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Chapter 1 : What Is Terrorism? 

 The debate over torture is deeply embedded in the context of terrorism.  Ticking time-bomb 

cases, for example, make this link explicit by asking us to contemplate the torture of a detained terrorist 

in the hope of saving innocent lives.  And interrogational torture was, at least in most enlightened 

societies, widely decried before 9/11; it is these terrorist attacks that have rejuvenated discussions 

about torture, particularly as pertains to alleviating future attacks.  To my mind, this connection is 

somewhat overextended insofar as there are other contexts wherein we might legitimately wonder 

about the moral permissibility of torture.  Kidnapping cases, for example, are usually going to be non-

terroristic and might better approximate some of the structural features of ticking time-bomb cases 

than the terroristic contexts in which those cases are frequently deployed; we will return to this issue in 

§5.1.  Regardless, however attenuated some of the epistemic links between torture and saving lives 

might be in many actual terrorist cases, the potential damages in those cases are unquestionably 

substantial, and probably more substantial than any other context in which we consider torture. 

 Given the focus—both public and academic—of the relationship between torture and terrorism, 

terrorism bears privileged discussion.  Again, this discussion does not preclude other contexts for 

torture, but only recognizes its most visible.  In this chapter, I will develop an account of terrorism that 

elucidates its conceptual underpinnings and, in the next, will consider why terrorism is wrong and 

whether it can ever be justified.  The third chapter of the first part of the book offers a more general 

account of exceptionalism wherein the contemporary advent of terrorism is considered as well as how 

this terrorism bears on more traditional norms inveighing against various practices. 
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1.1 Historical and Conceptual Foundations 

 ‘Terrorism’ derives from the Latin verb ‘terrere’ (“to frighten”) and through the French 

‘terrorisme’.  It was originally used to characterize the tactics of the Jacobins during the French 

Revolution, especially their so-called “Reign of Terror” (la Terreur) which began fifteen months after the 

onset of the revolution and lasted from September 5, 1793 through July 28, 1794.1  During this time, the 

Jacobins exerted their influence under the ill-named Committee of Public Safety; this committee, under 

the charge of Maximilien Robespierre, was meant to suppress counter-revolutionary activity and to 

recruit soldiers for the French military.2  The suppression of this perceived counter-revolutionary activity 

led to the deaths of an estimated 20,000-40,000 people, many thousands of who died under the 

guillotine.  Once deposed, Robespierre himself was executed on the aforementioned July date. 

 The primary aim of the Reign of Terror was to eliminate opposition to the revolutionary 

government, but this aim was accomplished precisely by terrorizing the population (including would-be 

anti-revolutionaries).  The message was clear:  oppose the revolution and be decapitated under the 

guillotine.  Furthermore, the standards for conviction were extremely low, so low that mere suspicion of 

anti-revolutionary sentiment would suffice for execution.  Because these standards were low, almost 

anyone could have been executed, whether they were anti-revolutionaries or not.  And therein lies a 

central feature of terrorism:  it fails to discriminate—whether adequately or at all—between those that 

are legitimate targets and those that are not.  This is not to say that anyone could have been justly 

executed by the Jacobins only that, if anyone could have been, it would have been the anti-

revolutionaries.  As the reign of terror was practiced, however, everyone lived in fear, and not just the 

anti-revolutionaries.  This historical example gives us two features that are therefore important for our 

characterization of terrorism:  non-discrimination and the use of violence to promote fear.  More will be 

                                                             
1
 For a detailed history, see Graeme Fife, The Terror:  The Shadow of the Guillotine:  France 1792-1794 (New York:  

St. Martin's Press, 2006). 
2 For more on the Committee of Public Safety, see R.R. Palmer, Twelve Who Ruled:  The Year of Terror in the French 
Revolution (Princeton, NJ:  Princeton University Press, 2005).   
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said about both of these as we proceed, particularly in the context of just war theory, but they bear 

early mention.  It is also important why terrorism is practiced and, in this case, the aim was political or, 

more broadly speaking, ideological:  suppression of anti-revolutionaries.   

   Contemporary accounts of terrorism take a wide range of approaches and emphases.  C.A.J. 

Coady, for example, identifies the following six elements of terrorism, all of which play different roles in 

different accounts:  the effect of extreme fear, either as intended or as achieved; an attack on the state 

from within; the strategic purposes for which political violence is used; the supposedly random or 

indiscriminate nature of terrorist violence; the nature of the targets of political violence; and secrecy in 

the use of political violence.  In another classificatory scheme, David Rodin derives a fourfold 

classification of terrorism accounts:  tactical and operational; teleological; agent-focused; and object-

focused.3  Tactical and operational accounts focus on the type of violence used or the way in which it is 

deployed; teleological accounts focus on why the violence is deployed.  Agent-focused definitions focus 

on who deploys the violence, and object-focused definitions focus on those against whom the violence 

is deployed.   

 There is no doubt that approaches to understanding terrorism vary widely, though a broad 

survey of these accounts is not important for present purposes.  Rather, let me just offer the conception 

of terrorism that I will use, and then go on to explore and defend some of its elements.  For our 

purposes, let us understand terrorism as the intentional use of force against noncombatants or their 

property to intentionally instill fear in the hopes of realizing some ideological aim.  This definition bears 

similarities and differences to others.  For example, Coady defines terrorism as "a political act, ordinarily 

committed by an organized group, which involves the intentional killing or other severe harming of 

noncombatants or the threat of the same or intentional severe damage to the property of 

                                                             
3 David Rodin, "Terrorism without Intention," Ethics 114 (2004), pp. 753-755 [752-771]. 
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noncombatants or the threat of the same."4  Or consider Igor Primoratz who defines terrorism as "the 

deliberate use of violence, or threat of its use, against innocent people, with the aim of intimidating 

some other people into a course of action they would not otherwise take."5  Another is Lionel 

McPherson:  "the deliberate use of force against ordinary noncombatants, which can be expected to 

cause wider fear among them, for political ends."6  Rodin denies the intentional/deliberate requirement 

on force, characterizing terrorism as:  "the deliberate, negligent, or reckless use of force against 

noncombatants, by state or nonstate actors for ideological ends and in the absence of a substantively 

just legal process."7 

 I offer this range of definitions not to be comprehensive, but rather to identify some of the 

features that are in all accounts of terrorism, as well as to indicate those features on which people 

disagree.  In the first category, note that the related concepts of 'force', 'violence', 'killing' or 'harming' 

occur in every definition.  Note also that 'innocent' or 'non-combatant' are similarly in common.  While 

there might be principled reasons for preferring one of these locutions in each of the two shared 

categories—some of which will be explored below—there is nevertheless agreement that something of 

that sort belongs.  Among the differences, note that Coady and Primoratz allow for the threat of 

terrorism to be terroristic, whereas McPherson, Rodin, and I do not.8  Coady and I allow that property 

can be the target of terrorism, whereas Primoratz, McPherson, and Rodin do not include any mention of 

property in their definitions.9  Let us now consider some of these features in more detail. 

 

                                                             
4
 C.A.J. Coady, "The Morality of Terrorism," Philosophy 60 (1985), p. 52 [47-69]. 

5
 Igor Primoratz, "What Is Terrorism?" (2004b) in Igor Primoratz (ed.), Terrorism:  The Philosophical Issues (New 

York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2004a), p. 24 [15-27]. 
6 Lionel McPherson, "Is Terrorism Distinctively Wrong?" Ethics 117 (2007):  524-546. 
7 Rodin (2004), p. 755.   
8 As we will see below, I deny that a threat of terrorism can be terroristic.  McPherson and Rodin do not explicitly 
deny this, but, unlike Coady and Primoratz, they do not make positive room in their account for it, either. 
9 While attacks on property are not specifically included in Primoratz's definition of terrorism, he nevertheless 
seems sympathetic to count such attacks so long as they threaten lives (e.g., destruction of crops).  I will return to 
this below.  See Primoratz (2004b), p. 21. 
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1.2 The Intentional Use of Force  

 Note that some of these conceptions use 'force' while others use 'violence'; Coady's invocation 

of "the intentional killing or other severe harming"10 seems pretty clearly to concord with the invocation 

of 'violence'.  I take it that there can be non-violent force, and it seems to me that such force can still be 

used in terrorism.  The Oxford English Dictionary defines 'violence' as "[t]he exercise of physical force so 

as to inflict injury on, or cause damage to, persons or property."11  So imagine that a group of terrorists 

went around kidnapping people and locking them in rooms for some non-threatening period of time 

only thereafter to release them (e.g., for some short-ish number of days with food and drink provided); 

they do this to spread fear and to realize some ideological aim.  While there is not, per the 

aforementioned definition, any violence perpetuated against these detainees, the act nevertheless 

seems terroristic.  Force, however, is clearly used, particularly whatever force would be necessary to 

effect the detention.  Examples like this make me think that 'force' is more appropriate than 'violence', 

and that Coady's 'killing' or 'severe [physical] harm' are overstated.  This is not to say that terrorism does 

not often (or even usually) involve violence, just that it need not as a matter of conceptual necessity. 

 Second, Coady and Primoratz allow for threats of violence to be terroristic, while I reject this; 

the unqualified notion of a 'threat' has to be too weak.12  Imagine, for example, that some terrorist 

threatened to destroy a populated building.  At least something else would have to attain in order for 

this to be anything close to terrorism.  Presumably, the threat would have to be credible, otherwise 

there would be no reason for anyone to be fearful.  Even if the threat were attenuated, it seems to me 

that it could still be a threat, though nevertheless insufficient to substantiate a claim to terrorism; in 

other words, it does not lose its status of being a threat if the outcome it threatens is unlikely to occur, it 

just makes the threat less credible.  So maybe Coady and Primoratz just mean something like that—

                                                             
10

 Coady (1985), p. 52. 
11 Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1989).   
12 I will use 'violence' in the following discussion so as not to change the terms used by other authors; the 
argument applies, mutatis mutandis, to 'force'. 
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namely that the threat has to be a credible one and one of the sort that could actually generate fear in 

some population—even if they do not say so explicitly.   

Regardless, there has to be a difference between threatening violence and actually effecting 

that violence.13  If a terrorist threatens violence, then they have not actually committed terrorism, but 

rather threatened to do something that would be tantamount to terrorism.  It is true that the threat of 

violence could create fear, but so could many other things, like earthquakes.  To put it another way, the 

mere creation of fear is insufficient to ground terrorism.  Once we recognize that, why say that the 

(credible) threat to commit violence is to commit terrorism rather than say that such a threat threatens 

terrorism?  If the threat of violence is terroristic, then it would be conceptually impossible to threaten 

terrorism (e.g., through the threat of violence) since the word ‘threat’ would therefore be redundant.  

But it does not seem conceptually impossible to threaten terrorism; therefore, the threat of violence is 

not terroristic.14 

Putting these two pieces together, let me comment on an account of non-violent terrorism 

developed by Carl Wellman.  In particular, Wellman argues that terrorism is “the use or attempted use 

of terror as a means to coercion…violence is not essential to terrorism and, in fact, most acts of 

terrorism are non-violent.”15  The examples of allegedly non-violent terrorism that Wellman gives are 

judges who sentence criminals to deter future crime, blackmail, and threatening students with failure 

                                                             
13

 Again, the same point applies to 'force'; I continue to follow Coady and Primoratz's locution in response to their 
arguments. 
14 At a workshop on this manuscript, the following objection was collectively developed against my denial that 
threats can be terroristic:  imagine that the Irish Republican Army previously detonated a bomb and threatens to 
do it again, thus causing fear.  Can such a threat be terroristic (i.e., if it satisfies the other elements of the 
definition)?  While many of the participants seemed to think so, I disagree:  as the preceding text indicates, this 
allowance would, at least in some cases, make 'threatening terrorism' redundant, and there is no reason to 
impoverish our concepts in such a way.  As the workshop discussion indicated, one of the principal reasons for 
declaring these cases terroristic is to be able to assign moral blame, but there are obviously grounds for 
disapprobation besides ascriptions of 'terrorism'; the causing of fear can be morally liable whether it is an instance 
of terrorism or not.  In other words, by denying the ascription, we lose nothing of normative important while, at 
the same time, we are able to maintain our concepts. 
15 Carl Wellman, “On Terrorism Itself,” Journal of Value Inquiry 13 (1979), p. 251 [250-258]. 
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for submissions past the due date.16  The sentencing of criminals through incarceration, for example, 

would satisfy my requirement for force since the state would use force to restrict the liberties of the 

convicted; execution would obviously count as well.  Therefore, it is possible for my account of terrorism 

to incorporate these cases, but I suspect that they will usually fail the fear requirement detailed in §1.4.  

Blackmail constitutes a threat, as does the threat against students.  Depending on the details of the 

blackmail cases, it is plausible to think that these threats do not involve the use of force but, per the 

above arguments, threats are insufficient to ground terrorism.  Therefore, Wellman’s three 

counterexamples are disarmed and we still have no reason to think that terrorism could be effected 

without force.  One of his points might have been that it can be effected without violence though, of 

course, I agree and already argued for that above. 

 Finally, I take it that the use of force must be intentional.  As I will discuss further below, 

terrorism is teleological:  the terrorist deploys force in order to bring about fear.  Without the 

requirement of intentionality, the terrorist would not have the requisite end, at least as pertains to the 

putatively terroristic act under consideration.  The terrorist might, for example, intend to bring about 

fear as a general endeavor while unintentionally bringing about fear in some particular case:  consider 

one who accidentally knocks a bomb off a windowsill that thereafter detonates in a crowded street.  

This accident does not seem terroristic even if the terrorist would have otherwise (even imminently) 

used it in an act of terrorism.  Or imagine that the terrorist does not knock over the bomb at all, but 

rather a cleaning person does, failing to notice it.  The cleaning person cannot have committed terrorism 

even though the effects could be exactly the same as if the terrorist (intentionally) did the exact same 

thing.   

                                                             
16 Ibid., pp 251-2. 
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 Or at least so go my intuitions.  Rodin has argued explicitly against this position, allowing that 

the use of force in terrorism can be intentional, reckless, or negligent.17  This position stems from, 

among other reasons, a dissatisfaction with the moral status of intentional action.  Rodin takes 

particular issue with the doctrine of double effect which, on Frances Kamm's formulation, holds that:   

One may never intentionally bring about an evil, either as an end in itself, or as a means to some 
greater good.  Nonetheless, one may use neutral or good means to achieve a greater good which 
one foresees will have evil consequences provided that (i) the evil consequences are not 
disproportionate to the intended good, (ii) the action is necessary in the sense that there is no 
less costly way of achieving the good.18   

 
This principle dates to St. Thomas Aquinas and has been oft-discussed in contemporary literature.19   

 Rodin is skeptical about why intention used in this sense is so relevant to the morality of actions.  

Following Judith Jarvis Thomson's example, consider a bombing pilot who asks about the permissibility 

of a bombing raid which will destroy a military installation and cause civilian casualties; whether this raid 

is permissible or not hardly depends on whether the pilot intends to cause the civilian casualties or 

whether those casualties are unforeseen or merely intended.20  Rodin extends skepticism about this 

principle by considering recklessness or negligence, neither of which squares well with the doctrine of 

double effect.  To use his example, consider a motorist who drives across a crowded playground to 

deliver a sick person to a hospital; the deaths of those on the playground would be foreseeable but 

unintended, and the case can be developed so that the requirement of proportionality was also 

satisfied.  Nevertheless, we might think that the motorist has behaved impermissibly because "[p]ersons 

                                                             
17

 Rodin (2004).   
18

 Frances M. Kamm, "The Doctrine of Triple Effect and Why a Rational Agent Need Not Intend the Means to His 
End," The Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 74.1 (2000), p. 23 [21-39].  Quoted in Rodin (2004), p. 762. 
19

 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica II.II.64.7.  Available online at http://www.intratext.com/IXT/ENG0023/ 
(accessed February 12, 2009).  The contemporary literature is quite substantial but see, for example, Philippa Foot, 
“The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect,” Oxford Review 5 (1967), 5-15; Warren Quinn, 
“Actions, Intentions, and Consequences: The Doctrine of Double Effect,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 18.4 (1989): 
334-351; and Shelly Kagan, The Limits of Morality (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 128-182.  For direct 
application to just war theory, see Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars, 4th ed. (New York:  Basic Books, [1977] 
2006), pp. 151-159.  For an extended critique—especially as pertains to just war theory—see see Frances Kamm, 
"Failures of Just War Theory:  Terror, Harm, and Justice,” Ethics 114 (2004):  650-692. 
20 Judith Jarvis Thomson, "Self-Defense,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 20 (1991), p. 293 [283-311].  Referenced in 
Rodin (2004), p. 763. 
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have rights against being harmed or used for the benefit of others, rights which can only be alienated in 

very specific ways, usually having to do with actions and decisions they have freely and responsibly 

taken."21  Rodin therefore proposes that we think about the standard of care that is owed in the use of 

force and not grant a moral pass to operations that (merely) fail to satisfy the doctrine of double effect. 

 But re-conceiving terrorism to not require intention—but only violations of the relevant 

standard of care—would be a major revision of the notion of noncombatant immunity that just war 

theory usually affords; it would give noncombatants almost absolute immunity from any use of force 

that could be expected to harm them and, therefore, rule out otherwise just instances of collateral 

damage.22  I disagree with Rodin’s skepticism about violating someone's rights for the benefit of others' 

(pace §6.2), though I nevertheless maintain that recklessness and negligence can be morally 

blameworthy.  But the way to go here is not to jettison the notion of 'intentionality' from our 

definitions, at least insofar as there are strong intuitions toward retaining it as, in the case of terrorism, I 

think there are.  Rather, we can acknowledge that, just because something fails to be terroristic, it 

hardly follows that it is morally permissible.  In other words, we need not expand our conception of 

terrorism merely so that we can hold those morally accountable who violate whatever standards of care 

we think appropriate.  Instead, we can still issue moral indictments against those, just not under the 

banner of terrorism.   

 At the end of his essay, Rodin seems to allow for this:   

...I think that there are two entirely reasonable ways to settle the terminological question.  The 
first is to restrict the definition of terrorism to the intentional...use of force against 
noncombatants and to categorize the reckless and negligent use of force as a separate class of 
offense...  The second response, reflected in my moral definition, is to hold that the crucial point 
about terrorism is not the direct intention of the agent but the wrongfulness of the act.23   

 

                                                             
21 Rodin (2004), p. 764. 
22 See also McPherson (2007), p. 535. 
23 Rodin (2004), p. 770. 
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I prefer the first way on the grounds that it preserves the intuitions that I have and has no costs; the 

second has the cost of being counterintuitive without anything else to suggest it. 

 

1.3 Against Noncombatants or Their Property 

 If the targets of some terrorist activity were combatants rather than noncombatants, then we 

would not call the act one of terrorism, but rather one of war.  Therefore, one of the central features of 

terrorism is that it targets noncombatants.  The combatant/noncombatant distinction is not perfect, 

though it roughly tracks the relevant features under consideration.  The civilian/military distinction is 

not the right one insofar as some civilians are combatants (e.g., civilian contractors on some forward 

deployment) and some military personnel are noncombatants (e.g., chaplains and medics).  And some 

definitions, such as Primoratz's, appeal to the notion of innocence, though I find this similarly unhelpful 

for various reasons.  First, the notion of innocence is a very theoretically-laden one in moral philosophy 

and importing it into definitions of terrorism brings needless complications and interpretive issues.24  

Second, innocence prejudges the moral status of terrorism insofar as there has to be something at least 

prima facie wrong with the use of force against innocents.  By understanding terrorism as against 

noncombatants, the moral status of terrorism is an open and substantive issue that we can debate.  

Third, noncombatancy status is a central feature of just war theory so, by understanding terrorism in 

relationship to noncombatants, we connect with that tradition in a way that a focus on innocence does 

not do as readily. 

                                                             
24 Jeff McMahan notes that "[t]he English term 'innocent' derives from the Latin nocentes, which means 'those who 
injure or are harmful'"; this concords with an observation by Thomas Nagel that "'innocent' means 'currently 
harmless', and is opposed not to 'guilty' but to 'doing harm'.  Jeff McMahan, "The Ethics of Killing in War,” Ethics 
114 (2004), p. 695 [693-733].  See also Thomas Nagel, "War and Massacre,” in Carles R. Beitz, Marshall Cohen, 
Thomas Scanlon, and A. John Simmons (eds.), International Ethics (Princeton, NJ:  Princeton University Press, 
1985), p. 69 [53-74].  Quoted in McMahan (2004), p. 69.  McMahan and Nagel could (perhaps rightly) hold that my 
worry owes to a misapprehension, but the prevalence of the misapprehension is sufficient to ground the worry. 
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 That said, the idea of noncombatancy is not without its difficulties.  The easy contrast is that 

between an armed soldier on the battlefield and an unarmed civilian outside of the theater.  Consider 

the following anecdote from Robert Graves: 

While sniping from a knoll in the support line, where we had a concealed loop-hole, I saw a 
German, about seven hundred yards away, through my telescopic sights.  He was taking a bath in 
the German third line.  I disliked the idea of shooting a naked man, so I handed the rifle to the 
sergeant with me.  "Here, take this.  You're a better shot than I am."  He got him; but I had not 
stayed to watch.25 
 

Michael Walzer maintains that "once war has begun, soldiers are subject to attack at any time (unless 

they are wounded or captured)."26  And this is probably right, though I still sense a strong discomfort 

targeting the unarmed man.  But, of course, that unarmed man could be shooting first tomorrow.27  

Cases like the bombing of Pearl Harbor and the attack on the USS Cole are interesting because, even 

though these were military targets, there was no declared war between the US and its attackers.  

Civilians working in munitions factories or even the civilian population of a country that provides the tax 

base to execute the war effort should presumably not be targeted, though one could hardly blame the 

enemy for wishing the latitude.28   

 At any rate, I do not plan to develop a thoroughgoing account of the combatant/noncombatant 

distinction but, for my purposes, it does not much matter:  whatever the right account of that distinction 

is, it can be readily incorporated into my account of terrorism.  What matters is that terrorism is 

propagated against noncombatants and not, specifically, who the noncombatants are.  This is not meant 

to pass the buck on an important theoretical question, only to say that the answer to that question does 

not figure centrally into the present project. 

                                                             
25 Robert Graves, Good-bye to All That rev. ed. (New York:  Anchor, 1957), p. 132.  Quoted in Walzer (2006), p. 140. 
26 Walzer (2006), p. 138. 
27

 In the movie Saving Private Ryan, this point is made real wherein the protagonist does not kill an unarmed 
adversary who fails to be as considerate when they next meet. 
28 For more discussion—if in a somewhat different context—see Daniel Statman, "Supreme Emergencies 
Revisited,” Ethics 117 (2006):  58-79. 
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 In addition to targeting noncombatants, I think that the targeting of their property can be 

legitimately counted as terroristic.  Most commentators have failed to include attacks on property as 

terroristic, so this deserves some discussion.  Coady is one of the few that specifically makes this 

endorsement,29 though others are unconvinced.  Jenny Teichman, for example, writes that "it may be 

grossly unfair and unjust to destroy the property of noncombatants, but unless that property is needed 

for life itself it isn't terroristic."30  Primoratz agrees, imagining that it could be terroristic to destroy the 

crops that are the only source of livelihood for a village; we might similarly think that poisoning a water 

supply, burning all the housing, and so on are terroristic.  These cases can be contrasted with destroying 

some statue in a museum, which most of us do not intuit to be terroristic.  That said, there are at least 

two ways of analyzing the differences in these cases.  First, there is the aforementioned distinction 

between whether lives are put at risk through the actions.  But, second, there is the distinction as to 

whether the actions cause fear.  The destruction of a museum statue would simply not frighten the 

majority of the public.  Maybe they would be angry, or maybe they would not even care.  Maybe some 

art connoisseurs would fear the further destruction of the artistic corpus, but I doubt this sentiment 

would be terribly widespread; if it were, then perhaps this could be full-fledged act of terrorism.   

 What matters, though, is not what is targeted, but rather whether that targeting generates fear 

(cf., §1.4).  Imagine some fatalistic population that simply would not worry if their crops were destroyed; 

insofar as they do not have a disposition toward fear, the prospects for terrorism are ruled out.  But not 

only are risks to life—whether direct or indirect, and in conjunction with other features developed thus 

far in the chapter—insufficient to ground terrorism, they are also not necessary. For example, consider 

9/11 and the destruction of the World Trade Center in which 2,974 noncombatants were killed.  

Imagine, contrary to fact, that the attack took place at night when the building was unoccupied; for the 

                                                             
29 C.A.J. (Tony) Coady, “Defining Terrorism” (2004a) in Primoratz (2004a), p. 5 *3-14]. 
30 Jenny Teichman, Pacifism and the Just War (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishing, 1986), p. 92.  Quoted in Primoratz 
(2004), p. 21. 
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sake of this thought experiment, assume that there is not a single person inside and, furthermore, that 

none is killed by the falling building.  Unlike the case of crop destruction, there is no risk to life.  But 

would this be an act of terrorism?  I think the answer is obviously yes, and it seems to me that it is no 

less—even if less bad—an act of terrorism than when the buildings were hit that Tuesday morning.  

Why?  The answer has to do with fear. 

 

1.4 Intentionally Instilling Fear 

 Surprisingly, not all accounts of terrorism place a premium on the terror to which those 

accounts are etymologically connected; I think that this is a bad mistake.  We saw above that 'terrorism' 

derives from the Latin 'terrere', which means to frighten.  To then have an account of terrorism that 

gives no place to the notion of terror or fear sounds to me like an account of solar power for which the 

sun is superfluous.  The relationship between 'terror' and 'fear', though, is an interesting one:  the 

Oxford English Dictionary characterizes 'terror' as the state of being "greatly frightened" or bearing 

"intense fear".31  These definitions preserve the intuition that fear could fall short of terror, even if the 

Latin did not.  Regardless, I have yet to find a single discussion of terrorism that contemplates how much 

fear is required for terrorism, and I will not undertake that project here.  Rather, I shall just use the 

concepts roughly interchangeably, not making a substantive distinction between 'fear' and 'intense 

fear'; should the reader object, feel free to substitute the latter for the former in all instances.  To me, 

the central question is whether terrorism requires fear at all, an answer which I take to be obviously yes.   

 Rodin, for example, consciously omits the notion of fear from his account.  He argues that "[i]t 

does not seem to be the case that terrorism invariably has the effect of causing terror in a population.  

On the contrary, there have been instances in which communities have grown stronger and more 

                                                             
31 Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1989), emphases added. 
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resilient as a result of terrorist attacks."32  But it cannot matter whether people grow stronger and more 

resilient some indeterminate time down the road from terrorist attacks.  New Yorkers, for example, 

might have developed some solidarity since 9/11, or maybe even all Americans have.  However, this 

does not mean that those attacks were not terrifying when they happened or in their aftermath as 

further attacks were feared.  The important feature is not whether, ultimately, terrorism might lead to 

some benefits in a community; rather it is whether fear is generated by the attacks themselves or in the 

near- to mid-terms that follow thereafter.33 

 Rodin also doubts that the intention to bring about fear is necessary for terrorism; I again 

disagree.  Consider a terrorist who mistakenly thinks that some act will bring about fear and 

furthermore intends to bring about that fear.  But, once the act is effected, the consequences are not 

those that the would-be terrorist expected:  rather, the population celebrates the consequences.  So, 

while terror was the aim of the terrorist, he failed to execute his goals in a relevant way and, therefore, 

the act itself is not one of terrorism.   And consider the contrary case:  someone aims at doing good but, 

because of mistaken beliefs, brings about terror.  For example, imagine this person has a justified but 

false belief that some noncombatant poses a threat to some larger group of noncombatants and kills the 

individual.  And, furthermore, this happens regularly amidst a crisis of violence in some town, thus 

spreading fear throughout the rest of the (noncombatant) population.  Nevertheless, the assailant did 

not intend to cause terror, and this case lacks the nefarious sense that archetypical cases of terrorism 

portend. 

 Therefore, intending to cause fear without causing fear cannot ground terrorism.  And neither 

can causing fear without intending to cause it.  The obvious way to fix this is to require both:  terrorism 

                                                             
32 Rodin (2004), p. 761. 
33 Or maybe even the long-term, though we tend to have short memories and the fear created by particular attacks 
is unlikely to persist for, say, decades to come.  Interesting cases might be older generations who had lived through 
terrible situations, such as the aforementioned Reign of Terror or else something like the Bolshevik’s Red Terror.  
Survivors of these regimes could carry fear for the rest of their lives, even if the regimes themselves had been 
dismantled.   
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requires the intentional instilling of fear.  In other words, the terrorist must intend to instill fear and, 

furthermore, he must succeed.  Failing either of these two conditions, the act fails to be one of 

terrorism.  This then precludes the counterexamples and preserves the link between terrorism and, well, 

terror.  And, contra Rodin, it preserves the intuition that "we will look pretty silly if we do not mention 

terror in our account of terrorism."34 

 Coady also objects to the inclusion of 'fear' in an account of 'terrorism'; in response to the 

definition of Primoratz, Coady makes a few remarks as to why he does not include it.  The first is that 

terrorism may be effected "for publicity value, for 'symbolic reasons', or merely to strike the only blow 

thought to be possible."35  An example that he uses is a group who destroys a loaded school bus in order 

to cause anger; Coady counts this as terrorism.  I disagree and think that if the act aims at anger rather 

than fear, it is not terrorism.  And, even if fear results, it is still not terroristic since that fear was 

unintended.  However, this is a potential objection to my account:  imagine that the terrorists who 

perpetuated 9/11 did not did not intend at the fear that the attacks inspired.  For me, this would not be 

an instance of terrorism since they lack the relevant intentions.  Suffice it to say, I am fully confident that 

those intentions were present, though we can imagine that they were absent.  Regardless, if the attacks 

caused terror without trying to, I do not see how they can be terroristic.  The problem with including 

them is that doing so weakens the notion of 'terrorism' such that it might include any act that brought 

about fear, even if the intentions were positive.  A response here could be to limit applications of 

'terrorism' somewhat more broadly than fear, perhaps including anger.  But I do not see what we gain 

by doing this or how such a list of "allied emotions" could be anything other than ad hoc.  Denying that 

an attack that aims at terror is terrorism has no implications for the moral status of that act; there are 

certainly many ways that acts can fail to be permissible beyond merely that they aim at terror.  Coady 

                                                             
34 Jenny Teichman, "How to Define Terrorism,” Philosophy 64 (1989), p. 511 [505-517].  Quoted in Rodin (2004), p. 
760. 
35 Coady (2004a), p. 6. 
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wants to preserve the claims that these acts have as terroristic, whereas my approach is to reject those 

claims while still being able to offer other moral indictments. 

 There is one worry with my (substantial) reliance on fear:  who is it that is supposed to be 

afraid?  And what is it that these people are supposed to be afraid of?  On 9/11, most of us did not live 

in New York City or Washington, DC, so we certainly were not in immediate physical threat from the 

attacks.  A lot of us had family or friends in those locations, and certainly we feared for their safety; my 

own parents, for example, were living a mile from the Pentagon.  But what of those of us without 

exposed family or friends?  Were we afraid?  Should we have been?  Of what?  I am not sure what the 

answers to these questions are, but a conceptual requirement of terrorism cannot be that everyone is 

made afraid; some people perhaps even took sadistic pleasure in the events' unfolding, yet this cannot 

undermine the status of those events as terroristic.36 

And it is not even clear what 'everyone' would mean as surely it is not the world's population.  I 

doubt it is even the whole population which is the victim of the attack:  even all Americans were not 

fearful.  Yet is has to be broader than just New Yorkers and Washingtonians as the effects of the attack 

resonated far beyond those cities.  The way that my account fixes the intentions of the terrorists 

matters as well:  since I require that the terrorists intended to cause fear, do I further have to indicate 

the targets of the fear?  That would be a disaster for the account since it could preclude an attack from 

being terroristic if the terrorists meant to instill fear nationwide and "only" succeeded in a narrower 

context.  These issues are alluring, though part of that allure owes to Sorites-like seductions that we 

shall herein avoid.  More substantively, the relevant condition is that terrorism requires the intentional 

instilling of fear in some significant subset of the attacked population, making loose provisions for what 

constitutes a population.  If those in New York and Washington were afraid, as were their friends and 

                                                             
36 Or could it?  If nobody felt fear, then my account precludes the attack from being terroristic.  If most feel fear, 
then it probably still is, but what if that most is reduced to many, some, or few?  Is there a threshold for how many 
people must be afraid for an act to have succeeded as one of terrorism?  I am not sure. 
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family elsewhere, that certainly suffices for an act of terrorism; it makes no difference is some 

Americans were untouched and unmoved (were there to be such people).37 

 This allows us to return to the issue of property and whether it can be targeted in acts of 

terrorism.  On my account, it can.  The intuition that the aforementioned statues were not subject to 

terrorist attacks is accommodated not through their exclusion as property, but rather by the fact that 

their destruction would not promote fear.  On the other hand, the imaginary destruction of the 

unoccupied World Trade Center would be terroristic insofar as it would promote fear.  And, I suspect it 

would:  the targeting of such a central cultural icon, particularly in such a violent manner, would have 

deep implications for the sense of security that Americans possessed.  Furthermore, these implications 

would be radically different from those derived from the destruction of art.  If crops really were 

necessary for the survival of some population, then their destruction would be terrifying.  To make this 

point another way, there is no point in hanging on the status of property or even whether its destruction 

threatens people's lives.  Rather, we can leave the issue of property completely open, always having 

recourse to the notion of fear at which terrorism necessarily aims and results. 

 

1.5 Ideological Aims  

 While fear is the proximate aim of terrorism, it is hardly the ultimate:  terrorists perpetuate 

terrorism for ideological aims.  Many commentators, including Coady and McPherson, hold that the 

aims of terrorism are political, but this is surely too narrow.  For our purposes, let us assume that the 

ideological is broader than the political yet includes political ideologies (among others).  In other words, 

                                                             
37 Of course, there could be interesting cases:  imagine that terrorists try to instill fear in city A and fail while, at the 
same time, instill fear in city B.  Is the fact that A was targeted and B affected relevant for ascriptions of terrorism?  
It seems to me that the terror caused must have been that which the terrorists reasonably expected to achieve.  In 
other words, it cannot be the case that they intended to cause fear, any fear, and did:  rather they need to cause 
fear in roughly the place that they intend for theirs to be an act of terrorism. 
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political aims are ideological, yet ideological aims are not necessarily political.38  There is no doubt that 

much (or maybe even most) terrorism seeks political change, but this hardly seems a conceptual 

necessity.  Al-Qaeda’s attacks, for example, are often interpreted as objecting to American presence in 

the Middle East; these attacks are meant to change our policies in such regards.  But the target of the 

attacks could be plausibly interpreted as broader than any particular policy that we have and perhaps 

even to the very roots of our culture, a culture that is disseminated around the world.  It is hard to think 

about how some political recourse would mitigate this cultural diffusion, so the goal of the attacks might 

be more broadly speaking ideological:  the attacks are against the very ideas that our Western culture 

purportedly stands for and spreads.  The content of these ideas is up for debate, but suffice it to say that 

negative conceptions abound.   

 Regardless, I agree with Rodin that terrorism should not be narrowly conceived toward political 

ends because such a conception "fails to capture the numerous species of terrorist motivation beyond 

the purely political."39  Coming up with the cases can be controversial, but the aforementioned cultural 

one could work.  Religious terrorism is another plausible (and perhaps common) example.  Attacking a 

religious facility would not have any overt political aim, but would rather "merely" constitute an 

expression of disapprobation toward the practitioners of that religion.  Some of those attacks might be 

peripherally related to some political ends (e.g., anti-Zionism), though not necessarily so.    

Eco-terrorism could be political insofar as it highlights putative injustices against the 

environment, but, for example, the freeing of animals from some research facility probably has more to 

do with those particular animals than any broader political agenda.  Or consider France’s José Bové who 

                                                             
38

 More could be said about what 'political' and 'ideological' mean, though I shall not pursue that here; the usages 
that follow are meant to be generic enough that nothing of any importance hangs on the precise details.  
Roughly—and similarly to the Oxford English Dictionary—I take the political to be concerned with the 
administration of a state and its relations with other states.  The ideological covers the realm of ideas more 
broadly, of which political ideas are a proper subset. 
39

 Rodin (2004), p. 757.  Rodin thereafter goes on to give various examples, though some of them seem political to 
me:  he cites, among others, national separatists (e.g., the IRA) and anti-federalists (e.g., Timothy McVeigh).  Don’t 
these groups want political change?  I would rather not try to figure out the difference between political and extra-
political aims, but I doubt these are the best examples. 
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dismantled a McDonald’s in Millau in 1999.  The purpose of this action was a protest on globalization 

and fast food, and not to effect any sort of political change.  I doubt that these are examples are 

terrorism simply because they do not elicit fear, but I think that they could be if they did elicit fear, 

independently of whether the actions are political.  It is hard to think of a simple example of terrorism 

which is overtly non-political in the sense that many of the putative cases risk the entanglement of 

political and non-political features.  Religious terrorism, for example, is sometimes talked about as non-

political (cf., Rodin), but I wonder whether, in practice, this distinction holds up, particularly in theocratic 

regimes.  Is a Muslim suicide bomber in Israel to be construed as pursuing a political aim?  This answer 

could go either way—perhaps depending on the specific details of the case—and I shall not pursue it 

here.  Regardless, the point is meant to be that we need not rule out ideological yet non-political 

instances of terrorism as a matter of conceptual necessity. 

 In this context, it is useful to consider an idea espoused by Primoratz, namely that terrorism is 

perpetuated against some group such that some other group does something the latter would not 

otherwise be willing to do.  This makes obvious sense in the political context, but could easily be 

understood in the more broadly speaking ideological one as well.40  As Primoratz writes:   

Terrorism has a certain structure.  It has two targets:  the primary and the secondary.  The latter 
target is directly hit, but the objective is to get at the former, to intimidate the person or persons 
who are the primary target into doing things they otherwise would not do.41   

 
This has intuitive resonance, though needs to be somewhat modified.  First, making the case for it, 

consider 9/11.  The direct victims of the attack, mostly killed, cannot do anything.  Rather, the 

government (political/ideological) or our culture (ideological) could make various capitulations, and it is 

those capitulations at which the terrorists ultimately aim.   

                                                             
40

 If, for example, we took religious terrorism to be non-political, then the idea might be that some religious facility 
or practitioners were targeted such that some other facility or practitioners did something else (e.g., stopped 
practicing).   
41 Primoratz (2004b), p. 24. 
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The modification, though, pertains to the necessity of the targeted group being distinct from the 

action-leading group; surely this is saying too much.  In 2001, for example, letters containing anthrax 

were sent to US Senators Tom Daschle (then-Majority Leader) and Patrick Leahy at their Capitol offices; 

five people were killed and seventeen others were infected.42  In this case, we might expect the terrorist 

to not just care about what others do, such as Daschle and Leahy’s congressional colleagues, or even the 

US government more broadly.  Rather, assuming—perhaps contrary to fact—that there was some 

coherent plan behind this attack, the idea would be that Daschle and Leahy themselves effect some 

different sort of government, or at least contribute to this effort.  The waiting objection would be that 

this could not be part of the attack, which aimed to leave Daschle and Leahy dead.  That depends on the 

specific details of the case, but perhaps the goal was merely to infect them.  Regardless, the point is that 

terrorists could easily use force against the very people that they wish to influence; nothing about the 

concept of terrorism need rule out this possibility.  Primoratz is surely correct that terrorism is usually 

deployed against some such that others will do something, but this mere propensity is not made explicit 

in his definition.  Since this dual-target notion is therefore not necessary for terrorism, I will not 

incorporate it into my definition, though I acknowledge that it is often—or even usually—appropriate. 

As a final point, let us consider who is trying to realize these ideological aims.  In particular, 

much of the discussion of terrorism privileges non-state actors over state actors, but there is no 

conceptual requirement to that effect.  In other words, states can promulgate terrorism just as non-

states can, even if the latter have borne more attention.43  One of our exemplars of terrorism was the 

Reign of Terror, which was effected by the French revolutionary government.  During World War II, the 

Allied Forces bombed Hamburg killing as many as 50,000 noncombatants; the later Dresden bombings 

                                                             
42 Bruce Edwards Ivins, a researcher at the US Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, was 
identified as the offender but committed suicide before formal charges were filed. 
43 For more discussion, see Igor Primoratz, “State Terrorism,” in Tony Coady and Michael O’Keefe (eds.), Terrorism 
and Justice:  Moral Argument in a Threatened World (Melbourne:  Melbourne University Publishing, 2004), pp. 31-
42. 
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killed tens of thousands more.44,45 These attacks were clearly designed to destroy the morale of the 

Germans and Japanese and to bring about a quick surrender to end the war.  All of these bombings 

satisfy the requirements for terrorism on the account thus far developed, and there is no reason to 

exclude them merely because they were led at the behest of states.  This is not to say anything about 

the morality of the attacks, or even anything about the moral status of state-sponsored terrorism more 

generally.  Rather, the purpose of this chapter so far has been to develop an account of what terrorism 

is, and it is to the morality of terrorism that we now turn. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
44 The number of deaths in the Dresden bombings has been a significant controversy, at least in part for obvious 
political reasons; while some claims have been well in excess of 100,000, contemporary estimates places the toll 
closer to 25,000.  See Frederick Taylor, “How Many Died in the Bombing of Dresden?” Spiegel Online (October 2, 
2008).  Available at http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/0,1518,581992,00.html (accessed March 1, 
2009). 
45 For more details of the terror campaign against Germany, see Stephen A. Garrett, “Terror Bombings of German 
Cities in World War II,” in Primoratz (2004a), pp. 141-160. 

http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/0,1518,581992,00.html

