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INTRODUCTION 
 

1. Aim and objective of this research  

The reflection on the morality of the resort to and the use of violence is one of the oldest subjects 

of moral philosophy. Since ages, philosophers and legal scholars are concerned with 

determining if, when and under what conditions the resort to violence and war is morally 

legitimate. In general, the use of violence has always been closely connected to questions of its 

moral permissibility. The longevity of those moral questions in moral philosophy is the result 

of the persistent conflict between the apparent necessity of the use of violence for the 

preservation or achievement of peace and stability and its per se adverse effects. In order to 

avoid that questions of necessity and legitimacy become an issue of subjective evaluation, early 

in history scholars were already concerned with determining general valid moral rules that 

could be applied to multiple situations in which the use of violence needed to be considered. 

Those efforts contributed to the historical development of, for example, just war theory and 

even modern international humanitarian law. In the last decades, the character of violent 

conflict changed decisively and the applicability of those rules, rooted in an ancient reflection 

on classic forms of conflict, started to be increasingly questioned. There are multiple reasons 

for the fact that traditional ideas of war ethics seem to lose their applicability in modern conflict, 

thereby becoming a challenge for moral philosophy itself. Classic ethical approaches to 

questions of war and violence presume certain fixed relations of responsibility and 

accountability, determinable conflict parties and clear-cut strategies. In modern forms of violent 

conflict, those clearly marked off and identifiable conditions are no longer given.  

 

The omnipresence of terrorism as a means of deciding conflict is one of the most evident 

examples of this change of character of modern conflict. Although the use of terrorism as a 

strategy of violent conflict is not modern at all but has been used in all kinds of human conflict 

in the past, it has definitely gained momentum in the last decades. Furthermore, especially 

political reactions to the use of terrorism have changed decisively. Both the increased use of 

terrorism in modern conflict and the, often violent, reactions to it point at the necessity of 

reflecting on moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. This necessity already becomes 

obvious through the observation that political and public discussions on terrorism and 

counterterrorism are centered around questions of the moral (im)permissibility of the use of 

violence by non-state and state actors. It appears that also political action in the context of 
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modern terrorism relies on moral judgments about the (il)legitimacy of terrorism. For many 

years, the reflection on war ethics has been perceived as a prerequisite for morally justified 

warfare. For that reason alone, moral reflection should also be granted priory attention in the 

context of modern terrorism. The asymmetry between the importance that has been given to 

seriously dealing with moral questions of war and the neglection of dealing with those issues 

of modern terrorism is striking, and, from a philosophical and political point of view, untenable.  

 

Within the last decades, the research on moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism 

increasingly became an issue of interest. However, the frameworks for dealing with those issues 

are those that have been applied to moral questions of classic forms of conflict and reveal severe 

limits when applied to moral questions of modern terrorism and counterterrorism. The research 

that has been done within the realm of the “ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism” often tries 

to forcibly apply those frameworks and ideas nevertheless, instead of questioning the ideas from 

the bottom-up. The present research, therefore, starts from the finding that the subject of 

terrorism and counterterrorism require an independent reflection on its moral questions instead 

of trying to solve those questions by applying conventional war ethics and other common ethical 

frameworks. It builds upon the assumption that terrorism and counterterrorism bring along 

particular moral questions that cannot be equated with those related to traditional warfare. 

Although specific elements of war ethics might be applied to the issue of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, it will be argued that this cannot be an a priori assumption. The applicability 

of the ethics of war to the subject of terrorism and counterterrorism will need to be determined 

through thorough reflection. Because of the manifold current problems with terrorism, this 

research argues that the establishment of a distinct domain of ethics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, following from a profound examination of the morality of terrorism and 

counterterrorism itself, is long overdue and might be an urgent step towards more moral 

orientation for solving the complex moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. This 

research will show that such a theoretical reflection process can contribute to the development 

of more sustainable and morally tenable political action and counterterrorism in the context of 

modern terrorism long-term.  

 

This research, in other words, will be concerned with investigating the field of ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism”. It starts with the belief that “the occurrence of terrorism 

illustrates the inescapability of ethics in world politics. [Because] there is little doubt that 
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terrorism will usually be judged on moral grounds.” 1  In other words, the occurrence of 

terrorism, because of its inherent moral nature, falsifies the wide-spread assumption that ethics 

should be strictly separated from politics. This research furthermore builds on the assumption 

that political action against forms of violent conflict, and especially against modern forms of 

the use of terrorism, is always based on the moral evaluation of those forms of violent conflict. 

It will, therefore, reflect on how particular counterterrorism actions relate to particular moral 

judgments on terrorism and how they influence the moral assessment of counterterrorism 

action.2 

 

Furthermore, engaging with the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism does not only imply 

questioning the moral (im)permissibility of political counterterrorism action but should also go 

along with questioning the (im)permissibility of terrorist violence itself. Moreover, the ethics 

of terrorism and counterterrorism will need to be concerned with moral judgments that are part 

of self-legitimizing rhetoric of both terrorist and counterterrorist actors. It thus builds on an 

understanding of terrorism and counterterrorism as a consciously chosen strategy that results 

from a moral evaluation of reality. The use of terrorist and counterterrorist violence, in other 

words, do not preclude morality and vice versa.  

  

All persons should assess the moral justifiability of the actions of the groups with which they 

identify as they engage in or deal with political violence, including terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Terrorists often believe they are acting to liberate people from foreign 

accusation and oppression. The compatriots of those attacked by terrorism often demand that 

their leaders use massive militarily force respond or to prevent terrorism, thus widening the 

violence. These and other forms of political violence need to be judged on moral grounds, as 

well as for efficacy. Different groups that use the weapon of terrorism can have very different 

political objectives, as can states that go to war. It is a mistake to think of all terrorists as alike.3 

 

                                                           
1 HELD, V., Terrorism, in: BELL, D., Ethics and World Politics, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p. 342. 
2  The adjectives “ethical” and “moral” as well as the terms “ethics” and “morality” are very often used 
interchangeably. When a distinction is drawn, “ethics” and “ethical” are perceived as relating to the systematic, 
philosophical study of morality, whereas “moral” and “morality” are perceived as relating to customs, norms and 
habits. This research has tried to consistently use the words “ethics” and “ethical” as relating to specific ethical 
theories and approaches (such as deontology, virtue ethics and consequentialism) and “moral” and “morality” as 
relating to the general question of what is right and wrong. According to this interpretation, the ethics of terrorism 
and counterterrorism thus is concerned with moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. An ethical 
framework or ethical approach aims to give particular moral questions a theoretical basis for dealing with them. 
Moral considerations are consideration about the right and the wrong in general, ethical considerations are 
considerations about the right and wrong according to a specific theoretical framework, and so on.  
3 HELD, V., Terrorism, in: BELL, D., Ethics and World Politics, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p. 342. 
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Paying attention to those aspects of terrorism and counterterrorism is not an exclusively 

philosophical theoretical contribution to the debate but instead has important practical 

implications for counterterrorism strategies. In the course of this research, it will be shown, that 

the examination of moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism will be a precondition for 

effective and tenable ways of countering terrorism, because of the intertwinement of moral 

judgments about terrorism and the moral assessment of counterterrorism action. Finding more 

effective and tenable ways of countering terrorism appears to be necessary, since almost two 

decades after the 11th of September 2001, despite many efforts and much money spent on 

counterterrorism measures and counterterrorism strategies, states seem to remain powerless vis-

a-vis modern forms of terrorism. It has become increasingly apparent in the course of the so-

called Global War on Terror, that the dominance of military measures against terrorism has 

been counterproductive, has fueled resentment and even might have induced terrorist strategies. 

Instead, the situation got more and more out of control, especially in the Middle East, causing 

a cascade of relating problems that brings forth evermore security threats throughout all 

continents. The backlash of failed counterterrorism policy in the aftermath of 9/11 is still 

becoming more visible each day and has also confronted the European continent with a whole 

range of new security challenges.  

 

Many authors have discussed the aforementioned flawed alignment of current counterterrorism 

and its adverse effects on international security. In his book Endless War? Hidden functions of 

the ‘War on Terror’, David Keen sums up those flaws, especially concerning the military 

interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. He argues that “In Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Palestine, 

Algeria and elsewhere, the 2003 attack on Iraq has greatly intensified anti-American sentiments 

– just as the earlier Gulf War did in 1991. Following the 2003 attack on Iraq – in a world that 

was supposed to be safer for the deposition of Saddam – we have seen bombings linked to 

Islamic militants in Spain, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Morocco, Russia, Chechnya, Turkey, 

Indonesia, the UK and elsewhere.”4 “More fundamentally, the attack has deepened the anger 

that is fuelling terrorism among Islamist militants in particular. It has led to major resistance 

inside Iraq […].5 He moreover finds “that the attack on Afghanistan prompted significant and 

continuing resistance inside the country.”6 Keen shows that the dominance of military and 

coercive measures has been a “source of terrorism” itself and fuelled resentment.7 In his book, 

                                                           
4 KEEN, D., Endless War? Hidden Functions of the War on Terror, Pluto Press, London, 2007, p.13. 
5 Ibid., p.17. 
6 Ibid., p.13. 
7 Ibid., p.13. 
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Counterterrorism Ronald Crelinsten endorses Keen’s observation and furthermore emphasizes 

that the underlying rhetoric of current counterterrorism has led to the intensification of other 

conflicts around the globe. 

With the US invasion on Iraq in 2003, a lightning rod for terrorists and extremists was created 

in the center of the Middle East, and with the 2004 Madrid bombings and the 2005 London 

bombings, Europe became a major staging area for Al Qaeda-inspired attacks by disgruntled or 

alienated citizens inflamed by internet images and propaganda. The US-led “war on terror” has 

also become a master narrative that subsumes and simultaneously disguises many other 

conflicts, both domestic and international, whether Israeli/Pakistan, Russian/Chechen, 

Chinese/Uighur, Kashmiri (India/Pakistan), or Spanish/Basque.8  

This research will show that the inefficacy of coercive counterterrorism measures and the 

increasing political paralysis regarding the global challenge of transnational terrorist violence 

is the result of a lack of profound reflection on the moral nature of terrorism and the conceptual 

questions that precede moral questions of terrorism and, consequently, counterterrorism. 

Instead, after 9/11, terrorism was defined as something unambiguously, identifiable and 

coherent, a violent and absolute immoral strategy of evil actors that were perceived as an 

identifiable and coherent group of people that could and should be eradicated with all force. 

Although terrorism has been used in history more often as a strategy of deciding violent conflict, 

the way in which terrorism was interpreted and understood after 9/11 was different from earlier 

interpretations. This interpretation of 9/11 as being a significant turning point, was expressed 

by former director of the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center as he said: “All I want to say is that 

there was "before" 9/11 and "after" 9/11. After 9/11 the gloves come off.” 9  The 

counterterrorism of the Global War on Terror was based on a limited, one-sided or assumption-

based understanding of terrorism was adopted and informed both public and political debate on 

the topic. This one-sidedness shows to be problematic because there is a non-deniable relation 

between counterterrorism practice and the understanding of terrorism. A limited, one-sided or 

assumption-based understanding thus arguably leads to a limited and one-sided 

counterterrorism strategy. 

Countering terrorism is intimately related to understanding the nature of the terrorist 

phenomenon and how it fits into the wider security environment. How we conceive of terrorism 

                                                           
8 CRELINSTEN, R., Counterterrorism, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2009, p.3.  
9 Statement of Cofer Black, Congressional Inquiry, September 26, 2002.  
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determines to a great extent how we go about countering it and what resources – money, 

manpower, institutional framework, time horizon, we devote to the effort.10  

Therefore, the outset of this research is the concern, that an integrative approach towards 

terrorism is a necessary precondition for the sustainable containment of terrorism in the years 

to come. It derives from the belief that 

 

unless we acquire a proper understanding of the nature of terrorism, the reasons why people are 

willing to kill themselves and others in pursuit of political goals, and the dangers of and 

consequences of violent forms of counter-terrorism (such as the moral hazard of becoming 

terrorists ourselves through the abuse of suspects and prisoners), there is a genuine risk that we 

will end up worse off than we started; that through the misplaced and misguided policies we 

will make the world a more violent and unjust place, instead of making it safer and more stable. 

Terrorism is a complex problem; it will require a complex solution based on clear thinking, 

informed analysis and realistic assessment.11 

 

An approach, based on clear thinking, informed analysis and realistic assessment, needs to 

address the most fundamental questions concerning terrorism and counterterrorism, both 

conceptual and moral, instead of relying on a range of assumptions about the factual and moral 

nature of terrorism. This research, therefore, intends to analyze the challenge of terrorism from 

the bottom upwards, in order to give much-needed attention to the fundamental moral questions 

of terrorism and counterterrorism. In order to overcome the deadlock of current 

counterterrorism strategies, those fundamental issues concerning terrorism need to be resolved.  

 

The development of an integrative approach that can do justice to the complexity of moral 

questions of terrorism and counterterrorism, and thus can contribute to more effective and 

sustainable counterterrorism, will be the second main aim of this research. It will be shown that 

just the establishment of an “ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism” is not sufficient, because 

most of the common ethical approaches have a hard time addressing and resolving fundamental 

moral issues of terrorism and counterterrorism. The analysis of the present research indicates, 

that terrorism and counterterrorism not only constitute a morally complex subject in itself, 

which bring along complex moral questions, and so challenges international politics, but that 

as subjects of moral evaluation, they substantially challenge moral philosophy and question the 

                                                           
10 CRELINSTEN, R., Counterterrorism, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2009, p. 39. 
11 JACKSON, R.D.W., Wars on Terrorism: The Rhetoric of Counterterrorism from Ronald Reagan to George W. 
Bush Jr, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2005, p.4. 
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current dominance of particular paradigms in ethical theory. In this regard, terrorism (and 

counterterrorism) constitute a moral challenge for both politics and moral philosophy alike. 

 

2. Chapter outline  

 

The first fundamental question that needs to be addressed is the question of what terrorism is. 

Answering this question will be subject of the first chapter. It seems relatively easy to speak 

about terrorism today, and the way in which the terms “terrorism”, “terror” and “terrorists” are 

used seems to imply the existence of a coherent phenomenon called “terrorism.” Today’s use 

of those concepts furthermore seems to imply that those concepts are clearly defined and 

identifiable. The first part of this research will show, that there is instead a lot of disagreement 

and lack of clarity about the meaning of those concepts and that they must be clarified before 

they can become practical. This finding is not only important on a discursive level but also a 

practical level. In order for any counterterrorism measure to be effective, some attention needs 

to be given to the question of what the nature of terrorism is. Doing so does not only mean to 

focus on the specific typological character of the current wave of terrorism but also to reflect 

on the so-called semantics of terrorism. After analyzing a variety of definitions and identifying 

the different “constituents” of terrorism, the question of what terrorism is will be reframed and 

a working definition will be proposed. The analysis in Chapter 1 will be the foundation of the 

argument that the following chapters will develop further.  

 

Closely connected to the question of what terrorism is, is the question of how morally to assess 

terrorism and consequently counterterrorism. The second chapter will, therefore, focus on how 

definitional issues relate to moral questions in the domain of terrorism and counterterrorism 

respectively. In a second step, it will be analyzed how terrorism research addresses those 

fundamental questions of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism. Chapter 2a gives 

an overview of the ethical arguments relating to the moral assessment of terrorism, whereas 

chapter 2b will give an overview of the ethical arguments relating to the moral assessment of 

counterterrorism. It seems to be a wide-spread intuition that terrorism is something that is, from 

a moral perspective, absolutely objectionable. However, other arguments defend the use of 

terrorism under certain circumstances. The variety of arguments, both legitimizing and 

condemning terrorism and counterterrorism, is mainly caused by the unresolved definitional 

issues and leads to difficult conceptual problems that might, in the end, be causal for the 

inability to deal with today’s terrorist phenomenon effectively. Furthermore, the inability of 
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finding a consensus on the moral character of terrorism is, besides the conceptual problems, the 

result of the different reference points of moral judgments. Moral judgments heavily differ 

according to which aspects of terrorist violence are assessed, as the second chapter will 

convincingly show.   

 

The disagreement on the moral nature of terrorism itself has far-reaching consequences for the 

moral assessment of counterterrorism action since moral judgments on terrorism inform 

political action against it. It was argued before that basic conceptual questions concerning 

terrorism were not sufficiently discussed in the course of the emergence of new forms of 

terrorist violence. This lack of reflection had disastrous consequences for the conceptualization 

of counterterrorist action mainly in the aftermath of 9/11. Moral questions of counterterrorism 

focus on the question of what is allowed and what is not allowed in the fight against terrorism. 

Coercive counterterrorism measures, however violent and aggressive, seems to have become 

increasingly accepted after 9/11, and the moral legitimacy has initially not been questioned 

sufficiently since a priori judgments on the morally illegitimate nature of terrorism implied the 

legitimacy of the resort to coercive counterterrorism measures.  

The essence of coercion is to cause an actor, in this instance, a terrorist group, to stop an action, 

terrorism. Accordingly, in counterterrorism policy, coercion takes a variety of forms. It may 

take the form of violence of the threat of violence or enticement. First, and most obviously, 

coercion can entail killing terrorists, with a particular emphasis on terrorist leadership.12
 

Coercive terrorism measures, such as targeted killings and the use of lethal force against lone 

wolf terrorist perpetrators, have become accepted forms of counterterrorist measures, resulting 

from the particular narrative on terrorism’s absolute immorality that developed after 9/11. From 

a moral perspective, however, coercive counterterrorism measures should be perceived 

critically, as this research will discuss in depth.  

 

Consequent upon the discussion of the definitional issues and the moral problems related to the 

definitional issues, the third chapter will argue that common ethical theories and ethical 

frameworks are unable to find a solution to the identified problems. Prevalent ethical theories, 

such as deontology and utilitarianism, are mainly rule-based and act-oriented, and fail to give 

the (counter)terrorist actor and its environment moral relevance. It follows from the findings of 

                                                           
12 BRADLEY, A.T., Counterterrorism, in: HOOK, S.W. & JONES, C.M., Routledge Handbook of American Foreign 
Policy, Routledge, New York, 2012. 
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the first two chapters that solely the condemnation of the factual appearance of terrorism cannot 

contain its dynamics. Although for its legal prosecution, such a strict structural-functional 

approach might be needed, which will not be discussed any further here, for the comprehensive 

moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism as well as for terrorism’s containment (and 

thus for sustainable counterterrorism), prevailing ethical theories appear to be too limited. 

 

The present research will argue, that especially in the context of the current challenge of 

transnational terrorism, there are good reasons for including the role of the actor in the debate 

on the morality of terrorism and counterterrorism. It assumes that the “personal” side of terrorist 

and counterterrorist violence, and the attitudes of the ones taking important decisions, is 

important for effectively containing terrorism. Moreover, it argues, that it is not sufficient to 

ask what terrorism is, but that it is equally important to question who resorts to it and why. The 

same procedure must then be applied to the assessment of counterterrorism strategies. In order 

not to become “terrorism with other ends” it is not sufficient to focus on what measures 

counterterrorism adopts. For the comprehensive moral assessment of counterterrorism, it also 

needs to be regarded who chooses those measures and why those who are responsible perceive 

counterterrorism measures as necessary and legitimate.  

 

By reflecting on all those different aspects of terrorism and counterterrorism acts, it is possible 

to better understand both the ethics of counterterrorism strategies and the ethics of terrorism 

itself. The post-9/11 rhetoric on terrorism is one that is arguably biased as it a priori assumes 

that terrorism is morally objectionable and that there is no “ethics” of terrorism. This 

assumption implies the supposition that there are no reasons for the resort to terrorism and that 

terrorism is always an irrational, monstrous, illegitimate and reprehensible form of violence. 

The aim of this research is not to refute those assumptions, neither to claim that terrorism is per 

se legitimate, but to show that the multiple perspectives need to be taken into consideration to 

understand the moral complexity of the phenomenon fully and to consequently morally assess 

it in a consistent, unbiased and unambiguous manner. It should, therefore, be taken into 

consideration, that actors themselves might not perceive their actions as morally objectionable 

but instead as legitimate, whereas for the ones confronted with the violence, the opposite is true. 

In order for those aspects of violent terrorist action to be taken into account, another ethical, 

theoretical approach is needed. Therefore, the third chapter will point at the necessity of a 

different ethical, theoretical approach and will discuss the limits of rule-based and act-oriented 

conventional ethical theory as well as exogeny- and endogeny-based ethical arguments. In the 
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chapters 4 and 5 it will be investigated what kind of ethical framework could take into account 

the three relevant constitutes of terrorism and thus do justice to the moral complexity of the 

phenomenon. First, the fourth chapter will discuss the developments within the realm of modern 

moral philosophy and aims to show that the limits of ethical theory in the context of morally 

assessing terrorism and counterterrorism, which were discussed in chapter 3, are in alignment 

with a more general criticism against act-oriented and rule-based ethical theory. The finding 

that conventional ethical theories reveal substantial limits vis-à-vis complex moral questions is 

a central debate within modern moral philosophy. The chapter will show that prevalent ethical 

theory appears to have structural limits that have been addressed in multiple ways by moral 

philosophers in the last decades. The dominance of act-oriented ethics and its apparent deficits 

is not something limited to the domain of ethical reflection about terrorism and counterterrorism 

but is rather symptomatic to modern moral philosophy in general. Although it is impossible to 

define those various critiques and following approaches as a branch or single category, the 

chapter will nevertheless aim to identify the most important features of criticism against 

deontological and utilitarian ethical theory. Because the most radical critique comes from 

modern virtue ethicists, the dominant approach that this research will discuss is a virtue ethical 

approach. Multiple virtue ethicists have discussed the assets of agent-oriented ethics for dealing 

with morally complex questions and argue that virtue ethics offers a way of moral reasoning 

that overcomes the apparent limits of act-oriented and rule-based ethics. Because of the limits 

of conventional ethical theory in the context of morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism, this chapter aims to show that a more agent-oriented, virtue ethical theory has 

decisive assets for this subject of ethical reflection.  

 

After discussing the general criticism against deontological and utilitarian ethical theory, 

chapter 5 will look at the more specific consequences of applying virtue ethical theory to the 

problem of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism. A first proposal will be made for 

re-framing the debate by a virtue ethical approach. This research will argue that the dominance 

of act-based ethics in the reflection on political violence might have its relevance on the level 

of legal persecution but inhibits structural limits when applied to moral questions of terrorism 

and counterterrorism. The reason, therefore, is not only the decisively different character of 

terrorism in comparison to classic forms of conflict but also because act-based ethical reflection 

goes along with a very limited understanding of the moral agent and the moral complexity of 

terrorism as a subject of moral reflection. This chapter will conceptualize a preliminary virtue 

ethical framework for the moral assessment of moral questions of terrorism and 
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counterterrorism. First directions will be given for answering the questions: “How is terrorism 

wrong?” and “Can terrorism ever be morally justified?” as well as the questions: “What is 

allowed in countering terrorism?” from a virtue ethical perspective, thereby explicitly choosing 

a eudaimonistic approach.13 Even though there are many different approaches in modern virtue 

ethical theory, and the criticism against neo-Aristotelian, eudaimonistic approaches is partially 

comprehensible, framing moral questions from such a perspective sheds new light on the 

complex moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism and thus offers new insights in this 

complex field of study.  

 

Since there are certain concrete limits to virtue ethics as an ethical theory as well, there is an 

ongoing debate on the question whether virtue ethics is or can be a comprehensive alternative 

as an ethical theory by itself, or if it should be perceived as complementary to other ethical 

theories, such as deontology and utilitarianism. This research will leave this question 

unanswered and aims to show primarily that virtue ethics does, despite probable limits, 

constitute a third option. It will be argued that, specifically in the domain of morally assessing 

terrorism and counterterrorism, a virtue ethical approach has particular benefits in comparison 

to more traditional ethical theory and therefore shows to be more suitable for the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism and can partially overcome the structural limits 

of rule-based and act-oriented ethical theory.  

 

After showing how a virtue ethical framework can contribute to the problem of morally 

assessing terrorism and counterterrorism in chapter 4 and 5, the sixth chapter of this research 

tries to preliminary look at the possible practical consequences of such a framework. Since 

virtue ethical theory is not just concerned with providing rules for moral action but also with 

questions of justice and the arrangement of society, the virtue ethical framing of complex moral 

questions in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism also delivers specific practical 

proposals for how to improve the political handling of issues of terrorism and counterterrorism. 

The research will more generally also argue that even if a virtue ethical approach might also 

have decisive limits, the relevance of the examination of more fundamental questions of morally 

assessing terrorism and counterterrorism exceeds its theoretical and meta-ethical aspects. As it 

was shown in the chapters before, moral arguments play an essential role in political decision-

                                                           
13 An outline of this approach has first been presented in VAN ELK, N.J., Terrorism and the Good Life. Toward a 
Virtue-Ethical Framework for Morally Assessing Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism, in: Behavioral Sciences of 
Terrorism and Political Aggression, Vol. 9, No.2, 2017, pp.139-152. 
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making, especially in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism. Therefore, it is also 

necessary to see how the virtue ethical approach, which this research aims to develop, can 

influence political decision-making and propose alternative ways of politically dealing with 

terrorism and counterterrorism. In other words, this research will investigate how on the one 

hand an examination of conceptual and moral questions of terrorism and on the other hand a 

reframing of those questions from a virtue ethical perspective, could have concrete implications 

for the reflection on issues of countering, containing and preventing terrorist violence in the 

future. The last chapter will then summarize the findings of this research, will make some 

concluding remarks, and formulate recommendations for further research.  

 

3. Theoretical framework  

3.1 The study of terrorism  
 

The study of terrorism as a field of study only developed rather recently and mainly in the 

aftermath of 9/11. As a subject of scientific research, terrorism brings along some substantial 

problems that this section will now discuss. 

Although in the ’60s and ’80s, Alex P. Schmid and Martha Crenshaw, amongst others, 

promoted the research on more foundational questions of terrorism and counterterrorism, those 

initial efforts did neither manage to establish a new subject field nor to develop a specific 

theoretical or methodical framework for terrorism studies as such. In the course of the years 

after 9/11, the lack of serious scientific examination of foundational and conceptual questions 

of terrorism and counterterrorism resulted in the fact that a lot of terrorism research has and 

could have been conducted without addressing those important questions. As a subject of study, 

authors have often taken the phenomenon of terrorism for granted as if it would be self-

explanatory. Although in the last decades, much has been written about terrorism, the body of 

literature is by no means systematic. Because of this lack of systematicity, there is no consensus 

on the question of whether terrorism studies can even be perceived as a distinct field of study.  

The second problem is that what is understood as terrorism studies today, has developed 

explicitly after 9/11 and it is, therefore, often argued that the research field only came into 

existence with the purpose of supporting political decisions and policies on terrorism and 

counterterrorism (Akzeptanzforschung). It indeed appears to be the fact that a significant 

amount of research on the subject of terrorism in the aftermath of 9/11 is based on certain 

normative assumptions about terrorism and counterterrorism, which is also the result of the lack 
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of profound examination of conceptual and foundational questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Approval research (Akzeptanzforschung) aims at approval preservation 

(Akzeptanzerhaltung).14 This means that a substantial part of terrorism research after 9/11 and 

in the course of the Global War on Terror was aimed at preserving the general public approval 

of certain counterterrorism strategies. Terrorism research had the primary goal of justifying 

military and coercive counterterrorism measures and of proving that terrorism is indeed 

absolutely evil and morally objectionable. This kind of terrorism research mainly aimed at 

securing that public opinion remained willing to support those measures by showing that those 

measures were necessary, unavoidable and proportional. Those developments within terrorism 

research certainly did not contribute to the general credibility of terrorism studies.  

A third main problem of terrorism research is the complexity of terrorism as a phenomenon. 

There is rarely a subject of study on which nature there is as less consensus as on the nature of 

terrorism. Because of the complex character of terrorism as a subject of scientific research, 

research on terrorism is necessarily interdisciplinary and multi-faceted. Therefore, it is even 

more challenging to perceive terrorism research as if it would constitute a demarked area of 

study. Terrorism is a subject of study in political science, sociology, psychology, media science, 

and even economics. The versatility of terrorism research has both positive and negative 

consequences. 

On the one hand, interdisciplinary scientific analysis of questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism contribute to diversified handling of issues of terrorism. On the other hand, 

the interdisciplinary and inconclusive character of research on terrorism is causal for the fact 

that knowledge on terrorism is seldom accumulated and the establishment of terrorism research 

as an identifiable field of research becomes even more complicated. Although research on 

terrorism is interdisciplinary and many disciplines are involved in doing scientific research on 

the topic of terrorism, the interdisciplinarity is deficient when it comes to accumulating findings 

from different disciplines with the overall goal of improving the general understanding of the 

topic of terrorism. Because of the discursive omnipresence of the topic of terrorism and also 

because of the political topicality, it is unfortunate that one still cannot identify the 

establishment of terrorism studies as a comprehensive field of study concerned with the serious 

and fundamental examination of the complex subject of terrorism and, consequently, 

counterterrorism. Therefore, although this research is a contribution to the broad field of 

                                                           
14 BAUMANN, M., Schlechthin Böse? Tötungslogik und moralische Legitimität von Terrorismus, Springer VS, 
Wiesbaden, 2013, p. 317.  
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terrorism studies, this affiliation does not supply specific theoretical or conceptual tools but 

should nevertheless be understood as framed within this wide branch of study. Lisa 

Stampnitzsky likewise concludes: “Although the study of terrorism was, and is, a booming 

field, whether measured in terms of findings, publications, or the number of aspiring experts, it 

has defied sociological expectations of what a scientific field, discipline, or profession ought to 

look like.”15 

3.2 Political philosophy, political theory, and moral philosophy 

 

The starting point of philosophy is that we do not understand ourselves well enough. (….) 

Philosophy’s methods of helping us to understand ourselves involve reflecting on the concepts 

we use, the modes in which we think about these various things; and it sometimes proposes 

better ways of doing this.16  

The theoretical framework of this research will predominantly be philosophical and more 

specifically ethical. Although moral questions are central to the debate on terrorism and 

counterterrorism, the philosophical and ethical reflection on topics of terrorism is surprisingly 

underrepresented. This underrepresentation is surprising, mainly because the topic of violent 

conflict and war has traditionally been central to moral and political philosophy. Therefore, one 

might expect that, as a form of (political) violence, terrorism has also had a considerable amount 

of attention in philosophical research. However, the opposite seems to be true and, although 

single aspects have been discussed, moral philosophy seems not to have recognized the subject 

of terrorism and counterterrorism as a single and particular subject of reflection yet.  

Whenever moral philosophy is concerned with political questions, it is within the domain of 

political philosophy. When moral, philosophical questions about political issues are discussed 

in a normative way, it is called political theory. The difference between political philosophy 

and political theory is, however, “mainly a conventional distinction”. 17  Although the 

boundaries between political philosophy, moral philosophy, and political theory are not entirely 

clear, political theory is defined as: “a subfield of philosophy and political science that 

addresses conceptual, normative, and evaluative questions concerning politics and society, 

                                                           
15 STAMPNITZKY, L., The Emergence of Terrorism Studies as a Field, in: JACKSON, R., Routledge Handbook of 
Critical Terrorism Studies, Routledge, London, 2016, p. 23. 
16 WILLIAM, B., Why Philosophy Needs History, in: WILLIAMS, B., Essays and Reviews (1959-2002), Princeton 
University Press, New Jersey, 2016, p. 405. 
17 LIST, C. & VALENTINI, L., The Methodology of Political Theory, in: CAPPELEN, H., GENDLER, T.S, 
HAWTHORNE, J. (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Methodology, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
2016, p.528. 



15 
 

broadly construed.” 18  As this research is both concerned with “addressing conceptual, 

normative and evaluative questions concerning politics” as well as with meta-ethical questions 

about the functionality and limits of particular ethical theory in the context of complex political 

questions, it can be assigned to political theory and moral philosophy. This research does not 

try to make specific conclusions about specific situations but instead aims at abstractly 

reflecting on and evaluating concepts and ways of interpreting the political realm of terrorism 

and counterterrorism.  

3.3 Critical terrorism studies (CTS) 

 

The ideas of the field of so-called “critical terrorism studies” complement the theoretical 

framework of this research. Critical terrorism studies promote both the critique of 

counterterrorism policy and discourse as well as the reflection on alternative and morally more 

tenable ways of dealing with terrorism and political violence. Jackson summarizes:  

[…] at the public level, there is not only a palpable sense of war-weariness induced by fourteen 

years of the failure of the war on terror to reduce violence or create a greater sense of security, 

but also a greater consciousness of the interlinked crisis of insecurity brought about by climate 

change, inequality, and militarism. This provides a discursive opening for articulating criticism 

of current policies, as well as more ethical and effective alternatives to dealing with political 

violence. In this space, there is genuine potential for the emergence of broad-based coalitions 

capable of reconfiguring current approaches to, and cultures of, security. To effect such change, 

this opportune moment must be seized by critical scholars of terrorism.19  

Paragraph 3.1 discussed that it is impossible to perceive terrorism studies as if it constitutes a 

clearly defined field of study. It is therefore also not possible to describe critical terrorism 

studies as if it is a consistent field of research. Critical terrorism studies can be understood as 

“a body of more contemporary scholarship that has often self-consciously and explicitly 

portrayed itself as a “critical” alternative to what is variously described as orthodox, 

conventional, traditional or mainstream terrorism studies.”20 Critical terrorism studies emerged 

from a growing amount of literature criticizing terrorism research in the aftermath of 9/11 and 

are comparable to critical security studies, both emerging from the critical thought promoted 

                                                           
18 LIST, C. & VALENTINI, L., The Methodology of Political Theory, in: CAPPELEN, H., GENDLER, T.S, 
HAWTHORNE, J. (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Methodology, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
2016, p.528. 
19 JACKSON, R. (Ed.), Introduction: A Decade of Critical Terrorism Studies, in: Routledge Handbook of Critical 
Terrorism Studies, Routledge, London, 2016, Introduction.  
20 JARVIS, L., Critical Terrorism Studies After 9/11, in: JACKSON, R. (Ed.), Routledge Handbook of Critical 
Terrorism Studies, Routledge, London, 2016, p.28. 
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by the Frankfurter School. Critical terrorism studies are mainly concerned with the discursive 

construction of terrorism and terrorism studies and try to point at the structural limits of so-

called mainstream terrorism research, by for example questioning the objectivity of terrorism 

definitions. Critical terrorism studies mainly perceive terrorism as (socially) constructed, rather 

than factual. They “highlight a number of potentially serious problems within “mainstream” 

terrorism research.” 21 A first main critique of conventional terrorism research by critical 

terrorism studies is, according to Jarvis, the lack of examination of conceptual questions and 

the widespread ignorance of the particularity of single terrorism cases. Many people see 

terrorism as “as a form of violence or tactic whose meaning is self-evident rather than an 

outcome of representation.” 22  Other points of criticism are directed towards the lacking 

methodology of the majority of terrorism research, the political agenda of it and consequently 

also the fact that a significant amount of terrorism research is “policy-relevant, problem-solving 

research.”23 

This research relies on specific assumptions that are put forward by critical terrorism studies. 

Although extreme positions, such as the belief that terrorism entirely is a social construct, are 

not part of the theoretical framework, a critical approach to the “mainstream” handling of the 

subject of terrorism and counterterrorism is central to the present research. It is critical insofar 

as it rejects many of the assumptions and a priori judgments of a majority of terrorism research 

and shares the belief that engaging with foundational and conceptual questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism is indispensable. The asset of critical terrorism studies is that they manage to 

distance themselves from any political agenda and try to gain a neutral understanding of the 

phenomenon of terrorism. Because critical terrorism studies reject a priori assumptions and 

moral judgments, critics argue that those studies are often conducted by terrorism 

appreciators.24 This valuation, however, relies on a misjudgment of the aim and objective of 

critical terrorism studies. Especially concerning the research on moral questions of terrorism 

and counterterrorism, a critical distance can benefit the scientific analysis. As will be shown at 

a later point in this research, a priori moral judgments on the nature of terrorism often influence 

the discourse on terrorism and consequently terrorism research. This research will show that in 

the case of terrorism, it is challenging to distinguish between terrorism as a fact and the value 

                                                           
21 JARVIS, L., Critical Terrorism Studies After 9/11, in: JACKSON, R. (Ed.), Routledge Handbook of Critical 
Terrorism Studies, Routledge, London, 2016, p. 29. 
22 Ibid., p. 29. 
23 Ibid., p. 30. 
24 Also See Baumann’s discussion of the “Terrorismusversteher-Vorwurf” (terrorism appreciator accusation) in: 
BAUMANN, M., Schlechthin Böse? Tötungslogik und moralische Legitimität von Terrorismus, Springer VS, 
Wiesbaden, 2016, p. 63-64 
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judgment that goes along with it. The critical terrorism studies approach might contribute to 

questioning, and even dissolving, this intertwinement. 
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CHAPTER 1 DEFINING TERRORISM  

1. Introduction 

The introductory chapter pointed at the fact that a significant amount of research on terrorism 

and counterterrorism relies on a scientifically questionable and at least uncritical understanding 

of the basic concepts related to the subject of study. Serious academic research on terrorism and 

counterterrorism cannot, according to the opinion of critical terrorist studies scholars, be 

conducted without paying some attention to the semantics of terrorism, to the problem of 

defining terrorism and to the implications of possible definitional problems.  

 

For the present research, which is concerned with elaborating on the ethics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, engaging with those foundational questions of terrorism as a subject of 

research is even more critical. Especially tackling questions about the definition of terrorism 

appear to be indispensable and even is the precondition for developing the argument about 

moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. It namely appears that the problems related 

to defining terrorism have decisive relevance for the debate on the morality of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. The definition of the subject and the moral assessment of the subject seem to 

be intertwined, and the definitional problems occasionally obstruct the moral evaluation of 

terrorism, as will be further discussed in the second chapter. Therefore, before focusing on the 

moral assessment of terrorism, those foundational conceptual and definitional issues need to be 

discussed. This first chapter will thus focus on the question of what terrorism is and will discuss 

some fundamental, foundational and conceptual questions of terrorism as a subject of scientific 

research. This chapter intends to give an overview of the problems relating to the definition of 

terrorism, will in a further step analyze the concrete implications of those problems and will, in 

the last step, and discuss possible ways out of the definition deadlock.  

 

The 11th of September 2001 marks a determining moment in the long history of terrorism. 

Public opinion perceives the so-called “9/11 attacks” as causal for changing the general 

understanding and conception of terrorism on both a public and political level. Ever since the 

United States of America declared the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), it seems to be a 

wide-spread belief that something like the terrorism or the terrorist exists. Although research 

on terrorism has increased immensely in the post-9/11 era, the definitional problem, as well as 

the implications thereof, seems not to get the attention they deserve. Often the definitional 

problems are just taken for granted, authors presume that the reader will somehow know what 
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is meant by terrorism, or researchers admit that there is a problem and decide to work with a 

working definition or a personally developed definition without further explaining the 

foundational problems that lie behind this working definition. Especially the media use the 

categories “terrorism” and “terrorist” on a daily basis with an astonishing amount of 

obviousness. Furthermore, one can also observe general fatigue surrounding the discussion on 

how to define terrorism. Some argue that trying to define terrorism is like “looking for the holy 

grail,”25 that everything has already been said and that one footnote on the issue should suffice 

before proceeding with researching on terrorism. This perspective, however true it may be, is 

not unproblematic and should not lead to inadequacies in research, as will be shown in the 

following sections. A substantial examination of the question of definition will most likely not 

solve the definitional problems, and it might show that in the end, there is no reasonable 

alternative for working definitions. Nevertheless, understanding the problem is the precondition 

for critically using and perceiving the concepts related to the study of terrorism. 

2. Explaining the definition problem 

Most people are not aware of the fact that there is neither an academic consensus nor a legal 

consensus definition of terrorism. Since, on a political level, terrorism is often depicted as a 

clear-cut and self-explanatory phenomenon, for many, it is disconcerting to learn that states 

adopt their various definitions and that, on an international level, there are many problems with 

finding a valid and legally binding definition of terrorism. 

 

Today, terrorism is ubiquitous. Whereas in the years before 9/11, terrorism might have 

interested a few, after 9/11 the majority of people is increasingly concerned with and about 

terrorism. In the last decades, as a result of the increased use of terrorist violence in combination 

with the effects and efficacy of mass media, the public realm is confronted with the words 

“terrorism”, “terror” and “terrorist” probably on a daily basis. Those words appear in every 

day’s news and are continuously part of public and political discussions. Simultaneously, in the 

last 15 years, terrorism seems to have become a buzzword. Buzzwords are words or concepts 

that are continuously used in various domains such as the media, academic contexts and 

political discourse. Because of their frequent use, buzzwords increasingly lose their semantic 

content and slowly become meaningless or turn into fit-for-all categories. Buzzwords tend to 

describe a high variety of phenomena but depict them as a single phenomenon. This semantic 

dilution also happened to the concept of terrorism in the last decades. Although the words 

                                                           
25 LEVITT, G., Is “Terrorism” Worth Defining, in: Ohio University Law Review, Vol. 13, 1986, p.97. 
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terrorism, terror and terrorists are frequently used, the exact meaning of those words becomes 

increasingly unclear and is only seldom an issue of interest. In order to overcome this first 

problem of defining terrorism, it is necessary to ask: “What are the “semantics” of 

terrorism?”26 

 

Besides the problem of a semantic lack of clarity, there is a second significant problem related 

to the definition of terrorism. The categories terrorism and terrorists seem to be used in different 

contexts, often in a pejorative sense, and often as a method of delegitimizing the other. It 

appears that, after 9/11, it has become common to no longer describe the enemy as the enemy” 

or opponent but as a terrorist. The category “terrorists” thus is one, almost exclusively, used as 

a category of ascription instead of self-definition in the sense that those, one does not accept or 

perceives as a threat, one calls terrorists. There are not many examples of terrorist organizations 

that would define themselves as terrorists and their actions as terrorism. The labeling of a person 

as a terrorist is dependent on one’s point of view and is therefore highly inconsistent.  

 

The meaning of the categories “terrorism” and “terrorists” furthermore changes over time, 

depending on what actors one perceives as constituting a significant threat to a state. In other 

words, what is called terrorism is dependent on what forms of violence one perceives as 

illegitimate and what forms as legitimate. Martha Crenshaw comprehensively describes the 

time- and context-dependent character of terrorism in her well-known book Terrorism in 

Context27. Crenshaw already pointed at this important feature of terrorism in 1995, saying that 

“both the phenomenon of terrorism and our conceptions of it depend on historical context – 

political, social, and economic – and on how the groups and individuals who participate in or 

respond to the actions we call terrorism relate to the world in which they act.”28 Thomas Riegler 

argues that terrorism can become an instrument of political labeling and that it might happen, 

that some people or groups of people are being called terrorists at one time and become 

recognized political leaders at a later stage. He illustrates this finding with some examples, such 

as Mandela, Begin and Shamir. Although Nelson Mandela was perceived a terrorist and the 

ANC was called a terrorist organization for a long period, in only one decade, he made the 

transition from being a terrorist to being the first democratically elected president of South 

                                                           
26 The ‘Semantics of terrorism’ is a concept introduced by George Meggle in his book Ethics of Terrorism and 
Counterterrorism. See: MEGGLE, G., (Ed.), Ethics of terrorism counterterrorism, Ontos Verlag, Frankfurt, 2005. 
27 CRENSHAW, M., Terrorism in Context, Pennsylvania State University Press, Pennsylvania, 1995. 
28 CRENSHAW, M., Thoughts on Relating Terrorism to Historical Contexts, in: CRENSHAW, M., Terrorism in 
Context, Pennsylvania State University Press, Pennsylvania, 1995, p.3. 
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Africa. This and other examples not only show that labeling a person or a group of persons 

terrorist, might be extremely context- and time-dependent, but also appears to be dependent on 

the subjective (moral) assessment of different forms of violence.29 Also Tomis Kapitan points 

out that: “one way to explain, and even justify, the inconsistent ascriptions of terrorism, is to 

argue that the term “terrorist” has an indexical or egocentric character, essentially dependent 

upon a speaker´s point of view, much like the word “enemy” or the phrase “the enemy”.30 This 

might indicate, that the one whom I perceive to be a terrorist, might as well perceive me as a 

terrorist and might also believe that my actions are terrorist actions in the same way that I 

believe that his actions are terrorist actions. The inconsistent use and ascription of the categories 

of terrorism and terrorist in the post-9/11 era poses another challenge to the evaluation and the 

political containment of terrorism. The discriminatory use of the terms “terrorism” and 

“terrorist”, in other words, has a significant impact on the way in which people view the world 

and evaluate the actions of others and of the state or group to which they belong themselves 

and that this evaluation is highly dependent on our context. This problem will be further 

discussed later in this research. 

 

A third problem that obstructs the process of defining terrorism is the fact that there are many 

forms of terrorism. Terrorism, as a political strategy, is an age-old phenomenon. Centuries ago 

one can already find the first examples of (religiously motivated) terrorism. During the Roman 

occupation, Jewish militants fought against the strange occupier. Also, in the Old Testament 

(Judges 16, 28-30), we find the story of Samson who, with the help of God, destroys the temple 

of the Philistines and cries out: “Let me die with the Philistines!” as revenge for the Philistine`s 

devotion to the fertility god Dagon. Centuries later, a group of Muslim militant Assassins used 

brutal violence in their pursuit of political and religious goals fighting Christian Crusaders in 

nowadays Middle-East. In general, terrorism seems to be a political instrument used by many 

different groups throughout history and the whole political spectrum. Various actors with 

various religious, ideological, political and other motivations adopted terrorism as a violent 

strategy in the past. “Terrorism can be viewed as a tactic in a war or some sort of war-like 

struggle. It is a tactic for getting one’s way that can be used by nations, non-nation groups or 

individuals. No doubt there are many ways of getting one’s way.”31  

                                                           
29 RIEGLER, T., Terrorismus, Akteure, Strukturen, Entwicklungslinien, Studienverlag, Innsbruck, 2009, p. 19. 
30 KAPITAN, T., “Terrorism” as Method of Terrorism, in: MEGGLE, G., The Ethics of Terrorism and 
Counterterrorism, Ontos Verlag, Frankfurt, 2005, p.25. 
31 FOTION, N., KASHNIKOV, B. & LEKEA, J.K., Terrorism the New World Disorder, Continuum, London, 2007, 
p.3. 
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The reason for the definitional difficulties that seem to be inherent in the study of terrorism is 

thus arguably also due to the many types and faces of terrorism. Because of the astonishing 

obviousness of the use of the categories terrorism and terrorist nowadays, the awareness for the 

multifaceted character of terrorism seems to disappear steadily. The Global War on Terrorism 

discourse proves the increasing lack of awareness for the historical-contextual embeddedness 

of terrorism as a form of violence. This war was self-evidently never intended to fight all types 

and forms of terrorism, but just one particular type of terrorism, namely the one that lead to the 

9/11 attacks.  

 

Because of the different problems listed above, the use of words “terrorism” and “terrorist” is 

highly ambiguous. Those problems are just some examples of the problems obstructing the 

process of defining terrorism. There are many more problems that Boaz Ganor has 

comprehensively analyzed and listed. Ganor sums up the following 15 answers to the question 

of why it is so difficult to find a valid and binding definition of terrorism:  

 

1. Because terrorism is a “contested concept” and political, legal, social science and popular 

notions of it often diverge; 

2. Because the definition question is linked to (de-)legitimization and criminalization;  

3. Because there are many “terrorisms” with different forms and manifestations; 

4. Because the term has undergone changes of meaning in the more than 200 years of its existence; 

5. Because terrorist organizations are (semi-)clandestine and the secrecy surrounding them makes 

objective analysis difficult; 

6. Because the definition question is linked to whether or not terrorists work of or against one´s 

own (national) interests, and, consequently, double standards tend to be applied 

7. Because the boundaries with other forms of political violence (e.g., assassination, guerilla 

warfare) are hazy or unclear; 

8. Because the state, with it (claimed) monopoly of the use of force and its legal definition power, 

can exclude any of its own activities from the definition 

9. Because it is linked to a discussion of primary responsibility for initiating a downward spiral of 

action-reaction violence and discussion of root causes 

10. Because some authors use two different vocabularies (force vs. violence; terror vs. terrorism) 

for state- and non-state actors; 

11. Because the conceptual and normative frameworks of the users of the term differ (e.g., criminal 

justice model, war model)  

12. Because the discussion on terrorism has been linked to issues regarding self-determination, and 

armed resistance against foreign occupation and racist regimes;  
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13. Because those who engage in acts of terrorism often also engage in other, more legitimate forms 

of armed conflict and/or engage in party politics; 

14. Because the violence perpetrated by the terrorist opponent might be as indiscriminate as, or 

worse than, that perpetrated by those who are deemed to be “terrorists.” 

15. Because the assessment of the terrorist act is intertwined with the discussion concerning the 

actor's goal and the status of the actor him- or herself.32 

 

This overview is very comprehensive and indicates the variety of problems that obstruct the 

possibility of defining terrorism. A further discussion of all single definitional problems does 

not fall within the scope of this chapter. The introduction of the definitional problem of 

terrorism here should have shown that many different issues are standing in the way of 

perceiving terrorism as a single concept. The following section will look at the different efforts 

made in the domain of terrorism definitions as well as at the development processes of a sample 

of legal and academic definitions. The central focus will be on achievements, failures and 

concrete problems of defining terrorism on both the legal and academic level and the section 

will show how most of the definitions reveal clear limitations, associated with severe problems. 

3. Defining terrorism: attempts and achievements  

Despite being adopted by many different groups in the pursuit of many different ideological, 

political or religious goals, the majority of people assume that terrorism, as a strategy or a 

specific form of violence, might have some specific identifiable characteristics that make it 

possible to at least find an academic consensus definition or a universal legal definition of 

terrorism. Both an on academic and a legal level, many have tried to identify those structural 

characteristics with the goal of being able to derive a universal definition from it. This section 

will present various definitions of terrorism presented in academic research as well as in 

international and national legislation. Those examples and especially the disparity of those 

definitions will contribute to better understanding the definitional problem. 

 

The etymology of the word terrorism might point at the first element of terrorism’s semantics. 

Originally the term terrorism stems from the Latin word terror (fear) or terrere (to terrify). 

Terrorisms’ etymology seems to reveal a primary structural characteristic of terrorism, namely 

the intentional instrumentalization of fear and fear-spreading as a coercive instrument. The 

word itself already points at the fact, that, with fear as one of its constitutive elements, terrorism 

                                                           
32 SCHMID, A.P., The Definition of Terrorism, in: SCHMID, A.P. (Ed.), The Routledge Handbook of Terrorism 
Research, Routledge, Oxon, 2011, p. 43-44. 
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might decisively differ from other forms of violence. However, only the instrumentalization of 

fear cannot be the only characteristic distinguishing terrorist violence from other forms of 

violence, war, and armed conflict. One can argue that general warfare or for example forms of 

organized criminality might also intend to generate the same amount of fear among a larger 

group of people as terrorism intends to. Furthermore, there are also definitions of terrorism that 

do not refer to the fear-inducing character of terrorism and perceive the generation of fear as a 

peripheral characteristic of terrorism.  

 

The etymology of terrorism also has an important historical component. Although, as Laqueur 

argues, there have been many forms of terrorism avant la lettre, modern forms of terrorism 

have their origin in the 1793-1794s regime de la terreur. A significant amount of current and 

historical forms of terrorism differ considerably and seem not to have much in common with la 

terreur of the 18th century. Nevertheless, the terrorism of the French Revolution is said to be 

the birthplace of the use of the category terrorism to describe forms of (political) violence that 

are directed against the government by either rebels, revolutionaries, or other non-state actors. 

Even if it is right that there have been forms of terrorism before the French Revolution, the 

category terrorism and its specific usage to describe a specific kind of (political) violence 

originate from this period. This genealogy might be relevant because it shows that there might 

be a historical continuity in terrorist violence as a strategy, but that the modern usage of the 

category terrorism to define certain forms of violence is a post-French Revolution phenomenon. 

Those two etymological aspects give a first short insight into the specific characteristics of the 

terrorist phenomenon.  

 

The next section presents and discusses exemplary academic definitions in order to give a first 

impression of the way in which those definitions can differ. The exemplary definitions will 

indicate that many different aspects can be perceived as being an essential part of a terrorism 

definition, a problem that this chapter will discuss after the presentation of those definitions.   
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3.1 Academic definitions  

 

Martha Crenshaw  

 

In contrast to many more recent publications on terrorism, in earlier research on terrorism in 

the ’70s and ’80s, the definitional problems of terrorism have often been at the center of 

scholarly interest. As was already pointed at before, those conceptual and foundational 

questions were perceived as indispensable for terrorism research by terrorist researchers. In this 

regard, three scholars are responsible for the most pioneering work in this field of study and 

will here be regarded as exemplary for academic efforts in the domain of terrorism definitions: 

Martha Crenshaw, Bruce Hoffman, and Alex P. Schmid. Crenshaw has been researching on 

terrorism since the early ’70s and was one of the first researchers, according to her own opinion, 

to find that “a review of theoretical literature on the subject [of terrorism] revealed the absence 

of a concept of terrorism.”33 Because of that finding, in 1972 Crenshaw was already concerned 

with the development of a definition of terrorism, deriving from her analysis of the Algerian 

Front de Liberation Nationale (FLN) fighting a revolutionary war against the French. The 

definition that derived from her research on the FLN34, she still believes to have validity and 

relevance today. According to Crenshaw, the definition of terrorism could be the following: 

 

(1) Terrorism is part of a revolutionary strategy – a method used by insurgents to seize political 

power from an existing government  

(2) Terrorism is manifested in acts of socially and politically unacceptable violence  

(3) There is a consistent pattern of symbolic or representative selection of the victims or objects of 

acts of terrorism  

(4) The revolutionary movement deliberately intends these actions to create a psychological effect 

on specific groups and thereby change their political behavior and attitudes.35 

 

Crenshaw's definition intends not only to enable the identification of terrorist violence but also 

to contribute to a more profound understanding of terrorism’s dynamics. Crenshaw believes 

that, despite the risks, terrorism is a preferred political strategy, because its “benefits outweigh 

                                                           
33 CRENSHAW, M., Explaining Terrorism. Causes, Processes and Consequences, Routledge, Oxford, 2011, p. 21. 
34 Algeria’s national liberation front. Crenshaw examined the terrorism of Algeria’s national liberation front in 
the 70’s in her book Revolutionary Terrorism. See: CRENSHAW, M., Revolutionary Terrorism. The FLN in 
Algeria. 1954-1962, Stanford, Hoover Institution Press, 1978. 
35 CRENSHAW, M., Explaining Terrorism. Causes, Processes and Consequences, Routledge, Oxford, 2011, p.23. 
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its costs”36 and therefore, terrorism should be perceived as a strategy that is adopted when actors 

believe to have good reasons to revolt. Crenshaw's definition is explicitly political, and her 

study of the FLN insurgency undoubtedly influences her understanding of terrorism. However, 

not everyone shares the idea that terrorism is always connected to clear-cut political goals; to 

the contrary, especially after 9/11, it is often assumed that terrorism is an a priori irrational, a-

political, immoral and exclusively ideological act. This first example shows that even if 

Crenshaw’s definition derives from a thorough scientific analysis of terrorist violence, the 

aspects of the definition proposed by her might not necessarily apply to all forms of terrorist 

violence. In the context of modern forms of terrorist violence in the aftermath of 9/11, many 

might especially not share her assumption that terrorism is always part of a revolutionary 

strategy that pursuits the goal of seizing power from an existing government.  

 

Bruce Hoffman  

 

Bruce Hoffman is a scholar of terrorism since the late 1980s and has contributed decisively to 

the foundational research on terrorism. Hoffman addresses the problem of defining terrorism in 

length in the first chapter of his book Inside Terrorism37. After discussing the reasons for the 

definitional problems, that were the issue of interest in the first section of this chapter, Hoffman 

concludes that terrorism:  

 

(1) is ineluctably political in aims and motives 

(2)  is violent—or, equally important, threatens violence 

(3) is designed to have far-reaching psychological repercussions beyond the immediate victim or 

target 

(4) is conducted by an organization with an identifiable chain of command or conspiratorial cell 

structure (whose members wear no uniform or identifying insignia) or by individuals 

respectively small groups of individuals, who are being motivated and inspired directly by an 

existing terrorist organization and/or their leaders 

(5) and is eventually perpetrated by a sub-national group or non-state entity.38 

 

Hoffman also perceives terrorism mainly as a political strategy adopted by individuals or a 

group of individuals to achieve specific political goals through the use of violence and the 

                                                           
36 CRENSHAW, M., Explaining Terrorism. Causes, Processes and Consequences, Routledge, Oxford, 2011, p.23. 
37 HOFFMAN, B., Inside Terrorism, Columbia University Press, New York, 1998.  
38 Ibid., p. 43.  
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generation and exploitation of fear. According to Hoffman, the psychological aspect of 

terrorism is the most characteristic of terrorism and decisively distinguishes this form of 

violence from other forms of violence. Hoffman believes that terrorism aims to achieve its goals 

in a twofold way: directly through immediate violence against individuals and indirectly via the 

psychological effects of this violence on individuals who are not the immediate target of the 

terrorist violence.  

 

The psychological aspects and effects of terrorism, for example, the conscious 

instrumentalization of fear, are perceived as a central characteristic of terrorist violence by 

many. On the other hand, critics argue that this is not a very persuasive argument, because all 

forms of violence and violent conflict expect to induce a particular psychological effect on its 

direct and indirect victims. Nevertheless, combined with the other aspects of Hoffman’s 

definition, Hoffman manages to bring together some of the most apparent characteristics of 

terrorist violence. It already becomes apparent, that Hoffman’s definition has certain 

similarities with Crenshaw’s definition but also shows clear differences.  

 

Alex P. Schmid  

 

 In 1984, Alex P. Schmid first started researching the question of the definition of terrorism 

with the aim of formulating an academic consensus definition. In his research, Schmid 

discussed the issues concerning the definition and determination of the nature of political 

terrorism in an excellent manner. On the basis of his first findings in 1984, Schmid developed 

a first version of what he called the academic consensus definition of terrorism:  

 

Terrorism is a method of combat in which random or symbolic victims serve as an instrumental 

target of violence. These instrumental victims share group or class characteristics which form 

the basis for their selection for victimization. Through previous use of violence or the credible 

threat of violence other members of that group or class are put in a state of chronic fear (terror). 

This group or class, whose members’ sense of security is purposefully undermined, is the target 

of terror. The victimization of the target of violence is considered extra normal by most 

observers from the witnessing audience on the basis of its atrocity, the time (e.g., peacetime) or 

place (not a battlefield) of victimization, or the disregard for the rules of combat accepted in 

conventional warfare. The norm violation creates an attentive audience beyond the target of 

terror; sectors of this audience might, in turn, form the main object of manipulation. The purpose 

of this indirect method of combat is either to immobilize the target of terror in order to produce 
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disorientation and/or compliance, or to mobilize secondary targets of demand (e.g., a 

government) or targets of attention (e.g., public opinion) to changes of attitude or behavior 

favouring the short or long-term interests of the users of this method of combat.39 

 

This definition was then revised in 1988 by a second round of investigation. Alex P. Schmid 

published a follow-up study on political terrorism conducted in cooperation with Jongman. In 

this study, both researchers investigated the existing definitions of terrorism by again asking 

over 200 scholars and professionals to send them their definition of terrorism. Schmid and 

Jongman received a total of 109 answers and definitions and found that they consisted of 22 

different elements of definition.40 In a comprehensive overview, they analyze the frequency 

with which different elements of definitions occurred in the 109 definitions they received.  

 

Element Frequency 

1. Violence, force 

2. Political 

3. Fear, terror emphasized 

4. Threat 

5. (Psych.) effects and (anticipated) 

reactions 

6. Victim-target differentiation 

7. Purposive, planned, systematic, 

organized action  

8. Method of combat, strategy, tactic 

9. Extranormality, in breach of accepted 

rules, without humanitarian constraints 

10. Coercion, extortion, induction of 

compliance 

11. Publicity aspect 

12. Arbitrariness; impersonal, random 

character; indiscrimination  

13. Civilians, noncombatants, neutrals, 

outsiders as victims 

83,5% 

65% 

51% 

47% 

41,5% 

 

37.5% 

32% 

 

30.5% 

30% 

 

28% 

 

21.5% 

21% 

 

17.5% 

 

                                                           
39 SCHMID, A.P, The Definition of Terrorism, in: SCHMID, A.P. (Eds.), the Routledge Handbook of Terrorism 
Research, Routledge, Oxon, 2011, p.61. 
40 SCHMID, A.P. & JONGMAN, A.J. (Eds.), Political Terrorism. A new Guide to Actors, Authors, Concepts, Data 
Bases, Theories and Literature, Swidoc, Amsterdam, 1988. 
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14. Intimidation  

15. Innocence of victims emphasized  

16. Group, movement, organization as 

perpetrator 

17. Symbolic aspect, demonstration to others 

18. Incalculability, unpredictability, 

unexpectedness of occurrence of 

violence 

19. Clandestine, covert nature 

20. Repetitiveness, serial or campaign 

character of violence 

21. Criminal 

22. Demands made on third parties 

17% 

15.5% 

14% 

 

13.5% 

9% 

 

 

9% 

7% 

 

6% 

4% 

Table 1: Frequency of definitional elements in 109 definitions by Schmid and Jongman41  

 

One can observe that Schmid’s definition mentioned above contains thirteen of the elements 

enlisted in table 1. The list of definitional elements is most probably not extensive, and Schmid 

also points at the fact, that a good definition might not be identifiable through the extent in 

which the definition includes many of the definitional elements. Despite the awareness, that it 

might be impossible to find the “one and only” good definition of terrorism, it might at least, 

according to Schmid, be possible to find a “good enough” definition. Based on those 22 

different definitional elements and on the insights that Schmid gained from the 109 definitions 

he analyzed, Schmid elaborated a second version of the academic consensus definition (ACD) 

in 1988. In 2011, Schmid revised this consensus definition again. Its revised definition 

(Rev.ACDT 2011) consists of 12 points that are believed to be the most characteristic of 

terrorism, and a definition of terrorism should, therefore, at least include those 12. Furthermore, 

“it tries to capture the core dimension in its first paragraph (below in italics), with the remainder 

(points 2-12) serving an explanatory purpose.”42 

 

1. Terrorism refers, on the one hand, to a doctrine about the presumed effectiveness of a special 

form or tactic of fear-generating, coercive political violence and, on the other hand, to a 

conspiratorial practice of calculated, demonstrative, direct violent action without legal or moral 

                                                           
41 SCHMID, A.P. & JONGMAN, A.J., Political Terrorism. A new Guide to Actors, Authors, Concepts, Data Bases, 
Theories and Literature, Swidoc, Amsterdam, 1988. 
42Ibid., p.86. 
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restraints, targeting mainly civilians and non-combatants, performed for its propagandistic and 

psychological effects on various audiences and conflict parties; 

2. Terrorism as a tactic is employed in three main contexts: (i) illegal state repression, (ii) 

propagandistic agitation by non-state actors in times of peace or outside zones of conflict and 

(iii) as an illicit tactic of irregular warfare employed by state- and non-state actors; 

3. The physical violence or threat thereof employed by terrorist actors involves single-phase acts 

of lethal violence (such as bombings and armed assaults), dual- phased life-threatening incidents 

(like kidnapping, hijacking and other forms of hostage-taking for coercive bargaining) as well 

as multi-phased sequences of actions (such as in ‘disappearances’ involving kidnapping, secret 

detention, torture and murder). 

4. The public (-ized) terrorist victimization initiates threat-based communication processes 

whereby, on the one hand, conditional demands are made to individuals, groups, governments, 

societies or sections thereof, and, on the other hand, the support of specific constituencies (based 

on ties of ethnicity, religion, political affiliation and the like) is sought by the terrorist 

perpetrators; 

5. At the origin of terrorism stands terror – instilled fear, dread, panic or mere anxiety - spread 

among those identifying, or sharing similarities, with the direct victims, generated by some of 

the modalities of the terrorist act – it’s shocking brutality, lack of discrimination, dramatic or 

symbolic quality and disregard of the rules of warfare and the rules of punishment;  

6. The main direct victims of terrorist attacks are in general not any armed forces but are usually 

civilians, non-combatants or other innocent and defenseless persons who bear no direct 

responsibility for the conflict that gave rise to acts of terrorism; 

7. The direct victims are not the ultimate target (as in a classical assassination where victim and 

target coincide) but serve as message generators, more or less unwittingly helped by the news 

values of the mass media, to reach various audiences and conflict parties that identify either with 

the victims’ plight or the terrorists’ professed cause; 

8. Sources of terrorist violence can be individual perpetrators, small groups, diffuse 

transnational networks as well as state actors or state-sponsored clandestine agents (such as 

death squads and hit teams); 

9. While showing similarities with methods employed by organized crime as well as those found 

in war crimes, terrorist violence is predominantly political – usually in its motivation but nearly 

always in its societal repercussions; 

10. The immediate intent of acts of terrorism is to terrorize, intimidate, antagonize, disorientate, 

destabilize, coerce, compel, demoralize or provoke a target population or conflict party in the 

hope of achieving from the resulting insecurity a favourable power outcome, e.g. obtaining 

publicity, extorting ransom money, submission to terrorist demands and/or mobilizing or 

immobilizing sectors of the public; 
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11. The motivations to engage in terrorism cover a broad range, including redress for alleged 

grievances, personal or vicarious revenge, collective punishment, revolution, national liberation 

and the promotion of diverse ideological, political, social, national or religious causes and 

objectives; 

12. Acts of terrorism rarely stand alone but form part of a campaign of violence which alone 

can, due to the serial character of acts of violence and threats of more to come, create a pervasive 

climate of fear that enables the terrorists to manipulate the political process.43 

 

The pioneering work of Schmid, Crenshaw, and Hoffman gives a profound insight into the 

complexity of defining terrorism. Many more academic definitions could be discussed, but 

Schmid's research is the most representative and comprehensive and so gives the best overview 

of the state of the art in academic research on terrorism definitions. Because of the fact, that 

Schmid investigated a high amount of definitions and developed the overview of definitional 

elements, one can generally say that every definition of terrorism that terrorism research 

presents, contains some aspects of his ACDrev in different variations. However, the choice of 

which elements to adopt in the definition is often dependent on specific preliminaries of the 

author and his research. If the author, for example, believes that terrorism is mainly a crime, 

then his definition will probably emphasize the use of violence and the killing or injuring of 

other people. If the author to the contrary, believes that terrorism is a form of self-defense, he 

would probably include very different elements of definition. It is obvious that the definition of 

terrorism is thus highly dependent on perception on and certain presumptions about what 

terrorism is.  

 

Although Schmid’s work is an admirable and significant piece of analytical study within the 

field of terrorism studies, the impact of his analysis might remain small since Schmid is not 

able to provide a satisfying answer to the definition dilemma. Especially his academic 

consensus definition is too broad to be in any way practical or applicable. Moreover, although 

it is called a consensus definition, there appears not to be real consensus over it. Schmid’s 

overview is arguably merely a demonstration of a state of the art. His work is helpful to better 

understand the variety of definitions based on the plurality of definitional elements but is not 

able to contribute much to a better understanding of terrorism itself. Schmid’s analysis leaves 

us with the same amount of confusion on the nature of terrorism as before and even confirms 

the presupposition that even a good enough definition inevitably consists of a whole variety of 

                                                           
43 SCHMID, A. P. (Ed.), Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, Routledge, London, 2011, pp.86-87. 



32 
 

different aspects and approaches. Schmid might not be accountable for this status quo since the 

status quo might instead be inherent in the question itself. Whether there is a solution for this 

definition deadlock remains an open question that the last part of this chapter will discuss 

further. The next section will first focus on the various national and international legal 

definitions of terrorism.  

 

3.2 Legal definitions 

 

Terrorism legislation and the UN  

 

The attempts to find a consensus on an academic definition that were described above, are 

partially also a reaction to the inability of the international community to conceptualize a 

universal legal definition of terrorism. The last section argued that an academic consensus 

definition might form an essential foundation for the further development of an international 

legal definition by pooling the different scholarly opinions on the definition of terrorism. 

Schmid points out that there is a significant chasm between the existing legal (draft) definitions 

and the ACD. This disparity is, according to Schmid, not unproblematic. Instead, he argues that 

“the absence of consensus on a legal definition on a global (i.e., United Nations) level is a 

serious matter, as it impedes international cooperation against an inhumane practice of waging 

conflict.” 44  Within the area of national law, a plurality of definitions of terrorism exists, 

differing from country to country. The existence of a national legal definition is necessary for 

a state to be able to legally deal with terrorism on their territory but is not sufficient vis-à-vis 

the international outreach of terrorist violence.  

 

Because terrorism is an international and transnational phenomenon, it is evident that adhering 

to the plurality of existing national legal definitions will, in the long run, bring along substantial 

problems. Within international law, the process of defining the phenomenon of terrorism has, 

until today, been complicated. Although the League of Nations worked with a definition of 

terrorism found in the Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of Terrorism from 1937, 

with their founding of in 1945 however, the United Nations did not adopt this definition. The 

convention that terrorism consists of “all criminal acts directed against a State and intended or 

calculated to create a state of terror in the minds of particular persons or a group of persons or 

                                                           
44 SCHMID, A.P, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, London, Routledge, 2011, p. 87. 
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the general public.”45Article 2 of the Convention additionally describes what acts are terrorist 

acts in the meaning of the definition in Article 1:  

 

1. Any willful act causing death or grievous bodily harm or loss of liberty to 

a. Heads of States, persons exercising the prerogatives of the head of the State, their 

hereditary or designated successors; 

b. The wives or husbands of the above-mentioned persons; 

c. Persons charged with public functions or holding public positions when the act is 

directed against them in their public capacity.  

2. Willful destruction of, or damage to, public property or property devoted to a public 

purpose belonging to or subject to the authority of another High Contracting Party 

3. Any willful act calculated to endanger the lives of the members of the public 

4. Any attempt to commit an offence falling within the foregoing provisions of the present 

article 

5. The manufacture, obtaining, possession, or supplying of arms, ammunition, explosives or 

harmful substances with a view to the commission in any country whatsoever of an 

offence falling within the present article.46  

 

It was only by the time of the Munich attacks in 197247 that the UN became aware of the urgent 

necessity of drafting a terrorism definition in order to be able to ostracize terrorism consistently 

on an international level. They adopted the resolution A/RES/3034 from 18th December as a 

reaction to the Munich attacks. The resolution is titled Measures to prevent international 

terrorism which endangers or takes innocent human lives or jeopardizes fundamental freedoms, 

and study of the underlying causes of those forms of terrorism and acts of violence which lie in 

misery, frustration, grievance and despair, and which cause some people to sacrifice human 

lives, including their own, in an attempt to effect radical changes. Although the resolution does 

not explicitly aim at developing a definition, its title already points at the different elements that 

are perceived as essential characteristics of terrorism. Resolution 3034 is furthermore important 

because the resolution decides on the establishment of an ad hoc committee, consisting of 35 

members. The ad hoc committee is asked to “consider the subject-matter urgently and submit 

                                                           
45 UNITED NATIONS, Art. 1.2 in Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of Terrorism. Retrieved February 
13, 2018 from https://dl.wdl.org/11579/service/11579.pdf. 
46 Ibid. 
47 On the 5th of September 1972 eight Palestinian attackers from the terror organisation black September attacked 
the residential quarter of the Israelian Olympic Team, two members of the team were immediately killed in the 
course of the attack, the remaining nine members of the team were held hostage by the attackers. The attackers 
urged the liberation of 232 Palestinian detainees as well as of the RAF-member Baader and Meinhoff. After an 
unsuccessful police intervention, all hostages were killed together with 5 of the hostage takers and one policeman.  
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the observations to the Secretary-General […], including concrete proposals for finding an 

effective solution to the problem.” The ad hoc Committee members were aware that this task 

could not be accomplished effectively without dealing with foundational questions about the 

nature of terrorism. Therefore, they divided committee into three bodies: one focusing on the 

definition of terrorism, one on the causes of terrorism and a third was concerned with the 

prevention of terrorism and with finding effective solutions to the problem of terrorism. The 

discord between the members of the ad hoc committee was too fundamental, and the committee 

only lasted six years without delivering any substantive results. In the years between and even 

until the end of the Cold War in 1989, the whole project seemed to be abandoned. The reason 

for this abandonment could be the fact that terrorism was not the highest concern of 

international politics at the time.  

 

In the post-cold war era, one can observe an increased optimism and renewed hope in the 

possibilities of finding an international universal and legally binding definition of terrorism. 

The resolution A/RES/49/60 from 9th of December 1994 with the title Measures to Eliminate 

International Terrorism is the first resolution on terrorism in which “at least some consensus 

on the nature of terrorism”48 can be found. The resolution points out that “The United Member 

States solemnly reaffirm their unequivocal condemnation of criminal acts intended or 

calculated to provoke a state of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular 

persons for political purposes are in any circumstances unjustifiable whatever the 

considerations of a political, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, religious or other 

nature.”49 One could discuss whether this can be perceived as a complete definition of terrorism 

since there are many more criminal acts that provoke a state of terror in the general public or 

particular persons without necessarily being terrorism. Nevertheless, the “unequivocal 

condemnation”50 of these acts shows that at this point, there was at least a certain shared 

understanding of what acts could be perceived as terrorism at the UN level. Those acts were 

perceived as criminal and unjustifiable at all times by constituting “a grave violation of the 

purposes and principles of the United Nations, which may pose a threat to international peace 

and security, jeopardize friendly relations among States, hinder international cooperation and 

                                                           
48 SCHMID, A.P, Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, London, Routledge, 2011, p. 50 
49 UNITED NATIONS, Resolution A/RES/49/60, Measures to eliminate international Terrorism, Art. I.1-3. 
Retrieved February 17, 2018 from http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/49/a49r060.htm. 
50 Ibid., Art. I.1. 
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aim at the destruction of human rights, fundamental freedoms and the democratic bases of 

society.”51 

 

Resolution 49/60 might have induced a new thought process within the UN, by again pointing 

at the necessity of a consistent international position towards the problem of international 

terrorism. On the 17th of December 1996 the resolution 51/210 was passed, which stressed that, 

by recalling Resolution 49/60, there is a “need further to strengthen international cooperation 

between States and international organizations and agencies, regional organizations and 

arrangements and the United Nations in order to prevent, combat and eliminate terrorism in all 

its forms and manifestations, wherever and by whomsoever committed, […]”52. With the goal 

of enhancing this international cooperation, with this resolution, the ad hoc committee on 

terrorism was re-established. The task of this ad hoc committee was “to elaborate an 

international convention for the suppression of terrorist bombing and, subsequently, an 

international convention for the suppression of acts of nuclear terrorism to supplement related 

existing international instruments, and thereafter to address means of further developing a 

comprehensive legal framework of conventions dealing with international terrorism.”53 The 

committee worked hard on proposing a draft comprehensive convention, which completion was 

obstructed the most by the lacking consensus on a definition. The ad hoc committee finally 

proposed the draft comprehensive convention on international terrorism in its report A/57/37. 

In Annex II, Article 2 it states that:  

 

Any person commits an offence within the meaning of this Convention if that person, by any 

means, unlawfully and intentionally causes:  

 

(a) Death or serious bodily injury to any person; or 

(b) serious damage to public and private property, including a State or government 

facility, a public transportation system, an infrastructure facility or the environment; or  

(c) damage to properties, places, facilities, or systems referred to in paragraph (b) of this 

article, resulting or likely to result in major economic loss, when the purpose of the 

                                                           
51 UNITED NATIONS, Resolution A/RES/49/60, Measures to eliminate international Terrorism, Art. I.2. Retrieve 
February 17, 2018 from http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/49/a49r060.htm. 
52 UNITED NATIONS, Resolution A/RES/51/210. Retrieved February 17, 2018 from  
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/51/a51r210.htm. 
53 UNITED NATIONS, Resolution A/RES/51/210, Art. III.9. Retrieved February 17, 2018 from  
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/51/a51r210.htm.  
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conduct, by its nature or context, is to intimidate a population, or to compel a 

Government or an international organization to do or abstain from doing any act.54 

 

The attacks of 9/11 further accelerated the process of finding an internationally binding legal 

definition on terrorism, because it reaffirmed the awareness that international cooperation in 

the battle against terrorism needed to be strengthened and such a definition would enhance this 

cooperation. On the 4th Meeting of the Sixth Committee of the General Assembly, it was argued, 

that “Nations had to come to an agreement on a definition of the term “terrorism,” for without 

a consensus of what constituted terrorism, nations could not unite against it.”55  With this 

renewed process, induced by the 9/11 Attacks, the ad hoc Committee almost reached an 

agreement on a “definition from the Ad Hoc Committee on Terrorism’s discussion on a 

Comprehensive Convention against International Terrorism.”56 

 

However, negotiations within the ad hoc Committee and Security Council remain tense because 

no consensus can be reached on mainly two issues: the inclusion of the use of state force within 

the meaning of the definition of terrorism and the seemingly irresolvable distinction between 

terrorism and legitimate forms of resistance violence. Alex Schmid sums up the most 

controversial issues in the discussion on the definition within the ad hoc Committee:  

 

1. Whether or not the term “terrorism should apply to the actions of government or states in the 

same way that it applies to the actions of non-sate groups; 

2. Whether or not one should differentiate between terrorism and the rights of peoples to self-

determination and to combat foreign occupation  

3. Whether or not to include activities of national armed forces in the exercise of their official 

duties and during armed conflicts if they are governed by or in conformity with international 

law;  

4. Whether or not to include the activities of national armed forces related to their potential use of 

nuclear weapons.57  

 

                                                           
54 UNITED NATIONS, Ad hoc Committee established by the General Assembly Resolution 51/210 of 17 
December 1996, Report A/57/37 of the, Annex II, Art. 2. Retrieved February 17, 2018 from 
http://www.undocs.org/A/57/37(SUPP)  
55 GENERAL ASSEMBLY, Sixth Committee, 4th meeting, Agreed Definition of Term “Terrorism” Said to be 

Needed for Consensus on Completing Comprehensive Convention Against it, GA/L/3276. Retrieved August 1st, 

2018 from https://www.un.org/press/en/2005/gal3276.doc.htm 
56 SCHMID, A.P., Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, London, Routledge, 2011, p.51. 
57 Ibid., p.52. 
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Beyond the issues summed up above, there is much more critique of the proposed definition of 

terrorism in the draft comprehensive convention on international terrorism. Despite the various 

points of criticism, the ad hoc Committee did not review Article 2 of the draft Convention, 

which forced the Security Council to, in 2004, come up with an implicit definition in resolution 

1566, which defines terrorism as:   

 

Criminal acts, including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause death or serious 

bodily injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general 

public or in a group of persons or particular persons, intimidate a population or compel a 

government or an international organization to do or to abstain from doing any act, which 

constitute offences within the scope and as defined in the international conventions and 

protocols relating to terrorism, are under no circumstances justifiable by considerations of a 

political, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, religious or other similar nature.58  

 

After more than a decade of struggling with the definition of terrorism by the ad hoc Committee 

and after endless debates, there is thus still no solution in sight. Even though there seems to be 

a consensus on the fact that an agreement on a definition is the precondition for international 

cooperation against international terrorism, the debates show that there remain too many 

substantial differences on the nature of terrorism. The discussion on the process of defining 

terrorism on UN level reflects the ambiguity of the phenomenon and is an example of the 

general definitional issues that accompany the discussions on terrorism. The lack of an agreed-

on definition forces the UN to adopt a pragmatic approach to counterterrorism cooperation. 

 

Terrorism legislation in the European Union  

 

The greater unity of interest between European Union Member States enabled the agreement 

on the European Convention on the Suppression of Terrorism already in 1977. This 

Convention, however, does not explicitly include a definition of terrorism but instead focuses 

on acts that should be understood as acts of terrorism within the meaning of the convention. All 

Member States adopted this convention. As such, it became the basis of European action against 

terrorist violence. The 9/11 attacks also generated new developments on the level of European 

terrorism legislation and sparked the discussion on the necessity of a terrorism definition.  

                                                           
58 UNITED NATIONS, Security Council Resolution S/RES/1566, 2004. Retrieved January, 1st, 2019 from 
https://www.un.org/depts/german/sr/sr_04-05/sr1566.pdf   
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Contrary to the problems accompanying the legal definition process on UN-level, the European 

Union managed to pass a consensus definition of terrorism in 2002. The Council Framework 

Decision of 13 June 2002 on combating terrorism (2002/475/JHA) “aims at providing a uniform 

legal framework for prosecuting terrorist acts. It institutes a common definition of terrorist 

offenses, as well as rules of competence and legal cooperation between the Member States for 

the prosecution of persons having committed terrorist acts.” 59  The Council Framework 

Decision defines terrorism in the following way:  

 

Intentional acts referred to below […] as defined as offenses under national law, which, given their 

nature or context, may seriously damage a country or an international organization where committed 

with the aim of: 

- seriously intimidating a population, or unduly compelling a Government or international 

organization to perform or abstain from performing any act, or 

- seriously destabilizing or destroying the fundamental political, constitutional, economic or 

social structures of a country or an international organization 

 

shall be deemed to be terrorist offences: 

 

(a) Attacks upon a person's life which may cause death; 

(b) Attacks upon the physical integrity of a person; 

(c) Kidnapping or hostage taking; 

(d) Causing extensive destruction to a Government or public facility, a transport system, an 

infrastructure facility, including an information system, a fixed platform located on the continental 

shelf, a public place or private property likely to endanger human life or result in major economic 

loss; 

(e) Seizure of aircraft, ships or other means of public or goods transport; 

(f) Manufacture, possession, acquisition, transport, supply or use of weapons, explosives or of 

nuclear, biological or chemical weapons, as well as research into, and development of, biological 

and chemical weapons; 

(g) Release of dangerous substances, or causing fires, floods or explosions the effect of which is to 

endanger human life; 

(h) Interfering with or disrupting the supply of water, power or any other fundamental natural 

resource the effect of which is to endanger human life; 

                                                           
59 DUMITRIU, E., The E.U.’s Definition of Terrorism: The Council Framework Decision on Combating 
Terrorism, in: German Law Journal, Vol. 5., No.5, 2004, p.590.  
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(i) Threatening to commit any of the acts listed in (a) to (h).60 

 

The definition consists of a subjective element and two objective elements. The subject element 

relates to the aim of “seriously intimidating…”, the objective elements relate to the necessity 

of being an offense under national law and the consequences of the act. Dumitriu concludes: 

“the definition of offenses relating to terrorism of the Council Framework Decision provides a 

welcome step. The Framework Decision adopts a horizontal approach of terrorism and 

establishes synthetic and precise definitions satisfying the requirements of legal safety the 

European Union and its Member States must respect.”61 Although many member States agreed 

on the definition provided by the Council Framework Definition, the Member States did not 

necessarily transpose this definition into national legislation (yet). The different national legal 

definitions will be subject of discussion in the following section. 

 

National legal definitions  

 

The fact that there is, outside the EU, practically no consensus on an international legal 

definition of terrorism is not unproblematic for its persecution, mainly because modern 

terrorism reaches beyond national borders which make it increasingly challenging to persecute 

terrorism exclusively on a national level. The lack of an international legal definition becomes 

even more problematic in respect of the substantial differences between terrorism definitions in 

national law. National counterterrorism legislation is in other words far from uniform. A couple 

of exemplary legal definitions will be discussed here in order to show to what extent legal 

definitions can differ or overlap. 

 

Terrorism legislation in the United States 

 

The U.S. Code defines both international terrorism and domestic terrorism. International 

terrorism encompasses activities with the following three characteristics: 

 

(A) Involve violent acts or acts dangerous to human life that violates federal or state 

law; 

                                                           
60 EUROPEAN UNION, Council Framework Decision on Combating Terrorism of June, 13th, 2002. Retrieved 
January 28, 2019, from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/GA/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32002F0475. 
61 DUMITRIU, E., The E.U.’s Definition of Terrorism: The Council Framework Decision on Combating 
Terrorism, in: German Law Journal, Vol. 5., No.5, 2004, p.602. 
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(B) Appear to be intended  

(i) to intimidate or coerce a civilian population;  

(ii) to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or 

coercion; or  

(iii) to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, 

assassination, or kidnapping; and 

(C) Occur primarily outside the territorial jurisdiction of the U.S., or transcend national 

boundaries in terms of the means by which they are accomplished, the persons they 

appear intended to intimidate or coerce, or the locale in which their perpetrators 

operate or seek asylum.62 

 

Domestic terrorism encompasses activities with the following three characteristics: 

 

(A) Involve acts dangerous to human life that violate federal or state law; 

(B) Appear intended  

(i) to intimidate or coerce a civilian population;  

(ii) to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or 

coercion; or  

(iii) to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, 

assassination. or kidnapping; and 

(C) Occur primarily within the territorial jurisdiction of the U.S.63 

 

In § 2332b, the US Code defines the term federal crime of terrorism as an offense that: 

 

(A) Is calculated to influence or affect the conduct of government by intimidation or 

coercion, or to retaliate against government conduct; and 

(B) Is a violation of one of several listed statutes, including § 930(c) (relating to killing or 

attempted killing during an attack on a federal facility with a dangerous weapon); and 

§ 1114 (relating to killing or attempted killing of officers and employees of the U.S.).64 

 

In the United States, legislation on terrorism is also mainly concerned with defining what 

criminal activity constitutes a terrorist act, and the country broadened its scope of acts defined 

as terrorist acts throughout the years. Especially after 9/11, the boundaries between terrorist 

                                                           
62 U.S. Code, Title 18, Part I, Chapter 113B, § 2331. Retrieved January 28, 2019, from 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/18/2331.  
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
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acts and other forms of criminal activities became increasingly diffuse. This development does 

not contribute to a better understanding of nor to the containment of terrorist activity. Instead, 

a lacking clear-cut legal definition of terrorism might result in either the inability of effectively 

persecuting terrorism or in the persecution of a variety of criminal acts under the PATRIOT 

Act that are not necessary terrorist acts. In any way, the broad scope of the legal category 

“terrorism” in the USA might increase the existing confusion on the nature of the phenomenon.  

 

Terrorism legislation in the United Kingdom  

 

The Terrorism Act 2000 contains the current definition of terrorism in the UK criminal code.   

 

1) In this Act “terrorism” means the use or threat of action where— 

a) The action falls within subsection (2), 

b) the use of threat is designed to influence the government [F1or an international 

governmental organization] or to intimidate the public or a section of the public, and 

c) the use of threat is made for the purpose of advancing a political, religious [F2, racial] 

or ideological cause. 

2) Action falls within this subsection if it— 

a) involves serious violence against a person, 

b) involves serious damage to property, 

c) endangers a person’s life, other than that of the person committing the action, 

d) creates a serious risk to the health or safety of the public or a section of the public, or 

e) is designed seriously to interfere with or seriously to disrupt an electronic system. 

3) The use or threat of action falling within subsection (2) which involves the use of firearms 

or explosives is terrorism whether or not subsection (1)(b) is satisfied.65 

 

The Terrorist Act 2006, passed on the 30th of March 2006 does not contain an adjusted definition 

of terrorism and appears to adhere to the definition of the Terrorism Act 2000. The Terrorism 

act 2006 was drafted as a reaction to the London Bombings on the 7th of July 2005 and is mainly 

concerned with the broadening of the legislation on encouragement to terrorism, training for or 

preparation of terrorist acts. 

 

 

                                                           
65 Terrorism Act 2000. Retrieved on January, 28th, 2019, from 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/section/1. 
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Terrorism legislation in Germany 

 

In comparison to both the United States of America and the United Kingdom, Germany has a 

more complex history of terrorism and therefore presumably also a more complicated position 

in respect to the legal definition problem. Contrary to other counterterrorism legislation, 

Germany has not adopted a definition of terrorism or terrorist acts in its criminal code, although 

it has a very strict and extended legislation on terrorism. Both §89a and §129 of the German 

Criminal Code are concerned with respectively “crimes endangering the state” and “terrorist 

organizations.” §129 defines not what a terrorist organization is, but specifies what aims or acts 

of an organization makes the organization a terrorist organization under §129. According to this 

paragraph, terrorist organizations are organizations which aim or activity is oriented at:  

 

- Murder (§211) or homicide (§212) or genocide (§6) or crimes against humanity (§7) or war 

crimes (§§88, 9, 10,11 or §12 or 

- Crimes against personal freedom under §239b or §239b 

 

Or if the aim or activity of the organization is oriented at:  

- Causing serious physical or psychological injuries, especially those under §226 

- Crimes under §§303b, 305,305 or state endangering crimes  

- Crimes against the environment  

- Crimes against the war munition control law 

- Crimes against the gun control law 

 

Following the adoption of the American PATRIOT-ACT by the United States and the adoption 

of the Terrorist Act 2006 by the United Kingdom, Germany also adopted specific 

counterterrorism legislation in the aftermath of 9/11. The extended counterterrorism legislation 

is one of the strictest in Europe, including extended legislation on the crime of encouraging 

terrorism, training terrorism or cooperation with terrorist organizations, but still does not 

include a comprehensive definition of terrorism or terrorist acts. The first counterterrorism 

legislation Terrorismusbekämpfungsgesetz was passed on the 9th of January 2002. Another 

additional legislation Terrorismusbekämpfungsergänzungsgesetz was passed on January 11, 

2007.  

 

The legal definition of terrorism in German legislation is a complicated legal issue. It appears 

as if terrorist acts are exclusively understood as “acts seriously endangering the state” under 
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§89 of the criminal law. However those “acts seriously endangering the state” are defined as: 

“crimes against life under §211(murder) or §212 (homicide) or against personal freedom 

according to §239a (extortionate abduction) or §239b (hostage-taking) that, determined by the 

context is able to threaten the existence or security of the state or an international organization 

or to eradicate or undermine the constitutional foundations of the German Federal Republic.66 

This definition could indeed include terrorist acts, but it remains unclear why neither §89 nor 

§129 make explicit reference to the specific character or definition of terrorism and terrorist 

acts. This lack of definition would not be problematic if one would say that terrorist acts are 

necessarily “acts seriously endangering the state” and can, therefore, be prosecuted under §89. 

However, this does not explain the necessity of additional and extended counterterrorism 

legislation, nor the use of the adjective “terrorist” in §129. To be consistent, in the case that the 

lack of a legal definition was a conscious decision, in §129 it should also say “crimes/acts 

seriously endangering the state” instead of “terrorist.” Therefore, it appears that terrorist acts 

nevertheless differ from the acts defined by §89, although this difference is not further 

explained. One could thus say that it would generally not be a problem if the legislation would 

refrain from further defining terrorism, as there would be good reasons for this67, but that would 

need to imply that they would refrain from using the terms “terrorist” and “terrorism” all-

encompassing, which is not the case.  

 

Differences and common elements between legal and academic definitions of terrorism 

 

A first important conclusion concerning the commonalities and differences between the 

different national legal definitions is the fact that, contrary to the academic efforts, most legal 

definitions refrain from defining the specific features of terrorism but focus on defining the 

range of acts that fall within the meaning of terrorism. The reason therefore undoubtedly is the 

fact that, contrary to academic interests, a state’s first and foremost interest is the consistent 

legal persecution of terrorist violence. In order to be able do that, the law needs to define at 

least the range of acts and offenses that are terrorist offenses within the meaning of the national 

                                                           
66 Original quotation: „Eine schwere staatsgefährdende Gewalttat ist eine Straftat gegen das Leben in den Fällen 
des § 211 oder des § 212 oder gegen die persönliche Freiheit in den Fällen des § 239a oder des § 239b, die nach 
den Umständen bestimmt und geeignet ist, den Bestand oder die Sicherheit eines Staates oder einer internationalen 
Organisation zu beeinträchtigen oder Verfassungsgrundsätze der Bundesrepublik Deutschland zu beseitigen, 
außer Geltung zu setzen oder zu untergraben.“   
67 For example, because in the history of the German Federal Republic there has been many different forms of 
terrorism with different ideological, religious, etc. orientation.  
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legal definition of terrorism. The concrete definition of acts that fall within the range of terrorist 

offenses, therefore, has priority over a legal definition of the phenomenon of terrorism itself. 

 

What becomes apparent by looking at the various national and international legal definitions, 

is that, besides the definition of terrorism in the UN resolution A/RES/3034 from 18th December 

1972 “Measures to prevent international terrorism which endangers or takes innocent human 

lives or jeopardizes fundamental freedoms, and study of the underlying causes of those forms 

of terrorism and acts of violence which lie in misery, frustration, grievance and despair, and 

which cause some people to sacrifice human lives, including their own, in an attempt to effect 

radical changes”, legal definitions almost completely blind out possible causes and underlying 

dynamics of the resort to terrorism. 

 

From a legal perspective, this is entirely comprehensible because the function of a terrorism 

definition, in this case, is, the enhancement of the consequent persecution of terrorism on either 

a national or international level. Nevertheless, this one-sided approach leaves the question on 

the nature of terrorism partially unanswered (which may be even causal for the lack of 

agreement). Within the legal realm, the definition of terrorism focuses mainly on the features 

of terrorist acts, less on the aims, goals, and actors, although the Terrorism Act 2000 does refer 

to “the use of threat to advance ideological goals” which is rather uncommon for a legal 

definition.  

 

Some legal definitions regard the importance of fear or intimidation as a coercive instrument 

and of the specific goals of terrorism as a strategy, but not all definitions refer to those elements. 

However, almost all legal definitions reaffirm the coercive nature of terrorism. Furthermore 

remarkable, in comparison to many of the academic definitions, is the absence of any reference 

to for example the indiscriminate nature of terrorist violence and its disproportional use of 

violence against innocent civilians. The legal definitions generally also refer more to the effects 

and consequences of terrorist violence, for example, the way in which the terrorist act brings 

damage to state infrastructure, property, buildings or societal and political structures than 

academic definitions would. This state-centered interpretation of terrorism is, from a legal 

perspective, comprehensible and necessary but arguably reinforces a limited understanding of 

terrorism, its goals, and its methods. The dominance of structural-functional definitions of 

terrorism on a legal level is, on the one hand, necessary and unavoidable but can, on the other 
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hand, have unintended negative consequences for the conception of counterterrorism policies. 

This delicate balancing act will be a central issue of discussion at a later stage of this research.  

 

In conclusion, although there are some important commonalities between national legal 

definitions of terrorism and there is a legal consensus definition of terrorism on EU level, the 

national varieties and problems of defining terrorism on UN level point at the inherent obscurity 

of the (legal) nature of terrorism. Because of those problems, one can observe a critical 

imbalance between extensive counterterrorist legislation on both national and international 

level and the absence of a legally binding definition of terrorism. The finding that the agreement 

on a definition of terrorism is the precondition of effective international cooperation in 

counterterrorism action points at the importance of the definitional problems for 

counterterrorism practice. Not only does the presence of a terrorism definition per se appears 

to be necessary for international counterterrorism cooperation, but it will also be shown later 

on, that the content of this definition will also have decisive repercussions for counterterrorism 

practice. It was already pointed at the problems resulting from only focusing on the features 

and scope of terrorist acts, instead of on terrorism as a historically coherent political 

phenomenon with a specific dynamic and with particular causes and enabling conditions. 

Although those elements might be legally irrelevant, they appear to be of highly relevant for 

international counterterrorism action.  

 

Despite many uncertainties and inconsistencies concerning the definition of terrorism, the next 

section will take a short look at the characteristics of post-9/11 terrorism, which will be the 

main focus of this research. When speaking of terrorism in this research, in the first place, 

terrorism is referring to the current wave of religiously motivated terrorist violence in the 

aftermath of and in the process leading to, the attacks on the World Trade Center on the 11th of 

September 2001. This particular form of terrorism, which is subject of this research, is also the 

form of terrorism which is referred to, at least most of the time, at the political and public level 

when terrorism is discussed. This particular form of terrorism might have a lot in common with 

other particular forms of terrorism since there might indeed be a historical continuity and 

coherence but might also have important specific characteristics. A longer analysis of this 

specific type of terrorism does not fall within the scope of this research, mainly since the focus 

of this research is not the examination of a particular historical form of terrorism as such, but 

rather the meta-ethical and philosophical discussion of the ethics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Since the results of this more abstract discussion will be applied to question 
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of the effectiveness and the conceptualization of counterterrorist strategies in the context of the 

current challenge of transnational terrorism, a short introduction is, however, necessary before 

proceeding. 

4. Typologies of terrorism 

Researchers of terrorism have tried to overcome the definitional problems concerning terrorism 

by shifting the focus from trying to find a general definition of terrorism to looking at particular 

characteristics of different terrorist incidents. A typology can be defined as: “a purposive, 

planned selection, abstraction, combination and (sometimes) accentuation of a set of criteria 

with empirical references.”68 Typologies of terrorism differ from definitions of terrorism to the 

extent that typologies of terrorism tend to classify different forms of terrorism according to 

specific bases of classification. Typologies focus on specific, non-generalizable features of 

particular forms of terrorism in order to contribute to a better understanding of terrorism instead 

of trying to subsume those different forms of terrorism under a single definition of terrorism. 

One could say that typologies of terrorism aim at overcoming the dead-end definition problem 

by solely focusing on particular instances of terrorist violence and trying to categorize them on 

the basis of particular characteristics instead of on trying to define terrorism as a single 

phenomenon. The efforts to develop a typology of terrorism were also initiated by Alex Schmid, 

together with his colleagues, Stohl and Flemming in the 1988 edition of Political Terrorism: A 

New Guide to Actors, Authors, Concepts, Databases, Theories, and Literature. Schmid’s basic 

typology in 1982 distinguished between:  

 

Figure 1:  A basic typology of terrorism, by A. P. Schmid (1982). A = state actor; a1, a2 = non-state actors; 

[b] = proxy actors; B = other state actor.69 

                                                           
68 MCKINNEY, J.C., Constructive Typology and Social Theory, Appleton-Century-Crofts, New York, 1966 
69 SCHMID, A.P. & MARSDEN, S.V., Typologies of Terrorism, in: SCHMID, A.P. (ed.), The Routledge Handbook of 
Terrorism Research, Routledge, Oxon/New York, 2011, p.159. 
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After Schmid, many researchers have developed many different typologies of terrorism to the 

degree that one can now state, that there are as many typologies of terrorism as there are 

definitions. This fact makes clear that typologies of terrorism cannot solve all the definitional 

problems. A typology is helpful for identifying what kind of terrorism is examined. The 

typologization of different kinds of terrorism should, however, also not be perceived as entirely 

comprehensive. The very particular historical and political context of every single incident of 

terrorism still needs to be taken into account.  

 

Furthermore, although it might indeed be helpful to categorize different forms of terrorist 

violence in order to understand its dynamics, structure, and goals better, this categorization can 

also not do without the use of the term terrorism and thus leaves the question of what terrorist 

violence distinguishes from other forms of violence open. One can even argue that typologies 

of terrorist violence only make sense as long as they also rely on a specific a priori definition 

of what terrorist violence is. For how would it be possible to categorize specific forms of 

terrorist violence, let alone to identify them, if one does not have a definition of terrorist 

violence? 

 

Although typologies of terrorism cannot solve all definitional problems and many questions  

remain unanswered, there are nevertheless particular assets of the use of typologies. Alex 

Schmid and Sarah V. Marsden point at particular assets of a typology approach in the context  

of terrorism and political violence. They find that:  

 

One of the primary benefits of typology is the greater conceptual clarity they allow. This is 

particularly important when it comes to terrorism and political violence, as it ‘frequently 

involves the interaction and effects of the actions of many persons and collectives involving a 

multiplicity of motivations, psychological effects and subjective evaluations. Typologies 

therefore provide discipline, and enable inaccuracies in a conceptual approach to surface – above 

and beyond the basic purpose of allowing for the ordering of data. […] A further advantage of 

typologies can be seen in their practical application to the social and political realm. Described 

as heuristics, typologies should provide the most salient information related to compounds of 

attributes considered important in the phenomena under scrutiny. This is especially pertinent in 
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the realm of policy since increasingly nuanced explanations, in particular of new or developing 

situations, are facilitated by typologies.70 

 

Moreover, according to Ezzat A. Fattah, “Typologies of terrorism are…useful in differentiating 

and categorizing terrorism, in understanding its “causes,” manifestations and impact; in 

controlling its incidence; and in minimizing its effects.” 71 The general discussion on typologies 

of terrorism cannot be further discussed here.72 It is, however, essential to know that researchers 

have tried to put particular instances of terrorism into categories, in order to identify the kind 

of terrorism that is examined. Typologies can therefore also help to identify the kind of 

terrorism to which this research refers. 

 

4.1 Religiously motivated, transnational terrorism 

 

Because and despite the complexity of the research field of terrorism and counterterrorism and 

the problems resulting from the undefinable character of terrorism, it is essential to define the 

scope of this research before proceeding. The discussion of the definitional problems of 

terrorism showed that the image of terrorism as a single uniform phenomenon only further 

obscures the understanding of the phenomenon, even though there might be a particular 

historical coherence. The fact that terrorism comes in many different forms and people use it as 

a strategy in the pursuit of many different goals, such as religious, political or ideological goals, 

seems to obstruct the ability to clearly define terrorism as a single phenomenon. The discussion 

of typologies of terrorism showed that the categorization of a different kind of terrorism might 

at least help to understand certain forms of terrorism better.  

 

Although general findings of this research might apply to several forms of terrorism, the scope 

of research is limited to a particular type of terrorism. The analysis and assertions of this 

research will always refer to this specific type of terrorism, as this research is not a historical 

study but an analysis of contemporary political answers to the type of terrorism that constitutes 

the current most significant challenge to international politics. To take this type of terrorism as 

a reference was preferable since this research aims at formulating concrete proposals for action 

                                                           
70 SCHMID, A.P. & MARSDEN, S.V., Typologies of Terrorism, in: SCHMID, A.P. (ed.), The Routledge Handbook of 
Terrorism Research, Routledge, Oxon/New York, 2011, p.159. 
71 FATTAH, E.A., Terrorist Activities and Terrorist Targets - A Tentative Typology, in: ALEXAND, Y & GLEASON, 
J.M. (Eds.) Behavioral and Quantitative Perspectives on Terrorism, Pergamon Press, New York, 1981, p.11. 
72 For further reading see SCHMID, A.P. & MARSDEN, S.V., Typologies of Terrorism, in: SCHMID, A.P. (ed.), 
Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, Routledge, Oxon/New York, 2011. 
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concerning the interaction with especially this type of terrorism. Although certain aspects of 

the meta-analysis of this research might also apply to terrorism and counterterrorism in the 

context of other instances of terrorist violence, the findings and statements of this research 

should in the first instance always be understood in conjunction with the specific subject of 

reference of this research. 

 

This research focuses on the current most dynamic and widely used form of terrorism. Its 

typology is both motivation- and environment-based, namely religious motivated and 

transnational terrorism. The two typological categories religiously motivated and transnational 

are taken together because their interplay is typical for this particular form of terrorism. Many 

authors such as Bruce Hoffman have used the typology “religiously motivated” for describing 

current forms of terrorist violence. Ulrich Schneckener recently further developed the typology 

with respect to its transnational component.73 Religiously motivated terrorism is characterized 

by religious rhetoric that legitimizes the use of violence against a specific group of people. The 

decisive difference between religiously motivated terrorism and secular terrorism is its 

underlying value system. Religiously motivated terrorism receives its characteristics through 

its transcendental dimension, which make the terrorist act a holy act, a sacrifice. Because of the 

transcendental dimension of religiously motivated terrorism, “secular” reasoning is seldom 

supplied and violent acts can be legitimated within a Manichean framework. The term 

Manichean refers to an ancient religious movement that the Iranian prophet Mani had founded. 

The main characteristic of this religious movement, Manichaeism, was its dualist cosmology 

that viewed the world and human life as a constant struggle between good and evil powers. 

Therefore, religious worldviews that divide between good and evil powers are often called 

Manichean. Religiously motivated terrorism also often relies on such a Manichean framework 

as it divides the world into two groups: the good and the evil. This division into good and evil 

people is furthermore often connected with the belief of being the “chosen people” or with 

religious obligations to forcibly protect or enforce a particular moral and value order. The 

legitimation of the use of violence by religious beliefs can give religiously motivated terrorist 

violence a particular brisance. Although religious beliefs and religious rhetoric have been one 

of the earliest and most common bases for legitimizing the use of terrorist violence, and all 

religions have legitimized the use of terrorist violence in the past, since the 1980s, religiously 
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motivated terrorism has become new visibility in the form of so-called Islamist terrorism or 

Jihadist Terrorism.  

 

Radical Islamist or Jihadist terrorism has a long and complicated history and has appeared in 

different shapes throughout history. It should also be noted, that many different militant Islamist 

groups use and have used terrorism today and, in the past, (for example al-Qaeda, al-Nusra, Al-

Shabaab, ISIS...). Those groups, although they all legitimize their use of violence by religious 

arguments, should not be seen as one homogeneous group of “Islamist terrorists”. The rise of 

radical Islamist militancy and terrorism in Europe is, in comparison to Islamist activities in 

other regions, a rather recent phenomenon, for which there are several demographical and 

political reasons. The origination process of Islamist terrorism and its historical development, 

as well as its particular steady rise in Europe, cannot be discussed in depth here.74  

 

For now, it should suffice to state that radical Islamist or Jihadist, transnational terrorism 

describes all sorts of terrorist violence that are conducted in the pursuit of specific religious and 

political goals, legitimized by religious arguments and framed within a Manichean worldview 

that divides the world in two groups: believers and non-believers. This group of non-believers 

includes non-Muslims but also people who refuse to respect the moral rules that are being 

promulgated as well as people who are perceived as dissident for other reasons. Islamist 

terrorists might believe that all non-believers are legitimate targets of terrorist attacks or other 

violence and that the order of the non-believers should be destabilized and destroyed in the long 

term in order to protect and install a value order and “dominion” of the true believers. Amir 

Taheri argues that Islamic terrorism has some specific characteristics different from other forms 

of (religiously motivated) terrorism. He identifies three main differences:  

 

First, it rejects all the contemporary ideologies in their various forms; it sees itself as the total 

outsider with no option but to take control or to fall, gun in hand. It cannot even enter into talks 

with other terrorist movements which may, in some specific cases at least, share its tactical 

objectives. Considering itself as an expression of Islamic revival - which must, by definition, 

lead to the conquest of the entire globe by the True Faith - it bases all its actions on the dictum 

that the end justifies the means […] The second characteristic that distinguishes the Islamic 

version from other forms of terrorism is that it is clearly conceived and conducted as a form of 

Holy War which can only end when total victory has been achieved. […] The third specific 
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characteristic of Islamic terrorism is that it forms the basis of a whole theory both of individual 

conduct and of state policy. To kill the enemies of Allah and to offer the infidels the choice 

between converting to Islam or being put to death is the duty of every individual believer, as 

well as the supreme – if not the sole – task of the Islamic State.75  

Bruce Hoffmann furthermore shows, that Islamist terrorism is not only religiously motivated 

but should rather be described as religious-political terrorism. He argues that, even if the use of 

violence is conceived as a religious duty and has an explicitly transcendental dimension, 

political goals or at least political beliefs are playing a role in legitimizing the use of violence 

as well. The intertwinement of political goals and religious concepts is caused by the fact that, 

according to many scholars, in Islam, religion and politics are and should be indivisible. The 

“holy” or “religious” dimension of religious, political terrorism gives terrorism a different 

character and might even make it more lethal, as Bruce Hoffman noted, since the violence of 

religious political terrorism is conceived as an act of religious duty or even a “sacramental” act. 

The self-legitimation of religious, political terrorism is conclusively distinct from the self-

legitimation of right- or left-wing political terrorism. This influences their range, aggression, 

and choice of victims. “The religious political terrorist sees himself as an outsider from the 

society that he rejects, and this sense of alienation enables him to contemplate, and undertake, 

for more destructive and bloodier types of terrorist operation than his “secular political” 

counterpart.”76 Although Hoffman's analysis stems from the late 1980s, his findings sound 

surprisingly up-to-date.  

Dispositive for this current widely active form of terrorism is not only the fact that it is 

religiously motivated and pursuits religious and political goals, but also its transnational 

character. Firstly, transnationality indicates something about the sphere of action of terrorism 

as well as about the character of terrorist networks in general. One of the most critical 

characteristics of terrorist networks in the post-Cold War period is that those networks are not 

state bound, they are so-called non-state actors and non-state networks. Terrorist organizations 

today organize themselves beyond borders, diffusely and partly constituted by the existence of 

a plurality of, for example, small groups and training camps throughout the world. According 

to Ulrich Schneckener, the transnational profile of terrorist networks can be described roughly 

by four main characteristics:  

 

                                                           
75TAHERI, A., Holy Terror. The Inside Story of Islamic Terrorism, Sphere Books, London, 1987.  
76 HOFFMAN, B., The Contrasting Ethical Foundations of Terrorism in the 1980’s, 1988, p.24. Retrieved August 
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1) Terrorist networks have an international or regional agenda. This means that transnational 

terrorism not only aims at changing the national order but merely aims at a greater range of 

change. Terrorist violence by transnational networks is thus no reactions to or repercussions of 

national conflict but rather is a declaration of conflict.  

2) Transnational terrorist networks have an underlying ideology, which is also transnational. 

Transnational ideologies are ideologies that have the capacity of overcoming cultural and 

national specificities. The ideology should be attractive for everyone involved in the terrorist 

networks, independent from their national or cultural affiliation. Connected to, for example, 

religious narratives, those ideologies become very strong and are able to connect many different 

people  

3) In alignment with the first two characteristics, persons affiliating to transnational terrorist 

networks have different national and ethnic backgrounds. Transnational terrorist networks tend 

to recruit everywhere in the world as long as members are willing to adopt the terrorist ideology 

and terrorist strategies.  

4) In order to be effective and keep control despite dispersion, transnational terrorist networks need 

well-functioning transnational network-structures and institutions. Those transnational 

structures are vital for the securing of communication and transfer of money, material, and 

arms.77 

 

Religiously motivated, specifically radical Islamist, terrorism since the 1990s organizes and 

operates following this transnational network system. Al Qaida, likewise IS, are clear examples 

of terrorist organizations with members all over the world that can connect and recruit members 

by a transnational ideology. With the help of well-functioning and robust network structures, 

they can communicate between different countries and organize terrorist attacks beyond 

national borders. In today’s interconnected and global world, it is has become easier for terrorist 

networks to strengthen their transnational character and to grow larger and recruit members. 

With the help of multiple enablers such as social media and open borders, it has become easier 

to spread terrorist ideology, to create communication structures or to control flows of money 

and the transfer of materials and persons. Therefore, transnational terrorist networks have 

radically changed today’s security environment. Since affiliations to transnational terrorist 

networks have become easily accessible, individuals can voluntarily decide to join those 

networks. In no time, those individuals will be provided contact with nearby terrorist cells and 

will be offered several opportunities of traveling abroad, attending training camps or, if 

traveling abroad is not possible for one or another reason, in the last couple of years those 
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individuals are increasingly encouraged to become so-called lone wolf terrorists. In sum, this 

means that today everyone, independent from their home-base, national, cultural or ethnic 

affiliation, can join a transnational terrorist group and to conduct terrorist attacks if he or she is 

willing. The easy affiliation process poses a significant challenge to international security and 

international politics. 

 

In conclusion, religiously motivated, Islamist or Jihadist, transnational terrorism is just one 

among many other types of terrorism. The short outlining of some of the main characteristics 

of this type of terrorism aimed to contribute to demarcate the reference point of the present 

research. The general discussion on the typologies of terrorism has value in itself, mainly 

regarding its sensitivity for causes and originating processes and because of its ability to classify 

different forms of terrorism, it, however, does not outwit the definitional problem.  

 

5. Preliminary conclusion 

 

The first section of this chapter pointed at the many different elements of terrorist violence that 

can be part of a terrorism definition and showed that it is difficult to define what elements have 

the highest relevance or the most significant potential for building a good enough definition. 

The second section looked at the different legal definitions and stated that legal definitions 

differ substantially from academic definitions, especially because legal definitions take an 

explicitly state-oriented approach, focusing on terrorist actions as criminal offenses instead of 

on the broader phenomenon of terrorism as a violent (political) strategy. The chapter also 

discussed why this difference between academic and legal definitions is not unproblematic 

regarding counterterrorism practice. The previous section focused on typologies of terrorism 

and looked at the specificities of a particular form of terrorism with which the Western world 

has increasingly been confronted since 9/11. This discussion showed that the characteristics of 

this particular form of terrorism do contribute to a better understanding of this historically 

particular form of terrorist violence, but not necessarily tells us much about how terrorism has 

to be defined. 

 

In respect of the manifold problems this chapter pointed at, and because of the particularity of 

the current wave of terrorist violence, it appears as if the initial question of what terrorism is, is 

increasingly difficult to answer. The answer to this question seemingly depends on what 

elements one perceives to be characteristic of terrorist violence, on one’s particular historical 
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context, on the particular typology of terrorism, on the function of the definition (legal vs. 

academic) and that it arguably even lies in the “eye of the beholder.” The next section will 

discuss whether, in the light of those difficulties, it is even possible or desirable to find a solution 

to this definition deadlock or if one should rather refrain from looking for a universal definition 

or applicable typologies and instead focus on other important questions concerning concrete 

and particular cases of (international) political terrorism. Is it even possible to find a general 

answer to the question of what terrorism is or should the scope of this question be limited?  

6. The (non)necessity of a terrorism definition  

After discussing the difficulties with defining terrorism, a task that every research on terrorism 

has to face, it would be legitimate to ask whether it is possible or necessary to formulate a 

definition of terrorism at all. Some argue that, if it is so difficult to reach an agreed-on definition, 

it might even be elusive to make those efforts. Schmid furthermore points at the fact that “many 

scholars are sick and tired of discussing the definition issue.” 78  Those feelings are 

comprehensible, in fact, it is an imposition that every serious research on terrorism cannot be 

conducted without discussing the same issues that many others have discussed many times 

before. In 1977, Walter Laqueur already states that “[a]ny definition of political terrorism 

venturing beyond noting the systematic use of murder, injury and destruction or the threats of 

such acts toward achieving political ends is bound to lead to endless controversies.”79 He 

furthermore predicts that the efforts to find such a consensus definition, even if it would be an 

achievable goal, would not decisively contribute to a further understanding of terrorism and 

would not contribute to the political containment of terrorist violence. Following Laqueur, 

Omar Malik also argues that the discussions on the definition of terrorism only further obscure 

our understanding of the phenomenon and that we might not need such a definition to be still 

able to understand terrorism better and to better deal with it80. Many other scholars develop a 

similar opinion on the issue in the following decades of terrorism research.  

 

Because of the problems on a legal level, some authors believe that it is impossible to find a 

legal definition or that a legal definition would even not have any additional legal value. 

According to their argumentation, it is wrong to focus on terrorism as a broader phenomenon. 

Instead, they believe that one should focus on the elements of terrorist violence that can be dealt 
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with within the realm of an already existing legal framework. According to this argumentation, 

terrorism as such has no legal significance and is unavoidably ambiguous, but elements of 

terrorist violence and its effects are legally significant (e.g., killing of non-combatants or 

damage to state property). Judge Richard Baxter says: “We have cause to regret that a legal 

concept of terrorism was ever inflicted on us. The term is imprecise; it is ambiguous; and, above 

all, it serves no operative legal purpose.”81 Rosalyn Higgins argues similarly: “Terrorism is a 

term without legal significance. The term is at once shorthand to allude to a variety of problems 

with some common elements, and a method of indicating community condemnation for the 

conduct concerned.”82 

 

There are good reasons to agree with Laqueur, Rosalyn Higgins and others. Rejecting the 

necessity of articulating a terrorism definition, might have the positive consequence that 

terrorist acts are perceived as criminal acts and criminalized by existing law. This perspective 

implies that one rejects the assumption that terrorism constitutes a particular crime that is 

characteristically different from other crimes. Consequently, according to this argumentation, 

there is no need for specific terrorism legislation, as it only leads to arbitrariness and confusion. 

This critique is furthermore built on the assumption, that a consensus definition cannot be found 

because it ultimately is a subjective undertaking. A definition of terrorism will always remain 

dependent on personal, political or ideological preliminaries.  

 

The subjective dimension of terrorism definitions as well as the disagreement on the scope of 

such a definition obstructs the political consensus process and indicates that a consensus on a 

universal definition might indeed be impossible. This finding appears to have substantial 

consequences for drafting international terrorism legislation since it is argued that a consensus 

definition is a necessity for international terrorism legislation. One should, therefore, question 

whether a legal terrorism definition is a precondition for international terrorism legislation. 

Koskenniemi argues that the legal issues of complex international problems cannot be solved 

by definitions. He believes that those definitions always run the risk of being “under- or 

overinclusive, that is to say, they will fail to include some future cases that the drafters would 

have wanted to include, had they known of those cases at the time the definition was drafted. 
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Moreover, they will exclude some future cases that should have been included.”83 A too narrow 

definition of terrorism runs the risk of not being able to punish certain criminal acts as terrorist 

acts. The other way around, a too broad definition of terrorism might lead to the inclusion of 

certain violent acts that should rather not be perceived as terrorist.  

 

A further argument against the necessity of a universal definition of terrorism is the fact that 

the quest for a terrorism definition distracts from the examination of more substantial questions 

of terrorism. It was already shown that terrorism is a strategy that many different actors have 

used in the past and still use today in the pursuit of many different political, religious and 

ideological goals. The aim to find a definition that can include all these different forms might 

not only be extremely difficult but furthermore might also fail to include some of the most 

critical subjective elements of terrorism. If a terrorism definition is a precondition for 

(international) terrorism legislation, then this definition will also be the basis for the 

conceptualization of counterterrorism strategies. The experiences of the last years have shown, 

that the containment of terrorist violence cannot be successful with policies that are insensitive 

to the subjective elements of terrorism. It might, therefore, be argued that a definition of 

terrorism that informs counterterrorism strategy need to include a sensitivity for intentions, 

goals, and motives.  

 

The definitional problem confronts with a dilemma. On the one hand, the occurrence of terrorist 

violence on a national and international level requires legislation that can consistently persecute 

this violence. On the other hand, it appears as if a terrorist definition is too subjective, always 

over- or underinclusive and not sensitive enough to the plurality of different forms of terrorism. 

From a legal point of view, it thus appears that Rosalynd Higgins has been right by stating that 

terrorism has no legal significance and there are good reasons to believe that “terrorist” violence 

should be persecuted within the realm of existing criminal law. Because of the inherent 

subjectivity of terrorism definitions, terrorism legislation is necessarily arbitrary, and its 

applicability lies in the eye of the beholder since “a one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 

fighter”84. Nevertheless, a definition of terrorism can make sense in the context of prevention 

and containment of terrorist violence. Boaz Ganor, for example, emphasizes that: “an objective, 

internationally accepted definition of terrorism is a feasible goal, and that an effective struggle 
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against terrorism requires such a definition. The sooner the nations of the world come to this 

realization, the better.”85 

 

Within this context, a definition of terrorism needs to be able to reflect the high variety of forms 

of terrorism. The research on terrorism definitions also often build on a rather undifferentiated 

understanding of terrorism and tend to focus on only one element of terrorisms’ constitutive 

elements. Instead, it might be necessary to combine in a definition both the structural 

characteristics of terrorism and its subjective dimension. Therefore, one needs to demarcate 

what motivations, ethical foundation, aims or goals are constitutive to the dynamics of 

terrorism. The importance of those elements seems to be widely neglected in the definition 

debate, what might be explained by the fact that those elements are perceived as having no legal 

relevance. Even if this is the case, for a better understanding and effective containment of the 

phenomenon, the inclusion of those elements might nevertheless be a precondition.  

 

These findings imply that within the debate on terrorism definitions, it is helpful to make a 

difference between the function of a definition within the context of terrorism legislation and 

within the context of terrorism prevention and containment. It was argued that there is no 

necessity for a terrorism definition for the legal persecution of terrorist acts. Those acts can be 

persecuted by existing criminal law, by focusing on the real crimes committed by terrorist actors 

and within the range of a terrorist act. On the other hand, a comprehensive definition of 

terrorism might be needed in the context of counterterrorism, as the basis of a strategy of 

containment and prevention. The next, and hence the last, section of this chapter will discuss 

this issue.  

7. The three constituents of terrorism  

The search for a definition of terrorism appears, because of the many difficulties summed up in 

the last sections, to be indeed a very challenging task. A definition generally seems not to be 

able to avoid focusing on only one aspect of terrorism, mostly on its methods, goals or targets, 

thereby often being under- or over-inclusive and exclusively target-oriented and inherently 

related to subjective judgment. Definitions generally fail to take into account the importance of 

terrorism’s (inner) dynamics, respectively of agent-oriented elements. In cases where a 

definition can take into account those inner dynamics or agent-oriented elements, the definition 
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seems to lose its legal relevance because it fails to include the objective structural dimension of 

the phenomenon.  

Excluding the importance of subjective elements of terrorist violence might eventually 

positively contribute to finding a specific consensus definition of terrorism. This definition will 

probably reveal something about what terrorism is, but it would be exclusively based on, 

amongst other things, its methods, its targets, and goals, thereby failing to grasp the complexity 

of the phenomenon by neglecting the singularity of its dynamics and the plurality of its forms. 

Furthermore, the definition would remain highly subjective because subjective judgment is 

decisive for whether or not violence is being perceived as terrorism. Such a target-oriented 

structural-functional definition will remain unsatisfying because it does not suffice to cover and 

describe the entire phenomenon. Additionally, the practicality of this definition would 

presumably not be very high, at least not from the perspective of sustainable and effective 

counterterrorism. As such it would just be a mere description of a violent (political) strategy, 

contributing neither to a better understanding of the phenomenon, its particular dynamics, and 

unique appearance nor its sustainable and effective containment.  

Charles Tilly has expressed similar critique in his article Terror, Terrorism, Terrorists.86 Tilly’s 

main argument is that people should stop trying to see terrorism as a single phenomenon, based 

on its appearance as a violent political strategy. Tilly argues against the inflationary use of the 

category of terrorism for a whole variety of cases in which many different actors use terrorism 

with many different goals and from many different ideological framings. Terrorism, according 

to Tilly, should be predominantly perceived as a strategy. A definition should “point to 

detectable phenomena that exhibit some degree of causal coherence.”87 In the case of terrorism, 

however, “no useful generalization covers all the different sorts of political interaction for 

which observers, analysts, and participant sometimes use the term terror, much less for terrorists 

and terrorism.”88 This finding implies that a definition of those terms is practically impossible, 

although Tilly believes that there is “some order in the phenomenon.”89 Tilly concludes that, 

since terrorism is not a single causally coherent phenomenon, one should also not speak of it as 

though it would be such a single causally coherent phenomenon.90 This critique is significant. 

Although there might be some structural overlapping and some order in the phenomenon of 
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terrorism as a strategy, on which basis it would be able to develop a structural or functional 

definition, as is striven for in both academic research and international law, every use of such 

a definition would deny the fact that one cannot equate one case of terrorism with another.  

As a reaction to this problem, different suggestions have been made on how to analyze terrorism 

instead of from a structural-functional approach from a “causational” or “genealogical” 

approach. As a first example of those approaches, there has been an increasing interest in 

defining and understanding terrorism from the bottom-up, especially the research on root causes 

of terrorism has been gaining more attention in the last years.91  The debate offers many 

possibilities since it takes into account the role of deep-rooted problems or conflicts might play 

in generating terrorism, but also has certain limitations, as will be shown later.  

Secondly, in order to take the singularity of every form of terrorism into account, there have 

been other authors who, instead of focusing neither on, amongst other things, the methods, goals 

of terrorism nor on the causation processes behind terrorism through a root cause approach, 

tried to explain the dynamics of terrorism through understanding the ideas, beliefs, and 

motivations behind it. Those authors generally believe, that there is no necessity in drafting a 

definition of terrorism, but that instead, it is more important to talk with the opponent in order 

to understand by what he or she is motivated. Through this understanding, terrorism could then 

be contained by trying to give the opponent, for example, new perspectives or reasons to no 

longer adhere to certain beliefs. This dispositional account of terrorism is represented by Jessica 

Stern in her book Terror in the name of God92 or by Scott Atran in his book Talking to the 

Enemy93. 

Furthermore, Hoffman shows that the self-legitimation of the use of violence by different 

terrorist actors is built upon very different ethical frameworks, narratives, and rhetoric.94 

Awareness of this difference and especially awareness of the fact that modern religiously 

motivated terrorism has its particular dynamics is more important than defining the 

phenomenon of terrorism in order to be able to contain it effectively. Just understanding how 

this or that form of terrorism works is not enough, one also needs to question why this or that 
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form of terrorism works. This question can only be answered when one looks at the specific 

dynamics and, according to Hoffmann, at the ethical foundations of a specific form of terrorism. 

This dynamics and ethical foundation might differ from all the other dynamics and ethical 

foundations of forms of terrorism in the past. 

Finally, in his article Terrorism as a strategy and a relational process, Tilly himself, despite 

his critique towards structural-functional definitions, is also rather reluctant to such 

dispositional accounts of terrorism. His critique of terrorism definitions demands the integration 

of what he calls relational aspects of terrorism. With this proposal, Tilly criticizes the focus on 

mere ideas, norms, and values or ethics and instead suggests to explain the inner dynamics of 

terrorism through a “relational” framework. Tilly argues that one cannot sufficiently understand 

and explain terrorism as long as one ignores the way in which the terrorist actor relates to, 

amongst other things, his environment and his opponents. A relational approach furthermore 

looks at the way in which terrorism functions as a specific form of communication: 

 

Relational accounts take interactions among social sites as their starting points, treating both 

events at those sites and durable characteristics of those sites as outcomes of interactions. 

Relational accounts of terrorism stress changes in connections among persons and groups, for 

examples, altered ties among exiles, international criminal networks, and domestic power-

seekers. Relational descriptions and explanations have the advantage of placing communication, 

including the use of language, at the heart of the social life.95  

 

The relational aspect is constitutive of single forms of terrorist violence and causal for the 

occurrence of terrorist violence, but not exclusively. It is indisputable that the way in which 

actors interact with others, both on a political and personal level, and the way in which the 

environment interferes with the individual is constitutive of terrorism. However, dispositions 

also play an important role, although they might indeed be in constant interplay with how the 

actor relates to his environment. 

In conclusion, to overcome the definitional problems there are three critical points to be made. 

First, it needs to be made clear that terrorism is not a single causally coherent phenomenon. A 

structural-functional definition of terrorism might be of some use to identify it as a distinct 

strategy that many different actors have used over time, but such a definition might not be able 
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to cover the complexity of the phenomenon and might, therefore, not be able to contain 

terrorism long-term effectively. Secondly, in order for a definition to be practical, one cannot 

deny the importance of taking into account the singularity of each specific case of terrorist 

violence. A terrorism definition should thus be able to regard the singularity of every single 

terrorist incident.  

The third important insight is that for a terrorist incident to occur, a plurality of causes is in 

play. Those causes are either difficult to identify or interwoven with many other constituents, 

such as relational aspects, into a complex causation spider web. There are in other words many 

different conditions that motivate people to resort to terrorism and those conditions should be 

perceived as an aggregate. It is true that “in any event, we can hardly deny that many, if not all, 

of these conditions, should figure in an account of terrorism. Poverty and historical oppression 

appear significant, but many instances of such conditions exist that have not led to terrorism. 

Cultural accounts also seem indispensable, but monolithic conceptions obscure complexity and 

conflict, and may make finding a nonviolent solution more difficult, not less.”96  

It follows from the problematization above that three crucial aspects of terrorism need to be 

regarded in order to describe terrorism properly and that a definition of terrorism will need to 

be able to account for all three aspects in order to respect the singularity of each case of 

terrorism. None of those three constituents can be isolated or perceived as a singular basis for 

a terrorism definition in order for this definition to be tenable and to contribute to effective 

prevention and containment of terrorist violence.  

Instead, it is argued here that the best way to understand the complexity of terrorism and to 

respect its singularity is through a framework of distinguishing between the appearance, the 

exogeny and the endogeny of terrorism. The category appearance refers to the way in which 

terrorism visibly occurs and functions as a political strategy. Included in the category of 

appearance are then, for example, terrorist methods, means, and targets. Both the terms exogeny 

and endogeny originally refer to biological processes. Exogeny describes materials present in 

an organism or a cell that however originate from outside, whereas endogeny describes 

substances and processes that originate from within the organism or the cell itself. Generally 

                                                           
96 PETERSON, R., Dilemmas of Intervention. Human Rights and Neo-Colonialism, in: PRESBEY, G.M. (ED.), 
Philosophical Perspectives on the War on Terror, Rodopi, New York, 2007, p.91. 
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speaking, exogeny describes those processes that are initiated or fostered by an external impact 

and endogeny describes those processes that are driven by inner dynamics.  

For a better understanding of the singularity of terrorism cases, it should be differentiated 

between three main constituents of the phenomenon: its appearance, its exogeny, and its 

endogeny. Figure 2 shows the different aspects of the three constituents.  

Appearance Exogeny Endogeny  

 

- Methods 

- Means  

- Targets 

- Actors 

- Strategic elements  

 

- Relations 

- Environment (social-

economic)  

- (political) Culture 

- Religion  

 

- Idea(l)s 

- Beliefs 

- Norms 

- Values 

- Ethics  

Table 2: The three constituents of terrorism  

From this table, it follows that neither an exclusively structural-functional approach (focusing 

on appearance), nor a root cause/relational approach (focusing on exogeny) nor a dispositional 

approach (focusing on endogeny) can sufficiently explain the dynamics and the singularity of 

cases of terrorist violence. A working definition of terrorism that only focuses on appearance, 

exogeny or endogeny would not be able to cover the phenomenon entirely as it structurally 

leaves out important aspects. Consequently, it can never be generally valid. The only definition 

that could manifest some practicality and would take into account the complexity and 

singularity of the terrorist phenomenon would be a definition that integrates the three 

constituents of terrorism as summed up above. Such a working definition could be the 

following:  

Terrorism is the strategic use of disproportional and indiscriminate violence against others by 

individuals or a group of individuals with the goal of intimidating or coercing the opponent in 

order to enforce a variety of political or non-political goals, thereby being motivated by an 

interaction of the individual or the group of individuals with its socio-economic environment, 

its opponents, its cultural and religious background as well as the interplay thereof with its 

default ideals, beliefs, norms, values and ethics.  
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It should be clear, that even this working definition does not solve the definitional problem 

described in this chapter. As a working definition, it, however, aims to include the three 

constitutive factors of terrorism that appear to be important for both understanding the 

phenomenon and, more importantly, for morally assessing terrorism, as will be shown in the 

next chapter. This broad working definition is the precondition for a consistent assessment and 

analysis of the phenomenon of terrorism since it points at the complexity of the phenomenon. 

The next chapter will now leave the discussion of the definitional problems related to the study 

of terrorism behind and will proceed to the discussion of another structural problem of terrorism 

research: the moral assessment of terrorism and, consequently, counterterrorism. It is dedicated 

to the domain of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism and will, at first, show that the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism is heavily dependent on the definition of 

terrorism. The fact that the phenomenon of terrorism partially consists of the value judgment 

connected to it obstructs consistent moral assessment of terrorism.  

Earlier sections already mentioned that the terms “terrorism” or “terrorist” are ascriptive and 

express the moral rejection of particular actions of others. Whether certain acts are perceived 

as terrorist acts is thus partially subjective and related to the moral judgment of the opponent. 

Through an analysis of the present moral arguments in the discussion on the moral 

(il)legitimacy of terrorism and counterterrorism, it will be demonstrated that the under- or 

overinclusiveness and the dominant act-oriented structural-functional focus of terrorism 

definitions have a substantive influence on the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. It will be shown, that not only the definition of terrorism but – as a result 

thereof – also the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism exhibit many irresolvable problems 

that, consequently, negatively impede counterterrorism strategies.  
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CHAPTER 2 THE ETHICS OF TERRORISM AND COUNTERTERRORISM  
 

1. Introduction  

 

The previous chapter discussed the conceptual problems that obstruct the possibility to draft an 

unambiguous definition of terrorism, showed how the definition depends on the inclusion or 

exclusion of certain elements that are perceived as distinctive for terrorist violence and that this 

happens to be both problematic and ambiguous. In this chapter, it will be discussed in depth 

how the moral assessment of terrorism, as well as counterterrorism, is dependent on the 

definitional issue. Definitional questions are an integral part of the moral (de)-legitimation of 

terrorism and counterterrorism. As there is no consensus on how to define terrorism, the 

deployment of a position on the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism would be inconsistent 

or at least prone to critique without a discussion of the particular accompanying definition of 

terrorism. In other words, how one chooses to position oneself morally vis-à-vis terrorism, 

respectively counterterrorism, is dependent upon one’s particular understanding of terrorism. 

This interdependence of definition and moral assessment is one of the reasons why most of the 

few philosophical publications on the ethics on terrorism and counterterrorism all start with a 

discussion of the definitional problems of terrorism. It will be shown that, because of the flaws 

in the understanding of terrorism and its definition, there are also severe flaws in and problems 

with its moral assessment. Therefore, an overview of the several ethical arguments that are 

presented in the literature on the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism will be reviewed.  

 

Chapter 2a will focus on the moral assessment of terrorism and in part IIb on the moral 

assessment of counterterrorism. The different perspectives and arguments that those chapters 

will discuss should always be understood in relation to the specific understanding or definition 

of terrorism that the author offers. To discuss those particular definitions in advance does not 

fall within the scope of this research, but it should be pointed out that the diversity of definitions 

as discussed in the last chapter is as distinct as the diversity of ethical viewpoints and positions, 

as the following section will show. Therefore, instead of discussing particular definitions pro 

author, an overview of how justifications and condemnations can be classified based on the 

underlying definitions will be developed. 

 

Generally, the literature in the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism is somewhat 

fragmented. There is a vast body of literature that presents or includes moral positions on both 
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terrorism and counterterrorism. However, a comprehensive overview of contributions to this 

field of research is still lacking. The main reason therefore is that there have not been many 

efforts to elaborate on the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism as a distinct field of 

research. Instead, the topics are preferred to be treated as a subcategory of for example the 

ethics of war and violent conflict or of discussions on ethics and political violence in general. 

Because of the amount of literature that in some way touches upon essential moral questions of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, there is an urgent necessity for the elaboration of a distinct 

research field concerned with the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. It might not be 

inconsistent to treat moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism within the conventional 

framework of war ethics, but the elaboration of a distinct field of research might contribute to 

a more genuine understanding of terrorism in the long-term. Although there is no clear 

definition, it is apparent that terrorism does differ from other forms of armed conflict and war. 

Therefore, it might be interesting also to discuss the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism independent from the moral assessment of war and armed conflict in order to 

better understand its precise (moral) distinctiveness. 

 

The definitional problems are not the only problems obstructing the research on the ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism. There is a second reason for the fact that there seems not to be 

much interest in the further elaboration of a distinct research area on the ethics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Many researchers seem to have a fundamental problem with the category 

ethics of terrorism since they believe that there is nothing moral about terrorism. Consequently, 

researchers might have a problem with analyzing possible moral positions towards terrorism 

and might prefer to reject a moral evaluation of terrorism in general. Smilansky has named this 

intuition aptly. He argues that “the risks of trying to justify terrorism are so great that we ought 

to simply prohibit it absolutely.”97 Smilansky’s position illustrates the difficult reception of the 

neutral, academic examination of moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism because it 

is often perceived as equal to trying to justify terrorist violence.  

 

Terrorism is generally mostly perceived as absolutely morally condemnable. Most people 

assume that terrorism is, by default, morally reprehensible. From this perspective, the structural 

moral assessment of terrorism is inappropriate and impermissible since its moral nature is 

perceived as indisputable. This chapter argues that this perception relies on a very particular 

                                                           
97 Quotation from SMILANSKY, S., Terrorism, Justification and Illusion, in: Ethics, Vol. 114, No.4, 2004, pp. 
790-805, by: FROWE, H., The Ethics of War and Peace. An Introduction, Routledge, New York, 2011, p.188. 
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definition and understanding of terrorism. A critical evaluation of possible moral arguments, 

also those that justify terrorism, is essential for the understanding of terrorism. The intuition 

that it is wrong to assess terrorism morally may be comprehensible but is untenable. It should 

be as unproblematic to reflect on the ethics of terrorism as it is to reflect on the ethics of war 

since both share the characteristic that there is nothing moral about them at first sight. The ethics 

of war are nevertheless perceived as an essential contribution to political thinking and political 

philosophy, whereas the ethics of terrorism are a taboo. Exactly this taboo is one of the key 

factors that obstruct the consolidation of a comprehensive political position towards terrorism 

and counterterrorism. Therefore, this chapter tries to show that the taboo on the ethics of 

terrorism is flawed, does not represent the state of the art but rather public opinion, and will 

emphasize the necessity of analyzing several moral positions on terrorism as well as on 

counterterrorism in order to better understand the complex (moral) nature of terrorism.  

 

Before proceeding with further explicating the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism, a 

general introduction on the role of ethics in international politics and international law will be 

given in order to show the relevance and significance of ethical reflection on fundamental 

questions of political reality. 

2. Ethics and political reality  

 

2.1 Ethics and (international) politics 
 

The question of which role ethics and moral considerations should play in politics is highly 

contentious. Since ages, political and moral philosophers debate about whether the state should 

be morally neutral or enforce particular ethics on the political community. Socialism, 

liberalism, communitarianism, and other political and philosophical theories all build on a 

different understanding of the relation between the state and the different moral beliefs that 

exist within the political community. Either authors argue that the state ought to be neutral 

towards different and opposing beliefs, or they argue that the state has a regulatory task by 

explicitly supporting certain beliefs and perspectives and rejecting others. The last decades, 

political philosophy has been shaped mainly by liberal considerations that promote the 

limitation of the state’s interference with the freedom and thus moral beliefs of the citizens. 

However, the outset of this research is, that exactly this exaggeration of non-interference and 

“value-neutrality” has led to three essential problems. First of all, this approach neglects the 
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fact that the majority of political decision nevertheless derive from moral considerations and 

thus becomes blind to highly significant dynamics of political life. Secondly, it ignores that, by 

blending out moral issues, moral conflict between opposing viewpoints is not solved. Instead, 

conflict and intolerance grow when people feel that what moves them is not being granted 

importance. Thirdly, by perceiving political actors as a-moral actors, this approach ultimately 

fails to understand the political decisions of the others by only interpreting them as, for example, 

interest-based.  

 

International relations theory (IR) is another paradigmatic example for the overall lack of 

awareness for the role of ethics and morality in politics. The research area of international 

relations is concerned with analyzing the complex dynamics of international political reality.  

Within IR, however, there is a range of different theoretical approaches to this reality. Those 

approaches differ in many ways, but mainly also all emphasize the role of ideological elements 

and ethics differently. The two outermost theoretical approaches are called: idealism 

(emphasizing ideological elements) and realism (emphasizing state interest). Where idealist 

approaches argue that international politics should also be analyzed and criticized from a 

normative point of view, realism perceives of international politics as characterized by state 

interest, power, and competition. Realist approaches to international politics have become 

rather dominant in the last decades. Moreover, those realist approaches increasingly developed 

in the direction of promoting a morality-free perspective on political reality. This development 

within realist political theory is however practically unintended. Although political realism 

seems to imply a rejection of morality, political realism only intends to criticize moralism, 

instead of morality. Coady observes this correctly when he writes that the “realist target is, or 

should be, not morality, but certain distortions of morality, distortions that deserve the name 

moralism”98 Realism, according to Coady and others99 is not intended to reject morality but 

merely intends to challenge moralism. Duncan Bell argues that: “realists do not deny the 

importance of normative considerations in global politics, but they are highly sensitive to the 

constraints on ethical action and wary of the dangers of moralism.”100 

 

Nevertheless, international relations theory has been dominated by morality-free realist 

paradigms for a long period, reluctant of conceding ethics a too significant role in the reflection 

                                                           
98 COADY, C. A. J., Messy Morality. The Challenge of Politics, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2008, p.14. 
99 See for example: BELL, D., Ethics and World Politics, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010. 
100 BELL, D., Ethics and World Politics, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p. 101.  
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on international politics and having difficulties in finding an appropriate balance between 

unbalanced moralism and overbalanced realism. However, by the end of the 1990s, the interest 

in the limits of exclusive realist approaches increased once more. Questions on the need for 

more moral reflection on the role of the international community were raised mostly about 

questions of humanitarian action and the duty to intervene militarily in conflicts beyond 

national borders. It appeared that “along with the end of the Cold War, the growing importance 

attributed to the democratization of the international system also favored a more ethical 

approach to international problems.” After the failure to prevent the genocide in Rwanda in 

1994 and the Kosovo crisis in 1999, that fueled the discussion on the possibility of ethical use 

of military force, the international community felt an increasing necessity to reflect on questions 

of (ethical) responsibility and duty. Despite this awareness, in the analysis of international 

politics, ethical considerations are still often put in second place or taken for granted. There is 

a downright emphasis on law, legal action, and state interest.  

There thus is a plurality of perspectives on the relation between ethics and politics, that tend to 

conflict easily. Both the dominance of liberal approaches in political philosophy and realist 

approaches in international relations theory, however, show that one particular approach has 

managed to become more established than other approaches. Although politics cannot exist 

without ethics and will never be morality-free because of the omnipresence of moral beliefs 

within the political community, in the last decennia, there seems to be a widespread acceptance 

of the assumption that international, and especially Western liberal, politics are and ought to be 

neutral to morality. Whereas ethics and politics traditionally have been perceived as inseparable 

(e.g., Aristoteles), it seems that with, arguably also because of the strict separation of religion 

and politics in the course of secularization processes, this interconnection has been forgotten. 

Secularization unwillingly stigmatized morality in politics, or, in other words, threw the baby 

out with the bathwater. For sure, the secularization paradigm changed the general perception 

and understanding of politics as being a separate domain that is no longer value-laden. This 

development is entirely comprehensible and probably has even been vital after the horror of the 

religious wars that destroyed large parts of Europe. 

 

Nevertheless, the overarching realist and liberalist paradigm that dominates international might 

reveal certain blind spots concerning the importance of ideational and ethical elements in 

human political behavior. The presumed moral neutrality of the secular state is, in fact, a 

dangerous illusion. Dangerous because the strict distinction that is continuously drawn between 

morality and politics neglects the critical role values, norms, and moral beliefs still play in 
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today’s politics and in human life in general. Because of dominant realist and liberalist 

assumptions that are unable of balancing morality and reality (resp. national interest) or 

establishing a “realist moral argument” and therefore choose to throw out the child with the 

bathwater, a genuine involvement with moral reflection of political action and the role of moral 

considerations in political reality is still lacking and presumably obstructs a lot of political vigor 

especially in the domain of terrorism and counterterrorism. In other words, the dangerous and 

artificial distinction between ethics and politics will need to be falsified. In his article Foreign 

Policy as Ethics: towards a Re-Evaluation of Values, Dan Bulley even argues that foreign 

policy and international politics should be perceived as ethics. He argues that:  

 

“[…] we need to theorize ethics as a constituent part of foreign policy, to examine foreign policy 

as always expressing an ethics in the way that it produces a “self” and an “other”, a “domestic” 

and a “foreign”, and the way they ought to relate. […].” “[…] there is a need to go further than 

simply account for the role that ethics currently play in foreign policy. Beyond such 

understanding, we perhaps require a critical perspective which moves towards re-evaluating the 

values that are expressed in foreign policies through norms and ideas. Finally, […] a more 

critical perspective should be oriented toward making “our” relation to the “foreign” in some 

way “better,” more responsible while acknowledging that it can never achieve an unproblematic, 

fully ethical mode of encounter.”101  

 

Similar thoughts are the basis of the present research. Awareness of the way in which different 

moral considerations, ethics, norms, and values influence both terrorism and counterterrorism 

is of utmost importance and should also have practical implications for re-imaging political 

relations with others. The following chapters will argue that, especially against the background 

of the increasing threat of religiously motivated transnational terrorism, the need for moral 

reflection on political action could not be more urgent today. It will be shown that those 

elements play a crucial role both for a better understanding of terrorism and its dynamics as 

well for a better understanding of how ethical considerations influence political action against 

terrorism. Furthermore, those elements might also help to rethink political relations with others. 

The sixth chapter will proof, that a different approach to the role of the state towards ethics and 

moral beliefs (of its citizens) will indeed have highly beneficial consequences for 

counterterrorism action that aims to be effective and sustainable. 

 

                                                           
101 BULLEY, D., Foreign Policy as Ethics. Toward a Re-Evaluation of Values, in: Foreign Policy Analysis, Vol. 
10, No.2, 2014, p. 177. 
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The general neglection of ideational and moral elements of political behavior is arguably one 

of the most important reasons for the lack of moral reflection on issues of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. It was discussed that the dominance of morality-free realist paradigms of 

today’s politics, generally hold that “morality does not apply.”102 In the context of war and 

violent conflict this realist paradigm also “challenges the whole idea of ethics of war.”103 

Therefore, the exaggerated realism of political theory also tends to deny the necessity of 

reflecting on the moral status of terrorism or the moral (il)legitimacy of counterterrorism action. 

Even if the exaggerated realist paradigm might have proven to be a useful or preferable 

paradigm in specific domains of political agency, concerning the ethics of war and especially 

in light of the moral evaluation of terrorism, the paradigm is unable to grasp the whole of 

political reality as long as it refuses to reflect more on what a realist moral argument could look 

like. In the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, it is no longer sufficient to think of politics 

in an amoral fashion because „the lesson is that realists have a hard time making sense of moral 

condemnations of terrorism.”104 The main reason for the fact that realists have such a hard time 

making sense of moral condemnations of terrorism is that their rejection of morality as an 

element of political reality obstructs the very understanding of political reality. Even if one 

perceives power relations and (national) interest as the cornerstone of international politics, 

those concepts cannot be understood as necessarily amoral but are contrary very often 

overlapping with strong moral beliefs. 9/11 and the discussions that emerged after the events 

are an excellent example of the illusion that politics and morality should be and are separated. 

In a way, national interest is a moral category because it demarcates what is morally right and 

what is morally wrong. 

 

Held’s observation is the central premise of this research, as it intends to show how, in the 

context of today’s transnational terrorism, ethics is indeed inescapable on a political level and 

that this fact implies the necessity of reflecting on the moral issues that are inherent to the 

phenomenon of terrorism. 

  

There is little doubt that terrorism will usually be judged on moral grounds and that judgments 

about it affect world events. It is clear that propaganda about terrorism is pervasive and that 

impartial moral assessments of terrorism are needed for thoughtful persons to understand their 

responsibilities. There is also little doubt that terrorism is an important issue about which states 

                                                           
102 NATHANSON, S., Terrorism and the Ethics of War, Cambridge University Press, 2010, p.114. 
103 Ibid., p.14. 
104 Ibid., p.116. 
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must formulate policies and citizens must judge their governments’ positions. All persons 

should assess the moral justifiability of the actions of the groups with which they identify as 

they engage in or deal with political violence, including terrorism and counterterrorism. 

Terrorists often believe they are acting to liberate people from foreign occupation and 

oppression. The compatriots of those attacked by terrorism often demand that their leaders use 

massive military force to respond to or to prevent terrorism, thus widening the violence. These 

and other forms of political violence need to be judged on moral grounds, […]105 

 

In this and the following chapters, the complexity of the moral issues of terrorism and 

counterterrorism will become increasingly apparent, and it will thus also be demonstrated why 

the reflection on those issues is the precondition for effective policy-making in the context of 

today’s challenge of transnational and religiously motivated terrorism. As a first impulse, this 

section should have contributed to a better understanding of the role and the relevance of moral 

reflection in political life. The following sections will outline the realm of ethics of terrorism 

and counterterrorism through focusing on the different moral positions towards terrorism and 

counterterrorism. 

 

2.2 Ethics and law 

 

The relationship between ethics and law is as problematic as the relationship between ethics 

and international politics. On the one hand, the law does not entirely overlap with morality; on 

the other hand, the law relies heavily on moral considerations and beliefs. Both the realm of 

law and the realm of ethics are more significant than the realm they share, but there is an 

apparent overlap between moral considerations and lawmaking. To a large extent, moral 

obligations are also legal obligations, but not necessarily. There are also moral obligations that 

are not legal obligations. The other way around, it is also not necessarily the case, that an action 

is morally legitimate because it is legal. There might be moral considerations that exceed the 

realm of the legal. Although the law is and should always be based on a certain degree of moral 

reflection, the question to what extent this should be is debatable.  

 

From one critical perspective, international law has the tension of being too flexible or too 

realist and therefore tends to lack the normativity that international law should have. From this 

perspective, international law runs the risk of becoming situational, because it is incapable of 

                                                           
105 HELD, V., Terrorism, in: BELL, D., Ethics and World Politics, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p. 342. 
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enforcing certain moral demands consistently. From another critical perspective, international 

law tends to be too “moralistic” and is therefore unable to react to the political reality and to 

answer the questions of this reality. Both criticisms against international law can be found in 

the literature. Either, in words of Koskenniemi, international law tends to be too “apologetic” 

or too “utopian.” Law is always struggling to find a middle ground between being too formal 

or too idealist. This issue cannot be further discussed here, but pointing at the problematic role 

of ethics in both the reflection on political reality and in international law, should have shown 

that the ethical meta-reflection of political reality is a necessary precondition for both keeping 

an eye on the whole of political reality and for keeping law up-to-date by verifying its 

applicability or functionality. It furthermore contributes to analyzing state actions from the 

perspective of moral obligations and moral legitimacy instead of exclusively from a perspective 

of legality. This shift of focus helps to evaluate both whether state or non-state actions are 

morally legitimate and to outline if other actions might be preferable from a moral point of 

view.  

 

2. Terrorism definitions and moral assessment terrorist violence 

 

a major stumbling block to the serious study of terrorism is that, at base, terrorism is a moral 

problem. This is one of the major reasons for the difficulty over the definition of terrorism. Attempts 

at definitions often are predicated on the assumption that some classes of political violence are 

justifiable whereas others are not.106 

 

The last chapter showed that there are many different definitions of terrorism. It furthermore 

discussed that this plurality can be explained by the fact that terrorism is a form of violence 

with a diffuse and multi-faceted character instead of one singular causally coherent 

phenomenon. A further finding indicated that definitions of terrorism are dependent on the 

elements that are chosen to be included in the definition or that are perceived as the essential 

characteristics, either based on its outside appearance, its effects, or on underlying causation 

processes.107 Terrorism definitions have been classified according to their emphasis on one of 

the three constituents, appearance, exogeny or endogeny. Classifying definitions according to 

their analytical basis might be very helpful for developing a better understanding of terrorism 

but also for better understanding its moral assessment. This section will show that typologies 

                                                           
106 WARDLAW, G., Political Terrorism. Theory, Tactics and Counter-Measures, Cambridge University Press, 
New York, 1989, p.4.  
107 See Schmid’s table 1 at pp. 28-29. 
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of terrorism, respectively different terrorism definitions, have important implications for the 

way in which terrorism and consequently counterterrorism is assessed from a moral point of 

view, respectively that a priori judgments on the moral nature of terrorism lead to certain 

definitions. The typological or analytical basis of the terrorism definitions (appearance, 

exogeny or endogeny), in other words, results in a specific moral assessment of terrorism, which 

consequently influences the way in which people understand and choose to deal with terrorism.  

 

Not all the analytical or typological bases of terrorism definitions have equal outcomes for the 

moral evaluation of terrorism and counterterrorism. For the moral assessment of terrorism, 

some definitional aspects might show to have a different impact on the moral status of terrorism 

than others. This finding implies that, for example, from a cause-based definition, the 

determination of the moral status of terrorism might differ from the determination of the moral 

status following a structural-functional, target-based definition. If terrorism is perceived as 

predominantly consisting of illegitimate violence against innocent people, terrorism will most 

certainly be perceived as morally reprehensible. However, if terrorism is mainly perceived as a 

reaction to situations of injustice, terrorism might be perceived as morally less reprehensible. 

The assessment of the morally distinctive elements of terrorism is thus directly connected to 

the elements chosen to be included in a terrorism definition. The last chapter discussed the 

problems arising from a too one-sided definition of terrorism, mainly focusing on appearance 

(functional-structural), and seldom including elements of disposition (endogeny) or 

environment (exogeny). As a result, there are essential problems in the domain of the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism that will need to be discussed. The following 

sections will discuss the interrelation of the definition, the analytical basis and the moral 

assessment of both terrorism and counterterrorism more in-depth by reviewing multiple moral 

arguments that are used for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

3. Categorization of moral arguments 

 

Because of the many problems listed above, section three will give an overview of the different 

moral arguments and ethical approaches in the field of the ethics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism in order to show that consistency and integrative approaches are lacking. 

Similar to the way in which definitions of terrorism are built, most of the moral arguments that 

are being used to morally assess terrorism and counterterrorism take into account only one 

characteristic of terrorism. Because of that, those arguments are often unable to provide a 
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satisfying and consistent framework for morally assessing terrorism and consequently 

counterterrorism. Therefore, a systematic categorization of the existing arguments in terrorism 

research will be developed in order to gain a comprehensive overview of the way in which 

ethical theories can be applied to issues of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

Within the research area of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism, there are broadly two 

prevalent ways in which ethical frameworks can be applied. Either, moral arguments are used 

to legitimize terrorism and particular counterterrorism practices, or moral arguments are used 

to delegitimize or condemn terrorism and particular counterterrorism practices. This distinction 

between morally legitimizing (justification) and morally delegitimizing (condemnation) can be 

made in both the area of terrorism and counterterrorism analysis. This finding implies that the 

literature within the area of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism can also broadly be 

categorized according to those distinctions. Consequently, the categories are the following: the 

moral legitimization of terrorism (ML-T), the moral legitimization of coercive counterterrorism 

measures (ML-cCT), moral delegitimization of terrorism (MDL-T) and moral delegitimization 

of coercive counterterrorism measures (MDL-cCT).  

 

This literature review intends to include all literature that in one or another way is concerned 

with the moral evaluation of either terrorism or counterterrorism or explicitly presents moral 

arguments on terrorism or counterterrorism. The dominant focus lies on monographs and full-

fledged studies on this topic since the number of papers on the topic is too extended to include. 

Nevertheless, some smaller-scale contributions will be included when they are perceived as 

distinctively significant for this overview or appeared to be influential within the debate. 

Furthermore, the discussion of the moral arguments in the realm of ethics of counterterrorism 

and terrorism decided not to include research that is mainly critical vis-à-vis the Global War on 

Terror and which is not simultaneously explicitly concerned with its moral evaluation. 

Including all literature critical to the Global War on Terror, would go beyond the scope of this 

chapter and would not further contribute to the development of the central argument.  

 

In order to make this literature review comprehensive, within the four main categories 

mentioned above, several main moral arguments will be identified and classified according to 

the following table: 
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Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism 

Ethics of Terrorism Ethics of Counterterrorism 

ML-T Arguments MDL-T Arguments ML-mCT 

Arguments 

MDL-cCT 

Arguments 

Contextual/Collectivist 

arguments 

Just war arguments Just war arguments Human rights 

arguments 

Root causes/deprived 

actors arguments 

Pacifist/Universal 

Humanism 

arguments 

Utilitarian 

arguments (lesser 

evil) 

Consequentialist 

arguments 

Consequentialist / 

Utilitarian arguments  

Human rights 

arguments 

Self-defense 

arguments 

Just War arguments 

Just war arguments 

(just cause) 

Consequentialist / 

Utilitarian 

arguments 

Supreme 

emergency 

exemption 

arguments 

Asymmetry 

arguments 

Liberation arguments Other ethical 

arguments 

Other ethical 

arguments 

Pacifist/universal 

humanism 

arguments 

Supreme emergency 

exemption arguments 

  Other ethical 

arguments 

Collective 

responsibility 

arguments 

   

Self-defense 

arguments 

   

Table 3: Classification of ethical arguments  
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From this overview, one can already conclude, that there are numerous moral arguments and 

moral viewpoints that appear to apply to several categories. This important finding will be 

discussed more in depth in a later part of this research. In short, it shows the importance of 

reflecting on both the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism simultaneously. One could argue 

that both aspects should be analyzed apart from each other because they are concerned with 

different questions, but this overview already shows that there might be a significant 

interrelation.  

 

The importance of focusing on both terrorism and counterterrorism simultaneously follows 

from the fact that the way in which the counterterrorist reaction to terrorism in is morally 

assessed depends on the definition and thus on the moral assessment of terrorism. This 

interrelation can be clarified with an example. If society S1 socially accepts practice p1, and 

deems p1 morally praiseworthy and if society S2 does not accept practice p1 and deems it 

morally condemnable, then in society S1, it would be morally objectionable to obstruct anyone 

from doing practice p1 or attacking someone because of practice p1 and in society S2, 

obstructing anyone from doing practice p1 or attacking someone because of practice p1 would 

be morally praiseworthy and thus justified. Without defining the morality of terrorist violence, 

which means, without seriously engaging with the ethics of terrorism, we cannot define the 

ethics of counterterrorism. In a simplified manner, this interrelation, applied to the issue of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, can be summarized by the two following theses: 

 

(T1) If terrorism is perceived as morally justified, then coercive counterterrorism measures 

are perceived as morally objectionable.  

(T2) If terrorism is perceived morally objectionable, then coercive counterterrorism 

measures are perceived as morally justified.  

 

From T1 and T2, it follows that defining the moral status of terrorism is a precondition for 

morally tenable counterterrorism. The relevant norms and values that are applied in order to 

assess terrorism morally should, therefore, be applied in the same way to the process of morally 

assessing counterterrorism. In the aftermath of the Global War on Terror, it could be observed, 

and it has been often argued, that without ethical restraint, counterterrorism runs the risk of 

becoming “terrorism with other ends.” This argument points out, that if one believes that 

terrorism is always wrong because of some intuition or emotion (e.g., fear) instead of because 

of a serious examination of terrorism ethics, and should, therefore, be eliminated, it appears that 
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the counterterrorism measures run the risk to lack the same amount of moral permissibility as 

terrorism. Instead, serious examination of the ethics of terrorism might produce solid arguments 

that would prevent counterterrorism from moral transgression. From this perspective, it follows 

that if terrorism is wrong because of the characteristics x,y,z but x,y,z are also elements of 

counterterrorism, then counterterrorism should also be wrong because of the characteristics 

x,y,z. The interrelation between the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism did not 

get enough attention after 9/11, presumably because of the unwillingness to engage with 

terrorism ethics due to the emotional impact of the events. The consequences of the asymmetry 

between the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism measures thereof became 

increasingly visible in the last decades. When talking about the moral assessment of 

counterterrorism, in the first place the focus lies on military or violent counterterrorism 

measures and less on domestic measures and the impact of counterterrorism on civil liberties. 

Counterterrorism has become a collection of many things, of which coercive and military 

measures are just one part. These measures are in the focus of moral reflection because, from a 

moral perspective, they turn out to be the most problematic. 

4. State of the art  

 

The body of literature on terrorism and counterterrorism is enormous. A significant part of this 

literature does include moral arguments or is in some way concerned with the moral evaluation 

of either terrorism or counterterrorism. Often, those arguments are however embedded in 

political analysis or do not further elaborate their ethical-theoretical viewpoint.  

 

Although the field of research is thus far from established, after 9/11 there have been some 

critical voices pointing out the necessity of doing more research on the subject ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism. George Meggle, a renowned German philosopher, has 

conducted pioneering research in the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. His book 

Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism is a collection of papers that were published as a 

result of a conference Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism at the Centre for 

Interdisciplinary Research in Bielefeld, Germany in October 2002. The aim of the book is not 

only to cover several important moral questions concerning terrorism and counterterrorism but 

also to fundamentally “re-think the semantics of terrorism.”108  Meggle points out that the 

conceptual flaws in counterterrorism strategies result from not fully understanding the 

                                                           
108 MEGGLE, G. (Ed.), Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism, Ontos Verlag, Frankfurt, 2005, preface. 
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character, nature, and complexity of terrorism. Meggle is one of the first philosophers who 

shows that there is a causal relation between the definition problems and the (in)ability to assess 

terrorism and counterterrorism. After addressing the conceptual and definitional problems, this 

book addresses the following questions: “What is wrong with terrorism? And what is morally 

right or morally wrong, respectively with all the different means of counterterrorism? What are 

the moral boundaries for waging war against terrorism? What are the right ways of dealing with 

terrorists? And what about the alleged anti-terrorism wars on Afghanistan and Iraq?”109 

 

The contributions in Meggle’s book are not only concerned with the moral limits of 

counterterrorism and with the wrongness of terrorism, but there are also contributions included 

that are concerned with the question whether terrorism can ever be morally legitimate. The 

question of whether terrorism is always morally objectionable is another constitutive element 

of the ethics of terrorism. In sum, however, for a book with the title Ethics of Terrorism and 

Counterterrorism, it falls short on addressing those and relating questions. Meggles book is 

groundbreaking nevertheless because it represents a very comprehensive work on the main 

moral questions that arise from a critical involvement with the issue of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Many other questions, mainly concerning the problems and limits of 

counterterrorism, were also not mentioned in the book. Those conceptual shortcoming result 

from the fact that Meggle’s book was published relatively soon after the 9/11-attacks and the 

most problematic consequences of the military counterterrorism approach only became 

apparent in the years after.  

 

Although with his research, Meggle has provided the basis for a genuine philosophical 

reflection on the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism, it is a pity that there has neither been 

a follow-up conference on this topic nor a revision or an extended publication. After The Ethics 

of Terrorism and Counterterrorism, George Meggle refrained from doing further fundamental 

research on the topic and only published some smaller contributions to this subject. The Ethics 

of Terrorism and Counterterrorism is the earliest work on the topic and one of the few 

publications that have the intention to investigate and demarcate a new research field of ethics 

of terrorism and counterterrorism. The book also really gives a fundamental overview of the 

central questions and issues at stake and is, therefore, still of high importance for this research, 

even if the course of time already might have influenced its topicality in some aspects.  

 

                                                           
109MEGGLE, G. (Ed.), Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism, Ontos Verlag, Frankfurt, 2005, p.7. 
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Many years later, Igor Primoratz started a project that is similar to Meggle’s project. In a 

publication of 2011 called Terrorism. Philosophical and Political Essays 110 , Primoratz 

collected several essays addressing the question of how to evaluate terrorism morally. This 

collection of essays is very insightful because it is yet another attempt to collect the numerous 

perspectives on the morality of terrorism and counterterrorism and to bring them up for 

discussion. The positions that are presented throughout the essays range from consequentialism, 

over deontology to moral arguments that justify terrorism as a political act. Contributions were 

written by George Meggle, Nicolas Fotion, Virginia Held, Herfried Münkler, David Luban and 

many more. This literature review will discuss many of the positions presented in Primoratz 

book. Primoratz’ Terrorism. Philosophical and Political Essays is the next comprehensive, and 

more recent introduction in the subject matter and delivers a good overview of the diversity of 

moral positions in the discussion on the morality of terrorism. In this book, the emphasis 

explicitly lies on describing different moral positions on legitimizing and delegitimizing 

terrorism and not on the moral evaluation of counterterrorism measures. Nevertheless, 

Primoratz book can probably be seen as the best continuation of the undertaking that George 

Meggle initiated.  

 

Anne Schwenkenbecher has written an even more recent publication that George Meggle 

explicitly endorsed111. It offers another effort to outline the ethics of terrorism, its different 

perspectives, and problems. Schwenkenbecher also chooses not to discuss the moral questions 

that are connected to counterterrorism practices, but explicitly focuses on the problematic 

domain of “ethics of terrorism,” thereby delivering an important contribution to the academic 

disclosure of this field of research. Schwenkenbecher rightly points out that “despite the large 

academic literature on terrorism, there are still urgent and thus far unanswered philosophical 

question pertaining to the conceptualization and moral evaluation of terrorism.” 112  The 

fundamental question of Schwenkenbecher’s “philosophical inquiry” is the question of whether 

terrorism can ever be permissible. A later part of this chapter will discuss the content of her 

book more in depth. 

 

                                                           
110 PRIMORATZ, I. (Ed.), Terrorismus. Philosophische und Politikwissenschaftliche Essays, Mentis Verlag, 
Paderborn, 2011.  
111 SCHWENKENBECHER, A., Terrorism. A philosophical Enquiry, Palgrave Macmillan, Hampshire, 2012, book 
cover. 
112 Ibid. 
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Another recent publication on the topic of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism is Carl 

Wellman’s publication Terrorism and Counterterrorism. A Moral Assessment113. Wellman’s 

book focuses on both arguments for the moral condemnation of terrorism as well as for the 

moral justification of terrorism and in the next step focuses on what moral limits state responses 

to terrorism should have. Wellman’s undertaking is very comprehensive although it is very 

generic in its discussion of both justification arguments and state responses. Wellman’s 

overview furthermore remains less philosophical than the other publications that were 

mentioned. It is nevertheless a convincing attempt to further collect the plurality of arguments 

that are used within the moral discourse on both terrorism and state responses to terrorism.  

 

Also noteworthy is a German – and not yet translated - publication from 2013 by Marcel 

Baumann, Schlechthin Böse? Tötungslogik und moralische Legitimität von Terrorismus 

(translated: simply bad? The logic of killing and the moral legitimacy of terrorism). In this book 

Baumann discusses the general legitimacy of the use of violence by different actors and points 

at the fact that the legitimacy of violent acts is, in a certain way always constituted by the actors 

themselves. Terrorist actors also are confronted with the necessity of legitimizing their actions 

to, for example, their peers and their environment. Baumann’s study is interdisciplinary and 

combines relevant findings from sociology with moral, philosophical considerations. The study 

is a worthy contribution to the discussion on the moral legitimacy of terrorism and 

counterterrorism as it tries to break with the taboo on “understanding” terrorism. Baumann 

emphasizes the necessity of taking into account the subjective features of terrorism and self-

justifying moral arguments in the context of today’s transnational terrorism. 

 

For the sake of completeness, Isaac Taylor’s The Ethics of Counterterrorism, should not remain 

unmentioned here. In his book, Taylor discusses the various moral issues of counterterrorism 

practice, points out that those issues are often not understood and, therefore, requires systematic 

reflection. He argues that current counterterrorism is often based on an “ethics of 

exceptionalism” and that exceptionalism in counterterrorism cannot generally be morally 

justified, but should instead be assessed in relation to the particular features of terrorist violence. 

Taylor, therefore, outlines five different features of terrorism, that, according to him, “will 

justify different powers; not all need to be present for a particular special power to be justified, 

and no one feature is relevant for justifying all special powers.”114 Those five features are 

                                                           
113 WELLMAN, C., Terrorism and Counterterrorism. A moral Assessment, Springer Verlag, New York, 2013. 
114 TAYLOR, I., The Ethics of Counterterrorism, Routledge, New York, 2018. 
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“indiscriminate”, “terrorizing”, “ideological”, “decentralized”, and “hidden”. 115  He then 

applies this model to current counterterrorism strategies in order to explain their “mistaken 

reasoning and misguided policies”. Consequently, Taylor defends a pluralistic approach to 

counterterrorism and argues that counterterrorism should not exclusively consist of coercive 

and military measures. He believes that such an approach will be necessary in order to 

“effectively and ethically promote security.”116 Taylor’s book offers an explicitly systematic 

approach to moral questions of counterterrorism and is a highly valuable contribution to the 

research on the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. Especially interesting is his critique of 

what he calls the “binary” understanding of terrorism. Taylor argues that this “binary concept” 

puts forward “a single set of necessary and sufficient conditions for an act or an agent to count 

as terroristic”117. This finding is quite similar to conclusions made by this research in the chapter 

on the definitional problems. The particular difficulty of assessing terrorism’s morality as a 

result of the definitional problems, however, arguably remain underexposed in Taylor’s 

research. His analysis and recommendations for the future assessment and conceptualization of 

counterterrorism are nevertheless worth mentioning in this overview.  

 

The discussion of those relevant publications aimed to show that there have been several efforts 

to promote further research in the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. Several 

authors have apparently tried to establish the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism as a 

distinct field of research. The overview nevertheless also shows that, in regard of the various 

complex questions relating to the morality of terrorism and counterterrorism, a lot could and 

should still be done. The literature review provided here will try to give an overview of the most 

prevalent moral arguments within the realm of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. It will 

not be possible to give an overview of all possible moral justification and condemnation 

arguments. Instead, the focus will lie on those arguments that are being used within the 

academic literature on terrorism or those that are mostly used within the public discourse. Those 

positions can be described in a categorized manner in order to keep the overview 

comprehensive. It is not possible to discuss every single moral argument under each category 

enlisted in table 3, but it was intended to give a first insight in what arguments and theories are 

presented in the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. Through the collection of 

those arguments and positions, it should become clear how questions in both fields are strongly 

                                                           
115 TAYLOR, I., The Ethics of Counterterrorism, Routledge, New York, 2018, p.24. 
116 Ibid., p.10. 
117 Ibid., p.12.  
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interrelated. Furthermore, the following subchapters aim to contribute to a clarification of the 

multiplicity of definitions and evaluations of terrorism and prove that the domain of ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism is a complicated, and yet not enough disclosed, field of research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



83 
 

CHAPTER 2A THE ETHICS OF TERRORISM 
 

Chapter 2 argued, that terrorism ethics is the precondition for the ethics of counterterrorism and 

that a serious examination of moral questions of terrorism should precede the discussion of 

moral questions of counterterrorism. Therefore, the ethics of terrorism will be discussed first. 

The main question of terrorism ethics is the question of why terrorism is morally wrong. Also, 

secondly, the ethics of terrorism deals with the question of whether or not terrorism can ever 

morally legitimized. The ethics of terrorism is concerned with both questions and with defining 

what elements or characteristics of terrorism contribute to its moral reprehensibility or moral 

legitimacy. Although intuitively, it might be difficult to consider terrorism to be in any form 

morally legitimate, it is important to consider the possibility of it being the case instead of a 

priori discarding the option. Therefore, and because the arguments connected to the moral 

delegitimation of terrorism are widely discussed, the discussion will start with the more 

provoking realm of arguments that are used to legitimize terrorism. 

1. Moral legitimation of terrorism (ML-T) 

Central to the arguments that try to legitimize terrorism is the assumption that terrorism is not 

justified per se, but that there might be identifiable conditions and criteria that justify the resort 

to terrorism. The aforementioned interrelation between definitions and the moral assessment of 

terrorism will become even more apparent since the next sections will show that the justification 

argumentations adopt a specific understanding of terrorism that might differ decisively from 

the understanding of terrorism that those authors adopt who are concerned with finding 

arguments for morally delegitimizing terrorism.  

 

1.1 Just war theory 

 

As the introduction already stated, the domain of ethics of war and peace has traditionally been 

dominated and is often still dominated by the long tradition of just war theory. The question 

about the moral nature of war and conflict has been at the center of debate since the very 

beginning. The awareness that war cannot be fought without restraint and regardless of any 

rules of conduct led to the development of ethical theories that intended to determine what just 

reasons are to declare a war as well as to the development of rules for the just conduct of war. 

In the course of the next centuries, the traditional just war theory, developed by, among others, 

Thomas Aquinas and Vitoria, resulted in an increasingly more complicated field of applied 
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ethics of war and conflict. In the modern era, confronted with new techniques as well as a 

changing conflict character and security environment, evermore issues add to the list of moral 

questions of war and conflict, of which terrorism is just one among many.  

 

Going to war and the use of violence in conflict appears to be morally ambiguous issues because 

most people would agree that a state of non-peace, the killing, suffering or death of innocent 

people is neither a preferable state of existence nor morally legitimate. On the other hand, it is 

generally accepted that in some cases it is necessary to use violence or to resort to war in order 

to protect people, a state or as an act of self-defense. Just war theories resulted from precisely 

this awareness, that war and conflict are sometimes necessary and undoubtedly sometimes 

inevitable, but that there should be clear restraints on what is accepted and not accepted in a 

state of war or armed conflict, in order not to transgress all morals limits.  

 

The primary aim of just war theory, which is the earliest demonstration of intellectual 

involvement with moral issues of war and peace, is thus to develop explicit rules of war. Just 

war theories generally consisted of a list of criteria determining just reasons for war (ius ad 

bellum) and criteria for the just conduct of war (ius in bello). The different interpretations of 

just war theory cannot be discussed in detail here. It suffices to say that the criteria developed 

in just war theory did not change much over time, but that their use and meaning is decisively 

dependent on historical contexts.118 Until today, the basic principles of just war theory are 

essential for the moral assessment of the resort to war and are the ideational foundation of parts 

of today’s humanitarian law. Michael Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars. A Moral Argument with 

Historical Illustrations from 1977 revived the current academic discussion on just war theory 

and initiated an ongoing debate on the use and limits of just war theory in modern conflict.  

 

In general, just war theory determines the following principles as decisive for the moral 

assessment of the resort to war and the use of violence in war. Seven principles build the criteria 

of the ius ad bellum:  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
118 REICHBERG, G.M., Historiography of Just War Theory, in: LAZAR, S. & FROWE, H. (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of Ethics of War, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2018. 
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1. Just cause 

2. Proportionality 

3. A reasonable chance of success 

4. Legitimate authority 

5. Right intention  

6. Last resort  

7. Public declaration of war 

 

In cases where all of the criteria are examined, and the conditions are being met, according to 

just war theories, there are good reasons to assume that a war-declaring state is declaring a just 

war. This interpretation of the ius ad bellum criteria is not unproblematic. It should be noted 

here, that the list of ius ad bellum criteria should not be perceived as a check-list. Moral 

questions of the resort to war and armed conflict are often highly complex and can arguably not 

solely be solved with a list of seven principles. The ius ad bellum criteria developed in just war 

theory should, therefore, be perceived as principles for moral orientation. Whether a war is a 

just war, is still context-dependent and might not be conclusively assessed by the application 

of the ius ad bellum principles. Therefore, despite the helpful criteria of just war theory, 

determining whether war or conflict is morally legitimate, remains an ambiguous and complex 

task. Assuming that a conflict situation meets all conditions and a war is declared, the way in 

which the war is conducted can, according to just war theory, still impair the legitimate 

character of war. The, almost more important, moral questions first come into play when war 

has already started and when human life and property is at risk by warfare. The second part of 

just war theory, therefore, is concerned with defining moral rules of conduct in war and conflict.  

 

Proportionality, discrimination and non-combatant immunity are the three main principles of 

ius in bello. The principle of proportionality implies that the means of warfare should be 

proportional to its ends. The principle of discrimination points at the necessity of identifying 

which person is and which person isn’t a combatant in war. In alignment with the principle of 

discrimination, it furthermore defines the legitimate targets in combat (non-combatant 

immunity). The principle of non-combatant immunity implies that the persons who were 

identified as non-combatants enjoy individual protection.  

 

Just war theory plays a significant role in the domain of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. 

As will be discussed later on, authors often use just war theory for legitimizing coercive action 
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against terrorism as well as for delegitimizing terrorist violence. Furthermore, terrorists 

themselves also often use just war theory arguments as a method of self-legitimation. Walzer 

argues that terrorists especially often use the principle of last resort as an excuse for their resort 

to violence.  

 

As the last chapter pointed out, the first one to be concerned with systematically examining the 

question of whether terrorism can be morally allowed is George Meggle. In his contribution to 

his book Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism, Meggle discusses the possibility of 

justifying terrorism by just war theory principles. In his discussion, Meggle points out that 

terrorism violates the ius in bello principle of non-combatant immunity. However, he also 

argues that this principle only relates to direct violence against innocent victims and not to 

collateral damage. For Meggle, the moral assessment of terrorism is thus dependent on the 

question of whether one can perceive the deaths caused by terrorist violence as collateral 

damage. Meggle sums up five different categories of collateral damage: 

 

(CD.1) X knew his violence against Z might also affect innocent parties from Y, but this 
didn’t worry X in the slightest.  
(CD.2) X knew his violence against Z might also affect innocent parties from Y, but took this 
in to bargain  
(CD.3) X didn’t t realize his violence against Z might also affect Y but could have known this 
if he’d done his homework beforehand  
(CD.4) X knew his violence against Z might also affect innocent parties from Y and so tried – 
albeit unsuccessfully – to prevent this from happening  
(CD.5) X simply couldn’t know his violence against Z would also affect innocent parties from

 Y.119  
 

 and then argues that the three first of them are “strongly reprehensible.” 120  After this 

description, Meggle argues that acts of terrorism may indeed be morally allowed, also according 

to just war principles. This however only holds under two premises: “they are neither T-acts 

which are directed with full intent against innocent parties nor T-acts which involve strongly 

reprehensible collateral damage”121 (category CD.1 – CD.3). In this case, Meggle decided to 

call those acts of terrorism “weak terrorism”, and all acts that do not satisfy those premises 

“strong terrorism”. Acts of strong terrorism are, according to Meggle, always morally 

objectionable whereas acts of weak terrorism may be justifiable from a just war perspective. 

Meggle argues that the delegitimation of terrorism often derives from the critique that terrorism 
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is unable to satisfy the criteria of discrimination and non-combatant immunity. Meggle points 

at the complexity of those questions by showing that in some cases it might be considered that 

the suffering and deaths caused by terrorism could be perceived as collateral damage under 

certain premises. Meggle’s analysis is adequate and once more shows that there are many 

possible forms of terrorism and that the moral assessment of different acts of terrorism depends 

on the characteristics of each specific act. The distinction between weak and strong forms of 

terrorism might be a helpful, especially also for further categorizing the different moral 

arguments according to their specific understanding of terrorism. From this perspective, one 

might, for example, assume that justification arguments of terrorism work with a definition of 

terrorism as weak terrorism and delegitimation arguments with a definition of terrorism as 

strong terrorism.  

 

Anne Schwenkenbecher develops an argument that is in alignment with Meggle’s observations. 

Schwenkenbecher argues that a moral distinction should be made between terrorist acts that 

have the effect of killing “innocents” (~ strong terrorism) and those terrorist acts that have the 

effect of killing “non-innocents” (~ weak terrorism). In case that terrorist attacks have the effect 

of killing innocents, other criteria should be applied to morally assess the act than in cases 

where terrorist attacks result in the killing of non-innocents. Schwenkenbecher points out that 

in cases where terrorist attacks result in the killing of non-innocents the act can be regarded as 

a “kind of war,” in which terrorists constitute the one warring party and the people who are 

attacked, the other warring party. The act can then morally be evaluated on the basis of the 

principles of just war theory. In cases where terrorist acts satisfy the six just war theory criteria, 

it is assumed that the act can be perceived as justified. The six criteria are: just cause, moral 

authority, discrimination, and protection of the innocent, proportionality, last resort, and 

discourse (the terrorist actor “must make her objectives known to the general public”). When 

not all criteria are satisfied, the terrorist act might be morally wrong. Schwenkenbecher’s 

argument states that acts of terrorism can be justified when satisfying ad bellum and in bello 

principles. She, however, diversifies this argument by making a distinction between killing 

innocents and non-innocents and pointing out that this argument only holds for “war-like” 

forms of terrorism. The above argumentation only applies when the acts of terrorism result in 

the killing of non-innocents. Although again, such a distinction can be helpful, the categories 

innocent and non-innocent are not unproblematic. In many cases, it is hardly possible to 

examine who is innocent and who is non-innocent. Especially in the case of terrorism, those 

categories tend to blur increasingly, as for some forms of terrorism, especially religious 
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motivated terrorism, there are no non-innocent targets. This problem opens up the question of 

how instructive those categories are for the analysis of terrorism’s moral issues. The topic of 

innocence and non-innocence will be discussed at a later stage of this chapter.  

  

The conceptual problems that George Meggle discussed can be found in many argumentations 

and might as well be an explanation for how different argumentations can be used in different 

settings. Nicolas Fotion argues that just war theory principles and especially ius ad bellum 

criteria might proof the rightness of the resort to terrorism. For Fotion, the possible legitimation 

of the resort to terrorism is no reason to believe that terrorism can generally be justified. Other 

authors, however, believe that there are situations in which the just war principles can be applied 

to terrorist violence and can thus justify the moral justification of terrorism in cases where the 

conditions of just war theory are satisfied.  

 

One of the authors who seems to argue in a similar way is Helen Frowe. Frowe has written a 

very comprehensive and respected book on the ethics of war and peace. Frowe perceives the 

ethics of terrorism as a subcategory of the broader topic of ethics of war and peace and 

contributes a rather small number of pages to the discussion of the moral status of terrorism. 

Frowe observes correctly that: “several contemporary just war theorists are at least open to the 

idea that terrorism could, under certain circumstances, be justified.” 122  Those theorists 

generally believe that it can in some situations be morally acceptable to (incidentally) kill some 

non-combatants in war. The decisive argument within this framework is the assumption that 

terrorists, just as states, can possess a set of legitimate ends to which they can weigh the value 

of a non-combatant life.123 Frowes argument is also based on the idea, that there are acts of 

terrorism that might be morally legitimate because the deaths and injuries that result from those 

acts are incidentally instead of intentionally. However, it is questionable whether one can so 

easily compare the right of states to the right of individuals or non-state groups. One of the 

preconditions of the legitimacy of the use of violence by states is the fact that the state carries 

the right to resort to violence by representing the interests of the individuals within the state. 

The state’s power monopoly implies that the individual accepts to hand over the right to resort 

to force onto the state. In the context of terrorism, one might indeed argue that a group of non-

state actors might have a legitimate set of ends (just cause) that might allow them to kill as long 

as those killings are incidentally. If one decides that terrorist actors can and should be evaluated 
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equally as state actors, this argument might be valid. Since it is unclear whether this is the case, 

this argument might also have critical weaknesses. Although it is clear that the state has a right 

to self-determination, it is not as clear to what extent a group of people carries the same right 

of self-determination.  

 

Despite abovementioned conceptual flaws, Uwe Steinhoff also defends the assumption that one 

should equally evaluate the actions of a state and the actions of non-state groups. In his book 

On the Ethics of War and Terrorism, Steinhoff develops the fundamental argument that there 

are circumstances in which the resort to terrorism can be justifiable. Steinhoff argues that  

 

The claim – that terrorism is never justified – would only be valid under the ethical premise that 

direct attacks on civilians in acceptance of risking the lives of innocent victims are absolutely 

forbidden: Sad to say, such a premise is hardly plausible in the context of an ethics of responsibility; 

this premise is also rejected by the great majority of those who now loudly denounce terrorism as 

absolutely evil and bad.124  

 

Steinhoff points out that one should consider the rightness of the killing of innocent parties by 

terrorists because similar acts are allowed on a daily basis when states conduct them. From this 

statement, it follows that particular acts of terrorism can be justified, even if the “protection of 

innocents is indeed an extraordinarily precious right and legal good.”125 There can, according 

to Steinhoff, be reasons for disregarding those rights, in the same way as there are situations in 

which states disregard them.  

 

The above-listed examples of justification arguments intended to show that just war theory 

principles are often used to frame the discussion of the moral permissibility of the resort to 

terrorism. The use of those categories and the applicability of just war theory principles are 

however highly ambiguous and go along with many unanswered questions about both the nature 

terrorism and of just war theory. Later sections will further prove this ambiguity as they will 

show that the same principles can be used for the moral delegitimation of terrorism as well as 

for the moral legitimation of coercive counterterrorism measures. 
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1.2 Instrumental arguments  

 

Beyond the just war-related justification arguments, other justification arguments are built on 

different principles. Virginia Held presents one of those other arguments. In alignment with the 

majority of justification arguments, this argument is based on the assumption that in some cases 

there are legitimate reasons for the resort to terrorism. Moreover, there might not only be 

legitimate reasons for the resort to terrorism, but the use of terrorism might even be the 

preferable choice of action in comparison to the use of other forms of violence. This and similar 

arguments that assume that terrorism might in some cases be the “best” instrument can be called 

instrumental arguments, and mostly rely on consequentialist reasoning. 126  Although those 

approaches morally justify certain acts of terrorism, they generally consider terrorism to be 

wrong in itself.127 

 

Instrumental arguments are based on the idea that in order to achieve just ends, the use of 

terrorist violence might be the most suitable instrument. In her book How Terrorism is Wrong, 

Held argues that the “price of not resorting to terrorism” may be so extremely weighty as to 

override those of justice and rights.128 Consequences of not acting can, in other words, be so 

serious that they can override the fundamental demands of justice and rights. Primoratz further 

explains this position:  

 

Rights sometimes come into conflict, whether directly or indirectly […]. When that happens, 

there is no way we can avoid comparing the rights involved as more or less stringent and making 

certain choices between them. That applies to the case of terrorism too. Terrorism obviously 

violates some human rights of its victims. But its advocates claim that in some circumstances a 

limited use of terrorism is the only way of bringing about a society where human rights of all 

will be respected.129 

 

The moral evaluation of acts of terrorism is, according to this position, thus dependent on both 

the situation and the outcome of the act compared to the situation in which someone does not 

resort to terrorism. Also, as Held’s argument points out, in some cases terrorism might be 

                                                           
126 O’KEEFE, M., Responding Justly to International Terrorism, in: COADY, T. & O’KEEFE, M., Terrorism and 
Justice. Moral Argument in a `Threatened World, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2002, p.106. 
127 PRIMORATZ, I., Terrorism, in: ZALTA, E.N. (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 
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128 HELD, V., How Terrorism Is Wrong: Morality and Political Violence, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2008. 
129 PRIMORATZ, I., Terrorism, in: ZALTA, E.N. (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 
Edition). Retrieved, January 16th, 2019, from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/terrorism/. 
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preferable if the alternative means to attain a specific goal would have even more morally 

condemnable consequences for a larger group of people.  

 

We might conclude that if the massive violence of war can be justified, which is dubious, 

terrorist acts can also be if they have certain characteristics. However; if terrorism includes, not 

by definition but in fact, the unnecessary killing of the innocent, it is at least not more justified 

than war in doing so, though the scale may be smaller. In addition, if comparable good results 

can be accomplished with far less killing, an alternative to war that would achieve these results 

through acts intrinsically no worse than those that occur in war would be more justifiable.130 

 

Held’s approach might sound rather provocative since it assumes that one can easily balance 

the dimensions and consequences of one violent act against that of another. This approach 

leaves many more fundamental questions unanswered, like for example the question of whether 

the killing of one person necessarily makes the act more morally preferable than the killing of 

a hundred people. It furthermore assumes that there is a similar dynamic between terrorism and 

war, respectively that war and terrorism can be perceived as equal regarding its goals and aims. 

The statement that “terrorism is right because the consequences of terrorism are less disastrous 

than the consequences of a full-fledged declared war”, runs the risk of excusing terrorism and 

not taking its moral transgression seriously. It seems not to be able to account for the moral 

peculiarity of terrorism but instead has the tension to trivialize aspects of terrorism’s particular 

moral problem. 

 

1.3 Collective responsibility 

 

Section 1.1 discussed the role of the categories of innocence and non-innocence in legitimizing 

(forms of) terrorism. It was argued that, in the context of terrorism, those categories are difficult 

to apply because they are often diffuse and blurred by the terrorist and counterterrorist rhetoric. 

In alignment with this point of discussion, some authors base their argument for morally 

justifying (acts of) terrorism on the idea that terrorist acts are always committed as a reaction 

to a perceived wrongdoer or group of wrongdoers. According to this position, terrorism may be 

justifiable when the target of those actions is a group of people who is responsible and thus non-

innocent. However, often, it is practically impossible to define a group of non-innocent people 

unambiguously. Often, it is not clear who is responsible for the situation to which the terrorist 
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act is argued to be a reaction. Moreover, terrorists tend to explicitly look for a scapegoat in 

order to legitimize their actions.  

 

Despite those problems, some authors believe that a theory of collective responsibility might 

be helpful for morally assessing terrorism. Collective responsibility approaches support the idea 

that it is often difficult or even impossible to make a distinction between innocent and non-

innocent agents since there can be cases of actual collective responsibility. A group of 

individuals can not only be perceived (by terrorists) as being morally responsible for a specific 

situation but furthermore, can be actually held collectively responsible. According to those 

arguments, terrorist acts that target a group of wrongdoers can, in some instances, be legitimate 

since the target group of individuals can be perceived as non-innocents, even if not directly 

involved, by the principle of collective moral responsibility.  

 

Seumas Miller defends the argument of collective moral responsibility in the context of 

terrorism and counterterrorism. Miller points out that “each agent is individually responsible 

for performing his contributory action and responsible by virtue that he intentionally performed 

this action…The agent is collectively responsible for the realization of the (collective) end that 

results from their contributory actions.”131 However, those actions should, in any case, have 

some moral value. According to Miller, from this account of collective moral responsibility, it 

follows that in cases of terrorist violence, some victims, even if not directly involved, might 

have a moral responsibility and can thus be perceived as non-innocent targets of acts of 

terrorism. Although Miller thus believes that non-involved persons can be morally accountable 

for certain acts by collective responsibility, Miller would not support the idea that this can 

legitimate acts of terrorism. It just points out that, through the notion of collective responsibility, 

some people can be held morally responsible, even though this, for Miller, does not legitimize 

their killing.  

 

Despite the fact, that the argument of collective responsibility has problematic aspects, it has 

nevertheless been used for the legitimation of particular terrorist acts by some authors. 

Schwenkenbecher describes those approaches as “misapplications of collective responsibility 

concepts to justify clearly immoral terrorist’s acts132, a viewpoint that Seumas Miller most 

                                                           
131 MILLER, S.., The Moral Foundations of Social Institutions. A Philosophical Study, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 2010, p.121. 
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definitely would endorse. One of the authors who misapplies the collective responsibility 

argument is Burleigh Taylor Wilkins who, in 1992, published his book Terrorism and 

Collective Responsibility, in which he argues that it is not possible to acquire a genuine 

understanding of terrorism as a political strategy as long as the notion of collective moral 

responsibility is left out. The idea of collective responsibility is essential for Wilkin’s 

assessment of terrorist violence. Wilkins states that terrorism is justified as a form of self-

defense when:  

 

(1) all political and legal remedies have been exhausted or are inapplicable (as in emergencies where 

“time is of the essence”); and  

(2) the terrorism will be directed against members of a community or group which is collectively 

guilty of violence aimed at those individuals who are now considering the use of terrorism as an 

instrument of self-defense, or at the community or group of which they are members.133 

 

Angelo Corlett also defends this idea, although it is unclear, whether he would accept Wilkins’ 

understanding of collective responsibility as a justification for the use of terrorist violence or 

would rather agree with Miller. Corlett argues that terrorism is justified when it constitutes an 

act by “S, being innocent, defending herself or another innocent or group of innocents, in the 

face of a significant form of injustice in C at t1.” A further condition is that “S, in C at t1 only 

directs terrorist acts against those clearly guilty of committing acts of significant injustice.”134 

Connected with a notion of collective moral responsibility, this could also mean that for Corlett, 

acts of terrorism can be justified when a larger group of people can be perceived as morally 

responsible for “committing acts of significant injustice.” Similar arguments although not as 

explicitly philosophical as Miller’s, Wilkin’s and Corlett’s arguments, can often be heard in 

informal discourses that aim to legitimize the use of terrorism. The notion of collective 

responsibility furthermore is an essential aspect of self-legitimation arguments. Especially after 

9/11, there have been several instances in which people have been invoking the state’s guilt. In 

a democratic society, the state’s guilt is perceived as collective guilt of all citizens, for example, 

for the inhumane living conditions of other people, and therefore all citizens are seen as 

legitimate targets. For the terrorists themselves, the American people are, for example, 

perceived as morally responsible for the consequences of the state’s foreign policy by accepting 
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a government’s decision. The argument of collective moral responsibility is nevertheless 

difficult to defend from an ethical viewpoint.  

 

There are some situations in which the argument could be valid, although in most cases, the 

argument cannot be used for justifying violent action. Even if one assumes, that a government 

has moral responsibility for the injustices against which terrorists react, and one assumes that 

the victims of the acts of terrorism have a particular moral responsibility through supporting 

and not criticizing this government, then still, the people targeted cannot be perceived as “those 

clearly guilty of committing acts of significant injustice”, because their acts (voting for a certain 

political party, being uncritical towards a political system, supporting a certain government), 

do not have the moral significance that is the necessary precondition for making them legitimate 

targets of acts of terrorism.  

 

1.4 Moral rights  

 

The section above shortly touched upon Corlett’s assessment of terrorism. Another important 

aspect of his argumentation should be treated separately. Corlett argues that, if one would 

conclude that there are legitimate reasons for the resort to terrorism, one should also consider 

whether there exists something like a moral right to resort to terrorism. The implication of this 

moral right would, in a second step, imply the “duty of others to not interfere with the exercise 

or enjoyment of such a moral right by the right holder.”135 Corlett develops this contentious 

argument further by stating that there are indeed valid, legitimate moral claims deriving from 

the fact that there are legitimate reasons for resorting to terrorism. Those valid moral claims 

constitute, according to Corlett, “legitimate moral choice and legitimate moral interest which 

binds other parties to a moral duty to not interfere with the use of terrorism under such 

circumstances.”136 This statement equals the belief that in some cases one can have a moral 

right to resort to terrorism. The employment of this right, however, is restricted to six conditions 

that need to be satisfied in order to be legitimate. Those six conditions are the following:  

 

(1´) S, being morally innocent, is defending herself or another morally innocent individual or 

group of moral innocents in the face of a significant form if injustice in C at t1 and concerning 

which injustice S (or the ones defended by S is (are) morally innocent;  
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(2´) S is a conscientiously selective as possible in her choice of terrorist’s targets in C at t1; 

(3´) in C at t1, S directs terrorist activity both proportionately and only against those clearly 

guilty of committing acts of significant injustice 

(4) If time and circumstance permit, S attempts non-violent means of political, social, economic, 

or irreligious change in good faith;  

(5) S plans T so as to best achieve the cessation of the conditions of injustice which might justify 

the use of T in the first place; and 

(6) it is morally justified for others in relevantly similar circumstances to engage in T.137 

 

1.5 Self-defense (self-determination)  

 

The section above displayed that acts of terrorism are sometimes morally legitimized on the 

basis of the idea that terrorist acts can be actions of self-defense, and thus express the exercise 

of the right of self-determination against severe forms of injustice. From this viewpoint, it 

follows that terrorist acts can be permitted when they are targeting “those clearly guilty of 

committing acts of significant injustice”138 or posing a direct threat to one’s personal life. 

Although every human being, and states, generally have a right to self-defense, that can be 

exercised in cases of real threat, the argument that terrorism can be a legitimate form of “self-

defense” against forms of severe injustice, for example, foreign occupation, might be hard to 

defend. 

 

It is arguably explicitly difficult to identify what actions constitute a legitimate reason for the 

use of self-defense and what actions count as “severe forms of injustice”. Generally, acts of 

self-defense are morally legitimized if three conditions are being met: 1) the act constitutes a 

forced choice between two lives; which 2) the offender is responsible for; and which 3) poses 

an immediate threat to the defender. 139  Schwenkenbecher states: “terrorism – unlike 

interpersonal self-defense – is never a reaction to an immediate threat or rather that no defense 

against an immediate threat could ever constitute terrorism. Terrorism – as previously defined 

– requires strategic planning and is not an immediate impulsive reaction to a direct physical 

threat.”140 It furthermore seems as if the mere defense of a political community in the context 

of severe injustice does not fall within the scope of legitimate forms of self-defense. 
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Schwenkenbecher therefore also rightly states that: “Killing in the course of a terrorist act, or 

as part of a campaign of terrorism, cannot be justified with reference to self-defense. Even if 

the survival of a particular political community is at stake, its struggle for survival would not 

constitute an instance of literal self-defense.”141 

 

Except for Corlett, not many authors morally legitimize the use of terrorism by the right to self-

defense. However, the idea that terrorism is a reaction to certain conditions of injustice, without 

determining whether this is legitimate or not, is widely accepted and even perceived as essential 

for a genuine understanding of the dynamics of terrorism. Yassir Arafat, for example, states 

that Palestinian terrorism is just resistance and self-defense against injustice: “Those who call 

us terrorists wish to prevent world public opinion from discovering the truth about us and from 

seeing the justice on our faces. They seek to bide the terrorism and tyranny of their acts and our 

own posture of self-defense.” 142  If the occurrence of conditions of severe injustice 

automatically justify the right of self-defense and thus the moral legitimacy of terrorism remains 

doubtful. It will be shown further on, that there are other ethical approaches that can both take 

into account the role of circumstances and nevertheless condemn acts that are “clearly morally 

transgressive”.  

 

1.6 Supreme emergency exemption  

 

Within the realm of the law of war, the principle of supreme emergency exemption plays an 

important as well as problematic role. Especially in the aftermath of 9/11, the ambiguity of 

invoking the principle of supreme emergency exemption has become increasingly apparent. 

The principle of supreme emergency exemption states that under normal conditions the 

principle of non-combatant immunity (and in general the in bello principles) should be 

respected at all time. However, the principle foresees an exception in cases where it might be 

necessary to kill innocents in order to avoid worse. As will be shown in Chapter IIb, the 

argument of supreme emergency has often been used as an argumentative foundation for the 

moral justification of specific violent counterterrorism measures. 
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On the other hand, the same argument has been used to morally justify terrorism, namely by 

interpreting terrorism as a supreme emergency exemption. Anne Schwenkenbecher has 

defended this argument. It is presented in a separate paper with the title Terrorism, Supreme 

Emergency and the Killing of Innocents.143 Here she argues that in certain instances, acts of 

terrorism can be justified since they can be perceived as supreme emergency acts, where the 

aim of the acts of terrorism is to avoid moral disasters such as ethnic cleansing and genocide, 

if and only if, criteria such as last resort, proportionality and public declaration of war are 

satisfied. For Schwenkenbecher, several conditions allow terrorist acts that result in the killing 

of innocents to be regarded as justified. Instead of following the argument that acts of terrorism 

remain morally wrong, no matter the degree in which they can satisfy ad bellum criteria, for 

Schwenkenbecher there are some situations in which acts of terrorism involving innocents 

might nevertheless be assessed morally right.  

 

Those conditions are similar to just war ad bellum conditions, but have the additional 

characteristics, that besides satisfying the criteria of last resort, proportionality, and discourse 

the terrorist act should also be “employed to avert a moral disaster.”144 Schwenkenbecher’s 

argument is a good example for the way in which the principle of supreme emergency 

exemption can be used for the moral legitimization of terrorism. It furthermore shows that in 

order to answer the question of whether the killing of others is morally legitimate or illegitimate, 

certain additional criteria should be taken into account, namely those that assess, for example, 

the reasons and motivations for the act, namely the possibility that terrorism is a means to “avoid 

a moral disaster.” This legitimation obviously bases on a specific understanding of terrorism.  

 

From a legal perspective, the avoidance of a moral disaster such as ethnic cleansing or genocide 

is an international responsibility, for which legal bodies and conventions exist. In this case, 

sometime the use of violence might be necessary and allowed. To call such measures terrorism 

is probably not very accurate. In other words, in cases where the use of violence “to avoid moral 

disasters” is legitimated, it might be dubious to call those acts “terrorism.” At least it is difficult 

to imagine situations in which the use of terrorism is the only possible way of avoiding moral 

disasters. To better understand Schwenkenbecher’s argument, one may assume that her 

argument is merely developed on an understanding of terrorism as a “state act”. The supreme 
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emergency argument, when applied to the problem of terrorism, might help to justify certain 

acts committed by states in other countries. In certain definitions of terrorism, those actions can 

be perceived as state terrorist actions or the use of terrorism by states. Whether those supreme 

emergency actions can be justified or should be perceived as terrorism at all, remains 

questionable. When cases are “clearly terrorist” acts, it is difficult to assess those acts morally 

through a discussion of its possible aim to avoid moral disasters. The argument might be as 

difficult to defend as the justification of terrorism by perceiving it as “self-defense.” Here again, 

the argumentation relies on concepts that are prone to subjective judgments and lack a necessary 

amount of clarity. Furthermore, it is based on a particular definition of terrorism that is different 

from most prevalent definitions that exclude the possibility that terrorist acts can pursuit 

morally praiseworthy ends such as the avoidance of moral disasters. The moral justification of 

terrorist acts by the principle of the supreme emergency exemption thus necessarily builds on 

a very specific definition of terrorism that not perceives terrorism’s moral reprehensibility as 

an essential characteristic. 

 

1.7 Contextualist arguments  

 

What can generally be concluded from the discussion above is that justification arguments are 

based on the assumption that terrorists might have legitimate causes for their behavior, for 

example, because they resort to terrorism as a reaction against severe forms of injustice or in 

order to prevent moral disasters from happening. The resort to terrorism can be legitimized by 

showing that in some cases the ad bellum principle of just cause can be satisfied, or by arguing 

that terrorism can constitute a supreme emergency exemption. Another way in which terrorism 

can be morally legitimized is by pointing out that the collateral damage caused by terrorism 

may be as legitimate as the collateral damage caused by states in their conduct of violent actions 

in the pursuit of legitimate ends. Those approaches were discussed above. The perception of 

terrorism as a violent reaction to just or legitimate causes or conditions of injustice is not 

exclusively inherent in the framework of just war theory or other philosophical approaches, but 

also in social-political approaches to terrorism. Although the just war theory framework might 

provide the argument a lot more authority then a weaker social-political framework, 

understanding how many authors try to defend the importance of taking into regard the 

motivations and aims behind terrorist violence as a way of giving terrorism moral legitimation, 

is essential for the discussion. The social-political arguments that try to deliver an account for 

the justification of a terrorists’ behavior are manifold. In general, those approaches try to take 
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the context and background of terrorism actors into consideration. The next pages will outline 

some of the most important attempts. Those approaches can generally be described as 

“contextualist approaches”. Contextualist approaches are characterized by an understanding of 

terrorism (and probably political violence in general) as a phenomenon that always has specific 

root causes. In terrorism research, the discussion on probable root causes of terrorism is fairly 

recent. The increasing interest in causation processes of terrorism probably originated from the 

awareness that a differentiated understanding of terrorism might be necessary in order to tackle 

terrorism effectively in the long-run. The approach offers a new perspective by promoting a 

genealogical understanding of terrorism and political violence. In his eponymous book Root 

Causes of Terrorism, Torge Bjørgo has done substantial work on the research on possible root 

causes of terrorism.145 His book collects a number of essays on this topic and tries to offer an 

analysis of the manifold possible root causes of terrorism. Bjørgo’s book, although offering a 

comprehensive account on the topic, is not explicitly concerned with the moral evaluation of 

terrorism. The emphasis of the book is limited to the political analysis of the possible breeding 

grounds of terrorism. This analysis, however, might play an important role in the moral 

evaluation of terrorism. Especially the plea to try to assess terrorism genealogically from its 

context can have some significant moral implications. 

 

At this point, although also not explicitly concerned with the moral evaluation of terrorism, 

another foundational research should be mentioned, namely the work of Martha Crenshaw. 

Crenshaws pioneering work is concerned with the context of terrorism and intends to promote 

an understanding of terrorism as something contextual, highly related to different kinds of 

grievances and dissatisfaction. Acts of terrorism, then, should always be assessed from within 

their specific context. According to Crenshaw “it (terrorism) represents the disaffection of a 

fragment of the elite, who may take it upon themselves to act on behalf of a majority unaware 

of its plight unwilling to take action to remedy grievances or unable to express dissent. This 

discontent, however, subjective in origin or minor in scope, is blamed on the government and 

its supporters.” 146  Although these approaches are not explicitly engaging in the moral 

evaluation of terrorism, their contribution to the ethics of terrorism should not be denied. From 

a contextual approach to terrorism, it naturally follows that there at least is some space to 

assume that there are rational and, in some way, comprehensible reasons for the resort to 

terrorist violence.  
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The situational or contextualist approach of the root cause research is the underlying rationale 

of many justification arguments. In the above section, it was already pointed at this topic, by 

discussing the positions that perceive terrorism as a reaction against severe forms of injustice. 

In alignment with those arguments, contextualist arguments try to argue that specific root causes 

may provide a (legitimate) cause for the use of violence by committing acts of terrorism. Those 

arguments are closely related to the arguments that frame terrorism within a broader discussion 

of (global) justice. This situational, contextual or global justice framework for developing 

justification arguments offers several perspectives. Tony Coady and Michael O’Keefe have 

offered a good overview of those perspectives in their book Terrorism and Justice. Moral 

Arguments in a threatened World. This book is a collection of papers on the topic of terrorism 

and justice and on how conditions of ongoing injustice might be a (legitimate) reason for the 

resort to terrorism.  

 

Another important and also widely accepted, although often empirically falsified, theory states 

that terrorism is a reaction to continuous socio-economic injustice. So-called deprived actor-

theories perceive terrorists as victims of deprivation. If people suffer from economic 

deprivation over a long period, it is assumed that they will develop a higher likeability of 

rebelling against their living conditions, also by violent means. Terrorism, as a political 

strategy, is then just one way among many others to express things such as frustration, 

dissatisfaction, and resentment. Deprived actor theories argue that, although the means might 

not be morally justified, at least the ends are, thereby overall changing the moral character of 

acts of terrorism. In other words, even if the killing of (innocent) people as a reaction to 

persistent unjust living conditions remain morally objectionable, the assessment of the 

underlying reasons for committing acts of terrorism might contribute to an overall moral 

justification of the act. It is assumed that in certain circumstances it might be overall justified 

to use violence in order to try to change unjust living conditions (for example oppression or 

occupation). Those theories, again, can only be understood in connection to a specific definition 

of terrorism, namely terrorism as a protest. Such a definition of terrorism differs from most 

common definitions. According to those definitions, violent acts as forms of protest against 

occupation, oppression or deprivation may not be perceived as terrorism but as legitimate forms 

of political violence.  
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1.8 Liberation acts 

 

In alignment with the contextualist arguments discussed above, other authors choose to perceive 

terrorism as an emancipatory form of violence. Some authors base their justification arguments 

for terrorism on liberation ideologies. Aleksander Pavkovic has most comprehensively 

analyzed this approach in his contribution to Coady and O’Keefe’s book.147According to 

Pavkovic, there are two ways in which liberation ideologies can offer an argumentative basis 

for the moral legitimation of terrorism, namely by stressing the “right of group retribution”, or 

through an assessment of means and ends. The group retribution argument justifies terrorism 

as follows: “if members of one group indiscriminately kill members of another group, then the 

latter is justified in indiscriminately killing members of the former in the same way.”148 

According to the assessment of means and ends, according to those who believe that terrorist 

acts can be acts of liberation, the most important goal of terrorist acts is to free an oppressed 

people from their oppressors and the restoration of human dignity. Sometimes, it is argued, 

terrorism is the only effective way to come to this end. Terrorism, according to liberation 

ideologies contributes to meeting these ends in four ways: terrorism is a means to attack a 

system of oppression, it contributes to the equalizing of conditions of combat, it mobilizes 

public opinion, and it restores dignity to the oppressed people.149 This approach assumes that 

terrorism is an effective means both by an “eye for an eye”- argumentation as well as by a “cost-

benefit analysis”. Whether or not that argumentation can offer a valid legitimation of terrorism 

remains an open question. 

 

There is one non-deniable problem with the way in which liberation ideologies understand, 

frame and consequently morally evaluate terrorism. Although terrorists themselves often 

invoke the narrative of being an oppressed people who revolve against an oppressor as a way 

of self-legitimation, as it was, for example, the case in the 9/11 attacks, this does not mean that 

the perceived oppression equals an actual legitimate reason to resort to violence. The perceived 

oppression must not automatically legitimize the resort to violence or terrorism since this would 

imply that everyone who feels oppressed by anyone might legitimately resort to force. On the 

other hand, there might be cases of political oppression, for example when a group of people is 

oppressed by a violent dictatorship, where the resort to force can be legitimate in order to free 
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a people from this oppression. It is arguably highly dependent on one’s point of view to 

determine whether a group of people has an actual legitimate reason to resort to violence or not. 

To subsume all forms of violent political resistance under the category of terrorism however 

seems only further to blur the understanding of terrorism and the possibility of comprehensively 

morally evaluating terrorism.  

 

The legitimation of terrorist violence by the argument that acts of terrorism can be acts of 

liberation violence once more confirms the arbitrariness of the category terrorism and points at 

the fact that moral evaluation and subjective judgments appear to be inherent in this category. 

Benzion Netanyahu, for example, finds  

 

For in contrast to the terrorist, no freedom fighter has ever deliberately attacked innocents. He 

has never deliberately killed small children, or passerby in the street, or foreign visitors, or other 

civilians who happen to reside in the are of conflict or are merely associated ethnically or 

religiously with the people of that area…The conclusion we must draw from all this is evident. 

Far from being a bearer of freedom, the terrorist is the carrier of oppression and enslavement.150  

 

This shows that the validity of justification arguments that are based on the idea that terrorist 

acts are acts of liberation is dependent on whether one accepts that terrorist acts can be defined 

as liberation acts. However, in those cases where violent political resistance would be classified 

as legitimate resistance, it is likely that this form of violence will not be called terrorism. On 

the other hand, it appears counterintuitive to justify acts that are defined as terrorist acts by the 

fact that the act is perceived as an act of liberation violence, at least according to the majority 

of common terrorism definitions. In other words, the perception of a violent act as an act of 

liberation violence would generally exclude that this act would be defined as a terrorist act and 

vice versa. This finding does not imply that one should not look at the motivation and the 

political reasons behind the use of violence. To the contrary, the discussion above shows even 

clearer that because the use of terrorism as a description of a specific form of violence is never 

neutral and always dependent on the “judge’s” point of view, it is particularly important to take 

into account the numerous causes of the violence. It might then indeed be the case that what is 

perceived as terrorism by one, is seen as liberation violence by another. It is essential to keep 

this in mind and to be aware of the fact that there can be a significant discord between the 

perception of the affected people and the people that resort to force. For the latter, liberation 
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arguments can be an important component of their self-legitimating logic. To determine 

whether those arguments morally justify their actions is arguably highly contextual and requires 

a comprehensive ethical approach. 

 

1.9 Preliminary findings 

 

Generally, moral arguments that legitimize terrorism rely on the assumption that there are 

legitimate reasons for the resort to terrorism and that in cases of, for example, oppression, 

deprivation, non-state groups, like states, can legitimately exercise their right to self-

determination or self-defense. The arguments discussed in the last sections show that a lacking 

consensus on the nature of terrorism leads to the argumentation that terrorism can be legitimized 

by the assumption that under certain conditions this use of violence constitutes a legitimate 

form of violent reaction against the oppression of severe forms of injustice. Because of this 

particular understanding, it becomes increasingly difficult to draw boundaries between 

terrorism and other, legitimate, forms of political violence. This problem furthermore indicates 

that terrorism indeed only partially consists of its moral reprehensibility and lies in the eye of 

the beholder, since forms of violence that are perceived as legitimate would generally not be 

called terrorism. This discussion once more shows how the semantic-definitional confusion 

mentioned in the introduction is causal for the plurality of moral arguments in the realm of 

moral evaluation of terrorism and counterterrorism. In general, two critical findings conclude 

this chapter.  

 

First, the moral legitimation of terrorism is perceived as problematic per se because it is often 

assumed that the resort to terrorism is always morally condemnable and should therefore not be 

treated as a form of violence for which there are legitimate reasons in the same way as states 

may have legitimate reasons for resorting to the use of force. Justification arguments reject this 

understanding of terrorism and intend to consider situations in which terrorism is either 

legitimate as a last resort or as a legitimate form of violence against oppression, injustice or to 

prevent moral disasters.  

 

Secondly, justification arguments seem to result from the confusion that surrounds the 

definition of terrorism and are therefore not generalizable but might rather only have some 

validity in connection to a specific understanding of terrorism or a specific form of terrorism. 

George Meggle tries to solve the problem by making a distinction between two broad categories 
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of terrorism. The way in which terrorism is morally legitimized or delegitimized is highly 

dependent on whether one believes that the killings that result from acts of terrorism are 

intentional or accidental. There are good reasons to argue that there may indeed be a 

legitimation for weak forms of terrorism since real collateral damage is also allowed in cases 

of state violence. However, it is often assumed that terrorism always goes along with the 

intentional killing of innocent parties and is therefore always morally objectionable. The 

distinction between weak and strong forms of terrorism can be helpful in order to understand 

better how some people develop justification arguments for terrorism, and others choose to 

absolutely reject terrorism. It might mainly depend on how one understands terrorism. If both 

forms of terrorism are indeed present and should also both be called terrorism, then it might be 

impossible to come to a consensus moral assessment of terrorism. In that case, it might be 

necessary to focus on specific cases of terrorism instead of either overall justifying or 

condemning terrorism morally.  

 

Furthermore, authors who are concerned with the moral legitimation of weak terrorism are in 

the same way concerned with the moral legitimation of violence in general. This finding implies 

that one can and should not understand their positions as “pro-terrorist”, but merely as “pro-

equal moral assessment of political violence.” All undertakings in this field of research are 

efforts to apply the same standards and criteria for assessing the resort to force by both states 

and non-states actors. They argue that, when it is legitimate for states to, in some circumstances, 

use force, then it should be equally justified for non-state actors to resort to force when the same 

criteria are satisfied. The moral legitimation of terrorism is generally based on the assumption 

that there is some moral equality between individual concern and state interest. The killing of 

innocent people and causing of collateral damage should either be equally prohibited or equally 

justified. It is thus merely a critique of widespread double standards positions that assess 

terrorism as absolutely wrong but allow the use of violence with the same negative 

consequences of, for example, killing non-combatants by state practice. In general, it should be 

said, that if one assumes that there are legitimate ends for making violent means legitimate, 

then this might also count for the use of terrorism as a political strategy.  

 

Authors that morally legitimize terrorism thus demand the use of equal moral standards towards 

all form of political violence. The contextualist approaches contribute to this by addressing the 

possibility of legitimate ends (endo- and exogeny) in a very concrete way. Nevertheless, it 

remains challenging to look for criteria to discern between legitimate goals and illegitimate 
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goals. Even if one would accept, that there are forms of terrorism similar to what Meggle calls 

“weak” terrorism, it is not unambiguously true that those actions are also more morally 

acceptable. The moral character of acts of terrorism, in the end, cannot be exclusively 

determined by an assessment of exogenous and endogenous aspects, but also require an – at 

least minimal – assessments of the act and its consequences, notwithstanding the fact that an 

understanding of the endo- and exogeny is essential for effectively preventing its occurrence.  

 

2. Moral delegitimization of Terrorism (MD-T) 

 

After the last sections discussed the arguments that are developed to morally justify terrorism, 

the following sections will discuss moral arguments that aim to morally delegitimize terrorism. 

Those arguments are better known, as they are often used in the debate on terrorism and also 

built the foundation for legitimizing particular coercive counterterrorism actions.  

 

2.1 Deontology and non-combatant immunity  

 

The morally objectionable character of terrorism is something that is most often perceived as 

evident. Many argue that from a moral perspective, terrorism is always wrong. This assumption 

relates to the moral intuition of most people. Those assumptions and intuitions mostly derive 

from so-called deontological considerations. Deontological ethical approaches assume that 

certain moral standards and rules should be perceived as absolute rules and principles and that 

all actions can be morally assessed against the background of those moral rules. In cases thus, 

where those rules are violated, the act can be perceived as morally wrong. Deontology bases on 

the belief that there are acts and issues that are per se (in itself) morally condemnable. From 

this perspective, the “who” and the “why” of an act are entirely irrelevant for the moral 

assessment of the respective act.  

 

In the context of terrorism, the intuition that terrorism is always wrong is strongly related to 

that fact that terrorism implies the killing of innocent people or other forms of collateral 

damage. Consequently, from a deontological perspective, terrorism is perceived as always and 

absolutely morally objectionable. The moral rule “thou shall not kill” is one that is widely 

accepted as a near-to-absolute rule and is as such, along with a couple of other basic moral 

rules, a central component of moral education. For many people, this rule becomes even more 

absolute when it considers the killing of innocent people. Although exceptions on this rule are 
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also widely represented, for example in cases of unintended but necessary collateral damage, 

within the long tradition of ethics of war and conflict, it has been perceived as a golden rule that 

the consequences of conflict and war should always possibly be restricted to the parties directly 

involved and should ideally not result in the killing of or infliction of harm on innocent 

bystanders. Of course, in reality, the involvement and suffering of innocent people is almost 

always a byproduct of war and conflict. This byproduct, however, is often perceived as either 

unintended or as a necessary malum of conflict and war. From such a perspective, it is argued 

that terrorism is distinct from war and conflict because the killing or injuring of innocent 

bystanders are not a necessary malum or an “unintended” consequence of terrorism since it is 

assumed that terrorism directly and willingly targets innocent people.  

 

The intentional killing of or inflicting harm on non-combatants is thus often perceived as one 

of the main characteristics of terrorism that discern it from other forms of conflict. 

Consequently, it is also often stated that exactly this characteristic makes terrorism morally 

objectionable. The fact that terrorism inflicts harm on innocent people and so violates 

fundamental human rights, and basic rules of war and conflict is among the most persuasive 

arguments for the moral delegitimization of terrorism. Per Bauhn makes a significant 

contribution to the development of this argument in his book Ethical Aspects of Political 

Terrorism. Bauhn defines political terrorism as “The performance of violent acts, directed 

against one or more persons, intended by the performing agent to intimidate one or more 

persons and thereby to bring about one or more of the agent’s political goals.”151 In this book, 

Bauhn makes a strong argument against terrorism and points out that terrorism is always 

morally objectionable because it always implicates the “sacrificing of the innocent.” Bauhn 

shows how, through ethical theory, terrorism is always morally wrong even if its political goals 

are possibly morally justifiable. He, therefore, develops an ethical theory that he calls the 

“SSMI-thesis” (sacrificing someone morally innocent as a means to intimidation-thesis). SSMI 

then is “a feature of some political terroristic acts which makes these acts conclusively morally 

objectionable, even if the goals of the political terrorists performing these acts itself is morally 

justified.”152 
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Bauhn has also written a contribution to Meggle’s book in which he reformulates his argument 

in the context of the rules of just war. Here he states that “we have found that while the rule of 

non-combatant immunity does not rule out all acts of political terrorism, it does rule out terrorist 

acts directed against recipient non-deserving of violent interference. This conclusion will hold 

on deontological as well as on consequentialist grounds.”153 Whereas in his previous work, 

Bauhn thus uses ethical theory to defend the “conclusively morally objectionability of 

sacrificing morally innocent people,” in his post 9/11 he reformulates his finding based on the 

alleged violation of the just war principle of discrimination by terrorism.  

  

The killing of (or inflicting harm on) morally innocent people as a means of intimidation as an 

inherent characteristic of terrorist violence is a convincing argument against the moral 

permissibility of terrorism. It implies that terrorism has a “morally distinct” character, different 

from other criminal acts. However, one could argue that when the death of innocent people is 

the most objectionable characteristic, the answer to the question of whether terrorism is always 

wrong would be rather easy. In that case namely, terrorism would, from a moral perspective, 

not be any different from, for example, murder. According to both Bauhn and Robert E. Goodin, 

not only the killing of morally innocent people but also the fact that the killing of morally 

innocent people is a means to install fear and terror in a larger group of people, gives terrorism 

this “morally distinct” character is.  

 

Goodin argues that the intimidation of other people through the infliction of harm on morally 

innocent people leads to irrational political behavior in the target group. It thus produces a 

vicious circle of terrorist violence and political behavior that is akin to terrorist violence. The 

moral distinctiveness of terrorism, according to those arguments, consists in the fact that 

“terrorism seeks to exploit the nexus of violence and fear in such a way as to degrade or 

destabilize an existing social order.”154 For those first arguments, there are mainly three morally 

objectionable characteristics of terrorism that, because of their interrelation, make terrorism 

both morally distinctive and conclusively morally objectionable. These three characteristics are: 

1) the killing of and/or inflicting harm on morally innocent people, 2) the way in which this is 

done as a means to install fear and terror in a larger group of people to then 3) destabilize a 

certain political or social order. As, from a deontological perspective, at least one of the three 
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characteristics violates fundamental moral rules, terrorism is consequently assessed absolutely 

morally objectionable. 

 

2.2 Just war theory 

 

The section on legitimation arguments of terrorism showed how just war theory is used to 

legitimize particular forms of terrorist violence. Those approaches are the exception rather than 

the rule. Mostly, just war theory principles are used to argue against the moral legitimacy of 

terrorism. Within the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism, arguments that somehow 

rely on just war theory as an ethical theory are the most represented, and they are, because of 

the deontological nature of just war theory, closely related to the arguments described in the 

section above. One of the most influential authors on just war theory in modern times is Michael 

Walzer. His aforementioned book, Just and Unjust War, has great importance for the study of 

the ethics of war and armed conflict. It might therefore not be surprising, that Michael Walzer 

also contributed to the discussion on the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. Walzer 

develops an argument on the moral reprehensibility of terrorism that logically derives from his 

work on just war theory. Walzer, in short, argues that “just war theory helps us understand the 

wrongfulness of terrorism."155 

 

Walzer also shows how the same theory can prove the wrongfulness of certain ways of 

combating terrorism, but the latter argument will further be discussed in Chapter 2b. First, 

Walzer’s position on the role of just war theory for the moral delegitimization of terrorism will 

be discussed. For Walzer, “randomness (in killing) and innocence are the crucial elements in 

the definition”156 of terrorism. Following, according to the rules of “jus in bello”, after a conflict 

has started, it is “totally legitimate to kill soldiers and “people engaged” at random, as they 

come within range, so to speak, and it is legitimate to try to terrorize the ones who never come 

within range. However, on the other side, “civilians are immune as ordinary men and women, 

disengaged from the business of warfare; they are also immune as members of a human 

community that is not a military organization.” The violation of the discrimination principle 

gives terrorism its morally contentious character. According to Walzer, the principle of 

noncombatant immunity has a deeper meaning. This meaning makes it even more obvious that 

terrorism violates this ius in bello principle. Walzer argues that the principle of discrimination 
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does not only protect individuals but also the group to which they belong.157 For Walzer, the 

problem with terrorism is that it is a twofold attack on the immunity of non-combatants. “They 

[terrorists] devalue not only the individuals they kill but also the group to which the individuals 

belong. They signal a political intention to destroy or remove or radically subordinate these 

people individually and this “people” collectively.”158 Although it might be questioned whether 

this assumption applies to all kinds of terrorism, Walzer’s argument is interesting for the way 

in which it stretches the principle of non-combatant immunity beyond the individual. This 

emphasis is important, since “the collective” element of a terrorist’s target might make it even 

more apparent, why terrorism is morally distinctive in comparison to murder or war. Whereas 

Bauhn and Goodin perceived the nexus of violence (inflicted on innocent individuals) and fear 

(installed in a larger group) as most essential for the ethical evaluation of terrorism, Walzer 

chooses instead the nexus of violence (inflicted on innocent individuals) and the collective (as 

a terrorist target) as an entry point.  

 

Just war theory does not only contribute to understanding the wrongfulness of terrorism through 

the application of ius in bello principles. Other authors have based their arguments on the fact 

that terrorism also violates ius ad bellum principles, because of the presumed absence of a just 

cause or right authority. McPherson, for example, describes an alternative perspective from 

which terrorist violence can be considered wrong “in a way that the violence of regular 

combatants is not.”159Instead of focusing on non-combatant immunity or the discrimination 

principle as the most decisive principle for the moral condemnation of terrorism, his argument 

is based on the presumed violation of the principle of legitimate authority. McPherson argues 

that terrorism not only lacks legitimate authority but, more importantly, also legitimate 

representative authority because, in terrorist groups, authority often is merely self-appointed. 

McPherson considers representative authority as a highly important precondition for the moral 

justness of violent political action and its lack as constitutive for the moral reprehensibility. 

“Non-state terrorisms’ distinctive wrongness does not lie in the terrorism but rather in the resort 

to political violence without adequate license from a people on whose behalf the violence is 

purportedly undertaken.”160  
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The problem with this argument is that it assumes that terrorists generally do not legitimately 

represent a group of people on whose behalf violent acts are performed. On the other hand, it 

also rules out the possibility that there are cases of terrorism in which terrorist actors do not 

even assert the claim to represent a group of people. McPherson’s argument can only be 

understood in connection to his specific definition of terrorism. It appears that McPherson, 

when he talks about terrorism, has political terrorism in mind, with for example characteristics 

similar to those of left-wing terrorist organizations. It is not difficult though to find examples 

of cases of terrorism in which terrorist do not intend to represent a specific group of people. 

Most obvious examples are the recent discussions on “lone actor terrorism”. In those case, it is 

still unclear whether terrorist actors even claim or intend to represent a group of people or if 

they rather act from personal motivation. Another counterargument might be the fact that, 

especially in the case of religiously motivated terrorism, terrorist believe to have a 

representative authority even if they are acting on their own. This is the case when, for example, 

suicide attacks are committed by individuals who are given direct instruction to do so. 

 

Furthermore, the religious authority might be a convincing case of representative authority. 

Much religious motivated terrorism appears to be conducted with a strong conviction that what 

they are doing is the “will of God” for the good of “the people of God.” These examples show 

that it is complicated to perceive the lack of representative authority as a cornerstone of the 

moral delegitimation of terrorism and is ultimately dependent on whether one accepts the 

associated terrorism definition. Nevertheless, McPherson's argumentation is an excellent 

example of how ius ad bellum principles are presented as an argumentative basis for 

delegitimizing terrorism.  

 

In his book Terrorism. The new World Order, Nicolas Fotion shows how delegitimation based 

on ius ad bellum seems not to be very convincing and might also (or instead) be a convenient 

argument for the legitimation of terrorism. Fotion analyzes how a focus on ad bellum principles 

can actually support an argument for the moral justness of terrorism. He believes that according 

to ius ad bellum principles, there is nothing wrong with terrorist (and insurgent) behavior. He 

convincingly shows that terrorists might well have a just cause, right authority, right intention, 

and reasonable chance to success, might act proportional and might perceive their action as a 

last resort. The ius ad bellum principles are, consequently, not the best equipped for the moral 

delegitimation of terrorism. Therefore, Fotion argues that, although terrorism might satisfy all 

ius ad bellum conditions, it is not morally legitimate. According to his analysis, only ius in bello 
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principles can contribute to proving the wrongfulness of terrorism. Although Fotion says, 

“terrorists might believe to have the right reasons for fighting a certain group of people because 

they “rightly seek vengeance, they rightly apply the notion of collective responsibility to blame 

almost everyone on their opponent’s side, and rightly fight as they do out of necessity”, all those 

arguments fail to legitimate their behavior. “Terrorist who target “innocents”, deserve all the 

criticism that they have been receiving, for, despite their efforts, they have not uncovered 

legitimate exceptions to the discrimination principle. Rather they have violated that principle 

and violated it in a most gross fashion.”161 

 

Alex J. Bellamy, another significant scholar on the topic of ethics in (and of) war and conflict, 

has presented the same argument. Bellamy tries to develop what he calls a “moral definition” 

of terrorism. According to David Rodin, the moral definition of terrorism should attempt to 

“elucidate the features of acknowledged core instances of terrorism which merit and explain 

the moral reaction which most of us have toward them.”162After a discussion of the main 

objectionable characteristics of terrorism such as the installment of fear and the targeting of 

non-combatants, Bellamy, in accordance with both Walzer and Fotion, concludes that there is 

only one element that makes terrorism particularly immoral, namely the intentional killing of 

non-combatants and the violation of the discrimination principle. For Bellamy too, there are 

principles of just war theory that might support the assumption, that terrorism can be legitimated 

under certain circumstances, but that this would only be the case when all just war conditions 

would be satisfied. Since terrorism, according to both Fotion’s, Walzer’s and Bellamy’s 

understanding of terrorism, always implies the injuring or killing of innocent parties and 

consequently the violation of the discrimination principle, this is never the case for terrorism, 

and therefore terrorism can easily be delegitimized on the basis of its apparent violation of ius 

in bello principles.  

 

Although the authors mentioned above unanimously agree on the importance of non-combatant 

immunity and on the fact that a violation of this principle leads to the morally objectionable 

character of terrorism, there are other situations in which the violation of this principle seems 

to be more easily approved. Especially Walzer, who is also known for his thesis on the supreme 

emergency exemption, seems not to deny the possibility that there are situations in which the 
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principle of non-combatant immunity might be violated without making this act morally 

objectionable. This fact weakens the argumentation since other authors believe that terrorism 

might also be perceived as a reaction to a situation of “supreme emergency”. If the principle of 

non-combatant immunity should thus be as decisive for the moral evaluation of terrorism, 

Stephen Nathanson argues, then it should be perceived as an absolute principle that should not 

be violated in any situation, also not in cases of supreme emergency. The weak point of the 

delegitimation argumentation of Walzer and others, Nathanson calls the “lack of credibility” of 

moral condemnations of terrorism. According to Nathanson, Walzer “undermined the solid 

basis for condemning terrorism” by “conceding that there are circumstances in which 

intentional attacks on innocent people are justified.”163 For Nathanson, just war theory, with its 

principle of double effect, does not have the “credibility” in order to condemn terrorism 

morally. Even more, just war theory, according to Nathanson, “fails to provide sufficient 

protection for civilians.” This is because although just war theory emphasizes the importance 

of non-combatant immunity, it is “too permissive with respect to collateral damage killing that 

are close cousins to terrorism.”164 

 

Many difficulties and limits of just war theory for the moral assessment of terrorism have 

become apparent, and Nathanson provides yet another important answer to the question of why 

just war theory is not the right tool for the moral condemnation of terrorism. His answer is 

difficult to categorize but has a strong pacifist character, since his approach does not accept the 

notion of collateral damage. Because of the lack of credibility that is characteristic to just war 

theory, Nathanson argues in favor of the absolute adherence to the principle of non-combatant 

immunity. Although his condemnation of terrorism relies on the same argumentation, namely 

the fact that terrorism ultimately violates the principle of non-combatant immunity, he argues 

that its more credible, since this perspective includes the condition that no exceptions ought to 

be made in any situation.  

 

For Nathanson, it is clear that terrorism is always morally wrong, in the same way as other kinds 

of political action that result in the killing of innocent people or collateral damage of any other 

sort, is always wrong. Nathanson’s condemnation of terrorism is an overall condemnation of 

all sorts of violence that have the same adverse effects as terrorism. The way in which 

Nathanson defends the importance of noncombatant immunity is based on what he calls a “rule-
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utilitarian” model. In his perspective, a rule-utilitarian defense of non-combatant immunity is 

the right model for providing moral condemnations of terrorism more credibility. Through 

adopting non-combatant immunity as a rule among another set of rules that intends to “protect 

both the interests of particular groups and the general human interest”165, rule-utilitarianism 

provides a perspective that supports the necessity of discerning between soldiers and civilians. 

Nathanson thus adopts an ius in bello principle as a central element of his critique to terrorism 

but consolidates this principle by a rule-utilitarian argumentation. Nathanson’s argument shows 

that the principle of non-combatant immunity might be helpful for morally condemning 

terrorism also without the “weak” framework of just war theory. Adopting those principles as 

“absolute” moral rules or moral conventions is an alternative in order to make those principles 

applicable.  

 

There has been much criticism of the use of just war theory for the moral evaluation of terrorism 

and counterterrorism, mainly because just war theory can and has been used by most different 

parties in order to justify or condemn certain (violent) actions. Especially within the context of 

terrorism and counterterrorism it often seems that just war theory only has a relative validity. 

Walzer seems to be aware of the fact that just war theory “may need further adaptations, to the 

circumstances of terror.” Nevertheless, he believes that “we can still be guided, even in these 

new circumstances, by our fundamental understanding of when fighting and killing are just and 

when they are unjust.” 166  Despite several problems, just war theory may offer a valid 

argumentative basis for the moral delegitimation of terrorism, depending on how one chooses 

to define terrorism.  

 

This perspective adopts a certain understanding of terrorism that ignores the fact, that the 

character of terrorism itself is an unresolved question. Terrorism often seems to intend to reject 

the principles of a just battle, and the question remains open whether it can be morally 

condemned by applying those principles to a situation of occurring terrorist violence. This 

finding does not imply that it might be morally right to kill and inflict harm on innocent people, 

but rather that, until it is unclear what the exact character of terrorism is, neither ius ad bellum 

nor ius in bello principles might apply to terrorism, since there might be no “bellum”. Non-

combatant immunity is a principle that is based on the assumption that alongside non-

combatants there are at least two (equal) combatant parties, which is not necessarily the case 
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when a terrorist attack occurs. Just war theory has clear limits for the ethical evaluation of 

terrorism, although it might serve as a first guiding principle for moral orientation. Chapter 3 

will further discuss just war theory’s limitations. 

 

2.3 Preliminary conclusion  

 

This subchapter intended to give a first overview of the fundamental questions of the ethics of 

terrorism as well as of the multiple proposed answers and theoretical, ethical approaches to 

those questions. It was shown that there are many different opinions about the moral nature of 

terrorism. A first conclusion is that in general, one can differentiate between two approaches: 

those approaches focusing on the effects of terrorism, on its means and targets and secondly, 

those approaches that take into account the broader causation processes of terrorist violence. 

Arguments for the moral legitimacy of terrorism are mainly based on the assumption that there 

might be determinable legitimate reasons for the resort to terrorism. Arguments for the moral 

impermissibility of terrorism assume that this cannot be the case since the act is per se morally 

condemnable or that those reasons are not relevant for the moral evaluation of terrorism. A 

second conclusion is that the moral evaluation of terrorism is clearly and indisputably 

dependent on how terrorism is perceived and defined. The next subchapter will focus on the 

fundamental questions of the ethics of counterterrorism as well as with the different ethical 

theoretical approaches to those questions. This part of the ethics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism is mainly concerned with determining the (im)permissibility of specific 

counterterrorism measures. At the end of this subchapter, the findings of both subchapters will 

be brought together in order to develop a more comprehensive conclusion.  
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CHAPTER 2B 

 THE ETHICS OF COUNTERTERRORISM 
 

The introduction of chapter 2 argued that the ethics of counterterrorism is inherently connected 

to the ethics of terrorism and vice versa. Because it is difficult to discuss the ethics of 

counterterrorism without discussing the elementary questions of the ethics of terrorism, firstly 

the focus was on the ethics of terrorism, and now the ethics of counterterrorism will be 

discussed. The central question, with which the ethics of counterterrorism is concerned, is the 

question of what measures are allowed in countering terrorism. In the aftermath of 9/11, it 

became apparent that when relevant norms and value are applied asymmetrically to the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, counterterrorism runs the risk of becoming 

terrorism itself. The problem with developing clear rules and standards for counterterrorism 

seems to be likewise aggravated by the lack of clarity about the character of terrorism. The 

question whether terrorism should be treated as “just another form of war”, as armed conflict 

or as crime remains open, and the possibilities on how to react against acts of terrorism are 

therefore manifold and dependent on how terrorism is interpreted and defined. Because it seems 

to be challenging to find a consensus approach towards terrorism, the adopted counterterrorism 

measures and their moral justification are very diverse. 

 

As with the ethics of terrorism, the ethics of counterterrorism first need to define what the 

subject of this ethics is. In the decade after 9/11, counterterrorism became to have a whole 

different character than in the years before. Counterterrorism is an umbrella term for a wide 

range of coercive and non-coercive measures. It might consist of, for example, military and 

diplomatic measures, development aid, financial aid, and sanctions or civil society work. 

Probably one could develop an ethical discussion of every single counterterrorism measure. 

However, this would go beyond the scope of the discussion here. From a moral perspective, the 

most problematic counterterrorism measures are those involving the use of force and violence, 

with the possibility of resulting in the killing of innocent people or other forms of collateral 

damage. Although throughout the long history of counterterrorism, military and forceful 

measures might have always been one among many possibilities in the fight against terrorist 

violence, only after since 9/11, this conception of counterterrorism became as prevalent as it is 

today. The Global War on Terror has indisputably changed the discussion on moral standards 

of counterterrorism and the use of violence as a counterterrorism strategy. Non-violent 
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counterterrorism measure or the use of “soft power” in counterterrorism might off course as 

well be subject of the ethics of counterterrorism. Those measures are, however, most often 

perceived as unproblematic from a moral point of view. Therefore, as coercive counterterrorism 

strategies that the use of force or violence are the most problematic from a moral point of view 

and are the most similar to terrorism, those strategies and their measures are at the center of the 

discussion on the ethics of counterterrorism here.  

1. Moral legitimation of coercive counterterrorism measures (ML-cCT) 

Ever since the Global War on Terror started, the discussion on the moral legitimacy of certain 

counterterrorism practices has been steadily gaining interest. In the last years, much criticism 

has been expressed against the use of coercive and military counterterrorism measures. This 

criticism mainly results from the negative consequences that the counterterrorism measures of 

the GWOT appeared to have. There is an enormous amount of literature written as a critique of 

the GWOT concept and the measures that were applied within the course of the GWOT. Critics 

either criticize the general conceptualization of the GWOT or are concerned with the discussion 

of one single measure, such as the use of torture and targeted killings. On the other hand, 

however, many authors have argued that the use of coercive and military counterterrorism 

measures is morally tenable and necessary. They either perceive the use of those methods as 

the only effective counterterrorism strategy or perceive terrorism as such a moral wrong, that it 

legitimizes the use of unrestrained force. One can find a plurality of arguments and approaches 

that morally legitimize the use of coercive counterterrorism measures. The next sections will 

present a selection of them.  

 

1.1 Just war theory 

 

It has often been argued, that the use of coercive counterterrorism measures can be perceived 

as a resort to (just) war in a “war-like” situation. This argument is based on the belief that 

terrorism is a form of war or at least that a terrorist attack can and should not only be interpreted 

as an armed attack but also as a declaration of war. Once more, many attempts can be found in 

the literature to justify military action as a counterterrorism measure, especially attempts to 

justify the post-9/11 interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq by just war theory principles. In 

order for such an attempt to be a valid moral argument, it needs to able to show that the military 

intervention actually satisfied both the ad bellum and in bello principles. Moreover, since this 

approach relies on the assumption that terrorist attacks constitute a “war-like” situation, the 
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assessment of particular measures is also framed within the rationale of just war theory. Coady 

argues: “the use of violence to capture or even kill terrorists is legitimate if it accords with the 

conditions of the ius ad bellum and ius in bello that govern the morality of resort to war.”167 

 

Alex Bellamy argues that it may be necessary to resort to war in reaction to terrorism and that 

the legitimacy of the use of force is based on “the scale and the gravity of the terrorism in 

question.”168 The conditions for the resort to war are the following “the intervening state must 

demonstrate that the terrorists have systematically violated the rights of non-combatants (just 

cause); and that it is acting with right intent.” Bellamy believes that in those cases the resort to 

war might be justified, even when one cannot invoke the right to self-defense or even without 

the authorization of the UN Security Council. For Bellamy, just cause and right intention are 

thus the most important just war principles for assessing the moral legitimacy of the resort to 

violence against terrorism. From this perspective, it would follow, moral intervention and the 

resort to force can be morally legitimized as a reaction to terrorist violence. 

 

David Mellow is another author who argues that the morality of the military intervention can 

be proved by just war theory. Although his argument relates to a specific case and not to military 

counterterrorism in general, the argument is generic and delivers the best example for better 

understanding how military interventions in the post-9/11 era as counterterrorism measures are 

often legitimized through an application of just war principles. This argument was not only used 

to legitimize the military intervention in Iraq but remains an argument that is often used to 

legitimize the possibility of intervention as a counterterrorism measure. In his essay Iraq: A 

Morally Justified Resort to War, Mellow argues that even if all the critiques to the resort to war 

after 9/11 “are true, the resort to war was still morally justified.”169 Mellow believes that the 

morality of the resort to war is solely dependent on whether the ad bellum principles are 

satisfied. Mellow argues that in the case of Iraq it can be proven that all those conditions were 

indeed satisfied. His argument cannot be discussed in detail here, but his most important finding 

is that “the resort to war in Iraq was morally justified, both prospectively and retrospectively”170 

because “it meets the sufficient just cause, last resort, and proportionality criteria, and that any 

failings in terms of legitimate authority and right intention do not undermine the morality of the 
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act of resorting to war.”171 Mellow believes that the damage caused by the war and the long-

term consequences of this war does not further influence the initial morality of resorting to war. 

He furthermore argues against the fact that “right intention” is an important principle for the 

moral assessment of the resort to war. Mellows argument is a good example of how a strict 

interpretation of just war principles as absolute principles may lead to a rationalized 

legitimation of violent counterterrorism. Even if Mellow agrees that the collateral damage 

caused by the interventions is indeed “regrettable”, according to his interpretation, this is a part 

of the retrospective assessment that cannot further influence the initial morality of the resort to 

war.  

 

In a more systematic way, Nicolas Fotion puts forward that in asymmetrical conflict, it is 

increasingly difficult for military measures to meet the requirements of just war theory. He then 

argues, that, in the case of military measures against terrorist organizations, it should be allowed 

for states to apply just war theory principles in a more permissive way or to not adhere to them 

at all. Regarding the principle of just cause, Fotion believes that it is no longer necessary for a 

threat to be imminent in order for military measures to be morally legitimized. Instead, also 

preventive and preemptive military measures can be justified because it is difficult for states to 

determine whether a terrorist threat is imminent or not. Regarding the principle of last resort, 

Fotion shows that, because of the particular structure of terrorist organizations, military 

measures can be the last resort, since “many of the resorts available in international settings 

(e.g., boycotts and sanctions) are simply not with certain non-nation groups.”172 Lastly, Fotion 

points out that states should also be allowed to apply the principle of discrimination in a 

permissive way, since, in asymmetrical conflict, it is very often difficult to distinguish between 

combatants- and non-combatants. Collateral damage may thus be unavoidable.173  

 

The examples discussed here, show the ambiguous stance of just war theory vis-à-vis the 

challenge of international terrorism. Because of their deontological character, in some cases, 

they are used to delegitimize terrorist or counterterrorist violence, whereas in other cases, the 

limited applicability of those rules is perceived as a legitimate reason to not adhere to them in 

an absolute way.  
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1.2 Instrumental arguments  

 

The section on the ethics of terrorism showed that arguments that support the moral legitimation 

of terrorism are based on the idea that in order to achieve certain just aims, terrorist violence 

might in some cases be the best instrument. Those categories of argumentations were called, in 

alignment with O’Keefe, “instrumental justifications”. Those instrumental justifications can, in 

the same way, be used to morally legitimize the use of coercive counterterrorism measures. 

Alternatively, in the words of Michael O’Keefe: “the corollary of the instrumental justification 

for international terrorism is an instrumental justification for unrestrained counterterrorism.”174 

From an instrumental perspective, violent counterterrorism measures can be justified because 

the means support the ends in the best possible way. Coercive and military measures are, in 

other words, perceived as necessary to eradicate the threat and as proportional to this end. Since 

terrorism is depicted as extremely perilous threat and the reaction against it as military 

necessity, instrumental justifications are then used even to override certain rights and 

obligations. They argue “that military necessity demands that states loosen the limitation on 

their behavior when responding to an enemy who does not respect them.”175  

 

Instrumental arguments that legitimize the use of unrestrained coercive counterterrorism 

measures can most often be found in political statements on the fight against terrorism. Similar 

arguments were the basis for legitimizing the measures that were passed by the USA-PATRIOT 

Act (Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept 

and Obstruct Terrorism). The USA-PATRIOT acts aim to “untie their hands and take the 

shackles off the CIA’s counterterrorist operation to allegedly make them more effective.”176 

The instrumental arguments provided by, amongst others, the USA-PATRIOT act intends to 

loosen the obligations of adhering to certain humanitarian and just war principles. “That is, that 

no limits should be placed on the operation of the organs of state security in removing this threat 

to national and international security.”177 After 9/11, instrumental arguments were probably the 

most popular in order to even justify disproportional measures. The whole discourse has been 

embedded in an atmosphere of emergency, and it was argued that this form of counterterrorism 

was necessary since everything that could be done would need to be done in order to erase the 

terrorist threat. As O’Keefe rightly points out, in this case, counterterrorism legitimation 
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arguments use the same toolbox as terrorists themselves. The risk of counterterrorism becoming 

“terrorism with other ends” is therefore arguably very high when the permissive application of 

moral rules in conflict is justified by the argument of necessity.  

 

1.3 Thesis of the lesser evil 

 

Another example of how the use of violent counterterrorism measures is justified from a 

perspective of necessity is Michael Ignatieff's thesis of the lesser evil. Ignatieff's 

consequentialist argument is slightly more moderate than the instrumentalist argument 

mentioned above. Moreover, his argument can be perceived as in implicit critique of those 

instrumental arguments that uncritically defend the use of unrestrained measures. In his book 

The Lesser Evil, Ignatieff argues that, although it is still morally wrong, in some situations like 

in the fight against terrorism, the use of certain coercive counterterrorism measures might be 

necessary as they can constitute a “lesser evil” in comparison to the greater evil of terrorism 

itself. The argument hat in a confrontation with “greater evil” it might sometimes be necessary 

to use violent measures, is strongly related to what can be called “the ethics of emergency” or 

“ethics of exception”. Although defending the use of violent counterterrorism, this study is in 

the first place critical towards coercive counterterrorism measures. Above all, Ignatieff believes 

in the importance and the power of liberal democracy. Therefore, this liberal democracy should 

be protected at all times and with the best possible means. “We must be able to defend ourselves 

– with force of arms, but even more with force of argument. For arms without arguments are 

used in vain.”178 When exceptional dangers threaten liberal democracy, then this constellation 

should be protected. Ignatieff thus understands that it is unavoidable to use violent measures in 

order to protect liberal democratic values against the greater evil. 

 

Nevertheless, and this is the most important part of his argument, one may not forget that the 

measures that are used against terrorists are never “anything better than a lesser evil.” Ignatieff’s 

argument has often been misinterpreted. His argument off course legitimizes violent 

counterterrorism measures to a certain extent, but also has critical aspects. Ignatieff does not 

promote those measures because they are just a lesser evil but points at the fact that, as a last 

resort, those measures might be necessary, although they are still evil. Ignatieff’s argument is 

explicitly consequentialist, as it morally assesses the measures by their consequences. It follows 
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from a consequentialist perspective that if one can save many innocent lives by killing one 

enemy, then killing that one person is the “lesser evil”. From many other ethical perspectives, 

this is still morally condemnable, because, for example, one believes that the killing of an 

individual is always wrong, no matter what sort of bigger evil can be avoided. 

 

Furthermore, it is difficult to say what measures can be justified by the argument of the lesser 

evil. How to compare different forms of violent behavior? Moreover, when does “lesser evil” 

counterterrorism becomes a “greater evil”? Those questions that remain open and pose a 

significant challenge to Ignatieff’s approach as well as generally to consequentialist approaches. 

Ignatieff's argument, which is based on principles of emergency and necessity, also includes a 

notion of counterterrorism and self-defense, although he does not explicitly mention the 

principle of self-defense as the basic principle for the moral legitimation of coercive 

counterterrorism measures. There are other arguments that however explicitly rely on the 

principle of self-defense as the next section will show.  

 

1.4 Self-defense 

 

According to international humanitarian law (IHL), the resort to violence is permissive when 

an armed attack has been committed on the soil of a sovereign state. In this case, the state has 

the permission to react with violent means against the aggressor in order to protect state borders. 

In order for counterterrorism to be an act of self-defense according to this rule, terrorism can 

and should be perceived as an armed attack. Although this particular understanding of terrorism 

as armed attack remains contentious, authors who defend the use of violent counterterrorism 

measures as a form of self-defense, rely on this specific definition of terrorism.  

 

“Notwithstanding extensive legal debates over whether a State has right to use force in self-

defence against a non-State group outside its borders, State practice in the aftermath of 9/11 

provides firm and increasing support for the existence of a right of self-defence against non-

State actors, even if unrelated to any states.179  

 

The “firm and increasing” support for the belief that coercive counterterrorism measures can 

be morally legitimized by the right to self-defense can be, for example, illustrated by the 
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“Chatham House principles of International Law on the Use of Force in Self-Defense” that were 

adopted in 2005. The Chatham Principles state that:  

 

“where a state is unable or unwilling to assert control over a terrorist organization located in its 

territory, the State which is a victim of the terrorist attacks would, as a last resort, be permitted to act 

in self-defense against the terrorist organization in the State in which it is located.”180  

 

It follows from this argumentation that military intervention and military action against terrorist 

aggressors is legitimate and legal. It implicitly also draws on the idea that, because of the 

changing character of modern conflict “the diving line drawn between armed attacks and less 

grave forms of use of force, is not anymore, if it ever was, tenable.”181  

 

In his contribution to Meggles’ book, Peter Simpson argues in a similar way. Simpson points 

at the necessity of resorting to force against terrorism since he believes that “terrorism is an evil 

and a crime.”182 The war on terror is justified since it is “directed to resisting an evil, the evil 

of attacks on innocent life and limb, on habitations and property, on economic and social 

structures.” After concluding that the fight against terrorism is always legitimized since states 

should react against those forms of evil in order to protect the “human good”, Simpson asks 

how the use of force can be legitimized. His answer is, that “the operative idea here is that of 

self-defense”.183  For Simpson, however, some conditions need to be satisfied before it is 

allowed to exercise the right of self-defense, namely the fact that the principle of last resort and 

principle of military necessity need to be fulfilled. Simpson's thus defends the argument that 

military measures might be allowed as a part of counterterrorism strategy but that it cannot be 

“unrestrained”. Simpson would not agree with the idea that the use of unrestrained measures 

can be legitimized with the argument of supreme emergency exemption. Simpson argues that 

two (just war theory) principles need to be respected in order to make the use of force as 

counterterrorism morally defendable:  

 

(…) if a decision is made to use armed force against terrorist groups and their supporters, there 

be sufficient and compelling reason (in particular that no other options are plausible or available) 

                                                           
180 THE CHATHAM HOUSE PRINCIPLES OF IL ON THE USE OF FORCE IN SELF-DEFENCE. Retrieved June 16, 2017 
from www.chathamhouse.org.uk/pdf/research/il/ILPForce.doc. 
181 DINSTEIN, Y., War, Aggression and Self-Defense, Grotius, Cambridge, 1994, p.192. 
182 MOIR, L., Reappraising the Resort to Force. International Law, Jus ad Bellum and the War on Terror, Hart 
Publishing, Oxford, 2010, p.197. 
183 MOIR, L., Reappraising the Resort to Force. International Law, Jus ad Bellum and the War on Terror, Hart 
Publishing, Oxford, 2010, p.203. 



123 
 

and second, that in the prosecution of such use of force the force be proportionate to the goal 

aimed at and, in particular, that it not targets innocents, civilian and otherwise and that any 

unintended and collateral damage to innocents be reduced to a minimum.184  

 

Simpson thus clearly observes that if the last condition is not respected, counterterrorism runs 

the risk of becoming terrorism with other ends. The violent resistance against evil and severe 

attacks should nevertheless be protected and legitimate by the right to self-defense. 

 

In her book Reappraising the resort to force, Linda Moir has analyzed how 9/11 and the policies 

adopted post-9/11 has influenced the principle of self-defense and the interpretation of the 

concept of armed attack in IHL. She argues that “the military response to the terrorist atrocities 

of 11 September 2001 – encompassing attacks on Afghanistan and Iraq, and commonly referred 

to as “war on terror” – has significantly impacted upon the international law regulating resort 

to armed force by states, loosening the constraints on self-defense.”185 Her book gives an 

overview of both the legal framework before 9/11 and state practice after 9/11. Through several 

examples, she shows how the ius ad bellum argument of self-defense has repeatedly been used 

to legitimize the resort to force as a counterterrorism measure. Moir believes that the way in 

which the right to use force is being interpreted and applied since 9/11 have been subjected to 

radical changes. Her analysis is an important contribution to a better understanding of how 9/11 

changed the perception and application of IHL and ius ad bellum principles. Moreover, Moir’s 

analysis is an important reminder of the weakness of those arguments, as they are easily abused 

and are “ultimately unable to prevent powerful states from using force where they perceive it 

to be necessary and are determined to do so.”186  

 

This discussion shows, that, although the question of whether states have a right to use force 

against terrorist attackers in self-defense, as a moral principle, and by state practice, it is 

increasingly used for morally legitimizing the resort to force in counterterrorism.  
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1.5 Supreme emergency exemption 

 

Related to the argumentation that the resort to force in counterterrorism practice can be 

legitimized by invoking the right to self-defense, is the argument that terrorist attacks constitute 

a “supreme emergency” and thus create a situation in which the principle of the supreme 

emergency exemption might apply. The supreme emergency exemption was discussed at 

several instances before. According to Walzer’s interpretation of supreme emergency, in a 

situation of supreme emergency, it might be allowed for a state to resort to force, even if this 

use of force can result in killing innocent people or causing reprehensible collateral damage. It 

is unclear, whether Walzer’s interpretation is applicable in this situation, however; similar 

arguments have been used to legitimize unrestrained counterterrorism measures. Walzer defines 

the supreme emergency exemption principle as follows 

 

Supreme emergency describes those rare moments when the negative duty hat we assign – that we 

can’t help assigning – to the disaster that looms before us devalues morality itself and leaves us free 

to do whatever is militarily necessary to avoid the disaster, so long as what we do doesn’t produce 

an even worse disaster.”187 

 

This definition of supreme emergency is strongly overlapping with Fotion’s argument, that vis-

à-vis terrorist attacks, just war principles should be applied in a permissive manner. For Walzer, 

the fact that force may be used in cases where a moral disaster is happening or is about to 

happen apparently does not overrule the necessity of adhering to a certain “ethics of 

proportionality”. Although the supreme emergency argument is often perceived as the 

legitimation for the use of any measures, this quote appears to emphasize the validity of ethics 

of proportionality, even in those cases where the action aims to avoid moral disasters. Even in 

cases of emergency, it should always be avoided that even worse situations are being caused. 

Nevertheless, within the framework of the GWOT, the supreme emergency argument was often 

used to instead legitimize the use of unrestrained counterterrorism measures such as the 

“enhanced interrogation techniques”, because terrorist attacks were perceived as a supreme 

emergency.  

 

Many Americans felt that their way of life was threatened, and that any means of combating 

terrorism would be justified. Responding to the attacks, US officials claimed that the Geneva 
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Conventions and international laws banning torture were no longer applicable. Nor, they 

claimed, were legal and constitutional requirements to authorize surveillance of US citizens still 

binding. Rightly or not, US officials believed that the attacks created an extraordinary but 

enduring emergency in which constraints that might have been reasonable in the past had to be 

rejected or suspended for the future.188 

 

Many authors have both generally criticized Walzer’s notion of supreme emergency exemption 

and the use of it in counterterrorism.189 Nathanson, for example, shows, that the use of supreme 

emergency principle in this context is untenable because “the language of supreme emergency 

is too vague and its application to particular situations too dependent on people’s subjective 

responses. People who accept it as a criterion will end up forsaking noncombatant immunity in 

cases that Walzer himself would not regard as extraordinary threats.”190 Or as Coady finds: “It 

is hard to resist the suspicion that ‘supreme emergency’ is too elastic [and that] admission of 

this exception is likely to generate widespread misuse of it.”191  

 

In conclusion, this discussed showed, that in academic literature, the supreme emergency 

argument is mostly criticized as an argument for the moral legitimation of violent 

counterterrorism strategies. Nevertheless, the argument plays an important role in public and 

political discourse. It should be clear by now, that the argumentation is as contentious as moral 

legitimation of unrestrained counterterrorism by the principle of self-defense or military 

necessity.   

2. Moral delegitimation of coercive counterterrorism measures (MDL-cCT) 

There has been an equal, if not even more substantial, amount of criticism against coercive 

counterterrorism measures then there has been endorsement of this type of counterterrorism 

strategy. The counterterrorism laws that many states adopted in the aftermath of 9/11 and the 

measures that they took in the fight against terrorism, especially those within the context of the 

GWOT, reveal an urgent need for moral assessment because some measures violated basic 

moral principles. From a perspective of consequence and result, it appeared that coercive 

counterterrorism measures seemed to have an opposite effect on the containment of terrorism, 
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as, for example, David Keen, convincingly shows192. Furthermore, it became apparent that the 

arguments justifying the use of those measures, for example, those of self-defense and supreme 

emergency may not be valid and that there were no moral and certainly no legal arguments on 

which basis those measures could be justified.  

 

Generally, there are two levels on which the violent and coercive counterterrorism measures 

had a major impact, and both of those levels can be assessed separately. Firstly, the 

consequences of counterterrorism strategies as framed by the GWOT can be evaluated on the 

level of how it influenced international politics, and which impact it had on other countries. On 

this level, the subjects of moral assessment are, for example, military interventions, detention 

practices, and sanctions. Secondly, counterterrorism measures also had a significant impact on 

a domestic level, concerning, for example, issues of privacy and civil liberties.193 On both 

levels, the GWOT measures have been heavily criticized, mainly because of some of the 

relevant laws and measures where violating basic IHL principles. This part of the chapter is an 

attempt to frame those various critiques of the use of coercive and military counterterrorism 

measures. In alignment with the discussion of the legitimation arguments, those arguments will 

be discussed that are mainly concerned with assessing coercive military measures and less with 

the impact of counterterrorism on national security and freedom.   

 

2.1 Just war theory  

 

In the same way as just war theory provides arguments for (de)legitimizing terrorism and the 

legitimation of coercive counterterrorism measures, it also offers arguments for the moral 

assessment of unrestrained counterterrorism by showing that counterterrorism, in the fashion 

of the GWOT, violates fundamental principles of just warfare. This approach, again, requires 

that terrorist attacks are perceived as “war-like” and that terrorism can be understood as a 

declaration of war. For O’Keefe, the change of character of modern conflict is entirely irrelevant 

for the way in which moral and legal frameworks are applied. He even argues that “traditionally, 

military threats to states arose from other states, but due to the similarity between terrorist 

organizations and militarily aggressive states they can be treated using the same legal and moral 
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framework.” 194  Moreover, “From the perspective of the targets of international terrorism, 

terrorist organizations are quasi-states that do declare war on states, but as discussed earlier, the 

tactics they employ represent a new mode of warfare.”195 According to this interpretation, the 

interaction between a state and the terrorist aggressor should be perceived as warfare. In this 

way, just war theory offers a framework for delegitimizing all those counterterrorism measures 

that violate basic ius ad bellum and ius in bello principles. Following from the interpretation of 

both terrorism and counterterrorism as warfare, the only just way of responding to international 

terrorism is by counterterrorism that adheres to basic principles of just warfare.  

 

Although it was shown that the moral justification of violent measures and military 

interventions as part of counterterrorism strategies is often based on precisely the assumption 

that just war principles may be applied and satisfied or should be applied in a more permissive 

way, many other authors have argued in exactly the opposite direction by pointing out that the 

principles were not satisfied at all and should be regarded at all times. According to this 

argumentation, the immorality of the military intervention follows from the fact that the 

interventions in the context of the GWOT neither satisfied ius ad bellum principles nor adhered 

to ius in bello principles. Those argumentations build on the assessment of the degree to which 

coercive counterterrorism measures respect single just war theory principles.  

 

One way of arguing is by looking at the principle of just cause. From this perspective, it can be 

argued, that both the intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan were lacking a just cause, even if 

they were defended by the argument that the intervention aimed to protect the American people 

from further terrorist violence and the possible threat of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). 

Another possibility is to focus on the principle of right intention. The principle of right intention 

is the most difficult one to assess since is often complicated to define what the interests behind 

the resort to violence or war are. Even if certain interests are made public, there are probably 

other underlying interests that are not being made public. A third option is to argue that the 

principle of last resort is “a crucial condition."196 As with the principle of right intention, the 

principle of last resort is, however, sometimes difficult to define since “there are 

epistemological puzzles about how we can know whether we have exhausted the list of effective 
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alternatives to the use of violence”.197 Especially in the case of the military intervention in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, it has been argued that the military measures were not at all a case of last 

resort and that there no efforts were made to try to find a solution by other means. The last 

principle that might delegitimize the use of violent measures against terrorism from a just war 

perspective is the principle of likeability of success. Coady argues that especially in Iraq “the 

invasion has increased, rather than diminished the dangers of terrorism.”198 In order to make 

the resort to war legitimate, it should at least be assessed whether there are reasonable prospects 

of achieving the proclaimed goals.  

 

In general, it can again be concluded that the validity of the delegitimation arguments that are 

based on just war theory principles, highly depends on many assumptions about the nature of 

terrorism and the general (in)applicability of just war theory. Just as the principles can easily 

be misused to legitimize coercive counterterrorism measures, they can also be randomly used 

to delegitimize those measures. Alex Bellamy, although otherwise advocating the use of force 

against terrorism, therefore concludes, that just war theory just not appears to be the appropriate 

framework for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism, because “its parameters are 

too broad.”199   

 

2.2 Supreme emergency exemption 

 

The supreme emergency argument has been discussed before in the context of the moral 

(de)legitimation of terrorism and violent counterterrorism. The argument indicated that there 

are cases in which it might be necessary and legitimate to resort to force, based on the right to 

self-determination, and might apply in the same way to (violent) counterterrorism measures as 

it does to terrorism. According to this perspective, the use of morally controversial measures 

can be justified by proclaiming that the threat to which one is exposed is of such gravidity that 

certain moral principles can legitimately be violated. The concept is contentious in both 

contexts. Its applicability as a justification tool is dependent on which interpretation of supreme 

emergency is adopted. The vagueness of the supreme emergency concept inevitably leads to its 

contentiousness. It appears as if the supreme emergency exemption applies to situations in 

which states are threatened by international terrorism, but only if one adopts a broad 
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understanding of supreme emergency. Justifications of unrestrained counterterrorism are often 

based on such a broad interpretation. However, O’Keefe points out that this interpretation “only 

appear to give credence to the instrumental argument for unrestrained counterterrorism”.200 In 

those cases, the thesis of the of supreme emergency exemption seems to be falsely interpreted 

as it would imply that the “ethics of proportionality” can be ignored. The whole concept seems 

to be ambiguous.  

 

According to Orend, the supreme emergency argument is in its foundations defendable, but can 

easily be falsely understood and therefore would need more differentiation. Anna 

Schwenkenbecher also endorses the differentiation that Orend suggests, which is based on the 

inclusion of the category of “moral tragedy”. Orend criticizes Walzer’s conception of supreme 

emergency. He argues that the supreme emergency concept is inconsistent with regard to its 

normative framework. Whereas the supreme emergency exemption is an inherent part of 

Walzer’s just war theory, which is based on deontological ethics, the supreme emergency 

exemption can only be based on consequentialist ethics. From this condition, it follows that the 

whole framework is inconsistent and paradox, something which Walzer also recognizes but for 

which he does not seem to have an answer. “…in supreme emergencies our judgments are 

double, […] we say yes and no, right and wrong.”201 

 

In order to overcome the dualism, Orend argues that: “supreme emergencies […] are, rather, 

cases of moral tragedy. A moral tragedy occurs when, all things considered, every viable option 

one is confronted with, involves a serious moral violation.”202 Reframing supreme emergencies 

as situations of moral tragedy has an important implication. A moral tragedy is a situation in 

which one is more or less confronted with several options that are equally morally 

condemnable. In this situation, no matter how one chooses to act, it will always be morally 

wrong. For the moral assessment of the action, this means that one cannot be blamed for 

choosing one way of action over another. Orend points out that the tragedy solution offers the 

following argument: (1) in moral tragedies, the agent cannot be blamed for any course of action 

she chooses, because no respectable course of action is available; (2) supreme emergencies are 

cases of moral tragedy; (3) Hence, in supreme emergencies, the political and military agents 
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cannot be blamed for killing the innocent, or for committing other problematic actions against 

the enemy.”203 

 

Both for Orend and Schwenkenbecher, the reconceptualization of the supreme emergency 

argument as a moral tragedy contributes to a better understanding of how terrorism might be 

right and challenges the justification arguments for unrestrained counterterrorism that are based 

on the thesis of the supreme emergency exemption. Both argue that although there may be 

situations in which the resort to force might be legitimate when it intends to avert a moral 

disaster, those situations should be perceived as moral tragedies. The resort to force thus is as 

morally objectionable, though necessary, as not resorting to force since there are no better 

alternatives. Therefore, the resort to violence as a counterterrorism measure cannot be 

legitimized by the thesis of the supreme emergency exemption, since in those cases it is falsely 

applied and merely used as a consequentialist justification tool. 

 

In his essay Terrorism, Morality and Supreme Emergency, Tony Coady, for example, develops 

another argument against the use of the concept. Coady believes that the whole concept of 

supreme emergency undermines the prohibition of killing innocents in no matter what conflict. 

He furthermore argues that: “In the context of the present terrorism alert, the promulgation of a 

doctrine of supreme emergency is fraught with danger.” 204  Nathans endorses Coady’s 

observation and argues that the use of violence as a counterterrorism strategy is as morally 

objectionable as terrorism because it violates the principle of non-combatant immunity in a 

similar way. It follows from Nathanson’s deontological argument that the principle of non-

combatant immunity should be an absolute principle and he, therefore, does not accept any 

exceptions to this rule. In the way they have been conceptualized after 9/11, counterterrorism 

measures are morally objectionable because they do not accept the absoluteness of the principle 

of non-combatant immunity. Those measures instead may even take into the bargain the 

collateral damage. This is, according to Nathanson, morally objectionable at all times.  

 

No matter on what basis the use of the thesis of the supreme emergency exemption is objected, 

it should be clear that within academic literature there are mainly opponents against the use of 

the concept as the basis for the moral legitimation of counterterrorism violence. Either by 
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showing that a “supreme emergency exemption” does not exist or by showing that there are 

clear limits to the concept, they falsify the moral legitimation of coercive counterterrorism that 

is based on the supreme emergency exemption.  

 

2.3 Self-defense  

 

Besides the thesis of the supreme emergency exemption, it was shown, that the right to self-

defense is also often invoked in order to legitimize coercive counterterrorism measures. It has 

been pointed out repeatedly, that this argumentation goes along with several problems such as 

the fact that the rules of IHL mainly refer to the symmetrical conflict between two sovereign 

states. In the case of terrorism, however, mostly non-state actors conduct terrorist attacks. Those 

actors are often difficult to locate and do not have or would express a specific affiliation to 

neither a state nor a state-based organization. In order to overcome this problem and to make 

the resort to force against non-state actors legitimate and legal, the definition of armed attack 

should, in that case, be broadened as to include attacks by non-state actors or even individuals 

(in the case of lone actor terrorism). Only when terrorist attacks are legally framed as a 

declaration of war or as armed attacks, without regard to the actors, the right to self-defense 

might legally be invoked. The resort to war and violence would then be legitimate. It would 

remain an open question whether, if the state’s reaction against non-state groups would be legal, 

if it would also be morally legitimate.  

 

Especially the military action of the United States against the Taliban and Al Qaeda were 

criticized because it was argued that the United States could not legitimize their action by 

invoking their alleged right to self-defense. The critique of the resort to force consisted of the 

following arguments:  

 

1) It violates Article 2 (4) of the Charter prohibition against the use of force except when 

authorized by the Security Council under Chapter VII  

2) Self-defense is impermissible after an attack has ended; that is, after September 11, 

2011. 

3) Self-defense may be exercised only against an attack by a state. Al Qaeda is not the 

government of a state 

4) Self-defense may be exercised only against an actual attacker. The Taliban are not the 

attacker.  
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5) Self-defense may be exercised only “until the Security Council has taken measures 

necessary to maintain international peace and security.” Since the Council took such 

measures in Resolution 1373 of September 28, 2001, the right of self-defense has been 

superseded 

6) The right of self-defense arises only upon proof that it is being directed against the 

actual attacker. The United States has failed to provide this proof.205 

 

The validity of every single argument cannot be discussed here, but this list aimed to show that 

there were several arguments against the use of the right to self-defense in the context of 

coercive counterterrorism measures. There are many reasons to argue that as long as it not 

clarified whether a terrorist attack constitutes an armed attack according to IHL, coercive 

counterterrorism action cannot be legitimized by the right to self-defense.  

 

Even more troubling is the fact that the way in which the argument of self-defense was applied 

post-9/11, also lead to a general change in the perception of the right of self-defense. Christian 

Tams points out that 

 

equally worrying is the tendency of the international community to accept claims based 

on self-defense which in reality do not serve a defensive purpose. […] States have 

labeled as self-defense a whole range of measures which did not serve a defensive 

purpose. […] One cannot fail to note that in recent years states have invoked self-

defense to justify conduct which primarily serves non-defensive purposes.206  

 

From this argument, it follows that the tendency of states to invoke the right to self-defense in 

order to justify coercive counterterrorism action is problematic and in the majority of cases the 

necessary requirements, that allow the exercise of the right to self-defense, are not fulfilled. The 

existence of the right to self-defense remains contentious. The use of the argument of the right 

to self-defense should, therefore, be perceived critically, and it is important to point at the 

limited realm in which the right to self-defense by states applies. In the case of terrorist attacks, 

this right can mostly not be exercised. The critical examination of the way in which the 
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argument of self-defense is used to morally legitimize coercive counterterrorism measures can 

provide arguments for actually delegitimizing them.  

 

2.4 International humanitarian law  

 

The discussion of the problems that go along with the right to self-defense in the context of 

coercive counterterrorism measures showed that the applicability of the principles of 

international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights law (IHRL) are 

increasingly challenged by the changing form of modern conflict. Another way of arguing 

would be to state that, not the principles themselves are lacking applicability and moral 

authority in modern conflict, but that the reality of modern conflict ignores and neglects the 

applicability of the principles. Such an argumentation would be based on the assumption that 

the framework of international law is useful for reacting to terrorism as well as fully applicable 

to the reality of modern conflict. Then, the problem mainly lies in the way in which basic 

principles of IHL and IHRL are being neglected and violated either consciously or through a 

false interpretation or application of those principles.  

  

In her book The War on Terror and the Framework of International Law, Helen Duffy argues 

that a lot of post-9/11 counterterrorism practices can be delegitimized by apparent violations of 

the principles of international law. Those principles have been misused in the Global War on 

Terror, which in the first place, according to Duffy, constitute “a serious setback for the 

international rule of law.”207 Duffy believes that counterterrorism can and should be effectively 

addressed within the framework of international law and that this is one of the most challenging 

tasks of our time. This task, however, is not the only challenge. Moreover “the related challenge, 

neglected in much state practice to date, is to ensure that this is done within the framework of 

international law, in a way that restores, rather than further undermines, the rule of law.”208 The 

way in which post-9/11 counterterrorism has been conceptualized as war is just an example of 

how state practice can influence the rule of law by adjusting it and, by doing so, violating it.  

 

The notorious invocation of a broad-reaching ‘war’ paradigm has had profound and wide-reaching 

implications. It has purported to justify exceptional rules – the exclusion of normal standards of 

protection for detainees or criminal suspects, for example, resort to special courts and legal regimes, 
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as well as lethal targeting of persons that would otherwise be labelled extra-judicial executions – 

inflating and distorting the perceived relevance (and content) of IHL, while marginalizing the 

relevance of human rights protections for all.209 

 

However, Duffy argues that international law is a potent instrument, which, also in the context 

of international terrorism, has a lot to offer when respected and applied as intended and required. 

If one rejects the argument that IHL and IHRL principles have a hard time providing direction 

in modern conflict, then international law can be another instrument for (morally) 

delegitimizing coercive counterterrorism measures. Terrorism and the perception that terrorism 

constitutes a moral transgression should not lead to a systemic neglection of international rules 

of conduct in war and conflict, even if the applicability of specific principles is subject of 

ongoing debate.  

 

2.5 Double moral standards 

 

Through relying on certain legitimations, counterterrorism can run the risk of becoming 

terrorism with other ends, as was argued before. Uwe Steinhoff also defends this argument. A 

small part of his book On the Ethics of Terrorism and Counterterrorism is dedicated to showing 

how a different understanding of terrorism, namely as a last legitimate resort to force in extreme 

and extraordinary situations, should also influence the way in which counterterrorism strategies 

are conceptualized. The treatment of terrorism as a form of legitimate resort to violence is based 

on the perspective that one should either say: “all resort to violence that involves the deliberate 

killing of innocence is absolutely forbidden” or: “in certain situation the resort to violence that 

involves the deliberate killing of innocence might be justifiable”. This, for Steinhoff, is the 

argumentative basis for his criticism against current strategies, as he points out that current 

counterterrorism strategies are based on exactly this problematic “double moral standard”, in 

which the killing that results from acts of terrorism are condemned, but in a second step it is 

fought against terrorist actors with the same violent means.  

 

Steinhoff believes that terrorism always is an “instrument of the strong, and usually only the 

final resort for the weak.”210 He believes that the GWOT is, characteristically, very similar to 

the dynamics of terrorist violence and states that: This “war against terrorism, waged by state 
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terrorists and with terrorist means, does not have as its object universal values, but rather the 

attainment of undisputed power.”211 From this analysis, for Steinhoff, it is of utmost important 

for counterterrorism strategies to reject the double moral standard as well as to reject the 

dominant military orientation of counterterrorism strategies. Steinhoff thus believes that in the 

way in which they are currently adopted, counterterrorism strategies are as morally 

objectionable as terrorism and apply double standards to the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism.  

 

2.6 Media-ethical arguments 

 

A completely different argument can be found in the domain of media ethics. This argument is 

essential for the comprehensiveness of this overview since it derives from yet another specific 

understanding of terrorism. The media-ethical critique of violent counterterrorism states that 

terrorists aim to change the behavior of the target group, to intimidate and to spread fear. It is, 

therefore, argued that, through reacting with violent or coercive measures on both a national 

and international level, one gives the wrong signal to the terrorists. This counterterrorism 

strategy would only further confirm that terrorism is an effective means for provoking people 

to act and react in a certain way. What one can observe, especially in the aftermath of 9/11, is 

that the installment of fear characterized the public discourse on terrorism and counterterrorism. 

The way in which counterterrorism strategies and measures were presented in the media, 

offered more space for terrorist violence to be effective.  

 

In their book Selling Fear. Counterterrorism, the Media and Public Opinion, Birgit Nacos et 

al. criticize the way in which violent counterterrorism was projected in the public sphere212. 

They convincingly show that a particular presentation of counterterrorism can have far-reaching 

implications on whether terrorism can effectively be countered. In his essay The Logic of Public 

Fear in Terrorism and Counterterrorism, Alex Braithwaite develops another important 

argument 213 . Braithwaite argues that there should be more attention to the psychological 

violence of terrorism. He emphasizes the need “…to advocate counterterrorism policies that 

recognize the importance of fear in this process and attempts to reduce this psychological 
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response or at least, to not exacerbate it.”214 The media-ethical arguments altogether show that 

the GWOT discourse is an excellent example of how counterterrorism might unwillingly 

provide a stage for terrorism instead of containing it through the discursive installment of fear.   

 

2.7 Contextualist arguments 

 

Furthermore, as was shown before, several efforts try to better understand terrorism with regard 

to their origination dynamics. This perspective cannot only contribute to a better understanding 

of terrorism or the awareness that there are conditions that may legitimize the resort to terrorism 

but can also contribute to the moral delegitimation of counterterrorism measures. As can be 

observed mainly in the aftermath of 9/11, the criticism against coercive and military 

counterterrorism measures mainly goes along with the criticism against the “one-size-fits-all” 

character of it. Contextualist approaches not only argue, that the military approaches might per 

se not be the right approach, but also that the most important thing is lacking, namely a 

particular understanding for why people commit acts of terrorism. An effective 

counterterrorism strategy, according to those authors, must be built upon a genuine 

understanding of the motives and (political) goals of terrorist actors. It furthermore must be able 

to take into account the particular circumstances in which counterterrorism measures are 

conducted. Those approaches argue that a Global War on Terror(ism), or warfare against 

terrorism in general, is always doomed to be ineffective because it often entirely blinds out 

origination processes of terrorism and the influence of particular circumstances and conditions 

on the effectiveness of the measures.  

 

In her book What Terrorists Want. Understanding the Enemy, Containing the Threat, Louise 

Richardson offers an analysis of terrorist violence and the motivations of terrorist actors that 

intends to counter the widespread assumption that terrorists are irrational monsters. Richardson 

convincingly shows that terrorists neither act irrationally nor necessarily immorally. Not only 

does Richardson argue that counterterrorism strategies should adopt sensitivity for the question 

of why and how terrorists work, but furthermore argues that lessons should be learned from the 

long history of terrorism. Her criticism against current counterterrorism strategies is based upon 

the fact that those strategies are dominantly military-based and ignore the diversified nature of 

terrorist actors, their diverse motives and goals. She furthermore points out that current 
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counterterrorism strategies seem to be developed “from scratch,” neglecting experiences from 

the past and from others. Although “the urge to declare war in response to an atrocity on the 

scales of September 11 is very powerful, and the decision to do so is very understandable”, it 

is “also very unwise,”215 so Richardson.  

 

Richardson’s central argument is that one should not forget that terrorism is an age-old political 

strategy that appears to be adopted by always changing ideological or mobilizing groups. One 

should therefore not perceive this new wave of terrorism as a state of emergency or as an 

extraordinary situation but should stick to ways and strategies by which terrorism has been 

contained in the past. For the future, it will also be important to find ways to effectively contain 

this new wave of terrorism, since it is highly expectable that there will again be groups that will 

resort to terrorist violence. Richardson:  

 

We do not know what ideologies will mobilize the next generation of young idealists who want 

to change the world, who are prepared to sacrifice themselves and others in pursuit of their 

extremist ambition. We can be quite confident, however, that there will be another generation 

mobilized by yet another extremist ideology designed to protest the equities evident around 

them. We should be equally confident that we can withstand the threat they pose.216 

 

On the basis of this criticism, Richardson develops an alternative counterterrorism strategy that, 

according to her, is less morally flawed. This alternative strategy is based on six rules: 

 

   1. Have a defensible and achievable goal;  

   2. live by your principles;  

   3. know your enemy;  

   4. separate the terrorists from their communities;  

   5. engage other in countering terrorists with you and;  

   6. have patience and keep your perspective.217  

 

Terrorism is thus only likely to be effectively contained when counterterrorism strategies resist 

the temptation to violate rules and principles, fighting terrorism with terrorist means and adopt 

a precise understanding of the motives and goals of terrorist actors.  
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In alignment with Richardson’s argument, other contextualist argumentations base their critique 

of current counterterrorism practice on the fact that it is assumingly blind for the dynamics that 

lead to the actual emergence of terrorism in the first place. A couple of the deprived actors 

theories were mentioned in the section on legitimation arguments for the use of terrorist 

violence. Following this argument, for example, Meierrieks and Krieger, express important 

criticism against unrestrained counterterrorism. Their critique, which is based on an 

understanding of terrorism as a reaction to enduring socio-economic deprivation, points out 

that, in order to be effective, counterterrorism should focus on eradicating the breeding ground 

of terrorism. Krieger and Meierrieks argue that the level of satisfaction with life (happiness) 

may also positively affect terrorist activity. They argue: “higher levels of social spending are 

associated with higher levels of satisfaction. (…) Through its positive effects on individual 

perceptions of insecurity and dissatisfaction, social spending may eventually reduce terrorism 

that is rooted in these very “holistic” conditions.”218If terrorism is to be understood as a form 

of political violence resulting from poor living conditions, then counterterrorism might indeed 

only be useful when it tries to affect and change those conditions. Whether this analysis is 

correct is again, dependent on how one defines terrorism. Contextual approaches might as well 

only apply to particular cases of terrorism. Counterterrorism, however, might indeed need to 

implement some sensitivity for the causes of terrorism, but it might not be sufficient to 

exclusively focus on eradicating those causes. However, for the ethics of counterterrorism, 

those approaches are essential since they originate from entirely different ethics. 

 

Even if it is often questioned, terrorists might always have a particular motivation for acting the 

way they do. This assumption might also have been the dominant motivation for Scott Atran's 

publication Talking to the Enemy. Religion, Brotherhood, and the (Un)making of Terrorists. 

This work originates from Atrans fieldwork in Afghanistan and is thus the result of his empirical 

findings. Although the primary aim of the book is to understand the dynamics of terrorist 

ideologies better, it is also an implicit critique of current counterterrorism strategies and surely 

one that should be mentioned here. In his fieldwork, Atran concentrated on the question of what 

the sociological or psychological dynamics are that might explain the popularity and 

attractiveness of terrorist ideologies. His contextualist approach offers an analysis of the 

question of why terrorist ideology appeals to, often young, people and of the dynamics that 

contribute to the maintenance of rhetoric and narratives. 
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What can be interpreted as a critique of current counterterrorism strategies is the part of Atran's 

book that is concerned with the question of how needs to be dealt with terrorists. His urge is, 

that the only aim of counterterrorism, which in the end will show to be effective and sustainable 

is what he calls the “unmaking of terrorists.” For Atran, this means that the dynamics that 

uphold the appeal of terrorist ideology need to be broken in order to contain the terrorist threat 

in the long run. He points out that:  

 

if we can discredit their vicious idols (show how these bring murder and mayhem to their own 

people)) and give these youth new heroes who speak to their hopes than just to ours, then we’ve 

got a much better shot at slowing the spread of jihad to the next generation than we do just with 

bullets and bombs. Moreover, if we can desensationalize terrorist actions, like suicide bombing, 

and reduce their fame (don’t help advertise them or broadcast our hysterical response, for 

publicity is the oxygen of terrorism), the thrill will die down. Then the terrorist agenda will 

likely extinguish itself altogether, doused by its own cold raw truth: it has no life to offer. This 

path to glory leads only to ashes, and roth.219  

 

Atran believes that a genuine effort to deal with the dynamics that the appeal of extremist 

ideology is, in the end, the more preferable and effective way of countering terrorism and 

violent extremism. The idea that it is important to have knowledge of what drives people and 

what is valuable for people, even if they are enemies has been part of the so-called “counter-

insurgency” operations, that were perceived as the “alternative” way of dealing with the 

challenge terrorism poses. The core aspect of this counterinsurgency operations is the 

importance of “winning hearts and minds” for the counterinsurgency respectively 

counterterrorism cause. However, in practice, this appeared to be more difficult, and there might 

have been flaws in the way in which the guidelines of counterinsurgency have been 

implemented. The foundations of the argument are nevertheless valuable since it at least springs 

off the finding that a certain amount of local knowledge might be essential for effective and 

sustainable counterterrorism. 

 

 

 

                                                           
219 ATRAN, S., Talking to the Enemy. Religion, Brotherhood, and the (Un)Making of Terrorists, HarperCollins 
Publishers, New York, 2010, p. 484. 



140 
 

2.8 Moral theology  

 

The Christian faith has a long tradition of social and peace ethics. Moral theology is concerned 

with moral questions from a Christian perspective and is based on the core beliefs of the 

Christian faith. From this perspective, moral theology can contribute to the discussion on the 

ethics of counterterrorism. In some cases, religious arguments can be influential since they (can) 

play an essential role in public debate. Furthermore, it appears that the Christian faith 

emphasizes the importance of non-violation of human dignity, human rights and the rule of law. 

For the development of the academic discourse on the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism, 

which would necessarily need to be interdisciplinary, moral theological respectively, religious 

can be as valuable as philosophical and political and should, therefore, be mentioned here.  

 

The German theologian Katharina Klöcker has made the most important analysis of the effects 

of violent counterterrorism strategies after 9/11. In her book Zur Moral der 

Terrorbekämpfung 220 , Klöcker focuses on the moral problems that go along with current 

conceptions of counterterrorism. She intends to develop counterterrorism ethics 

(Antiterrorethik) that draws on basic concepts of moral theology and counters dominant ways 

of thinking within current counterterrorism ethics. The core of her argument is based on the 

idea that a certain amount of contingency is inherent to human existence and that this 

contingency should and cannot be wiped out by aggressive securitization on a domestic and 

international level. Instead, Klöcker argues that counterterrorism ethics should instead be based 

on a so-called “ethics of vulnerability”. Klöcker believes that it is important to remind oneself 

of one’s vulnerability, since for those who forget their vulnerability, “violence becomes a 

political option.” In order for counterterrorism to not become terrorism itself, it should, 

according to Klöcker, be based on an ethics of vulnerability, that respects the value of human 

life by emphasizing the vulnerability of every human being. Instead of trying to be invulnerable, 

which in the end inevitably lead to the dehumanization of other people, counterterrorism should 

always include a notion of vulnerability in order not to violate basic principles of humanity. 

This ethics is to been seen against the background of an enduring endeavor for peace (peace 

ethics).  
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Klöcker’s argument is also a sharp critique of the dominant logic of current counterterrorism 

ethics, of which many aspects have been discussed here. She calls this logic the logic of fear, 

prevention, emergency, surveillance, and enmity. Furthermore, she also criticizes 

consequentialist argumentations that legitimize the use of violent means against terrorism. 

Utilitarian arguments always will lead to politics that prefer securitization because of which 

security will become an absolute value. Against those consequentialist and utilitarian 

arguments, Klöcker argues that two non-comparable goods are being weighed. She believes 

that freedom suffers that much under securitization, that it violates human dignity. If not the 

“instrumental best outcome”, but human dignity would be at the focus of deliberation, then the 

outcome of weighing security against freedom would not lead to the preference for security, 

but a strengthening of freedom in order to uphold the standard of human dignity.  

 

Klöcker’s book is an important contribution to the discussion of the ethics of counterterrorism 

because it clearly shows on which logic current counterterrorism practice is based and how this 

logic is ultimately condemned to lead to negative consequences, both on a domestic and 

international level. Furthermore, her work emphasizes the importance of pointing at dominant 

argumentation and ethics within counterterrorism discourse. As a consequence, she emphasizes 

that in order to overcome the problems with current counterterrorism practice, the underlying 

ethics and morality should be rethought.  

 

2.9 Virtue ethics 

 

There is one more argument that should be presented within the category of the delegitimation 

of violent counterterrorism measures, namely the approach of David K. Chan. Chan consciously 

distances himself from both just war theory and pacifism. Although in the first place his 

arguments appear to be a pacifist, he argues that his “philosophy of co-existence” is rather a 

middle course between just war theory and pacifism. The first part of Chan’s book is an explicit 

critique of the use of just war theory in the context of counterterrorism. He argues that “the 

GWOT presents problems for just war theory on many fronts (…)221 Chan’s philosophy of co-

existence is based on the idea that “war is considered one of the greatest evils for humankind.” 

Chan believes that having enemies does not necessarily mean that they should be eliminated. 

The choice to resort to violence is a moral choice, and the rightness of this moral choice should 

not be assessed by certain principles but by the mindset of the ones responsible for the choice. 

                                                           
221 CHAN, D.K., Beyond Just War. A Virtue Ethics Approach, Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke, 2012, p.5. 
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War is something that should be avoided at all time since it always involves the injuring or 

death of innocent people. However, Chan believes that there are enemies with whom it is 

“morally unacceptable” to co-exist. In those cases, it is possible to wage war nevertheless. 

“There could be situations where the choice of the virtuous leader, who reasons correctly from 

her intrinsic desires that include a strong aversion to killing, is to go to war.” The choice to 

wage war is thus not connected with an intrinsic will to kill the enemy, but by the belief that in 

order to avoid larger evil, the lesser evil is necessary. The decision to wage war or to not wage 

war depends on the ability of the leader to clearly distinguish, with practical wisdom, between 

the “evil of fighting and the evil of not fighting.”222 The decision is thus not made by principles 

or rules but by character.  

 

The virtue ethical approach of Chan offers a critique of the GWOT since Chan believes that the 

mindsets of the ones who choose to wage this war have not been virtuous. Terrorism, according 

to Chan, does not pose such a significant threat to the world, that it constitutes a supreme 

emergency exemption. The choice to embark on the GWOT-project was no “tragic” moral 

choice. Chan believes that there are enough other, better and more effective ways of dealing 

with terrorism, for example through the application of the framework of national and 

international law. Chan’s critique is in alignment with the supreme emergency exemption 

thesis, but, through its virtue ethical interpretation, shows how this exception is only applicable 

in cases where the co-existence with enemies is unacceptable or poses a greater threat to a large 

number of people. Furthermore, he shows that in the case of a supreme emergency exemption, 

the choice to resort to war is always a tragic moral choice, similar to what Orend’s and 

Schwenkenbecher’s argument had argued. The leader who chooses to wage war after genuine 

deliberation will always be aware of the fact that what he does is still wrong. If this is not the 

case and “co-existence” with the enemy is not morally unacceptable, military and coercive 

counterterrorism measures, like other forms of violence, are not morally permissible. 

 

3. Conclusion  

The overview of the different ethical approaches and moral arguments that can be found in 

terrorism research that touches upon moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism, once 

more showed that it seems to be particularly challenging to outline valid and agreed-on 

principles for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism. The reason therefore, is 

                                                           
222 CHAN, D.K., Beyond Just War. A Virtue Ethics Approach, Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke, 2012, p.5. 
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the fact that this assessment ultimately depends on what is believed to be the morally distinctive 

characteristic of terrorism or on which constituent is perceived as decisive, and as have been 

argued, there is far from consensus on those questions. The answer to the question of whether 

terrorism is morally legitimate of illegitimate and of what counterterrorism measures are 

morally tenable is ultimately dependent on how terrorism is understood. Chapter 2 and the 

subchapter 2a and 2b have shown that if terrorism, for example, is understood as the irrational 

use of violence directed against non-combatants, terrorism is assessed morally wrong and the 

use of coercive counterterrorism is perceived as morally right. If terrorism, however, is 

understood as a reaction to injustice or oppression, then terrorism is assessed morally right and 

coercive counterterrorism is generally perceived as morally reprehensible. The fact that the 

same arguments and principles (self-defense, non-combatant immunity, contextualist 

arguments) are being used to both legitimize terrorism and coercive counterterrorism indicate 

that there is something highly ambiguous and inconsistent about the current way in which 

terrorism and counterterrorism are assessed. This ambiguity points at the lack of systematicity 

in the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. The particular questions of the ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism have been explored vastly but simultaneously fragmentary, in 

no way all-encompassing, systematically or comprehensive. In the next chapter, it will be 

argued that the different ethical approaches and moral arguments that were discussed here, all 

have severe limitations that are causal for the ambiguity and lack of consistency of the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism. Those limitations will be discussed more in 

detail, and a first sketch for solving the problems surrounding the moral assessment of terrorism 

and counterterrorism will be outlined.  
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CHAPTER 3 LIMITS OF PREVALENT ETHICAL APPROACHES TO THE 

MORAL ASSESSMENT OF TERRORISM AND COUNTERTERRORISM 
 

1. Introduction  

The last chapter discussed the different questions at stake in the domain of ethics of terrorism 

and counterterrorism and pointed at the interdependency of terrorism definitions and the moral 

assessment of both terrorism and counterterrorism. It was shown that because of the plurality 

of definitions and understandings of terrorism, it is difficult to assess terrorism and 

counterterrorism morally in a consistent manner. Furthermore, it became apparent that several 

arguments and ethical approaches (for example the use of just war theory principles) can be 

used to both morally (de)legitimize terrorism and counterterrorism. This chapter intends to 

further analyze the limits of prevalent ethical approaches and moral arguments in the realm of 

the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. Those approaches will be called “non-integrative” 

ethical approaches. Non-integrative approaches are those approaches following single-

constituent based terrorism definitions, of which the most prevalent are those that are rule-based 

and act-centered.  

Before looking at the limits of act-based ethics in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism 

more in detail, two more fundamental problems, that obstruct the consistent and systematic 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, will be discussed.  

 

1.1 Ontological assumptions and moral judgments  
 

Generally, it can be said that, because of the interdependency of terrorism definitions and moral 

judgments and the lack of consensus on the former, the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism is determined to be ambiguous. Moreover, the understanding of terrorism is 

not consistent in time and heavily context dependent. This feature of terrorist violence has been 

captured in the sentence “a one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter”. This given 

does not only contribute to the definitional problem but also points at a significant nexus of 

ontological assumptions and moral evaluation of (political) reality. The way in which terrorism 

is perceived is not only dependent on functional or structural features, such as the use of 

indiscriminate or disproportional violence. The evaluation of those features might instead 

change over time, and there might be situations in which those features are perceived as more 

morally reprehensible than in other situations. If one defines ontology as the whole of ideas 
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people have about the nature of things, reality and existence, it is not difficult to understand 

how ontology continuously influences moral judgments about (political) reality. Ontological 

assumptions are those judgments deriving from a particular ontology that are not further 

questioned, in other words, taken-for-granted evaluations of reality. In the context of modern 

terrorism and counterterrorism, this is an essential point because it reveals that the moral 

assessment of terrorism is not only the result of structural facts but is also dependent on other 

beliefs about, for example, the world we live in, about relations and causality.  

 

It is important to be aware of this interplay because it influences the perception of moral 

legitimacy and illegitimacy of terrorism and counterterrorism and especially determines the 

moral judgments that follow from an exclusively act-based approach. In general, applying the 

category “terrorism” to acts of violence can thus never be neutral since it is either already 

connected with a moral judgment but at least dependent on particular assumptions about the 

nature of this violence. The reason for the inconsistency of the moral assessment of terrorism 

thus is the subjective nature of definitions. Consequently, the subjective nature of definitions is 

connected to an a priori decision on whether or not to perceive terrorism as a criminal act or as 

resulting from morally sketchy situations.  

 

1.2 The three elements of action  
 

Besides the interconnection of ontological assumptions and moral judgments, the assessment 

of terrorism also depends on what aspect of an act is being assessed. Human action consists of 

three elements that are relevant for the moral assessment of the action: the objective, the act 

itself and the consequence. In the case of the moral assessment of terrorism, those three 

elements often conflate and are used inconsistently. The discussion on the morality of terrorism 

is obstructed by the fact that terrorism is either seen as a consequence, as a means or as an act 

itself, similarly to how one can for example judge the act of killing as an objective, as 

consequence (for example in self-defense) or as means (to get to a particular end). If one 

presumes that there are certain discernible and objective aspects x,y,z of terrorism that make 

the act morally reprehensible and perceives the act in itself as the objective (“resorting to 

terrorism for the sake of resorting to terrorism”), then one’s moral assessment would 

automatically result in the absolute judgment that terrorism is illegitimate under all 

circumstances because the aspects x,y,z are morally reprehensible. This approach to assessing 

terrorism’s morality would be mainly deontological. If, for example, one assumes that “killing 
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innocents” is a constitutive aspect of terrorism and if one consequently assumes that “killing 

innocents” is the objective of the terrorist actor, then one would most probably come to the 

conclusion that terrorism can never be legitimate.  

 

If, however, terrorism is perceived as a means to a particular end, the outcome of the assessment 

will not be as clear anymore. Instead, in this case, the morality of terrorism will depend on 

whether the ends are perceived as legitimate or not. Within this approach one generally 

distinguishes between legitimate goals and illegitimate goals. The assessment of the goals of 

terrorist violence is obviously complicated and might again be dependent on who is judging. In 

terrorism studies on the morality of terrorist violence, it is mainly argued that there are situations 

in which the resort to terrorism can be considered legitimate or even necessary, for example in 

cases of severe oppression or social injustice.  

A third perspective could imply assessing terrorism as a consequence of another act, such as 

killing could be the of a legitimate act of self-defense. In that case, terrorism would neither be 

the objective, nor the actual means. Instead, it would have the side effect of, for example, 

individuals taking their right to self-defense. This position is not often adopted, mainly because 

terrorist acts appear to be conscious and planned acts and can generally not be perceived as 

legitimate accidental side-effects. 

 

In conclusion, the moral assessment of terrorism is not only connected the ontological 

presumptions about its nature but also differ depending on whether terrorism is assessed as an 

objective, as a means or a consequence. The issue gets more complicated as terrorism not only 

can be perceived as an objective, as an act or as a consequence but can also be assessed from 

its underlying objective, its means, and its consequences. Those arguments overlap with 

previous arguments to a certain extent. One could also focus on the objective of terrorism by 

looking at the reasons for people resorting to the use of terrorism. In a second step, the moral 

judgment is thus dependent on whether those reasons are perceived as legitimate or not 

legitimate. When terrorism is assessed by its means, the focus lies on the strategic elements, on 

for example the fact that murder is involved. If terrorism is assessed by its consequences, one 

could, for example, argue that there are situations in which terrorism constitute a “lesser evil” 

because the consequences of the terrorist act well are morally reprehensible, but the 

consequences of starting an entire war might be worse, as was argued by Virginia Held.  
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1.3 Non-integrative ethical approaches  
 

The first chapter analyzed the three relevant constituents of terrorism that, in some way or 

another should be taken into account in order to grasp the complexity of the terrorist 

phenomenon. From a moral perspective, the elements that are perceived as distinct for terrorist 

violence are all elements being part of, what was defined as the appearance of terrorism, its 

causation processes, or its inner dynamics. The overview in the last chapters showed that, just 

like the majority of terrorism definition, most of the approaches to the moral assessment of 

terrorism and counterterrorism are non-integrative in the sense that they mainly take into 

account just a single constituent of the terrorist phenomenon. In other words, the elements that 

are perceived as decisive for the moral nature of terrorism are exclusively structural-functional 

elements, or environmental elements (root cause/relational) or dispositional elements.  

Consequently, functional-structural definitions of terrorism (e.g., terrorism as war, armed attack 

or irrational behavior) are likely to result in a negative assessment of terrorism and a positive 

assessment of coercive counterterrorism measures, whereas dispositional or relational 

definitions (e.g., terrorism as protest, terrorism as liberation act) result in a more positive 

assessment of terrorism by, for example, assuming that there might be legitimate reasons for 

the resort to terrorism) and thus a more negative assessment of coercive counterterrorism 

measures. Apparently, in alignment with what has been said about the definition of terrorism, 

the ambiguity of morally assessing terrorism, and consequently counterterrorism, is unlikely to 

be resolved without an effort to take into account the three different constituents of the terrorist 

phenomenon simultaneously. Neither an exclusive structural-functional nor relational or 

dispositional approach contributes to a better understanding of terrorism or a determination of 

its moral nature. The inability of integrating the three constituents of terrorism thus leads to a 

plurality of arguments both legitimizing and delegitimizing terrorism and counterterrorism, 

highly variable and ambivalent depending on one’s focus, as was shown in the last chapter. It 

follows from this observation that a more integrative approach is needed in order to take into 

account the motives and reasons of terrorist actors as well as the circumstances and conditions, 

while simultaneously still being able to delegitimize certain actions in a principled manner. 

What such a more integrative approach could look like, will be discussed by the end of this 

chapter and further outlined in the next two chapters. The following sections will now first 

discuss the exact limitations of act-centered, endogeny- and exogeny- based moral assessment 

more in-depth. 
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2. The limits of act-oriented, appearance-based ethics  

Definitions that are based on the concrete act of terrorism focus mainly on the appearance of 

terrorism. The category appearance of terrorism refers to terrorism’s methods, means, targets, 

actors and strategic elements. It seems as if the moral assessment of terrorism following from 

an appearance-based definition is more likely to result in the judgment that terrorism is morally 

illegitimate and coercive counterterrorism measures morally legitimate. Ethical approaches that 

derive from appearance-based definitions can be called act-oriented or act-based ethics. The 

act-oriented moral assessment fails to take into account the moral complexity of both terrorism 

and counterterrorism. This section will further outline the limitations of act-oriented ethical 

approaches. Act-oriented ethics tend to evaluate the morality of an act exclusively on its results, 

consequences or factuality. They can be deontological, utilitarian or consequentialist. 

Generally, the act-oriented ethical approaches share a particular alignment. This section aims 

to show that appearance-based and act-oriented ethics are, despite their prevalence, no 

satisfying instruments for (de)legitimizing terrorism and (de)legitimizing counterterrorism 

since they appear to fail to take into account the moral complexity of terrorist and consequently 

counterterrorist violence.  

 

2.1 The limits of deontological ethics  

 

The last chapter discussed the different moral arguments for (de-)legitimizing the use of 

terrorism. Some of those arguments can be subsumed under the category “deontological ethics”. 

They are not only act-oriented but also rule-based. This description implies that those ethical 

approaches not only base their moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism on the act 

itself but furthermore also determine the rightness or wrongness of the act by questioning 

whether the act complied or violated specific fixed moral rules. Examples of deontological 

moral arguments are arguments based on just war theory, on the human right discourse or the 

principle of non-combatant immunity. Pacifist arguments can also be perceived as 

deontological, as they presuppose the absolute validity of the principle of non-violence. In the 

following sections, some of the deontological ethical arguments will be further discussed, and 

the limits of those arguments will be analyzed in respect to the moral assessment of terrorism 

and counterterrorism. 
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2.1.1 The limits of just war ethics 

 

Just war theory is the first and most prevalent example of act-oriented and rule-based ethics. In 

the last chapter, it was shown that the principles of just war theory are the basis of the majority 

of moral arguments in the realm of the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. It was 

simultaneously also repeatedly pointed at the limits of just war theory as a basis for 

(de)legitimizing terrorism and counterterrorism. It became apparent that there is a problem with 

the applicability of specific moral rules to the new character of modern conflict. Either the rules 

are being applied randomly, it is argued that terrorist violence requires a more permissive 

application of just war principles or authors perceive the rules as absolute principles for the 

moral delegitimation of both terrorism and counterterrorism.  

The just war paradigm is and traditionally has been instructive for the moral evaluation of action 

in war, as was discussed in the last chapter. However, the character of war and conflict changed 

radically in the last decades. The “new” wars and “new” violence of this century indicate the 

emergence of new security challenges. The changing character of war and conflict makes it 

increasingly difficult to adhere to the traditional concepts of just war theory, such as, for 

example, the distinction between combatants and non-combatants. New conflicts and especially 

terrorism have only a few similarities with the classic concept of war, which is the basis of just 

war theory. David Rodin presents an outstanding analysis of the problems that are connected to 

the use of just war theory as a moral guide in modern conflict. He argues that just war principles, 

such as the right to self-defense depend  

 

on a certain settled condition of peace against which the unlawfulness of an act of aggression is 

displayed. However, when the background conditions consist in an environment of mutual 

mistrust and preparedness for conflict, the distinction between aggressor and victim and between 

offense and defense can begin to break down irreparably.223 

 

Because the categories of aggressor and defender are inherent in the traditional conception of 

just war, but those categories do no longer apply because of the changing context, the entire 

just war theory loses its foundation. The traditional principles of just war theory and thus 

probably also the moral foundation of international law seems to have reached a conceptual 

limit. The reaction to this obvious problem has been, as the last chapter showed, very different. 

                                                           
223 RODIN, D., War and Self-defense, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2002, p.192.   
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It was either argued that the change in character of modern conflict does not inflict the 

applicability of the rules of just war theory, or that it requires the “revisiting” of just war theory 

in general. Within the context of terrorism, these limitations cause a significant problem. “The 

Global War on Terror presents problems to the just war theory on many fronts, such as how the 

theory could account for the need for states to take preemptive or preventive action or for the 

need to strike at an enemy that is difficult to identify and locate.”224 Just war theory, as well as 

parts of current humanitarian and international law itself, seems not to be sufficiently adapted 

to the new security challenges and show clear limits regarding their applicability in modern 

conflict. In the course of the Global War on Terror, it became apparent that traditional concepts, 

when applied in a static way, might run the risk of violating human and civil rights. 

Furthermore, they can be easily misused to legitimize illegitimate action or may even foster 

terrorism.  

 

The traditional distinctions on which just war theory is based, for example, the distinction 

between a state of peace and a state of war, between combatants and non-combatants, between 

states and non-state actors, do no longer exist in the context of new, modern and asymmetric 

conflict of which terrorism is just one example. Just war theory is in itself inadequate to 

delegitimize terrorism or legitimize coercive counterterrorism action and intervention. Because 

“just war theory is crucially dependent on the plausibility of three fundamental distinctions: the 

distinction between peace and war; the distinction between states and non-states; and the 

distinction between combatants and non-combatants.” Sussman continues: “all three 

distinctions or foundational dichotomies break down to the point where they are no longer 

tenable in conditions of political violence found today.”225 

It is not argued that the just war theory should be dismissed as such, but that in the context of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, its function as legitimizing or delegitimizing principle is highly 

questionable and hardly tenable because the risk of applying the principles randomly or in an 

instrumental way is too high. “The question is not how or why terrorism can be delegitimized 

by just war theory, but whether just war theory is at all the appropriate, adequate framework 

with which to address the problem of terrorism and the host of questions following in its wake.” 

Alternatively, as Chan poses it: “In fact, my criticism of just war theory as a rights-based 

deontological ethics include the problem that the conditions providing a leader or a soldier with 

                                                           
224 CHAN, D.K., Beyond Just War. A Virtue Ethics Approach, Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke, 2012, p.5. 
225 SUSSMANN, N., Can just War Theory delegitimate Terrorism, in: European Journal of Political Theory, 12(4), 
p. 430. 



151 
 

the right to do certain things in war do not give sufficient consideration to the intolerable harms 

that result when these things are done.”226  

This criticism relates to the fact that, although just war theory, in the context of terrorism, has 

often been used to legitimize coercive counterterrorism measures, just war theories were 

traditionally not intended to be an instrument for legitimating war or the resort to force. The 

traditional understanding of just war theory instead presupposes an a priori rejection of war, 

because it perceived the harms of war as highly reprehensible. In the modern usage of just war 

theory, this a priori rejection often has been forgotten. The tradition in which just war theories 

stand is a tradition of pacifism. However, just war theories and especially the ad bellum criteria, 

in the course of the GWOT, has often been perceived as a justification checklist or misused as 

a means of legitimizing clearly reprehensible measures. This development shows the apparent 

limits of what just war theory can offer for the moral assessment of both counterterrorism and 

terrorism. The use of just war theory in the context of counterterrorism is unable of doing justice 

to the “nevertheless” reprehensibility of the use of violence.   

In conclusion, one can say that “most ethicists of war have tried to either adapt the just war 

theory in order to account for the recent developments in warfare or insists that the theory works 

fine in its traditional form. The remaining ethicists would prefer to abandon the theory and cut 

the pretense that war can ever be justified.”227 According to this finding, just war theory is 

brought to its limits in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism for multiple reasons. First, 

as an ethical tool for morally delegitimizing terrorism, by focusing exclusively on the 

appearance of terrorism, it a priori assumes that a “just cause” for terrorism is always lacking. 

It thereby fails to regard the complex causation processes of terrorist violence. In other words, 

just war theory is too static to be adequate for the moral evaluation of terrorism with its manifold 

forms, faces, and facets. Secondly, the theory is not sufficiently able to spell out conditions and 

standards for right action in counterterrorism and is instead often used as an easy legitimation 

tool for the use of coercive counterterrorism measures. Lastly, the theory is not adapted to a 

reality in which traditional dichotomies are no longer present, and the question of whether the 

principles still apply is highly contentious. As such, just war theory can no longer provide 

comprehensive and agreed-on moral principles for the assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism in the context of “new” and asymmetrical conflict.  

                                                           
226 CHAN, D.K., Beyond Just War. A Virtue Ethics Approach, Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke, 2012, p.65. 
227 Ibid., p.29.  
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2.1.2 The limits of human rights as a discourse 

 

Rule-based (deontological) ethics are ethical theories that assess the morality of an action upon 

the degree to which an actor adheres to rules or obligations. The last section showed that just 

war theory is just one example of how deontological paradigms can apply to the moral 

assessment of war and conflict. Another example would be the human right discourse. Although 

the role of the human rights discourse as a tool for (de-)legitimizing terrorism and 

counterterrorism was not discussed in the last chapter, the discourse does play an important role 

in the debate. Both terrorism and coercive counterterrorism measures can be delegitimized by 

the degree to which they impact human rights. From this perspective, terrorism is morally 

condemnable because it:  

- Threatens the dignity and security of human beings everywhere, endangers or takes innocent 

lives, creates an environment that destroys the freedom from fear of the people, jeopardizes 

fundamental freedoms, and aims at the destruction of human rights; 

- Has an adverse effect on the establishment of the rule of law, undermines pluralistic civil 

society, aims at the destruction of the democratic bases of society, and destabilizes legitimately 

constituted Governments; 

- Has links with transnational organized crime, drug trafficking, money-laundering and 

trafficking in arms, as well as illegal transfers of nuclear, chemical and biological materials, and 

is linked to the consequent commission of serious crimes such as murder, extortion, kidnapping, 

assault, hostage-taking, and robbery; 

- Has adverse consequences for the economic and social development of States, jeopardizes 

friendly relations among States, and has a pernicious impact on relations of cooperation among 

States, including cooperation for development and; 

- Threatens the territorial integrity and security of States, constitutes a grave violation of the 

purpose and principles of the United Nations, is a threat to international peace and security, and 

must be suppressed as an essential element for the maintenance of international peace and 

security.228  

It follows from this critique of terrorism that counterterrorism should, in the first place, always 

be directed towards promoting and protecting human rights. This aim of counterterrorism 

dominates an important part of the counterterrorism rhetoric. From the same perspective of 

human rights, coercive counterterrorism measures can also be delegitimized on the basis that it 

                                                           
228 OFFICE OF THE UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS, Human Rights, Terrorism and 
Counterterrorism, Factsheet No. 32, http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Factsheet32EN.pdf, p. 7-8. 
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too runs the risk of, for example, violating human rights, impeding fundamental (civil) freedoms 

or destabilizing a country. Therefore, it has been argued that it should be the priority to make 

sure that (coercive) counterterrorist measures do not violate the basic principles of the human 

rights declaration. In practice, however, one could observe that in the course of the Global War 

on Terror, there were and are several instances in which it is clear that human rights were 

violated. Counterterrorism and human rights have, in other words, an ambiguous relation since 

it undoubtedly may also violate those human rights for the so-called “good cause” of promoting 

and protecting them.  

However, there are also other problems connected to the use of the human rights discourse for 

the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism. Although there is some unarticulated 

consensus that human rights, as a derivative of natural rights, are universally applicable, it is 

argued here that their role within international politics is not necessarily unproblematic. In the 

context of the Global War on Terror, human rights are used as a discursive instrument in order 

to legitimize coercive action. “There is a wide range of criticism of the human rights culture. 

There is an acknowledgment that the whole project is western orientated and liberal based upon 

the idea of the possession of individual rights which nevertheless require for their exercise and 

protection an ethical community within which to operate.”229 “Rights are the result of a well-

functioning ethical community and are incapable of being abstracted and superimposed upon 

an oppressive world as the solution for prejudice, hatred, and arbitrary justice.230 

Legitimizing counterterrorism by framing it as a vehicle for the promotion of so-called 

universal principles, such as human rights and democracy, clearly neglects the contextualized 

element of terrorism. In other words, through assuming that one can both assess the actions of 

the other from this perspective as well as framing one’s own actions through human rights 

promotion, it is neglected that this way of arguing might not be as universal as is assumed. It 

might therefore instead even be counterproductive in an intercultural context to frame the 

morality of actions within a discourse of human rights. The discourse is highly value-laden and 

coercive since the human rights paradigm is based on too culturally specific values that might 

not be shared by other cultures or religions or as Michael Ignattief claims: “there is now a single 

human rights culture in the world.”231 The (mis)use of the human rights discourse for morally 

substantiate value-promotion through military action is problematic. The incommunicable 

                                                           
229 BOUCHER, D., The Limits of Ethics in International Relations. Natural law, Natural rights and Human Rights 
in Transition, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2009, p.373. 
230 Ibid., pp.373-374.  
231 Ibid., p.246. 
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element of the human rights paradigm results mainly from the basic idea that human rights are 

ascribed to the human person through birth, and this individualist perspective is the precondition 

of the validity of a human right discourse. The idea that rights apply to the individual is 

incommunicable in many cultures because “in most cultures, however, people believe that there 

are things worth protecting besides individuals. The ethic of community functions to protect 

groups, institutions and other collective entities using concepts such as duty, respect, honor, 

loyalty, and tradition.” 232 (Human) rights ethics thus have a certain limit when applied outside 

of the value community. Rights are namely highly moral notions and cannot be separated from 

the particular morality from which they stem.  

The use of moral concepts such as human rights in the context of counterterrorism is not 

necessarily helpful and are an example of how moral language is often used as a way of 

legitimizing action or trumping the enemy. Carl Schmitt has already noted this problem, and, 

in his book European Universalism. The Rhetoric of Power, Immanuel Wallerstein has 

furthermore analyzed it in depth.233 Carl Schmitt pointed at the fact that  

when a state fights its political enemy in the name of humanity, it is not a war for the sake of 

humanity, but a war wherein a particular state seeks to usurp a universal concept against its 

military opponent. At the expense of its opponent, it tries to identify itself with humanity in the 

same way as one can muse peace, justice, progress, and civilization in order to claim these as 

one’s own and to deny the same to the enemy.234 

Morgenthau also often pointed at the questionable character of human rights in his work. He 

argues that because of the state anarchy, the primacy of security politics and the possibility of 

misusing human rights for propaganda purposes makes it very difficult to apply the paradigm 

in unstable regions. The most important critique in this context is the observation that in order 

to be able to apply the human rights paradigm, the international community is supposed to agree 

upon humanitarian standards. Morgenthau says that it often is the case that one set of standards 

is universalized detrimental to other nations.235 “[…] there is an enormous gap between the 

judgment we apply to ourselves and our own actions and the universal application of our 

standards of actions to others.”236 Furthermore, the inability to agree upon which aspects of life 
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need to become embodied within human rights treaties leads to a steadily increase of human 

rights treaties and ultimately lead to a vindication of the human rights project.  

 

Martti Koskenniemie addresses another interesting critique of the dominance of "rights" within 

international law and international relations. According to Koskenniemie, “rights become 

oppressive when they are institutionalized because they marginalize certain interests that are 

not embodied in these rights.”237 This marginalization implies that certain values are not meant 

to be embodied in a rights-based framework but are still very important for people and are 

perceived as having equal value and importance as the rights that are institutionalized within 

the human rights framework. By adhering to the human rights framework as the exclusive moral 

authority, it becomes increasingly difficult to also account for “certain interests that are not 

embodied in these rights.”  

 

Even more important for the context of terrorism and counterterrorism is Tarik Kochi’s 

observation, that if coercive counterterrorism measures are adopted “in the name of human 

rights” and perceived as morally superior to the action of the terrorist actors, this obstructs the 

ability to understand the acts of the others as also pursuing certain morally valuable goals. 

 

These contemporary acts of terror might well be driven by a genuine demand for the realisation 

of human dignity and justice within this world, even if this demand is coordinated by a 

transcendent or other-worldly set of concepts. In many ways, this demand is no less genuine 

than the moral demand which legitimises humanitarian intervention and humanitarian war.238  

 

The fact that coercive counterterrorism measures are often morally legitimized by their goal to 

promote and protect human rights should not, but often does, lead to misrecognizing the fact 

that also terrorist actors, might be motivated by the will to promote justice and human dignity. 

Instead of assuming that the promotion of human rights is a priori morally superior to the goals 

and motivations of terrorist actors, one should try to find a basis for a dialogue on which goods 

each of the parties aims to protect and promote. This thought will be further developed in the 

last chapter.  
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This critique is not meant to reject the importance of some concept of standards that need to be 

upheld by a state in order to secure the basis of human life in dignity or of human rights itself. 

There are undoubtfully ways in which human right are beneficial as moral principles and can 

contribute to sustainable counterterrorism. The critique above just points at the limits of right-

based moral rhetoric in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism. The current framing of 

the human rights discourse as a set of inviolable rights, the assumption that the human rights 

paradigm is universal, and the ambiguity and cultural specificity of how to interpret these rights 

all show the apparent limits of adhering to a human rights-based approach as the basis of (de-

)legitimizing terrorism and counterterrorism. In other words, (de-)legitimizing terrorism and 

counterterrorism by human rights, perceived as fixed and universal rules, can be problematic 

and does not necessarily lead to just action.  

 

The rules are supposedly codifying a universal international morality fail in practice, in large 

part because the claimed basis of a universal morality system does not exist, but worse than this, 

the rules have pernicious effects. Only a small proportion of violent action falls within the remit 

of international law (genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity are tightly 

circumscribed categories) meaning that most violence in international affairs can be narrated as 

permissible, unavoidable or even required. The universal ethical claims that ground this form of 

law incentivize states to frame war as moral crusade, and have been used to justify the infliction 

of unthinkable suffering.239 

Not only does this view applies “empty” universal principles in a context of plurality, but the 

discourse of human rights and democracy promotion is also too (western-liberal) value-laden 

and culturally specific, to be an effective tool for morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Moreover, specifically for the moral assessment of terrorism, the human 

rights discourse misrecognizes, although apparently acting opposite to the promotion of human 

rights, terrorist actors might as well be driven by a “genuine demand for the realization of justice 

and human dignity.”  

The way in which the human right discourse is used in current counterterrorism strategies, 

namely as fixed principles for the moral assessment of terrorism, it fails to take into account the 

context of the terrorist actor, in other words, the exogeny and the endogeny of terrorism. 

Counterterrorism that is solely based upon the aim to protect and promote human rights in other 

contexts runs the risk of being unsuccessful. On the one hand, because it ignores the possible 
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incommunicability of its discourse and on the other hand because it fails to guarantee the 

protection of human rights throughout counterterrorism operations. The credibility of 

counterterrorism that is legitimized through the moral authority of the human rights discourse 

is profoundly damaged by the way in which it is unable to respect human rights itself. It is 

complicated to delegitimize the acts of the other by principles that are not shared by the other.  

If person P tells actor A not to do practice p1 because he believes that it is utterly wrong to do 

practice p1, actor A will not refrain from practicing p1, unless he shares person P’s belief that it 

is utterly wrong to practice p1. The fact that actor A does not share the belief that it is utterly 

wrong to practice p1 does not affect the fact that it might indeed be the best for humanity not to 

practice p1. Nevertheless, as long as actor A is not convinced thereof, trying to force actor A to 

believe that it is utterly wrong to practice p1, might be the wrong strategy. Especially when, in 

order to promote not to practice p1 and protecting people from practicing p1, person p1 

continues practicing p1 himself. The only way of convincing actor A of not to practice p1 is to 

show actor A, that everyone profits from not practicing p1.  

In conclusion, the human rights discourse can play a problematic role in counterterrorism 

because of the way in which they are often used as apart of a self-legitimizing discourse and as 

a legitimation for imposing particular values on others. Human rights, however, can give moral 

orientation as long as they are not instrumentalized as a coercive measure. As ethical principles, 

they can function as moral self-critique vis-à-vis coercive counterterrorism measures (“practice 

what you preach”) and show others that, even if they believe that it is necessary to resort to 

measures violating human rights, adhering to measures that respect human rights, will lead to 

better living conditions for everyone. In conclusion, human rights can be misused as a part of a 

coercive discourse by prioritizing certain goods over others and interpreting human rights in a 

particular cultural manner. In order for human rights to able to provide moral orientation in the 

context of terrorism and counterterrorism, human rights should not be instrumentalized by 

counterterrorism strategies as a fixed set of ethical principles that need to be promoted and 

protected with maximum force, especially not when this leads to the violation of those 

principles by counterterrorism measures itself and to the misrecognition of the possible 

“honorable” goods terrorist actors aim to protect themselves. Instead, they should be brought 

to bear on the particular cultural context in which they are promoted. Only by bringing the 

human rights discourse in dialogue with particular norms and moral beliefs of others, as with 

what goods they aim to promote and protect with their actions, human rights might provide 

moral orientation in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism.  
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2.2 The limits of consequentialist ethics 
 

It can be concluded from the last chapter, that, besides deontological ethical arguments, further 

examples of appearance-based, act-oriented ethics are, mainly, consequentialist (and thus 

utilitarian) arguments. As an ethical theory, consequentialism states that an act (A) is right when 

the act (A) provides the best outcome. The rightness of an act, in other words, can only be 

determined by its consequences. Consequentialism still has high prevalence as an ethical theory. 

Criticism of this ethical theory, for example, by deontologists, state that consequentialism, of 

which utilitarianism is a paradigm case, is unable of determining whether an act is right or 

wrong since although the act might deliver the best outcome, it does not necessarily mean that 

the act is morally right. Those critiques are based on the following argumentation: 

“Consequentialist say act X is right, but act X is wrong, so consequentialism is wrong.”  

In the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, consequentialist argumentations are often 

used, as has become apparent in the last chapter, mostly for legitimizing coercive 

counterterrorism action. Utilitarian or ethical judgments that are based on the outcome of 

actions has various limits.  

The comparative weighing of such goods as pleasure and pain, happiness and unhappiness, or 

of liberty, is a serious theoretical problem faced by consequentialism in general, while the 

problem of predicting the widespread consequences of important actions by political leaders 

that affect the lives of large numbers of people, often for long periods of time – is a further 

serious practical problem for consequentialism. Another familiar theoretical problem is whether 

the probable or the actual consequences should be weighed when trying to assess the overall 

goodness or badness of particular actions or classes of actions; or whether the agents having 

“good reason to believe that … (the) act will produce good results should be considered the 

criterion for right action.240 

Regarding coercive counterterrorism measures, and especially the GWOT rhetoric, the 

consequentialist framework has led to the following argumentation: coercive counterterrorism 

measures (P) is right or justified because there are good reasons to believe that (P) will produce 

good results. As part of the criticism cited above, it became clear that consequentialism is 

challenged by the fact that it depends on predicting consequences. In the case of preemptive or 

preventive action, those theories also tend to rely on the presumed consequences of action. It 

would be more convincing, however, if concrete consequences of actions would be taken into 
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consideration. By only basing the argument on presumed consequences, argumentations might 

end in morally ambiguous action. Consequentialist moral considerations show clear limits for 

the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism because they tend to overlook the 

complex embeddedness of acts and consequently fail to take into account concrete 

consequences of acts and the moral assessment thereof.  

The consequentialist misses what anyone else, and particular any civilian in wartime, would 

consider the crux of the matter. Faced with the prospect of being killed or maimed by enemy 

fire, a civilian would not make her case in terms of the disutility of killing or maiming civilians 

in war in general, or of killing or maiming her then and there. She would, rather, point out that 

she is a civilian, not a soldier; a bystander, not a participant; an innocent, not a guilty party. She 

would point out that she has done nothing to deserve, or become liable, to such a fate. She would 

present these personal facts as considerations whose moral significance is intrinsic and 

decisive….And her argument, couched in personal terms, would seem to be more to the point 

than the impersonal calculation of good and bad consequences.241  

An example of a consequentialist approach to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism 

is the thesis of the lever evil, which, for example, Michael Ignatieff has defended.242 This thesis 

has been used to legitimize both terrorism and counterterrorism. When applied to the problem 

of counterterrorism, this thesis states that in liberal democracies, it is unavoidable to use 

violence in order to protect the values that are at the core of those democracies or to protect the 

good of the greatest number. Although along with this thesis, there is awareness for the fact that 

the measures applied are nothing more than the lesser evil, it legitimates the lesser evil action 

by a simple evaluation of moral necessity in cases of moral emergency. This paradigm neither 

provides unambiguous action-guidance nor is it able to define what the moral restraints of the 

lesser evil are. If a terrorist kills 200 people and one presumes that this action constitutes a 

threat to community’s values or the good of the greatest number of people, what then constitutes 

the lesser evil as a valid counter-measure? Killing 199? In those cases, it is difficult to determine 

what would constitute a morally legitimate lesser evil.  

The discussion of the ethics of terrorism showed that some authors argue that terrorism should 

be perceived as a form of lesser evil. Terrorism might, according to this argumentation, in some 

cases be better than starting a full-fledged war. This argument relies on the same 

consequentialist perspective and states that the consequences of a terrorist attack might be less 
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reprehensible than the consequences of starting a whole war. This argumentation can also be 

problematic. The thesis of the lesser evil applied to the assessment of terrorism is difficult to 

accept, mainly because it is arguably challenging to anticipate the concrete consequences of a 

terrorist attack as well as of starting a war. It might as well be the case, that a terrorist attack 

causes a domino effect of violent conflict with consequences that are worse than the 

consequences of war. This uncertainty about knowing what consequences an act will have 

exactly, is the main critique to consequentialist reasoning in general, as Shelly Kagan points 

out, “perhaps the most common objection to consequentialism is this: it is impossible to know the future. 

This means that you will never be absolutely certain as to what all the consequences of your act will 

be.”243 

In conclusion, the thesis of the lesser evil shows that consequentialist moral assessment of both 

terrorism and counterterrorism appears to be problematic. In the course of the GWOT, one can 

observe that (de-)legitimizing terrorism and counterterrorism by similar argumentations are 

somewhat ambiguous and do not contribute to an effective counterterrorism practice. 

Consequentialist arguments furthermore fail to assess terrorism and counterterrorism in a 

consistent manner:  

In discussions of terrorism one would expect to encounter a significant division between 

consequentialists on the one hand and deontologists on the other. One would expect to find 

consequentialists arguing that terrorism could be justified if, on balance, it advanced the cause 

of the good over alternative courses of action, and one would expect to find deontologists 

arguing that could not be justified even if, on balance, it did advance the cause of the good 

because terrorism involves the violation of the rights of the innocent. However, while it is the 

case that deontologists who write on terrorism condemn it for the reason I have given, 

consequentialists who have written on terrorism have tended to join in the condemnation of 

terrorism.244 

Although there are some exceptions to Wilkin’s observation, he rightly points at the 

inconsistency of consequentialist arguments with regard to the moral assessment of terrorism, 

and thus, counterterrorism.  

Act-centered consequentialism, in other words, very seldom can provide a solid basis for moral 

judgment and right action in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism. Moreover, it even 

runs the risk of legitimizing morally reprehensible action by the moral miscalculation of an 
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act’s consequences. It seems as if “[consequentialism] misdescribes and oversimplifies the 

nature of moral reasoning.”245 Furthermore, by focusing only on the terrorist or counterterrorist 

act, its consequences or presumed consequences, consequentialist moral assessment ignores the 

complexity of an act and its consequences as well as the act’s embeddedness in a specific 

situation under specific circumstances (exogeny). Considering those aspects might be necessary 

for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, as they might, for example, 

considerably affect the possible consequences of an act. The one size fits all conceptualization 

of the majority of counterterrorism strategies reveal precisely this problem. Because those 

strategies do not take into account the specific environment in which counterterrorist measures 

are applied, they fail to anticipate the consequences of the measures realistically. Even though 

a consequentialist assessment of those measures might reveal no moral problems, in practice, 

those measures can have morally highly objectionable consequences because of particular 

circumstances. However, a moral judgment that is only based on the consideration of those 

aspects might as well demonstrate some critical problems and limitations, what the following 

section will discuss.  

The multiple examples mentioned above showed that rule-based and act-oriented, deontological 

and utilitarian ethical theory that focuses mainly on the assessment of the (counter)terrorist act 

and the way in which the act either complies or violates fixed moral rules or generates a certain 

outcome, reveal certain substantial limits regarding the moral assessment of terrorism and 

consequently counterterrorism. As they are mainly appearance-based and aim to assess the 

action in a principled manner, they fail to take into account the moral relevance of motives, 

reasons and causation processes. The opposite is the case for exogeny- and endogeny-based 

moral assessments, as they can give those elements of terrorism moral relevance, however, 

those approaches often fail to morally assess the (counter)terrorist act in a principled manner. 

This problem will be subject of discussion in the next two sections.  

 

3.  The limits of exogeny-based ethics  

 

Not only appearance-based, act-oriented ethical arguments reveal substantial limits regarding 

their ability to comprehensively morally assess terrorism and counterterrorism, but also other 

non-integrative ethical arguments, either exogeny- or endogeny-based, seem to fail to deliver a 
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good enough and consistent argument for the moral (il)legitimacy of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. In the last chapter, exogeny-based moral arguments were identified as 

relational or contextual approaches, or in other words, approaches that take into account the 

environment of the actor and the act. Those moral arguments were based on the assessment of 

the role of socio-political or socio-economic circumstances, (political) culture, religion and the 

relations between communities and states. Relational or contextualist approaches argue that 

terrorism should be evaluated with due regard to its origination processes and the particular 

circumstances of terrorist acts. Either they argue that terrorism is in some cases legitimated 

because the circumstances in which someone chooses to resort to terrorism might be to such a 

high degree unjust or degrading, that terrorism might be a last resort. Or, even if the 

circumstances do not legitimize the resort to terrorism, they argue, that one still needs to take 

the environment of the terrorist actor into account in order to understand why someone comes 

to believe that the resort to terrorism is necessary. Nevertheless, the apparent limitation of those 

approaches is the fact that it is unclear, whether certain living conditions legitimize morally 

ambiguous acts. It might be the case that one should adopt a certain sensibility for the 

background conditions that enhance the resort to violent actions; however, it is difficult to 

determine to what extent those factors impact the moral status of the act.  

An example of an exogeny-oriented moral argument that was discussed in the last chapter is 

the root cause approach to terrorism. Although the military framework overshadows much of 

the debate on terrorism and counterterrorism, it was shown that the root cause approach 

nevertheless managed to foster an increased (academic) reflection on non-military approaches 

to the topic. Especially in the field of development studies, there has been an increasing interest 

in the interconnection between underdevelopment, poverty and the risk of an outbreak of 

terrorist and extremist violence. The root cause approach intends to take a holistic perspective 

and tries to regard the multiple causes that are at the basis of the emergence of terrorism and 

extremist violence. The debate on the root causes of terrorism offers many possibilities for 

understanding terrorism better but also have certain limitations that were also addressed before. 

First, a root cause approach should be careful not to assume that “if we manage to identify the 

root causes and remove these root causes, then terrorism will end."246 

 

Furthermore, a root cause approach runs the risk of simplifying the complex habitat of 

terrorism. Therefore, for example, perceiving economic, political and social underdevelopment 
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as root causes of terrorism can be legitimate and may indeed be proven as de facto root causes, 

but “neither necessarily nor unilaterally.”247 The assumption that it might be possible to explain 

terrorism exclusively through the identification of one or more root causes is, arguably, neither 

practical nor informative and could even lead to an instrumentalization of causes for the 

legitimation of certain counterterrorism actions. For example, “those who favor strong military 

response cite other preconditions: deep cultural differences between Islam and the West, long-

term demographic trends, the tenets of Islam, and authoritarian political culture in the Middle 

East,” 248  whereas others, who favor soft power counterterrorism measures, would instead 

emphasize socio-political conditions. 

 

From a moral point of view, the criticism against a root cause approach is the same as the 

general critique of exogeny-based ethical arguments developed above. A root cause approach 

is unable to determine principles for the moral assessment of terrorism and might only 

contribute to the understanding of the moral argumentation that supports the resort to terrorism. 

They might, in other words, contribute to a better understanding of how environmental or 

relational aspects enhance the likeability of people resorting to terrorism or come to perceive 

their acts as morally legitimate (“terrorism is legitimate, because of injustice x,y,z). However, 

as the sole point of reference for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, 

exogenous aspects of terrorism are not sufficient, as they fail to condemn or justify acts in a 

principled manner. As has been shown by the several examples, an exclusive focus on 

exogenous aspects in the moral assessment of terrorism runs the risk of trivializing the 

wrongness of the act itself and is unable to delegitimize terrorism in a principled manner. 

Moreover, exogenous aspects can be easily instrumentalized for the legitimation of specific 

(counter-)terrorism measures.  

 

Despite those limitations, an exogeny-based approach can open up a space for a different 

understanding of terrorism and the development of an alternative counterterrorism strategy and 

might consequently be a necessary additional perspective for the moral assessment of terrorism, 

since in order to know how to respond to terrorism, one needs to know why people resort to it. 

It should be kept in mind, however, that the relation between root causes of terrorism and 

terrorist violence will never be mono-causal nor unambiguous. The main advantage of a root 
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cause perspective on terrorism and counterterrorism is twofold. In the first place, it offers the 

possibility of conceiving terrorism as a result of changing non-static conditions. The conditions 

that cause one terrorist attack or one form of terrorism are probably not the same as the 

conditions that lead to another terrorist attack. Therefore, counterterrorism that respects the 

possible manifold root causes of terrorism is necessarily contextual.  

 

In conclusion, from the perspective of counterterrorism, the advantage of exogeny-centered 

moral arguments is that they can delegitimize one size fits all counterterrorism measures by 

showing that specific measures have different outcomes in different situations and should, 

therefore, be contextualized, adapted to (political) culture and existing relations between the 

individual and the state. Within the context of terrorism, exogeny-based moral legitimation of 

terrorism is hard to defend because it is difficult to know what principles to apply in order to 

determine what conditions can actually morally legitimize certain actions. The findings of 

exogeny-based approaches, however, have importance for better understanding terrorism and 

the moral argumentation and self-legitimation that goes along with terrorist activity. Exogeny-

based ethical approaches raise the awareness for morally relevant features of circumstances that 

have significant implications for counterterrorism practice. When the moral assessment of 

terrorism and counterterrorism is only based on those aspects of terrorism, however, they reveal 

clear limits in conceiving moral judgment because of their inability to take into account all 

morally relevant features of terrorism.  

4.  The limits of endogeny-based ethics 

After discussing both the limits of appearance-based, act-oriented, ethical arguments and 

exogeny-based ethical arguments, the last category of ethical arguments will be analyzed. First 

of all, it is important to note that, similar to exogeny-based ethical arguments, endogeny-based 

ethical arguments are indispensable for understanding the dynamics behind the resort to 

violence and war. Warfare and the use of violence, in general, is not only a moral problem but 

also has a moral problem.  

 

State actors might genuinely believe that their acts of violence and even aggressive acts of war, 

invasion, and occupation are directed towards the noble ends of the realization of peace, freedom 
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and human rights. Alternatively, warring actors might hypocritically and rhetorically use a moral 

language to justify their actions when they are motivated by other interests.249  

The same finding applies to non-state, in this case, terrorists, actors. The use of moral language 

to justify certain actions is not as instrumental as it is often presumed. Terrorist and 

counterterrorist actors alike arguably “genuinely believe” that their acts are directed towards 

noble ends, as Tarik Kochi argued.250 More often it is indeed the case that moral beliefs are 

perceived as being true and that the actions are consequently also perceived as morally justified.  

Endogeny-centered ethical arguments are based on the assumption that terrorist actors believe 

that their actions are justified by certain moral or religious beliefs. Furthermore, they argue that 

terrorist actors believe that their actions are directed towards noble ends, because they believe 

that with their actions, they are fulfilling religious duties or because they believe that they can 

help their community towards more welfare and can thereby create a state of more justice, 

peace, and equality. The moral problem of war is thus not only covered by the question whether 

war or the use of violence can be moral. Even more important is the awareness that (assumed) 

morality, the use of moral language and moral concepts are no guarantee for the actual morality 

of actions and might conflict heavily with the moral ideas and standard of the opponent.  

Moral concepts and moral rules that are inherent in the most prevalent way of modern ethical 

understanding are often exclusively act-centered and appear not to be universalizable (as Kant 

would have claimed). As such, they appear not to be able to answer the question of the morality 

of warfare or violent action as was discussed above. Based on only the appearance of violent 

actions, it is difficult to define whether its methods, targets or aims are morally justified or not 

because the actor himself might be genuinely convinced that its actions are directed towards 

noble ends. In a second step, this should make clear that one can also not effectively contain 

terrorism as long as one does not understand the role and use of moral concepts and moral 

language. Endogeny-centered ethical arguments try to react to this problem by also covering 

those aspects. The ultimate challenge to overcome the moral problem of war and terrorism is to 

understand what Kochi calls “the ethics of the other’s war.”251 In order to contain terrorism, it 

is no longer helpful to adhere to static moral principles; moral rules that are believed to be 

universally applicable. Even if one does not agree with the ethics of the terrorism of the other, 
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understanding the moral language can be the key to finding a solution to its tragic consequences. 

Although at first sight, this might appear as a defense for ethical pluralism, this is not necessarily 

the case. This approach does not imply that there are different forms of “right” or that different 

moral beliefs can have different outcomes. Different moral beliefs lead to certain actions, also 

violent actions, that are perceived as morally right by the actors but are perceived as morally 

wrong by the one confronted with the action. This can be the case for both terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Instead of assuming that this finding necessarily leads to moral relativism vis-

à-vis the plurality of moral arguments, it can also be understood as a starting point for dialogue. 

As MacIntyre would argue, starting from the particular is the precondition for reaching 

agreement on moral issues, as will be further discussed at a later point. Understanding this 

dynamic is an essential step towards comprehending the ineffectiveness of many 

counterterrorism actions as well as the ongoing appeal of current religiously motivated 

terrorism.  

Despite the possible advantages of an endogeny-based approach, there are also clear limitations. 

Charles Tilly’s critique of dispositional accounts of terrorism was already pointed at. Tilly 

argues that dispositional accounts of terrorism are inadequate because they simplify the 

complex causation processes of terrorism. Dispositional accounts use stories that  

 

simplify causation drastically by eliminating simultaneous and reciprocal causation, feedback, 

incremental effects, indirect effects, environmental influences, mistakes, and most unanticipated 

consequences. They do a wonderful job of making events and social processes memorable and 

comprehensible but at the cost of ignoring the sort of complex causation that appears regularly 

in biological, physical, economic, or sociological explanations of the same events and social 

processes.252  

 

A further weakness of dispositional, exogeny-based, approaches is that they assume that 

individuals who support or resort to terrorism share the same dispositions. Many studies, 

however, especially psychological studies, show that there is a whole variety of dispositions 

and reasons why someone is more likely or less likely to resort to terrorism or support terrorist 

violence. Both are important critiques. Dispositional approaches, that focus on understanding 

the terrorist narrative by understanding the ethics of the other, are extremely important for 

gaining insight into the dynamics of how terrorist rhetoric spreads. An exclusive focus on trying 
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to understand what factors enhance the probability that someone will support or resort to 

terrorist violence is however not sufficient for its containment. For the moral assessment of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, dispositional and endogeny-centered accounts are important in 

the sense that they emphasize the vital role of (moral) beliefs and narratives for securing a 

continuous support base for terrorist violence. However, there is a risk that those approaches, 

such as Atran’s, neglect the wrongfulness of terrorist violence, through focusing too much on 

the inherent causes in the following way:  

 

Person P cannot help to resort to terrorism or support terrorism because he believes that 

his actions are right or necessary because of the beliefs he has, or his environment has 

given him. 

 

From this perspective, the containment of terrorism can only be successful by changing the 

narrative and giving the individual new perspective to refrain from his old beliefs or by trying 

to discuss the ethical beliefs of the other, as Atran actually suggests. In reality, this might not 

be as easy as it seems and cannot be perceived independent from other factors that possibly 

facilitate those beliefs. 

 

Exclusively focusing on the dispositions of the individual thus simplifies the complex causation 

process of terrorism and neglects the necessity of taking into account this complexity. It 

therefore also reduces the main aim of counterterrorism to the task of offering alternative beliefs 

and promoting a change of mindset, value system or ideals of the other. Although this might 

indeed be an important additional goal of counterterrorism, it neglects the precise interplay 

between disposition, the existence of certain beliefs and value systems, and the environment. 

In other words, an individual only comes to believe particular actions to be right, only comes 

to support a specific value system or rhetoric because the socio-economic and political 

conditions enhance his willingness to do so. Furthermore, endogeny-centered ethical arguments 

run the risk of condoning the individual’s action because of his life story. The fact that someone 

obviously has specific motivations for his actions, and that those motivations can be the result 

of the course of his life, does not necessarily impact the morally condemnable character of his 

actions.  

 

The abovementioned assets and limitation of exogeny-based approaches do not only apply to 

terrorism but also counterterrorism. An endogeny-centered argument does not only allow 
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understanding what (moral) beliefs or value system, in other words, what motivations fuel the 

resort to terrorism but also open up the possibility to reflect on the ideas, beliefs, and ethics that 

support coercive counterterrorism measures. Endogeny-centered ethical arguments are morally 

relevant since they broaden the scope of morally relevant elements for the moral assessment of 

actions (e.g., the individual, his motivations, beliefs…,) but should be careful not to condone 

the act on that behalf. As with exogeny-based arguments, endogeny-based arguments are highly 

relevant because they include agent-oriented elements in their assessment of terrorist and 

counterterrorism violence. As a consequence, they often fail to do justice to the reprehensibility 

of the violence. 

5. Excursus: the problem of victimhood  

From the section above it followed that endogeny- and exogeny-based ethical arguments have 

difficulties with dealing with the tension between understanding the background and the 

motivations of terrorist actors and the necessity of moral judgment in a principled manner. 

Although those arguments indeed point at the essential factor of looking at the moral narrative 

of terrorist violence and the environment, they run the risk of trivializing the violence on behalf 

of that narrative. An essential part of the moral narrative of both terrorist and counterterrorist 

violence is the depiction of oneself or the group to which one belongs as victims, either of the 

behavior of the opponent or other external factors, such as socio-economic injustice. 

In the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, it appears as if the invocation of a victim status 

automatically implies being immune to moral judgment. An exaggerated recognition of the 

(counter)terrorist’s “victimhood” can lead to an inability of condemning the violence in itself. 

Within the literature, as has been discussed in length, there seems not to be much awareness for 

this tension. Often those approaches focus a lot on generation processes and seem to propose 

counterterrorism strategies based on understanding terrorism (such as “talking to terrorists” or 

“talking to the enemy”), thereby neglecting the moral reprehensibility of the violence. The other 

way around, counterterrorist violence is being endorsed because of the fact that the 

counterterrorist actor has become the victim of outrageous violence. Understanding the role of 

feelings of victimhood is a prerequisite for effectively dealing with the complexity of terrorism 

and counterterrorism since many of the discourses with which terrorist and counterterrorist 

actors legitimize their use of violence is built on exactly this victim-status. The understanding 

of those dynamics should however not result in accusing the wrongdoer. In other words,  
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[…] we should take into account the pain and suffering of wrongdoers who or have been victims. 

[There is a] tension often perceived between compassion and judgment, between our empathic 

response to a victim’s suffering and, on the other hand, to the need for moral judgment and 

accountability. 253 

What all defenders of the legitimacy of terrorism or coercive counterterrorism measures under 

certain circumstances have in common is, on the one hand, as has been argued in the last section, 

that they believe that when focusing on the objectives and ends of the resort to violence, there 

can be legitimate reasons for doing so. Consequently, they perceive the actors to bear a 

legitimate victim status that results in condoning morally wrong behavior. It has been shown in 

the last section that focusing on the presence of legitimate reasons will lead to inconsistent 

moral evaluation and action and is likely to end in much confusion about terrorism’s and 

counterterrorism’s morality. It furthermore neglects the illegitimacy of the means or acts in 

itself. This neglection then again results in morally questionable action.  

In order to explain the inconsistency of morally assessing reasons in the context of terrorism 

and counterterrorism with regard to determining the legitimacy or illegitimacy of the objective 

or ends of the resort to violence, the concept of victimhood shows to be very explanatory. In 

general, the recourse to a victim status is inherently connected to perceiving the use of violence, 

either by terrorist or counterterrorist actors, as legitimate out of necessity (for example, self-

defense) Most often, however, it remains unquestioned why the invocation and recognition of 

a status of victimhood is automatically accepted as a legitimate reason for perceiving the use of 

violence from a different moral perspective. Today, especially and increasingly in the context 

of terrorism and counterterrorism, “the victimhood status” has become a way of securing 

oneself some sort of immunity for moral judgment of one’s action. It has furthermore been 

argued, that there is a so-called growing culture of victimhood in general, in which groups of 

peoples increasingly claim to be victimized and thus claim to have the right to receive 

compensation for it. Both terrorist and counterterrorist violence appear to be often put in a 

different moral right because of the discourse of victimhood in which they are embedded.  

The sensation of victimhood appears to make people act in a less empathic, more self-centered 

way254 and can contribute to an ever-increasing dynamic of violence and counter-violence. If 

person A feels wronged and therefore believes to have good and grounded reasons to resort to 
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violence in order to take vengeance for the wrong that has been done to him by the action or 

non-action of person B, and consequently person B feels a victim of the actions of person A, 

there is not an easy way to get out of this dynamic. The feeling of being wronged by others 

often “elicits negative affect such as anger” towards the perceived wrong-doing other. As 

Nussbaum recently showed, those feelings of anger bring forth a desire for “payback” or 

retributive justice.255 Victimhood is therefore inseparably connected to what can be called an 

“ethics of retribution”.  

The discussion of the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism showed that the 

legitimation of both acts relies on the belief that people might have specific legitimate reasons. 

It was furthermore shown, that the determination of the legitimacy of those reasons is inherently 

difficult. In the case of current terrorism and counterterrorism action, both parties perceive 

themselves as victims and legitimize their actions by pointing at the fact of being wronged by 

the other. There are thus two dynamics at play, mutually reinforcing each other: terrorism-as-

retribution for (perceived) victimhood and counterterrorism-as-retribution for (perceived) 

victimhood. Both the discourses are built on a quid pro quo rationale. This rationale supports a 

constant dynamic of violence and counter-violence. Both positions are arguably too black-and-

white and not address the question of why victimhood automatically would change the 

(im)morality of violence and deny the subjective nature of victimhood.  

In her latest book, Nussbaum shows that anger and the related wish for payback is highly 

irrational and goes back to a “deep-rooted but misleading idea of cosmic balance”256 Nussbaum 

points out that beliefs of being able to balance “done wrong” with “doing wrong” and thereby 

achieving “balance” again is a ubiquitous way of thinking about justice. Whether there is an 

evolutionary explanation for this way of thinking or not, it is clear that “we do take pleasure in 

narratives in which the doer suffers, purportedly balancing the horrible act that occurred.”257 

Victimhood is often connected with precisely this way of thinking about being wronged by 

others. It is very common that in cases we perceive ourselves as victims of another one’s 

actions; we feel a strong desire for retribution because we believe that it will ease our pain in 

some magical way.  
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Press, 2016. 
256 Ibid., p. 5.  
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In conclusion, in the context of current transnational terrorism, both parties perceive themselves 

as a victim of the other’s actions in some way or another. One could now argue that this would 

still not legitimize the use of violence against a group of non-innocent people but instead, if 

even, only against the actual wrong-doer. However, in the case of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, questions of responsibility are difficult to answer. Because it often remains 

unclear who is directly responsible for the victimhood of both terrorist and counterterrorist 

actors and who is perceived as a perpetrator is ultimately dependent on the perspective of the 

person who feels wronged, the legitimizing of the use of violence against an innocent group of 

people is often connected to a notion of collective responsibility.  

 

One form of moral justification for terrorism and coercive counterterrorism measures relies on 

the claim that so-called “innocent” victims of some terrorist attacks are not, in fact, innocent, 

notwithstanding the fact that they might not be military combatants, rights violators or 

revolutionaries. Specifically, the victims are regarded as guilty by virtue of their collective moral 

responsibility for the injustices the terrorists are seeking to redress.258  

 

The way in which victimhood is understood and claimed as a moral “shield” in the context of 

transnational terrorism and counterterrorism bears many problems and fosters a spiral of 

violence and counter-violence. The perception of feeling wronged by others leads to the belief 

one has legitimate reasons to resort to forms of intrinsically morally reprehensible actions that 

are perceived to be legitimate because of the injustice inflicted upon the actor. Those actions 

are the result of a feeling of anger paired with the strong wish to repair justice by retribution. It 

should be clear by now that those elements are highly subjective and lead to arbitrary action 

and judgment. The sentence “a one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter” pointed 

at the subjectivity of defining terrorism and assessing the objectives and ends of terrorist 

violence. The dynamics at play can even better be understood by adding that not only is “a one 

man’s terrorist another man’s freedom fighter,” but also “a one man’s victim, is another man’s 

perpetrator”. One might perceive terrorist actors as victims, or terrorist actors might perceive 

themselves as victims, for those who are confronted with the actions resulting from this invoked 

victimhood, will perceive the other as the perpetrator. In the context of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, both terrorist actors and the advocates of coercive counterterrorism measures 

are victim and perpetrator at the same time. This section tried to show, that there is no immediate 
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reason to believe that victimhood legitimizes becoming a perpetrator, although this argument 

is often used for legitimizing the use of violence.  

This example ones more shows that endogeny-centered ethical arguments are essential but 

should be careful to avoid trivializing or condoning specific actions and behavior based on an 

assessment of legitimate endogenous factors, of which the victimhood narrative is just one 

amongst many.  

6. Towards an agent-oriented, integrative ethical approach 

The last sections pointed at the fact that single-constituent based definitions of terrorism result 

in single-constituent based ethical arguments for the moral assessment of terrorism and 

consequently counterterrorism, either appearance-, exogeny-, or endogeny-based. It was shown 

that those arguments reveal structural limits and substantial problems. An exclusive focus on 

the rightness or wrongness of the terrorist act, or its effects, seems to fail to comprehensively 

and consistently asses terrorism and counterterrorism because of the plurality of terrorism 

definitions and the disagreement on which moral principles can and should be applied. 

Furthermore, they appear not to be sufficient to understand the moral complexity of terrorism. 

An exclusive focus on either the environmental, contextual, the dispositional or motivational 

aspects of terrorism seems to easily run the risk of legitimizing the use of terrorist violence or 

counterterrorism. In general, it thus appears as if terrorism challenges moral philosophy itself. 

Prevalent ethical theories, that are mainly act-oriented and rules-based, either deontological or 

consequentialist, and other approaches fail to offer a consistent ethical framework. This 

ineptitude results in arbitrary judgments and the inability of comprehensively condemning 

terrorist violence and coercive counterterrorism measures. 

Nevertheless, exogeny- and endogeny-centered ethical arguments show that in order to fully 

take into account the moral complexity of terrorism, environmental and dispositional factors 

need to be regarded. Prevalent act-oriented and rule-based ethical theories seem not to be able 

to integrate those aspects. Exogeny- and endogeny-based approaches thus show the relevance 

and necessity of an agent-oriented approach. In moral philosophy, however, there are not many 

alternatives to act-oriented ethics. Especially in the realm of ethics and politics, a profound 

agent-oriented ethical theory seems to have a problematic stance. The main reason, therefore, 

might be, that those realms are highly legalized. This means that moral questions within the 

political sphere are almost exclusively treated as a question of legality. It has been argued 

already that the reduction of questions of moral legitimacy to questions of legality brings about 
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far-reaching limits to the possibility of comprehensively understanding, evaluating and 

containing complex political phenomena such as terrorism. The discussion above should have 

shown that for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, the ethical-theoretical 

framework should include agent-oriented elements in order to grasp the moral complexity of 

the phenomenon and in order to value the importance of questions of moral legitimacy over 

legality. Such an ethical theory should however also be able to condemn certain actions in a 

principled manner, despite focusing on dispositional and environmental elements. In other 

words, a too one-sided approach is unable to understand the moral problem of terrorism, and 

all three approaches we have discussed reveal critical limitations.  

In order to give a last comprehensive overview, table 4 shows the interrelations between the 

different aspects of terrorism and the relating ethical arguments. 

 

Focus Approach  Ethical 

argument 

Moral 

assessment of 

T  

Moral assessment 

of cCT  

Appearance Structural-

functional 

Deontological 

Legal 

Just war  

Consequentialist 

T is wrong  

T is illegitimate 

T can be 

legitimate 

under certain 

conditions 

cCT is legitimate 

since T is not  

cCT can be 

legitimate under 

certain conditions 

Exogeny  Root cause / 

Relational  

Root causes  

Protest 

arguments 

Oppression 

arguments 

T might be 

legitimated 

since 

circumstance 

C1 at T1 

provide 

legitimate 

reasons to T 

cCT might be 

legitimate/necessary 

as long as C1 at T1 

is taken into account 

� CT must also 

address C1 at T1 

before cCT is 

considered 
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Endogeny Dispositional  Divine command 

Religious 

arguments 

Oppression 

arguments 

T is perceived 

as legitimate or 

at least 

justifiable  

cCT is not 

legitimate since it 

will not change the 

perception that T is 

legitimate (you 

cannot bomb an 

idea)  

Table 4: Ethical approaches and relating arguments  

 

This table shows that:  

 

1. Appearance-based ethical arguments might have the potential of effectively 

condemning terrorist and counterterrorist acts, but fail to morally assess them from an 

integrative perspective, because of not taking into account the other constituents of 

terrorism. Counterterrorism relies on appearance-based ethical arguments is often 

unable to sustainably contain terrorism since the counterterrorism measures following 

from such an approach react only on its appearance and not on its inner dynamics, or 

miscalculate the consequences of counterterrorist measures. In this case, 

counterterrorism can never affect the underlying dynamics and will therefore not be 

successful in containing terrorism in the long run; 

 

2. Exogeny-centered ethical arguments have the possibility of taking into account the 

causal processes behind terrorism but tend to trivialize the use of violence. Those 

arguments provide a way to rethink counterterrorism from a non-military perspective. 

Counterterrorism based on a root cause/relation approach considers the fact that root 

causes or relational struggles should be integrated into counterterrorism; 

 

3. A dispositional approach is unable of condemning terrorism and coercive 

counterterrorism measures and runs the risk of condoning morally questionable 

behavior. Although understanding the ideas and motivations behind the resort to 

terrorism and coercive counterterrorism measures will show to be important for 

containing it, dispositional approaches tend to equal self-legitimating logic with moral 

legitimation of terrorist and coercive counterterrorist acts.  
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An ethical framework for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism should thus neither 

be exclusively act-oriented and rule-based, thereby disregarding the complex moral 

environment from which terrorism arises and denying the lack of consensus on which moral 

principles apply, nor should it disregard the reprehensibility of the violence by exclusively 

focusing on agent-oriented elements, such as beliefs and circumstances. In order to overcome 

the limits of prevalent ethical approaches that were discussed here, the ethical framework for 

morally assessing both terrorism and counterterrorism will need to be able to take into account 

the three different constituents of terrorism and will need to integrate those perspectives in order 

to be able to assess the action and to find effective means for countering terrorism.  

The main question that now urgently needs to be addressed is whether there is an ethical theory 

that can morally assess terrorism in a more integrated way, regarding both its structural, 

endogenous and exogenous elements. This integrative ethical theory, respectively framework, 

should be able to account for the three aspects of the moral dilemma of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. First, it needs to be able to give the actor, his attitude, his ideas, values, and 

ethics (endogeny) moral relevance. Secondly, it will need to be able to provide a framework for 

understanding how moral and immoral action are interrelated with, amongst other things, living 

conditions, values and culture (exogeny) and third, this integrative ethical theory, although 

paying attention to the actor, will furthermore need to be able to also delegitimize immoral acts 

in a principled fashion (appearance), as summarized in the following table: 
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Constituent  Approach Ethical 

argument 

single-

const.  

Ethical framework 

single-const. based 

Integrative ethical 

framework  

Appearance  

 

T as an Act  

Structural-

functional 

Human 

rights 

Hum. Law 

Just war 

Deontology  

Consequentialism  

Act-utilitarianism  

Action guidance. 

(De)legitimize 

action in a 

principled fashion. 

Exogeny 

 

T as a means  

Root cause / 

Relational 

Root causes  

Protest 

arguments 

Oppression 

arguments 

Utilitarianism 

Consequentialism  

“Sensibility for 

moral relevant 

features of our 

circumstances”, 

understanding how 

moral agency is 

interrelated with 

living condition and 

(political) culture  

Endogeny  

 

T as a 

consequence 

Dispositional Divine 

command 

Religious 

duty  

Oppression  

Agent-based 

assessment  

Giving an actor’s 

moral attitude, 

dispositions, values, 

idea(l)s, etc. moral 

relevance 

Table 5: Requirements towards an integrative ethical theory for morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism  

 

As this chapter argued that deontological and consequentialist ethics are not very well suited 

for fulfilling this those tasks, it will be required to look for an entirely different ethical theory 

that can regard agent-oriented aspects of human agency (and thus exogenous and endogenous 

aspects of terrorism). Because moral philosophy is generally quite dominated by act-oriented 

ethics, there are not many options. Virtue ethics is one of the few examples of agent-oriented, 
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respectively agent-centered ethics. Therefore, it stands to reason that virtue ethics might meet 

the requirements of the ethical theory that is needed for consistently morally assessing terrorism 

and counterterrorism. What will need to be examined in the following chapters is thus, whether 

a virtue ethical approach can actually fulfill the requirements that were outlined in table 5. In 

order to determine whether virtue ethics manages to overcome the limits of the ethical 

arguments discussed in the last chapters, the next chapter will, however, first need to look at 

the difference between virtue ethics and act-oriented ethics. By discussing the general virtue 

ethical criticism of act-oriented and rules-based ethical theory, it will be shown that the limits 

of act-oriented ethical theories that were revealed vis-à-vis morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism are actually more profound in nature. The virtue ethical critique will proof that 

dominant ethical theories are generally not very well equipped for answering morally complex 

questions. This general discussion is the precondition for determining the concrete benefits and 

prospects of a virtue ethical framework for the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism in chapter 5. 

7. Conclusion 

 

This chapter showed that ethical theories that are single-constituent based all demonstrate 

critical limitations regarding their ability to morally assess terrorism and counterterrorism. It 

was furthermore discussed why, because of those limitations, it would be necessary to integrate 

the three constituents of terrorism in an ethical framework for the moral assessment of terrorism 

and counterterrorism. In a last step, it was shown that virtue ethical theory appears to be the 

most promising for fulfilling the requirements of the integrative theory that is needed.  
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CHAPTER 4 A VIRTUE ETHICAL CRITIQUE OF ACT-ORIENTED AND 

RULE-BASED ETHICS  
 

The last chapter pointed at the fact that the moral challenge of terrorism not only consists of the 

moral complexity of the phenomenon itself but also mainly of the way in which the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism challenges and overexerts prevailing ethical 

theories. The moral evaluation of terrorism and counterterrorism reveals structural limits of act-

oriented ethical theory and challenges moral philosophy from the bottom-up. The idea that 

deontological, consequentialist and related ethical theories are confronted with certain limits, 

especially in morally complex questions is not new and certainly not exclusively related to the 

issue of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism. Instead, conventional ways of moral 

reasoning, namely those that are act-oriented and rule-based, have been criticized for many 

years now. In general, one could even argue that from the beginning, and especially since its 

increasing dominance of those theories in the course of the Enlightenment, rule-based and act-

oriented ethics have been confronted with critique. Although they have dominated moral 

philosophy for decades, their prevalence was always accompanied by a certain amount of 

dissatisfaction. Ever since, it was repeatedly argued that act-oriented and rule-based ethical 

theories do and cannot entirely take into account the complexity of human moral experience. 

Already in 1912, H.A. Prichard writes an article with the title Does Moral Philosophy Rest on 

a Mistake? in which he argues that:  

If we turn from books on moral philosophy to any vivid account of human action such as we 

find in Shakespeare, nothing strikes us more than the comparative remoteness of the 

discussions of Moral Philosophy from the facts of actual life.259  

Act-oriented and rule-based ethics is and has been mainly criticized for their inability to 

consolidate ethical theory and human life and thus to regard agent-oriented aspects of human 

agency. Both the critique of the notion of obligation as a key feature of rule-based and act-

oriented ethical theories and on the remoteness of moral rules from human life has been the side 

note of those theories ever since. Bernhard Williams expressed one of the most famous 

criticisms against prevalent conceptions of ethical theory and the dominance of the notion of 

obligation in moral philosophy. Although Williams does not explicitly argue from a virtue 

                                                           
259 Quoted in: BARON, M., Virtue Ethics in Relation to Kantian Ethics, in: JOST, L., WUERTH, J. (ED.), Perfecting 
Virtue: New Essays on Kantian Ethics and Virtue Ethics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2011, p.11.  
Original quotation in: PRICHARD, H.A., Does Morality Rest on a Mistake, in: PRICHARD, H.A., Moral obligation, 
Essays and Lectures, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1949. 
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ethical point of view, he has convincingly pointed at the limits of modern moral philosophy. 

Williams main argument is that modern moral philosophy fails to take into account the 

complexity of human moral life and that it is generally based upon a notion of obligation that 

does not relate to the human moral experience. According to Williams, the “limits of philosophy 

consist of the fact that philosophical sources of ethical thought, are too much centered around 

the notion of obligation, and do no longer meet the “demands of the modern world.”260 Williams 

believes that again without putting forward a specific alternative ethical theory, modern moral 

philosophy is less suited to meet the demands of the modern world than ancient ethical theories.  

 

The resources of most modern moral philosophy are not well adjusted to the modern world. I 

have tried to show that this is partly because it is too much and too unknowingly caught up in 

it, unreflectively appealing to administrative ideas of rationality. In other ways, notably in its 

more Kantian forms, it is not involved enough; it is governed by a dream of a community of 

reason that is too far removed, as Hegel first said it was, from social and historical reality and 

from any concrete sense of a particular ethical life—farther removed from those things, in some 

ways, than the religion it replaced.261 

 

Also, Michael Stocker, for example, argues that “reflection on the complexity and vastness of 

our moral life, on what has value, shows that recent ethical theories have by far over-

concentrated on duty, rightness, and obligation.”262 Although discussions on the severity of 

those limits and problems flared up again once in a while, a distinguishable counter- or protest 

movement has not been able to establish itself. The critique has gained support again in the late 

’80s and early ’90s and has until today become subject of a considerable amount of research. 

The growing interest in alternative ways of theorizing within moral philosophy that may better 

reconcile lived human experience and ethical theory arguably stems from the growing 

complexity of moral issues at stake in a modern(izing) world. Some philosophers even argued 

that the problems arising from the limits of act-oriented moral reasoning reveal the limits of the 

entire field of moral philosophy. However, instead of perceiving the limits of deontology and 

consequentialism for providing sound judgments on complex moral issues or complex 

“demands of the world” as a deathblow to moral philosophy or philosophy in itself, there has 

been a lot of effort on trying to offer alternative pathways of moral reasoning by using other 
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sources from the tradition of moral philosophy. Those efforts cannot be reduced to one single 

movement within moral philosophy, and it would be impossible to try to fit those efforts in one 

category. The motivation behind the development of alternative approaches in moral 

philosophy is nevertheless broadly the same. All start from the idea that there is something 

entirely missing in act-oriented and rule-based moral judgment and will therefore always lack 

to be able to account for the complexity of human moral reality. What is mainly perceived as 

the missing aspect in act-oriented and rule-based moral assessment is the importance of the 

actor as a moral agent within a particular social and historical reality.  

 

Although the criticism against classic deontology and consequentialism cannot be captured in 

one category, one of the apparent developments within moral philosophy that result from the 

widespread discontent with the established dominance of act-oriented moral reasoning, is the 

“rebirth” or “rediscovery” of virtue ethics because of its inherent agent-oriented viewpoint. 

Those approaches are built on the belief that  

 

One main reason why twentieth‐century mainstream moral philosophy has been, until the last 

decade or so, so barren, and why it has failed to engage with other practical concerns, is that it 

has totally failed to engage with those aspects of commonsense moral thinking which involve 

virtue and character, and thus has systematically omitted a whole aspect of moral thinking; 

unsurprisingly, the result has often been inadequate or wrong.263 

 

The rediscovery of virtue ethics in modern moral philosophy broadly illustrates the widespread 

philosophical critique of prevalent ethical theory and offers a highly interesting alternative way 

of moral reasoning. Therefore, this research chooses to particularly discuss virtue ethical 

approaches as exemplary for the multiplicity of philosophical responses to the obvious limits 

of act-oriented and rule-based ethical theory. After a more general discussion of a virtue ethical 

response to those limits in this chapter, in the next chapter, a virtue ethical approach will be 

applied to the moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. Opting for a virtue ethical 

approach might not be perceived as self-evident. Virtue ethics had a difficult reputation in the 

last decades, especially in modern moral and political philosophy and is still often not perceived 

as equivalent to deontological and consequentialist theories. Virtue ethics have the connotation 

of being old-fashioned and dusty, carrying the burden of its dominantly religious heritage and 

have the reputation of being overtly unable to provide action guidance. 
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Consequently, most authors assume that virtue ethics is anything but applied ethics. In between 

the Enlightenment and until the mid-20th century, virtue ethics have had virtually no influence 

in moral or political philosophy. According to Stjepan Radić, there are two main explanations 

for the underestimation of virtue ethics in modernity: one philosophical and one socio-political. 

First of all, ethical theories, such as deontology and consequentialism have been dominant in 

moral philosophy, and, secondly, political philosophers have tried to solve ethical problems 

with the help of social contract theories. 264  Since the second half of the 20th century, 

predominantly within the Anglo-Saxon tradition, one can observe an increased and renewed 

interest in virtue ethics. This rehabilitation of virtue ethics has been represented by, amongst 

others, G.E.M. Anscombe265, Philippa Foot266, Rosalind Hursthouse267, Alasdair MacIntyre268 

and, more recently, Christine Swanton269, Michael Slote270. All authors point at the importance 

of making the virtue ethical tradition fruitful again for modern moral philosophy in order to 

overcome the apparent limits of rule-based and act-oriented deontology and consequentialism. 

According to Gilbert Meilander, “[this] emergence of virtue ethics reflects “widespread 

dissatisfaction with an understanding of the moral life which focuses primarily on duties, 

obligations, troubling moral dilemmas, and borderline cases.”271 Radić finds, that there is not 

just one identifiable reason for the return to virtue ethics, but that it appears as most of the new 

approaches agree on the fact that the limits of conventional approaches have created a “moral 

crisis”.272  

 

Slowly, the call for the rehabilitation of virtue ethical theory increasingly seems to find its way 

into nowadays moral philosophy and applied ethics. Despite its steady rehabilitation and the 

growing acceptance that there are inherent limits to deontology and consequentialism, there 

remains a widespread skepticism towards the idea that virtue ethics can offer a concrete 
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alternative as an ethical theory in the domain of applied or political ethics. The main counter-

argument against a virtue ethical theory is that virtue ethics seems to deliver a rather weak 

account of action-guidance and furthermore fails to ground its presumptions epistemologically. 

This chapter will argue against this criticism and will argue that those criticisms result from a 

too narrow understanding of both the function of any ethical theory and human moral life in 

general. It will be shown that, when broadening the scope of an ethical theory’s function, virtue 

ethics have outstanding elements for building a framework for ethical reflection on, for 

example, political issues like terrorism and counterterrorism and can simultaneously enable to 

understand the complexity of human moral life better. It builds on the belief that “all serious 

discussion of moral thinking would benefit from recognizing, and giving due attention to, the 

element in our moral thinking which is concerned with virtue and character.”273 

 

The origin of virtue ethics can be traced back to the 4th century BC and can be first found in the 

work of Aristotle who is perceived as the “founding father” of virtue ethics. Although certain 

modern virtue ethical theories deliberately distance themselves from the Aristotelian virtue 

ethical framework, a substantive amount of those modern theories still rely on Aristotelian 

concepts. Those theories are called neo-Aristotelian. Modern virtue ethical theories can thus be 

broadly divided into neo-Aristotelian and other (non-Aristotelian) virtue ethical theories (for 

example, sentimentalist virtue ethics). It must be noted however that even non-Aristotelian 

modern virtue ethical theories inevitably rely on concepts that are related to Aristotelian virtue 

ethics, they however substantially differ from Aristotelian virtue ethics regarding their 

metaphysical and anthropological premises. The main characteristic of virtue ethical theory, 

both of ancient and modern, neo-Aristotelian or otherwise, is that morality should be assessed 

by referring to the character or the dispositions of the individual agent instead of on concrete 

actions. Because of the plurality of modern virtue ethical approaches, that arguably all have 

their strengths and weaknesses, it is necessary to determine what particular approach will be 

the foundation of the discussion in this research. A thorough analysis of single approaches does 

not fall within the scope of this research, and for reasons that will be further explained in the 

following chapters, the emphasis of this research will lie on neo-Aristotelian, eudaimonistic, 

virtue ethical theory. Within the realm of new virtue ethical approaches, Aristotelian theories 

are also the most popular. Some authors, therefore, even call this development in moral 
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philosophy, the Renaissance of Aristotelian Ethics or the Rearistotelisation of modern ethics.274 

The main aspects of a neo-Aristotelian, eudaimonistic, virtue ethical theory will be outlined 

first before the more general critique of modern virtue ethical approaches against deontology 

and consequentialism will be discussed. A more in-depth discussion of the concept of 

Eudaimonia and the good life will be subject of the next chapter. 

1. Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics  

Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics is based on concepts of Aristotelian philosophy, or, in other 

words, “takes its inspiration from Aristotle’s ethical theory.” 275  From a neo-Aristotelian 

perspective, the entry point of virtue ethical inquiry is the question “How should I live?” instead 

of the deontological and consequentialist foundational question “What ought I to do?”. Ancient 

virtue ethical theory started from the assumption that human moral life takes place in 

accordance with a substantive reflection on human life in general.276 Virtue ethical theory 

assumes that the question of right action cannot be separated from questions of the right or good 

life and the question of good character. Right action is always necessarily evaluated within the 

broader framework of the question of whether the action serves the bigger life project of the 

agent. neo-Aristotelian virtue ethical theory relies on an understanding of (human) nature as 

being oriented towards the realization of a particular higher good. This higher good is called 

telos and virtue ethical theory is thus called teleological.  

 

For Aristoteles, and for most of the neo-Aristotelian approaches, humans can only attain their 

telos through acquiring the virtues. The telos of human life is happiness or the good life. The 

good life or happiness is described with the word eudaimonia (also eudaimonia or eudemonia), 

which meaning is only partially covered by the translation “good life, happiness”. In the 

Aristotelian account, virtues are the precondition for achieving eudaimonia. 277  Aristotle’s 

Nicomachean Ethics (“NE”) is “commonly treated as the central text for the study of ancient 

virtue ethics.”278 Aristotle focuses on two main abilities that humans ought to have in order to 

live a good life. First, he identifies ethical virtues or virtues of character and secondly, he 
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emphasizes the importance of practical reasoning (phronesis), the rational ability to identify 

the right means to realize the ends of action which distinguishes humans from other animals. 

The virtues of character consist of both intellectual virtues and ethical virtues. Aristotle believes 

that both intellectual and ethical virtues are the results of habituation and that those dispositions 

need to be acquired. “Although humans are born with the natural ability to acquire those 

dispositions, their development requires an appropriate education.”279  Virtues can thus be 

acquired by habituation and education, such as the skill of playing an instrument is acquired 

through practice.” The virtues we get by first exercising them, as also happened in the arts as 

well. For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing them.”280 In 

order to be able to know how to play an instrument and thus to be able to practice, one needs to 

have either a good example or someone who instructs you. Aristotle believes that, in order to 

be able to acquire the virtues, one needs to rely on good examples, educators or instructors. 

Two groups of people can have this role of “moral” educator: “(i) family, friends, and the 

community at large, and (ii) the legislators.”281  

 

It becomes clear that Aristotelian and neo-Aristotelian virtue ethical theory relies on a particular 

understanding of the metaphysical and biological nature of humans as well as on the importance 

of a particular arrangement of political communities in order for humans to realize their human 

potential. Not only are humans perceived as naturally political beings or “animals born for 

citizenship”, but humans also have a telos that is decisively distinct from the telos of other living 

beings. The world of the 4th century BC is very different in comparison to today’s world and 

many concepts of ancient virtue ethical theory might have virtually no commonalities with 

modern concepts. Cosmology, anthropology, and imagination of state and society were 

determined by naturalism and teleology and are the a priori political-philosophical framework 

of classical virtue ethics. For many modern philosophers, this is perceived as one of the main 

reasons why virtue ethical theory is outdated and not compatible with modern conceptions of 

human nature and political life. Those problems will be further discussed in the next chapter.  

 

Despite possible problems and limitations of neo-Aristotelian virtue ethical theories, that will 

be discussed more in depth at a later stage, their influence in the field of modern moral 

philosophy cannot be ignored, and their inherent criticism of the limits of act-oriented and rule-
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based ethical theories should not be overheard. Especially the increasing interest in the assets 

of virtue ethical theory in the context of modern morally complex questions shows that there is 

a need for alternative ethical approaches besides the prevailing theories. There are many reasons 

to perceive virtue ethics as a serious alternative or addendum and to determine its particular 

merits and chances. Because of the problems and limits of prevailing ethical theories in the 

context of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism, it might, therefore, be fruitful to 

look at the criticism and alternatives that virtue ethical theories claim to offer. This chapter will 

therefore first focus on the general criticism of modern virtue ethical towards deontological and 

consequentialist ethical theory and point at the main characteristics of virtue ethical theory that 

might contribute to a renewal of modern moral philosophy- 

 

2. The four aspects of virtue ethical critique  

 

In order to, in the next chapter, be able to show how virtue ethics can both widen the 

understanding of the moral complexity of terrorism and solve the problems of morally assessing 

terrorism and counterterrorism, it is important to first look at the main criticism of prevalent 

act-oriented and rule-based moral reasoning that modern virtue ethical approaches express. 

Dagmar Borchers has done very comprehensive research on the developments within the 

domain of what she calls “new virtue ethics”. Her research tries to summarize the genesis of 

new virtue ethical based approaches in moral philosophy and their most essential 

characteristics. As a result of this research, she has been able to identify the four main points of 

critique of act-oriented and rule-based ethical theories that are addressed by those approaches. 

Although Borchers also acknowledges that new virtue ethical approaches differ to a great 

extent, she convincingly shows that those approaches share specific characteristics and points 

of critique. Borchers identifies the following four features of the virtue ethical critique of act-

oriented and rule-based ethical theory. Each of those features will be discussed in detail in the 

following sections: 

 

(1) Significance skepticism 

(2) Justification skepticism 

(3) Integrability skepticism 

(4) Rule skepticism 
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2.1 Significance skepticism (fact-value distinction)  

 

The so-called “significance skepticism” points at the first criticism against rule-based and act-

oriented moral reasoning. The basic argument is that deontological moral concepts such as right 

and wrong are too narrow to describe moral reality and rely on an understanding of ethics that 

no longer resonates with common modern conceptions of ethics. Concepts such as “ought”, 

“right” and “wrong” fail to have meaning in the modern world since they are only valid within 

the theistic law conception of morality. According to Borchers, this criticism consists of three 

premises: the moral concepts of obligation and “right and wrong” are only significant within 

the context of a conception of law that is no longer accepted by everyone today, every attempt 

to substitute God by another authority in order to substantiate the categorical imperative of 

moral concepts have failed. Therefore it would be better to ban those concepts from morality 

and to look for another terminological foundation.282 

 

This observation is also the central argument of MacIntyre in his book After Virtue. MacIntyre 

points out that modern moral discourse today fails to provide any rational foundation since its 

original foundation (God) has been lost and now every attempt to find a different rational 

foundation for moral discourses has failed. MacIntyre believes that the result thereof is the fact 

that modern morality has become arbitrary and emotivist. According to emotivism “[…] moral 

judgments, being expression of attitude or feeling, are neither true nor false; and agreement in 

moral judgment is not to be secured by any rational method, for there are none. It is to be 

secured, if at all, by producing certain non-rational effects on the emotions or attitudes of those 

who disagree with one.”283 In order to overcome this problem, he argues that we need to dismiss 

our flawed concepts and instead revive ancient teleological ethics that MacIntyre believes to be 

better equipped. 

 

Two arguments can be derived from this finding. The first argument is, that moral inquiry and 

thus moral language is connected to a particular historical understanding of morality (in this 

case theistic law) and that the concepts that are still used today are lacking their original rational 

foundation. They, therefore, fail to provide real moral orientation and action-guidance. The 

second argument is, that because of the missing rational foundation of our moral language an 
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“ought” cannot be derived from an “is”. The first argument will be discussed here, the second 

argument in the next section. The presumed distinction between fact (descriptive statements) 

and value (prescriptive statements) in moral language is, according to certain new virtue 

ethicists, not tenable. The idea that ethical concepts derive from the world “as it is”, is falsified 

by the finding that those concepts are only valid in a certain, historically determined, conception 

of morality. An ethical theory that is centered around the notion of “ought” is therefore not 

sufficient to explain moral reality since the notion of “ought” does no longer sufficiently explain 

moral experience and lacks a universally valid rational foundation. The ethical conception on 

which the notion of “ought” is based, is no longer shared but instead particular and related to 

particular social and historical conditions.  

 

New virtue ethical theories consequently criticize the terminology and moral language of rule-

based theories that are general and abstract. Those concepts are called “thin concepts” and they 

aim at answering the question of “what ought I to do?”. Williams, although he cannot be 

described as virtue-ethicist, criticizes the use of thin concepts in deontological ethics and points 

at the variety of moral concepts that rule-based ethics do not take into account. Deontological 

and consequentialist ethics are, according to Williams, too much based on thin concepts. The 

problem with thin concepts results from the fact that they appear to have a compulsory 

character. This impression, however, is deceptive.  

 

The terminology is according to their [virtue ethicists] opinion historically contingent and 

originated in the context of a particular understanding of morality, according to which in 

questions of moral obligation we are dealing with a divine lawmaker.284  

 

The way in which moral thin concepts such as “obligation”, “right” and “wrong” are used in 

today’s ethical theories is based on an artificial distinction between fact and value. The majority 

of moral theory is based on the belief that factual statements and value statements can be sharply 

distinguished. They argue that statements of value do not inhibit any description of reality and 

that factual statements are value-free. In the first place, this is a semantic problem. This 

semantic problem, however, has normative consequences. Because of the semantic weakness 

of thin concepts, virtue ethicists believe that ethical theories that are based on thin concepts are 

normatively weak. As long as modern ethical theories fail to provide a general rational 
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foundation for concepts such as “right”, “wrong” and “moral obligation”, they cannot secure 

real moral orientation, and moral language becomes arbitrary. Virtue ethicists, therefore, argue 

that so-called “thick” concepts can overcome the normative weakness of thin concepts. Thick 

ethical concepts are concepts that seem to combine both evaluative and non-evaluative 

moments. Thick concepts are both “world-guided” and action-guiding; they have both 

prescriptive and descriptive elements.285  

 

Williams points out that: “a lot of those “thicker” or more specific ethical notions I have already 

referred to, such as treachery and promise and brutality and courage, [which] seem to express 

a union of fact and value. The way these notions are applied is determined by what the world 

is like (for instance, by how someone has behaved), and yet, at the same time, their application 

usually invokes a certain valuation of the situation, of persons or actions.”286. Hare also argues 

that: “a term of this kind involves a descriptive complex to which a prescription has been 

attached, expressive of the values of the individual or the society.”287 Anscombe points out that: 

“It would be a great improvement if, instead of “morally wrong”, one always named a genus 

such as “untruthful”, “unchaste”, “unjust” 288  Anscombe believes that the problem with 

obligation and the notion of “morally wrong” is that it is not necessarily easily determinable 

from the description of an act whether the act is “wrong” or “right”, it would instead be much 

easier and more evident if we would ask whether it is “unjust”. Anscombe argues that when 

using thick concepts, it would be much easier to answer the question of moral permissibility or 

impermissibility.  

 

Virtue ethicists not only believe that thick concepts are semantically, and thus normatively, 

stronger than thin concepts, they also believe that thick concepts can better build a bridge 

between experience and morality in general. This thesis is based on the finding that thick 

concepts generally feature in moral language and moral experience in a more authentic way 

then notions of obligation, right and wrong. Moral experience and moral knowledge are, 

according to for example Philippa Foot, much better reflected in thick virtue concepts. Moral 

judgments are to a great extent related to virtue-describing concepts. Virtue ethicists argue that 

moral experience and moral knowledge is not limited to the sheer knowledge of moral rules, 
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but instead closely connected to virtue concepts. “We call a person courageous, generous or 

benevolent and express approval with it; to describe someone as parsimonious or devious 

assumes that we reject those characteristics. In order to describe people, situations or actions, 

virtue-describing concepts are indispensable.”289 Virtue-describing thick concepts can neither 

be delineated just by their descriptive, nor by their prescriptive elements. Not only do thick 

concepts both describe and evaluate, for example, a situation, a person or an act, but the 

descriptive element of the thick concept in itself implies a particular valuation. It is impossible 

to differentiate between the descriptive and prescriptive element of thick moral concepts. The 

precondition for properly understanding thick concepts is that one shares the value judgment 

that is inherent in it. In other words, in order to understand the meaning of, for example, the 

concept “courageous”, one needs to agree with the fact that calling someone “courageous” is a 

positive value judgment. The consequence of the virtue ethicist’s plea for the use of thick 

concepts and the unity of prescriptive and descriptive elements in moral language is that moral 

language is historically contingent. This is the reason that MacIntyre in After Virtue, argues that 

one can only understand moral concepts as stemming from a specific tradition and historical 

context. Moral concepts are thus dependent on tradition and moral community. Moral inquiry, 

according to certain virtue ethicists, must be understood from this perspective. Williams also 

argues that the meaning of thick concepts is self-explaining in a particular moral community or 

tradition. The use of thick concepts thus reflects the moral attitude of a particular community. 

The use of thick concepts can vary from society to society. Not all virtue ethicists share this 

opinion. Whereas Macintyre and Williams believe that the use of thick concepts necessarily 

imply that moral language is historically and locally contingent and as a result, no objective 

moral judgments can be made on the basis of thick concepts, other virtue ethicists believe that 

objective moral judgments can be made on the basis of thick concepts, despite the historicity of 

moral language.  

 

The discussion of this first critique should have illustrated that virtue ethicists criticize 

deontology and consequentialism because of their terminology by showing that there are 

concepts in our moral language that appear to have great significance and that include both 

evaluative and non-evaluative description. Those concepts feature in our moral language and 

moral experience and differ from thin concepts because of the apparent unity of descriptive and 
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prescriptive elements. Therefore, thick concepts question the fact-value and is-ought distinction 

that is one of the main theoretical premises of the majority of modern moral theory.  

2.2 Justification skepticism (is-ought problem)  

 

The second point of criticism follows from the above discussion about the semantic, and thus 

normative, weaknesses of the central moral concepts of act-oriented and rule-based ethical 

theory, namely the lacking rational foundation of the moral “ought”’. According to MacIntyre, 

the presumed self-evident relation between “is” and “ought”, is not self-evident at all and based 

upon a particular, instead of universal, a priori. The attempt to conceive of rationality as an 

ersatz for theistic authority for the justification of the moral “ought” has tragically failed. 

Because the moral “ought” can be based neither on rationality nor on theistic law, virtue ethical 

critics argue that deontological reasoning is confronted with a problem. MacIntyre: “the project 

of providing a rational vindication of morality has decisively failed; and from henceforward the 

morality of our predecessor culture – and subsequently of our own – lacked any public, shared 

rationale or justification.” 290 This critique is based on four premises. First, all modern attempts 

to find a rational justification for moral judgments have failed because of the is-ought 

dichotomy. Secondly, the dichotomy itself is a symptom of the aberration of moral philosophy, 

namely the dismissing of a teleological conception of morality, which we can find in antique 

ethics. Thirdly, neither antiquity nor virtue ethics have an is-ought-problem. Therefore, one 

needs to repeal the dismissing of antique teleological and should initiate a revival of virtue 

ethics.291 

 

In other words, modern conceptions of morality do not manage to find a justification for why 

an “ought” would follow from what “is”. According to critics, virtue ethics manages to solve 

this problem because of its inherent teleology. Virtue ethics is as such built upon a triad of what 

is, what ought to be and of a rationale of how to get from is to ought. This so-called tripartite 

justification structure of the teleological conception of morality lacks in modern ethical 

theories. As discussed in the last section, the existing justification strategy was dismissed 

without introducing an adequate substitute.292 Questioning Hume’s law has been central to a 

virtue ethical critique of deontological and consequentialist ethical theory. Hume realized that 

many normative conclusions are being made from factual reality. He has pointed at the fact that 
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it is not self-evident to conclude normative statements from descriptive statements, other than 

is often believed. Hume thus observed a gap between factual reality and normativity which 

made him doubt about the validity of normative statements that were derived directly from 

factuality. Virtue ethicists argue that Hume’s problem is not unavoidably inherent in morality 

itself but rather the result of modernity.293 Whereas in a pre-modern era, the gap between 

factuality and normativity was filled by a universal “law-making” principle, mostly theistic, 

this gap is no longer filled in a modern context since there is no consensus on the authority of 

this principle. The main critique of virtue ethicists such as Macintyre is that Hume’s problem 

should thus be understood as something historically particular. Anscombe believes, just as 

MacIntyre, that the so-called “is-ought problem”, is a particular reaction to a justification 

problem that was inherent to Hume’s era. The “is-ought problem” should thus be understood 

as a historical reaction to a particular justification problem.  

 

That it was taken to be a timeless logical truth was a sign of a deep lack of historical 

consciousness which then informed and even now infects too much of moral philosophy. For its 

initial proclamation was itself a crucial historical event. Its signals both a final break with the 

classical tradition and the decisive breakdown of the eighteenth-century project of justifying 

morality in the context of the inherited, but already incoherent, fragments left behind from 

tradition.294 

 

According to virtue ethicist, the general acceptance of this gap and the inability of modern 

ethical theory to close this gap constitute a severe problem for moral theory. It is not possible, 

according to this critique, to rationally justify normative statement by just two poles. MacIntyre, 

for example, argues that every single effort into developing a certain “new teleology”295has 

failed, whether on the basis of “rights” or “utility”. This problem did not exist at a time where 

the theistic or teleological bridge was generally accepted for deriving normative statements 

from the description of reality. Virtue ethics believes in offering a solution to this problem 

because of its teleological understanding of human nature. Although the virtue ethical enterprise 

to “rehabilitate” the “teleological justification structure”296 is confronted with much skepticism, 

because it is argued not to fit within a modern understanding of human nature, the idea that 
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human life is oriented towards something specific might help to overcome Hume’s law. Indeed, 

it seems that rule-based ethics fail to justify their normative imperative without the idea of a 

certain “goal” of ethical life. Especially after losing a religious framework, it seems to have 

become very difficult to make morally imperative statements rationally binding and even more 

difficult to perceive human nature as being naturally directed towards a shared goal.  

 

According to virtue ethicists, the reaction to the is-ought problem is not to denounce morality 

to the sphere of emotions and arbitrariness or to adhere to so-called “universal” principles but 

to rehabilitate an understanding of human life and human persons as something that can be 

objectively and identifiably called good. The underlying argument is to that the is-ought-

problem is inherently connected to the fact that “human” is no longer treated as a functional 

concept. Virtue ethicists propose to perceive the concept “human” as functional. Virtue ethicists 

believe that when we start to understand a human person equal as a certain tool when can speak 

of a good person in the same way as we speak of a good tool. When this is true, then it would 

be possible to determine objectively what a good person is. The is-ought-problem would then 

no longer exist. 297  A teleological understanding of human nature in connection with the 

attributive adjective “good” would make it possible to perceive of moral judgments as factuality 

because of perceiving the concept “human” in connection with an essential human telos or 

human function. Borchers points out that, as a result, virtue ethics will need to provide an 

answer to two following problems: first of all, virtue ethics need to show that there is indeed 

something like a universal telos because of which moral imperatives regain their original 

function. Secondly, virtue ethics will need to explain how moral judgments can be action-

guiding and might, therefore, need an alternative idea of practical rationality.298 

 

2.3 Integrability skepticism  

 

Borchers argues that the virtue ethical criticism against deontological and consequentialist 

moral reasoning is also concerned with the way in which those theories are (not) able to make 

morality and moral demands integrable with human life. As has been argued before, the 

deontological and consequentialist ethical theory seems to be too much concerned with 

providing rules for action and therefore fail to take into account the complexity of human moral 

life. This critique has three main aspects. Firstly, an ethical theory that is centered on the notion 
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of moral obligation deals with a non-neglectable problem of demandingness” when it comes to 

the question of right action. Secondly, those theories confront with a void of demandingness 

considering questions of self-concern and thirdly, they overemphasize the moral value of other-

concern. What is “right” or “good” for humans is, according to rule-based ethical theory, not in 

harmony with what is a desirable way of living life. Rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories 

are, according to the virtue ethical critique, rather remote from human experience. Michael 

Stocker even calls this “the schizophrenia of modern ethical theories.”  

 

As ethical theories, they fail by making it impossible for a person to achieve the good in an 

integrated way. As theories of the mind, of reasons and motives, of human life and activity, they 

fail, not only by putting us in a position that is psychologically uncomfortable, difficult, or even 

untenable, but also making us and our lives essentially fragmented and incoherent. 299 

 

Human life as it is perceived by rule-based ethical theory seems to suggest that a fulfilling and 

a good life equals a moral life, which means a life that is in accordance with moral principles. 

The “best life” is consequently a life that is the most in congruence with those principles. Rule-

based theories seem to perceive goodness as an open-ended project. According to this 

understanding of morality, one can always act more moral, and this is a preferable development. 

The critique of this conception of human and moral life is that what one perceives as the most 

admirable or valuable life is often not at all a life that is entirely directed oriented towards moral 

principles. Susan Wolf, famous for her discussion of the concept of “moral saints” argues: 

“moral perfection, in the sense of moral saintliness, does not constitute a model of personal 

well-being towards it would be particularly rational or good or desirable for a human being to 

strive.”300 Whatever people believe to be meaningful for their life, whatever they believe to be 

valuable and whatever motivates them to take action is only to a specific (limited) degree of 

moral nature. The deficit of rule-based and action-centered theories is thus that they create a 

gap between what people believe to be contributing to their well-being or their “good life” and 

what would be the morally ideal way of living. “Ethical theories tell us, what is morally right, 

but not, what is good for us.”301 Conventional ethical theories do not provide people with the 

possibility of compromising to do what is “right” (according to moral rules) and what is “good” 

(according to what they value). The problem with rule- and principle-based ethical theory is 
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that it ignores the importance of harmony between value and motive. “Whatever we perceive 

as valuable, should motivate us and we should value, whatever motivates us.”302  Stocker 

summarizes that deontological and consequentialist ethical theories are “not dealing with 

motives or with the relations of motives to values”. 

 

Consequently, for Stocker, a good life is a life in which there is a harmony between one’s 

motives and one’s reasons, values and justifications.303 Principle-based ethical theory believes 

that what should motivate us is our sense of obligation to follow moral rules. The belief ignores 

the central role values play in constituting motives for action. According to Borchers those 

theories consequently confront us with two options that are both not desirable. Either we make 

the following of moral principles our motive, which means that we should become “moral 

saints.”304 Alternatively, one should distinguish between motives and reasons which mean that 

people cannot attain what is valuable for them as long as they try to do the right thing and we 

cannot be right as long as they try to attain what they believe to be good for them. The answer 

virtue ethical theories offer is to provide a theory morality that is embedded in a broader 

conception of the good life. 

 

Furthermore, it is argued that rule-based ethical theory neglects the importance and central 

position of other-concern in moral life. Critics point at the fact that following specific moral 

rules does not necessarily respect the complexity of moral questions regarding other aspects of 

human life that involve a central role of other-concern. Virtue ethicists argue that aspects of 

other-concern have moral relevance in the way that they shape and direct our decisions on what 

is right and wrong. Love and friendship as central determinants of human (moral) life are what 

distinguishes agent-oriented, virtue, ethics from rule-oriented, deontological or 

consequentialist, ethical theory. According to Stocker, “modern ethical theory lacks to take into 

account the person and more specifically, the other person as being “an essential part of what 

is valued.” 305  Other-concern goes along with certain values in human life that constitute 

particular motives for particular action. In alignment with the general critique that the “right” 

life is not necessarily a “good life”, the major point here is that human beings tend to value 
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things, for example, the care for others and friendship, that constitutes motives for action and 

determine what is being perceived as “good”. Stocker: “what is lacking in those theories is 

simply – or not to simply – the person. For love, friendship, affection, fellow feeling, and 

community all require that the other person is an essential part of what is valued.”306 A central 

thesis of virtue ethics is exactly that friendship and love are an essential part of moral life. From 

this perspective, other-concern is not just something which is done out of a sense of moral 

obligation, but because it is perceived of others-as-valuable.307  

 

Not only does ethical theory ignores the vital role of values regarding other-concern, but it also 

does not respect the moral importance of self-concern or well-being. Those ethical theories thus 

demand not enough other-concern but are too demanding regarding self-concern. As has been 

pointed out at many occasions before, act-centered and rule-based ethical theory generally tends 

to forget the importance of the actor as moral agent. Critics argue that those theories are “not 

interested in the well-being of actors at all”308 Even more, it is often the case that those theories 

convey the impression that doing what is good for oneself is morally reprehensible and that 

moral action is and ought to be directed toward the good of anything but oneself. Self-care is 

not perceived as morally relevant. Instead, it seems as if acting morally is often a self-sacrificing 

act. The moral evaluation of action is connected to the question of whether it helped another 

person, not to the question of whether or in which way the acting person benefited from its 

moral action him- or herself. In order to act morally, it appears as if one is forced to self-

sacrifice. The gap between moral action and self-concern is not present from a virtue ethical 

perspective. Virtues are perceived as dispositions that are both contributing to the well-being 

of others and the well-being of the acting person. Possessing the virtues is perceived as 

inherently contributing to personal well-being, independent from the question of whether it 

benefits someone else. Moral rules and obligations thus tell people what is good for others, but 

does not tell them anything about what is good for them. Rule-based and act-centered ethical 

theories are not able to include self-concern into their conception of morality. Virtue ethicists, 

therefore, argue that virtue ethics, with its embeddedness in a broader concept of the good life, 

can take into account self- and other-concern alike.  
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In conclusion, the integrability skepticism point at the fact that the idea that moral rules apply 

to people equally, universally and neutrally and optimizing our ability to follow moral rules is 

the ultimate goal of moral life, is very alien to human experience. Instead, human beings grant 

value to things and perceive things morally valuable beyond what is prescribed by moral rules. 

The understanding of morality as something “outside” of human life does not comply with our 

intuition that moral life is an integral part of human life. Drawing an artificial border between 

morality and human life neglects the fact that human experience, including self- and other-

concern, naturally determines action and thus moral decision-making.  

 

2.4 Rule skepticism  

 

The fourth skepticism is more general in nature and has implicitly already been touched upon 

by the previous skepticism. The criticism says that “morality as a whole – even that central part 

of morality that concerns right and wrong action – cannot properly be described as a system of 

precepts addressed to agents, as a system of imperatives”.309 As has been pointed out several 

times before, the central critique is that morality cannot be understood as a system of obligations 

and imperatives. It is even argued that those principles and moral rules are explicitly unhelpful 

for moral decision-making. They seem to suggest that moral knowledge can be understood as 

knowing which moral rules to follow and do not require any additional competence or 

knowledge of the agent.310 The virtue ethical criticism consists of four premises: moral rules 

are not always practically effective, the character of the agent or his disposition is, however, 

always practically effective, this characteristic disposition is (a part of) moral knowledge, this 

moral knowledge is not entirely codifiable.311 Virtue ethical theories argue that moral rules are 

not only “useless” without certain competencies of the actor, but also that moral rules itself 

often become too complex to expect the actor to consider all the rules during his decision-

making process. In many situations, decisions are taken, and it is acted upon that decision 

without a preceding considerate thought process. Most moral rules are only practically effective 

in a limited and restricted way and therefore also not very practical.  

 

One of our main points has been that people can be morally justified when they act from certain 

impulses and feelings without paying any attention to moral principles and justifications. We 
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have seen that, far from simply governing human life, valid morality is itself shaped, limited, 

influenced even governed by factors outside itself, and self-aware practical moral thought floats 

upon a deeper, fuller life that occasionally drives out all thought about morality.312  

 

The central claim of virtue ethics is that moral knowledge is not exhausted by knowing which 

moral rules to follow or not to follow, an aspect that was already pointed at in the first section 

of this discussion. Moral competence thus exceeds rule- and principle competence. The virtue 

ethical criticism consists of pointing at the fact that knowing whatever is right and wrong 

requires more than the bare knowledge of moral rules. It requires a certain disposition or 

character to be able to determine what the right decision to make is. Without the moral 

competence of an agent, moral rules remain ineffective. Moral dilemmas are at the core of moral 

life, and it appears as if it would be wrong to believe that those dilemmas can be solved in a ‘ 

“calculated” way. To perceive of those questions as “in case x, doing a is right and doing b is 

wrong” with a and b being clearly determinable in all cases x and it suffices to know those rules 

to solve the question, builds on a limited understanding of moral life and of the competence a 

moral agent is required to have in order to solve difficult moral questions and dilemmas. 

Instead, it is necessary to take into account also certain dispositions and character traits that are 

the prerequisite for being able to solve moral problems competently.  

 

There are broadly three main branches of this critique. The first branch argues that virtue ethics 

make moral rules in general obsolete, since being virtuous offers direct guidance for action in 

the way that “right act is the action a virtuous person would characteristically do in the same 

circumstances.” A more moderate account argues that virtue ethics offers moral rules itself, so-

called v-rules that replace deontological moral principles and that being virtuous implies 

adhering to those rules. A much more critical approach argues that virtue ethics is not able to 

make the necessity of deontological moral rules obsolete but that virtues are nevertheless the 

prerequisite for being able to know how to apply those rules in certain circumstances. As has 

been pointed out before, the question of whether virtue ethics can replace deontological or 

consequentialist ethical theory or should be perceived as complementary theory will not be 

further discussed at this stage. No matter what position one favors, all share the main criticism 

that moral principles or rules as such do not suffice for action guidance and provides us with a 

wrong impression of moral reality and moral agents.  
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Now if this is all that is issue, let us by all means say that virtue ethics does not reject the idea 

that ethics is codifiable. It does not need to be supplemented by such principle; it embodies them 

already–and many more besides. It is a noteworthy feature of our virtue and vice vocabulary 

that, although our list of generally recognized virtue terms is, I think, quite short, our list of vice 

terms is remarkably–and usefully–long, far exceeding anything that anyone who thinks in terms 

of standard deontological rules has ever come up with. 313  

 

In short, moral rules are not necessarily perceived as obsolete by virtue ethicists, but rather as 

a part of moral reality in which the ability to know what is required in a particular situation is 

the prerequisite for the right handling of moral rules. Moral character and moral wisdom exceed 

moral rules. McDowell: “A kind person has a reliable sensitivity to a certain sort of requirement 

which situations impose on behavior. The deliverance of a reliable sensitivity are cases of 

knowledge (…).”314 Virtue ethics claims to overcome the limits of rule-based ethics by focusing 

on the character of the moral agent in decision-making and moral action. By making the actor’s 

practical wisdom the precondition for knowing how to act rightly in a particular situation, it 

binds the moral competence of the agent to the knowledge of moral rules.  

3. Conclusion  

This chapter introduced the four main points of critique of the dominance of rule-based ethical 

theory in modern moral philosophy that the so-called “new virtue ethicists” address. It should 

be clear by now that, from the perspective of the new virtue ethical theories, modern moral 

philosophy has severe deficits that result in an increasing normative weakness of moral 

philosophy, a lack of moral orientation and even total arbitrariness in the realm of moral 

assessment. This finding seems to coincide with the finding that in the realm of morally 

assessing terrorism and counterterrorism, moral rules are applied randomly and moral 

judgments appear to be arbitrary and that it is, beyond that, increasingly difficult for 

conventional ethical theories to offer real moral orientation in the context of morally complex 

questions. Whether or not one agrees with the criticism that the new virtue ethical theories 

express, there are good reasons to believe that, at least in certain points, the points of criticism 

actually hint at a substantial deficit of rule-based and act-centered ethical theories and that 
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modern virtue ethical theory might, therefore, contribute to dealing with, amongst other things, 

the morally complex question of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

Chapter 3 pointed at the particular limits of rule-based and action-centered theories in respect 

to the moral evaluation of terrorism and counterterrorism. The next chapter combines the 

specific findings of chapter 3 with the general virtue ethical criticism that was presented in this 

chapter. The aim of the next chapter thus is to evaluate in which regard the general criticism of 

the “new virtue ethics” can be applied to the specific problems arising from a rule-based and 

act-centered evaluation of terrorism and counterterrorism. It will furthermore be evaluated in 

which way virtue ethics might generally offer an alternative framework for morally evaluating 

terrorism and counterterrorism. All four points of criticism presented here will, therefore, be 

discussed in relation to the specific problem of morally assessing terrorism or counterterrorism. 

  

If MacIntyre and other virtue ethicists are right, and increasing modernization, of which 

terrorism and counterterrorism are arguably a result, will lead to an ever-increasing moral 

disorientation, of which the inability to consistently morally assess terrorism and 

counterterrorism is then arguably a result, and if we believe that a rehabilitation of teleological, 

virtue ethical theory might help to overcome this moral disorientation, then it is a fruitful and 

exciting undertaking to analyze in which way a virtue ethical perspective on the moral problem 

of terrorism and counterterrorism can contribute to overcoming the problems arising from the 

moral assessment by conventional, rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories.  
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CHAPTER 5 A VIRTUE ETHICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE MORAL 

ASSESSMENT OF TERRORISM AND COUNTERTERRORISM 

1. Introduction 

The last chapter discussed the different pillars of criticism against rule-based and act-centered 

ethical theories that new virtue ethical theories express. It showed that virtue ethical theory has 

certain particular assets that might help to overcome the apparent limits of conventional ethical 

theories that were discussed in chapter 3. The chapter found that moral philosophy can benefit 

from a virtue ethical perspective because of its use of thick concepts and its sensibility for the 

particular historical contingency of moral language, because of the way in which virtue ethics 

can overcome the is-ought problem of modern moral philosophy by reviving a teleological 

understanding of human nature, because of the way in which it perceives of right action in a 

broader concept of what is a good life and because of how virtue ethics understands moral 

knowledge as inherently bound to the moral competence of the agent instead of exclusively 

dependent on the knowledge of moral rules. The chapter intended to remain rather abstract and 

give an overview of the general virtue ethical criticism against act-centered and rule-based 

ethical theory.  

Chapter 3 argued that a virtue ethical approach to the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism needs to be able to give the actor, his moral attitude, his ideas, values, and 

ethics moral relevance. Secondly, it will need to be able to provide a framework for 

understanding how moral and immoral action is interrelated with living conditions and 

(political) culture and third, this integrative ethical theory, although paying attention to the 

actor, will furthermore need to be able also to delegitimize immoral acts in a principled fashion. 

The aim of this chapter is now to apply the insights of the discussion in chapter 4 to the topic 

of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism in order to then, in a second step, be able 

to identify whether a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic approach to morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism is integrative in the sense that it fulfills the requirements that were outlined in 

chapter 3315, and thus can overcome the limits of non-integrative, single-constituent ethical 

approaches. Consequently, the concrete benefit of a virtue ethical approach in the context of 

terrorism and counterterrorism will be examined.  
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2. A virtue ethical approach to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism  

 

2.1 Recapitulation of the previous findings 

The last chapters have shown that following aspects of virtue ethics support the assumption that 

virtue ethics might have good chances of serving as an alternative and more integrative, ethical 

theory for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

1. Virtue ethics does not differentiate between fact and value and points at the importance 

of thick concepts in moral language (and its particularity); 

2. Virtue ethics offers a solution to the is-ought problem of modern moral philosophy 

because of the rehabilitation of teleology  

3. Virtue ethics promotes an understanding of moral agency and moral wisdom which is 

dominantly agent-centered instead of rule-based: good action requires good character.  

4. Virtue ethics argue that human action follows active deliberation: action requires 

practical rationality or phronesis  

5. Virtue ethics can account for moral complexity because of its inherent sensitivity to 

context, self- and other-concern: human life is moral life 

6. Virtue ethics does not offer simple answers to morally complex questions.  

7. Furthermore, virtue ethics assumes an a priori embeddedness of the individual in the 

collective or the political community. Human individual life is naturally directed 

towards happiness which implies harmonious co-existence and the realization of a 

common good.  

 

It has been argued that the static nature of a rule-based or act-centered ethics runs the risk of 

being ambiguously adopted and dismissed. Furthermore, it has been shown that those 

approaches are causal for the high variety of moral judgments on terrorism and counterterrorism 

as a subject of ethical reflection. Moral standards respectively moral rules do not account for 

motivational factors in moral judgment and/or political action and therefore “do not function as 

fixed internal regulators of conduct.”316 This can easily lead to a misuse of moral standards or 

moral rules to legitimize morally questionable actions. Furthermore, the idea that rules are 

universally applicable can go along with the assumption of a value-neutral politics. This 
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obstructs the awareness for values and norms shaping own political actions as well as the 

political actions of others. Raising this awareness is of great importance, since “saying values 

means saying ethics so that one can conclude that ethics turn out to be a component in, and not 

an alternative to, real power.”317  

Moreover, it was shown, that the moral assessment of terrorism following an act-centered and 

rule-based perspective mainly turns out to perceive terrorism as just evil and illegitimate on the 

basis of the violation of rules and principles (deontological) or the basis of the evaluation of its 

outcome (consequentialist). According to the principles mentioned above, coercive 

counterterrorism measures is then perceived as necessary and legitimate on the basis of similar 

argumentations; either it is argued that the action is proportional to its outcome or it is argued 

that the actions comply with the moral rules relevant to the specific situation. Furthermore, it 

was shown that the focus on terrorist acts as a basis of moral evaluation is confronted with 

conceptual limits because of definitional problems, namely that moral judgments depend on 

how terrorist acts are defined or what aspects of the act are perceived as relevant for moral 

evaluation. As a result, it was shown that rule-based and act-centered ethical theory could result 

in the arbitrary moral evaluation of both terrorism and counterterrorism.  

Therefore, it was argued that exogeny-centered and endogeny-centered moral assessment of 

terrorism and counterterrorism offer a necessary additional perspective since beliefs, 

motivations and environmental factors are morally relevant and constitute an important of 

human moral experience. Those approaches adopt an agent-centered perspective and try to 

evaluate the morality of the act through assessing not only the act but also the acting individual. 

This approach not only has opportunities but also clear limits since it is unclear whether, as has 

been pointed out before, having legitimate reasons to resort to force, makes the act itself morally 

legitimate. Whereas the act-centered and rule-based ethical frameworks fail to consider those 

motivational, agent-centered causal factors of terrorism and political violence as morally 

relevant, agent-centered moral evaluations seem to fail to give moral orientation and moral 

standards. Nevertheless, it appears as if perceiving agent-centered elements as morally relevant 

contributes positively to the discussion on the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism.  

From a moral perspective, terrorism and counterterrorism constitute a morally complex 

question that cannot be approached with simple answers or principles. In the context of 
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counterterrorism, it should be clear by now, that fixed ethical rules and focus on the outcomes 

of actions do not necessarily ensure right action and prevent unjust action. Examples of torture, 

the large-scale killing of non-combatants within the framework of the GWOT should make 

clear, that the just war theory, human rights discourse and consequentialist argumentations do 

not necessarily deliver the desired results and might instead even increase existing tensions. 

Instead, ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism should at least be able to account for the moral 

complexity of both subjects of ethical reflection. Therefore, this research suggested that ethics 

in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism cannot do without a specific account of the role 

of the agent, its motivations, its values and its emotions in the process of moral judgment, and 

consequently in political action or political decision-making.  

It was shown that the most crucial distinction between dominant ethical theories and virtue 

ethics is the foundational question on which the theories are developed. Whereas the basic 

question of, for example, deontology and consequentialism is: “What is a morally right and 

what is morally wrong action?”, virtue ethical theory is based on an entirely different question. 

From a virtue ethical perspective, the distinctive “entry point of ethical reflection”318 is: “How 

ought I to live?”319 Whereas rule-based and act-centered ethical theories are mainly concerned 

with questioning what the right thing to do is, virtue ethics is interested in what is good for 

human beings. Virtue ethics in the first place thus starts with the individual reflection on “one’s 

life as a whole” and with the question how one would like to live his life more than with the 

question to which rules one ought to adhere.  

For a modern understanding of ethics, those fundamental questions of virtue ethics might appear 

to have no moral value at all. However, as was discussed before, the question does not seem to 

be alien to human experience in general. It is difficult to understand certain choices that have 

been made in the context of the Global War on Terror if one assumes that within ethical 

deliberation the question whether actions comply with moral rules play the most crucial role. 

Instead, it appears as if choices are being made not exclusively according to the question “what 

the right thing is to do” but according to the question “what is necessary in order to live a good 

life”. If one wants to be able to reflect morally on issues of terrorism and counterterrorism and 

if one wants to be able to understand the processes of moral deliberation in both terrorist and 

counterterrorist parties, it is unavoidable to realize that moral deliberation takes place within 
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the context of the reflection on life as a whole and not exclusively rely on the deliberation of 

rules and obligations. 

Virtue ethics puts the individual as a moral agent back in the center of deliberation and thus 

moral decision-making. Since “the ethics of foreign policy has failed to address the subjective 

nature of ethical decision-making”, virtue ethics might contribute to overcoming this failure. 

Virtue ethics can be helpful “to restore the individual as moral agent in foreign policy”320 and 

politics. It furthermore could be “deployed to gain a fuller understanding of the social 

construction of foreign policy ethics – both locally and globally. Underlying the authority of 

leaders are certain conceptions about their sincerity, wisdom, and motivations for action.”321 It 

thus opens up a space for rethinking so-called “intangible aspects”322 of political action and 

political decision-making. In other words, “the exploration of virtue allows us to highlight the 

pervasive ethical content to political practice.”323 Virtue ethics offers the possibility to connect 

to politics factors of social life and features of human psychology.  

2.2 On “the right” and “the good” in ethics 

It was already pointed out several times before, that virtue ethics builds on a different starting 

question than most ethical theories. Instead of focusing on “the right”, virtue ethical theories 

aim to focus on “the good”. The main difference between deontological and consequentialist 

ethical theories and teleological, virtue ethical theories thus is the fact that deontological and 

consequentialist theories are mainly concerned with defining what is “right” whether 

teleological and thus virtue ethical theories, are concerned with defining what is “good”. 

Aristotle already points at the fundamental difference at the beginning of his Nicomachean 

Ethics, when he states that “every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, 

is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason, the good has rightly been declared to be 

that at which all things aim.”324 The main aim of the virtue ethical approach that will be 

developed here is to analyze if and to what extent a focus on “the good” instead of on “the right” 

can contribute positively to a more consistent way of morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism. In this regard, it is important to note that “a theory about what is good for 
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human beings will, of course, have to say something about human beings.”325 The teleological 

nature of virtue ethical theory indeed seems to necessarily imply anthropological premises 

about human nature. 

In the last couple of years, there has been an increased interest in the concept of, for example, 

well-being and human flourishing. Those concepts all relate to a change of focus from the right 

to the good. One of the best examples is the way in which for example the human security 

paradigm has slowly but surely become recognized as an alternative to the exclusive focus on 

national security. The human security paradigm also builds on the belief that human rights only 

to a certain extent can determine what defines a good life for humans. Mainly through the work 

of Nussbaum and Amartya Senn, the notion of “human flourishing” has been gaining interest 

as a complementary perspective to the human rights paradigm (as will be further discussed in 

chapter 6). A focus on the “good” instead of on “the right” is still perceived with skepticism, 

mainly because of the fact that it is argued, that what is good for one person does not necessarily 

need to be good for another and it is thus impossible to derive binding moral rules from the 

notion of “the good”. It was shown, however, that the notion of “the right” is also confronted 

with substantial problems and limits since it fails to find a universal justification for its 

deontological premises. As an alternative, the notion of the good, inherent to virtue ethical and 

teleological theories, is based on a particular universal understanding of human nature.  

In the chapter on the limits of rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories it was argued that for 

the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, the ethical framework needs to be able 

to also take into account other aspects of the terrorist acts, besides their structural-functional 

characteristics. Opposite to what is morally right, moral goodness is “quite distinct and 

independent of rightness, which belongs to acts not in virtue of the motives they proceed from, 

but in virtue of the nature of what is done.”326 Especially because “the nature of what is done” 

is particularly difficult to define in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, it appears 

helpful to introduce the notion of the good instead of the right. Introducing the notion of the 

good into the discussion on the morality of terrorism and counterterrorism implies two things: 

first, the focus of moral evaluation cannot only be based on the question whether the act itself 

is right or wrong but instead will need to take into account motivational aspects. Secondly, 

terrorist and counterterrorist actions will need to be evaluated based on the question of whether 
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and to what extent they contribute to furthering the good and thus to enhancing human 

flourishing. Those preliminary considerations will be further elaborated in this chapter.  

2.3 Excursus: the ethics of care  
 

Before proceeding with discussing why a virtue ethical approach is an excellent alternative to 

act-oriented and rule-based ethical theory for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism, 

first another similar attempt needs to be discussed. The problems and limits of existing 

approaches that have been analyzed in the last chapters and the awareness that more 

comprehensive ethical approaches can only solve those problems have also been analyzed by 

authors who promote so-called ethics of care. Because “care ethics and virtue ethics share 

important moral understandings”327, this approach will be discussed, and it will be shown why 

care ethics still do not seem to sufficiently fulfill the task of an ethical framework that is required 

in the context of moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. The care ethical approach 

derives from a critique that is similar to the one developed in the last chapters. The ethics of 

care “provides strong grounding for valuing non-violence over violence in political conflict. 

Violence damages and destroys what care labors to create. Care instructs us to establish the 

means to curb, contain, prevent, and head off the violence that characteristically leads to more 

violent behavior.” The ethics of care believes that care can be the antidote for violence, which 

is unavoidably inherent to human experience 328 . It promotes non-violence as a tool for 

preventing more violence and is based on soft values connected to the concept of care such as 

love and empathy. Care ethics is thus relational since the ethical assessment is based on social 

relations instead of on individual actions.  

 

Care ethics is not only relational in the sense that it recognizes human interdependence 

and relational roots. In every moral decision, there is another besides the moral agent 

whether that other is actually present or just somehow affected by what we do.329  

 

Caring relations, which consist of a “carer” and someone “to-be-cared-for”, are the foundation 

of moral life in general. “The carer attends - listens receptively and observes, feels something 

related to what the cared-for is feeling (some writers refer to this feeling as empathy), is (often) 
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moved to act, reflects on how to respond, and responds. The cared-for shows in some way that 

the effort at caring has been received, and thus the caring relation – however brief or lengthy – 

is established.”330As such, care ethics is less concerned with rights but mainly focuses on needs. 

Those needs or not extensive but are determined through the particular encounter between “the 

carer” and the “to-be-cared-for”. The literature on the ethics of care has in the last years been 

increasingly concerned with its possible global political implications. Central to those 

considerations is the belief that international action should be based on an assessment of needs 

and oriented towards maintaining relations of care and trust and “establishing the conditions 

under which this can happen.”331 

 

If applied to the challenge of terrorism, the ethics of care believes to be able to overcome the 

limitations of for example deontological, consequentialist or utilitarian approaches. Virginia 

Held summarizes the way in which the ethics of care could be useful from this perspective in 

the following way:  

 

1. “The ethics of care can accept the underlying norms of the just war tradition, such as the 

requirement that one’s cause be just and that the violence used must be proportional. It is better 

able to keep in mind the overriding context of caring relations between human beings that are 

so obviously shattered by war and other violence 

2. The ethics of care can help us to listen to the views of others and try to understand their points 

of view. Care inherently involves attentiveness to others and responding to needs and it values 

prepare us to do what is needed to reduce and undermine trends towards violence.  

3. The ethics of care would direct us to counterterrorism with policies that will not only be more 

caring in the ways that they themselves minimize violence but also more effecting in 

undermining the violence of those opposing us.”332  

 

As such, an ethics of care does not only contribute to understanding better why people might 

resort to terrorism as it puts the focus on listening and trying to understand the needs of the 

other, but furthermore develops a framework for morally assessing counterterrorism as it sees 

the establishment and maintenance of caring relations as a prerequisite of counterterrorism 

action and legislation. The criticism against coercive counterterrorism measures that the ethics 

of care express, is that coercive counterterrorism measures not only present the most ineffective 
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form of counterterrorism but also is the “most uncaring of responses.”333 The Global War on 

Terror was in this sense the inability of caring because of its “wholesale lack of human fellow-

feeling.”334 

 

This approach needed to be discussed since it is the only alternative approach available for the 

moral assessment of counterterrorism and terrorism that at least tries to overcome the 

limitations of the single constituent-based approaches and tries to offer a more integrative 

approach. Applied to the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, the ethics of care 

seems indeed to provide an interesting alternative and also seems to succeed in being more 

integrative. It seems to offer a framework that is based upon sensitivity for morally relevant 

features of living conditions while also giving moral relevance to attitudes by focusing on 

empathy and understanding the other. The ethics of care applied to the moral assessment of 

terrorism and counterterrorism derive from a correct analysis of the so-called “moral problem 

of terrorism and counterterrorism”. It, however, remains questionable whether the ethics of care 

can actually be an effective alternative framework for finding solutions to the moral problem. 

The ethics of care, first of all, as an ethical theory, is not is not comprehensive enough. 

Secondly, the ethics of care is based on a diffuse and arguably particularistic concept of care 

that relies on an even more diffuse spectrum of allied values. It furthermore relies on certain 

anthropological assumptions that are not being made explicit. The fuzziness of the concept 

might contribute to its inherent lack of chances for political implementation. Although it is 

suggested, that “care” is one of the most fundamental characteristics of social reality, it remains 

unclear whether the focus on caring relations is imperative for individuals to act in a certain 

way. The focus on the individual agent who is always bound in social and caring relations will, 

nevertheless, show to be a necessary precondition for morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism. This aspect of the ethics of care, therefore, is an essential contribution to the 

debate.  

 

Care ethics differ from virtue ethics in several ways. The main point of difference is that the 

foundation of moral life for virtue ethicists is not a caring relationship between a “carer” and a 

“to-be-cared-for”, but the character of the individual itself. The main critique from a virtue 

ethical point of view of care ethics would thus arguably be, that caring relations are important 
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(which they also are from a virtue ethical point of view), but that those caring relations can only 

be established when the individual possesses the necessary disposition to care about another 

person at all. Virtue ethics put the individual and its character at the center of moral life. It, 

however, does not neglect the importance of the social or communal embeddedness of the 

individual, as will be shown later. Virtue ethicists would argue that establishing and maintaining 

caring relations can only be possible when the individual knows how to act in a caring way. 

This is one of the main reasons that Michael Slote has argued that there are many benefits of 

the care ethical framework, but that caring should, if at all, be understood as a virtue. The outset 

of this chapter is based on the finding, that social and caring relations might be necessary for 

moral life, but that acting in such a way is dependent on individual disposition and character. 

The foundation of moral life and moral action can therefore not be the social relation itself but 

should focus on the individual, its character and its dispositions. This chapter will now 

systematically discuss if a virtue ethical framework can overcome the limits of act-oriented 

ethical theories, as discussed in a general way in the last chapter, for the moral assessment of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, before further developing a virtue ethical framework for the 

moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

2.4 The assets of virtue ethical approach 

 

This section will now look at the four main aspects of the general virtue ethical critique 

discussed in chapter 4 in light of the moral problem of terrorism and counterterrorism. This 

systematic approach aims to verify the relevance and the assets of virtue ethics for the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

2.4.1 The fact-value distinction 

 

The first point of criticism against rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories that was 

expressed by new virtue ethical theories consisted of the argument that those theories uphold 

an artificial distinction between fact and value. The majority of ethical theory is based on the 

belief that factual statements and value statements can be sharply distinguished. Those theories 

assume that statements of value do not inhibit any description of reality and that factual 

statements are value-free. MacIntyre, for example, stated that modern moral philosophy has 

forced upon society a very narrow understanding of morality by differing between fact and 

value. He generally argues that the conviction that human experience can be separated from 
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value judgments on this experience is utterly wrong. Human experience is always interpretative 

or, respectively, human life is moral life. Therefore, virtue ethicists point at the importance of 

thick concepts in moral language.  

 

This criticism has two consequences for the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. First of all, the criticism against the artificial distinction between fact and 

value points at the difficulty of differing between reality, experience and the interpretation 

thereof. In the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, this argument can contribute to a better 

understanding of how every understanding and definition of terrorism is ultimately value-laden. 

As such, it will explain better why the moral (il)legitimacy of violent political action seems to 

be “in the eye of the beholder.”  

 

Secondly, the criticism points at the fact that there are a lot of different ways to describe and 

morally assess terrorism and counterterrorism, instead of on the basis of a “right-or-wrong-

consideration”. The fact-value criticism of virtue ethics against an understanding of morality 

that is based on rules and obligation shows that there are many ways in which moral life is 

understood and treated as being much richer than can be described by notions such as 

“obligation”, “right”, and “wrong”. This is expressed through the vastness of moral concepts 

that feature in moral language. It was discussed that the intuition that terrorism is morally 

reprehensible cannot be sufficiently explained by the fact that the use of terrorist violence 

violates specific moral rules or disregards certain moral obligations. It was argued that instead, 

it appears as if different moral evaluations are used on equal forms of violence and that there 

are even ways of arguing that the use of terrorist violence in certain situations does not equal 

violating principles or disregarding obligations but can be understood as holding on to moral 

rules and obligations, depending on one’s particular point of view. It was therefore argued that 

focusing on rules and obligations to understand both the morality of terrorism and the moral 

evaluation or perception of it is not sufficiently comprehensible.  

 

First of all, the adherence to “violation of rules” or “disregard of obligations” implies that one 

identifies a certain characteristic of terrorism that naturally leads to the evaluation of this 

characteristic as being violating or disregarding. It was shown that it appears to be impossible 

to find this one decisive characteristic. From an analytic point of view, it is not conclusively 

determinable what element of terrorist violence makes terrorism morally particular. An 

understanding of morality based on moral rules and moral obligations will thus never be able 
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to explain the moral reprehensibility of terrorism. The virtue ethical criticism implies that moral 

life can only be explained when one regards the importance of “thick concepts” in morally 

evaluating reality. Those considerations can be applied both to the self-legitimizing logic of 

(counter)terrorist actors and to the moral assessment of the violence by others.  

 

From a rule-based and obligation-centered understanding of morality, it is difficult to perceive 

of terrorist violence as neither rational nor moral. Arguing that (counter)terrorist acts are moral 

does not equal arguing that terrorist acts are morally right or wrong. (Counter)terrorist acts are 

moral in the sense that it can be presumed that the actors believe to have good, and thus morally 

worthy, reasons to act in a particular way and that their actions rely on a moral evaluation of a 

specific situation. What makes actors evaluate their choices as morally right is not sufficiently 

explained by perceiving them as being motivated by their willingness to adhere to specific 

moral rules or obligations. The morality of acts and persons is generally “expressed in virtue-

describing concepts.”335 

 

It was argued many times after the 9/11 attacks, not just by terrorist actors themselves, that the 

acts, even though they had terrible consequences, portrayed courageous behavior. Ted Turner 

for examples argued that: “I think they (the 19 Hijackers) were brave at the least.”336 First-

person reports indeed show that terrorists do not describe their own actions necessarily as 

“wrongful”, even though they recognize the fact that their actions are harmful to others. The 

main reason, therefore, is the fact that they believe in the rightfulness of their actions, not in 

terms of how their actions comply with moral rules and obligations but rather with a certain 

mode of conduct or behavior that is described in terms of virtue. The critical role of thick 

concepts and virtues in the self-legitimating logic of violent actions does not just apply to 

terrorist violence but in an equal way also to counterterrorist violence. Virtue-describing, thick, 

concepts have played a significant role in justifying violent action against terrorist organizations 

after 9/11. Former CIA Director Leon A. Panetta, for example, argued that: “tracking down the 

most infamous terrorist of our time required the very best tradecraft and the very best 

technology…but is also required one other essential American quality – the courage to take 

risks.”337 
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Even more important is the central role of the dichotomy between the so-called “good guys” 

and the “bad guys” in counterterrorist rhetoric in the Global War on Terrorism discourse. The 

description “good” and “bad” clearly do not point at the rightness or wrongness of the actions 

of a group of people, but instead at their character. Whereas the American people are depicted 

as the “good guys” with qualities obviously being virtue-describing, the terrorists are the “bad 

guys” with characteristics obviously being vice-describing. On the 14th of September 2001, 

Georg W. Bush Jr. stated that:  

 

In this trial, we have been reminded, and the world has seen, that our fellow Americans are 

generous and kind, resourceful and brave. We see our national character in rescuers working 

past exhaustion; in long lines of blood donors; in thousands of citizens who have asked to work 

and serve in any way possible. And we have seen our national character in eloquent acts of 

sacrifice. […] In these acts, and in many others, Americans showed a deep commitment to one 

another, and an abiding love for our country. Today, we feel what Franklin Roosevelt called the 

warm courage of national unity. This is a unity of every faith, and every background.338 

 

Richard Jackson rightfully analyses that: “Bush is here constructing a new world of clearly 

demarcated characters: where terrorists are cruel, „the American people‟ are generous and kind; 

where terrorists are hateful, Americans are loving; where terrorists are cowardly […]”339 

The way in which actions are justified are delegitimized is thus principally not just a matter of 

identifying in which way those actions violate moral rules or obligations. Instead, decisive for 

the legitimation of counterterrorist violence, especially rhetorically, is the way in which 

characters are opposed and described as virtuous and vicious. Not only are the American people 

and the actions of the American soldiers described as, for example, generous, honorable and 

brave, but their actions are consequently also perceived as doing justice, with justice being both 

a particular virtue and the whole of virtue. Jackson: “A second discursive strategy for 

constructing counterterrorism as the pursuit of the quintessential „good war‟ is to define its 

purpose as nothing less than the pursuit of justice.”340 George W. Bush Jr. for examples argues 

that: „Whether we bring our enemies to justice, or bring justice to our enemies, justice will be 

done.”341 Those examples should make clear that virtue-describing concepts play an essential 
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role in the self-legitimizing logic of the use of violent action, both regarding terrorist and 

counterterrorist violence. The use of thick concepts is central to their moral rhetoric.   

 

If moral appraisal or moral blame is generally expressed in virtue-describing concepts, and 

those concepts contribute to a better understanding of the richness of moral experience and 

moral evaluation, then thick or, more specifically, virtue-describing concepts might help to 

understand why terrorist violence is perceived as morally reprehensible by some and morally 

acceptable by others in certain situations. It seems not to be able to give an answer to this 

question by assessing whether the action violates certain moral rules or moral obligations. 

Instead, people seem to evaluate the moral rightness or wrongness of actions not exclusively 

by a simple analysis of the question to which extent actions adhere to moral rules and 

obligations. Some acts are perceived as morally right although they violate a certain moral rule. 

In those cases, the moral appraisal will likely be expressed in virtue-describing concepts such 

as “braveness” or “generosity”. An act can be a brave act without actually adhering to moral 

rules. The other way around moral disapproval will likely be expressed in vice-describing 

concepts such as “injustice” or “cowardice”.  

 

The, partially ambiguous, moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism can therefore not 

be sufficiently understood without reflecting on the role of virtue- and vice-describing concepts. 

Terrorism is not just perceived as morally reprehensible because it violates the moral rule of 

the prohibition of the killing of innocent bystanders. Moreover, it is also not evaluated as 

morally reprehensible because it disregards the necessity of legitimate authority. Instead, the 

negative moral assessment of terrorism results from evaluating terrorist action as more than 

“wrong-as-in-violating-moral-rules-and-principles”. Terrorism is judged as morally 

reprehensible because actions are perceived as unjust, coward and malicious and as inflicting 

on values worth of protection. The other way around, coercive counterterrorist actions are not 

perceived as morally legitimate because they comply with moral rules. Contrary, the 

incompatibility of those actions with certain moral rules is often clearly recognized. Coercive 

counterterrorist acts are nevertheless perceived as right and necessary, because of the way in 

which those actions are perceived as courageous, brave or just and as contributing to the 

protection of particular values.   

 

In order to understand the often ambiguous seeming moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, the role of thick, virtue- and vice-describing, concepts are indispensable. 
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Whether thick concepts substitute thin concepts or should be understood as addendum will not 

be an issue of further discussion here. It is clear however, that the moral complexity of terrorism 

and counterterrorism could benefit from focusing more on the central role of virtue- and vice-

describing concepts both in order to better understand the self-legitimizing logic of 

counterterrorist actors (describing their actions as morally praiseworthy) and how similar acts 

of violence are asymmetrically assessed even though they share particular characteristics.  

 

The discussion above does not intend to argue that a virtue ethical perspective on the self-

legitimizing logic of the use of violence and the moral assessment of this violence by second 

and third parties implies the legitimation of terrorist violence or coercive counterterrorist action. 

Instead, at a later point, it will be shown that virtue ethics rather contribute to delegitimizing 

both terrorist and counterterrorist violence because of the way in which virtues are interrelated 

with the wider goal of attaining human flourishing. This first discussion just aimed to show that 

thick concepts play an essential role in the way in which terrorist and counterterrorist actors 

perceive themselves and assess their actions and how second and third parties perceive their 

actions and personalities. Therefore, the criticism against rule-based and action-centered ethics 

that virtue ethics expresses is relevant for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism. It 

shows that thick concepts reveal aspects of moral experience that cannot be taken into 

consideration by solely focusing on moral rules, obligations and the wrongness or rightness of 

actions. A focus on the role of thick, virtue- and vice-describing concepts in terrorist and 

counterterrorist rhetoric generally enhances the sensitivity for the dominant role of moral 

language in today’s counterterrorist politics. The virtues already feature in modern political 

rhetoric and are already at the basis of the moral legitimation of violent actions, by terrorist and 

counterterrorist actors alike. Alternatively, as Bath argues: “However, the mobilization of 

“virtue” is a key sociological feature of many modern politics despite the seeming triumph of 

deontological political forms as characteristic of modern politics and governance. A politics of 

virtue is […] supplement to the “empty”, rule-based politics that is advocated in deontological 

foundationalism.”342 
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2.4.2 The is-ought problem  

 

The second point of criticism that virtue ethical theory expresses consisted of the argument that 

modern ethical theory is not able to justify moral judgments because of the rejection of 

teleological conceptions of morality. Although modern ethical theory did not manage to find a 

substitute for, what virtue ethicists believe to be, the functioning teleological justification 

structure, teleological understanding of human (moral) life is not alien to everyday moral 

experience. Instead, the teleological presumption that there is an identifiable life purpose for 

everyone is not generally perceived as old-fashioned. Although teleology is no longer part of 

the majority of modern ethical theory and is therefore often perceived as obsolete, imaginations 

of u life purposes still play a vital role in individual and collective moral and political life. 

MacIntyre: 

  

We live out our lives, both individually and in our relations with each other, in the light of 

certain conceptions of a possible shared future, a future in which certain possibilities beckon us 

forward, and others repel us, some seem already foreclosed and others perhaps inevitable. There 

is no present which is not informed by some image of some future and an image of the future 

which always presents itself in the form of a telos — or a variety of ends or goals — towards 

which we are either moving or failing to move in the present.343 

 

The fact that everyday life moral experience is generally still based upon a certain imagination 

of life purpose on the one hand, and the absence of the notion in ethical theory, on the other 

hand, leads to a problematic gap between ethical theory and moral life. MacIntyre argues that 

because teleological notions still feature in human experience but no longer in ethical theory, 

human beings are ultimately forced to live a “schizophrenic life”. Moral rules and moral 

obligations do not have much purpose as long as they are disconnected from a certain 

imagination of their goal. A convincing justification of moral rules is only possible as long as 

it is rooted in human moral life as such. Reintroducing teleological justification structures may, 

therefore, be indispensable.  

 

The limits of deontological reasoning in the context of morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism was illustrated by the example that deontological reasoning implies that 

certain actions are always wrong, what cannot explain why certain actions are assessed wrong 
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by certain actors when the same actions are assessed right by other actors. This argument was 

often heard by those arguing that counterterrorist measures tend to use the same means as 

terrorist violence. Deontological reasoning assumes that a certain action is always ethically 

right or wrong under such and such circumstances, no matter what their consequences may be; 

teleological theories, on the other hand, maintain that a particular way of acting is ethically right 

or wrong, always depending on whether it produces certain consequences that are good or bad 

in themselves. This can be the case for consequentialist reasoning as well as for (eudaimonistic) 

virtue ethical reasoning with the important difference, however, that, from a virtue ethical 

perspective, consequences that are good or bad in themselves, are determined by the extent to 

which those consequences serve the flourishing or the good life of the moral agent.  

 

It is important to note that the lack of rational justification for moral rules leads to the fact that 

moral rules are difficult to generalize and are not necessarily universally accepted. As long as 

moral rules are not rooted in a particular shared conception of the ends of morality, it is likely 

to be very difficult to make a large group of people agree on a particular set of moral rules. 

Furthermore, the idea of codifiable moral rules without a structure of justification neglects the 

particularity of traditions in which people think and act. Although modern Western culture has 

long rejected the teleological justification structure of morality inheriting from Christian 

culture, there are many other cultures in which teleological justification structures of moral 

rules are still at the core of moral life. The virtue ethical criticism against the incapacity of 

deontological and consequentialist ethical theory is relevant to the discussion on the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism in the sense that it points at the non-self-evident 

nature of moral rules that are often perceived as universal, because of the way in which those 

theories fail to offer a universally binding justification structure.  

 

The virtue ethical critique does not imply the general impossibility of universally binding moral 

rules and instead points at the fact that a virtue ethical teleological justification structure has 

more chances to find resonance in different (cultural) traditions. The idea of defining good 

action independent from a specific image of purposive good is alien to many features of 

everyday moral reasoning. Arguably, moral evaluation of actions is often seen in relation to a 

particular understanding of whether or not the action brings about a certain good state of affairs. 

Therefore, the main problem of rule-based ethical theory is not only that it fails to deliver a 

rationally binding justification structure for its “ought” but also that the application of moral 
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rules and the moral evaluation of actions in everyday life seems not to happen without a certain 

image of the “good”.  

 

Especially regarding terrorism and counterterrorism and its related moral dilemmas, it becomes 

clear that action is morally evaluated in practice on the basis of the question of whether or not 

it serves a good state of affairs for a certain group of people, although in principle actions are 

evaluated according to moral rules. Consequently, there is a substantial gap between what is 

perceived as being part of morality and the way in which morality and morally relevant aspects 

of life are perceived. This critique will further be discussed in the section on the lacking 

integrability of moral rules. The most important thing to note here is that ethical theory, which 

is concerned with what is right in a deontological sense, seems not to be applied on an everyday 

basis without a specific conception of how it serves an overall good. This reveals the inability 

of those theories to deliver a justification structure for such conceptions. This inability leads to 

difficult gaps between morality in principle and lived moral life. 

 

An example of this problematic gap is the way in which human rights considerations are taken 

as justification principles for violent actions in the course of the GWOT. Human rights are 

perceived as universal moral rules, and they are rooted in a certain conception of the (purpose 

of) human life. As such they are, in nature, more teleological then deontological. However, 

because ethical theory fails to deliver a justification structure for bridging the is (for example 

the violation of human right X) with the ought (human right X needs to be protected), the 

justification of action A necessary for getting to the ought becomes ambiguous. The situation 

becomes more ambiguous when action A involves violating the human rights of other persons 

although it presupposes the universality of those moral rules. More generally, in order to answer 

the question “Why does human right X need to be protected?” The only answer deontological 

ethical theory is likely to give is that “human rights ought to be protected”. This appears to be 

rather a circular reasoning, then a satisfying answer. In practice this results in the ambiguous 

application of those rules, thereby often legitimizing certain actions by claiming to defend 

certain principles and simultaneously violating those principles. In this case the virtue ethical 

critique shows that although principles are being used in order to legitimize certain actions, the 

legitimation of those actions actually relies on a broader reflection on the way in which the 

action serves the higher good, a higher end, or the protection of a set of values that is deemed 

priority, instead of on the sole wish to defend moral principles.  
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A further example is that a teleological discourse and rhetoric lies at the core of the rhetoric of 

the GWOT. In his book the teleological Discourse of Barack Obama, Richard W. Leemann 

discusses the fact that the political rhetoric of Barack Obama is and has been as appealing to a 

broad public because of its underlying teleological discourse. If for example political action is 

depicted as contributing to a specific pre-conceived idea of the telos or purpose of the American 

people, the action is more likely to be broadly accepted. “For example, one might argue that the 

telos of America is to provide liberty and equality for all. To “be American” then is to act in a 

way that moves the country toward greater liberty and equality, that is, in a way that enacts the 

telos”344 In the context of America’s military activity in Afghanistan this pattern of argument 

can also be found:  

 

In all that we do, we must remember that what sets America apart is not solely our power- it is 

the principles upon which our union founded. We are a nation that brings our enemies to justice 

while adhering to the rule of law and respecting the rights of all our citizens. We protect our 

own freedom and prosperity by extending it to others. We stand not for empire, but for self-

determination. That is why we have a stake in democratic aspirations that are now washing 

across the Arab world. We will support those revolutions with fidelity to our ideals with the 

power of our example. Moreover, with an unwavering belief that all human beings deserve to 

live in freedom and dignity.345 

 

It has also been an often-criticized attitude of Western politics in the Middle East that they 

indeed presuppose a certain way of living as the best life for all and forcefully try to induce this 

perspective of life on other cultures, disregarding other cultural particularities. The fact that 

rules lack a rational, universal, foundation but in practice, the application of moral rules is 

indeed founded on a teleological understanding of a human purpose, construct a difficult 

paradox regarding the normativity of moral rules. The virtue ethical criticism, which implies 

that ethical theory cannot be separated from an understanding of the good human life, seems to 

apply in this context. It appears as if, even if the teleological understanding of morality is 

formally rejected, moral reasoning is still based on an understanding of an overall good. It 

seems practically impossible to answer the question “What is the right thing to do?” without 

also regarding the question “How do I or we want to live?”. MacIntyre rightly observes that 

indeed: “there is no present which is not informed by some image of some future and an image 
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of the future which always present itself in the form of telos – or of a variety of ends or goals – 

towards which we are either moving or failing to move in the present.”346 

 

Consequentialist arguments serve a bit better in this regard and are teleological to the extent 

that they would answer the question by assessing whether or not it would contribute to either 

the promotion of pleasure or the consideration of the interests of the largest group of people. 

The difference of a virtue ethical teleological account is, that the “good” towards which moral 

rules should be directed, is, in virtue ethical theory, rooted in human nature. Although the idea 

of human rights seems to imply a certain shared and common humanitarian vision, in fact, it 

fails to explicitly refer to a possible shared human realm that is necessary for universal 

acceptance of those principles. This is not just a theoretical problem but leads to serious moral 

problems and harm in everyday situations and especially in political situations. Ainley argues 

that: “the notion of moral obligation employed in contemporary life is foundationless, and that 

trying to live by rules without foundations can lead to harm.”347 The teleological justification 

structure of virtue ethics delivers a whole range of new concepts to the discussion of moral 

obligation in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism and, although it is often argued that 

virtue ethics does not have anything to offer in questions on rights, also offers new ways of 

answering the question “why does human right X needs to be protected?”. What virtue ethics 

offer in this regard is: “a focus on character, practical reason and human flourishing all situated 

in social contexts.”348. The next chapter will focus on the concrete implications of a virtue 

ethical approach and will, in this regard, discuss the consequences of a virtue ethical approach 

for human rights more in-depth. 

 

A virtue ethical approach to moral questions furthermore raises the awareness for the fact that 

moral questions are always situated in social contexts. It points at the fact that different social 

contexts and different traditions might go along with different ways of moral reasoning. 

Especially theistic world-views often go along with an understanding of human beings and 

normativity that are rooted in a vision of a particular human end. Moral reasoning within those 

cultures is in other words often highly teleological. MacIntyre and other virtue ethicists have 

convincingly shown that the common conceptions of morality in today’s Western world are still 
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based on a particular, historical tradition and that the awareness of the particularity of one’s 

moral conceptions is the precondition for moral self-critique. Although many moral principles 

are perceived as universal, the virtue ethical critique shows that those principles lack a universal 

foundation and should, therefore, be perceived critically. MacIntyre defends a moral 

particularism, based on the idea that the dominant moral theory in a particular culture is 

necessarily tradition-constituted.  

 
MacIntyre, then, locates morality and rationality within some particular, historical, and 

contingent tradition of theoretical inquiry that is socially embodied. This view is at odds with 

the ‘Enlightenment project’ of justifying morality, for which tradition is an obstacle to being 

fully rational, and ‘reason’, properly understood, is essentially traditionless.349 

 
Although this argument has often led to the accusation that MacIntyre promotes a form of moral 

relativism, tradition-constituted moral particularism does not necessarily imply the rejection of 

universally binding principles and instead offers an alternative to the widespread assumption 

that certain, primarily “Western” and enlightenment-based, moral principles are neutral and 

universally applicable. He, in other words, rather registered opposition to a kind of universality 

that disregards the particularity of the standpoint from which universal moral claims are 

made.350 Instead, MacIntyre shows that in order for any principle to be universally binding, one 

needs to start from the particular. 

MacIntyre’s particularism does not necessarily contradict Thomist universalism. First, he shows 

that in order to arrive at some substantive first principles we have to start from the particular, 

not yet fully justified premises of some or other theoretical framework. However, the 

particularity of our standpoint does not imply that we cannot arrive, via dialectical argument, at 

conclusions which are necessarily and universally true.351 

 

A virtue ethical approach, therefore, opens up a space for understanding different, especially 

teleological, forms of rationality and ways of moral reasoning and shows the necessity of 

dialogue and rational inquiry. This might be especially important in the context of better 

understanding the self-legitimizing logic of violent action by terrorist actors.  

The teleological justification of violent terrorist action is at the core of the self-legitimizing 

logic of many religiously or ideologically motivated terrorist actors. Terrorist actions are not 
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non-purposive, the use of violence by terrorist actors is generally not motivated by a wish for 

destruction but rather by a wish for transformation that is often linked to the belief that this 

transformation is the will of a deity. It seems indeed that “religious terrorists […] answer to 

non-earthly authorities. They argue, based usually on ill-informed and selective readings of 

sacred texts, that […] they are acting to implement the commands of a particular deity […].”352 

Although O’ Boyle, for example, argues, that those arguments are classically deontological 

because the justification of moral obligations and moral rules is based on the belief that those 

rules and obligations reflect the will of God353, they are embedded in a highly teleological 

world-view, in which the realization of a deity’s will aims at a higher end. Terrorist, especially 

religiously motivated, actions are perceived as contributing to changing a particular order and 

thus contributing to the realization of a certain higher end. As such, they can be understood 

against the background of an image of how a (political) order ought, respectively how actors 

believe a deity wants this order to be. The justification for action is thus built upon the question 

to which extent the action serves the overall purpose of the community, human life, or human 

end (as prescribed by a divine entity). Terrorist actions and the use of violence is arguably 

seldom purposeless and more often motivated by an understanding of the good for (a group of) 

people.  

In conclusion, the criticism of modern virtue ethical theory not only shows that many other 

modern ethical theories fail to give a rational justification for their principles in order to make 

them universally binding, but also that many of the arguably universal principles are themselves 

embedded in a particular cultural context of tradition. This argument raises the awareness for 

the fact that there are more forms of rationality and moral reasoning and that certain forms 

might be based on different, for example teleological, justification structures. A virtue ethical 

approach succeeds to better bridge the gap between moral rules on the one hand and imagination 

of the goal of human life and thus human experience on the other hand. The next section will 

further elaborate on this aspect. 

2.4.3 Integrability  

 

The third main point of criticism of virtue ethicists against rule-based and act-oriented ethical 

theory consisted of the argument that those theories confront the actor with a difficult dualism 
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between the moral life according to the moral rules that ought to be followed and a human life 

that is desirable. It was argued that, according to those theories, the most moral life is a life that 

is not a pleasant life to live. Those theories reduce the importance of aspects of life that are 

related to people themselves and to how people live together with others. Even though those 

aspects are not moral in nature, they are essential for the achievement of a good life. More 

generally one could thus say that ethical theories lack a conception of human life as fulfilled 

and desirable because they perceive of the only good life as the morally right life (which here 

means, a life in accordance with moral rules). Virtue ethics deliver an ethical theory in which 

those elements that are important and necessary in human life in order to live a good, desirable 

and fulfilled life, become morally relevant. According to virtue ethics, ethical theory is namely 

as such embedded in a conception of human life as the good life. Right and wrong action can 

thus only be understood in relation to the reflection on human life as a whole.  

 

This critique points at the fact a fulfilling and desirable human life consists of many more 

morally relevant aspects than just the obligation to live a life according to moral rules. As a 

consequence, decisions about the rightness and wrongness of actions are not just being made 

by assessing the degree to which those actions adhere to moral rules, but by assessing the degree 

to which they contribute to achieving a fulfilling and desirable life. Aspects of life that are not 

moral in the narrow sense play an essential role in the way in which people choose to live their 

lives. The majority of ethical theories fail to take those aspects into regard and draws a very 

constrained picture of what a “good moral” life consists of. The good moral life as depicted by 

rule-based ethical theory is very alien to moral human experience. It appears to be principally 

possible to reach a consensus on the fact that sometimes being a good friend, or brother, or 

partner, does not necessarily coincide with doing the “right” thing. Also, what people believe 

to make their personal lives valuable and thus to give them reason to be motivated for certain 

action, is not restricted to those things that are related to doing the morally right thing. Although 

one cannot generally argue that all non-virtue ethical theories disregard the importance of not 

explicitly moral aspects of life, they do all generally fail to value those aspects in itself as 

morally relevant.  

 

People perceive human life as being a fulfilled desirable and good life, when, according to 

Stocker, their motives and values coincide.354 Stocker: “At the very least, we should be moved 
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by our major values, and we should value what our major motives seek. Should, that is, if we 

are to lead a good life. Again, such harmony is a mark of a good life. Indeed, one might wonder 

whether human life-good or bad-is possible without some such integration.”355 The assumption 

of virtue ethical theory is thus that in order for an ethical theory to be integrable with human 

life it should include sensitivity for the fact that non-explicitly moral values can and do motivate 

people on a daily basis and that a good life requires the possibility of letting their major values 

move them. This is not just the prerequisite for ethical theory in order to be better integrable 

into human life. Gaining more sensitivity for this aspect of human life might considerably help 

to understand people’s decision and the way in which they morally evaluate their actions better. 

In the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, the virtue ethical critique specifically points 

at the fact that it is difficult to sufficiently explain and understand the actions and decisions of 

moral agents without considering the vital role of virtues, moral values, and other non-explicitly 

moral values.  

 

The use of enhanced interrogation techniques in the course of the GWOT, for example, reveals 

that what is perceived as desirable action or a desirable life by some does not coincide with 

adhering to certain moral rules of engagement, not even if those rules are materialized in the 

Geneva Convention of Humanitarian Law. Instead, certain decisions are being made and 

perceived as morally justified and morally laudable – and as such as serving the “best life” – 

that are in no relation to what would, according to moral rules, be the right thing to do. The fact 

that those rules were not applied and even completely rejected by other motives for action and 

the fact that the enhanced interrogation techniques were perceived as justified action does not 

imply the rightness of action but do contribute to better understanding how moral evaluation 

and consequently decision-making takes place in morally difficult situations. What enabled the 

widespread acceptance of so-called enhanced interrogation techniques in the course of the 

GWOT was not the adherence to moral and legal principles, but the way in which it resulted 

from a deliberation about what is right or wrong in a specific situation, about human life as a 

whole. The use of those techniques was consequently justified by the way in which they served 

“the good”, respectively by the way in which they arguably protected values that were 

prioritized. Although thus, there is a clear moral rule that prohibits the use of torture, the 

particular weighing of goods and values, in this case, resulted in non-compliance with this rule. 

In other words, 
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Thus, while the moral principles remain the same (e.g., do not unjustifiably cause harm), the 

justification might just tip the scale in favour of arguing that a certain harm caused is justified. 

Practically this can mean in the case of torture that if in ethical discourse issues such as homeland 

security, individual liberty, the hypothetical threats of terrorism, and other similar arguments 

become stronger, value hierarchies might just be modified enough to blur the lines between 

interrogation and torture […]356 

 

How this finding relates to the concrete assessment of actions from a virtue ethical perspective 

will be discussed at a later point. Apart from the fundamental question about the rightness or 

wrongness of the use of enhanced interrogation techniques from a virtue ethical point of view, 

a virtue ethical approach nevertheless explains how moral deliberation play a key role in 

deciding what to do in certain situations and furthermore point at the fact that emotions, 

practical rationality, values, motivations and the reflection on the way in which a certain way 

of acting serves the good life, are more important in this process than reflecting on the questions 

which rules should be applied or to which rules one should adhere.  

 

Scot Atran has convincingly shown that in order to understand the actions of terrorist actors, it 

is necessary to look at the central role of what he calls “sacred values” in the self-legitimating 

logic of terrorist actors. Sacred values are coinciding with the two essential poles of virtue 

ethics, namely self-concern and other-concern. Sacred values are, according to Atran, those 

values that play a constitutive role in decision-making processes in morally complex situations. 

Many things people do out of loyalty, friendship and love that cannot be considered within the 

framework of rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories do however play an important role in 

decision-making processes about what is the right and wrong thing to do in a given situation. 

Michael Stocker points out that “recent ethicists have ignored large and significant areas of 

morality – e.g., that of personal relations and that of merit.”357 Furthermore, the tendency to 

perceive the actions of others as a-moral because of the way in which those actions negate moral 

rules indicates the ignorance of the possible complex moral framework of their actions. Atran: 

“In general, charges of nihilism against an adversary usually reflect ignorance of the adversary’s 

moral framework or an attempt publicly to cast it as simply evil to mobilize domestic support 
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for war.”358 Atran argues that instead, understanding the “sacred values” of the opponent might 

positively contribute to enhancing peace and stability between conflict parties. Rule-based and 

act-oriented theories cannot take into account the way in which those values influence moral 

belief and moral deliberation. Virtue ethical theories can. When taking into account the way in 

which values motivate people, it will be easier to find a way to answer to their behavior.  

 

It should be noted again, however, that even if virtue ethical theories can account for the way 

in which emotions and values and “non-moral” considerations shape moral action, this does not 

necessarily mean that actions are right because people assess them as right on the basis of those 

considerations. From a virtue ethical perspective, the preconditions for actions to be morally 

right, are manifold. This will, however, be discussed at a later stage. For now, it suffices to 

register that modern ethical theories do not regard many factors that influence moral 

deliberation and human action although they appear to be important to understand human moral 

action and decision-making and enable ethical theory to be generally better integrable in human 

life.  

 

2.4.4 Rule skepticism  

 

The fourth and last central point of criticism against rule-based and act-oriented ethical theory 

consisted of the argument that morality is not codifiable and that codified moral rules are not 

even practically effective. Instead, it was argued, that what is practically effective is an actor’s 

character and the moral knowledge of the actor. Chapter 3 showed that moral rules cannot 

sufficiently explain the moral legitimacy or illegitimacy of terrorism and counterterrorism. In 

this regard, the value of a virtue ethical perspective becomes the clearest regarding the role of 

rules in war and the way in which the just war principles are often used for the moral assessment 

of terrorism and counterterrorism. It was shown before, that the application of the principles of 

just war theory reveals substantial limits in this context.  

 

In alignment with the general virtue ethical critique, that moral rules do not exhaust the realm 

of the moral and are not sufficient for determining right action, a virtue ethical approach to just 

war theory would state that just war rules are not sufficient to decide whether or not specific 

measures are legitimate or illegitimate, necessary or not necessary because the application of 
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moral rules is dependent on the competences and knowledge of the moral agent. The rule 

skepticism argument thus states that moral rules cannot be applied appropriately by the moral 

agent as long as the agent does not possess the virtues that are necessary for making sound 

decisions about the moral legitimacy of the action. This argument points at the fact that, without 

a priori rejecting the necessity of certain rules in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, 

sound decision-making requires more than just the ability to adhere to and rightly apply moral 

rules. Instead, according to a virtue ethical approach, sound decision-making requires certain 

dispositions or characteristics as well.  

 

The lacking action-guidance of moral and legal rules, their neglection, adjustment and extension 

in real-life political and conflict situations furthermore shows that in a political context and in 

the context of conflict, moral rules need to be supported by certain inner dispositions in order 

to enable individuals to make sound moral decisions. Authors such as David Fisher and Gorman 

convincingly show that traditionally, the just war discourse was embedded in a virtue ethical 

framework and that modern interpretation of this tradition has discarded all virtue ethical 

notions accompanying the original theory. This leads to an increasingly hollow understanding 

of morality in conflict and war as “strict dependence on rules.”359 Virtue ethics, however, 

emphasize that moral knowledge is not restricted to knowing which rules to apply in specific 

situations and that right action is not exclusively determined by strict dependence on rules. 

Instead, morally complex situations demand the moral agent to consider and evaluate all 

morally relevant aspects of his action. This does not imply that moral rules are obsolete, but 

their functionality is limited as long as the moral agent does not possess the right disposition 

and the wisdom that is necessary to take morally sound decisions. 

 

The rule skepticism expressed by virtue ethical theory is relevant for moral questions of 

terrorism and counterterrorism especially because it shows that in real life, the question of what 

right action consists of is not only determined by the right contemplation on moral rules in 

advance but merely by specific skills and dispositions of the moral agent. Moral decision-

making is dependent on the abilities of the moral agent. Especially in urgent situations on the 

battlefield, all relevant aspects need to be considered in a minimal amount of time and decisions 

for action are taken on the basis more than knowledge of moral rules. It is argued that it is 

unlikely that on the battlefield, before acting, individuals reflect extensively on which moral 
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rules to follow. The complex moral life of terrorism and counterterrorism confronts with the 

fact that readily made rules or difficult to be applied in the morally dilemmatic situation and 

that the adherence to the application of moral rules as the basis of determining right action 

without having the insight how to apply rules rightly, can have disastrous consequences.   

 

The rightness of action can thus not be separated from the question of right disposition. Even 

if, for example, military action against terrorist actors can be “right” in the sense that the just 

war principles are fulfilled, it does not necessarily follow that military action is also morally 

right action. What distinguishes right action (in the sense of adhering to moral rules) from 

morally right action is the extent to which the action is “what a virtuous actor would 

characteristically do under those circumstances”. The moral wisdom of the virtuous agent is the 

prerequisite for determining whether right action is also morally right action. According to 

Vorster, the rightness of military action against terrorism can only be answered in connection 

to the question of whether an action is driven by the right disposition. From a virtue ethical 

perspective, the following ad bellum can be derived:   

 

Is the ultimate goal of war to restore peace and justice as love demands, or is it purely about 

vengeance”; “Is the war truly about preserving the common good and the lives of loved ones 

who are imminently in danger, or is it driven by ulterior motives of vengeance, lust for power 

and greed?” are acts of warfare prudent in the sense that they are beneficial for prospects of a 

just peace or do they exacerbate the situation?360  

 

Virtue ethics not only focus on ad bellum criteria but also poses new questions in bello:   

   

How can charity guide humans within the context of war to their ultimate end? How should the 

virtues of charity, justice and prudence shape the strategic goals in war? Are the particular goals 

in war compatible with the ultimate goal of charity? Are the military attacks being executed 

proportional and legitimate instruments in reaching just peace.361  

 

Whether or not military action against terrorism is just or right cannot be solely determined by 

questions of just cause and authority. For morally assessing terrorism itself, rule-skepticism is 

relevant because it again shows that moral decisions are taken in morally complex situations in 
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moral wisdom and right disposition is more decisive then knowledge of moral rules. It was 

argued that morally assessing terrorism by moral rules results in ambiguous conclusions, either 

stating that terrorism violates the principles of just war or stating that it meets the requirements 

of the use of violence in self-defense in emergency situations. Acknowledging the internal 

dispositions of terrorist actors is relevant on two levels. Firstly, it contributes to a more 

consistent assessment of terrorist violence, and secondly, it contributes to a better understanding 

of how moral wisdom and internal dispositions are relevant for the self-legitimization of violent 

action. When moral dispositions are regarded in the processes of morally assessing terrorism 

and counterterrorism, other questions arise. One could, for example, ask by what intentions and 

dispositions (counter)terrorist actors are guided. The assessment of a specific act would then no 

longer be exclusively dependent on the act but also on the internal dispositions of the actor. 

Whether the assessment of those aspects of moral action can lead to the actual moral 

legitimation of the terrorist act, will be subject of discussion later on. It will be shown, that from 

a eudaimonistic perspective, also the possession and correct usage of dispositions cannot be the 

only prerequisite for right action.  

 

The aim of the last sections was to show that the general virtue ethical critique against action-

centered and rule-based ethics has relevance for the subject of morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism. The next part of the chapter will now integrate all single considerations 

discussed here in order to develop a comprehensive virtue ethical framework for the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

2.5 A eudaimonistic, virtue ethical framework 

 

The sections above have shown that the general virtue ethical criticism against the rule-based 

and act-oriented ethical theory discussed in Chapter 4, opens up many new perspectives 

regarding the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism. It was discussed that the way 

in which virtue ethical theory addresses the fact-value distinction, this is-ought problem and the 

way in which it criticizes the lacking integrability of moral rules and consequently the limits of 

moral rules itself, shed an entirely different light on the moral questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. The next step that now has to be taken aims at outlining a comprehensive 

virtue ethical framework for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism.  
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From the general criticism of rule-based conceptions of morality, different virtue ethical 

approaches can diverge, as was mentioned in chapter four. “The” virtue ethical approach, in 

other words, does not exist. What Borchers has called “the new virtue ethics” compromises a 

plurality of different theories and theoretical perspectives. Borchers is skeptical regarding the 

majority of those approaches, and it was already pointed at the asserted limits of virtue ethical 

theory several times in this research. Nonetheless, according to Borchers, there are generally 

two ways in which virtue ethical theory can be successful despite its apparent limits, namely 

either when it does not perceive itself as a complete and comprehensive alternative to other 

forms of ethical theory but rather as complementary to rule-based ethical theory, or when virtue 

ethics is conceived in a more foundational manner, namely as a form of analytical existential 

philosophy. As such, virtue ethics would be congruent with existentialism. Such an approach 

has been suggested by some other authors as well.362 Despite Borchers skepticism towards 

virtue ethical approaches that claim to be a complete and comprehensive alternative to rule-

based and act-oriented ethical theory, those approaches have certain merits and should not be a 

priori rejected because of their possible limitation. In general, one can distinguish between 

approaches that define virtue as a prerequisite for the good life and theories that perceive virtues 

as a primary prerequisite for moral action. Theories that put the good life in the center of ethical 

theory either focus more on the content of the good life or the content of good character in 

relation to the good life. Approaches that perceive virtues as a prerequisite for moral action 

either focus on the role of virtues for right action of the role of virtues in recognizing what is 

right.  

 

The virtue ethical framework for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism that 

will be developed in the next section will focus on the good life, but also on how the good life 

is the prerequisite for the development of good character. The approach and can be called 

eudaimonistic. Eudaimonistic virtue ethics are built on the assumption that in order to be happy, 

people need to live a virtuous life, but also that this is only possible when particular external 

goods are available. Further features of this approach will be discussed later on. The neo-

Aristotelian, eudaimonistic perspective is also the most prevalent perspective in modern virtue 

ethics. Many “new” virtue ethicists argue that a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic approach offers 
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the most insightful perspectives on contemporary, also political, questions. However, especially 

this approach has been confronted with much criticism, mainly because it builds on a 

naturalistic understanding of human beings that appear to be very alien to the modern 

understanding of human life, as was already mentioned in earlier chapters. Even if the criticism 

against eudaimonistic and neo-Aristotelian approaches might be justified to a certain extent, the 

efforts to put questions of the good life at the core of ethical theory, shed new light on morally 

complex situations and encourages to think in different ways about morality and moral life in 

general. The possible weakness of those theories does not necessarily override the merits that 

those theories bring along in the context of modern moral, and political, questions.  

 

Answering the question of whether a neo-Aristotelian or eudaimonistic virtue ethical theory can 

substitute act-oriented ethical theories or if it should be perceived as complementary to rule-

based and act-oriented ethical theory, would undoubtedly go beyond the scope of this research. 

It was shown before, that virtue ethics enriches a somewhat closed discourse on morality in the 

modern era. Furthermore, rule-based, act-oriented ethical theory builds on a rigid understanding 

of morality and is unable of considering the plurality of way in which people perceive and live 

morality, also in different traditions and cultures. Therefore, virtue ethical, eudaimonistic theory 

should be taken seriously especially as a partner in dialogue and should be considered as a 

fruitful project in the context of moral questions for which conventional ethical theories seem 

not to have clear and non-ambiguous answers at hand. The main aim of applying a neo-

Aristotelian, eudaimonistic perspective on the moral problem of terrorism and counterterrorism, 

is to show that there are ways beyond rule-based and act-oriented moral reasoning that offer 

new answers and perspectives to morally and politically complex questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism.  

 

2.6 Terrorism and the good life  
 

The main argument of this chapter is that a neo-Aristotelian, eudaimonistic virtue ethical 

approach constitutes a robust integrative ethical framework for morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism and that the general criticism of modern virtue ethical theories applies to the 

problem of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism. It was argued that an integrative 

alternative ethical approach needs to be able to give the actor, his moral attitude, his ideas, 

values and, for example, ethics moral relevance. It would also need to be able to provide a 

framework for understanding how moral and immoral action are interrelated with living 
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conditions and (political) culture and third, this integrative ethical theory, although paying 

attention to the actor, will furthermore need to be able also to delegitimize immoral acts in a 

principled fashion. In this section, a concrete proposal will be made for a eudaimonistic virtue 

ethical perspective, and it will be shown how such an approach fulfills the requirement of taking 

into account those three different aspects of the moral complexity of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. 

 

2.5.1 The eudaimonistic conception of the good life  

 

According to eudaimonistic virtue ethics, all humans have an interest in human flourishing as 

a final good since flourishing, respectively happiness is a human’s final end, telos. For Aristotle, 

human flourishing means living a life in virtues, being able to develop the virtues and living an 

intellectual life according to the human’s essence of being a rational animal. Happiness or good 

life in this sense is not something that is bestowed upon human beings, but something that 

requires active involvement with goods in order for it to contribute to the final good of human 

flourishing.  

 

Eudaimonism derives its conception of a good life from human nature, not from any value 

external to it. The goods, whose enjoyment makes a life good, and the evils, whose infliction 

prevents a life from being good, are interpreted anthropocentrically as benefits and harms for 

human beings.  

 

Although the conception of the good life derives from human nature and is thus, to a certain 

extent, universal, Eudaimonism does allow a pluralistic understanding of the good life. The 

concept of the good life should not be misunderstood as the “endorsement of a particular form 

of life.” Instead, “it is rather a regulative idea that specifies some general conditions to which 

all good lives must conform.” 

 

Eudaimonism conceives of good lives in pluralistic terms. In some ways, set by human nature, 

good lives are uniform. But there is nevertheless a plurality of good lives because satisfying the 

uniform requirements of shared human nature is only necessary, and not sufficient, for living a 

good life. The uniformity of primary values coexists with the plurality of secondary values. 

 

Both primary and secondary values are thus central to the eudaimonistic conception of the good 

life. Values can be both beneficial and harmful to the good life. As the quotation above shows, 
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primary values can be understood as benefits and harms that count for “all reasonable 

conceptions of a good life.”363 Secondary values consequently “derive from benefits and harms 

that vary with conceptions of a good life.”364 Primary goods relate to what can be called the 

“basic needs” of humans. The satisfaction of basic needs include not only physiological but 

also psychological needs (such as the ability to establish and cultivate friendships and other 

social relations). Because of cultural, religious, historical, etc. context, the interpretation of 

primary values can be different. Whereas primary values are universal, secondary values can 

differ. Secondary values are, however, dependent on primary values.  

 

Virtue ethics thus, presuppose, that, despite the general universality of certain needs, all cultures 

have a particular understanding of what is necessary for living a good life. The agent-oriented 

conceptual basis of virtue ethics helps to raise awareness for those conceptions and the way in 

which they inform moral reasoning. However, according to an Aristotelian or eudaimonistic 

interpretation of virtue ethics, this does not necessarily imply that all conceptions of the good 

life are right conceptions. It also, as MacIntyre pointed out, does not necessarily imply moral 

relativism. It was shown before that, instead, one needs to start from a rational inquiry about 

the particular in order to be able to find universally binding principles. From this perspective, 

virtue ethics can contribute to delegitimizing certain conceptions of the good life, which will 

be further discussed in the next section.  

 

Within the globalized world, different conceptions of what constitutes a good life seem to 

collide increasingly. A virtue-ethics approach recognizes the deep pluralism that exists among 

different political actors, communities, within civil society and the like. Instead of merely 

promoting liberal values, democracy, and political stability through coercive force, a virtue-

ethics approach “recognizes that character, empowerment, and participation must go together 

if over the long haul there is going to be political stability, democracy, and development.”365 In 

the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, this means that counterterrorism action that 

doesn’t correspond with a society’s or community’s moral base, increasingly “lead to policy 

failure, but also political instability, revolution, and religiously motivated terrorism. A virtue-

ethics, eudaimonistic approach to terrorism and counterterrorism will be contextual, 

participative and will emphasize empowerment, responsibility, and prevention. As such, 
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virtue ethics offers a language in which to have an enriched ethical debate within and across 

communities, practices and ethical positions, in which conceptions of justice, flourishing and good 

life are explored in a located rather than abstract way, using thick concepts of virtue (kindness, care, 

fairness, honesty and so on) instead of impoverished and hierarchical concepts of right and wrong.366  

 

The eudaimonistic conception of the good life thus states that certain conditions need to be 

given in order for human beings to enjoy some basic primary goods and avoid primary evils 

and live a life in accordance with their telos. Besides that, there should also be the possibility 

to enjoy a certain amount of primary goods and avoid primary evils. As secondary goods can 

differ between different concepts of the good life, the ability to judge rightly about them 

becomes a precondition. Therefore, practical wisdom as a virtue is essential to eudaimonistic 

conceptions of the good and for living a good life in general. Practical or moral wisdom is the 

precondition for making sound judgments about good and evil in relation to how it affects the 

good life. In other words, “moral wisdom is a human psychological capacity to judge soundly 

what we should do in matter seriously affecting the goodness of life.”367 Practical wisdom is 

required in order to apply the general knowledge of the good life to particular situations and 

circumstances. 

 

2.5.2 Terrorism and eudaimonism  

 

The eudaimonistic conception of the good life helps to reframe the unresolved questions of 

terrorism’s (moral) nature through respecting the singularity of terrorism cases and regarding 

how terrorist violence relates to the enjoyment of particular goods and the avoidance of 

particular evils. From a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic perspective, terrorism can be interpreted 

as both symptomatic of a lacking opportunity of people to live a good life and as a threat to the 

good life itself. The harms of terrorism are in other words harmful to the good life, to the human 

telos. If the conditions are not existent for people to flourish, humans are not able to develop 

the virtues and are thus unable to live a good life. It is unrealistic, Aristotle proclaims, to live a 

good life “in the midst of chaos and distress”368. If people have to live a life in constant fear and 

struggle for their basic needs, we are not going to be able to live a good life. In other words, 
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“fear is disruptive, terror is even more so.”369 Although people are principally inclined to living 

a good life, to realize their final end, they can only do this under certain circumstances. For 

Aristoteles, living the good life is not something everyone is capable of, but ultimately depends 

on whether or not the necessary conditions are provided. 

 

From this perspective, terrorism obstructs the ability to live a good life. If human beings are not 

able to live a life in virtue, they are not able to use the virtue of practical wisdom to judge rightly 

about what actions serve the good life. Consequently, people are more likely to perform 

immoral (vicious) actions that harm the good life of themselves and others. If the good life of 

others is seriously harmed by the fact that people resort to vicious action because of the lacking 

preconditions enabling them to live a good life, the requirements for the good life of others are 

disrupted and will disable others to live a life in virtue. In other words, something like a vicious 

circle will come into being. The likeability that immoral action will bring forth immoral 

reaction, as is the case with the ongoing dynamic between terrorist action and counterterrorist 

reaction, is very high and becomes more comprehensive from this virtue ethical perspective. 

 

The entry point of ethical reflection in a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic, framework is the 

reflection of one’s personal life as a whole and the way in which one’s life correspond with 

one’s notion of one’s final end. From this perspective, terrorism can be a symptom of someone’s 

dissatisfaction with his life and his inability to flourish, mainly caused by the fact that the 

conditions that are necessary to live a good life are not provided and the enjoyment of certain 

basic goods is not possible. As was shown before, those goods do not necessarily need to be 

physical (e.g., the access to food and water) but can also include the enjoyment of relations and, 

for example, religious practice. As a result, a terrorist actor might come to believe that terrorist 

action might be right in order to enable the enjoyment of certain goods and the avoidance of 

certain evils, or in other words, to live a good life. However, even though actor A might believe 

that his action (terrorism) is legitimate (virtuous) because he believes that his actions serve the 

goal of realizing the good life, it was shown that the concrete results of his actions do not 

contribute to the realization of its final end, because it harms the good life of others and 

consequently its own and can therefore not be actually legitimate (virtuous). In this case, one 

might say, that the terrorist actor failed to use the virtue of practical wisdom in order to judge 

rightly on what particular actions serve his good life. Although a eudaimonistic concept of the 
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good life thus delivers a substantial account for morally delegitimizing terrorism (because it 

harms the ability to live a good life), an even more critical finding following from this approach, 

is the awareness that terrorism in the first place is symptomatic of a lack of conditions enabling 

people to enjoy particular goods and avoid particular evils. This finding is more important than 

the fact that virtue ethics indeed also provides a reliable account for morally delegitimizing 

terrorist violence because it might have significant consequences for how we think of legitimate 

and sustainable counterterrorism as will be further discussed in the next section. 

 

2.7 Counterterrorism and the good life of others 

 

In the last section it was argued that, from a virtue ethical perspective, terrorism could be 

morally delegitimized because terrorism clearly is “primary evil” as it impedes with basic 

human needs and thus disables human beings to live a life in accordance with their final end, to 

live a life in virtue. Moreover, terrorism threatens the state, respectively the political 

community. Since, according to Aristotle, also external certain external goods need to be 

present in order for people to live a good life, he also argues that a functioning state is a 

precondition for human flourishing. According to this argumentation, terrorism threatens 

eudaimonia or the good life because it endangers political stability. If one ignores the principle 

debate on what kind of political constitution is the best for humans to attain eudemonia, a 

discussion that in the past often led to a lot of controversy because of Aristotle’s anti-democratic 

conservatism, the most important insight of his approach is, that a certain political constitution 

is the precondition for people to live a happy life. Not every constitution contributes to 

eudaimonia to the same extent, and especially lacking political stability or the lack of just 

institutions decisively endanger the good life of people. In other words, both institutions and 

political constitution should enable people to develop the virtues, respectively to unfold their 

potential fully. From a virtue ethical perspective, ethics and politics thus cannot be separated 

since ‘ethics and politics share a common end, the best human life’370. The good life can only 

be realized in a functioning political community, living well only be attained by living together. 

 

Despite the modern critique of virtue ethics that assume that virtue ethics is inherently 

egocentric, this shows that the reflection on one’s personal life is always embedded in the 

broader realm of the collective in a non-instrumental way. In her book The Morality of 
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Happiness, Julia Annas also points out the necessary connection between self-concern and 

other-concern.371 She persuasively shows that eudaimonistic conceptions of (virtue) ethics offer 

much space for other-concern, instead of egocentric self-concern. Although virtue ethics reveal 

some substantial self-concern because it is always oriented towards the reflection of one’s 

individual life, Annas shows that eudaimonistic theories indeed go along with high demands of 

other-concern. This other-concern is based on the idea that in order for someone to be able to 

live a good life, he is dependent on others. It is impossible to live a good life as long as one 

does not care about the other’s capacity for living a good life. Although it might appear as if 

the good life of others is in this case only instrumental to one’s own good life, Annas shows 

that this is not the case. Other-concern, from a eudaimonistic perspective, is indeed a good in 

itself. In some cases, “our own good is expanded to include the good of these others”372 

Moreover, there are “secondary values” that relate to, for example, social relations. Those 

values are other-regarding and explicitly constitutive of the good life. In eudaimonistic theory, 

this non-instrumental other-concern is called philia, which translation as “friendship” might not 

do justice to the more complex meaning of the concept. “Aristotle argues that philia is required 

for the agent to achieve a satisfactory specification of his final end; to achieve my own good, I 

must include the good of others in my final end and give it intrinsic value.”373 Although the 

Aristotelian account of philia, other-concern is severely limited regarding its scope, there are 

no reasons to think that a eudaimonistic concept of the good life ought not to include an account 

of other-concern with a scope that goes beyond personal relations we have with others. 

 

Because of the interdependency of an individual’s good life and the good life of others, because 

of the fact that living well can only be attained within the political community, that both ethics 

and political arrangement contribute to the realization of an individual’s final end, a virtue 

ethical framework offers an interesting alternative for reflecting on moral questions of 

counterterrorism. If human flourishing is an interest of every human being, preserving and 

protecting the ability to live a good life should be the main interest of a political community. It 

was argued that terrorism seriously endangers the political constitution that is the precondition 

for living a good life. However, coercive counterterrorism measures have similar consequences. 

They destabilize already unstable political communities and even further disable others to live 

a good life. As a consequence, because of the natural interdependence of one’s own good life 
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and the good life of others, counterterrorism measures that neglect other-concern will have the 

opposite effect on people’s ability to live a good life and will, instead of securing the conditions 

for living a good life, lead to disabling living a good life. Coercive counterterrorism measures 

can thus be delegitimized by a similar argumentation as the one that was developed for the 

delegitimation of terrorism, namely, that those measures harm the good life of others and 

consequently the good life within the own community. It produces and reinforces a vicious 

cycle of vicious behavior.   

 

If one accepts that the fact that both terrorism and coercive counterterrorism measures are a 

symptom of a dissatisfaction with one’s own life, with a discontinuity between living conditions 

and the ability of realizing one’s final end (happiness), then a virtue ethical framework offers a 

whole new perspective for reflecting on what kind of counterterrorism action might be 

sustainable and morally justifiable. If a good life can only be attained when the good life of 

others is respected and included in one’s own final end, then counterterrorism that naturally 

aims at protecting, preserving or restore the good life ought to respect the good life of others 

and ought to avoid harming the conditions enabling others to live a good life. Furthermore, the 

insight that terrorism is also a symptom of dissatisfaction and of the inability to live a good life 

should promote action that counteracts dissatisfaction, since enabling others to realize their final 

end will ultimately contribute to one’s own ability to realize one’s final end. Concretely this 

would implicate that counterterrorism should be oriented at facilitating political constitutions 

and institutions that enable others to live a good life. This approach could have a lot in common 

with Martha Nussbaum’s thoughts on social justice that are also inspired by Aristotelian virtue 

ethics.374 

 

The concrete implications of this approach to counterterrorism will be discussed in depth by 

some concrete examples in the next chapter. For now, it should be noted that, from the virtue 

ethical, eudaimonistic approach, there will need to be a radical difference between the 

contemporary conceptualization of counterterrorism and future conceptualization. The central 

aims of a political conceptualization of counterterrorism following from this approach should, 

for example, be the stabilization of conflicting political relations and interests, the enhancement 

of socio-economic living conditions and the empowerment of communities. As a result, 

counterterrorism might then contribute to the reduction of sensitivity for terrorist ideologies 
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through offering new perspectives by, among other things, promoting education and realistic 

job opportunities. If counterterrorism succeeds in increasing the ability of others to live a good 

life through reinforcing (political)arrangements and institutions that contribute to human 

flourishing, it will reduce the likeability of people resorting to terrorist violence and will in this 

manner contribute to the preservation of the conditions that are needed for the realizing human 

flourishing within the own political community.  

2.8 Preliminary conclusion  

The main aim of the last sections was to show that the general criticism of modern virtue ethical 

theory against a rule-based and act-oriented theory applies to the moral problem of terrorism 

and counterterrorism. A virtue ethical approach appears to overcome specific structural and 

conceptual problems of the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism by rule-based 

and act-oriented ethical theory. It was furthermore shown, that an explicit eudaimonistic, virtue 

ethical approach offers manifold ways of reframing the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism 

and what unavoidably will have implications for counterterrorism action. At the end of the first 

part of this chapter, it is now time to, by means of a first conclusion, to answer the question 

whether a eudaimonistic virtue ethical approach fulfills the requirements of the integrative 

ethical theory necessary for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, that were 

enlisted in chapter 3 and repeated at the beginning of this chapter. Three requirements were 

described: the ethical theory needs to be able to give the agent moral relevance, it needs to 

integrate sensitivity for the morally relevant features of circumstances, and it must still be able 

to (de)legitimize terrorist and counterterrorist action in a principled manner.  

 

2.8.1 Giving an actor’s moral attitude, dispositions, values, and idea(l) moral relevance 

 

Clearly, because of the general agent-oriented character of virtue ethics, a eudaimonistic and 

virtue ethical perspective can consider the role of the agent, his moral attitude and his ideas 

since the virtue ethical perspective focuses on both the dispositions of the moral actor as well 

as on the way in which his imaginations of the good life inform moral reasoning and moral 

action. Furthermore, the virtue ethical approach focuses on the role of the moral actor’s 

dispositions and the ability to use his practical rationality rightly in moral decision-making. At 

the core of this perspective also lies the idea that, for example, an actor’s character, dispositions, 

values cannot be perceived as detached from his background. Instead, as MacIntyre has 

emphasized, those features are shaped by the tradition and community in which a person grows 
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up. A eudaimonistic virtue ethical approach raises awareness of the fact that both moral 

character and moral concepts are part of a person’s upbringing and social-cultural background. 

 

2.8.2 Generating sensitivity for moral relevant features of circumstances 

 

Beyond the fact that a eudaimonistic, virtue ethical raises the awareness for the role of socio-

cultural background and education in moral action, it also shows that in order for people to be 

able to live according to their telos, in order for them to be able to flourish, certain structural 

conditions need to be given. The eudaimonistic virtue ethical perspective developed above has 

shown that people can only live a good life when specific minimal requirements are fulfilled. 

To be able to act morally and thus to flourish, living conditions and political arrangements are 

of utmost importance. There are different perspectives on how to determine what circumstances 

need to be given and what minimal requirements need to be fulfilled. It was mentioned earlier 

that those perspectives are mainly attached to specific anthropology and biology in order to 

determine what the preconditions for happiness are, but not in such a way that they only allow 

one single conception of the good life. Instead, as Nussbaum elaborates, one can assume that 

all people have particular basic needs that ought to be fulfilled and still accept the pursuit of 

different conceptions of the good life.  

 

2.8.3 (De)legitimizing action in a principled fashion 

 

Although focusing on the individual, a eudaimonistic virtue ethical approach is still able to 

delegitimize specific actions in a principled manner. Virtue-ethics does neither imply a moral 

“anything goes”, nor moral egoism. Other-concern is at the core of eudaimonistic virtue ethics. 

In order for a person to flourish, to be virtuous and to live a moral life, his actions ought not to 

infringe the ability of others to live a good life. It was shown that certain actions, even if they 

are believed to be virtuous, do not contribute to the realization of its final end, because it 

infringes the good life of others and consequently its own and can therefore not be legitimate 

(virtuous). Whether virtue ethics, therefore, offers sufficient action-guidance remains subject 

of intense debates. The following section will discuss this and other problems and apparent 

limits of a virtue ethical approach more in depth.  
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2.9 The limits of the virtue ethical approach  

 

2.9.1 Virtue ethics and right action   

 

One of the weaknesses of virtue ethics, already pointed at several times throughout this 

research, is its presumed inability to determine right action and to offer sufficient action 

guidance. Especially when assuming that virtue ethics can contribute to the debate on moral 

issues in political affairs, this apparent inability can become one of the main points of criticism 

against virtue ethics.  

 

Without a doubt, it is fair to say that “virtue ethics” is rarely discussed in the same breath as law, 

and even more rarely in the same breath as international affairs. Part of the problem resides, no 

doubt, precisely in the question of operationalization; it is all well and good to argue that 

international affairs should be conducted virtuously, but how can this normative prescription be 

given hand and feet, other than perhaps in the form of laying down rules?375 

 

Especially in the discussion on virtue ethical perspectives on terrorism and counterterrorism, it 

becomes clear that virtue ethics might contribute to enhancing the understanding of the behavior 

of terrorist and counterterrorist actions but is confronted with several problems when it comes 

to concretely morally assessing the act in itself. It is also one thing to say, that counterterrorism 

should be conceptualized in a “virtuous” way, but it is another thing to determine what exactly 

this implies for concrete counterterrorist action. How can virtue ethics be action-guiding and 

normative without rules? How is it possible to unambiguously morally assess terrorism and 

counterterrorism without generally valid moral rules as is the case with for example 

deontological ethical theories? Opponents of the renewed interest in virtue ethics claim that 

because of the focus on the character and the dispositions of the acting subject, virtue ethics fail 

to give the subject any clear instructions on how to act righteous (and thus to evaluate whether 

act A was the virtuous or right thing to do in a given situation). Although in the traditional virtue 

ethical perspective a right action is an action that would be chosen by a truly virtuous agent, 

critics argue that both virtuous agents can act wrongly and non-virtuous agent can act 

righteously “by accident”.  
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Deontology gives a set of clear prescriptions that are readily applicable, whereas virtue ethics 

seems to fail to give such clear prescriptions.  

Virtue ethics “yields only the prescription do what the virtuous agent – the one who is just, 

honest, charitable, etc. – would do in these circumstances. And this gives me no guidance unless 

I am (and know I am) a virtuous agent myself - in which case I am hardly in need of it. If I am 

less than fully virtuous, I shall have no idea what a virtuous agent would do, and hence cannot 

apply the only prescription virtue ethics has given me. True, act utilitarianism also yields only 

a single prescription (“Do what maximizes happiness”), but there are no parallel difficulties in 

applying that; it too is readily applicable. So, there is the way in which virtue ethics’ account of 

right action fails to be action guiding where deontology and utilitarianism succeed.376  

There are various answers to the question of action guidance in virtue ethics. Since the question 

of right action in virtue ethics is the subject of passionate debates, this issue cannot be 

extensively discussed here. This short discussion aims to give a first impression of the different 

ways of approaching this difficult question. Following, three authoritative reactions to the 

argument that virtue ethics are unable of giving an account of right action will be listed. 

 

1. An action is right if (and because) it exhibits or expresses a virtuous motive, or at least does not 

exhibit or expresses a vicious motive.377 (Michael Slote) 

2. An action is right iff it is what a virtuous person would characteristically (i.e., acting in 

character) do in the circumstance. 378(Rosalind Hursthouse)  

3.  An act is virtuous in respect V if and only if it hits the target of (realizes the end of) the relevant 

virtue. An action is right if and only if it is overall virtuous.379 (Christine Swanton)  

 

In order to overcome the problem, Slote’s option seems not to be the best option. Since many 

examples can be given that show how having a vicious motive can still lead to actions that 

should be perceived as righteous. Also, if someone is motivated by praiseworthy motives but 

still acts foolish, his act might not be blameworthy, but it is questionable whether the act itself 

should, therefore, be perceived as morally right.  

 

The problem with Hursthouse’s answer mainly is that one cannot be sure that a virtuous actor 

is necessarily also a qualified actor. Who constitutes the point of reference necessary to know 
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what a virtuous actor would characteristically do in a particular situation? Even if someone 

appears to be virtuous in regard of a particular action, it cannot be entirely ruled out that there 

is someone else who is even more virtuous and should be the actual point of reference. To rely 

on what a virtuous actor would characteristically do thus appears to be highly ambiguous. 

Alternatively, how Janna Thompson argues: “The belief that a right answer to an ethical 

problem is what the virtuous person judges are right is not compatible with the recognition that 

ethical judgments of individuals are limited and personal. It would be irrational for us to place 

our trust in what a single, individual, however virtuous, thinks is right.”380 Hursthouse however 

vehemently denies that virtue ethics do not provide any rules or that they cannot be normative 

and action-guiding. Instead, Hursthouse argues that: “[virtue ethics] comes up with a large 

number [of rules]; not only does each virtue generate a prescription – act honestly, charitably, 

justly – but each vice a prohibition – do not act dishonestly, uncharitably, unjustly.” 381 

Hurtshouse believes that because of the evaluative element of thick concepts, virtues 

themselves provide clear orientation regarding the question “what ought I to do?”. Although 

Hursthouse might be right about the fact that virtues indeed generate normative prescriptions 

because of the way in which they express either praiseworthiness or blameworthiness of certain 

behavior, some problems remain unsolved. The main problem with Hurtshouse’s approach is 

the fact that it is not clear whether acting, for example, honestly, charitably or justly necessarily 

results in right action. As will be shown, it seems to be the case that acting from a state of virtue 

does not equal virtuous respectively right action. It was shown that, especially in the context of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, actions are often legitimized by the use of virtue-describing 

concepts. According to Hurtshouse's approach, the actions that follow from the rational 

deliberation about whether this action complies with virtuous behavior would suffice to know 

what is the right thing to do. It appears not to be entirely inconceivable that people can act from 

a state of virtue – or are convinced to act from a state of virtue – and nevertheless fail to perform 

the right action. Swanton points out that:  

 

the idea that virtue ethics is not rule-based should not be misunderstood. On my account, the 

determination of rightness is partly a matter of publicly accessible rules, rather than the 

essentially private deliberations and intuitions of a virtuous agent. For rightness depends on the 
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applicability of terms like “caring”, “efficient”, “kind”,  “friendly”, and their applicability is 

rule-governed.382  

 

Swantons account of right action is embedded in her “target-centered” virtue ethics and based 

on the Aristotelian distinction between virtuous acts and action from virtue. The distinction 

between acting virtuous and acting from virtue play an important role in the Aristotelian 

understanding of right action. Aristotle makes clear that it is not sufficient just to perform a 

certain act A in order for someone to be virtuous since this act can also be done accidentally. 

Acting from a state of virtue also does not, on the other hand, necessarily assure, that the act is 

virtuous. Aristotle points out:   

 

A difficulty, however, may be raised as to how we can say that people must perform just actions 

if they are to become just, and temperate ones if they are to become temperate; because if they 

do what is just and temperate, they are just and temperate already, in the same way that if they 

use words or play music correctly they are already literate or musical. But surely this is not true 

even of the arts. It is possible to put a few words together correctly by accident, or at the 

prompting of another person; so the agent will only be literate if he does a literate act in a literate 

way, viz. in virtue of his own literacy. Nor, again, is there an analogy between the arts and the 

virtues. Works of art have their merit in themselves; so it is enough for them to be turned out 

with a certain quality of their own. But virtuous acts are not done in a just or temperate way 

merely because they have a certain quality, but only if the agent also acts in a certain state, viz. 

(1) if he knows what he is doing, (2) if he chooses it, and chooses it for its own sake, and (3) if 

he does it from a fixed and permanent disposition. 383 

 

Aristotle nevertheless acknowledges that, despite acting from a state of virtue, “the target of the 

virtue can be missed.”384 Swanton defined the right act as: “An act is virtuous in respect V if 

and only if it hits the target of (realizes the end of) the relevant virtue. An action is right if and 

only if it is overall virtuous”. Hitting the target of the relevant virtue she defines as: “a form (or 

forms) of success in the moral acknowledgment of or responsiveness to items in its field or 

fields, appropriate to the aim of the virtue in a given context.”385 Swanton then defines the main 

differences between acting from a state of virtue and virtuous act in the following way:  
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1. An action from a state of virtue may not be a virtuous act because it misses the 

target of (the relevant) virtue.  

2. A virtuous act may fail to be an action from virtue because it fails to manifest 

aspects of the profile of the relevant virtue at all. 

3. A virtuous act may fail to be an action from virtue because it fails to manifest 

the profile of a virtue in a good enough way, namely, it fails to express 

sufficiently fine inner states (such as practical wisdom, fine motivation, or 

dispositions of fine emotion).  

4. What counts as a virtuous act is more heavily contextual than what counts as 

an act from virtue.386  

 

In other words, whereas acting from a state of virtue is mainly concerned with the state from 

which an agent acts and with the degree to which his action expresses the dispositions relevant 

to the virtue, virtuous acts are acts the follow from adequately addressing considerations in the 

world, irrespective of the inner state of an agent. In order for an action to be described virtuous, 

it has to hit the target of the relevant virtue. Right actions are virtuous actions (which means, 

hitting the target of the virtue), independent from whether or not they are performed from a 

state of virtue, although actions from virtue are likely to be right actions. However, the virtuous 

act needs to be virtuous in every respect. Virtuous actions are not necessarily right actions, only 

“if and only if it is overall virtuous”. Swanton convincingly shows that certain actions may hit 

the target of the relevant virtue, but that this virtue contributes negatively to the overall 

virtuousness of the action. In conclusion, right actions are only right when they succeed to be 

virtuous in every respect.  

 

Without being able to elaborate further on what the most convincing virtue ethical account for 

right action is, there are a couple of important conclusions that can be drawn from the discussion 

here. First of all, it should be clear that the objection that virtue ethics are entirely unable to 

provide normative prescriptions and action-guiding rules can easily be falsified. Either virtues 

generate v-rules according to which a virtuous person knows how to act in a certain situation, 

or a virtuous person will know what is the right thing to do by the mere fact of being virtuous 

(a state acquired by practice and examples), or actions ought to hit the target of a certain virtue 

and ought to be overall virtuous in order for them to be right actions, in which action guidance 

follows from reflection on the relevant items in the field of a virtue. Either way, virtues appear 

to give orientation, also through the application of practical wisdom, about how to act and the 
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rightness of an act is not exclusively dependent on the essentially private deliberations and 

intuitions of a virtuous agent. 

 

Secondly, mainly Swanton's approach made clear that acting from a state of virtue does not 

necessarily result in virtuous acts and that virtuous acts are also not necessarily right acts. This 

is important for the discussion on morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism in the 

following way. If one presupposes that an actor A is acting from a state of virtue, because his 

actions, for example, express loyalty or courage, this does not necessarily imply that his actions 

are virtuous, let alone right. It is therefore not sufficient to only focus on the motives and the 

state from which an agent is acting. Also, one cannot immediately derive the moral rightness 

or wrongness of an act from the inner state of an agent. The other way around, the wrongness 

of an act does not necessarily imply that the agent himself is entirely vicious or blameworthy. 

The discussion has shown that there are many more aspects that need to be taken into 

consideration in order to determine whether an action is right or virtuous and that this does not 

need to indicate something about the moral character of a person. Those are explicitly 

significant findings for the discussion on the moral assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism.  

 

Thirdly, it becomes clear that virtue ethics, other than deontology and consequentialism, does 

not provide rules that are generally valid. This is, contrary to what is often stated by critics, not 

only problematic. Instead, from a virtue ethical perspective, right action is highly contextual. 

The discussion of difficult moral issues, from a eudaimonistic virtue ethical framework, would 

not be about applying an account or principle of right action. Instead, the discussion would 

focus on various aspects of a specific case in order to determine to what degree it is similar to 

or different from other cases. It would so point at the fact that considerations about the 

specificity of a particular action, different from a principle of right action, can influence the 

rightness of a certain kind of action. These considerations show that a virtue ethical perspective 

on terrorism and counterterrorism implies the rejection of „one size fits all” moral assessment 

of (counter)terrorist acts and demands that single cases of terrorism and counterterrorism are 

assessed by looking at various aspects of a specific case. Conventional ethical theories put 

forward that „there must be a single (if not simple) action guidance principle, for if it provides 

more than one, it is possible for them to give conflicting advice.” 387 However, virtue ethical 
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approaches show that a single action guidance principle is not preferable at all. Instead, virtue 

ethics  

 

is not a theory which tells us what to do; we have seen that we neither have nor should want any 

such thing. Rather, it guides us by improving the practical reasoning with which we act. It directs 

us, as we are wondering what to do, toward emulating people who are braver, more generous 

and generally better than we are, and does so in a way which recognizes the constraints put on 

this by the level of our development as well as that of the people we emulate. 388 

 

It shows that moral life is contextual and always developing. The concrete, practical 

implications of those findings will be discussed more in depth in the next chapter.  

 

2.9.2 Virtue ethics and moral dilemmas  

 

The above described particularistic and contextual alignment of virtue ethical theory as a theory 

for assessing the rightness of action is both a blessing and a curse. Especially concerning the 

assessment of morally difficult real-world problems, there are also clear limits to virtue ethical 

theory for action-guidance. Especially so-called “moral dilemmas” confront with “problematic” 

sides of the particularistic and contextual character of virtue ethical theory. Although those 

dilemmas also constitute a problem for other ethical theories, this section aims to highlight the 

particular dealing of virtue ethics with moral dilemmas.  

 

The last chapter discussed the fact that a virtue ethical perspective on for example the use of 

enhanced interrogation techniques points at the role of other (non-moral) values in the moral 

assessment of actions. Although it might be evident that, also from a virtue ethical point of 

view, the enhanced interrogation techniques were not morally justifiable, it has often been 

argued that the question whether the use of those techniques was justifiable or not could actually 

not be answered without a certain moral loss, because the case constitutes a moral dilemma. 

Especially in situations of so-called “moral dilemmas” or “tragic moral dilemmas”, the limits 

of ethical theories become apparent. In those situations, virtue ethics point at the vital role of 

motivations, value, emotions and especially practical rationality when trying to find a solution 

in moral dilemmas. If one is not able to get the required information from a person that might 
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be necessary in order to protect the people from harm, there might be a real risk for people. In 

those cases, however, one is confronted with an extraordinary situation in which moral 

deliberation about what is right and wrong in a specific situation cannot be ultimately solved 

from a virtue ethical point of view. Even if the virtue ethical point of view explains the way in 

which a moral agent reflects on what is the right or wrong thing to do in a similar situation, in 

this specific situation one is confronted with an “inability” of doing the right thing. The moral 

agent will thus experience a situation in which there will always be a residuum of feeling 

“regret, guilt, etc.” It appears to be false to believe that when applying practical wisdom, one 

will find always find the right way of action.  

 

Now, it can either be said that from a virtue ethical perspective, tragic dilemmas are not a 

problem since there is something inherently “situationist” about virtue ethical assessment. This 

argument presupposes that through applying practical reason, sometimes an act which would 

be wrong under normal circumstances can become right under particular circumstances. It is 

argued that, since circumstances are necessarily taken into account within a virtue ethical 

perspective, in extremely difficult situations a person can come to the conclusion that the right 

thing to do might be what is wrong in many other situations.389 Liezel van Zyl argues that 

because of that  

 

virtue ethics is generally conceived of as employing a particularist or situation-based form of 

reasoning, evaluating each act on its own merits rather than resorting to general rules or 

principles and this would support the view that an act such as torture could be morally right 

under certain (exceptional) circumstances.390 

 

Leanne Kent points out that although it is right that virtue ethical theories take in to account 

particular situations when determining what is right and wrong, and that there might be cases 

in which particular situations ask for actions that would normally be perceived as wrong, in the 

case of a tragic dilemma those actions are not just “taken to be wrong” because of the fact that 

the virtue is expressed in an atypical way, but that by acting in a certain way the actor actually 

“undermines the very ends to which she is committed” and is thus forced to act “inconsistent 

with a virtue she possesses.”391 
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Even from a virtue ethical perspective, it appears as if it can thus not be argued, that applying 

those techniques was a “virtuous”, and thus right, act, as van Zyl would argue. It is doubtable 

though that because of the situationist character of a virtue ethical approach and through the 

right application of practical rationality, moral dilemmas are necessarily solved, by perceiving 

normally “wrong” actions as “right actions under certain circumstances”. It is more likely that 

moral dilemmas are not solved by virtue ethics but remain dilemmas that may force virtuous 

actors to act in a way “inconsistent with a virtue she possesses.” It is important to note at this 

point, however, that even though deontological ethical theories can offer clear moral rules vis-

à-vis moral questions such as the use of torture, namely that it is always prohibited, but that in 

practice, those rules seem not to offer sufficient action guidance either. It is arguably as difficult 

for virtue ethics as for deontological and consequentialist theories to come to terms with real 

moral or tragic dilemmas.  

 

2.9.3 Virtue ethics and egoism  

 

Classical virtue ethics, and especially eudaimonistic virtue ethics is often suspected of being 

egoistic because of the central role of both the agent in moral decision-making processes and 

the emphasis on its individual pursuit of the good life. By giving the individual such a central 

role and by focusing on his character as a prerequisite for making right decisions, it is 

comprehensible that it is often doubted that virtue ethics can contribute to a functioning and 

just society, as it seems to grant every individual the freedom to decide for themselves how to 

live and to determine what action is right or wrong. At first sight, it appears as if virtue ethics 

and ethics of the good life enables individuals to develop and design their life plans and to live 

according to them without considering possible conflicts between an individual’s life plans and 

the life plans of others.  

 

Indeed, an ethical theory of the good is most often perceived as Individualethik (individual 

ethics). It is argued, that an ethical theory of the good focuses on questions of individual life 

choices and life plans, that are answered in an ultimately personal way. In contrast, an ethical 

theory of duty and right addresses the moral legitimacy of human agency in regard to its 

compatibility with the legitimate interests of third parties. Because questions of the good have 

implications for others, they need to be conciliated with other life options, arguably through an 

ethics of duty and right. It is therefore often supposed that virtue ethics is not able to sufficiently 
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consider the legitimate interests of others. Consequently, it is argued, that individual ethical 

considerations need to be reconciled with social-ethical considerations (Sozialethik).  

 

The belief, that virtue ethics are necessarily exclusively individual ethics because of their 

inherent focus on the individual moral actor and its individual life plan and the assumption, that 

virtue ethics can therefore only be supplementary to an ethics of the right, that regulates 

different life plans in a way they do not collide, is short-sighted in respect of the social 

dimension of virtue ethics. It was already shown in the last section, that the determination of 

right action is not ultimately dependent on the private deliberations and intuitions of the virtuous 

agent and it was also discussed that concern for others is a precondition for living a good life. 

Virtue ethics thoroughly combines aspects of individual ethics and social ethics by pointing at 

the equal importance of self-concern and other-concern and thus enables self-determination in 

social responsibility.  

 

Although it is fundamentally true, that a virtuous life and the cultivation of a virtuous character 

is oriented towards the promotion of the individual eudaimonia, because of the individual 

natural disposition of necessarily contributing to the political community through its virtuous 

character and subsequent behavior, the individual’s happiness cannot be understood, also not 

from an Aristotelian perspective, separated from the happiness of the political community as a 

whole. This means, that “the final goodwill includes virtues that are other-regarding and that 

are so in a non-instrumental way”. 392  Acting virtuously in function of one’s individual 

happiness does not necessarily exclude the possibility of acting altruistic and empathic. To the 

contrary, it is very likely that acting altruistically might be a “primary constituent”393 of one’s 

individual happiness. Eudaimonistic ethics open up a space of rethinking the relation between 

one’s own individual good (happiness) and the good of others. Since “there is no reason prima 

facie, why the good of others cannot matter to me independently of my own interests, just 

because it is introduced as something required by my final good”394, the contribution to the 

good of others (community) can very well be a requirement for the realization of one’s own 

individual good (happiness). Although in eudaimonistic ethical frameworks, the acquisition of 

human flourishing of the individual has priority over the concern for others it becomes clear 

that in order to live a good life, others and the other’s interests and life plans need to be regarded. 
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It is important to point again at the fact that a virtuous person necessarily possesses both self-

regarding and other-regarding virtues.  

 

Concern for others for their own sake becomes part of our well-being in a way that is 

independent of our own satisfaction or the satisfaction of our antecedent goals. Given that there 

are things (and people) of value other than ourselves, part of what it is for us to flourish (to relate 

rightly to the good, or to live in choice worthy fashion) is to value them for their own sake.395 

 

The remarks above show that there is a fundamental difference between a eudaimonistic 

understanding of well-being or happiness and a so-called hedonistic understanding of well-

being or happiness. Eudaimonia is often interpreted in a hedonistic way which leads to precisely 

the accusation, that eudaimonistic virtue ethics are self-centered and lead to (ethical) egoism. 

Eudaimonistic well-being is, however, more than subjective happiness and thus relates 

differently to social aspects of life.  

 

Well-being consists of fulfilling or realizing one's daimon or true nature. The two traditions – 

hedonism and eudaimonism are founded on distinct views of human nature and of what 

constitutes a good society. Accordingly, they ask different questions concerning how 

developmental and social processes relate to well-being, and they implicitly or explicitly 

prescribe different approaches to the enterprise of living.396  

 

The eudaimonistic understanding of well-being, happiness, and the good life is profoundly 

ethical, which implies that what counts as a good life, cannot be entirely subjective but instead 

is engaged with the social environment. Through this re-interpretation of what is often 

perceived as Aristotelian egoism, it can be concluded that virtue ethics might be an interesting 

framework for thinking about the protection of goods not only within a state but also beyond 

the state. How this ethical framework might inform counterterrorism politics on a practical level 

respectively what political change of direction might be in line with the virtue ethical 

framework that has been developed, will be the content of some recommendations that will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

 

                                                           
395 TONER, C.H., Virtue Ethics and the Nature and Forms of Egoism, in: Journal of Philosophical Research, Vol. 
35, 2010, pp. 275-303. 
396 DECI, R.M & RYAN, E.L., on Happiness and Human Potentials. A Review of Research on Hedonic and 
Eudaimonic Well-Being, in: Annual Review of Psychology, 52, 2001, p. 143. 



251 
 

2.9.4 The anthropological presumptions of neo-Aristotelian theories 

 

A further and last important point of criticism that is expressed against neo-Aristotelian theories 

and the reason why many believe that, although virtue ethics can be an important addition to 

rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories, virtue ethics is not sufficient as an ethical theory 

by itself, is the argument that virtue ethical theories presume a certain understanding of human 

nature that is no longer compatible with a modern understanding of human nature and human 

living. It has been pointed out several times before, that Aristotelian virtue ethics are thoroughly 

teleological and thus go along with the belief that human nature is per se directed towards a 

certain end (telos) and that all humans share the same telos as, according to Aristotle, also all 

rocks share the same end. The human telos relates to a specific way of living according to the 

capacities that human beings are given by nature. Not only are certain human characteristics 

perceived as universal, but virtue ethics also presume that there is only one certain way in which 

human life is lived according to its nature in the best way. Furthermore, it was argued, that there 

are certain primary values that refer to shared human needs that ought to be protected in order 

to live a good life. Such a “naturalistic” or “essentialist” understanding of human nature appears 

to be slightly incompatible with modern anthropology.  

 

The “essentialism” of the underlying anthropology of neo-Aristotelian theories can either be 

understood as limiting or as enriching. As this understanding of human nature and the end of 

human life is heavily criticized by many, MacIntyre and Nussbaum show that an ethics based 

on the belief that there are certain characteristics that unite people by nature, either from the 

perspective of small communities or in a “cosmopolitan” way, enriches the debate on ethics in 

today’s world. Although MacIntyre himself needs to rely on certain anthropological 

presumptions, which he is forced to acknowledge in a later stage of his career, he is initially 

very critical towards the Aristotelian biology underlying eudaimonistic virtue ethical theory. In 

his early writings, MacIntyre explicitly rejects Aristotelian biology and points at the fact that in 

modern times it is impossible to defend virtue ethical theory that is based on Aristotelian 

biology and anthropology. “MacIntyre regards this sort of quasi-philosophical anthropology as 

being committed to a form of ahistorical, acultural “metaphysical” biology, which philosophy, 
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as well as the natural and social sciences, has shown to be no longer tenable.”397 For MacIntyre, 

this metaphysical biology was, at least initially, something “we must reject.”398 

 

Against the background of many moral conflicts in history and in modern times, it indeed 

appears to be difficult to believe that a universal metaphysical biology is either reflecting reality 

or might contribute to overcoming moral conflict in a modern world. MacIntyre’s idea that 

instead one needs to focus on the particularity of moral traditions and practices is 

understandable. However, as MacIntyre starts to realize at a later stage of his writing career, 

building on something that ultimately binds people together is necessary and does not 

necessarily exclude the possibility of being and remaining sensitive for particular historical 

concretization. MacIntyre:  

 

In After Virtue, I had attempted to give an account of the place of virtues, understood as Aristotle 

had understood hem, within social practices, the lives of individuals and the lives of 

communities, while making that account independent of what I called Aristotle’s “metaphysical 

biology.” Although there is indeed good reason to repudiate important elements in Aristotle’s 

biology, I now judge that I was in error in supposing an ethics independent of biology […].399 

 

It seems logical that the original Aristotelian metaphysical biology or anthropology might not 

have foreseen the same plurality of traditions and practices as can be found today, mainly 

because there are many more possibilities of acquiring knowledge about other ways of living 

then in Aristotle’s time. This, nevertheless, does not imply that Aristotle’s metaphysical biology 

and anthropology is entirely redundant and not applicable to today’s situation. There are good 

reasons to believe that there is something universal in human being’s nature that can ground 

ethics. Moreover, Aristotelian essentialism itself does not neglect historical or cultural 

differences, instead, “it allows in its very design for the possibility of multiple specifications 

[…]”.400 

 

In conclusion, instead of rejecting neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics because of the necessity to 

accept the concomitant particular metaphysical biology and anthropology, it would be more 
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interesting and promising to discuss to what degree such an understanding of human nature 

might contribute something to today’s discussions on moral and violent conflict. Ethical theory 

that is grounded in an understanding of a metaphysically universal shared human nature can 

arguably have many benefits in a world that is characterized by moral conflict and many 

particular moral traditions and practices and can contribute positively to peace and social 

justice. Those benefits and the possible concrete implications thereof will be subject of 

discussion in the next chapter.  

3. Conclusion  

The last sections have shown that there might be certain limits to the use of virtue ethical theory 

for answering contemporary moral questions and that it should be further debated whether 

virtue-ethics can provide a comprehensive ethical theory amongst others or alternative to others, 

or if it should be understood as a perspective that can just enrich and supplement contemporary 

rule-based and act-oriented ethics. On the other hand, the sections aimed to show that the most 

important point of criticism does not necessarily need to be perceived as limiting, but merely 

as a challenge to discuss and determine how “old” concepts can be applied in new contexts. By 

the end of this chapter, it should be clear that there are a lot of well-grounded objections against 

conventional rule-based and act-oriented ethics and that there are well-grounded reasons to 

believe that some of the problems can be overcome by applying a virtue ethical framework, 

especially in relation to the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. Independent from the 

question of whether or not this perspective is convincing, it should be noted at least that a virtue 

ethical approach can offer an alternative way of reflecting on complex moral questions in 

today’s world. Furthermore, the discussion in the last two chapters should have convincingly 

shown that rule-based and act-oriented ethical theory is not without alternatives, as is often 

presumed. The main aim was to discuss to what extent a eudaimonistic, virtue ethical approach 

can offer new ways of reflecting on the moral complexity of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

The most important lesson which modern virtue ethics can learn from ancient ethical theories, 

in fact, is that virtue ethics, given a proper conception of virtue, has no tendency towards moral 

conservatism. Rather, it expresses a tendency to question and to reflect on conventional 

morality. For a proper conception of morality will give due emphasis to its intellectual and 

reflective side.401 
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The next chapter will now show that reflecting on the morally complex questions of terrorism 

and counterterrorism from a eudaimonistic approach can also have specific practical 

implications that encourage to think differently about, for example, justice, peace and 

counterterrorism practice in general. Whether or not those practical implications are 

implementable from a political point of view, is a different discussion and will be a task for 

future research. For now, it should suffice to discuss the virtue ethical approach sketched in this 

chapter in relation to practical questions of counterterrorism in order to give a first impression 

of the manifold consequences this approach can have for the future conceptualization of 

counterterrorism strategies.  
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CHAPTER 6 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR COUNTERTERRORISM 

1. Introduction  

 

At several points before, this research has argued, that the way in which counterterrorism is 

conceptualized today, reveals dangerous limits, both because it is based on moral reasoning that 

cannot do justice to the complexity of terrorism and because it is not sufficiently sensitive to 

the role of moral considerations and ethics in politics. By developing a virtue ethical framework 

for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism, this research also had the aim to prove 

that another way of moral reasoning will lead to a more effective and sustainable way of 

countering terrorism. The introduction stated that: “the outset of this research is the concern, 

that an integrative approach towards terrorism is a necessary precondition for the sustainable 

containment of terrorism in the years to come.” And that: “In order to overcome the deadlock 

of current counterterrorism strategies, those fundamental issues concerning terrorism need to 

be resolved.”  

 

Although the last chapters resolved some of the “fundamental issues concerning terrorism” and 

showed the implications of a virtue ethical framework for morally assessing terrorism and 

counterterrorism, the practical implications were not subject of discussion yet. The last step of 

this research is thus to – at least preliminarily- prove that the integrative, virtue ethical approach 

towards terrorism can lead to more sustainable and morally more tenable counterterrorism 

strategies. Since “there is extensive evidence that the war on terror has often led to 

oversimplifications of challenges that were in fact much more complex and multifaceted”402, 

and “this flawed analysis has repeatedly given way to inadequate, disproportionate, and 

ineffective policies”403, there are good reasons to believe that the integrative, virtue ethical 

approach, because of its sensibility for the complexity and multifacetedness of the terrorist 

phenomenon, is able to overcome inadequate, disproportionate and ineffective policies. This 

second last chapter, therefore, pursuits the goal of making some provisional recommendations 

for the implementation of a virtue ethical framework in counterterrorism practice and will 

discuss a selection of possible practical implications of such a framework for effective 

counterterrorism. The chapter will show, that a virtue ethical approach to concrete questions of 

counterterrorism can contribute decisively to the effectiveness and sustainability of future 
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counterterrorism strategies. This overview will inevitably be incomplete, and the single 

considerations cannot be elaborated in detail. However, this “thought-provoking” chapter aims 

to contribute to a debate that will need to be ongoing and hopes to be an impulse for further 

research.  

 

2. Applied eudaimonistic ethics  

After all that has been discussed in the last chapter, Julia Annas rightly summarizes that: “one 

common objection to virtue ethics is “that it is not applicable”; it is, allegedly, a theory which 

is too vague for us to apply it to the actual world.”404 In alignment with what has been argued 

here, Annas continues: “ 

 

There is a quick response to this: we do apply it all the time, for we take people to be brave or 

cowardly, generous or mean. This is, of course, not what the objectors have in mind: they mean 

that it is not applicable in the special sense, familiar to moral philosophers, of being too vague 

to be capable of telling us what to do. But here again there is a quick response: someone whose 

ethical thinking is in terms of the virtues can tell people (perhaps his children) what to do: they 

should do what’s kind, avoid mean actions, and not be dishonest.405  

 

Even though Annas recognizes, that this might still not satisfy the objectors, her reply contains 

essential arguments. Despite the virulent discussions on the possibilities of a virtue ethical 

account of right action, it cannot be denied that virtues and virtue-describing concepts play an 

important role in everyday moral life. It was therefore shown that virtue ethics appears to be 

better integrable in human life because it is not as alien to human experiences as moral rules 

appear to be. Both the aspect that virtues and virtue concepts already play an important role in 

our lives and moral language and the fact that they appear to be better integrable with human 

life leads to the assumption that virtue ethics is not as inapplicable and vague as objectors often 

assume it. The following sections will show that there are indeed certain concrete directives for 

the conduct of action can be derived from virtue ethical, eudaimonistic, theory.  

 

It was shown that a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic framework is based on the presumption, that 

politics are closely related to ethics and that human life is necessarily moral and political. 
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According to a modern understanding of this relation, those realms are rather perceived as 

strictly separated and seen as a precondition for modern liberal democracy. Vis-à-vis morally 

complex questions and relating political challenges, as in the case of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, it becomes clear that this separation is partially artificial. Moral issues and 

questions touch upon political ones on a daily basis, and political decisions often overlap with 

moral decisions. Modern virtue ethicists have “proposed three very different answers to the 

question of how “virtue ethics” ought to be related to politics in modern nation-states.”406, one 

of which is a eudaimonistic approach in alignment with the framework developed in the last 

chapter. Eudaimonistic virtue ethics offer normative answers to questions of social justice and 

political arrangement that can become relevant in the context of politically dealing with 

terrorism and counterterrorism. A eudaimonistic, virtue ethical framework has two main 

implications for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism: it changes the understanding 

of the (counter)terrorist actor and the morality of his actions by considering the complexity of 

the phenomenon. Secondly, it offers a different perspective on what counterterrorist practices 

should look like in other to be morally legitimate and thus long-term sustainable.  

 

A eudaimonistic framework requires a role of the state that is decisively different from today’s 

general understanding of its role. The state is neither allowed to dictate a particular good upon 

the people nor to be entirely “voluntarist”. Instead, its task is to provide citizens with the 

freedom and possibility to acquire their own goods while also being committed to the common 

good. From a virtue ethical point of view, the virtuous citizen can only become virtuous as long 

as the state contributes to the education of virtuous citizens, respectively, as long as the state 

provides an “infrastructure” that enables the members of a political community to flourish. As 

follows, the state is thus perceived as dictating and determining to a certain degree what the 

good life for citizens in a certain community is, provides citizens to live a good life according 

to their plural conceptions but nevertheless obliges them to regard the common good. The 

underlying consideration of this model is the awareness that plural conceptions of the good life 

can only coexist as long as they do not inflict the ability of others to live a good life according 

to their abilities. Modern attempts to reflect on political arrangements from virtue ethical 

perspectives are therefore often criticized because such arrangements can arguably not be 

democratic because they subscribe a certain understanding of the good life as a common good 

to their citizens, independently from whether or not citizens can identify with it. It is even 
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argued, that Aristotelian politics, inspired by his virtue ethics, leads to totalitarianism and has 

been the ideological foundation of not just one oppressive regime. This critique, however, is 

only partially justified. One might as well reasonably argue that a lot of conflict and violence 

arises from the dissonance between the central role of moral beliefs and traditions in everyday 

life and their non-consideration in political decisions, as well as from the lack of commitment 

of citizens to a shared good, and thus to functioning coexistence in the political community.  

 

A eudaimonistic, virtue ethical perspective on moral questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism does involve the need to rethink the role of the state in relation to the well-

being and freedom of its citizens, as well as to the role of the citizens towards the realization of 

a good life for everyone. This, for example, means that “the absence of undesirable and 

constraining conditions obliges the statesmen to put the good life into clearer focus than needed, 

or possible, before”407. This approach also implies the necessity to point at the importance of 

moral reflection in political processes and decision-making. The following sections will show 

what concrete implications of a eudaimonistic perspective can have for the conceptualization 

of counterterrorism strategies.  

 

3. Eudaimonistic virtue ethics and counterterrorism 

 

3.1 Moral assessment of terrorism and terrorist actors  

  

A virtue ethical, especially eudaimonistic, approach to the question of morally assessing 

terrorism and counterterrorism offers new ways of reflecting on the morality of terrorist acts 

and terrorist actors. Most importantly, the virtue ethical framework shows that people are 

moved by much more than questions of “rightness” or “duty” when making moral decisions. 

Instead, it appears that, for example, “thick concept”, virtue-describing concepts, and 

(community) values, play a crucial role in moral deliberation processes and thus moral agency. 

Virtue ethics show that moral behavior and moral decision-making is not codifiable but 

connected to experience and practice and always embedded in complex situations. Although it 

has often been criticized that virtue ethics is not able to defame actual wrong acts, it was clearly 

shown that there are also objections against violent actions that can be made from a virtue 

ethical perspective. For example, it can be argued that terrorist acts impede with the ability of 

                                                           
407 GARVER, E., Aristotle’s Politics. Living Well and Living Together, the University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 
2011, p.173. 



259 
 

other people to live a good life. In fact, terrorist violence directly affects the ability to develop 

the virtues that are the prerequisite of knowing what the right thing is to do in a specific situation 

(e.g., practical wisdom).  

 

Virtue ethics fosters the understanding of the complex interplay of motives, values, and reasons, 

but this does not necessarily lead to approving of violent acts. Instead, it merely leads to 

understanding the possible ethics of the counterpart, while being sensitive for the way in which 

this violence is both a symptom of the lack of external goods necessary to live a good life and 

for how it impedes the good life of others. Even if one would argue that terrorist actors are 

driven by what they believe to be contributing to a certain specific conception of the “good life” 

or perceive their actions as “virtuous”, this cannot be perceived isolated from the good life of 

others and need to be assessed with respect to the consequences of actions, as was discussed 

above. As long as actions, that actors presume to be virtuous, do not realize the ends of virtue, 

they ought to be vicious and harmful. It is important to notice that virtuous life and thus “right 

actions” can only be lived when conditions are undisturbed. It can be observed that terrorism 

and counterterrorism constitute a vicious circle of circumstances obstructing the ability to apply 

practical reason in the process of moral deliberation and thus of being virtuous and living a 

good life. The sensibility of a virtue ethical approach for both the inner state of the agent and 

the circumstances that are required in order for humans to be able to be virtuous and make right 

decisions, necessarily rejects a priori judgments about the morality of certain acts but requires 

a process of interaction and dialogue and sets certain conditions to social justice and political 

arrangements.  

 

Counterterrorism that derives from such an understanding of terrorism will necessarily focus 

on a different logic than the logic of common counterterrorism strategies. Instead of arguing 

that “terrorism is absolute evil, should be eradicated by all force and people should be protected 

from terrorist violence by all means”, virtue ethical counterterrorism could be based on 

questions such as: “Which lack of external goods leads to the vicious actions of others?” “What 

values and ethics move the counterpart?” “Which kind of counterterrorism is virtuous, or 

enables the good life of oneself and others?” “Are there any virtue-concepts that terrorist actors 

use that indicate a demand for justice or dignity and that can be a building stone for dialogue 

and reciprocal understanding?”. Such an outset requires intellectual reflection and the ability to 

discern which mode of action is right in a specific situation. Counterterrorism is thus contextual.  
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3.2 Fear and courage 

 

Fear is central to terrorism and counterterrorism. On the one hand, terrorists instrumentalize 

fear as a means of coercion, on the other hand, the public support for coercive counterterrorism 

measures is often secured by inducing fear through the portraying of terrorist violence as a 

perilous threat. In his research on the role of fear and perceptions of threat in the Global War 

on Terror, George Shambaugh indeed finds that “following the attacks of 9/11, the Georg W. 

Bush Administration repeatedly used claims about the threat of terrorism to justify and bolster 

public support for the U.S. invasion of Iraq and other important policy initiatives.”408 Moreover, 

Richard Jackson points out that the way in which terrorism is depicted in current 

counterterrorism discourse has led to a “normalization of terrorism fears” that not only led to 

the acceptance of military measures but also of security measures in everyday life.  

 

It became widely accepted and viewed as no more than commonsense among the public to fear 

terrorism at an ontological level, to adjust personal behavior to reduce risk and prepare for 

terrorist events, and to accept often intrusive security measures in everyday life as a necessary 

cost for security against terrorism.409
 

 

Jackson furthermore convincingly shows that fear for terrorism is also consciously used and 

instrumentalized by political leaders and that they play a vital role in “mediating, managing and 

constructing social fears.” 410  The central role of fear and its instrumentalization in 

counterterrorism has many negative consequences as it mainly influences the ability to make 

critical and sound moral judgments. A virtue ethical approach to counterterrorism will thus be 

necessarily opposed to the “politics of fear” that is central to current counterterrorism strategies.  

 

As was indicated above, according to a virtue ethical perspective, fear leads to the inability of 

applying practical rationality to questions of right action. The essence of virtue ethics is that in 

order to be able to make the right decision on what to do in certain circumstances, one ought to 

have the full ability to apply practical rationality (phronesis) in that situation. The right usage 

of practical wisdom is the precondition of being virtuous and thus of doing the morally right 
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thing. This central thought of virtue ethics, ought to have important implications for the way in 

which counterterrorism practice is conceptualized. From a virtue ethical understanding, fear 

can never lead to right action because it impedes the ability to be virtuous and thus, to live a 

good life.  

 

As Martha Nussbaum convincingly shows, Aristotelian ethics acknowledge the vulnerability of 

the good life and of human life in general.411 Aristotle furthermore shows that this vulnerability 

unavoidable go along with feelings such as fear and pity. He defines fears as “a painful emotion 

connected with the expectation of future harm or pain”412, and emphasizes that fear results from 

the awareness that there are things that are outside of people’s control. Although it is thus not 

possible to control the things that might harm the good life, Aristotle believes that a particular 

attitude can help to either eliminate feelings of fear and being threatened or to remove the threat. 

He then differs between reactions to threats that are man-made and those that are not man-made. 

Regarding fearful situations that are not man-made, he believes that “the quiet dignity of calm 

and fearless resignation is the best option open to us.”413 He argues, however, that “appropriate 

reactions to the second type of situation – threats created by humans- are very different because 

there should be something we could do.”414  

 

Lännström argues that the fear of terrorism falls in the second category, since fear, in this case, 

“at least in principle, can be removed by eliminating the reason to fear.”415  According to 

Lännström from a neo-Aristotelian virtue ethical perspective, “removing the threat” (and thus 

the cause of fear), requires both the correct application of practical rationality and the exercise 

of the virtue of courage. Vis-à-vis man-made threats, Aristotle emphasizes the need for action 

instead of resignation to fear. Instead of thus letting counterterrorism being informed by a 

politics of fear, counterterrorism should be informed by courageous action and contextual 

application of phronesis. This task goes along with a profound understanding of one’s 

counterpart, understanding what they believe, understanding their motivations as well as their 

“ethics”.  

 

                                                           
411 See: NUSSBAUM, M.C, The Fragility of Goodness. Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1986.  
412 NUSSBAUM, M.C., The Fragility of Goodness. Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1986, p.385. 
413 LÄNSTRÖM, A., Responding to Terror: an Aristotelian Approach, in: ALLEN, D., Comparative Philosophy and 
Religion in Times of Terror, in: Lexington Books, Oxford, 2006, p.48. 
414 Ibid., p.48. 
415 Ibid., p.48. 



262 
 

We fear strangers, because we do not understand their beliefs, their motivations, and their anger, 

and because we do not know what they might do. Through knowledge, strangers may become 

familiar (even though they may remain different). Their motives and the sources of their anger 

will become clearer to us and might even seem to be rational responses to a difficult situation. 

Hopefully, they will become less frightening.416  

 

Regarding counterterrorism, the advantage of a virtue ethical approach is its ability to trump 

fear as it requires a constant intellectual reflection process based on practical rationality and the 

virtue of courage. The right action following from this process is one that results from this 

reflection process, from the right application of phronesis, the exercise of several virtues, 

especially the virtue of courage, and aims at removing the cause for fear through acquiring 

knowledge of it. Instead of being based on a politics of fear (which derives from resigning to 

terrorism fears), counterterrorism should, in conclusion, be based on a “politics of courage”. 

Such an approach implies having the courage to face the subject of fear and applying practical 

reason in order to be able to discern what really is required to remove the threat.  

 

3.3 Just war and just peace 

 

The value of a virtue ethical approach regarding questions of the use of violence in international 

relations on a practical basis, cannot be underestimated. A virtue ethical approach shows the 

need to think beyond the legal discourse of questions of terrorism and counterterrorism and can 

show that moral arguments are an essential basis for political examination of those questions. 

“A virtue ethical approach recognizes that the issue of war [or (counter)terrorism] is not simply 

a legal matter […] Virtue ethics claims that moral decisions are not only about making choices, 

but they rest on a deeper moral reality that is constitutive of our decisions.”417 This research has 

pointed at exactly this deeper moral reality that lies beneath moral decision-making in the 

context of terrorism and counterterrorism. It was also shown, however, that in practice, moral 

reasoning and political decision-making is often mainly based on applying rules and less on 

reflecting on what is required in a specific situation. A virtue ethical approach should therefore 

also have implications on the way in which rules are applied in the context of war and terrorism. 
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More concretely, virtue ethics can promote an enriched understanding of just war theory and 

international humanitarian law in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism.  

 

Because of the almost exclusive focus on the rules that just war theory and international 

humanitarian law provide, it is often forgotten that just war theory traditionally was connected 

to a broader moral framework in which those rules were interpreted, as was pointed at before. 

Virtue ethical notions namely are inherently connected to the traditional discourse of just war 

ethics. As the principles are encoded in the Geneva and the Hague Conventions, however, the 

“virtue ethical dimensions of their discourse were sidelined”418. However, those virtue ethical 

dimensions “provide us with important moral resources to overcome an overly strict 

dependence on rules in just war theory.” Although just war theory, and thus international 

humanitarian law, is embedded in the virtue ethical tradition, and interest in virtue ethics has 

grown in the last couple of years, a profound scholarly debate on what virtue ethics might have 

to offer for (just) war ethics or for international humanitarian law is still not in sight but is 

urgently needed.  

 

The main benefit of the virtue ethical approach is that it puts the moral agent in focus and shows 

that certain internal dispositions are necessary for acting rightly. Furthermore, the 

eudaimonistic framework points at the fact that in order for an action or a decision to be 

virtuous, it needs to contribute to the good life or the flourishing of the agent itself and of others.  

 

A virtue ethical approach to war demands that any resort to war must coincide with an internal 

disposition of rectitude and goodness that animates all external decisions and acts. A war can be 

unjust even if the criteria of just cause and proper authority are perceived to be satisfied, because 

if an action is not motivated by justice but wrong interests, the moral grounds underlying just 

cause and proper authority are compromised. If one pursues a just cause for wrong reasons, it 

can no longer be regarded as just.419  

 

A virtue ethical approach to the question of warfare in the context of terrorism shows that it is 

not sufficient to adhere to the rules. In the first two chapters, it was pointed at the fact that just 

war theory in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism is too often used as a “check-list”. 

A virtue ethical approach shows that it is not sufficient to know the rules of just war or 
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international humanitarian law or to know their content, but that decision-making and the 

applications of rules need to go along with internal dispositions instead. Practical wisdom, 

phronesis, is the precondition for knowing how to apply rules rightly and with the disposition. 

In this regard 

 

the key virtues that repeatedly surface in the discussion are charity, justice and prudence. Charity 

demands that even the enemy should be treated humanely, while justice requires that all people, 

irrespective of race, color or ethnicity, should be rendered the same basic rights. The virtue of 

charity is driven by a universally directed benevolence that requires that violence may only be 

used in cases of strict necessity as a last resort after all other peaceful remedies been sought. 

The use of military force cannot be separated from the demand of charity to treat all people as 

human.420  

 

The goal of war would serve the good of peaceful co-existence and contribute to the good life 

of oneself and the others alike. Practical wisdom demands that one asks what good and bad 

consequences are likely to result from war, what the hope for success are, and whether the goals 

are attainable. Practical wisdom, furthermore, entails that actions must be chosen that are 

beneficial and that lead to human flourishing. Practical wisdom or phronesis is the precondition 

for political leaders to make decisions in questions of peace and war so that “war is only 

undertaken when it is just, is conducted justly, and concluded in a just peace.”421 

 

From a virtue ethical approach to the question of just war it follows that war can only be justified 

in extremely exceptional circumstances and require much more than the evaluation and 

application of a certain set of rules. Instead, the virtue ethical approach developed here invites 

to think more in categories of just peace instead of just war. The just peace paradigm was 

developed as a reaction to the obvious misuse and conceptional limits of just war theory and 

aims to replace the dominant just war framework and focuses on sustainable and constructive 

international humanitarian action. “In the leading perspective of “just peace”, peace ethics 

primarily emphasizes the task of violence prevention, for which the realization and protection 

of human rights gain central importance.”422 The just peace framework starts from the idea that 

peace is not just the lack of violent conflict or war but also presupposes certain living conditions 
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in order for people to live a good and peaceful life. A eudaimonistic virtue ethical framework, 

in other words, reinforces the necessity of changing leading paradigm in international security 

from a just war to a just peace paradigm through “constructive thinking about future good”. 

Alternatively, a virtue ethical approach ought to point at the traditional interrelation of the just 

war framework with virtue ethics what would require a re-interpretation of the just war 

framework.  

 

3.4 Human security  

 

Even if one distances oneself from a classical teleological interpretation of eudaimonistic virtue 

ethics, the concept of eudaimonia might also have significant consequences for thinking about 

security paradigms. The exploitation of virtue and the way in which people can lead a virtuous 

life has to be always understood within the whole of collective human being’s co-existence. 

Although “the question what constitutes human flourishing elicits an extraordinary variety of 

responses, which suggests that there are not merely differences of opinion at work, but also a 

different understanding of the question itself”423, there is a general understanding of human 

flourishing as something that similar to a notion of the good life. The last chapter pointed at the 

fact that virtue ethics promote human beings to live up to their fullest human potential, 

respectively to invest their capacities in flourishing or living a good life. Virtue ethics 

presupposes an action-guiding axiom stating that “we ought to pursue actions that promote 

human flourishing and avoid those impeding it.”  

 

As Pogge points out: “the idea of human flourishing is central not only to our personal and 

ethical reflection about our own lives and the lives of those around us but also to our political 

discourse about our social institutions and policies.”424 According to Pogge and others, here is 

an important relation between human flourishing and a certain conception of (universal) social 

justice. Social justice and the way in which social justice is guaranteed or not around the world 

is an important precondition for the ability of people to live a good life. The role of the state 

and social (welfare) institutions is, also according to Pogge, to “afford each human being 

reasonably secure access to minimally adequate shares of basic freedoms and participation, as 

well as minimally adequate shares of food, drink, clothing, shelter, education, and health care.”  
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A eudaimonistic, virtue ethical framework might therefore rather ask for a human security 

perspective than for a national security perspective within counterterrorism strategies. Whereas 

the majority of today’s counterterrorism measures are based on an understanding of security as 

national security, a human security perspective might have some clear assets in 

counterterrorism strategy. The following image tries to compare both security concepts in their 

task, goal, and means. 

 

 National Security  Human Security  

Task To avert threat/risk 

prevention 

(Early) investigation of 

causes and escalation 

potential 

Goal Bringing down the threat/risk Influencing the relation 

between conflict parties, 

conflict resolution 

Means Intervention as ultima ratio 

necessary and legitimate 

Only intervention when 

politics fail to deal with the 

conflict 

Table 6: Different models of security  

 

Human security is people-centered instead of state-centered, context-specific, prevention-

oriented and aims at empowerment. A human security perspective, also in counterterrorism, 

thus offers a “bottom-up” understanding of security, with an emphasis on empowering the 

individual and securing its agency as a sovereign actor. “Rather than securing power being 

transferred upwards from individuals in society to the sovereign, under the rubric of human 

security the power to security is decentralized or dispersed back into society.”  

 

The framing of counterterrorism in a human security perspective focuses on placing the non-

Western individual at the locus of agency. It is important to note here, that an effective 

counterterrorism strategy though might not be reducible to its preventive and proactive 

component. Empowering the non-Western agent in a post-interventionist counterterrorism 

strategy does not necessarily mean a total absence of military measures respectively military 

force. However, “even when military intervention takes place, it is discursively framed as an 
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act of facilitating, empowering or capacity-building the vulnerable subjects on the ground.” In 

order to be effective, counterterrorism strategy will thus probably need to be active on both two 

levels: reacting on an actual threat within the context of national and international law through 

military measures, nevertheless still focusing on facilitating, empowerment and capacity-

building, and proactively through the implementation of human security promoting programs. 

Those programs will require action on multiple levels in order to react to the presence of 

possible manifold security threats. Possible types of human security threats are hunger, 

persistent poverty, unemployment, environmental degradation, resource depletion, violence, 

repression, and so forth. They can be either economical, environmental, personal or political.  

 

On the proactive level, a human security-based counterterrorism strategy should also include 

measures that might avoid (young) people from radicalizing and becoming so-called “home-

grown” terrorists. Even though many people believe, that homegrown terrorism is only 

facilitated by the welfare state and its welfare institutions, arguing that “living off social 

security” enable potential terrorist and gives them more time to plan and organize their actions, 

this argument highly ignores the unequal opportunities that migrants, even in later generations, 

have in our society. Tim Krieger and Daniel Meirriek’s, on the other hand, conclude in their 

empirical research on the effect of social spending on terrorism reduction that  

 

welfare policies may thus be seen as helpful instruments for fighting terrorism. This applies in 

particular to social policies (e.g., unemployment compensation or labor market mobilization) 

that are connected to the socioeconomic environment of “typical” terrorists and their supporters. 

(…) Overall, our findings imply that social policies in fields that improve the socioeconomic 

conditions of terrorists and their supporters are effective in reducing terrorist activity. This result 

holds even when we acknowledge that other factors also drive terrorism, be they ethnic conflicts, 

political developments, or past histories of repression and dictatorship.425  

 

From this conclusion, it, for example, follows that increasing social spending on a domestic 

level might reduce the risk of “homegrown terrorism” or “homeland” terrorism and the 

spreading of terrorist activity within national borders. This argument directly relates to 

Burgoon's findings, that “strengthening social policies at home and abroad may not only serve 

redistributive or development goals but also help combat terrorist violence”426. The present 

                                                           
425 KRIEGER, T. & MEIERRIEKS, D., Terrorism in the Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, in: Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, Vol. 54, No.6, 2010, p.929. 
426 BURGOON, B., On Welfare and Terror. Social Welfare Policies and Political-Economic Roots of Terrorism, 
in: The Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 50, No.2, 2006, p.176. 



268 
 

research assumes that this correlation can be broadened and those findings can be reformulated 

in the following sense: counterterrorism that enhances human flourishing (the good life) are 

likely to reduce terrorist activity, by affecting multiple levels of insecurity, including poverty, 

deprivation, environmental degradation, religious and inter-ethnic tensions, and political 

repression and so allowing citizens to live a life in virtue.   

 

3.5 Human rights  

 

Section 2.1.2 of chapter 3 argued that there are particular limits to the human rights discourse 

regarding its ability to morally assess terrorism and counterterrorism. It was argued that, in 

order to attain universal acceptance, human rights need to regard the particularity of 

circumstances, cultures and situations and how they impede with both the particular 

interpretation and the acceptance of human rights principles. Instead of imposing human rights 

as a fixed set of universal principles on others and thereby denying their cultural bias, they 

should be part of a dialectical process.  

 

At first sight, a virtue ethical approach appears to necessarily imply the consolidation of the 

belief that human rights are useless, because virtue ethics criticizes right-based ethics. 

MacIntyre, for example, argues that human rights are fictions. In After Virtue he even states 

that: “belief in them is one with belief in witches and unicorns.”427 From a eudaimonistic, virtue 

ethical perspective, however, human rights do not necessarily need to be rejected as fictions. 

Although the general skepticism of rights-based approaches might remain, it isn’t entirely 

impossible to combine virtue ethics and human rights.  

 

The eudaimonistic, virtue ethical approach argued that, in order for people to live a good life, 

the enjoyment of certain basic goods and the avoidance of certain evils need to be secured. 

From this perspective, it appears as if human rights could be actually a universal framework for 

securing the enjoyment of basic goods. Secondary values, however, change the way in which 

people conceive of how this needs to be secured and are also morally relevant. Secondary values 

can “become a subject of ethics, not because they represent fundamental needs of individuals, 

but because they ensure these fundamental within and for a community.”428 Secondary values 
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can thus severely impede the acceptance of human right principles as a means of securing basic 

needs. Nevertheless, the whole idea of the necessity of certain conditions for the ability to live 

a good life and for being virtuous, grounds on the belief that what is virtuous, is what enables 

the good life of oneself and others. In other words, 

 

Virtues cannot be genuinely moral, in the sense of morally right, unless their content requires at 

least an abstention from removing from innocent people the necessary goods of action and also, 

in certain circumstances, the equal promotion of those goods. It is for this reason, that the 

prudential virtues of courage, temperance, and prudence, which are parts of each agent’s 

additive well-being, must, if they are also to be moral virtues, “be guided by or at least 

subordinate to the other-regarding virtue of justice.429 

 

The argument above was also used to show that, even if terrorist or counterterrorist actors deem 

their actions to be virtuous, they cannot be actually virtuous as long as they involve the infliction 

of evil on others. Exactly this belief that virtues can only be genuinely morally right when they 

are embedded in a broader awareness of one’s own and the other’s basic right to live a good 

life without the infliction of evil, enables a new perspective on human rights. Instead of, 

rejecting human rights altogether, from a virtue ethical perspective it can be argued that, if 

human rights are understood as principles that refer to a universal shared realm of human life 

or experience that ought to be protected and is the precondition for moral and virtuous life in 

general, this can open up a space for dialogue on the universality of particular rights.  

 

3.6 Counterterrorism legislation  

 

Regarding legislation and law-making in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, the 

eudaimonistic virtue ethical approach has several implications. Firstly, the approach is an 

appeal to lawmakers to be aware of the impact of their own attitude and dispositions on the way 

in which they understand and do their job. On the other hand, the virtues can be perceived as 

an end of law itself. This becomes especially clear from a eudaimonistic point of view. Both 

implications of a virtue ethical perspective on (counter)terrorism law will now be discussed.  

 

Virtue ethics thus draws the intention to the importance of the personal dispositions of the 

legislator and the judges themselves and point at the fact, that “right” judgments are not only 
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made on the basis of evaluating in which way actions violate legal rules, but furthermore 

requires the acquisition of the juridical virtuous and practical wisdom. From this perspective, 

judging and law-making itself is understood as a practice that requires the virtues. As Lawrence 

B. Solum argues, in order to know what “good” judges and law-makers, independent from any 

political ideology, “an account of the uncontested judicial virtues” is needed.430 This means that 

there should be an agreement on which dispositions or which virtues are especially important 

for the social task of judging. Solum finds that “we can agree that judges should be 

incorruptible, courageous, good-tempered, diligent, skilled and smart”431. Although it might be 

discussable whether some of those virtues are a prerequisite, it appears uncontroversial, that a 

certain disposition and especially the intellectual virtue of practical wisdom is necessary for 

making a good judge. Rosalind Hursthouse concludes: “A lawful decision is a decision (or one 

of the sets of decisions) that would be characteristically made by a virtuous judge in the 

circumstances that are relevant to the decision.” 432 

 

According to a virtue ethical interpretation of good judging and good law-making, the 

lawfulness of an act cannot be determined solely through knowing which rules to apply. Solum: 

“rules do not apply themselves”433. Virtue is a necessary part of judging which implies knowing 

how to apply the rules in a particular situation. The virtue of practical wisdom requires knowing 

how to act (and thus how to judge) in a particular given situation. The relevance of having or 

acquiring the virtues becomes especially evident in the context of counterterrorist legislation. 

It was shown several times before, that the challenge of modern terrorism points at legal 

problems and that especially human rights law seems not to be the best suited (yet) for tackling 

modern forms of conflict. This problem requires judges and law-makers that are phronesimos 

and possess the virtues in order to make sound judgments about how to apply the law or a rule 

in a specific situation. This is but just one side of what a virtue ethical approach can contribute 

to the discussion about appropriate counterterrorism legislation.  

 

On the other side, it can also be argued that not only the acquisition and possession of virtues 

by the legislator is the precondition for just legislation, but that the virtues can be perceived as 

an end of law itself. From the eudaimonistic framework developed in this research, it follows 
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that (counterterrorism) legislation should aim at the promotion of human flourishing. It was 

argued that in order for human beings to flourish, to develop the virtues and thus to live a good 

life, certain preconditions need to be given, and certain disruptions need to be avoided. It was 

shown, that terrorism is both a system of lacking preconditions for living a good life and also a 

threat to it. Fear, poverty, and violence negatively contribute to the opportunity of people living 

a flourishing life. When certain basic needs are threatened, people will not be able to acquire 

the virtues and live a virtuous life. Therefore, a life in virtue, a flourishing life, can only be lived 

when the “conditions for healthy emotional and intellectual development”434 are secured.  

 

It was discussed that in order for those conditions to be provided, political communities need 

to have just institutions. Furthermore, a virtue ethical approach to legislation also finds that “the 

legislator should aim at the elimination of violence and poverty”435 on the one hand and should 

also “aim at the creation of vibrant communities with the opportunity for meaningful work and 

play that engage or rational capacities.” Furthermore, “The job of a legislator, therefore, is to 

guide each citizen towards attaining eudaimonia by enacting laws consistent with promoting 

virtue and prohibiting vice.”436 Legislations should thus focus on eradicating the conditions that 

limit human possibilities and enhance conditions that foster human capacities, emotional and 

intellectual growth. A virtue-centered theory of legislation can and should address questions 

about the kind of peace and prosperity that is conducive to human flourishing.”437 

 

In a later article, Solum also recognizes that a virtue-centered, eudaimonistic theory of 

legislation has three main tasks:  

the model theory of human flourishing and the virtues has an obvious implication for the 

normative theory of legislation. Legislation should aim at the promotion of human flourishing. 

Human flourishing requires peace and prosperity, so legislation should aim at the elimination of 

violence and poverty. Human flourishing requires lives of rational and social activity, so 

legislation should aim at creating vibrant communities with opportunities for meaningful work 

and play that engage our rational capacities. Human flourishing requires the virtues, so 
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legislation should aim at creating the conditions for healthy emotional and intellectual 

development.438 

Concretely, in the context of counterterrorism, this implies, that counterterrorist legislation 

should not limit human growth. “Certainly, flourishing would be undermined by a police state 

that controls violence through fear and intimidation created by a system of secret police, 

informants, and mass surveillance”439. Counterterrorist legislation in the aftermath of 9/11, 

however, shows indeed to be focused more on security than on freedom. From a eudaimonistic 

virtue ethical perspective, national counterterrorism legislation which is driven by the wish to 

enhance security through limiting civil freedoms, cannot be “good” legislation since it does not 

contribute to conditions that enable human beings to develop. “A virtue-centered theory of 

legislation is teleological in this sense- it takes flourishing as the end of law.”440  

 

Consequently, a virtue ethical approach can help to rethink the role of civil society in 

influencing and shaping a functioning legal order, since: “a well-functioning legal order needs 

the support of moral virtues, which, however, cannot be produced by means of legal force. 

Consequently, law is dependent on moral resources that must be provided by civil society, the 

social community of the people concerned.”441Although providing the conditions for humans 

to develop the virtues, and the virtues as such are those the end of law, “the law cannot and 

should not require virtue itself.”442 Solum also points out that the task of legislation should be 

to facilitate the development and acquisition of the virtues.443 In other words, where the law 

should aim at creating “conditions of peace and prosperity and opportunities for meaningful 

work and play”, the inculcation of virtues themselves cannot be the job of the law. Instead, as 

was already pointed at in the section on just institutions, the inculcation of virtues should be 

performed by civil society. In this regard, educational institutions play a central. This will be 

further discussed in the next section. 
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3.7 (Moral) education 

 

In the last section, it was shown that virtue is not only the prerequisite of good judgment and 

good law-making but can also be understood as an end of law itself. Although this is the case, 

it was also argued that the requisition of the virtues is not part of the job of the law but of civil 

society. This leads to one of the central themes of a virtue ethical understanding of moral life: 

moral education. (Moral) education is essential in the context of terrorism because it points at 

the fact that modern education and educators often lack the sensibility for the role of education 

in character building. Krueger and Maleckova point out that “the observations suggest that, in 

order to use education as part of a strategy to reduce terrorism, the international community 

should not limit itself to increasing years of schooling but should consider very carefully the 

content of education" 444 . Terrorism and other “morally transgressive phenomena” have 

generally led to an increased interest in moral education and in how it can counteract criminal 

and deviant behavior. 

 

Virtue ethics show that there has been a long tradition of reflection on education that is very 

different from today’s conception of education. Acquiring knowledge is mostly perceived as 

the main goal of education, the development of morality and character is, at most, seen as the 

secondary goal of education. More often, however, moral education is regarded as being 

different from school-based education. A virtue ethical approach to (moral) education shows 

that education is central to moral life. The virtues, and so the good life, can only be obtained 

through learning and habituation of the virtues. The virtue ethical approach focuses on the 

importance of the moral agent to possess or acquire the virtues and the virtue of practical 

wisdom in order to determine how to act and what decision to take in a particular situation. Not 

surprisingly, virtue ethics emphasizes the development of virtuous actors through the 

development of good character, starting primarily with children. Virtue ethics points at the 

importance of fostering the development of virtuous dispositions from the very beginning.445 

From a virtue ethical perspective, one of the main goals of education is to enable “every human 

being to develop his or her practical reason”. “A part of the process of planting the virtues in 

individuals- especially in the young – is teaching the ability to engage in deliberation about the 

relevance of the virtue to the peculiar – unique condition of the moral situation. The morally 
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appropriate – and hence virtuous action is always the one that takes into account the specificity 

of the situation.”446  

 

What does this imply for the role of (moral) education as a means of counterterrorism? Aristotle 

believes that the upbringing of good and virtuous citizens is central to education in order for 

the political community to be stable. In generally virtue-ethical approaches argue that there is 

a need for more education that is concerned with building a good character and contributing to 

the common good instead of education that is almost entirely and exclusively concerned with 

the acquirements or skills. The acquisition of practical reason should as such be as important as 

the acquisition of practical skills. Neo-Aristotelian approaches stress the importance of 

educating critical citizens capable of participating in political life instead of educating them 

with the main idea that the acquisition of wealth is the most important goal in life.447  

 

Furthermore, the virtue ethical approach not only points at the fact that the role of education 

goes beyond enabling human beings to acquire knowledge, and instead should also primarily 

be oriented towards enabling human beings to acquire the virtues and practical wisdom, but 

also shows that education is a central precondition for becoming virtuous, and thus for living a 

good life. When Aristotle argues that in order for people to live a good life, or live a life in 

virtue, this implies that a society, in which basic means of education are lacking, is very likely 

not to enable human beings to live a life in virtue. The virtue ethical approach to terrorism and 

counterterrorism showed that virtues are a prerequisite of making right decisions, but also that 

certain circumstances can obstruct the possibility of developing the practical reason and virtues 

in order to live a good life. From this perspective, it follows that obstructing circumstances need 

to be eliminated when possible. If, on the one hand it is argued that virtues are necessary for 

making right decisions concerning the use of violence,and that violence in general influence 

the ability of people to obtain the virtues, it should also be discussed in which way education 

can contribute to enabling (young) people to learn how to act virtuous and take responsible 

decisions. 

 

From this perspective it follows, that counterterrorism ought to recognize the necessity of access 

to education as the precondition for living a good life and becoming virtuous, which in itself is 
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the precondition for containing violence and “vicious” behavior. The importance of (access to) 

(moral) education and the acquisition of basic virtues for protecting and achieving peaceful 

conditions, and avoiding violence, cannot be underestimated and should be considered as a vital 

component of sustainable counterterrorism.  

 

3.8 Intercultural dialogue  

 

It has been argued by several authors that virtue ethics can contribute to intercultural (moral) 

debate and dialogue, which appears to be important in the context of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. As such, virtue ethics is said to offer more possibilities for debating on right 

and wrong action than rule-based, action-centered theories. Virtue ethics offers the possibility 

of having a dialogue between conflict parties on the basis of what values and virtues enhance 

certain behavior. Virtue ethics recognizes certain human characteristics as universal and 

contributes to the reflection on the way in which these characteristics must be protected within 

communities. 

 

As has been quoted before, Kirsten Ainley argued that: “Virtue ethics offers a language in which 

to have an enriched ethical debate within and across communities, practices and ethical 

positions, in which conceptions of justice, flourishing and the good life are explored in a located 

rather than abstract way, using thick concepts of virtue (kindness, care, fairness, honesty and 

so on) instead of impoverished and hierarchical concepts of right and wrong.448It thus appears 

that both thick concepts can contribute to enriching the debate on moral issues and the virtue 

ethical understanding of human nature can enhance mutual recognition. This section will 

discuss in which way virtue ethics can, in a concrete way, contribute to intercultural (moral) 

debate.  

 

For MacIntyre, virtues are always connected to a specific social practice and (political) 

community. From his perspective, no universal standard of rationality could be made fruitful in 

intercultural dialogue. This is a general objection against eudaimonistic virtue ethics, namely 

that people have different conception what the good life is about and that the use of thick 

concepts is highly dependent on both the individual’s state of mind and the particular 

community in which the person lives. Therefore, at the beginning of his critique against moral 
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theory, MacIntyre states that there cannot be “one paradigm of human excellence, nor one 

model of virtue, but many.” 449 It is difficult to determine how this approach is not prone to 

drifting into moral relativism, although MacIntyre himself denies that his view promotes moral 

or cultural relativism. If the understanding of what the good human life is, is indeed dependent 

on both a state of mind and a community, social practices, and traditions, it will become difficult 

to argue that virtue ethics offers more possibilities for moral debate then rule-based and action-

centered ethical theories. In a later stage of his life, however, MacIntyre starts to recognize that 

his understanding of virtue ethics needs to be connected to a particular understanding of what 

people ultimately binds together.450  

 

It seems indeed that if virtue ethics should be made fruitful for moral intercultural debate, 

without ignoring the particularity of virtue conceptions, traditions, and values, it needs to be 

combined or completed with a universal element. Andreas Trampota argues that:  

 

in my view, virtue ethics with its sensitivity to history, tradition and people’s concrete moral 

experience (which makes virtue ethics so attractive!) can only be a serious option in the 

intercultural ethical field which is characteristic of many modern societies, if it is complemented 

by a form of reasoning which is shaped by discourse, intersubjective justification, universalism 

and objectivity. 451 

 

This concern has driven Martha Nussbaum’s understanding of eudaimonistic virtue ethical 

theory is grounded in an understanding of human nature that is ultimately partially universal. 

The idea of what constitutes a good life or human flourishing is, according to Nussbaum, not 

entirely particular and dependent on tradition or social practice, but can be connected to certain 

“features of common humanity” that are universal in scope. Those features relate to experiences 

that presumably all human beings have in common. She calls this “universal spheres of 

experience”. The universal spheres of experience include mortality, the body, pleasure and pain, 

cognitive capacity, practical reason, early infant development, affiliation and humor. 452 

According to Nussbaum, those shared human experiences relate to the virtues. In order for 

virtue ethics to contribute to intercultural dialogue and intercultural moral debate, one thus need 
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to consider the grounding experiences that fixes the point of reference of the respective 

virtue.453 On the basis of reciprocal recognition or the sphere of shared recognition, debate can 

take place on the specific historical and traditional embeddedness of the other’s values and 

ideals. Isaiah Berlin affirms:  

 

Members of one culture can, by the force of imaginative insight, understand the values, the 

ideals, the forms of life of another culture or society, even those remote in time or space. They 

may find those values unacceptable, but if they open their minds sufficiently they can grasp how 

one might be a full human being, with whom one could communicate, and at the same time live 

in the light of values different from one’s own, but which nevertheless one can see to be values, 

ends of life, by the realization of which men could be fulfilled454  

 

In conclusion, virtue ethics can thus contribute to intercultural dialogue in two different ways. 

First of all, all cultures can relate to virtue concepts and the importance of virtues and values in 

moral conduct and moral life. A virtue ethical approach thus opens up a space for dialogue on 

the content and function of those concepts and can enrich debate on moral problems because it 

is no longer restricted to the debate on what conduct is right or wrong or on what rules should 

be adhered to. The particularities of conceptions of the good life, of human flourishing, of the 

virtues themselves, can be respected and discussed from the perspective of a form of reasoning 

that is shaped by discourse, intersubjective justification, universalism, and objectivity. The 

recognition of the realm of ‘shared human experience’ can provide this form of reasoning with 

the needed universalism and objectivity.  

 

In the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, intercultural moral debate is indispensable. 

Throughout this research, it has become apparent, that both terrorist actions and counterterrorist 

strategies are to a great extent influenced by moral reasoning and that moral justification of 

actions plays a central role in the self-understanding of the actors involved. It was also 

discussed, that rule-based and act-oriented ethical theories seem to offer minimal resources for 

moral debate since actors of both sides tend to use the same self-legitimating logic. The 

eudaimonistic virtue ethical framework that was proposed in this research shows, that morality 

and moral debate can be imagined in a whole different way. If moral reasoning and thus moral 

decision-making is dependent on a certain image of what contributes the most to a life that is 
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full-filling and enables people to live a life in virtue, then disagreement on what is right or 

wrong conduct can arguably not just be settled by both parties stating which rules were applied 

and why. Instead, the debate might need to start with either the question who applied the rules 

in the most virtuous way or with the question why one believed that one’s actions suited the 

end (flourishing life) in the best way. If the virtues relate to certain shared human experiences, 

then one might hope that debate on values, virtues, the good life and human flourishing can 

start with recognizing, that moral reasoning is inseparably connected to the individual and 

communal experience of life as a whole.  

 

That the role of virtue ethics in moral education and intercultural dialogue is promising and can 

directly contribute to conflict resolution is shown for example by the Virtues Project 

(www.virtuesproject.com). The Virtues Project is an organization specialized in moral 

education and conflict resolution by using the language of the virtues. It started in 1991 in 

Canada and is now being used in over 60 countries. The project initially intended to promote 

peaceful family life and to avoid domestic violence, but virtue education according to the Virtue 

Project is now used in, for example, schools, in suicide prevention programs, drug, and alcohol 

rehabilitation programs. The UN has honored the program’s efforts and achievements. The 

program shows that learning about virtues and how to live according to them can overcome 

lingual, cultural and other barriers. The Virtues Project is a practical example of how virtue 

ethics can directly contribute to better mutual understanding and the reduction of conflict 

potential. 
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CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION  
 

The last sections should have given a first impression of the numerous potential practical and 

political implications of a eudaimonistic virtue ethical perspective on terrorism and 

counterterrorism. This first rudimentary discussion should be understood as a thought-

provoking impulse for further research and in no way claims to be comprehensive or complete. 

This last chapter now aims to recapitulate the relevant arguments and findings of this research 

by at first, giving a short overview of the different steps of argumentation throughout the 

chapters and secondly, summarizing the findings and formulating some recommendations for 

further research. 

 

1. Overview of the steps of argumentation  

 

This research started by showing that every examination within the realm of the “ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism” needs to start by examining the very basis of the dominant 

understanding of the phenomenon of terrorism. The first task is to address the question of what 

terrorism is and of why terrorism is morally (il)legitimate. It was argued, that definitional 

questions cannot be separated from moral questions since most of the definitions of terrorism 

consist of elements of a priori moral judgments. Consequently, it was shown that the lack of a 

consistent and uniform definition of terrorism has important implications for the moral 

assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, as for example the inability to consistently and 

systematically assess terrorism and, thus, counterterrorism. It was furthermore argued, that in 

practice, the neglection of fundamental questions of terrorism and counterterrorism and the lack 

of agreement on the nature of terrorism has led to counterterrorism policies that are ineffective, 

disproportionate and inadequate. It was argued that the examination of those questions is thus 

not only the precondition for the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism, but also 

for effective counterterrorism. This research, therefore, first gave an overview of the 

definitional problems that go along with terrorism in chapter 1 and proceeded with discussing 

multiple moral arguments and ethical approaches that can be found in the literature on the ethics 

of terrorism and counterterrorism in chapter 2, 2a and 2b. Chapter 2a specifically investigated 

the field of ethics of terrorism, whereas chapter 2b focused on the ethics of counterterrorism. 

 

Deriving from this overview, chapter 3 showed that different attempts of morally assessing 

terrorism and counterterrorism rely on different definitions and base their argumentation too 
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heavily on either the assessment of the act itself, on the motives of the actor or the potential 

causes and “enablers” of terrorism. Those approaches that rely on single-constituent-based 

definitions, were called “non-integrative”. It was shown that the majority of ethical approaches 

in the field of ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism appear to be unable to resolve the 

arbitrariness of moral judgments and fail to deliver a framework for consistently assessing 

terrorism and counterterrorism. The chapter pointed at the particular limits of act-oriented, rule-

based, deontological and consequentialist approaches as well as of exogeny- and endogeny-

based approaches. Consequently, this research found that the moral problem of terrorism 

reveals certain structural limits of common, non-integrative approaches that appear to be 

inherent in the theories itself. In order to overcome those limits, it was argued that a more 

integrative, agent-oriented ethical theory is needed that is able to take into account the three 

constituents of terrorism. As one of the few agent-oriented ethical theories, a virtue ethical 

approach was suggested.  

 

That the limits of act-oriented and rule-based ethical theory not only become apparent in the 

context of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism but rather are the aim of general 

criticism against those theories in modern moral philosophy, was shown in chapter 4. The 

chapter discussed the four different aspects of the general virtue ethical critique of act-oriented 

and rule-based ethical theories in order to be able to, in chapter 5, apply this critique to the 

concrete issue of morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism. This chapter discussed the 

points of the general virtue ethical critique in relation to the specific moral questions of 

terrorism and counterterrorism. In a last step, the chapter showed that a eudaimonistic 

perspective would suit the best for answering the complex moral questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism and offers many perspectives for reflecting differently on the ethics of 

terrorism and counterterrorism. It was shown, that this approach is able to take into account the 

three constituents of terrorism and fulfill the three requirements concerning an integrative 

ethical theory for morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism that were outlined in chapter 

3.  

 

As, from the beginning, this research had argued that a consistent and integrative ethical 

approach to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism is the precondition for effective 

and sustainable counterterrorism, because the choice of counterterrorism measures is dependent 

on a particular understanding of terrorism, it could not disregard the possible practical 

implications of the eudaimonistic virtue ethical approach for counterterrorism practice. 
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Therefore, chapter 6 gave a non-extensive overview of possible practical implications of the 

virtue ethical approach, for example, regarding counterterrorism legislation and soft power 

measures.  

 

2. Main findings of this research  

 

By means of conclusion, the relevant findings of this research will now be summarized in 

propositions.  

1. The ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism should be established as a research field  

 

This research stated that political questions of terrorism and counterterrorism are necessarily 

moral, since, for example, the question of what measures should be taken in order to contain 

terrorist violence, is highly dependent on the moral assessment of terrorism. Furthermore, both 

terrorist and counterterrorist violence appear to derive from a particular moral evaluation of 

(political) reality. It was argued that, until today, fundamental questions about the (moral) 

nature of terrorism, are not being examined in a systematic way. Moreover, the moral questions 

of terrorism and counterterrorism are predominantly dealt with in the framework of war ethics. 

The first finding of this research was that the peculiar nature of terrorist violence requires a 

systematic and independent examination of related moral questions in the same way as moral 

questions of war are systematically addressed in the ethics of war. The taboo on reflecting on 

moral questions of terrorism obstructs a comprehensive understanding of terrorism’s (moral) 

nature. Consequently, it was stated, that a limited understanding of terrorist violence can never 

lead to effective and sustainable counterterrorism. Therefore, this research started by making a 

case for the establishment of “the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism” as a substantive 

research field in applied ethics.  

 

2. Terrorism has three morally relevant constituents  

 

The discussion of the definitional problem of terrorism showed that there are many different 

aspects of terrorism that can be part of a terrorism definition. In a next step, it was shown how 

particular (elements of) definitions relate to the moral assessment of both terrorism and 

counterterrorism. The main critique to the majority of terrorism definitions was that they fail to 

include the, what was called, three main constituents of terrorism and only focus on very few 

characteristics. The three constituents of terrorism were defined as appearance, exogeny, and 
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endogeny. It was pointed at the fact that all three constituents result in particular moral 

judgments as singular points of reference of moral assessment, and that the general one-

sidedness of definitions results in the one-sidedness of judgments on the morality of terrorism 

and counterterrorism. As a consequence, this research suggested a working definition of 

terrorism that includes the three main constituents of terrorism. Consequently, it was argued 

that the ethical approach to the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism should also 

be able to take those three constituents into account. 

 

3. Terrorism and counterterrorism constitute a twofold moral challenge 

 

Because prevalent approaches to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism fail to take 

into account the three constituents of the terrorist phenomenon, this research argued that 

terrorism and counterterrorism constitute a complex moral challenge in a twofold way. First of 

all, the occurrence of terrorist violence and the necessity of counterterrorist action go along 

with manifold moral questions that are, partially because of the unresolved nature of terrorism, 

difficult to answer. Therefore, the complex of terrorism and counterterrorism constitute a moral 

problem in itself. Secondly, prevalent and common ethical theories are not the best equipped 

for tackling the complex moral problem of terrorism and counterterrorism. It thus also 

challenges moral philosophy in a more profound way from the bottom up. Opposed to what has 

been already argued by much of the terrorism research before, this research has proven that the 

moral challenge of terrorism thus not exclusively consists of single moral issues and questions 

of terrorism and counterterrorism that need to be answered within a given moral framework. 

Instead, terrorism confronts with a moral challenge on a more profound level.  

 

Moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism reveal the limits of what was called, single-

constituent-based, classic deontological, consequentialist approaches. Rule-based and act-

oriented ethical theory that is centered around the notion of obligation does not only clearly fail 

to assess terrorist actions and counterterrorist actions equally but is also unable to deliver clear 

and non-biased action guidance for countering terrorism. Those approaches are unable to 

understand what forms of (moral) deliberation and (moral) values influence human agency, and 

they fail to consider the role of external conditions to moral decision-making. Approaches that 

on the other hand focus more on motives or causation processes, often also fail to deliver a 

consistent moral argument and run the risk of legitimizing the use of violence. In general, it 

was argued that most of modern moral, philosophical evaluations of terrorism and 
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counterterrorism have difficulties in dealing with the enormous complexity of human moral 

experience and life and that they build their assessment on a single-constituent based definition 

of terrorism.  

 

4. Terrorism and counterterrorism forces to think outside the box 

 

Terrorism and counterterrorism, in other words, forces to question standard ways of ethical 

theorizing. This also implies, that the “self-evident” application of particular ethical principles, 

such as just war theory and international humanitarian law, ought to be scrutinized. The 

applicability of those principles can be decisively limited by the changing character of modern 

conflict. This research aimed to show that current toolboxes are not very well set for dealing 

with difficult questions arising from morally assessing terrorism and counterterrorism and that, 

instead of trying to apply them nevertheless, one should start with questioning their general 

applicability. Such an approach does not necessarily imply the rejection of those principles, but 

at least asks for an alternative approach to their application.  

 

5. The obvious limits of single-constituent-based ethical theory in the context of terrorism and 

counterterrorism requires meta-ethical reflection 

 

This research showed that the limits of conventional, prevalent, act-oriented and rule-based 

theory in the context of terrorism and counterterrorism require a meta-ethical reflection on other 

possible ethical approaches to the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism. It was shown, that 

an “ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism” cannot exclusively be concerned with specific 

moral questions but should also focus on closely related meta-ethical questions that examine 

which ethical approach is the most appropriate vis-à-vis the complex subject of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. 

 

6. The limits of prevalent ethical theories not only become apparent in the context of terrorism 

and counterterrorism  

 

As a result of this metaethical reflection process, this research found that the limits that 

prevalent ethical theories appear to have, not only become apparent when they are applied to 

moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism but instead are generally subject of criticism 

in moral philosophy. It was shown that there are multiple different, mainly virtue ethical 



284 
 

approaches that criticize act-oriented, rule-based and consequentialist ethical theory for similar 

reasons as those that were articulated regarding their assessment of terrorism and 

counterterrorism. Therefore, it was argued that in order to solve the double moral challenge of 

terrorism and counterterrorism, an entirely different approach is needed. This approach should 

both be able to overcome the limits of the prevalent approaches and needed to offer answers to 

concrete moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. The finding, that new virtue ethical 

approaches offer answers to questions that prevailing ethical theories seem not to be able to 

answer, resulted in the assumption that a virtue ethical approach to moral questions of terrorism 

and counterterrorism might as well be able to find answers to questions that remain unresolved 

by prevalent approaches.  

 

7. A virtue ethical, eudaimonistic approach to moral questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism has many assets  

 

Chapter 5 described the requirements that an integrative ethical theory needs to fulfill regarding 

the moral assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism. This research argued, that a 

eudaimonistic framework has the potential of being integrative in a way necessary to be able to 

consider the complexity of the terrorist phenomenon by giving the actor, it’s motives, and 

values moral relevance, by recognizing the importance and influence of living conditions, and 

by still condemning violent terrorist and counterterrorist acts in a principled manner. 

 

It was shown, that a virtue ethical approach to moral questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, puts certain concepts and notions in the center of moral discussion that are 

not given (the same) importance in current and conventional ways of reflecting on moral issues 

of terrorism and counterterrorism. By perceiving the question “how do I want to live?” as the 

entry point of moral reflection instead of the question: “what ought I to do”? a virtue ethical 

framework opens up a whole realm of morally relevant questions that can and are not being 

regarded by rule-based ethical theory. A virtue ethical, eudaimonistic approach shows that the 

conventional understanding of the relation between morality and human agency is one that is 

rather alien to human experience. Virtue ethics reminds of the fact that morality is central to 

human life and that all human life is moral life. The concept of the good life showed to be 

helpful for better understanding human life and moral agency. It furthermore explains that there 

are different goods, both internal and external, that are necessary for living a good life and that 

those goods ought to be protected and provided. The eudaimonistic, virtue ethical framework 
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developed here, despite its potential limits, intended to show that virtue ethics sheds at least a 

new light on the various moral problems of terrorism and counterterrorism. Moreover, it was 

shown that such an approach still manages to (de)legitimize (counter)terrorist actions in a 

principled manner.  

 

8. A virtue ethical approach to counterterrorism has practical implications for future 

counterterrorism practice  

 

From the beginning of this research, it was shown that there is an undeniable relation between 

the assessment of terrorism and counterterrorism. The particular perception of terrorism’s 

morality leads to the conceptualization of a particular form of counterterrorism. Consequently, 

a virtue ethical approach to those questions necessarily has implications for the 

conceptualization of counterterrorism. The predominantly theoretical and meta-ethical outset 

of this research should, therefore, not be understood as it’s a weakness. Instead, it was 

convincingly argued that such an abstract and theoretical examination of fundamental questions 

is a necessary precondition in the process of trying to provide answers to the moral and political 

questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. In order to show that the virtue ethical framework 

that was developed in this research is not exclusively a contribution to a theoretical or meta-

ethical debate but can also provide helpful insights on practical questions of counterterrorism, 

some provisional practical implications that can be derived from a virtue ethical approach to 

moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism, were described in the last chapter. A virtue 

ethical, eudaimonistic approach to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism can give 

concrete moral orientation within counterterrorism practice and can, therefore, contribute to 

more sustainable and effective counterterrorism in the future.  

 

3. Closing remarks and recommendations for further research  

 

This research has convincingly shown that the current challenge of terrorism and 

counterterrorism does not only confront with complex political questions but also with difficult 

moral questions. The challenge of modern transnational terrorism and the dominance of 

coercive counterterrorism measures brings forth a multitude of morally relevant questions that 

require systematic reflection on the morality of terrorism and counterterrorism. It was shown 

that “the ethics of terrorism and counterterrorism” cannot be limited to the discussion of 

singular moral questions, but instead also requires meta-ethical reflection on the most suitable 
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framework for dealing with those questions. As such, terrorism and counterterrorism challenge 

moral philosophy because it reveals the limits of prevalent modes of reasoning, and asks for 

different and new approaches, in order for moral philosophy to be able to offer answers to 

morally complex questions related to today’s complex world.  

 

This research by no means claims to have extensively worked out the possibilities and limits of 

a eudaimonistic approach to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. The finding of 

this research should, therefore, be understood as the first step of a journey that needs to be 

continued. Moreover, the question of whether a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic approach to moral 

and political questions of terrorism and counterterrorism can stand for itself or if it should be 

seen as additional to existing approaches, was, among other questions, consciously left 

unanswered. This research should thus be perceived as an invitation to leave known paths of 

thinking within the context of terrorism and counterterrorism, both on a political, as well as on 

an academic level. The analysis that was provided here has to be seen as the first attempt to 

open up new ways of reasoning within a discourse that is more closed then disclosed. 

 

Future research will need to clarify the exact relationship between a virtue ethical approach and 

rule-based approaches and will need to answer the question whether virtue ethics have a chance 

to “survive” on its own amongst other ethical theories. In addition to that, the concrete 

implementation of a virtue ethical, eudaimonistic perspective on specific questions of terrorism 

and counterterrorism will need to be considered, and the practical implications of such a 

perspective will need to be further examined. Especially also the relation between a virtue 

ethical, eudaimonistic approach to moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism and the 

legal persecution of certain acts will need to be clarified. The primary goal of further research, 

which intends to continue the journey that was started with this research, should be to 

conceptualize clear and concrete answers on how to politically deal with terrorism in a morally 

tenable way by paying respect to the (moral) singularity of terrorism cases (and thus to the three 

morally relevant constituents) in alignment with the finding of a virtue ethical reflection on 

moral questions of terrorism and counterterrorism. On this project, with a highly deconstructing 

outset, should thus follow a sequel that further constructs the framework that this research 

initiated.  

 

Since “the task of philosophy is not to provide answers or solutions, but to submit to critical 

analysis the questions themselves, to make us see how the very way we perceive a problem is 



287 
 

an obstacle to its solution.”455, as a philosophical inquiry, this research has fulfilled its task by 

showing that the predominant perception of moral and political questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, is a significant part of the moral problem of terrorism and counterterrorism, 

and a probable obstacle to its solution. For now, this research succeeded to show that a change 

of perspective might remove the obstacle and thus contribute to getting one step closer to 

solving the moral problem of terrorism and counterterrorism. The task of answering the 

questions that remained unanswered and offering further concrete solutions will be left to future 

research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
455 ZIZEK, S., Philosophy, the Unknown Knowns and the Public Use of Reason, in: Topoi, Vol. 25, No.1-2, 2006, 
p. 137. 
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Appendix B: abstract 

  

"Terrorism is morally reprehensible." The majority of people would probably immediately 

agree with this statement. However, when looking deeper into moral questions of terrorism and 

counterterrorism, they appear not to be as easy to answer as is often assumed.  

First of all, this is due to the so-called definitional problem of terrorism. There is no global 

consensus on the definition of terrorism. Since the moral evaluation of terrorism is highly 

dependent on how it is defined, the plurality of definitions of terrorism results in a plurality of 

moral evaluations. Secondly, within the field of the ethics of war and violence, there are several 

prevalent approaches (e.g. just war theory) that appear not to be the best suited for the moral 

evaluation of new forms of violence such as terrorism and violent counterterrorism. The 

majority of those approaches focuses on moral rules and the assessment of acts.  

This research shows, that those approaches are generally limited when it comes to assessing 

complex moral problems and especially fail when they are used to morally asses terrorism and 

violent counterterrorism. It demonstrates that a virtue ethical approach is a real alternative to 

mainly rule-based and act-oriented ethical approaches and has many benefits regarding the 

moral evaluation of terrorism and counterterrorism. In a last step, it is also shown that an 

alternative ethical approach can have decisive implications on how politics deal with terrorism, 

and thus on the effectiveness of counterterrorism strategies. 
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Appendix C: Dutch abstract  

"Terrorisme is moreel verwerpelijk." De meeste mensen zijn het waarschijnlijk onmiddellijk 

met deze stelling eens. Maar als we dieper ingaan op ethische vragen rond terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding, blijken deze niet zo gemakkelijk te beantwoorden als vaak wordt 

aangenomen.  

Dit komt in de eerste plaats door het zogenoemde definitieprobleem van terrorisme. Er bestaat 

geen brede consensus over de definitie van terrorisme. Doordat het morele oordeel dat men 

heeft over terrorisme in hoge mate afhankelijk is van de manier waarop het begrip wordt 

gedefinieerd, leidt de veelheid aan definities van terrorisme tot een veelheid aan morele 

oordelen.  

In de tweede plaats zijn er binnen de ethiek van oorlog en geweld verschillende gangbare 

benaderingen (zoals de theorie van de rechtvaardige oorlog) die niet erg geschikt lijken voor de 

morele beoordeling van nieuwe vormen van geweld zoals terrorisme en gewelddadige 

terrorismebestrijding. De meeste van deze benaderingen spitsen zich toe op het beoordelen van 

handelingen aan de hand van morele regels of consequentialistische afwegingen.  

Dit onderzoek laat zien dat de gangbare benaderingen over het algemeen te beperkt zijn als het 

gaat om de beoordeling van complexe ethische problemen, en dat ze meer in het bijzonder niet 

werken wanneer ze worden gebruikt om een moreel oordeel te vellen over terrorisme en 

gewelddadige terrorismebestrijding. Het onderzoek toont aan dat een deugdethische benadering 

een reëel alternatief is voor een hoofdzakelijk op regels en handelingen gebaseerde ethische 

benadering, en dat deze veel voordelen heeft als het aankomt op de morele beoordeling van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Ook wordt aangetoond dat een alternatieve ethische 

benadering doorslaggevende gevolgen kan hebben voor de manier waarop de politiek omgaat 

met terrorisme, en dus voor de effectiviteit van terrorismebestrijdingsstrategieën. 
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Appendix D: Dutch summary  

 

Terrorisme en het goede leven. Een deugdethische benadering van morele en politieke 

vraagstukken in verband met terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding 

 

Het nadenken over de morele aspecten van het gebruik van geweld is een van de oudste 

onderwerpen binnen de ethiek. Filosofen en rechtsgeleerden buigen zich sinds jaar en dag over 

de vraag of, wanneer en onder welke voorwaarden het gebruik van geweld en oorlog moreel 

legitiem is. In het algemeen is het gebruik van geweld altijd nauw verbonden geweest met 

vragen over de morele toelaatbaarheid ervan.  

Dat deze morele vragen al zo lang in de ethiek worden bediscussieerd, hangt samen met de 

intrinsieke strijdigheid tussen enerzijds de (schijnbare) noodzaak van geweld voor het behouden 

of bereiken van vrede en stabiliteit, en anderzijds de negatieve gevolgen ervan. Om te 

voorkomen dat vragen over noodzaak en legitimiteit van geweldstoepassing een kwestie van 

subjectieve inschatting zouden worden, waren wetenschappers al vroeg in de geschiedenis 

bezig met het bepalen van algemeen geldende ethische regels die kunnen worden toegepast op 

uiteenlopende situaties waarin een besluit moet worden genomen over het gebruik van geweld. 

Deze inspanningen hebben bijgedragen aan de ontwikkeling van onder meer de theorie van de 

rechtvaardige oorlog en zelfs aan de ontwikkeling van het moderne internationale humanitaire 

recht.  

De afgelopen decennia is het karakter van gewelddadige conflicten sterk veranderd en staat de 

toepasbaarheid van de regels daaromtrent, die geworteld zijn in een gedateerde visie op 

klassieke conflictvormen, steeds meer ter discussie. Traditionele ideeën over oorlogsethiek 

lijken hun relevantie voor moderne conflicten te verliezen. De diverse factoren die bij deze 

verschuiving van ethische concepten een rol spelen, worden in dit onderzoek besproken.  

Terrorisme is vandaag de dag een alomtegenwoordige vorm van geweldstoepassing. Het is een 

van de meest in het oog springende voorbeelden van de verandering in de manier waarop thans 

conflicten worden beslecht. Hoewel het gebruik van terrorisme als strategie niet nieuw is en 

ook in het verleden bij allerlei conflicten aan de orde is geweest, heeft het verschijnsel zich de 

afgelopen decennia onmiskenbaar wijder verspreid. Bovendien zijn de politieke reacties op het 

gebruik van terrorisme ingrijpend veranderd.  
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Zowel het toegenomen gebruik van terrorisme in moderne conflicten als de vaak gewelddadige 

reacties daarop, onderstrepen de noodzaak om na te denken over de morele vragen rond 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Op dit moment beperkt het politieke en publieke discours 

over de morele aspecten van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding zich tot de vraag of en wanneer 

het gebruik van geweld door overheids- en niet-overheidsactoren ontoelaatbaar en niet legitiem, 

of juist toelaatbaar en legitiem is. Verdiepend onderzoek naar en morele reflectie op het 

moderne terrorisme ontbreekt tot op heden nagenoeg. Het contrast met het gewicht dat wordt 

toegekend aan oorlogsethiek en de reflectie daarop (hetgeen sinds jaar en dag wordt beschouwd 

als een voorwaarde voor moreel verantwoorde oorlogsvoering) is opvallend.  

De asymmetrie tussen de erkenning van het belang van serieus onderzoek naar morele oorlogs-

vraagstukken en de ontkenning van dit belang als het gaat om vraagstukken rond modern 

terrorisme, is vanuit filosofisch en politiek oogpunt onhoudbaar. Alleen al om die reden moet 

morele reflectie ook in de context van het moderne terrorisme veel meer aandacht krijgen. 

Gegeven het bijzondere karakter van terrorisme is er veel voor te zeggen om de ethiek van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding te onderkennen als een op zich zelf staand onderzoeks-

gebied binnen de morele filosofie. Dit proefschrift belicht daartoe om te beginnen: 

• de verschillende ethische vraagstukken rond terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding en de 

factoren die een morele beoordeling van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding bemoeilijken;  

• de verschillende theoretische benaderingen die in de literatuur over de ethiek van terrorisme 

en terrorismebestrijding te vinden zijn.  

 

De argumentatie in dit proefschrift is er vervolgens op gericht te laten zien dat de eigenheid van 

terrorisme niet alleen een op zichzelf staande ethiek vereist, maar ook dat de gangbare ethische 

benaderingen aanzienlijke tekortkomingen hebben als het gaat om de morele beoordeling van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding.  

Betoogd zal worden dat de deugdethiek een reëel alternatief vormt voor de heersende ethische 

theorieën. De deugdethiek heeft een aantal belangrijke voordelen, waardoor het een bruikbaar-

der kader biedt voor de morele beoordeling van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Dit alter-

natieve beoordelingskader heeft ook implicaties voor de manier waarop de politiek met terroris-

me zou kunnen omgaan en hoe terrorismebestrijdingstrategieën zouden kunnen worden 

ontworpen.  
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In § 1 hierna worden de stappen in de argumentatie van dit onderzoek toegelicht. Aansluitend 

worden in § 2 de belangrijkste bevindingen van dit proefschrift in acht stellingen samengevat.  

 

1. Overzicht van de stappen in de argumentatie 

Het vertrekpunt van dit onderzoek is dat elk onderzoek op het gebied van de ‘ethiek van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding’ moet beginnen met het bestuderen van de basis van het 

verschijnsel terrorisme. De eerste opgave is dan: verhelderen wat terrorisme is en waarom 

terrorisme moreel al dan niet onrechtmatig is.  

Betoogd wordt dat definitievragen niet los kunnen worden gezien van morele kwesties. Immers, 

de meeste definities van terrorisme bestaan uit (elementen van) oordelen die in zichzelf al 

moreel van aard zijn.  

Vastgesteld wordt dat een consistente en uniforme definitie van terrorisme vooralsnog 

ontbreekt. Dit heeft als belangrijk gevolg dat het geven van een consequent en systematisch 

moreel oordeel over terrorisme (en dus ook terrorismebestrijding) niet mogelijk is.  

 

Vervolgens wordt beargumenteerd dat de veronachtzaming van fundamentele vraagstukken op 

het gebied van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding, en ook het gebrek aan overeenstemming 

over wat terrorisme nu precies is, in de praktijk heeft geleid tot een ondoeltreffend, onevenredig 

en ontoereikend antiterrorismebeleid. Betoogd wordt dat een analyse van deze vragen niet 

alleen een voorwaarde is voor de morele beoordeling van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding, 

maar ook voor een effectieve terrorismebestrijding als zodanig.  

 

De zojuist beschreven argumentatiestappen keren terug in de opbouw van het proefschrift.  

Om te beginnen wordt in hoofdstuk 1 een overzicht gegeven van de definitieproblemen rond 

het begrip terrorisme.  

 

Aansluitend worden in hoofdstuk 2 verschillende morele argumenten en ethische benaderingen 

beschreven die te vinden zijn in de literatuur over de ethiek van terrorisme en terrorisme-

bestrijding. Hoofdstuk 2a richt zich specifiek op het terrein van de ethiek van het terrorisme, 

terwijl in hoofdstuk 2b de aandacht uitgaat naar de ethiek van terrorismebestrijding. 

 

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt het vizier gericht op de haken en ogen rond het geven van een consequent 

en systematisch moreel oordeel over terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Uiteengezet wordt dat 
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de verschillende pogingen die hiertoe tot op heden zijn gedaan, uitgaan van uiteenlopende 

definities van terrorisme, gestoeld op slechts één bestanddeel ervan: ofwel de daad zelf, ofwel 

de motieven van de dader (actor), ofwel de mogelijke oorzaken en ‘enablers’ van terrorisme. 

Dit soort benaderingen worden ‘niet-integratief’ genoemd.  

De meeste ethische benaderingen van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding lijken niet in staat om 

ordening te brengen in de willekeur van morele oordelen. Ze bieden geen kader voor een 

consequente visie op terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Hoofdstuk 3 maakt aldus duidelijk 

dat het morele probleem van het terrorisme bepaalde structurele grenzen van veelvoorkomende, 

niet-integratieve benaderingen aan het licht brengt die inherent lijken te zijn aan de theorieën 

zelf. Om die grenzen te overwinnen, zo wordt betoogd, is een meer integratieve, actor-

georiënteerde ethische theorie nodig die rekening kan houden met alle drie de bestanddelen van 

terrorisme. Als een van de weinige actor-georiënteerde ethische theorieën wordt een 

deugdethische benadering voorgesteld.  

 

In hoofdstuk 4 wordt de kritiek op de gangbare theorieën over terrorisme en terrorisme-

bestrijding in een breder perspectief geplaatst. Aangetoond wordt dat de beperkingen van deze 

ethische theorieën, die zich toespitsen op het beoordelen van handelingen aan de hand van 

morele regels of consequentialistische afwegingen, niet alleen duidelijk worden in de context 

van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. De meer algemene kritiek die in de moderne ethiek op 

deze theorieën wordt geuit, heeft betrekking op dezelfde beperkingen. Het hoofdstuk beschrijft 

vanuit een deugdethische benadering vier specifieke punten van kritiek op de handeling- en 

regelgebaseerde ethische theorieën. 

 

In hoofdstuk 5 wordt de kritiek die in het voorgaande hoofdstuk vanuit een deugdethische 

benadering is geformuleerd, toegepast op het concrete vraagstuk van de morele beoordeling 

van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Het hoofdstuk laat zien dat een ‘eudaimonistisch’ (i.e. 

op een streven naar ‘goed leven’ gebaseerd) perspectief het beste zou passen bij het beant-

woorden van de complexe morele vragen rond terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Zo’n 

invalshoek biedt handvatten om (a) anders na te denken over de ethiek van terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding, rekening houdend met de drie componenten van terrorisme, en (b) te 

voldoen aan de vereisten van een integratieve ethische theorie voor de morele beoordeling van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding die in hoofdstuk 3 zijn geschetst.  
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Hoofdstuk 6 ten slotte, biedt een illustratief (niet uitputtend) overzicht van de mogelijke 

praktische implicaties die een deugdethische benadering kan hebben voor bijvoorbeeld 

antiterrorismewetgeving en zogenoemde ‘soft power’-maatregelen. Het onderzoek kon hieraan 

niet voorbijgaan, aangezien van meet af aan is betoogd dat een consistente en integratieve 

ethische benadering van morele kwesties van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding een 

voorwaarde vormt voor een effectieve en duurzame bestrijding van terrorisme.  

 

2. Belangrijkste bevindingen uit het onderzoek 

 

2.1. De ethiek van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding moet als een op zichzelf staand 

onderzoeksgebied worden onderkend. 

Uit dit onderzoek blijkt dat politieke vraagstukken op het gebied van terrorisme en terrorisme-

bestrijding onontkoombaar moreel van aard zijn. Zo is de vraag welke maatregelen moeten 

worden genomen om terroristisch geweld in te dammen, in hoge mate afhankelijk van de morele 

beoordeling van terrorisme. Ook het geweld zelf, ongeacht of dit een terroristisch of anti-

terroristisch oogmerk heeft, lijkt voort te vloeien uit een morele evaluatie van de (politieke) 

realiteit.  

Fundamentele vragen over de (morele) aard van terrorisme worden tot op de dag van vandaag 

niet systematisch onderzocht. Bovendien worden de morele kwesties rond terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding voornamelijk behandeld in het kader van de oorlogsethiek. De eerste 

bevinding uit dit onderzoek is dan ook dat terroristisch geweld systematisch en onafhankelijk 

onderzoek vereist naar de daarmee verband houdende morele kwesties. Net zoals de morele 

kwesties van oorlog systematisch aan de orde worden gesteld in de oorlogsethiek. Het taboe op 

het nadenken over morele kwesties rond terrorisme belemmert een goed inzicht in de (morele) 

aard van terrorisme. Zonder dit inzicht is een effectieve en duurzame bestrijding van terrorisme 

niet mogelijk. Een ‘ethiek van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding’ dient daarom te worden 

onderkend als een substantieel onderzoeksgebied in de toegepaste ethiek.  

 

2.2. Terrorisme bestaat uit drie moreel relevante bestanddelen. 

De in dit onderzoek besproken discussie over het definitieprobleem rond terrorisme laat zien 

dat er diverse aspecten zijn die deel kunnen uitmaken van een definitie van het begrip 

terrorisme. De belangrijkste kritiek op de meeste definities van terrorisme is dat ze niet de drie 

hoofdbestanddelen van terrorisme omvatten en zich slechts op een enkel kenmerk richten.  
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De drie bestanddelen van terrorisme kunnen worden omschreven als: verschijning (de daad), 

endogenie (de innerlijke motieven van de dader) en exogenie (de externe oorzaken en ‘enablers’ 

van de daad). Elk van de drie bestanddelen kan, wanneer het als een enkelvoudig referentiepunt 

voor de morele beoordeling van terrorisme wordt gebruikt, resulteren in een bepaald moreel 

oordeel. De gangbare eenzijdigheid van de bestaande definities van terrorisme leidt dan ook tot 

eenzijdigheid van de morele oordelen over terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding.  

In dit onderzoek wordt een werkdefinitie van terrorisme voorgesteld die álle drie de hoofd-

bestanddelen van terrorisme omvat. Bepleit wordt dat ook bij de ethische benadering van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding rekening wordt gehouden met al deze drie componenten. 

 

2.3. Terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding vormen een tweeledige morele uitdaging. 

In de heersende benaderingen van morele kwesties rond terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding 

wordt geen rekening gehouden met de drie bestanddelen van het fenomeen terrorisme. Om die 

reden, zo wordt in dit onderzoek gesteld, vormen terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding een inge-

wikkeld moreel probleem – in twee opzichten. 

Ten eerste gaat het voorkomen van terroristisch geweld en de noodzaak van terrorisme-

bestrijding gepaard met een groot aantal ethische vragen die, mede door de onopgeloste vraag 

wat terrorisme nu precies is, moeilijk zijn te beantwoorden. Het complex van terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding vormt daarom een moreel probleem op zichzelf.  

Ten tweede bieden de heersende ethische theorieën niet de beste handvatten voor een aanpak 

van het morele probleem van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. De morele filosofie wordt dus 

ook ‘bottom-up’ uitgedaagd. In tegenstelling tot wat in menig terrorismeonderzoek wordt 

betoogd, toont dit onderzoek aan dat het morele probleem rond terrorisme niet alleen bestaat 

uit enkelvoudige kwesties en vragen die binnen een bepaald ethisch kader moeten worden 

beantwoord. Terrorisme confronteert ons met een morele uitdaging op een dieper niveau.  

 

Ethische vragen over terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding leggen de beperkingen bloot van 

klassieke, op één component van terrorisme gebaseerde benaderingen. De ethische theorie 

waarin handelingen worden beoordeeld aan de hand van morele regels en die zich dus 

concentreert op het begrip verplichting (wat moet ik doen?), laat duidelijk na om terroristische 

acties en terrorismebestrijdingsacties op gelijke voet te beoordelen. Ook is deze ‘deonto-

logische’ theorie niet in staat om duidelijke richtsnoeren te geven voor de bestrijding van 

terrorisme. Benaderingen die uitgaan van deze theorie bieden geen aanknopingspunt om te 

begrijpen welke vormen van (morele) afweging en (morele) waarden het menselijk handelen 
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beïnvloeden. Bovendien gaan ze voorbij aan de rol van externe omstandigheden bij morele 

besluitvorming.  

Benaderingen die zich hoofdzakelijk richten op motieven of oorzakelijke processen die bij 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding een rol spelen, resulteren vaak evenmin in een consistent 

moreel houvast. Deze benaderingen herbergen een inherent risico dat het gebruik van geweld 

wordt gelegitimeerd.  

In dit onderzoek wordt betoogd dat de meeste moderne ethische evaluaties van terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding, doordat ze zijn gebaseerd op een enkelvoudige definitie van terrorisme, 

er niet goed in slagen om recht te doen aan de immense complexiteit van de menselijke morele 

ervaring en het menselijk leven.   

 

2.4. Terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding dwingen ons om buiten de gebaande paden te denken. 

Dit onderzoek laat zien dat terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding ons dwingen om de standaard-

methoden voor ethische theorievorming ter discussie te stellen. Dit impliceert dat de vanzelf-

sprekende toepassing van bepaalde ethische principes, zoals de theorie van de rechtvaardige 

oorlog en het internationaal humanitair recht, kritisch onder de loep moet worden genomen. 

De toepasbaarheid van deze beginselen vermindert als gevolg van het veranderende karakter 

van moderne conflicten.  

De huidige ‘gereedschapskisten’, zo wordt in dit onderzoek betoogd, zijn niet erg geschikt om 

moeilijke kwesties die voortvloeien uit de morele beoordeling van terrorisme en terrorisme-

bestrijding aan te pakken. In plaats van te proberen ze desondanks toe te passen, zou men 

moeten beginnen met het in twijfel trekken van de algemene toepasbaarheid ervan. Zo’n 

benadering houdt niet noodzakelijkerwijs in dat de bedoelde ethische principes allemaal 

worden verworpen. Maar een alternatieve benadering van de toepassing ervan is wel vereist.  

 

2.5. De beperkingen van de op één component gebaseerde ethische benaderingen van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding vereisen een meta-ethische reflectie. 

Dit onderzoek maakt duidelijk dat de beperkingen van de conventionele, 

handelingsgeoriënteerde en op regels gebaseerde ethische benaderingen van terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding een meta-ethische reflectie vereisen. Andere mogelijke benaderingen van 

de ethiek van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding zullen moeten worden overwogen.  

Een ‘ethiek van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding’ kan niet alleen betrekking hebben op 

specifieke morele kwesties, maar moet zich ook richten op nauw verwante meta-ethische 
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kwesties. Daarbij moet dan worden onderzocht welke ethische benadering het meest geschikt 

is voor het complexe onderwerp terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. 

 

2.6. De beperkingen van de heersende ethische theorieën worden niet alleen duidelijk in de 

context van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding.  

De beperkingen die de heersende ethische theorieën hebben, manifesteren zich niet alleen 

wanneer ze worden toegepast op morele kwesties van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Het 

hiervoor vermelde meta-ethische reflectieproces maakt duidelijk dat deze beperkingen ook op 

andere terreinen binnen de morele filosofie aan de orde zijn – en worden bekritiseerd. De 

conventionele, handelingsgeoriënteerde en op regels gebaseerde ethische theorie wordt 

(voornamelijk vanuit deugdethische hoek) bekritiseerd om soortgelijke redenen als die welke 

hiervoor zijn aangevoerd in de context van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding.  

In dit onderzoek wordt beargumenteerd een heel andere aanpak nodig is om het complexe 

morele probleem van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding op te lossen. Nieuwe deugdethische 

benaderingen kunnen antwoorden bieden op vragen die de heersende ethische theorieën niet 

lijken te kunnen beantwoorden. Dit inzicht resulteert in de veronderstelling dat een deugd-

ethische benadering van morele vragen van terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding ons wel eens 

beter in staat zou kunnen stellen om antwoorden te vinden op vragen die onopgelost blijven 

binnen de bestaande benaderingen.  

 

2.7. Een deugdethische, eudaimonistische benadering van morele kwesties van terrorisme en 

terrorismebestrijding heeft veel voordelen.  

In dit onderzoek wordt gesteld dat een deugdethische, ‘eudaimonistische’ benadering van 

terrorisme rekening houdt met alle drie de bestanddelen van terrorisme en dus het potentieel 

heeft om integratief te zijn. Dat is nodig is om de complexiteit van het fenomeen terrorisme te 

kunnen doorgronden. Een deugdethisch kader kan de actor en zijn motieven morele relevantie 

geven, het belang en de invloed van levensomstandigheden erkennen en eveneens 

gewelddadige terroristische en antiterroristische daden op een principiële manier veroordelen. 

 

Het onderzoek laat zien dat binnen een deugdethische benadering van terrorisme en terrorisme-

bestrijding bepaalde concepten en begrippen, die nauwelijks worden belicht in de huidige en 

conventionele manieren van denken, juist in het middelpunt van de morele discussie worden 

geplaatst. Door de vraag hoe wil ik leven? als beginpunt van reflectie te kiezen in plaats van de 

vraag wat moet ik doen?, biedt een deugdethisch kader ruimte voor het stellen van een reeks 
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moreel relevante vragen waarvoor binnen de op regels gebaseerde ethische theorieën geen 

plaats is.  

De deugdethiek benadrukt dat moraliteit centraal staat in het menselijk leven en dat al het 

menselijk leven in wezen moreel leven is. Het concept van het ‘goede leven’ blijkt nuttig te zijn 

voor een beter begrip van het menselijk leven en de morele keuzevrijheid van de mens. Er zijn 

verschillende (zowel interne als externe) basisgoederen (bijvoorbeeld zekerheid en 

gezondheid), zo wordt in het onderzoek uitgelegd, die nodig zijn voor een ‘goed leven’ en dus 

voor in moreel opzicht juist handelen. Die goederen moeten beschikbaar zijn en moeten worden 

beschermd.  

In dit proefschrift wordt een eudaimonistisch, deugdethisch kader ontwikkeld om aan te tonen 

dat de deugdethiek – ondanks de potentiële beperkingen ervan – in ieder geval een nieuw licht 

kan werpen op verschillende morele problemen rond terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. 

Bovendien blijkt dat met een dergelijke aanpak terroristische en antiterroristische acties nog 

steeds op een principiële manier kunnen worden ge(de)legitimeerd.  

 

2.8. Een deugdethische benadering van terrorismebestrijding heeft praktische implicaties voor 

toekomstige terrorismebestrijdingsstrategieën.  

De in dit onderzoek ontwikkelde deugdethische benadering van terrorisme leidt tot de 

conceptualisering van een bepaalde vorm van terrorismebestrijding. Hoewel dit onderzoek een 

overwegend theoretisch en meta-ethisch uitgangspunt heeft, vloeien er dus wel degelijk 

praktische implicaties uit voort. En dat is ook logisch; abstract en theoretisch onderzoek naar 

fundamentele vragen vormt nu eenmaal een noodzakelijke voorwaarde om antwoorden te 

kunnen geven op veel morele en politieke vragen.   

Om aan te tonen dat het in dit onderzoek ontwikkelde deugdethisch kader daadwerkelijk niet 

alleen een bijdrage levert aan een theoretisch c.q. meta-ethisch debat, maar ook nuttige 

inzichten verschaft over praktische vraagstukken op het gebied van terrorismebestrijding, 

worden enkele praktische implicaties beschreven van een deugdethische benadering van 

terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding. Concreet betreft dit bijvoorbeeld wetgeving en de rol van 

‘soft power’-maatregelen zoals educatie en dialoog. Een deugdethische, eudaimonistische 

benadering van morele kwesties rond terrorisme en terrorismebestrijding kan een concrete 

morele oriëntatie geven voor terrorismebestrijding en op die manier bijdragen aan een 

duurzamere en effectievere bestrijding van terrorisme in de toekomst.  


