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The Significance of “Ineffective”
Methods of Fighting Terrorism

JACEK SALIJ
University of Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski, Warsaw

This article offers the thesis that the root cause of terrorism—that is, the terrorists’mistaken
beliefs—should be sought out and then cured by means of moral persuasion and that simply
using justice and punishment will not change terrorists’ hearts. The author believes that
applying legal methods by themselves will ultimately fail in eradicating terrorism and
laments the development of genocidal techniques from 1870 onward and the arms race as
well as the mistaken justification for killing civilians en masse in war. Even justifying an evil
as “lesser” to prevent a greater evil is not permissible and only strengthens the immoral cli-
mate that leads to terrorists’justification for their actions. The article concludes that terror-
ism is always evil and can never be justified under any circumstances.

Keywords: immorality of terrorism; tribal mentality; state of terrorism; genocidal techniques;
lesser evil

A FEW INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

I think that terrorism can be defined, at best, only provisionally. First, we
should observe that not every instance of recourse to violence is one that we
are inclined to call terrorism. The Polish language, for example, prefers not to
give the name of terrorism to the use (or the threat of use) of violence for the
purpose of theft; such actions are called robbery, banditry, or burglary. We can
wonder if the label terrorist would fit an arsonist who maniacally sets fire to suc-
cessive buildings or a serial murderer with a morbid proclivity toward attacking
bald people, prostitutes, or Asians.

Likewise, we would rather not dub Gestapo officers or Chekists as terrorists,
even though they were notorious for outrageous crimes, because they were func-
tionaries of legal states, albeit criminal ones. However, terrorism is associated
(at least in the Polish language) with the kind of violence that is prosecuted by
the state.
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However, terrorists are state functionaries (of either a totalitarian or a demo-
cratic state) who, within the framework of their “service,” organize acts of vio-
lence that are prosecuted by the given state. The Second Vatican Council (1965)
drew attention to the phenomenon of “masked wars,” which consists in one
country employing terrorist methods against another country.1

The faith in violence can reach so high a level of perversity that a state will
sometimes organize terrorist acts against its own citizens on its own territory to
eliminate or intimidate people who are out of favor (cf. the murders of Siergiej
Kirov in 1934 or Father Popieluszko in 1984) or to be able to accuse one’s adver-
saries of the crime (e.g., the series of sudden fires in St. Petersburg in May and
June of 1862, the burning of the Reichstag in 1933, and probably, the attacks on
blocks of flats in Moscow on September 8 and 13, 1999).

Thus, I would provisionally define the term terrorism as the unlawful appli-
cation of violence or the threat of its application for political purposes in the
widest sense of the term.

This definition encompasses radically different events: the assassination not
only of a cruel police chief but also of Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King
or the attempted assassination of John Paul II—people epitomizing the highest
ideals of humankind. It includes attacks on the buildings of a detested govern-
ment or a church and on the people belonging to these institutions as well as on
utterly random passengers in a plane or underground railway. These crimes,
such as acts of destruction that are seemingly aimless yet committed to express
disregard for the existing order and aimed at its destabilization, are committed to
remind people of the existence of some unresolved important problems. Terror-
ists include both those activists of Narodna Wola, who strove not to spill even a
drop of innocent blood, and the bandits from al Qaeda, who without scruples
burdened their consciences on September 11 with the deaths of thousands of
innocent people.

TWO METHODS OF FIGHTING AGAINST TERRORISM

One can believe that the world will soon be able to eliminate the most danger-
ous forms of terrorism just as effectively as people in the Middle Ages extin-
guished the plague of robbers and raubritters (knights-rover). Even extremely
disturbing manifestations of social evil frequently can be brought under control
the moment one finds and applies such means that destroy the source of their
dynamism as well as radically reduce their impunity.

At present these are merely dreams, yet let us imagine for a moment that soon
the international community will be able to eliminate the main sources of terror-
ism. Let us imagine that the training camps for terrorists will disappear; that the
governments that have so far promoted terrorism will realize that it is highly
unprofitable; that the legal agencies of terrorism will be exposed and wiped out,
their bank accounts blocked, their chief leaders arrested, and the uncontrolled
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weapons trade will cease to exist; and so forth.2 What will also be meaningful for
the annihilation of the plague of terrorism is the elimination of the matters of dis-
pute in whose name the terrorist attacks are performed, not so that terrorism may
be recognized as a lawful form of warfare for just aims but instead, for the simple
reason that matters of dispute should be solved in a just way.

I would like to prove the following thesis: It would be common doctrinarism
to wish to fight terrorism without searching for and then applying evidently
effective methods. At the same time, one should not underestimate outwardly
ineffective forms of fighting against evil, such as a rational explanation of its
mechanisms or moral persuasion. These methods should not be underestimated
even in an ideal situation, that is, if the plague of terrorism in the world were
defeated.

Why should the aforementioned “ineffective” forms of opposing evil be cul-
tivated even if we had at our disposal, and made use of, much more effective
forms? I will answer this question with a metaphor: Even if it is the walls and not
the foundation that protect a house against rain and wind, one should not forget
to take care of the foundation.

Let us say the same openly: With legal or police methods, one can success-
fully paralyze the manifestation of evil. However, there is some sediment of evil
in people’s hearts that cannot be reached with the aid of the above-mentioned
methods. If we do not also try to eradicate it from there, this will poison both our
environment and ourselves, and time and time again, it will reveal itself in a very
undesirable way.

Let us take a closer look at several false dogmas of contemporary terrorists.
We will attempt to do this without the previous assumption that we, the ordinary
people who observe the legal order in force in civilized societies, are free from
them ourselves.

THE CRISIS OF THE SENSE OF HUMAN COMMUNITY

The most horrid aspect of contemporary terrorism is the ease with which
masses of innocent people—on a huge scale—are being killed. This used to be
essentially different. Ludwik Jaroszynski, later executed for the attempt on the
life of Grand Duke Konstanty, the Tsar’s governor who had been sent to Warsaw,
had earlier, on July 2, 1862, refrained from shooting as the grand duke was
accompanied by his pregnant wife. Many years later, in 1905, directed by a simi-
lar impulse, the people of Narodna Wola cancelled the meticulously prepared
assassination of another grand duke when they found out that there were
children in his carriage.

Nowadays it is impossible to list all the terrorist assassinations in which hun-
dreds of random people, including women, children, and old men, were killed. It
is enough to realize what kinds of targets were attacked during the last quarter of
the 20th century. These included railway stations (Bologna, August 2, 1980),
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trains (Sri Lanka, July 24, 1996; India, December 30, 1996; Angola, August 10,
2001), train stations and underground trains (Tokyo, March 20, 1995; Paris, July
25, 1995), ferries (the Philippines, February 25, 2000), marketplaces (Omagh,
Ireland, August 15, 1998), even hospitals (Budenovsk, Russia, June 14, 1995),
blocks of flats (Moscow, September 9 and 13, 1999), theaters (Atlanta, Georgia,
July 28, 1996; Moscow, October 25, 2002), churches and mosques (Pakistan,
December 25, 2002 and July 4, 2003). In this list, I have omitted the tragically
numerous assassinations that took place in the Middle East as well as the attacks
on airplanes, of which the most notorious and the most barbaric was the use of
planes full of passengers as living missiles on September 11, 2001, a tragic date
that we will never forget.

Either the people who devise, carry out, or approve of such crimes have lost
the awareness of the fact that we are all one human family and have regressed to
a tribal mentality—in which the members of a different civilization, religion, or
political orientation are not humans and therefore can be treated like pernicious
vermin—or maybe these people know nothing about human dignity, even their
own, and they are searching for a sense of their lives beyond themselves, in some
real or illusory aim, whether collective or ideological.

In any case, perhaps the people who consent to genocide are characterized by
both a tribal mentality and disdain for human dignity. Unfortunately, both these
attitudes can be found today, and not only among terrorists. Let us look into the
dreams of a candidate for a doctoral degree in philosophy at the Silesian Univer-
sity in Katowice, Poland. Below is a fragment of his Manifesto of Mystical Nihil-
ism (as quoted in “Hiperborejczyk,” 1997):

However, for me, the most beautiful, the purest and the most dignified act of rebel-
lion, the quintessence of revolt against the System, will always be the act of a luna-
tic, who blows himself up with a bomb in a crowded supermarket, taking with him
into the abyss of death three thousand thoughtless children of the System. (p. 83)

For those in the dark, the “System” is democratic capitalism, allegedly pro-
fessing only one religion (human rights) and having only one end (the new
world order). Later, this same doctoral candidate explained that “it is not all
about setting off bombs, but one can talk about setting off intellectual, cultural or
metapolitical bombs” (as quoted in “Hiperborejczyk,” 1997, p. 83). Such expla-
nations are unacceptable. I believe that similar explanations would be given by
those professors and journalists whom Zygmunt Krasinski—a distinguished
Polish poet and thinker of the 19th century—often referred to as writing with
printer’s ink, but after some time, their irresponsible thoughts would flow with
streams of people’s blood.

Let us leave radical ideas aside, although when they refer to matters of such
importance one cannot underestimate them. There are much graver reasons for
distress. If we recognize the acceptance of genocide as an especially dramatic
sign of the crisis of faith, in the fact that we are all without exception one human
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family, then it seems that during the past century in the countries of our Christian
civilization the problem has rather been increasing than decreasing. I pay partic-
ular attention to three manifestations of the increasing acceptance of genocide,
which some time ago became to some extent a norm for acts of terrorism; it is an
unwanted and most often unrecognized child of modern times, the child of mod-
ern societies. We have to do something about this. We have to do something
about it even if in a short time we manage to overpower terrorism and destroy its
nests.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF GENOCIDAL TECHNIQUES

The first, unformulated (and maybe even unconscious) “yes” to genocide
expressed by the modern countries of our civilization is the search for and pro-
duction of increasingly genocidal weapons. Although the rule si vis pacem, para
bellum (if you want peace, prepare for war) was known to the ancient Romans, it
was understood in a rather static sense: that states should not neglect their
defenses and, thus, lead other countries into the temptation of aggression. In
modern times, the balance of arms began to be perceived as something dynamic
that necessitates more and more effort on the part of individual countries so as
not to become surpassed by others.

The turning point, in which this mad dynamic of the arms race gained partic-
ular impetus, was probably the year 1870, the year of most certainly the greatest
political blunder made in the 19th century. I am obviously referring to Bis-
marck’s decision to announce the foundation of the German Empire in Ver-
sailles, the seat of the French kings. Such a deep humiliation of French national
pride must have aroused in them the need for revenge. In turn, the arming of its
neighbor, which far exceeded normal defensive arming, forced Germany to
enhance its own armaments effort and so accelerated the spiral that involved
practically all countries in the arms race.3 This situation eventually led to World
War I, and its end—especially the senseless burden of reparation imposed on
Germany—was the beginning of an even greater arms race.

For the present discussion of terrorism, an important fact is that the result of
this race was the advent of more and more genocidal tools, such as grenades,
machine guns, bombs, mines, and so forth. This fact was an indication of the
breach of the two traditional rules concerning waging a war: During a war, one
should reduce to a minimum the killing of enemies, and one should avoid direct
actions against the civilian population. Obviously, these rules were not always
observed and were frequently very seriously broken; nevertheless, they were
acknowledged and influenced both the decisions of commanders and the behav-
ior of soldiers.4

It is true that acceptance of genocide has sneaked into our mentality unawares
and only indirectly, yet it has. A case in point is the story told by Professor
Bronislaw Malinowski—an ethnologist and sociologist of the early 20th
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century—in which he related how he once tried to explain to a cannibal the size
of the Battle of Verdun. In no way could the barbarian comprehend how one
could kill so many thousands of people. “No one would be able to eat such a
mass of meat!” he said, justifying his bewilderment that such a bloody war could
happen in the first place. “I thought sadly to myself,” noted Malinowski, “who is
the bigger barbarian here: these primitive yet candid cannibals or we Europeans,
who are really able to perpetrate such absurd mass slaughter?”

At a time when military technology developed in the direction of producing
more and more genocidal weapons, hardly anybody noticed that this heralded a
thorough transformation of the character of wars, and no one either prompted a
debate or protected themselves sufficiently against the most deadly tools of war
in international conventions. Who knows, if such an initiative had been under-
taken earlier, it might have been possible to forbid the use of machine guns.

The fact that terrorists, when committing their crimes, make use of the geno-
cidal arms developed in the regular armies of respectable countries does not in
the least lessen the horror of their crimes. Nevertheless, one should not forget
about this fact, even if merely to hasten the process of banning the use and pos-
session of the most barbaric weapons and to effectively execute this kind of
prohibition.

LESS INDULGENCE FOR THE
JUSTIFICATION OF GENOCIDES

The terrorism that will not even stop at genocide compels us to revise our
approval of those genocides that used to arouse or still arouse moderate under-
standing in democratic societies, particularly because the fact of such approval
is used in arguments aimed at taking a relativistic view of the negative assess-
ment of terrorism. “Those Americans should not pretend to be innocent,” one
often hears. “Who dropped the nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki?
Who organized the air raids on Dresden and other German cities in which hun-
dreds of thousands of civilian people were burned alive?”

Demagogical arguments are sometimes partly right. Even if I, who am con-
demning your sins, have committed even worse sins, it does not change the fact
that your deeds are unbecoming. Still, there is something inappropriate in charg-
ing into Cato and berating someone else’s sins without having felt contrition for
one’s own.

One thing is certain: During World War II, unfortunately, it was also the
Allies and not only the criminal countries of the Axis that deliberately took
genocidal actions directed against civilian populations. The fact is also that the
cruelties perpetrated by the Germans and the Japanese, as well as the social sup-
port that both regimes enjoyed in their home countries, caused the democratic
world to express no spontaneous indignation at the Allies’ actions against
civilians.5
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In justification of the air raids and the use of the nuclear bomb, the Allies gave
two arguments that are still to be heard: these were revenge actions, as it was the
Axis countries that had first specialized in bombing the civilian population
(blitzes on Polish cities in September 1939, blitzes on London and the massacre
of Coventry, and mass murder in Warsaw in August and September 1944); and
they threatened to use a “new weapon,” which would have been the break-
through in that war. The second argument was that it was a strike against the peo-
ple that supported the ghastly barbarisms done on their behalf, that such a drastic
punishment for this caused the eventual breakdown of the morale of both the cit-
izens of these countries and their armies, and finally, that the strike saved the
lives of many people who would most certainly have died had the war continued.

One does not need a great sense of perception to notice that both these argu-
ments, appropriately modified, are being used today to justify terrorist geno-
cidal attacks. I have already cited the modification of the first argument. The sec-
ond one is similarly altered: In the terrorist attacks, it is the thoughtless
supporters of an evil system that die, and their deaths might be at least useful in
hastening the process of building a more just order.

The fact that such arguments are formulated with total conviction reveals a
tribal mentality and calls for a more effective rebuilding of the awareness that we
all constitute one human family. Moreover, this fact calls also for the reconstruc-
tion of traditional principles. Although imperfectly, these principles have never-
theless been observed for centuries, and they have lessened the cruelties we have
been inflicting on one another: firstly, that even soldiers are allowed to use
armed weapons only during a war and secondly, that even during a war it is for-
bidden to take armed action against the civilian population.

The plague of terrorism should become a catalyst speeding up the process of
settling the breaches of these principles in the history of individual countries.6 It
is even impossible to imagine that in this moral mending one could omit the
aforementioned acts of genocide committed by the Allies in World War II, obvi-
ously with a full understanding of the historical context of these offences. Deep
regret should also be expressed that humanity stooped so low as to fight geno-
cide with genocide. The acknowledgement of one’s own faults certainly gives
one a better right to condemn the acts of genocide perpetrated by terrorists
today.

The expression of my next statement is the result of a long internal battle, as I
might be risking the fact that some readers will number me among the fanatics
not worthy of being listened to. Nevertheless, I have to say that I believe that if
appalled by the genocidal excesses of the terrorists, we feel obliged to condemn
every form of genocide, then we should not underestimate the feeling of many
people that abortion, as performed in democratic societies, is also genocide.
“Today we are witnessing [and I also share this opinion as expressed in the
encyclical Evangelium Vitae] the trampling of the fundamental right to life of so
many weak and defenseless human beings, which unborn children above all
are” (John Paul II, 1995a).7 I believe that the present, quite considerable
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approval of abortion in democratic countries is a temporary phenomenon that
will pass sooner or later. It is indeed a very recent phenomenon that has existed
for not much more than 30 years.

TERRORISM AS THE LESSER EVIL?

The plague of terrorism should force us to revise still one more preconcep-
tion that is quite strongly rooted in the modern mentality: the notion that we are
sometimes allowed to do evil so as to remove an even greater evil (or to avoid
this greater evil). Those who hold this belief include the antiabortion terrorists
who, usurping judicial authority, including the right to mete out capital punish-
ment, claim that they are choosing the lesser evil as it is a lesser evil to kill the
person who kills children than to kill the unborn children. An analogous justifi-
cation sometimes is that for terrorist genocide. Its defenders admit occasionally
that such assassinations are a great evil, yet they are done to eliminate an even
greater evil, such as, for instance, depriving the Palestinian nation of its land and
freedom.

Why are these arguments unacceptable? It is not my business to speculate
how these arguments are dealt with by those who profess “ethics without a
code” and who maintain the thesis that this is what life is like and we cannot do
anything about it, that sometimes we have no other choice but to do something
evil. We should then at least try to do as little evil as possible and if we do it, we
should openly acknowledge that we are doing evil and not deceive others and
ourselves that this evil is not evil. It seems that the above-mentioned arguments
are extremely popular nowadays, and it is they that are the source of the miscon-
ception that it is sometimes right to do evil if it is a lesser evil.

Traditional Christian morality absolutely excludes the possibility of justify-
ing any evil under the pretence of doing a lesser evil. This attitude is based on a
clear distinction between the evil that is done (moral evil) and that which is expe-
rienced (natural evil). It is only the former that is called sin by Christians, and it
is evil in the strict sense of this word, and only this one cannot be approved of as
allegedly the lesser evil.

Justification of this position is easy: We believe that this world comes from
God and, therefore, it is inconceivable that we should be compelled to sin, to
make a pact with evil.8 At any rate, whenever one tries to defend oneself against
some misery by sinning and believing that it is a lesser evil, it will always even-
tually turn out to be the greater one.

By forbidding sin as a method of defense against vice, the Christian moral
tradition unequivocally states that it is not a lie to defend someone’s or one’s
own life against an unjust attack with the aid of a material untruth. Likewise, it is
not theft, in a situation when it is impossible to obtain something openly, to
secretly take away something that is absolutely indispensable for living from
someone who has an abundance of the given goods. Similarly, it is not murder to
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defend oneself against an aggressor.9 Thus, it would be a misunderstanding to
describe the above-mentioned deeds as doing a lesser evil, as these deeds are by
no means evil.

Terrorist acts, however, are always evil and, therefore, they are always mor-
ally reprehensible. They are indeed the most terrifying evil when they involve
genocide. Yet they are a great evil also when they are directed against objec-
tively great social irritants, and when great care is taken so that not one innocent
suffers as a result of the attack—just as it is a great evil to wage a “private war”10

and for private persons to usurp the right to punish criminals. Moreover, a huge
and absolutely unauthorized evil, as it seriously disturbs social peace, is the very
threat of terrorist acts.

NOTES

1. Future historians will prove or disprove the thesis that the Soviet authorities willfully sup-
ported terrorism in democratic countries to destabilize them (Hoffman, 1999).

2. The uncontrolled weapons trade was the theme of the Vatican document of May 1, 1994, that
went practically unnoticed by the mighty of this world (see Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace,
1994-1995). John Paul II has returned to this subject many times, including in his speech from May 8,
1995, marking the 50th anniversary of the end of World War II, and in the encyclical Evangelium
Vitae (John Paul II, 1995b).

3. The evidence that this phenomenonhad been long sensed as a dangerous innovation is the fol-
lowing statement made by Pope Léon XIII in 1894:

We have before our eyes the present situation of Europe. For many years it has been living
in apparent rather than real peace. Almost all nations, suspicious of one another, are rac-
ing against each other in preparations for war. . . . This necessitates huge expenditure,
which empties the Treasury, strikes against national wealth and private property. This
present peace, which demands so many armaments, has become unbearable. (Léon XIII,
1926, pp. 100-101)

4. The ban executed by the Vatican for many decades on the use of crossbows as too cruel a
weapon has grown to the rank of a symbol (Koranyi, 1948), whereas the knightly ethos worked out in
the Middle Ages finds its reflection in the self-consciousness of the military milieu (an officer’s
honor code, the care not to dishonor the uniform, etc.) and in international conventions (very impor-
tant even if often broken) aimed at mitigating the cruelty of war.

5. At that time, probably only George Bell, the Anglican Bishop of Chichester, protested against
the bombing of Dresden and Hamburg, Germany.

6. What is worth mentioning is the symbolic act of confession and apology to God and the peo-
ple for the faults of the Catholic Church, as expressed by John Paul II in a speech of March 12, 2000,
in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome (see also International Theological Commission, 2000). I dealt with
this problem in my article “Problem wyznania win kosciola” (Salij, 2000, p. 19).

7. It is worth paying attention to the legal argumentation cited by John Paul II (1995c) in the
Evangelium Vitae:

The law ceases to be the law because it is no longer based on the strong foundation of the
inviolable dignity of a person but becomes subjected to the will of the stronger. In this
way, democracy, while departing from its own principles, is transformed into a totalitar-
ian system. The state is no longer a common house, where everybody can live in accor-
dance with the basic rules of equality, but it changes into a tyrant state, usurping the right
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to control the lives of the weaker and defenceless unborn children in the name of some
social benefit, which in reality signifies the interest of some group.

8. In only one case are we allowed to choose sin as a lesser evil: when it is a sin committed by
someone else who is determined to do evil, and it depends on me whether he or she does a greater or a
lesser evil. If a bandit confronts me with the alternative your money or your life, I should obviously
choose the alternative in which the bandit commits a robbery rather than murder. Certainly, I can try
another option, for example oppose him or her effectively. If, however, this third way is impossible, I
should select the alternative in which the bandit does the lesser evil, which is committing a robbery
rather than murder.

9. Compare the decisions of The Catechism of the Catholic Church: “The right to private prop-
erty does not abolish the universal destination of goods” (1992a) and “Someone who defends his life
is not guilty of murder even if he is forced to deal his aggressor a lethal blow” (1992b).

10. I will mention here only the problem of the authorities that rebel against society, which means
they give priority to their own well-being over the well-being of society. However, even then, protest-
ing against such authorities can be legal only with the fulfillment of very rigorous conditions (cf.
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 2-2 q. 42a.2 ad.3; see also Salij, 1995, pp. 164-168).
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