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War 11, protesting the terror bombing of German cities: “We are a
hopelessly unmilitary nation to imagine that we [can] win the war by
bombing German women and children instead of defeating their
army and navy.”® The key word here is unmilitary. The admiral rightly
Sees terrorism as a civilian strategy. One might say that it represents
means. Terrorizing ordinary men
of domestic tyranny, as Aristotle
ants] is to break the spirit of their
€ “aim and end” of terror bomb-

ght was the destruction of civilian

subjects.” The British described th
ing in the same way: what they sou
morale.

Tyrants taught the method to soldiers, and soldiers to modern
revolutionaries. That is a crude history; I offer it only in order to
make a more precise historical point: that terrorism in the strict
sense, the random murder of innocent people, emerged as a strategy
of revolutionary struggle only in the period after World War I, that
is, only after it had become a feature of conventional war. In both
cases, in war and revolution, a kind of warrior honor stood in the way
of this development, especially among professional officers and “pro-
fessional revolutionaries.” The increasing use of terror by far left and

contemporary terrorism. It was not random
and it involved the drawing of a line that

recognizing as the political parallel of the
ants from noncombatants.

murder but assassination,
we will have little difficulty
line that marks off combat

The Russian Populists, the IRA, and the Stern Gang

I can best describe the revolutionary “code of honor” by giving some

who acted or tried to act in accor-
sen three historical cases. The first

L. In the early twentieth century, a group of Russian revolutionar-
ies decided to kill a Tsarist official, the Grand Duke Sergei, a man
personally involved in the repression of radical activity. They planned




282 PART I1I MORAL PROBLEMS

rriage, and on the appointed day one o}f th(:;
he Grand Duke’s usual route. As the Ch-
olutionary, a bomb hidden u}rllcigrt wli
ticed that his victim was not alone; on h}S lap h1: ni\, e
Coatl,l rclfliidren The would-be assassin looked, besuéteri,uts Eas ralked
i : i her occasion. La .
qgickl}’ aWa(‘iYésHsea;\’ O;iievgiilil;ortgizofiecision, “Even .in. dfitrucuon,
e C?mr% ht wa ’and a wrong way—and there are limits. eda
B Durie hey cars 193839, the Irish Repubhc.an Army wag 2
. purlng t ai yn in Britain. In the course of this .campalgrij, z;o -
boml?mg Ca'rilifan% was ordered to carry a pre-set time bo? > o
s er station. He traveled by bicycle, the bom it
banker, o P;W wrong turn, and got lost in a maze of strgets:k sand
b'aSket’ m}(l) ;; losion drew near, he panicked, dropped h1§ blhe, N
. f'or';he Taolinb exploded, killing five passersby. No onein t (ran R
ran.off- le n) thought this a victory for the cause; the men m; ey
ey e t11601 were horrified. The campaign had 'been 12'2{1' A
at1ely len(; Oa\éiording to a recent historian, so as to avoid the kiling
planned, C

innocent bystanders.”
3. In November 1944,

to blow him up in his ca
number was in place along t
riage drew near, the young rev

Lord Moyne, British Minister of State in the

i i bers of the Stern
i d in Cairo by two mem !
. East, was assassinate : i
B(;I;i(;lea right-wing Zionist group- The two asfsa;sms ;Z:esier ;)2; dgthe o
, i i n. One of them .
r, byan E tian policema L the et
e la:e;;'sytrial' %2\7/\5)6 were being followed by the cons};?ba b
1 N : i
mr:oicvcle My comrade was behind me. I saw the consta PP
mo ycle. My
him. . . . I would have been ab

le to kill the constable easily, but I con-
. . 4 m
ted myself with shooting several times 1nto the air. I saw my
e c
tceorrlnrade fall off his bicycle. The constable was a

lmost upon him.
i i llet, but
Again, I could have eliminated the constable with a single bulle
o o6
I gid not. Then [ was caught.

hese cases is a moral distinction, drawn gy
le who can and people who cannot be

men bear-
killed. The first category is not (}omgoiei:;it l(:i r(ilfetr;l :iid rr:\ifﬁtary e
e immedi::xetl};tti};rcejrt:gé:egd iletead of officials, the politicalr
i Comn_““; th(;ught to be oppressive. Such .p'eople, of co'ur;al
e reg(;rrlla the war convention and by positive mternatlg -
e harac "s};ically (and not foolishly), lawyers‘have frow;le 1;)55
- Sﬁ::ggf 1ztmd political officials have been assigned to the class
assas ,

f 1 m l tary rl et tl ‘ t t b t f
O 10N1MLL ary peI sons, w 10 are never 1€ eg] imate o ]eC S 0
7 ?

What is common to t
the “terrorists,” between peop

CHAPTER 32 TERRORISM 283

attack.” But this assignment only partially represents our common
moral judgments. For we judge the assassin by his victim, and when
the victim is Hitler-like in character, we are likely to praise the assas-
sin’s work, though we still do not call him a soldier. The second
category is less problematic: ordinary citizens, not engaged in po-
litical harming—that is, in administering or enforcing laws thought
to be unjust—are immune from attack whether or not they support
those laws. Thus the aristocratic children, the Coventry pedestri-
ans, even the Egyptian policeman (who had nothing to do with Brit-
ish imperialism in Palestine)—these people are like civilians in
wartime. They are innocent politically as civilians are innocent mili-
tarily. It is precisely these people, however, that contemporary ter-
rorists try to kill.
The war convention and the political code are structurally similar,
and the distinction between officials and citizens parallels that be-
tween soldiers and civilians (though the two are not the same). What
lies behind them both, I think, and lends them plausibility, is the
moral difference between aiming and not aiming—or, more accu-
rately, between aiming at particular people because of things they
have done or are doing, and aiming at whole groups of people, indis-
criminately, because of who they are. The first kind of aiming is ap-
propriate to a limited struggle directed against regimes and policies.
The second reaches beyond all limits; it is infinitely threatening to
whole peoples, whose individual members are systematically exposed
to violent death at any and every moment in the course of their
(largely innocuous) lives. A bomb planted on a streetcorner, hidden
in a bus station, thrown into a cafe or pub—this is aimless killing,
except that the victims are likely to share what they cannot avoid, a
collective identity. Since some of these victims must be immune from
attack (unless liability follows from original sin), any code that directs
and controls the fire of political militants is going to be at least mini-
mally appealing. It is so much of an advance over the willful random-
ness of terrorist attacks. One might even feel easier about killing
officials than about killing soldiers, since the state rarely conscripts
its political, as it does its military agents; they have chosen official-
dom as a career.

Soldiers and officials are, however, different in another respect.
The threatening character of the soldier’s activities is a matter of
fact; the unjust or oppressive character of the official’s activities is a
matter of political judgment. For this reason, the political code has
never attained the same status as the war convention. Nor can
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tended to include among officials anyone who was paid by the gov-
ernment, even if the work he was doing—as a public health officer,
for example—had nothing to do with the particular policies the
NLF opposed.® And it tended to assimilate into officialdom people
like priests and landowners who used their nongovernmental au-
thority in specific ways on behalf of the government. They did not
kill anyone, apparently, just because he was a priest or a landowner;
the assassination campaign was planned with considerable attention
to the details of individual action, and a concerted effort was made
“to ensure that there were no unexplained killings.”'? Sill, the range
of vulnerability was widened in disturbing ways.

One might argue, I suppose, that any official is by definition en-
gaged in the political efforts of the (putatively) unjust regime, just
as any soldier, whether he is actually fighting or not, is engaged in
the war effort. But the variety of activities sponsored and paid for by
the modern state is extraordinary, and it seems intemperate and
€Xtravagant to make all such activities into occasions for assassina-
tion. Assuming that the regime is in fact oppressive, one should look
for agents of oppression and not simply for government agents. As
for private persons, they seem to me immune entirely. They are sub-

Ject, of course, to the conventional forms of social and political pres-
sure (which are conventionally intensified in guerrilla wars) but not
to political violence. Here the case is the same with citizens as with
civilians: if their support for the government or the war were allow-
able as a reason for killing them, the line that marks off immune
from vulnerable persons would quickly disappear. It is worth stress-
ing that political assassins generally don’t want that line to disap-
pear; they have reasons for taking careful aim and avoiding
indiscriminate murder. “We were told,” a Vietcong guerrilla re-
ported to his American captors, “that in Singapore the rebels on
certain days would dynamite every 67th streetcar . . . the next day it
might be every 30th, and so on; but that this hardened the hearts of
the people against the rebels because So many people died
needlessly.”!
I have avoided noticing until now that most political militants
don’tregard themselves as assassins at all but rather as executioners,
They are engaged, or so they regularly claim, in a revolutionary
version of vigilante justice. This suggests another reason for killing
only some officials and not others, but it is entirely a self-description.
Vigilantes in the usual sense apply conventional conceptions of
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criminality, though in a rough and ready way. Revolutionaries cham-
pion a new conception, about which there is unlikely to be wide
agreement. They hold that officials are vulnerable because or inso-
far as they are actually guilty of “crimes against the people.” The
more impersonal truth is that they are vulnerable, or more vulnera-
ble than ordinary citizens, simply because their activities are open to
such descriptions. The exercise of political power is 2 dangerous
business. Saying this, I do not mean to defend assassination. It is
most often a vile politics, as vigilante justice is most often a bad kind
of law enforcement; its agents are usually gangsters, and sometimes
madmen, in political dress. And yet “just assassinations” are at least
possible, and men and women who aim at that kind of killing and
renounce every other kind need to be marked off from those who
kill at random—not as doers of justice, necessarily, for one can dis-
agree about that, but as revolutionaries with honor. They do not
want the revolution, as one of Camus’ characters says, “t0 be loathed
by the whole human race.”
However the political code is specified, terrorism is the deliberate
violation of its norms. For ordinary citizens are killed and no defense
is offered—none could be offered—in terms of their individual ac-
tivities. The names and occupations of the dead are not known in
advance; they are killed simply to deliver a message of fear to others
like themselves. What is the content of the message? 1 suppose it
could be anything at all; but in practice terrorism, because it is di-
rected against entire peoples or classes, tends to communicate the
most extreme and brutal intentions—above all, the tyrannical re-
pression, removal, or mass murder of the population under attack
Hence contemporary terrorist campaigns are most often focused on
people whose national existence has been radically devalued: the
Protestants of Northern Ireland, the Jews of Israel, and so on. The
campaign announces the devaluation. That is why the people under
attack are so unlikely to believe that compromise is possible with
their enemies. In war, terrorism is associated with the demand fo
unconditional surrender and, in similar fashion, tends to rule ou
any sort of compromise settlement.
In its modern manifestations, terror is the totalitarian form of wal
and politics. It shatters the war convention and the political code.
breaks across moral limits beyond which no further limitation seem
possible, for within the categories of civilian and citizen, there is
any smaller group for which immunity might be claimed (except ch
dren; but I don’t think children can be called “immune” if thei

v
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CHAPTER

Is Terrorism Distinctively Wrong?
Lionel K. McPherson

Lionel K. McPherson is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Tufts Uni-
versity. He argues that terrorism, like war, can be Jjustifiable despite the
harm it does to noncombatants,

Many people, including philosophers, believe that terrorism is neces-
sarily and egregiously wrong, I will call this “the dominant view.” The
dominant view maintains that terrorism is akin to murder. This fore-
closes the possibility that terrorism, under any circumstances, could
be morally permissible—murder, by definition, is wrongful killing.
The unqualified wrongness of terrorism is thus part of this under-
standing of terrorism.

I'will criticize the dominant view. . . .

I'will define “terrorism” as the deliberate use of force against ordi-
nary noncombatants, which can be expected to cause wider fear
among them, for political ends. . . .

Moral evaluation of terrorism might begin with the question of
what makes terrorism wrong. A better opening question, I believe, is
whether [the] use of force that leads to casualties among ordinary non-
combatants is morally objectionable. The latter question prompts [a]
comparison of terrorism and conventional war. Judging by practice
and common versions of just war theory, the answer is plainly no. The

Journalist Chris Hedges reports these facts: “Between 1900 and 1990,

43 million soldiers died in wars. During the same period, 62 million
civilians were killed. . . . In the wars of the 1990s, civilian deaths

From Lionel K. McPherson, “Is Terrorism Distinctively Wrong?” in Ethics. Copyright @
2007. Reprinted by permission of The University of Chicago Press.
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”1 -
constituted between 75 and 90 percent of all war deaths.”” Such num

bers may seem counterintuitive. More npncombatants th?m ;osrn;)rit-
ants have died in war, by a sizable margin, and the margin Wa us};
grown in an era of the most advanced weapons technology. betmnts
conclude that war generally is highly diangerous for noncombatams.
I will characterize this as the brute reality of war for nonfcom gea art:
This reality cannot be attributed simply to the conduct of war dep
i e laws of war.
mngerzﬁla E?an ambiguity in the data I have cited: tbe}(fi c.lo r}}(:t Zlf‘:j;z
support the claim that most noncombatants who die llln tth :suse -
were killed by military actions, for example, througd e e o
bombs, artillery, and land mines. Many noncombatant 1eat [st o
have been the result of displacement and t.he lack of s}lle ter, ! Sime
ability to get food, and the spread of disease. I?t the sam batan;
modern warfare is marked by a nontrn.nal numbel of noncqm arant
deaths that are the direct result of mihtgry actions. Th.e rz.L‘glo o wOf
to “war-related” noncombatant casua.llues. and the dlS.trl ut}lloerrle |
moral responsibility for these casualt1e§ will not b'e atflssue. VOlV.eS
proceed on the assumption that eva.luatmg the ethics of war 1rr11 oves
recognizing that war, directly or indirectly, 1e2}ds toa g;e::t gft (}; non-
combatant casualties. Modern v‘vartf?re and widespread ha
ts are virtually inextricable. . . . . o
CorIan;rlliiziately doubtfl}lll is the popul.ar notion that tsrrorlsrrrll 1sO f(lisl:
tinctively wrong because of the fear it usually spre‘a" ] ar??er%mism
nary noncombatants. Recall thatmy nonn.lor.al defi.nl}lon 91 rorism
includes a fear effects clause which descriptively d1st1ngm§ 1((3; or
ism from other forms of political violencg However, ltlhli) (izsreal-
morally distinguish terrorism an.d convenu'onal war.lTh e hral‘l,e Jear
ity of war for noncombatants indicates that in general they e mor
to fear from conventional war than (nonstate) terror‘lsm, par o Vio)i
since (nonstate) terrorists rarely have had 'the capacity to efn}zn i?itar
lence on a mass scale.? Noncombatants in s'tates that are ntiona};
powers might have more to fear from Ferrorlsm than (:ortli\(f)cirl iona
war, since these states are relatively unlikely to be conven nal t}; iy
tacked. But surely this situational advantage that dqes n}(l) Sxent
more broadly to noncombatants cannot ground the claim tha
ism is distinctively wrong. . . '
1SmTll'Sled ;zsltxlllsl(c)tf;az, recogiize a principle that. prohibits dlsproporng;:
ate or excessive use of force, with an emphasis on noncomf)?tanl;ssj out,
example, Article 51 (5) (b) of the 1977 Geneva Pr'oto.c(:io rlu10ss o
use of force “which may be expected to cause incidenta
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civilian life, injury to civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combi-
nation thereof, which would be excessive in relation to the concrete
and direct military advantage anticipated.”® Standard Justwar theory
considers this the proportionality principle. Proponents of the domi-
nant view might take the proportionality principle to illuminate an
essential moral difference between conventional war and terrorism.
They might claim that, unlike proper combatants, terrorists do not
care about disproportionate harm to noncombatants. But the full
impact of this charge is not easily sustained for two reasons.

The first reason is that terrorists could have some concern about
disproportionate harm to noncombatants. This point is most salient
when proportionality is understood in instrumental terms of whether
violence is gratuitous, namely, in exceeding what is minimally neces-
sary to achieve particular military or political goals, despite the avail-
ability of an alternative course of action that would be less harmful
and no less efficacious. Terrorists may possess a normative if flawed
sensibility that disapproves of instrumentally gratuitous violence, for
the harm done would serve no strategic purpose. So the plausible
charge is that terrorists reject the proportionality principle as con-
ventionally construed (since it implicitly rules out deliberate use of
force against noncombatants), not that they lack all concern for dis-
proportionate harm to noncombatants.

The second reason is that the proportionality principle requires
rather modest due care for noncombatants. Force may be used
against them, provided that the incidental, or collateral, harm to
them is not excessive when measured against the expected military
gains. According to one legal scholar, “the interpretation by the
United States and its allies of their legal obligations concerning the
prevention of collateral casualties and the concept of proportionality
comprehends prohibiting only two types of attacks: first, those that
intentionally target civilians; and second, those that involve negligent
behavior in ascertaining the nature of a target or the conduct of the

attack itself.”* Such an interpretation seems accurately to reflect the
principle’s leniency. Indeed, the U.S. general and military theorist

James M. Dubik argues that commanders have a special moral duty
“not to waste lives of their soldiers” in balancing the responsibility to
ensure that due care is afforded to noncombatants.® A commander
may give priority to limiting risk of harm to his own combatants, for
their sake, at the expense of noncombatants on the other side.

We find, then, that the proportionality principle does not express a
commitment to minimizing noncombatant casualties. The principle
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more modestly would reduce noncombatant casualties in requiring
that they be worth military interests. Perhaps my reading appears
too narrow. A prominent reason for thinking that terrorism is
distinctively wrong is that terrorists, unlike combatants who comply
with the laws of war, do not acknowledge the moral significance of
bearing burdens in order to reduce noncombatant casualties for the
sake of noncombatants themselves. To reply that terrorists might
well be motivated to reduce noncombatant casualties on strategic
grounds, for example, to avoid eroding sympathy for their political
goals, would miss the point. Basic respect for the lives of noncombat-
ants seems evidenced instead by a willingness to bear burdens in
order to reduce harm to them. Terrorists, the objection goes, do not
have this respect for noncombatant lives, which is a major source of
the sense that terrorism is distinctively wrong as compared to con-
ventional war.

There are difficulties with this objection. It suggests that the laws
of war are imbued with a certain moral character, namely, fundamen-
tal moral concern for noncombatants. These laws, though, are part of
the war convention, adopted by states and codified in international
law for reasons that seem largely to reflect their shared interests, at
least in the long run.? We do not have to be political realists to see
this. Given that noncombatants are vulnerable enough on all sides
and no state generally has much to gain by harming them, states usu-
ally are prudent to accept mutually 2 principle that seeks to reduce
noncombatant casualties. States usually are also prudent to comply
with the laws of war, since this compliance is a benchmark of moral
and political respectability on the world stage. Simply put, states, like
terrorists, would seem contingently motivated to accept the propor-
tionality principle on broadly strategic grounds.

Now the objection might go that, even if a realist analysis of the
proportionality principle’s place in the war convention is correct, this
is no barrier to states’ recognizing that the principle has indepen-
dent, nonprudential moral standing. But the same can be true for
terrorists. Familiar characterizations of them as “evil” or uncon-
strained by moral boundaries are an unreliable indication of moral
indifference to harming noncombatants. As Virginia Held observes,

«Terrorists often believe, whether mistakenly or not, that violence is -

the only course of action open to them that can advance their politi-

cal objectives.”7 When terrorism is seen by its agents as a means of last
resort, this provides some evidence that they acknowledge the moral
significance of bearing burdens out of respect for the lives of
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Study Questions

Can modern warfare be waged without harm to noncombatants?

Do noncombatants have more to fear from war or from terrorism?
Might terrorists acknowledge the moral value of the lives of
noncombatants?

Can terrorism be used on behalf of a just cause?
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