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No one these days advocates terrorism, not even those who regularly prac-
tice it. The practice is indefensible now tha it has been recognized, like
rape and murder, as an attack upon the innocent. In a sense, indeed, ter-
rorism 1S wWorse than rape and 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 purpose-
ful and programmatic. It aims at a general vulnerability: Kill these people
in order to terrify those. A relatively small number of dead victims makes
for a very large number of living and frightened hostages.

This, then, is the peculiar evil of terrorism—not only the killing of inno-
cent people but also the intrusion of fear into everyday life, the violation of
private purposes, the insecurity of public spaces, the endless coerciveness
of precaution. A crime wave might, I suppose, produce similar effects, 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 work 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 them—Protestants, say, not
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Catholics, Israelis, not Italians or Germans; blacks,‘not whites. Thege Wi
its” rarely hold for long; the logic of terrorism steadily expands the Tange o
vulnerability. The more hostages they hold, the stronger the terrorigyg are.
No one is safe once whole populations have been put at risk. Even jf the rig
were contained, however, the evil would be no different. So far 45 indiyig.
ual Protestants or Israelis or blacks are concerned, terrorism ig randop,
degrading, and frightening. That is its hallmark, and that, again, ig why it
cannot be defended.

But when moral justification is ruled out, the way is opened for id6010g.
ical excuse and apology. We live today in a political culture of excuseg. 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 improye.
ment 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 steadily
undercuts our knowledge of the evil. Today that knowledge is insufficiep;
unless it is supplemented and reinforced by a systematic critique of excuses,
That is my purpose in this chapter. I take the principle for granted: that
every act of terrorism is a wrongful act. The wrongfulness of the excuses,
however, cannot be taken for granted; it has to be argued. The excuses them.
selves are familiar enough, the stuff of contemporary political debate. | shall
state them in stereotypical form. There is no need to attribute them to this

or that writer, publicist, or commentator; my readers can make their own
attributions.

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. One by one, they have tried every legitimate form of political
and military action, exhausted 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

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.”
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gut the case is badly -dESCTibEd- Itis not.so easy.to reach the “last resort.”
gt there, one must 1'n’deed try eve.rythmg (vs{hlch is a lot of things) and
st once, as 1€ a pOl.ltlcal par(tiy In.lght orgamze a sm.gle fie'zmc?nstration,
Gilto win immedl.a’fe v1-ctory, and claim t-h.at it was.n.ow ]ustlflt?d in moving
anto murder. POllthS' is an ar‘t of repetition. .Act1v1sts and citizens learn
from experience, that is, by doing the same.thmg over and over again. It is
by no means clear when t.hf?y run out of options, but even under conditions
of oppression and war, c1t12e?15. have a goo.d run short of that. The same
argument applies to state officials \tho claim that they have tried “every-
thing” and are now compelled to kill hostages or bomb peasant villages.
[magine 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 notional finality; the
resort to terror is ideologically last, not last in an actual series of actions, just
Jast for the sake of the excuse. In fact, most state officials and movement
militants who recommend a policy of terrorism recommend it as a first
resort; they are for it from the beginning, although 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 strug-
gling 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 because it does not require would-be terror-
ists to run through all the available options. Or, the second excuse 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 different kinds of weakness are commonly confused here:
the weakness of the movement vis-3-vis the opposing state and the move-
ment's weakness vis-a-vis its own people. This second kind of weakness, the
ma]?ﬂity of the movement to mobilize the nation, makes terrorism the “only”
OPtion becayse it effectively rules out all the others: nonviolent resistance,
general strikes, mass demonstrations, unconventional warfare, and so on.
by ;}le;:ropti.ms are onl)f rarely.r ruled out b}f the shee.r p(?wer of the state,
s tvaswen.ess and intensity of oppression. Totahtarla.n states may be

0 nonviolent or guerrilla resistance, but all the evidence suggests
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hat they are also immune to terrorism. Or, more exactly, in tota
that they S

2 ]itarian
y other sort. Where terrorism is ,

obviously), other strategies are also possible if the movemen has

rr-loSt.f_ t de) ree of popular support. In the absence of Popular Sup
2%:;;::: maygindeed be the one avai.lable strategy, but it is hard to see hOvy‘-
its evils can then be excused. For it is not weakness alone that Makeg the
excuse, but the claim of the terrorists to .represent the W'T‘ak; and the Partic
ular form of weakness that makes terrorism the only option callg that claigy
into question. _ Lo

One might avoid this difficulty with a str?nger Insistence on the actug]
effectiveness of terrorism. The third excuse is simply that terrorigy, Works
(and nothing else does); it achieves the ends of the oppressed EVen withg,
their participation. “When the act accuses, the result ex'cuses.”l This j5 ,
consequentialist argument, and given a strict uererstandmg of consequep,.
tialism, this argument amounts to a justification rather than ap eXcuse.
In practice, however, the argument is rarely pushed so fa.r. More often, the
argument begins with an acknowledgment. of 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 them.
selves. But, in fact, have the terrorists’ actions been effective> I doyht that
terrorism has ever achieved national liberation—no nation that | know of
owes its freedom to a campaign of random murder—although terrorism
undoubtedly increases the power of the terrorists within the national Iih.
eration movement. Perhaps terrorism is also conducive to the survival and
notoriety (the two go together) of the movement, which is now dominateq
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
successful.

The fourth excuse avoids this crippling dependency. This excuse does
not require the apologist to defend either of the improbable claims that

1 Machiavelli, The Discourses I:ix. As yet, however, there have been no results that would
constitute a Machiavellian excuse.
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errorism is the last resort F)r that it is the only possible resort, The fourth
e is simply that terrorism is the universa] resort. All

excus i politics is (really)
erroristm. The appearance of innocence and decency is always a piece of

This argument has the same form as the maxim “A]J's fair in love and

war.” Love is always fraudulent, war is always brutal, and political action is
Jlways terrorist in character. Political action works (as Thomas Hobbes long
ago argued) only by generating fear in innocent men and women. Terrorism
is the politics of state officials and movement militants alike, This argument
does not justify either the officials or the militants, but it does excuse them
111, 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 super-
erogatory, a matter of grace, not obligation.

But this fourth excuse relies too heavily on our cynicism about politi-
cal 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 to terrorize their opponents. Officials and militants
who live, as it were, on the margins of legitimacy and strength sometimes
choose terrorism and sometimes do not. Living in terror is not a universal
experience. The world the terrorists create has its entrances and exits.

If we want to understand the choice of terror, the choice that forces the
rest of us through the door, we have to imagine what in fact always occurs,
although we often have no satisfactory record of the occurrence: A group of
men and women, officials or militants, sits around a table and argues about
whether or not to adopt a terrorist strategy. Later on, the litany of excuses
obscures the argument. But at the time, around the table, it would have been
no use for defenders of terrorism to say, “Everybody does it,” because there
they would be face to face with people proposing to do something else. Nor is
it historically the case that the members of this last group, the opponents of
terrorism, always lose the argument. They can win, however, and still not be
able to prevent a terrorist campaign; the would-be terrorists (it does not take
very many) can always split the movement and go their own way. Or, they
can split the bureaucracy or the police or officer corps and act in the shadow
of state power. Indeed, terrorism often has its origin in such splits. The first
Victims are the terrorists’ former comrades or colleagues. What reason can
We possibly have, then, for equating the two? If we value the politics of the
Men and women who oppose terrorism, we must reject the excuses of their
Murderers. Cynicism at such a time is unfair to the victims.
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The fourth excuse can also take, often does take, a more restricteq Co
Oppression, rather than political rule more generally, is always terr.
in character, and thus, we must always excuse th‘? opponents of OPpressiqn
When they choose terrorism, they are only reacting to someone else’s pre:
vious choice, repaying in kind the treatment they have long receiveq of
course, their terrorism repeats the evil—innocent people are killeq, who
were never themselves oppressors—but repetition is not the same 5 ini.
tiation. The oppressors set the terms of the struggle. But if the struggle i
fought on the oppressors’ terms, then the oppressors are likely to win. Op
at least, oppression is likely to win, even if it takes on a new face. 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 theiy

OriSti(

opposition, the seriousness of their commitment to a nonoppressive politics,
But the choice of terrorism undermines that confidence. « « «

+++ We can tell a story (like the story that Richard Wright tells in Ngtjy,
Son, for example) that might lead us, not to justify terrorism, but to excyge
this or that individual terrorist. We can provide a personal history, a psycho-
logical study, of compassion destroyed by fear, moral reason by hatred ang
rage, social inhibition by unending violence—the product, an individual
driven to kill or readily set on a killing course by his or her political 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 and 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.

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. Certairqy
resistance will never be sufficient. In this sort of struggle, the Oﬂﬂense.ls
always ahead. The technology of terror is simple; the weapons are readily
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roduced and easy(;O. d;hve.r. I.t is virtually impossible to protect people
against random and 1n 1scr1m1r.1ate' attack. Thus, resistance will have to
be supplemen’ted b}" some combination of repression and retaliation. This
4 Jangerous business because repression and retaliation so often take
terroriStiC forms an.d there are a host of apologists ready with excuses that
sound remarkably like those of the terrorists themselves. It should be clear
by 7OV, however, that counterterrorism cannot be excused merely because
itis reactive. Every new actor, terrorist or counterterrorist, claims to be re-
Jcting o someone else, standing in a circle and just passing the evil along.
put the circle is ideological in character; in fact, every actor is a moral agent
,nd makes an independent decision.

Therefore, repression and retaliation must not repeat the wrongs of ter-
rorism, which is to say that repression and retaliation must be aimed sys-
tematically at the terrorists themselves, never at the people for whom the
errorists claim to be acting. That claim is in any case doubtful, even when
itis honestly made. The people do not authorize the terrorists 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
would 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 a minimum,
even at some cost to the attackers. The refusal to make ordinary people into
targets, whatever 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 terrorists 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. In fact, it
is always the politics of an elite, whose members are dedicated and fanatical
and more than ready to endure, or to watch others endure, the devastations
of a counterterrorist 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 terror-
ized, the small number of recruits needed to sustain the terrorist activities.

Repression and retaliation are legitimate reSponses to terrorism only
When they are constrained by the same moral principles that rule out



~

508 = Part 3: Applied Ethics

terrorism itself. But there is an alternative response that seeks tq avoid y,
violence that these two entail. The alternative is to address fliTGCtly, i
selves, the oppression the terrorists claim to oppose. Oppression, the
is the cause of terrorism. But that is merely one more excuse. The req) Cayge
of terrorism is the decision to launch a terrorist campalgn,' a decisiop Mage
by that group of people sitting around a table .whose de.hber.at.ions I haye
already described. However, terrorists do exploit oppressu.)n, Mjustice, o
human misery generally and look to these at least for theTr €xcuses, T
can hardly be any doubt that oppression strengthens their hand. 14 4
reason for us to come to the defense of the oppressed? It seems to me th
have our own reasons to do that, and do not need this one, or shoy]q not, t,
prod us into action. We might imitate those movement militants who argue
against the adoption of a terrorist strategy—although not, as the terroristg
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. So should we have been Opposed before,
and we should now make the same addition.

But there is an argument, put with some insistence these days, that
we should refuse to acknowledge any link at all between terrorism apg
oppression—as if any defense of oppressed men and women, once 3 ter.
rorist 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 cam-
paigns 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 neoconser-
vative 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 matter, antiterrorists.

If one criticizes the first excuse, one should not neglect the second. But

I need to state the second more precisely. It is not so much an excuse for
Oppression as an excuse for doj

claim is that the campaign agai

Y say,

here
hat a
at We

ng nothing (now) about oppression. The

nst terrorism has priority over every other
political activity. If the people who take the lead in this campaign are the old
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S ors,'then we mu'st rr}llake a kind of peace with them—temporarily, of
ourse until the terrorists have been beaten. This is 3 strategy that denies
the possibilitY Of.a two-f?ont A So.long as the men and women who pre-
end 0 lead the fight against oppression are terrorists, we can concede noth-
ngt0 their deman.ds. No'r can.we oppose their opponents.

put why not? It is not likely in any case that terrorists would claim victory
o the face of a seri?us effort to deal with the oppression of the people they
Jaim to be defending. The effort would merely expose the hollowness of
their claim, and the nearer it came to success, the more they would escalate
their rerrorism. They would still have to be defeated, for what they are after
isnot solution to the problem but rather the power to impose their own
solution. No decent end to the conflict in Ireland, say, or in Lebanon, or in
the Middle East generally, is going to look like a victory for terrorism—if
only because the different groups of terrorists are each committed, by the

strategy they have adopted, to an indecent end. By working for our own ends,
we expose the indecency.

oPPRESSION AND TERRORISM

It is worth considering at greater length the link between oppression and
rerror. To pretend that there is no link at all is to ignore the historical re-
cord, but the record is more complex than any of the excuses acknowledge.
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 recog-
nized, and it is still true today. Tyrants rule by terrorizing their subjects;
unjust and illegitimate regimes are upheld through a combination of care-
fully 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 tyran-
ny and oppression. Authoritarian states, especially in the moment of their
founding, need a terrorist apparatus—secret police with unlimited power,
secret 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. Oppression is sometimes maintained by a steady and
discriminate pressure, sometimes by intermittent and random violence—
what we might think of as terrorist melodrama—designed to render the
subject population fearful and passive.
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This latter policy. especially if it seems successfuli, invites imitatiop, b
opponents of the state. But terrorism (.loes .not SPrle@l bOY.lly when it i imj.
tated. If it can be invented by state officials, it can also be invented by
ment militants. Neither one need tsze Jessons fror.n the other; th(? circle by
no single or necessary starting pomt: W.herever it starts, terrorism ip, the
movement is tyrannical and oppressive 11 exactly the sarr.le Way as is to.
rorism in the state. The terrorists aim to rule, and mur.der is their methoq
They have their own internal police, death squads, dlsapl.)earar-lces. They
begin by killing or intimidating those comrades who stand in their way, 5, d
they proceed to do the same, if they can, among the. people they claim ¢,
represent. If terrorists are successful, they rule‘z tyrannically, and their people
bear, without consent, the costs of the terrorists’ rule. (If the terrorists 37
only partly successful, the costs to the people may be even greater: What they
have to bear now is a war between rival terrorist gangs.) But terrorists cap.
not win the ultimate victory they seek without challenging the establisheq
regime or colonial power and the people it claims to represent, and when
terrorists do that, they themselves invite imitation. The regime may thep
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 adaptation. State terrorists wage bloody wars against
largely imaginary enemies: army colonels, say, hunting down the represen-
tatives of “international communism.” Or movement terrorists 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 counterterror,
which is endlessly oppressive for the ordinary men and women whom 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 vehe-
mence, 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 (or privately invent them for ideological purposes); and
they are ready to do what must be done for victory. Why then do terrorists
turn around and around in the same circle? It is true; Movement terrorists
win support because they pretend to deal energetically and effectively with
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tality of the state. It also is true: State terrorists win support because
the brtt nd to deal energetically and effectively with the brutality of the
they Pretet Both feed on the fears of brutalized and oppressed people. But
mover.neno- way of overcoming brutality with terror. At most, the burden is
th?re p fnom these people to those; more likely, new burdens are added for
i Genuine liberation can come only through a politics that mobilizes
every.on.e- s of brutality and takes careful aim at its agents, or by a politics
e Vlcumnders the hope of victory and domination and deliberately seeks a
: Surreise settlement. In either case, once tyranny is repudiated, terrorism
'compisrr:l er an option. For what lies behind all the excuses, of officials and
;irll;antsgalike, is the predilection for a tyrannical politics.



