead. The technology of 

terror is simple; the weapons are readily produced and easy to deliver. It is 

virtually impossible to protect people against random and indiscriminate attack. 

Thus, resistance will have to be supplemented by some combination of repression 

and retaliation. This is dangerous business because repression and retaliation so 

often take terrorist forms and there arc a host of apologists ready with excuses that 

sound remarkable like those of the terrorists themselves. It should be clear by now. 

however, that counter terrorism cannot be excused merely because it is reactive. 
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Every new actor, terrorist or counter terrorists, claims to be reacting to someone 

else, standing in a circle and just passing the evil along. But the circle is 

ideological in character; in fact, every actor is a moral agent and makes an 

independent decision. Therefore, repression and retaliation must not repeat the 

wrongs of terrorism, which is to say that repression and retaliation must be aimed 

systematically at the terrorists themselves, never at the people for whom the 

terrorist claim to be acting. That claim is in any case doubtful, even when it is 

honestly made. The people do not authorize the terrorist to act in their name. Only 

a tiny number actually participate in terrorist activities; they are far more likely to 

suffer than to benefit from the terrorist program. Even if they supported the 

program and hoped to benefit from it, however they could still be immune from 

attack exactly as civilians in time of war who support the war effort but are not 

themselves part of it are subject to the same immunity. Civilians may be put at risk 

by attacks on military targets, as by attacks on terrorist targets, but the risk must be 

kept to minimum, even at some cost to the attackers. The refusal to make ordinary 

people targets whatever be their nationality or even their politics is the only way to 

say no to terrorism. Every act of repression and retaliation has to be measured by 

this standard. 

But what if the only way to defeat the terrorist is to intimidate their actual or 

potential supporters? It is important to deny the premise of this question, that 

terrorism is a politics dependent on mass support. fn fact it is always the politics 

of an elite, whose numbers ate dedicated and fanatical and more than ready to 
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endure, or to watch others endure., the devastations of a counter terrorist campaign. 

Indeed terrorists will welcome counter terrorism. It makes the terrorists excuses 

more plausible and is sure to bring them, however many people are killed or 

wounded, however many are tenorized, the small number of recruits are needed to 

sustain the tenorist activities. 

Repression and retaliation are legitimate response to tenorism only when they are 

constrained by the same moral principles that rule out tenorism itself. But there is 

an alternative response that seeks to avoid the violence that these two entail. The 

alternative is to address directly, us, the oppression the tenorists claim to oppose. 

Oppression, they say, is the cause of tenorism. But that is merely one more 

excuse. The real cause of terrorism is the decision to launch a tenorist campaign, a 

decision made by that group of people sitting around a table whose liberations I 

have already described. However, tenorists do exploit oppression, injustice, and 

human misery generally and took to these at least for their excuses. There can 

hardly be any doubt that oppression strengthens their hand. Is that a reason for us 

to come to the defense of the oppressed? It seems to me that we have our own 

reasons to do that, and do not need this one. or should not to prod us into acting. 

We argue against the adoption of a tenorist strategy although not, as the terrorist 

say because these militants are prepared to tolerate oppression. They already are 

opposed to oppression and now add to that opposition. perhaps for the same 

reasons. a refusal of terror. 
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But there is an argument, put with some insistence these days that we should 

refuse to acknowledge any link at all between terrorism and oppression as if any 

defense of oppressed men and women, once a terrorist campaign has been 

launched, would concede the effectiveness of the campaign. Or, at least, a defense 

of oppression would give terrorism the appearance of effectiveness and so increase 

the likelihood of terrorist campaigns in the future. Here we have the reverse side 

of the litany of excuses; we have turned over the record. First oppression is made 

into an excuse for terrorism, and then terrorism is made into an excuse for 

oppression. The first is the excuse of the far left: the second is the excuse of the 

34 
neo-conservative right- I doubt that genuine conservatives would think it a good 

reason for defending the status quo that it is under terrorist attack; they would have 

independent reasons and would be prepared to defend the status quo against any 

attack. Similarly, those of us who think that the status quo urgently requires 

change have our own reasons for thinking so and need not be intimidated by 

terrorists or, for that matte:r antiterrorist. 

If one criticizes the first cause, one should not neglect the second. But I need to 

state that the second should be criticized more precisely. It is not so much an 

excuse for oppression as an excuse for doing nothing about oppression. The claim 

is that the campaign against terrorism has priority over every other political 

activity. If the people who take the leading of this campaign are the old 

oppressors, then we must make a kind of peace with them-temporarily, of course, 
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until the terrorists have been beaten. This is a strategy that denies the possibility of 

a two front war. So long as the men and women who pretend to lead the fight 

against oppression are terrorists, we can concede nothing to their demands. Nor 

can we oppose their opponents. 

N. Oppression and terrorism: 

It is worth considering at greater length the link between oppression and terror. 

To pretend that there is no link at all is to ignore the historical record. but the 

record is more complex than any of the excuses acknowledged. The first thing to 

be read out of it however is simple enough. Oppression is not so much the cause of 

terrorism as terrorism is one of the primary means of oppression. This was true in 

ancient times, as Aristotle recognized and it is still true today. Tyrants rule by 

terrorizing their subjects; unjust and illegitimate regimes are upheld through a 

combination of carefully aimed and random violence. If this method works in the 

state, there is no reason to think that it will not work. or that it does not work in the 

liberation movement. Wherever we see terrorism. we should look for tyranny and 

oppression. Authoritarian states, especially in the moment of their founding, need 

a terrorist apparatus secrete police with unlimited power. secrets prisons into 

which citizens disappear, death squads in unmarked cars. Even democracies may 

use terror, not against their own citizens. but at the margins in their colonies, for 

example, where colonizers also are likely to rule tyrannically. /\ steady and 

discriminate pressure sometimes maintains oppression. sometimes bv intermittent 
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and random violence- what we might think of as terrorist melodrama designed to 

render the subject population fearful and passive. 

This later policy, especially if it seems successfuL invites imitation by opponents 

of the state. But terrorism does not spread only when it is imitated. If state officials 

can invent it, movement militants can also invent it. Neither one need taking 

lessons from the other; the circle has no single or necessary starting point. 

Wherever it starts, terrorism in the movement is tyrannical and oppressive in 

exactly the same way as is terrorism in the state. The terrorists aim to rule, and 

murder is their method. They have their own internal police, death squads, and 

disappearances. They begin by killing or intimidating those comrades who stand in 

their way, and they proceed to do the same if they can, among the people they 

claim to represent. If terrorists are successfuL they rule tyrannically, and their 

people bear without consent the cost of the terrorist's rule. But terrorist cannot win 

the ultimate victory they seek without challenging the established regime or 

colonial power and the people it claims to present, and when terrorists do that, 

they themselves invite imitation. The regime may then respond with its own 

campaign of aimed and random violence. Terrorist tracks terrorist. each claiming 

the other as an excuse. 

The same violence can also spread to countries where it has not yet been 

experienced; now terror is reproduced not through temporal succession but 

through ideological adaption. State terrorists wages bloody war against largely 

imaginary enemies; army colonels, say. hunting down the representatives of 
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international commumsm or movement terrorist wage bloody wars against 

enemies with whom, but for the ideology, they could readily negotiate and 

compromise: Nationalist fanatics committed to a permanent irredentism. These 

wars, even if they are without precedents. are likely enough to become precedents, 

to start the circle of terror and counter terror. which is endlessly oppressive for the 

ordinary men and women where the state calls its citizens and the movement its 

people. 

The only way to break out of the circle is to refuse to play the terrorist game. 

Terrorists in the state and the movement warn us. with equal vehemence, that any 

such refusal is a sign of softness and naivete. The self-portrait of the terrorists is 

always the same. They are tough-minded and realistic; they know their enemies 

and they are ready to do what must be done for victory. Why then the terrorist 

does tum around and around in the same circle? It is true: Movement terrorist win 

support because they pretend to deal energetically and effectively with the 

brutality of the state. H is also true: State terrorists win support because they 

pretend to deal energetically and effectively with the brutality of the movement. 

Both feed on the fears of brutalized and oppressed people. But there is no way of 

overcoming brutality with terror. At most. the burden is shifted from these people 

to those; more likely. a new burden is added for everyone. Genuine liberation can 

come only through a politics that mobilizes the victims of brutality and takes 

careful aim at its agents. or by a politics that surrenders the hope of victory and 

domination and deliberately seeks a compromise settlement. In either case. once 
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tyranny is repudiated, terrorism is no longer an option. For what lies behind all the 

excuses of officials and militants alike is the predilection for a tyrannical politics. 

There is as a matter of fact no moral defense available to the terrorist, no 

justification. Terrorism is worse than murder and rape. and no one can justifY 

them. The only thing we can do with terrorists is excusing them. But the standard 

excuses we might offer are themselves lame and unpersuasive. 

This is a puzzling analysis. First there is no precise characterization of the 

terrorist. We do not know exactly who it is that is beyond justification, and so we 

remain unclear as to why. Second, and more puzzling, Walzer doesn't talk about 

excuses at all.
35 

The arguments he criticizes are all defenses of terrorism. 

Consider the second point first. The avowed aim of the chapter is to examme 

excuses made for terrorism. According to Walzer, there are basically four of them. 

Terrorism is an act of last resort; terrorism is a tool of the weak; terrorism is the 

only effective tool the weak have; everybody practices terrorism. But there are not 

excuses, strictly speaking. We excuse people by arguing that they acted in 

ignorance or under compulsion. 
36 

This is not what the apologists of terrorism say 

about terrorist. As walzer himself points out the four excuses he discussed 

acknowledge that terrorism is the deliberate choice of rational person. The 

apologists for terrorism do not offer and apology but an apologia. They put 

forward arguments that say the terrorist: all things considered did not act wrongly. 
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Walzer pictures the terrorist as attacking "innocent bystanders", as killing or 

harming "indiscriminately." This is not a picture likely to enlist out sympathetic 

ear to the terrorist's case. We are going to take it for granted, too, that the terrorist 

is wrong. But some of walzer' s own later observations belie his initial description. 

Terrorists are often very discriminate in their targets. l press these points because 

the outrage we feel for terrorist acts too easily prompts us to make and support 

blanket condemnations of terrorism by resort to equivocation or word play. 

Therefore, it is important not to be vague about who the terrorist is and not to blur 

distinctions or relevant questions. 

Who are terrorists? Here is a list. Basque separatists, factions of the PLO. the IRA, 

the Red Brigades, Croatian nationalists, the Tupamaros, the Puerto Rican National 

Liberation Front, the Baader-MeinhofGang. Black September, Shining Path, Posse 

Comitatus, South Malaccan nationalists, Annenian Revanchists, the Symbioses 

Liberation Army, why is there no defense for what they do? Why are they beyond 

justification? It must be because 1) they make no claims and arguments at all or in 

terms we can understand or 2) they make claims and arguments so flimsy that it is 

quite difficult to go through the exercise of answering them. 

Benzion Netanyahu takes the tirst path by diabolizing the terrorist. ··The 

terrorist," he claims. ·'represents a new breed of man which takes humanity back 

to prehistoric rime, to the times when morality was not yet horn. Divested of any 

moral principle, he has no moral sense no moral controls. and is therefore capable 
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of committing any crime, like a killing machine, without shame or remorse." If 

this is the terrorist, then he or she is so alien from our own moral experience that 

there is no ground for understanding him or her. There are no moral claims and 

arguments to answer. 

Walzer, in fact, uneasily straddles the line between the first and second paths. 

There are arguments, although Walzer puts them not in the mouth of terrorists-

what could indiscriminate killers say? -but in the mouth of the apologist for 

terrorism. These arguments are "excuses'' too incomplete or shallow to be taken 

very seriously. 

The slaughter of Jewish worshippers in the Neve Shalom Synagogue in Istanbul 

last year exemplifies the mad and indiscriminate terrorism that Walzer obviously 

has in mind. During services, two terrorists entered the synagogue, barred the 

doors, and machine- gunned twenty-two people to death before exploding 

grenades to destroy themselves and all identity of who they were. The worshippers 

in Istanbul met their deaths because they were Jews and because their attackers 

were willing to target Jews as such in the formers .. war against Zionism."' The 

slaughter was so horrible and revolting that it may strike us as too morally 

grotesque to understand, from their point of view. the goals and the values that 

animated the slaughters. 

But the Turkish synagogue episode is less typical of terrorism during the last one 

hundred years that is. for example, the kidnapping and murder of Aldo Moro in 
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1978. The Red brigades abducted Moro, Probably the most respected political 

leader in Italy. subjected him to a •·trial" for his ··crimes .. (as representive and 

principal agent of the '"rotten" and ''repressive" Italian state). And ·'executed .. him. 

The abduction had been planned over several months and followed a period of 

kidnapping and kneecapping of industrialist and lesser political figures. There was 

nothing indiscriminate about the taking of Aldo Moro. 

Are the brigatisti, too, morally beyond the pale, subhuman throwbacks to a 

prehistoric time, divided from us by some moral chasm. their aims not worth a 

charitable understanding? It is unfortunately, too easy to foreclose questions of 

justification here by definitional sleights of hand. Benjamin Netanyahu agrees 

38 

with Walzer "terrorism is always unjustifiable." This seems to follow from 

Netanyahu's definition "terrorism is the deliberate and systematic murder, 

39 

maiming, and menacing of the innocent to inspire fear for political ends.. and 

from the fact that deliberately killing innocents is wrong. But Netanyahu gets the 

kidnappers of Aldo Moro under his proscription only by sliding over to a 

characterization of terrorists as attackers of civilians. implicitly equating 

40 

"innocents'' and "civilians.'' According to the Netanyahu definition and under 

Walzer's characterization the Red Brigades' kidnapping of Aldo Moro does not 

qualifY as terrorism unless we characterize Moro as an innocent civilian, but the 
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just begs the question again the Red Brigades. They chose Moro because he was 

not an innocent (by their lights). 

Aldo Moro kidnapping not because the actions of the Red Brigades were 

incomprehensible but because the actions were fully comprehensible in moral 

terms convulsed Italy. Everybody understands crime and punishment. The 

arguments of the Red Brigades were so understandable. in fact, that the Italian 

establishment feared they might even seduce many Italian citizens. 

The political parties of Italy from the onset of the Moro crisis locked themselves 

into a rigid position. No negotiations for Moro's release. The parties did not take 

this position because they thought the arguments of the Red Brigades had no 

credibility. If the Red brigades had defended their kidnapping of Moro on the 

grounds that he was guilty of secretly poisoning all the water in Italy with 

fluorides, or that he had betrayed the planet earth to galactic enemies, the Italian 

government would not have felt that negotiations for Moro's life risked giving the 

kidnappers widespread legitimacy among the populace. It was precisely because 

the Red Brigades' arguments had enough facial credibility to start with that the 

government saw any concessions as undermining its own legitimacy. Its policy on 

Moro amounted to an argument-by-deed addressed to the Italian public that there 

was no truth to the charge that the state was rotten. repressive, and illegitimate. 

0. The Appeal to Morality versus the Appeal to Law: 

Benzion Netanyahu gets the matter exactlv backward. Terrorists are not 

throwbacks to a prehistoric time ··when morality was not yet born." If anything 



134 

terrorists are throwbacks to a ''time" when morality was not yet under control. 

What is often scary about terrorists is that they appeal to morality without 

appealing to the law. Let me explain. 

Political theorists tell a story about the "state of nature" to explain and defend 

government. The state of nature: proves to be intolerable for its inhabitants. whose 

lives are solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. Contrary to common impressions. 

however, the problem in the state of nature is not that people are so immoral-so 

selfish and rapacious that they persistently endanger each other. The problem is 

that people are so moral- so determined to vindicate rights or to uphold honor at 

any costs that they become a menace to one another. 

The distinctive feature of the state of nature. as John Locke points out. is not the 

absence of morality but the absence of law. It is a circumstance in which .. the law 

of nature"- the moral law- must be enforced by each person. Each is responsible 

for vindicating his or her own rights and the rights of others. All prosecution of 

crime and injustice in the state of nature is freelance. Such a situation is the 

inevitable spawning ground of her never-ending chain of retaliation and counter

retaliation of the blood feud. For every one in that state being both Judge and 

Executioner of the Law of Nature. men being partial to themselves, passion and 

revenge is very apt to carry them too far. and with too much heat. in their own 

cases; as well as negligence, and unconcernedness. to make them too remiss. in 

other men's. 
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Even if persons were not biased in their own favor, the problems of enforcing 

justice in the state of nature would remain deadly. How would crime be defined? 

How would evidence for its commission be gathered? Who is to be punished, and 

in what manner? Nothing about the state of nature ensures any common 

understanding about these questions. The contrary is the case. Private 

understanding pitted against standing produces and escalation of response and 

counter-response that lets violence erupt and feed on it. 

The solution, of course, is an established, settled, known law, received and 

allowed by common consent to be the Standard of Right and Wrong, and the 

common measure to decide all Controversies and a known and indifferent Judge, 

with Authority to determine all offences according to the established Law. 

Conventions, established standards. and rulings keep the peace, and when they 

exist by "common const~nt'' they do justice as well. 

"Consent of the govemed" is the ideal that underlies democratic regimes, at least 

in Anglo-American cultures. It is an attractive ideaL When a regime of law is 

"'chosen'' by "free and rational person." the .. strains of commitment'' will be 

minimal. That is to say, there will be widespread willingness to obey the law and 

accept its rulings. 

But in the governments we live under-even the best of them-the strains of 

commitment often are severe. Impatience with the existing procedures of law can, 

and does, lead people to resort to .. irregular justice." including political violence. 

Such ··irregular justice:· even it is violent and rebellious. need not repudiate the 
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existing rule of law. Irregular justice may be directed only at egregious failures of 

the law or at illegality tolerated as law. 

Ordinary political violence can itself have all the earmarks of terrorism. The Molly 

Maguires- a secrete band of Irish miners in mid-nineteenth century Pennsylvania

carried on a decade-long labor ·'war" with mine owners and police. Emerging 

from violent resistance among Pennsylvania Irish to the civil War draft, the Molly 

Maguires had their own way of dealing with the labor strife of the time. They 

resorted to arson, beatings, and murder, directed against mine foremen, 

superintendents, policemen, and others against whom the Molly Maguires had 

grievances. The violent was meant to intimidate (targeted foremen, for example, 

often left the community after receiving threats) for political ends· The Molly 

Maguires resorted to war because they perceived both the law and its enforcers to 

be in the pockets of owners and bankers. A less remote situation is the bombing 

and burning of scores of abortion facilities in the United States during the last 

decade. The aim of the attackers is to stop impede abortions, and these attackers 

resort to irregular justice because the law fails to protect the unborn. They appeal 

to a 'higher law" to morality itself. Our responses to political violence of this kind 

are ambivalent. In general we do not want free- lance justice; we do not want 

people aiTogating to themselves decisions the law should make. But in particular 

cases, our sympathies often are enlisted on the side of the violent even if we go 

through proforma condemnations of their actions. W c as often romanticize the 

Molly Maguires of our history as vilify them. 
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It is not surprising because it is a part of US political tradition that we may be 

forced, in Merlueau-ponty's words to '·judge the law at the risk of being judged by 

41 
it.'' .. I like a little rebellion now and then.'' wrote Thomas Jefferson to Abigail 

Adams. "The spirit of resistance to government is so valuable on certain 

occasions, that I wish it to be always kept alive. It will often be exercised when 

42 
wrong, but better so than not to be exercised at all." Political violence serves the 

useful function of shaking governments out of its unresponsiveness to the rights 

and interests of some of its citizens. The violence strains but does not rupture the 

rule of law because the appeal to morality made by the rebels draws from the same 

principles embodied in the law. It is not Jeffersonian rebellions and outbreaks that 

truly frighten and disturb us. But revolutionary violence directed against a whole 

existing regime of law, including its underlying principles. Political violence that 

strikes against the very regime itself is doubly disturbing. For one thing, such 

violence is more frightening than ordinary dissidence or rebellion because the 

underlying common allegiance to the principles of the law that we expect to 

moderate or contain the violence of the dissident or rebel is present. It is false to 

say that the revolutionary terrorist has no moral limits; but it is true that he or she 

repudiates the conventional boundaries that guide our own actions. 

More importantly for our purposes. revolutionary violence is more frustrating 

because it is hard to answer the challenges of revolutionaries without begging the 

question against them. We can condemn ordinary political violence, including 
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ordinary terrorism, by appealing to the "'constitution,. that is. the basic ideas of 

legality upon which our political, economic and cultural institution rest. 

Revolutionaries repudiate the ··constitution··. They do so in the name of 

recognizable moral ideas: creating a just or human society, ending oppression and 

misery. But "'just" humane, and so on are attractions that we typically till in by 

reference to the principles and practices of our existing social order. If we cannot 

resort to this strategy in answering revolutionaries. then how do we convincingly 

repudiate their claims for justice? How do we show their violence to be 

condemned rather than supported by morality? I do not mean we have to answer 

these questions for the satisfaction of revolutionaries. They have already pulled a 

gun. It is for our satisfaction that we would like to give an intellectually honest 

answer to revolutionaries' rejectionism. We appeal to the law: they reject our law 

and appeal to morality. We claim morality, too, but then notice we have filled it up 

with our law. 

P. Attacking the Innocent: 

The case with which we beg the question against revolutionaries is illustrated by 

Walzer's depiction of terrorists as killers of the innocent. How are we to 

understand "innocent"? Aldo Moro was clearly innocent in one sense: He had 

never been convicted of any wrong by a duly authorized judge or jury of any state 

or officially recognized international agency. But this sense of innocence is not 

terribly helpful for condemning the Red Brigades. Many instances of political 

violence that any of us would endorse are directed against innocents in this 
'-" 
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respect. Was Moro innocent in a deeper sense; not casually or morally responsible 

for the '"crimes" ofltaly, not an accessory, not complicit? 

If we accept that the Italian state is a ''criminal" enterprise, a repressive and unjust 

system, than it was clearly reasonable directly to connect Moro with it and its 

"crimes". Few other figures in haly were so centrally involved in maintaining the 

rule of Christian democratic governments since World War II. Other targets of the 

Red Brigades were similarly connected in some important way to the political, 

military, or economical functioning of the state. If we grant the premises of the 

Red Brigades, then the charge that they killed innocent people is not so readily 

sustainable. 

But aren't there some lines to be drawn that are independent of any point of view, 

lines that everyone must acknowledge? Perhaps so, but finding an institutionally 

context less conception of innocence will not be easy. Consider the infamous 

massacre of the Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics. Weren't they 

uncontroversial innocent? Yet a case can be made tfom the point of view of their 

attackers, that these athletes were legitimate targets. They were willing and 

knowing representatives of their state to an international affair in which their 

presence and participation would lend vet further international credibility and - -

legitimacy to Israel. Thus, from the point of view of their attackers. the ··athletes'' 

were active and informed accessories in a continuing crime- the support of the 

•·criminal'' state of Israel. 
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Of course. by International Convention, unarmed athletes participating in the 

Olympics are innocent. The willingness of terrorists to violate this convention 

burdens their defense. A great deal can be said in favor of such a convention; even 

terrorists are unlikely to prefer a world in which every criminal is an open target. 

Nevertheless, the circumstances, as the terrorists saw them may have justified 

irregular justice. Like the Molly Maguires, the terrorists saw themselves as 

attacking fair targets that current conventions project. Such terrorists concede that 

they attack the conventionally innocent. but not that they attack the really 

innocent. 

What about the victims of the slaughter at Neve Shalom Synagogue in Istanbul? 

Surely they cannot be connected to crimes of any sort. Their only connection to 

"Zionist imperialism" was that they were Jews; and if that is enough of a moral 

notion and there will be no one who is really innocent. There is doubtless some 

point of view from which the slaughter is Istanbul makes sense, but it is a point of 

view that comes close to being too alien for us to comprehend or even credit as a 

moral point of view. Here the claims of Walzer and the rhetoric of Netanyahu 

seem appropriate. But I say come close because the rationalization of the Istanbul 

massacre may be less alien than we expect. 

The terrorism I am describing now tlows from a conception of uni\ ersal human 

rights. Every human individual has an inviolability and dignity jusl as a human 

being. Independently of any feature or his or her social environment or historic 

circumstances, a person has claim to our moral concern, a claim pressed in the 
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possessiOn of basic human rights. The immunity thesis- that innocent persons 

cannot be made the targets of violent assault describes one of those rights. An 

alternative view denies the moral individualism and universalism underlying the 

human rights approach. This view claims that the value of a person is wholly 

exhausted in his or her class or group membership. There is no trans group or extra 

class humanity that creates moral pull. Moral universalism is false. 

Stated so starkly, perhaps this is a view not subscribed to anyone. But there clearly 

are views that show considerable kinship. For example, at least some forms of 

Marxism imply, in present historical circumstances, that a person's right and 

duties are wholly a function of his or her class. Moreover, parochial moralities that 

see the universe from the point of view of God, or history's, chosen people are not 

hard to imagine or even to find in history. Another alternative conception sees the 

modem world as so dehumanized, so devoid of value that is perverse to agonize 

over the protection of innocents, to erect conventions. make law and pass 

judgment as if current humanity itself had any value.Modern humans are 

deracinated and deformed, a mockery of what a fully realized humanity could be. 

That such beings are incidentally slaughtered, maimed and terrorized in the 

upheaval of a revolution for a transformed social order is of no importance. 

Thus two basic ideas compete against the idea of universal human rights. One 

measures the worth of people according to their group membership. The other 

measures are not alien and incomprehensible to us. In attenuated and confined 

forms, they are a part of the moral armory of even those of us who describe to 
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universal human rights. We value community and cherish special relations of 

affinity and kinship. We hold ideals and strive for collective reform and 

improvement. We can thus comprehend the role of these ideas for those who 

acknowledge no limits on their force. Even the maddest terrorism shows a familiar 

face. Moreover, within our own philosophical culture, we cannot say with 

confidence that the intellectual £::mndations of human rights are clear or that they 

are universally acknowledge. The reigning fashions in the academy today include 

various attacks on liberal individualism. In contrast to the atomistic individual 

supposedly subscribed to by liberalism, current critics offer pictures of individuals 

essentially connected with others in community. individuals whose identities are 

constituted by community. 

The ideas of essence and constitution in this picture are not made clear; these ideas 

may burn out to be innocuous and hardly at odds with anything except a caricature 

of individualism. But lurking within them are possible interpretations that would 

make the grounds of nonmoral universalism obscure. To say that people are 

essentially related to community may mean they have no value outside some 

community. Community may encompass the loosest human associations and the 

most casual forms of sociability, or it may mean a highly structured group bound 

by corporate values. Out of these options there can emerge interpretations that 

render the view that human beings have a worthy and dignity independently of any 

of their relations a proposition too abstract and empty to hold. Perhaps other 

grounds of universalism are available; or perhaps a conception of human rights 
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can be erected on non-universalist views. But our intellectual house is not in such 

good order that rationally refundable barriers are in place against an extreme 

extension if the quest for community or the quest for ideals-both of which can lead 

us to discount rather sharply the value of some humans. Then the rationalization of 

Neve Shalom is not so far away. 

To understand terrorist and to take their self-justification seriously is not to 

acquiesce in the terrorists' deeds or concede them any measure of right. Rather, 

the point is to see the full spectrum of political violence realistically, without 

demonization, for our own sake, not the sake of terrorists. Because revolutionary 

terrorists repudiate so much of what is settled and in place, we struggle to make 

sense of the meaning they give to the moral notions they deploy. But they invite us 

to see how rotten the existing system is and to trust that in destroying it a new and 

morally preferable society will emerge. If terrorists war on us, we can war on them 

without compunction, but that does not answer their invitation. To do that, we 

have to say why the existing rule of law deserves allegiance. 

Terrorists typically appeal to history for vindication. We can appeal to history, too, 

in defense of the vindications and practices terrorists revolt against or violate. 

Some terrorism we can condemn by appeal to those very conventions, some we 

can condemn by appeal to abstract principle, but most we must condemn because 

we judge the terrorist grotesquely mistaken in their understanding of historical 

possibilities. The discussion of the four ··excuses"' shows the burden of proof that 

terrorism, ordinary or revolutionary, seldom meets. 
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