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Chapter 19: Terrorism (Virginia Held) 
 
Targeting 'Innocent Civilians' – The Case of Israel and Hamas (CS) 
 
As noted in the chapter, the term “terrorism” is generally not used to describe a variant of 

political violence in a neutral way – it is typically used to denounce the violent strategies of 

political opponents and enemies as unjustifiable, as violating absolute moral prohibitions 

from which, supposedly, no exceptions can be made. Part of this strategy is often to forge 

a conceptual link between the definition of terrorism and the feature of “targeting innocent 

civilians”, which is taken to be a paradigm example of an action that can never be justified. 

As the chapter has made clear, this is not particularly convincing as a definitional move; 

recall that it would mean that the 9/11 attack on the Pentagon could not possibly have 

been a terrorist attack (as opposed to the attack on the World Trade Center). It is 

therefore better to stick to the terrorists’ intention to spread fear among a wider group as 

the defining feature. But, as also noted, the targeting of civilians is indeed often one of the 

features of terrorist attacks. 

 

 

Accordingly, this case study looks at instances of terrorism targeting civilians, and at what, 

if anything, could be said in their favor. It does so by focusing on what is possibly the best-

known case: suicide attacks on Israeli civilians by adherents of organizations like Hamas. 

In line with what was said above, Israeli officials routinely react to such acts by invoking 

principles mandating their absolute condemnation. Note, for example, the following 

statement by Dr. Zvi Shtauber, then Israeli Ambassador to the United Kingdom, made on 

BBC Radio 4 on May 1, 2003:  “No matter what the grievance, and I’m sure that the 

Palestinians have some legitimate grievances, nothing can justify the deliberate targeting 

of innocent civilians. If they were attacking our soldiers it would be a different matter” 

(quoted in Cohen 2006, p. 113). Is that so uncontroversial that it does not even need 

supporting argument? Keeping in mind what has been said in the chapter – that violent 

means of political struggle leading to avoidable deaths, including terrorist attacks, can 

always only be a last resort, and that struggle by peaceful means should be assigned 

absolute priority – what arguments, if any, could be made to justify lethal attacks on 

civilians?  
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Keep in mind that terrorist attacks can only ever be relatively justified if the ultimate aim of 

the political movement employing them is, at least, partly justifiable. If the ultimate aim of 

suicide attacks is to “drive all Israelis into the sea”, it seems that the question about the 

particular justifiability of suicide attacks as one means to do so does not even arise.  

 

So we have to assume that such attacks are intended to serve at least some just aims – 

e.g., ending military killings and oppression, exemplified by the deprivation of land and 

access to work and resources, and of discrimination of all sorts. And, of course, we also 

have to assume that that they could indeed be an effective instrument for reaching these 

aims, for example, by alerting a world public to a people’s problems, etc. 

 

It seems that there are two groups of arguments that could, if successful, justify attacking 

civilians under these conditions. One group of arguments refers to inequality in the means 

of combat. Israel has one of the most powerful armies in the world; Hamas and the 

Palestinians do not even have a regular army (see the statement of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin 

quoted in the chapter). So attacking civilians of the other side might be the only choice. Or 

the argument could be formulated in relative terms: attacking Israeli soldiers is very costly, 

because they are well-armed and well-protected; attacking civilians is a much more 

efficient use of one’s own fighters.  

 

Questions to ask here are: if one accepts this argument, is there nevertheless something 

to be said for restricting attacks to people who have the official status of combatants? [On 

non-combatant immunity, see also Chs. 16 & 17] One might try to point out that ignoring 

this restriction might lead to a possibly catastrophic escalation of conflict. But even if one 

accepts this, is that the kind of consideration that can legitimately be invoked by a side 

who would win more or less unopposed if the restriction was respected  – because it has 

much better armed combatants (let alone by a side that itself avoidably kills civilians in 

military attacks)? 

 

 

The next question to ask is: don’t we miss something by reducing the justifiability of 

attacking civilians to an efficiency calculation? Imagine that Hamas could reach its goals – 

or the justifiable part of them – by attacking and killing Paraguayan or Nepalese civilians: it 

seems that hardly anybody would regard that as something whose acceptability is even 

open to discussion. So it seems that the argument can’t stand on its own.  
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Enter the second group of arguments, centering on the “innocence” of the targeted 

civilians.  

 

A first consideration is that Israel has general military service covering both men and 

women. So a supporter of Hamas might point out that, by targeting Israeli civilians, Hamas 

is actually targeting former or future Israeli soldiers who have or will participate, in some 

way, in Israeli military action against Palestinians (putting aside for the moment those 

victims who may be foreigners, or who might have escaped military service). Is there 

anything in this argument? It seems that the rationale for targeting former soldiers would 

have to be some purported right to punish them for what they might have done. Does such 

a notion make any sense, in this case? And in the case of future soldiers the rationale 

could be that of a preventive strike. But how certain, and close, must the harm be that 

someone might cause in order to justify attacking her now? A reason for attacking both 

categories could be general deterrence: getting Israelis not to want to do, or to resist, 

military service. But while these questions are worth thinking about, it is also important not 

to get bogged down in casuistry: it is clear that, even if Israel abolished military service, 

Hamas wouldn’t stop attacking civilians in favor of attacking only professional soldiers.  

 

So, is there anything to be said that could justify attacking civilians qua civilians? A 

supporter of Hamas could point out that Israel is a democracy (in which at least Jewish 

citizens enjoy equality of citizenship rights); in a democracy, citizens have the formal, 

guaranteed opportunity to change the government of their country and its policies, and do 

not have to fear reprisals on the part of the state – as opposed to dictatorship, resistance 

to which may be excessively costly for individuals. So Israeli citizens are, to some extent, 

responsible for Israeli policy, and hence, to this extent, legitimate – not “innocent” – 

targets. Is this a sound argument? Even if it is, doesn’t it only catch those who, in some 

way or other, support the policies of the Israeli government that Hamas opposes? A reply 

might seek to emphasize that even those citizens who vote against current policies benefit 

from their overall citizenship rights, and help support the state by paying taxes that finance 

the army, etc. It would follow that more can be asked of them than simply to vote against 

the policies in question (campaigning, civil disobedience and protest, etc.). But is a failure 

to do so enough to make one a legitimate target of terrorist attacks?  
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Another objection to the second group of arguments seems to be that they cannot justify 

Hamas’ actions, because Hamas does not seem to try to differentiate in its attacks 

between different categories of Israeli civilians according to their “innocence”. The 

following is a possible reply to this objection: given how difficult it would be to distinguish 

people in this manner while still carrying out effective attacks, demanding such 

discrimination would again simply amount to demanding that Hamas give up the fight. 

 

What force do these arguments have? Do they contribute to establishing that objections to 

terrorism should focus on the unjustifiability of (some) terrorist movement’s aims, and on 

the availability of more effective peaceful means of struggle, and less on a supposed 

absolute moral prohibition to attack civilians, no matter the circumstances? 
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