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This paper provides a framework to make moral sense of terrorism. The framework consists in a test, referred to as the MODAL
test, which is an acronym standing for five tests or principles for determining the moral defensibility or indefensibility of terrorism.
The five principles concern the motives for terrorism, its objectives, destructiveness, availability of alternatives, and likelihood of
success. This approach makes it conceivable but highly unlikely in practice that a terrorist act is morally justified. The MODAL
test does not claim to be an exhaustive framework for analysing the moral legitimacy or illegitimacy of terrorism but rather a
practical analytical tool aimed at securing a reliable grasp of the tricky question of the relation between morality and terrorism.
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In a ‘letter to the America people’ written in the aftermath
of the 9/11 attacks, Osama bin Laden set out to answer
two questions: why are we fighting you, and what do we
want from you?! His answer to the first question is sim-
ple: ‘because you attack us and continue to attack us’. After
asserting that ‘you attacked us in Palestine’, he adds that ‘the
blood pouring out of Palestine must be avenged’ and that
‘it is commanded by our religion and our intellect that the
oppressed have a right to return the aggression’. Given that
the Almighty has ‘legislated the permission and the option
to take revenge’, bin Laden offers the American people this
piece of advice: ‘Do not wait for anything from us but Jihad,
resistance, and revenge’. For ‘if we are attacked, then we
have the right to attack back. Whoever has destroyed our
villages and towns, then we have the right to destroy their
villages and towns. Whoever has stolen our wealth, then we
have the right to destroy their economy. And whoever has
killed our civilians, then we have a right to kill theirs’.

L' A translation of the letter was published by the Observer and
Guardian newspapers in the UK on 24 November 2002. The letter
was removed from the Guardian website in November 2023 after
being widely shared on social media. All quotations are from the
Guardian transcript.
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The answer that bin Laden gives to his second question is
multi-faceted. He describes America as ‘the worst civiliza-
tion witnessed by the history of mankind’ and calls on it to
turn to Islam. He advises America to stop supporting Israel
and to ‘pack your luggage and get out of our lands’ so as not
to “force us to send you back as cargo in coffins’. In his letter,
bin Laden also tries to justify the targeting of civilians on
9/11 ‘“for crimes they did not commit and offences in which
they did not partake’.? His justification is that American
civilians, including the occupants of the World Trade Center,
were not innocent since they have ‘chosen, consented to, and
affirmed their support for the Israeli oppression of the Pal-
estinians’.®> He takes no account of the deaths of foreigners
on 9/11 or of Americans victims of terrorism who did not
support the policies of their government.

The letter makes it clear that bin Laden saw the need to
demonstrate that al-Qaeda’s terrorism on 9/11 was morally
justified. Most terrorists are convinced that their actions are
morally justified but few provide such detailed justifications
as the ones provided by bin Laden. His arguments might be
dismissed on the grounds that terrorism is morally wrong
by definition and can never be morally justified because it
involves the murder of innocents. There are several reasons
for not proceeding in this way. As the letter shows, there is
some dispute about who counts as ‘innocent’. One might
take the view that all civilians are innocents, contrary to

2 Osama bin Laden, ‘Letter to the American People’.

3 Osama bin Laden, ‘Letter to the American People’.
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what bin Laden argues, but terrorism does not necessar-
ily harm civilians. The al-Qaeda attack on the USS Cole in
Aden was a terrorist attack on a military target.*

In any case, as Virginia Held argues, the question whether
terrorism can ever be morally justified ‘cannot be answered
by resort to definitional fiat’.> Readers may not need much
convincing that bin Laden was wrong about the morality of
9/11, but other examples are less straightforward. When the
French Resistance planted bombs in public places as part
of its campaign against Nazi occupation, its actions were
terroristic in character and some former members have
described themselves as terrorists.’ The philosopher R. M.
Hare gives this as an example of terrorism that could be
morally justified.” Hare might be wrong about this, but he is
not obviously wrong. There is room for debate about whether
terrorism can ever be morally justified. In remarks on a bru-
tal terrorist attack on Israel by Hamas in 2023, President
Biden insisted that ‘there is no justification for terrorism.
There is no excuse’.® His outrage about this particular ter-
rorist act was understandable but are we prepared to say that
there was no excuse for terrorism in the context of the Nazi
occupation of France?

In seeking to provide a moral justification for the 9/11
attacks, bin Laden does two things. First, he identifies the
aims or objectives of the attacks. Setting aside the religious
aims, the primary political objective was to induce America
to change its actions and policies in the Middle East. The
moral worthiness (in his eyes) of this objective was plainly
regarded by bin Laden as contributing to the moral justifi-
cation of 9/11. The underlying objectives principle is that:

(O) Terrorism is morally justified only if its objectives
are morally justified or morally worthy.

In addition to describing the objectives of al-Qaeda terror-
ism, bin Laden outlines his motives or motivating reasons
for ordering the 9/11 attacks. The motivating reasons for an

* The USS Cole was an American warship damaged by an al-Qaeda
suicide attack in October 2000. Seventeen US Navy sailors were
killed, many more were injured, and the ship was badly damaged.

5 Virginia Held, ‘The Moral Dimensions of Terrorism’, in E. Che-
noweth, R. English, A. Gofas, and S. Kalyvas (eds.) The Oxford
Handbook of Terrorism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), p.
72.

6 As noted by Caoimhe Nic Dhaibhéid in chapter 3 of Terrorist his-
tories: Individuals and political violence since the nineteenth century
(Abingdon: Routledge) and Chris Millington in his article ‘Were we
Terrorists? History, Terrorism, and the French Resistance’, History
Compass, 16 (2018).

7 R. M. Hare, ‘On Terrorism’, The Journal of Value Inquiry, 13/4
(1979), p. 244.

8 Remarks by President Biden on the Terrorist Attacks in Israel, 10
October 2023 (Remark: nt Biden on the Terrori

in Israel | The White House).

action are the considerations in the light of which the agent
acted and which he took to favour acting as he did. Thus, a
second principle might be:

(M) An act of terrorism is morally justified only if has
morally sound or at least morally acceptable motives.

This is the motives principle. A key terrorist motive is
revenge or retribution. Indeed, for many terrorists, retribu-
tion is both a motive and a key terrorist objective. In his
analysis, J. Angelo Corlett defines retributive terrorism as
‘terrorism that aims at giving a person or group what they
“had coming to them,” e.g., giving them what they deserve’.’
There is no doubt that in bin Laden’s eyes the USA had it
coming, and that he saw this as a moral consideration in
favour of the 9/11 attacks.

The objectives principle is impossible to apply unless it
is clear what counts as a morally worthy objective. There
will always be disagreements about the morality of terrorism
because there will always be disagreements about what con-
stitutes a ‘morally worthy’ objective. In the same way, there
will always be disagreements about what counts as a morally
sound motive and, in particular, about the moral standing of
the motive of revenge. In this case, there is the additional com-
plication that for some philosophers, such as J. S. Mill, the
moral rightness of an action does not depend on the agent’s
motives.'” A contrary view is that ‘an act is morally accept-
able if an only if it comes from good or virtuous motivation”.!!
I will have more to say about (O) and (M) below.

To keep things simple at least for the moment, let us
assume that the moral rightness of an action is not wholly
independent of the agent’s motives and that we have at least
an intuitive grasp of what counts as a morally sound motive
and a morally worthy objective. Are we then in a position to
say that an act of terrorism is morally justified if and only
if both its objectives and underlying motives are morally
sound? Not at all, since there are at least three other issues
that need to be taken into consideration: the likelihood of
success, the availability of alternative, non-terroristic means
of achieving the same result, and the nature of the terrorism
used to attain a given objective. Terrorism can be more or
less destructive, and a natural thought is that only a mini-
mally destructive form of terrorism has any chance of being
morally justified.

Even if a given action has both a morally worthy objec-
tive and a morally sound motive, it will still not be morally

% 1. Angelo Corlett, Terrorism: A Philosophical Analysis (Dordrecht:
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003), p. 7.

10y 'S, Mill, Utilitarianism, second edition, ed. George Sher (Indian-
apolis: Hackett Publishing Company Inc., 2001), p. 18, note 2.

"' Michael Slote, Morals from Motives (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2001), p. 38.
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justified if there is little prospect that it will deliver the
desired result. The chances of the 9/11 attacks induc-
ing the United States to withdraw from the Middle East
were slim, and so it proved. Indeed, 9/11 had the effect
of increasing the American footprint in the Middle East.
The attacks would have been objectionable from a moral
point of view even if they had turned out to be politically
effective. However, the fact that they were not effective,
and were never likely to be, made them more objection-
able. The broader question is whether terrorism works.'?
If it does not deliver either tactical or strategic success, or
only does so rarely, this is not just a practical objection to
terrorism. It is also a moral objection since it adds to the
sense that terrorism wastes human lives. Thus, even if a
given act of terrorism has a morally worthy objective, a
further principle is:

(L) Terrorism is morally justified only if it is likely to
achieve its objective.

A question raised by this likelihood principle is what to
make of terrorists acts whose objective is revenge. Louise
Richardson implies that terrorism cannot fail to achieve this
objective since ‘terrorists need rely only on themselves to
get revenge. They take it; it is not given to them’.!> I will
return to this claim below. Meanwhile, suppose that an act
of terrorism is likely to attain a morally worthy objective
and has a morally sound motive. Even then, the act is still
objectionable if there are equally effective, alternative means
of attaining the same end, that is, alternative means that are
non-terroristic. Thus, according to what I call the alterna-
tives principle:

(A) Terrorism is morally justified only if there are no
realistic non-terroristic means of achieving its objective.

The intuition underpinning this principle is that for terror-
ism to be morally justified it must be necessary.

Even if there is no effective alternative to terrorism in
some form, there is terrorism and there is terrorism. The
9/11 attacks were designed to be maximally destructive, that
is, to kill as many people as possible and to cause as much
physical damage as possible. Their conception and design
also ensured that most victims would be civilians who were
not responsible for the policies to which bin Laden objected.
The Hamas attack on Israel in October 2023 was not only
maximally destructive but also maximally sadistic. The rape,
torture, and mutilation of victims amounted to what Adriana

12 For a detailed discussion of this important question, see Richard
English, Does Terrorism Work? (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016).

13 Louise Richardson, What Terrorists Want: Understanding the
Enemy, Containing the Threat (New York: Random House), p. 103.
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Cavarero calls horrorism.'* Horrorists are ‘not content to
kill because killing would be too little’."” Their sadism and
brutality serve no obvious strategic purpose. Rather, the use
of extreme methods is simply designed to maximize suffer-
ing. The evident glee with which Hamas terrorists slaugh-
tered their victims made their actions all the more morally
repugnant.

Suppose that such extreme terrorism is described as maxi-
mal terrorism. A question that might be raised at this point
is whether maximal terrorism would be morally justified if
it were the only possible means of attaining the terrorists’
objectives. If genocide is the objective, then only genocidal
methods will do. However, since there are no circumstances
in which genocide would be a morally acceptable objec-
tive, this concern can be set aside. I can think of no realistic
circumstances in which a morally worthy objective could
only be achieved by maximal terrorism.'® For terrorism to
be morally justified, it must be minimal rather than maxi-
mal: it must minimize the death and suffering of its victims,
especially innocent victims, and the destruction of property.
This constraint is captured by the following destructiveness
principle:

(D) An act of terrorism is morally justified only if it is
a minimally destructive means of achieving its objec-
tive.

A rationale for this principle, which presupposes a morally
worthy objective, is that the alleged benefits of terrorism
are more likely to outweigh the harms it causes if harms are
minimized. The harms cause by maximal terrorism are so
great and so egregious as to make it impossible in practice
for them to be outweighed by any supposed benefits.

I now have a framework for addressing the question
whether terrorism can ever be morally justified. Suppose that
X is an action that qualifies as an act of terrorism according
to my definition of terrorism. Whether X is morally justified

14 Adriana Cavarero, Horrorism: Naming Contemporary Violence
(New: York: Columbia University Press, 2009). Martin Amis first
used the label ‘horrorism’ in a 2006 Guardian article called ‘The age
of horrorism’. The latter was Amis’ label for suicide-mass murder.
Horrorism is ‘maximum malevolence’ (The age of horrorism (part
two) | September 11 2001 | The Guardian). On Hamas’ weaponiza-
tion of sexual violence in the October 7 attack, see this article pub-
lished in the New York Times on 28 December 2023: How Hamas
Weaponized Sexual Violence on Oct. 7—The New York Times
(nytimes.com).

15 Adriana Cavarero, Horrorism: Naming Contemporary Violence, p-
8. She notes that ‘it is not so much killing that is in question here
but rather dehumanizing and savaging the body as body, destroying
its figural unity, sullying it’. In such cases, it ‘is as though the repug-
nance horror arouses were more productive than the strategic use of
terror’ (p. 9).

16 This justifies the description of maximal terrorism as what Martin
Amis calls ‘maximal malevolence’. See note 14 above.
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depends on the agent’s motives and objectives, the destruc-
tiveness of X, the availability of alternative means, and the
likelihood of success. I call these five tests the MODAL test.
The fact that an act of terrorism passes this test entails that
it is morally justified only if the MODAL conditions are not
only individually necessary conditions for moral justifica-
tion but also jointly sufficient. I make no claim of joint suf-
ficiency, and do not rule out that possibility that an act that
passes the MODAL test is still not morally justified because
it fails to satisfy further necessary conditions or because
there are additional factors that defeat the claim of moral
justification. Philosophers almost invariably run into trouble
when they claim to have discovered sufficient conditions
for something to be the case; counterexamples are always
in the offing.

A more realistic approach, and my approach here, is to
address those who argue that terrorism cannot be morally
justified because one or more putative necessary condi-
tions for moral justification cannot be satisfied. In my view,
MODAL identifies five plausible necessary conditions for
terrorism to be morally justified and it is possible, though
difficult, for an act of terrorism to satisfy these conditions.
To insist that no terrorist act can pass the test is to betray a
lack of imagination about the circumstances in which people
can find themselves. It is one thing to allow that an act of
terrorism that passes the MODAL test is still not morally
justified. However, compelling reasons will need to be given
for supposing that a given terrorist act is a case of this type.
For example, suppose that an act of terrorism passes the
MODAL test, but its unintended long-term consequences
are disastrous. This would be a proper reason for question-
ing whether the act was morally justified despite passing
MODAL. In the absence of such reasons, it is a reasonable—
albeit defeasible—hypothesis that the act is indeed morally
justified in virtue of satisfying the five MODAL conditions.

When philosophers suggest that some actions of the
French Resistance are examples of morally justified acts of
terrorism, we interpret this as the claim that they pass the
MODAL test or at least satisfy the five MODAL conditions
to some degree. The idea that passing the MODAL test is not
all or nothing and that acts can pass or fail more or less com-
prehensively is an important one, although I will not make
much of it in this paper. An implication of this approach is
that moral justification is not all or nothing. It makes sense
to think in terms of degrees of moral justification and to
suppose that one act of terrorism is more justified from a
moral point of view than another. Many acts of terrorism,
such as 9/11 and the Hamas attack on Israel in October 2023,
comprehensively fail the MODAL test. It may be that no
terrorist act passes the test as comprehensively as many ter-
rorist acts fail it.

The idea that acts of terrorism can at least in principle
be morally justified should be less troubling for sceptical

readers once they see that it is no easy matter to pass the
MODAL test. I think we can be reasonably confident that
those who insist that terrorism can never be morally justified
would revise their views in certain cases, for example, ones
in which they have to choose between resorting to terrorism
and acquiescing in their own annihilation or subjugation.
For example, if it had been possible for an act of terrorism
or, more realistically, a terrorist campaign to prevent the
Holocaust, it would be counterintuitive to insist that terror-
ism would not have been justified in these circumstances. In
Michael Walzer’s terminology, the Holocaust represented a
supreme emergency for Jews in Germany and elsewhere.!”
It might be objected that this is a special case and that we
should not infer from the fact that terrorism might be mor-
ally justified in a supreme emergency that it can be morally
justified in other circumstances. Terrorists always think that
they are facing a supreme emergency but what matters is
whether their belief is correct. I see the force of this line of
reasoning but am not persuaded that terrorism can only be
morally justified in a supreme emergency on the scale of
the Holocaust. The MODAL test is demanding but not that
demanding. The next challenge, therefore, is to put some
bones on the test, starting with the objectives principle. I
will postpone discussion of (M) until the end since it is the
most contentious MODAL principle.

One and the same act can have multiple different objectives,
some of which are tactical while others are strategic. There
are also the personal objectives of the individuals respon-
sible for carrying out an act of terrorism and the personal
or political objectives of those (if different) who ordered
the attack. Consider the case of Mohammad Atta, who
flew American 11 into the North Tower of the World Trade
Center on 9/11. His immediate objective was to destroy
the building and kill as many people as possible. His other
objectives perhaps included martyrdom and renown. How-
ever, bin Laden’s objectives in ordering the 9/11 attacks
were not the same. A tactical objective was reaction: he
hoped to provoke America to overreact in a way that would
increase support for al-Qaeda in the Muslim world.'® His
overarching strategic objective was to induce a major change
in American foreign policy and at the same time to punish
‘the worst civilization witnessed by the history of mankind’
for its past sins. These were not so much the objectives of

17 Michael Walzer, Arguing about War (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2004), p. 33.

18 Reaction is one of Richardson’s three Rs, along with renown and
revenge. See What Terrorists Want, chapter 4.

@ Springer



180

Society (2024) 61:176-188

a single act of terrorism but of a wider terrorist campaign
that included the 7/7 bombings in London and mass casualty
attacks in Bali, Madrid, and East Africa.

The objectives principle says that terrorism is morally
justified only if its objectives are morally justified or mor-
ally worthy but whose objectives and which objectives are
in question in this formulation? Louise Richardson distin-
guishes short-term organizational objectives from ‘long-
term objectives requiring significant political change’."”
The former, which in reality are as likely to be personal as
organizational objectives, are the three Rs: revenge, renown,
and reaction. The moral status of revenge will be considered
below. Personal renown is hardly a morally worthy objective
and the same goes for reaction if considered in isolation.
The moral worth of reaction and the moral justification for
mass killing derives, at least in the eyes of the terrorist, from
the moral worth of the strategic political objectives to the
achievement of which they are taken to make a significant
contribution. Thus, when (O) refers to the moral worth of the
objectives of terrorism, the latter should be understood as its
long-term strategic objectives. The moral worth of terrorism,
if any, derives from the moral worth of the political change
or changes that are its ultimate objective.

What kinds of significant political change do terrorists
seek, and what could their moral worth or moral value pos-
sibly consist in? Virginia Held observes that:

If the violence of terrorism is used for a purpose that
is morally wrong, such as forcibly to impose a given
religion on a group of persons and to kill all who resist,
such terrorism can rather obviously be seen to be
morally wrong. More frequent and difficult cases are
whether terrorism can justifiably be used for morally
admirable objectives, such as to liberate groups from
colonial or racial oppression.*’

This framing is very much in line with the objectives prin-
ciple. Terrorism is morally wrong if it is used for a purpose
that is morally wrong. It is not necessarily morally wrong
if it is used for morally admirable objectives. These include
liberation from colonial or racial oppression. Liberation
from other forms of severe oppression might also qualify.
Held has written in this connection about societies in which
the rights of large numbers of people are denied. Terrorism
violates the rights of its victims, but she invites us to weigh
this fact against the possibility that it protects or promotes
the rights of the majority. Consider the struggle of the Afri-
can National Congress (ANC) against apartheid in South
Africa. Since apartheid involved the grossly unjust violation
of the rights of the majority, Held infers that ‘if the ANC

19 Richardson, Whar Terrorists Want, p. 75.
20 Held, “The Moral Dimensions of Terrorism’, p- 75.
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had engaged in substantial terrorism, an impartial judge-
ment would likely conclude that the violence used by the
apartheid government in attempting to suppress it was more
unjustified than the violence used by the ANC”.2!

In fact, some of the ANC'’s actions were undoubtedly acts
of terrorism, even if terrorism played a relatively minor role
in its struggle. In campaigning against apartheid, the ANC
also campaigned for democracy. Suppose that a transition to
democracy was one of its strategic aims and that terrorism
contributed to the achievement of this aim. This would make
its terrorism a form of what Ted Honderich calls ‘demo-
cratic terrorism’, terrorism whose intended and perhaps even
actual result is democracy.?” This sounds paradoxical. How
can terrorism ‘be directed to undeniably good ends, first of
all democracy’ given that it ‘consists, in part, in atrocity
and carnage’?* There is no doubt that means and ends can
conflict, and that terrorism can be, and often is, destructive
of democracy. However, the example of the ANC suggests
that terrorism is not necessarily destructive of democracy
and can even play a role in facilitating the transition from a
non-democratic to a democratic government.>* South Afri-
can democracy has its problems, but these are not the result
of the occasional use of terrorism in the ANC’s fight for
democracy.

Democracy and liberation from oppression are among the
morally good ends to which terrorism can be and has been
directed. They were among the ends of the French Resist-
ance, the ANC, and some anti-colonial campaigns. How-
ever, Honderich’s claim that democracy is an undeniably
good end might be questioned since its goodness has been
disputed by Islamist thinkers who regard it as incompatible
with sovereignty of God. This raises a difficult question:
given that most terrorists see their objectives as morally wor-
thy, how are we to distinguish between ends that are actually
morally worthy and ones that are not? Some might object to
the implication that there is a fact of the matter about moral
worthiness. I take it that democracy and respect for human
rights are genuinely worthy objectives from a moral point
of view but what are we to say to those with a radically
different conception of what counts as a morally worthy or
admirable objective of political action?

This is too large a question to be satisfactorily answered
here but the Aristotelian moral framework developed by the
philosopher Philippa Foot gives at least an indication of what
a satisfactory response might look like. She notes that “for all
the diversities of human life, it is possible to give some quite

21 Held, ‘The Moral Dimensions of Terrorism’, p- 79.

22 Ted Honderich, Terrorism for Humanity: Inquiries in Political
Philosophy (London: Pluto Press, 2003), chapter 5.

2 Honderich, Terrorism for Humanity, pp. 192-193.
2% Honderich, Terrorism for Humanity, chapter 5.



Society (2024) 61:176-188

181

general account of human necessities, that is, of what is quite
generally needed for human good’.?* Freedom from oppres-
sion, respect for human rights, and, arguably, democracy
are among the objective conditions for human flourishing or
what Foot calls ‘human good’. This accounts for their wor-
thiness as political objectives. We do not expect universal
acceptance of the liberal democratic view of human flourish-
ing, but our remarks are primarily addressed to those who do
accept it. Assuming that democracy, freedom, and respect
for human rights are morally worthy objectives and can be
among the objectives of terrorism, it follows logically that
terrorism can have morally worthy objectives.

To be clear, my claim is not that terrorism is morally justi-
fied if it has morally worthy objectives. It is that terrorism is
morally justified only if it has morally worthy objectives. (O)
only states a necessary condition for terrorism to be morally
justified rather than a sufficient or necessary and sufficient
condition. However, if we think that democracy, freedom,
and respect for human rights matter then we must also accept
that they might be worth fighting for. Indeed, these are pre-
cisely the values for which many countries did fight in the
Second World War. If states can legitimately use violence in
defence of democratic values, then it is not clear why sub-
state actors should not be permitted in some circumstances
to resort to violence in pursuit of the very same objectives.
The politically motivated violence of sub-state actors is more
likely to be called ‘terrorism’ than that of state actors but why
should this make a difference from a moral point of view?

Plainly, this discussion of the objectives principle leaves
many questions unanswered. For example, liberation from
oppression might be a morally worthy objective but how bad
does oppression need to be for it to contribute to a moral jus-
tification of liberatory terrorism, as it might be called? The
assumption is that terrorism is only a potentially justifiable
response to severe oppression, such as that experienced by
Jews in Nazi Germany. A person might be persuaded that
democracy is worth fighting for but is it important enough to
contribute to the justification of terrorism? Much depends on
the alternative to democracy. In South Africa, the alternative
was apartheid. Against that background, democratic terror-
ism is much easier to justify than if the status quo is undem-
ocratic but the democratic deficit is a small one. Given what
terrorism involves, it cannot be morally justified by mild
repression or minor departures from democratic ideals.

Given that most terrorists in the world today are fighting
for objectives that are very far from morally admirable, it
might seem irrelevant to debate the question whether terror-
ism can be morally justified. Groups like ISIS and Hamas
have a perverted view of human flourishing, so there is no

2 Philippa Foot, Natural Goodness (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001),
p- 43.

question of their terrorism being morally justified. However,
as Christopher J. Finlay observes, ‘the chief point of analyz-
ing the hypothesis that terrorism could be morally justifiable
in some conceivable circumstances’ is ‘not to mandate or
condone it in any historical cases, but to provide the theo-
retical equipment we need in order to be able to specify how
such cases generally fall short of the necessary justifying
conditions’.?® One such justifying condition is that terror-
ism has morally worthy or at least acceptable objectives.
While it is undoubtedly the case that many actual terrorists
are deluded about the moral status of their objectives, I can
think of no good reason to rule out the possibility of terror-
ism having morally acceptable or even worthy objectives.
The real concern in such cases is not that terrorism has bad
ends but that it is not an acceptable or appropriate means of
pursuing even good ends. The question is why not.

One answer to this question is that terrorism is unlikely to
succeed. Its terrible human costs are, in general, far more
certain than any benevolent outcomes that are likely to be
brought about by it, and it is a moral objection to terrorism
that it imposes such costs—usually on others—when the
likelihood of success is low.?” In addition, there are almost
always alternatives to terrorism. The implication is that ter-
rorism, even for good ends, falls foul of (L) and (A) and
therefore cannot be morally justified regardless of one’s view
of its objectives. However, both (L) and (A) raise additional
questions. For example, (L) says that terrorism is morally
justified only if it is likely to achieve its objective but how
likely does success need to be? Is there a reliable way of
calculating the likelihood of success and how confident is
anyone entitled to be about such calculations? What can we
learn from the historical evidence?

Suppose that likelihood is understood as probability.
On this understanding, (L) states that terrorism is morally

26 Christopher J. Finlay, Terrorism and the Right to Resist: A Theory
of Just Revolutionary War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press),
p. 285.

27 See the Conclusion to English, Does Terrorism Work? Johnny
Lyons has raised the question (in correspondence) whether the 1916
Easter Rising in Ireland provides a counterexample or a vindication
of MODAL. Consider L. The likelihood of the Rising being militarily
successful was low, but it might be seen by some as a morally jus-
tified blood sacrifice that was needed to wake the country up to the
iniquities of British colonial rule. This brings into focus the impor-
tance of defining ‘success’. The likelihood of military success was
low but if the Rising was an exercise in consciousness-raising then
the possibility of success might be given more weight, especially in
the light of the response of the British authorities to the insurrection
and their subsequent, though entirely unintentional, elevation of its
ringleaders to the status of martyrs.
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justified only if there is a high probability that it will achieve
its end. One issue that this principle brings to the fore is
whether the probability of success is ever high enough for
terrorism to be morally justified. A prior issue is that it is not
possible to judge the relevant probabilities ‘with the preci-
sion needed for rational confidence’.?® Does this matter? One
might take the view that for a high probability of success to
contribute to the justification of terrorism, there only has to
be a high probability of success. It does not matter whether
it is possible for terrorists or anyone else to know or have
rational confidence that success is highly probable. On a
different view, the mere fact that an act of terrorism has a
high probability of achieving its end contributes little to the
moral justification of terrorism if the probability of success
is beyond the ken of the terrorist.”’

On the latter view, the difficulty of judging the relevant
probabilities with the precision needed for rational confi-
dence makes it extremely difficult for terrorism to be morally
justified. Imagine a terrorist trying to work out the prob-
ability that a planned terrorist act will deliver the political
change he desires. Suppose that for the act to be morally
justified there must be at least a 50% probability of success.
The difficulty is not just that this threshold is arbitrary but
that there is no sensible way for the terrorist or anyone else
to assign probabilities in this case. The general point has
been well made by the distinguished economists John Kay
and Mervyn King, who are critical of abuses of the notion
of probability, defined as the quantitative expression of the
likelihood of one of several possible outcomes.>® Does (L)
fall into what Kay and King refer to as ‘the modern trap of
bogus quantification’?*!

Kay and King note that the value of probability theory
is well established in relation to games of chance and the
analysis of data generated by a stationary process.>? Hence,
it is possible to calculate the probability of exactly 500 heads
when a fair coin is tossed a thousand times.>* As soon as
uncertainty is introduced, talk of the probability of a particu-
lar outcome can all too easily become a way of disguising

28 Honderich, Terrorism for Humanity, p. 197.

2 The first view might be described as ‘externalist’ and the sec-
ond as ‘internalist’. There are obvious parallels with externalist and
internalist views of epistemic justification. See Laurence Bonjour,
‘Internalism and Externalism’ in Paul K. Moser (ed.), The Oxford
Handbook of Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp.
234-264.

% John Kay and Mervyn King, Radical Uncertainty: Decision-
making for an unknowable future (London: The Bridge Street Press,
2020), p. 54.

31 Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, p. 86.

32 A stationary process is one that is governed by unchanging scien-
tific laws.

33 The probability is 2.523%.
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our lack of knowledge. We live in a world in which there is
too much that we do not know. Like emperors, explorers, and
presidents, terrorists have to make decisions ‘without fully
understanding either the situation they faced or the effects
of their actions’.>* This was bin Laden’s predicament. He
had no way of knowing how America would react to 9/11.
He had one set of expectations while other al-Qaeda leaders
had a different set of expectations. None of the parties to the
debate was in a position credibly to assign a probability to
a particular outcome. Matters were further complicated by
the difficulty of estimating the probability that the terror-
ists would manage to hijack four planes and fly them into
their targets. However, on no reasonable view was there a
high probability of tactical or strategic success, and so it is
with most acts of terrorism. For most terrorists, the honest
answer to the question ‘what is the probability of success?’
is ‘I don’t know’.

Does this matter? Suppose that for an act of terrorism to
be morally justified, it is only necessary that there is a high
probability of success, not that those contemplating the act
can know or have rational confidence that success is highly
probable. However, if nobody is able to calculate the prob-
ability of success, then nobody can determine whether an
act of terrorism satisfies (L). Even after the event, it can be
hard to tell whether any political change that follows an act
of terrorism was caused by it. Furthermore, even if terrorism
caused political change on this occasion, its success might
have been a fluke. We will have more to say below about the
significance of this in relation to (L). Terrorists who accept
that the probability of success is low may feel some chance
of success is better than no chance and that they are justified
in taking a chance on terrorism even in cases where they are
unlikely to be successful. However, when terrorists gam-
ble like this they typically gamble with the lives of others.
The inescapable reality is that taking another person’s life
or maiming them in a political cause is more certain in most
cases to produce pain than to generate the expected benefi-
cent political change. This is both a moral and a practical
objection to terrorism.

At least some of these difficulties are caused by the deci-
sion to interpret likelihood as probability. Kay and King
argue against identifying likelihood with probability.*>
To use their example, a person with limited knowledge of
American capitals might reason that it is likely that Philadel-
phia is the capital of Pennsylvania on the basis that the capi-
tal of a country or region is often its principal city. However,
the statement ‘the probability that Philadelphia is the capital
of Pennsylvania is 0.7’ is absurd.*® When people are asked

3% Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, p. 5.
35 Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, chapter 6.
3 Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, p. 89.
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whether it is likely that such-and-such, ‘they do not reason
probabilistically but interpret the question in the light of
their broad contextual knowledge’.*” The person who thinks
it likely that Philadelphia is the capital of Pennsylvania goes
wrong because in America the state capital is often not the
principal city. The city of New York is not the capital of the
state of New York, Los Angeles is not the capital of Cali-
fornia, and Philadelphia is not the capital of Pennsylvania.

In cases where numerical probabilities cannot credibly
be assigned to outcomes, people rely instead on narratives.
Narratives are stories that humans tell to interpret complex
situations. A reference narrative is ‘a story which is an
expression of our realistic expectations’.*® A credible nar-
rative is one that is consistent with human experience and
risk is ‘failure of a projected narrative, derived from realistic
expectations, to unfold as envisaged’.*” In ordering the 9/11
attacks, bin Laden relied on a reference narrative about how
America would react to being attacked on such a massive
scale. His narrative was flawed and failed to unfold as envis-
aged. The same goes for the Hamas leaders who ordered the
7 October attack on Israel. They presumably did not expect
Israel to react in the way that it did, though it is not clear
why not.

This points to a way of understanding (L) that exploits
the idea of a reference narrative. On this account, when
(L) speaks of terrorism being justified only if it is likely to
achieve its objective, this is to be understood as claiming that
an act of terrorism is morally justified only if there is a real-
istic reference narrative, based on broad contextual knowl-
edge, that points to the likelihood of success. In this context,
the likelihood of success is the likelihood that events will
unfold as envisaged by the terrorist, leading to achievement
of the terrorist’s objective. In too many cases, terrorist ref-
erence narratives lack credibility and the risk of events not
unfolding as envisaged is high. However, this need not be so.
The possibility of a credible and robust terrorist reference
narrative cannot be definitively ruled out, and (L) is not a
requirement that could not possibly be satisfied.

The contextual knowledge on which credible reference
narratives are based includes historical knowledge. Research
by Audrey Cronin into 450 terrorist campaigns shows that
87.1% of them achieved none of their strategic aims, 6.4%
achieved a limited result, 2% achieved a substantial com-
ponent of their aims, and only 4.4% has succeeded in the
full achievement of their primary stated aim.*’ Terrorism

37 Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, p. 91.
38 Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, p. 122.
% Kay and King, Radical Uncertainty, p. 123.

40 Audrey Kurth Cronin, How Terrorism Ends: Understanding the
Decline and Demise of Terrorist Campaigns (Princeton: Princeton
University Press), Appendix.

is an instrumental business: people become involved in the
terrorist process in order to achieve something else, but the
historical record suggests that the results are, at best, patchy.
A terrorist reference narrative that posits a likelihood of suc-
cess flies in the face of history, and there is more than an
element of wishful thinking in terrorists’ rosy reference nar-
ratives. If, as (L) suggests, terrorism is morally justified only
if it is likely to succeed in strategic terms, then it is easy to
conclude that most terrorism is not morally justified.

There are, however, exceptions. Terrorism sometimes
works. To give one example, a good case can be made that the
Irgun’s terrorism expedited the withdrawal of the British from
Palestine and the establishment of the state of Israel, which
was the Irgun’s primary goal.*' Thus, when a terrorist group’s
reference narrative envisages the likelihood of success, an opti-
mistic narrative might be justified on the basis that its situation
is much more akin to that of the Irgun and other ‘successful’
terrorists groups than that of the many terrorists groups that,
as Cronin shows, failed. This line of defence might be bogus
but need not be. Perhaps there are contextual factors that point
to the likelihood of success in a specific case regardless of
whether terrorism has in general been successful. In cases
where a terrorist group has good grounds to believe that its
terrorism will buck the trend and is likely to be successful, it
would have to be admitted that it might satisfy (L).

We have so far been discussing the moral justification
of terrorism in the light of (L) as a prospective matter but
there is also scope for retrospective justification. Suppose
that a group that is planning a terrorist attack lacks a credible
reference narrative that points to the likelihood of success.
The likelihood of success is low, but the group is lucky and
gets what it wants through terrorism. Would this be a case in
which the group’s terrorism satisfies (L)? Terrorism, it might
be argued, is in the results business and talk of the likelihood
of success becomes irrelevant after an act of terrorism has
been carried out and, however improbably, has delivered
the desired result. As we have observed, it is always hard to
be certain how much terrorism has contributed to political
change but consider a case where one can be reasonably con-
fident that terrorism did in fact make a positive difference,
even though one would not have predicted in advance that
it would do so. In such a case, what matters is surely not the
prior likelihood of success but actual success.

This is effectively a case of what philosophers call moral
luck.*> A drunk motorist who runs a red light and kills a
pedestrian is seen as more blameworthy than one who runs
the same red light in a drunken stupor but harms no one

41 English, Does Terrorism Work?, pp. 149-151.

42 The classic essay on this subject is Thomas Nagel’s ‘Moral Luck’,
which appears in his book Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012), pp. 24-38.
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because no pedestrian was present. Yet it was sheer luck
that nobody was harmed in the latter case. The interesting
philosophical question is whether it is rational to regard the
second motorist as less blameworthy than the first. The issue
with (L) is whether, given two terrorist groups with equally
weak reference narratives, a group that is successful because
it gets lucky is less morally blameworthy for its terrorism—
or more morally justified—than one whose terrorism ends in
predictable failure. Intuitions are likely to vary. For readers
who believe that moral standing can be a matter of luck, the
lesson should be that (L) can be bypassed in some cases.
Regardless of the prior probability of success, terrorism that
hits its target has more going for it from a moral point of
view than terrorism that does not, assuming that the target
is morally defensible.

What about the case, mentioned above, in which the
target or objective of terrorism is revenge? This is one of
Richardson’s three Rs and her discussion implies that it is
one target that terrorists cannot miss since they need rely
only on themselves to get revenge. This cannot be quite
right. Suppose that a terrorist group decides to take revenge
against a given state by bombing its embassy in London.
Through sheer incompetence, it bombs the wrong embassy.
This would be a case where the group has tried but failed
to take revenge. Still, Richardson’s basic point is correct:
even in cases where they are unlikely to achieve the politi-
cal change they seek, terrorist groups that seek revenge are
likely to achieve it. Failure is not impossible, but revenge
terrorism is ‘successful’ more often than not.

This has little bearing on the moral justification of terror-
ism if revenge is not a morally acceptable or worthy objec-
tive. Consider the following observation by the philosopher
Robert C. Solomon:

Vengeance is the original passion for justice. The word
“justice” in the Old Testament virtually always refers
to revenge. In Kant and Hegel the word Gerechtig-
keit refers to retribution, and throughout most of his-
tory the concept of justice has been far more concerned
with the punishment of crimes and the balancing of
wrongs than it has been with the fair distribution of
goods and services. “Getting even” is and always has
been one of the most basic metaphors of our moral
vocabulary, and the frightening emotion of righteous,
wrathful anger has been the emotional basis for justice
just as much as benign compassion.*?

On the other side are philosophers who argue that revenge
is a futile attempt to right previous wrongs and can never

43 Robert C. Solomon, In Defense of Sentimentality (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 36-37. See, also, Thane Rosen-
baum, ‘An Eye for an Eye: The Case for Revenge’, The Chronicle of
Higher Education March 26, 2013.

@ Springer

be morally justified. One might split the difference, as it
were, and insist on a distinction between revenge and retri-
bution. The latter has been defined as ‘punishment inflicted
as deserved for a past wrong’.** To take revenge is ‘to
retaliate a past wrong by making the offender suffer’,*> and
the offender’s suffering is a source of what has aptly been
described as ‘vindictive satisfaction’.*® However, unlike ret-
ribution, revenge sets no limit to the amount of suffering to
which the offender is subjected.*’ Revenge can be ‘over the
top’ and still be revenge. Shooting someone in response to
a slight might be revenge but it is not retribution. Revenge
is personal but ‘the agent of retribution needs no special
tie to the victim of the wrong for which he exacts retribu-
tion’. Revenge involves ‘a particular emotional tone, pleasure
in the suffering of another’. Retribution needs involve no
such emotional tone. Revenge need not be general, but the
imposer of retribution ‘is committed to (the existence of
some) general principle (prima facie) mandating punishment
in other similar circumstances’.*3

These distinctions might be used in defence of the idea
that, unlike revenge, retribution can be a morally worthy
objective, given the link between retribution and justice.
Consider the following example: a Nazi battalion enters a
town in Poland and massacres its entire Jewish population. In
response, a group of partisans attack a truck carrying the sol-
diers responsible for the massacre. In this example of retribu-
tive terrorism, in which no judicial remedy is available to the
partisans, it is difficult to argue conclusively that the soldiers
did not deserve their fate or that justice was not served by an
act of terrorism. Yet this does little to justify modern acts of
so-called retributive terrorism. While there is little doubt that
Osama bin Laden thought of the 9/11 attacks as retributive,
most of the victims of the attacks were not responsible for the
wrongs for which retribution was sought. The gleeful Hamas
terrorists who rampaged through kibbutzim on 7 October
2023 no doubt derived vindictive satisfaction from their kill-
ing spree, but it would be preposterous to regard their actions
as acts of retributive justice. The point of the example of the
Polish massacre is to show how some acts of violent retribu-
tion might be morally defensible, not to suggest that recent
acts of terrorism are morally defensible on the same basis.

Understood as moral objectives, retribution and revenge
are intertwined with the more obviously political objectives

4 Robert Nozick, Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1981), p. 366.

45 Monica M. Gerber and Jonathan Jackson, ‘Retribution as revenge
and retribution as just deserts’, Social Justice Research, 26 (2013), p.
61.

46 David B. Hershenov, ‘Restitution and Revenge’, Journal of Phi-
losophy, 96 (1999), p. 87.

4T Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p- 367.
48 Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 368.
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of modern terrorist groups. For Hamas, for example, venge-
ful violence has a strategic rationale: to extract a high price
from Israel and Israelis for its violence against Palestinians.
Rage-driven revenge inflicts pain and makes Israelis feel less
secure and more under threat. However, Hamas’ ultimate
strategic objective is the destruction of Israel and the estab-
lishment of an independent Islamic Palestinian state cover-
ing the historic territory of Palestine.*’ This is the context for
assessing its second-tier objectives: revenge and retribution.
The abstract moral merits of retribution as merited punish-
ment for past wrongs are null and void when the first-tier
political objectives of those seeking retribution are, as in the
case of Hamas, exterminatory or genocidal.

Turning next to (A), this can be dealt with more briefly
than (L). (A) assumes that acts of terrorism are prima facie
objectionable and should be avoided, if at all possible, on
account of the human suffering they entail. To say that they
should be avoided if possible is to say that they should not
be carried out if there is a viable alternative to terrorism. A
viable alternative would have to be a non-terroristic method
of achieving the same objective or close to the same objec-
tive. The latter qualification is needed because it is possi-
ble that a non-violent alternative would deliver most of the
political changes that the terrorist seeks but not quite all. In
such a case, a relevant question is whether the respects in
which the alternative fails to deliver exactly the same results
as terrorism are politically significant. If they are, then ter-
rorists may feel that there is no viable alternative to violence
because they are unwilling to accept anything less than the
complete package of political changes that they seek. More
realistic terrorists will recognize the need for compromise,
at least at the margins. They should also recognize the extent
to which political changes that come about without violence
are likely to be more widely accepted than ones that result
from violence.

Another issue is timing. Suppose it turns out that there
are non-violent routes to political change but it will take
far longer to reach the terrorist’s objectives without vio-
lence than with it. The terrorist will read (A) as saying that
terrorism is morally justified only if there are no realistic
non-terroristic means of achieving its objective within the
same timescale. Whether this is an acceptable amendment
depends on the urgency of the problem to which terrorism
is a response. If terrorism is a response to severe oppression
or impending genocide, then patience may not be a virtue.
However, if violence can achieve in, say, five years what
non-violence can achieve in ten, and the current level of

4 See the 1988 Hamas Covenant The Avalon Project: Hamas Cov-
enant 1988 (yale.edu). A watered version was published in 2017, but

the events of 7 October 2023 suggest that the 1988 document is a
more accurate representation of Hamas’ true objectives and methods.
Its objectives are genocidal, and its methods are horroristic.

oppression is survivable, then the resort to violence may
well be unjustified. In practice, such calculations regarding
timescale are so speculative as to carry little weight. Of far
greater weight is what the historical record reveals about the
efficacy of terrorism in comparison to that of non-violent
methods.

On this issue, pioneering research by Erica Chenoweth
and Maria Stephan suggests that (A) is a condition for the
moral justification of terrorism that terrorist campaigns are
unlikely to satisfy.’ I have already referred to the evidence
that terrorism regularly fails to achieve its strategic aims.
This needs to be set against the impressive evidence that
‘compared with the alternatives, nonviolent resistance is
a stunningly successful method of creating change’.>! The
umbrella term for non-violent resistance is civil resistance,
defined as a ‘method of active conflict in which unarmed
people use of a variety of coordinated, non-institutional
methods — strikes, protests, demonstrations, boycotts, alter-
native institution-building, and many other tactics — to pro-
mote change without harming or threatening to harm an
opponent’.”? It was civil resistance not terrorism that ended
slavery in America. It was civil resistance not terrorism that
persuaded the British to leave India. In South Africa, the
ANC did carry out some terrorist acts but its campaign of
civil resistance contributed far more to ending apartheid. On
one definition of ‘success’, civil resistance has, according to
Chenoweth, been twice as successful as violence at bringing
about revolutionary political change.

Thus, when terrorists claim that their violence is morally
justified because their cause is just and there is no viable
alternative to violence, there is a simple and devastating
response to their special pleading: not only is civil resistance
an alternative to terrorism, but it is also for the most part a
more effective, as well as a less lethal, alternative. If terror-
ists claim to have tried civil resistance and failed to make
it work for them, one should ask whether they tried hard
enough.” If they failed to get anywhere with civil resistance,
was that because of a lack of public support for their cause?
If so, and the reason that there is no alternative to terrorism
is that not enough people want what the terrorists want, then
that will be a reason to suspect that terrorism is not morally
justified. From a moral point of view, it matters why there
is no alternative to terrorism, not just that there is no alter-
native. This is not to say that it is impossible for terrorism

50 Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works:
The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2011).

1 Erica Chenoweth, Civil Resistance: What Everyone Needs to
Know (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 13.

52 Chenoweth, Civil Resistance, p- 2.

3 See Michael Walzer’s essay ‘Terrorism: A Critique of Excuses’, in
Arguing about War, pp. 51-66.
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to satisfy (A) in the right way, as it were. It is possible that
there is no alternative to terrorism in pursuit of a just and
urgent cause, and that the absence of a viable alternative is
not just a reflection of a lack of public support. It would not
have been unreasonable for the French Resistance to claim
that when it came to fighting the Nazi occupation of their
country there was no alternative to terrorism. However, such
cases are few and far between and highly context specific.
The ‘no alternative’ card is an easy one for terrorists to play
but hard to play convincingly. Since it is far from certain in
most cases that terrorism is the only viable option, it is far
from certain that terrorism satisfies (A).

The destructiveness condition is no less challenging for
terrorism. As with (A), it would be foolish to insist that it is
impossible for terrorism to satisfy (D). However, the real-
ity is that terrorism is often needlessly destructive. Terror-
ists take insufficient care to minimize the harms to innocent
parties, and horrorists try to maximize such harms. Far too
much terrorism is what I have called ‘maximal’ terrorism,
and it is an interesting question why this is. To begin with,
however, much more needs to be said about the notions of
‘minimal’ and ‘maximal’ terrorism. In particular, it needs
to be recognized that what counts as minimal or maximal
is objective-relative. An act of terrorism is morally justified
only if it is a minimally destructive means of achieving its
objective, and a minimally destructive means of achieving
one objective might not be an effective means of achieving
a quite different objective.

As I have noted, (D) runs into the following potential
problem: suppose the terrorists’ objective is one that can
only be attained by acts of extreme violence or horrorism. In
that case, will we not be compelled to say that it is possible
even for horrorism to fulfil the destructiveness condition?
If the objective is genocide, then surely genocidal methods
will count as minimally destructive relative to that objec-
tive. When I mentioned this concern previously, I rejected
it on the grounds that (D) presupposes a morally accept-
able objective and therefore excludes any attempt to justify
extreme methods for attaining genocidal objectives. Still,
could there not be cases where morally worthy objectives
can only be attained by extreme violence? Did it not take
extreme violence, albeit perpetrated by Allied soldiers, to
attain the worthy objective of defeating the Nazis? One can
imagine practitioners of horrorism arguing that it is some-
times necessary to terrorize the enemy even in pursuit of
legitimate objectives, and that in such cases it is indeed pos-
sible for acts of horrorism to pass the destructiveness test.

I reject this suggestion. I doubt that there is any legitimate
political objective that can only be attained by horrorism.
Beheadings and such other attacks on the bodily integrity of
victims are never minimal terrorism and are therefore never
morally justified. There are moral red lines, and certain types
of action are beyond the pale morally speaking regardless of
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their real or imagined practical utility. It might be wondered,
however, whether there is any proper basis for distinguish-
ing beyond the pale terrorism—such as that of Hamas on 7
October 2023—and garden variety terrorism? Some readers
will protest that all terrorism is beyond the pale, morally
speaking. After all, if the problem with horrorism is that it
sets out not merely to kill its victims but to mutilate them,
then how is this different from car bombing a busy street?
In both cases, victims will be mutilated as well as killed, so
what exactly is the difference morally speaking?

This is a reasonable question, which might be answered
by highlighting the distinctive feelings of revulsion caused
by ‘hands on’ acts of mutilation such as those carried out
by ISIS and Hamas terrorists.”* However, to the extent that
there is no sharp dividing line between acts of horrorism
and more familiar terrorist acts involving explosives, this
only goes to show that both fall foul of (D). Terrorists make
choices when they pick their weapons and select their tar-
gets, and they hardly ever choose minimal terrorism, as
required by (D). They fail to satisfy (D) when they target
people rather than property, civilians rather than combatants,
and make no effort to minimize civilian casualties by giving
adequate warnings. Even relative to the political objectives
of ‘traditional’ terrorist groups such as the Provisional IRA,
the methods used by such groups do not count as ‘minimal’.

This is partly the result of the fact that it is much easier
in general for terrorists to attack ‘soft’ targets—pubs, com-
muter trains, shopping malls—than to attack the combatants
to whom they are opposed. Callousness and a tendency to
dehumanize victims also play a significant role. During its
bombing campaign, the Provisional IRA gave warnings to
the authorities, but its warnings were frequently too late or
too vague to be actionable. As a result, large numbers of
civilians died unnecessarily. Another factor in non-minimal
terrorism is a desire for revenge or retribution. When ter-
rorists like bin Laden convince themselves by spurious
reasoning that their civilian victims ‘had it coming’, there
is no incentive to ensure that minimally destructive means
are used in pursuit of their political objectives. The meth-
ods employed are designed to maximize civilian casualties
and, as such, can never be morally justified, regardless of
whether the cause is just. (D) is a reminder that terrorists
have options and that their actions cannot be morally justi-
fied when unnecessarily destructive methods are used.

I have so far considered four of the five elements of
MODAL and my conclusion can be succinctly stated: the
answer to the question whether terrorism can be morally
justified depends on whether the (O), (D), (A), and (L) are

% Resorting to sexual violence was another respect in which Hamas’
actions on 7 October 2023 were distinctive. Car bombs do not liter-
ally rape their victims.
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necessary conditions for moral justification that it is pos-
sible for an act of terrorism to meet. A test of possibility is
conceivability, so I have focused on whether it is conceiv-
able that an act of terrorism satisfies the MODAL tests. I
have concluded that this is indeed conceivable. In arguing
for this conclusion, I have tried to avoid purely hypothetical
or excessively far-fetched examples. I have tried to ground
this discussion in an understanding of terrorism as it is and
has been. However, this same understanding also reveals
that while it is possible for terrorism to satisfy the MODAL
test for moral justification, it is also difficult for terrorism
to pass the test. The MODAL conditions I have identified
are demanding, as they should be, and most real-world ter-
rorism plainly fails the tests. There is one more matter to
discuss, namely, the (M) element of MODAL. I shall now
bring this paper to a close by considering the question of
motive.

\'}

According to the philosopher Michael Slote, ‘an act is
morally acceptable if and only if it comes from good or
virtuous motivation involving benevolence or caring’.>®
Where Slote speaks of the conditions for an act to be mor-
ally acceptable, (M) speaks of the conditions for an act of
terrorism to be morally justified. I do not take the distinc-
tion between ‘justified’ and ‘acceptable’ to be significant.
For Slote, having a good or virtuous motivation is neces-
sary and sufficient for an act to be morally acceptable. (M)
only identifies a necessary condition for an act of terrorism
to be morally justified, namely, that the act in question
has a morally sound or at least acceptable motive. There
are several other conditions that would need to be satis-
fied for the act to be morally justified. What Slote calls
good or virtuous motives are, in my terms, morally sound
or acceptable motives. Finally, whereas (M) is unspecific
about what counts as a morally sound motive, Slote identi-
fies benevolence or caring about the well-being of others
as the archetypal virtuous motive.

Before considering what a proponent of (M) should be
prepared to regard as a morally sound or acceptable motive,
there is a more fundamental question: does the rightness
of an act of terrorism, or indeed any action, depend on the
agent’s motive? Not according to J. S. Mill. He distinguishes
between motive and intention and argues that the rightness
or wrongness of an action depends on the agent’s intention
but not their motive. Consider the case in which ‘a tyrant,
when his enemy jumped into the sea to escape him, saved
him from drowning simply in order that he might inflict upon

55 Slote, Morals from Motives, p. 38.

him more exquisite tortures’.”® In this case, what makes the
tyrant’s action morally wrong is his intention, that is, what
he wills to do, rather than his motive, ‘the feeling which
makes him will so to do’.%” If the tyrant willed to save the
drowning man but not in order to torture him, then both his
intention and his action would have been different. For Mill,
the agent’s motive ‘makes a great difference in our moral
estimation of the agent’ but not to our moral estimation of
his action.

The debate between Mill’s view and the motivational
approach to moral justifiability cannot be settled here, and
there are many other ways of thinking about the role of
motives in the moral justification of actions. My concep-
tion of a motive is somewhat different from Mill’s. As the
philosopher Jonathan Dancy has insisted, a person’s motives
are not their subjective states of mind—‘feelings’, as Mill
calls them—but the considerations in the light of which they
perform a given action and which they take to favour per-
forming the action. A person’s motives are their motivating
reasons, and it is not implausible that the reasons for which
a person acts have a bearing on whether their action is mor-
ally justified. My concern here is not to offer a compelling
philosophical defence of this idea. The question is a different
one: assuming that (M) states a necessary condition for an
act of terrorism to be morally justified, what would count as
a morally sound or acceptable motive in this context?

Benevolence or caring are hardly to the point since these
are not typically among the motives by which terrorism is
motivated. Terrorists are much more likely to be motivated
by a desire for revenge or retribution, and there are views
of morality on which at least the latter is, or can be, a mor-
ally acceptable motive as long as the retribution is just and
proportionate and sought for a genuine injustice. If a desire
for retribution is a morally acceptable motive, and is what
motivates some acts of terrorism, then it follows that some
acts of terrorism have morally acceptable motives. Even if a
desire for retribution is morally problematic, there is another
way of making space for the idea that terrorism can have
morally acceptable motives. For I have already argued that
terrorism can have morally acceptable or admirable objec-
tives. That being so, a person’s motive for committing a
terrorist act would potentially be morally acceptable if the
consideration in the light of which they acted and which
they took to favour their action was that committing the act
would contribute to the achievement of a morally admirable
end. From the fact that a person’s motives are good, it does

% This example was suggested to Mill by the Revered J. Llewellyn
Davies. Mill responds in a footnote in the second edition of his Utili-
tarianism. See J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism, second edition, edited by
George Sher (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company Inc.: 2001),
pp. 18-19, note 2.

5T Mill, Utilitarianism, p. 19, note 2.
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not follow that their actions are morally justified all things
considered. From a moral point of view, their good motives
might easily be trumped by the appalling consequences of
their action or by other considerations. However, this is not
to deny that it is possible for terrorist actors to have mor-
ally acceptable motives and therefore possible for (M) to be
satisfied in a given case.

A serious concern about (M) is that it is too easily sat-
isfied by acts of terrorism. Those who commit such acts
always claim to have good motives. Their only motive,
they say, is to do what is morally right or what morality
demands. For example, retributive terrorists regard retribu-
tion as a moral demand. However, when terrorists have a
mistaken view of what morality demands, their belief that
their motives are good is also mistaken and makes them
even more dangerous. They may become what one philoso-
pher calls moral fanatics who are ‘wrongly convinced that
morality requires something perverse, say, that they exter-
minate the members of some despised minority group’.”®
This has an important bearing on another important ques-
tion: how and why do people become terrorists? The sober-
ing truth is that a significant proportion of terrorists are
motivated by the desire to do what is right even in cases
where it seems completely obvious to us that they are wrong
about what is right.

This is as much as needs to be said here about (M).
The lesson of this discussion of this condition is that if it
is indeed a genuine condition for terrorism to be morally
justified then it is also one that it is possible for an act of
terrorism to satisfy. As we have seen, the remaining four
MODAL conditions are, in principle, also capable of being
satisfied. Confronted by the latest terrorist outrage, read-
ers may be appalled by the thesis that terrorism can ever

58 Michael Ridge, ‘Mill’s Intentions and Motives’, Utilitas, 14
(2002), p. 67.
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be morally justified. I sympathize with the view that the
worst outrages of groups like ISIS and Hamas can never
be morally justified but it simply does not follow that ter-
rorism can never be morally justified. Readers will have
to make up their own minds whether any actual terrorist
act has fully satisfied the conditions for moral justification
or whether an act that passes the MODAL test might still
not be morally justified. I offer these reflections in this
paper as a practical framework for thinking about these
important questions.””
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