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The Use of Terrorism by

American Social Movements

Ernest Evans

Terrorism has generated a great deal of intellectual CONIIOVErsy
in the past decade. There have been frequent debates among scholars, govern-
ment officials, and the public on the morality and efficacy of terrorism. This
chapter addresses the use of terrorism by American social moverents with the
mtention of answering the following question: In what circumstances has the
use of terrorism furthered (or not lurthered) the aims of American social
mavements?

The topic of terrorism is so surrounded by controversy that geling agree-
ment on a definition of the term is difficalt. Besides. terrorism does not lend
self to simple definitions. Rather, terrorisma must be seen as a polttical phe-
nomenon having a number of characteristics:

1. Terrorism is violence intcnded 1o produce an effect on u group larger
than the immediute vietims of the violence. Perpetrators of such violence
hope that the effect it produces will enable them (o actain their political
goal. This intended effect on others distinguishes terrorism from ordin-
5,1‘}-' criminal violence. Any act of criminal vialence may terrify people be-
sides the victims of the act, but terrorizing others is not (he purpose of
mest ordinary crimes. !
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THE USE OF TERRORISM BY AMERICAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

2, One cffoct of terrorism is fear on the part of those who witness the act,
whether directly or through the mass media. Hence the word “terror-
ism™ o describe such acts. Thase resorting o terrorism hope that the
fear and terror their acrs generate will enable them o coeree those who
would otherwise oppose their policies.

3. l'error 1s not the only effect the practitioners of terrorism hope to pro-
duce. A terrorist group may helieve that spectacular acts of violence will
publicize its cause. Various Palestinian terrorist organizations hope that
acts of terrorism will aggravate relations berween states sufficiently to
prevent an international outcome that harms their inierests.” Acts of ter-
rorism have heen motivated by a desire to attain material rewards for
terrorist movements. The perpetrators of political kidnappings have
usually included among their demands the payment of ransom money
and the release of capturccl'tcrrorists. And, very often, terrorist move-
ments hope to provoke a government into adopting repressive measures
in responsc to their acts of violence.”

4. Terrorism cun be resorted to by groups that want to initiate changes in
the social and political order and by groups that want to prevent such
chunges. In other words, wrrorism can be used by counterrevolurionar-
ics seeking o prevent socictal charge and by revolutionarnies seeking
radical changes in society.

5. Terrorism can be used by beoth state and by nonstate groups. Currently
terrorist activities are usually engaged in by groups that are out of pow-
er. Tt is often forgotten that the origin of “terrorism™ was the Reign of
‘Ferror, which took place in 1793—94 during the French Revolution, and
witnessed the exccution of thousands of the enemies of the revolution by
Robespierre and the Committee on Public Safety. The word “terror’” has
been applied to government activities in later cras, perhaps most notably
during Sralin’s Great Terror in 1936—38 when Stalin executed millions of
Soviel citizens in a successtul effort to destroy oppesition to his rule.

The foregoing attributes of terrorism can be summarized in the following
definition: Terrarism is the use of violence to produce certain effects, including
fear or terror, on a group of people so as to advance a political cause; such ter-
roristic violence can be employed by movements seeking changes in the status
quo and movements opposing changes in the status quo, and by both nonstate
groups and states.

One final point should be noted about the problem of defining terrorism.
There has heen an unfortunate tendency by participants in debates over
terrorism to try o define the subject in such a way that one’s own nation,
cause, or movement is not guilty ol participating in terrorism, while one’s
opponents are guilty of being terrorists. To this end a vast array of polirtical
phenomena are characterized as terrorism. In other words, the only general
agrecment on the definition of terrorism seems to be that whatever it s, it is a
deplorable practice that only the other side engages in. These attempts
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absolve onc’s own side from the charge of being terrorists resulis in a I.wisting ' Comvg
of reason and logic that in turn lcads to convoluted and contused definitions of within
terrorism.* | vielen
This manipulation of definitions of terrorism is unnecessary because i tion a
rests on a false premise: that terrorism 1s never morally Justified and thg, of 196
hence the case for one’s position in a given dispute is weakened if one js guilty rorist
of terrorism. While this chapter does not address moral issues of political vig.
lence, neither does it accept the premise that all terrorism s morally wrong. Undeg
On the CONITary, in certain circumstances a resore 1o Lerroristic viclence can be “Wea
as moraily justifiable ag auy other use of force, such as the protection of public that n
order within domestic society and the defense of one’s COUNLTY in international ber of
socicly, widely accepled as moraily legitimate, . audie
Whilc terrorism has frequently been resorted to by states and social moye. Not
ments, the efficacy of its use has often been disputed. Leaders of a number of necd
movements and causes have argued that the use of terrorism is not an effecriye did
mcans of achieving goals. For example, around the turn of the century, Bal- On
shevik leaders V. I. Lenin and Leon Trotsky artacked the rival Social Revoly- ) \
tionaries for engaging in terrorism. Lenin and Trotsky had no moral objec. The fi
Lons to terroristic violence, but both felt that what was needed to bring down Eve
the czarist government was a disciplined mass movement rather than small celis bie
of terrorists.® this
Debates over the efficacy of terrorism have also taken place within the _ lives
context of American politics. The escalation of the Vietnam war that began in volu
1965 and the acceleration of the struggle for civi] rights that began in 1963 led T
to major dechates within the andwar and black movements on the use of vie- sharpl
lence, including terroristic violence, as a means of achicving their aims. Each Workd
of these debates s sufﬁcicntly Important to warrant some discussion. agains
The antiwar movement was a diverse collection of peopie. 1t included pa- _ Weatl
cifists like the Quakers and the Catholic Worker movement, believers in the ? Trotsk
politics of realism like Hans Morgenthau and George Kennan who felt that _ that ¢
American national interests were not being served by the Indochina war, | Live in
members of the liberal wing of the Democratic party like Serators Rohert
Kennedy and Eugenc M(‘:Cail‘th}-‘, individuals with a long history of involve- Tro
) . ) . , mor
ment m radical causes like Norman Thomas and Howard Zinn, and members mist
of New Left groups like the Students for a Democratic Soctety. Thus, when - from
one generalizes about the attitudes of the antiwar movement toward terrorism, strat
it must be recognized thar such generalizations are oversimpiifications of the
views of a diverse movement. Keeping this cavear in mind, let us look ar the ) A
debate in the late sixties and early seventies within the antiwar movement aover antiws
the usc of terrorism. _ contin
The first major action of the antiwar movement was a demonstration in quick
Washington, D.C., in April 1965 0 protest the Johnson administration’s moven
escalation of the Indochina war.® For the next few years the antiwar move- ment
ment, including its mast militant Nesw Left clements such as the SDS, pursucd white |
a policy of nenviolent opposition to American involvement in Indochina ’ : lence,
However, under the pressures of the traumatic events of 1968 (the assassina- ! in Amg
tions of Martin Luther King and Rober Kenaedy, the Democratic National al shod
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Convention in Chicago, and the election of Richard Nixon), certain elements
within the New Left wing of the antiwar raovement began to advocate using
violence. During the Christmas holiday season in 1969 the Weatherman fac-
tion of the SDS (SDS had broken up into several factions during the summer
of 1963) announced that it was going underground to wage a campaign of ter-
rorist violence against the American guvarnment.8

The Weatherman faction, which later changed its name to the Weather
Underground so as to eliminate the sexism inherent in the use of the term
“Weatherman,” justified its decision 1o resort to terrorism with the argument
that nonviclent efforts at social and political change were ineffective. A mem-
ber of the Weather Underground made the following statement to a Chicago
audicnce:

Non-violent marches have their place, but they wan't bring about the changes
necessary for freedom. Capitulism won't crumble because of moral protest. It
didn’t i India, where only the color of the agents of the oppressors changed.
Once again: revolution, liberation and freedom must be fought for.”

The first public communigue of the Weather Underground argued:

Ever since 308 became revolutionary, we've been tryving o show how it is possi-
ble to overcome the frustration and impotence that comes from trying to reform
this system. Kids know that the lines are drawn; revolution is touching all of our

lives. Tens of thousands have learned that protest and marches don’t do it. Re-

velutionary vielence is the onby wiy,'”

The decision of the Weather Underground to resort (o terrorism was
sharply eriticized by other lefiist and antiwar groups. The Trotskvist Socialist
Workers party, which played a key role in organizing mass demonstrations
against the Indochina war, argued that the resort to terror by groups like the
Weather Underground would be mneflective. The introduction 1o a collection of
Trotsky’s writings on terrorism that was put out in 1974 by the SWP argued
that the terrorism practiced by the Weather Underground would not be cffec-
tive in promoting revolutionary change:

Trotsky’s opposition o individual terrorism did not flow from any pacifistic,
moralisiic, or ethical aversion to violence under any circumstances, or from refor-
mist ilusions about the possibility of peaceful social revolution, Rather it flowed
from an understanding of the basic ineflrcliveness of individual terrorism as a
strategy for social change.'!

A debate on the use of violence similar to that which took place within the
antiwar movement began within the black movement in the 19605 and has
continued to the present. Just as the failure of peaceful marches to bring a
quick end to the Indochina war pushed 4 number of people in the antiwar
movement toward violence, so too the failure of the peaceful civil rights move-
ment to achieve immediate racial equality, coupled with the emergence of a
white backlash against black demands, led a number of blacks to advocate vio-
tence, including terrorism, as a means of ending the inferior position of blacks
in American society.'” In the years since the mid-1960s there have been sever-
al shootouts between police and the Black Panthers (established in 19667 and
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the Black Liberation Army (cstablished in 1971): a number of police officers
and black militants have been killed.!?

Dcbates among members of the radical left and the black movement on
the use of violence to attain their ends have continued into the 1980s, although
with the ending of the domestic turmail of the late sixties and early seventies
the saliency of such debates to American public life is less. These debates on
the efficacy of the use of violence were necessarily inconclusive heeause there is
no simple answer to the question whether violence, Including terroristic vie-
lence, Is effective in promoting social change in America. The answer is at best
conditional: Terroristic violence has been successtul in certain circumstances
in American history and unsuccessful in others. Specifically, a review of Amer-
ican history shows that revolutionary movements that resort to terrorism do
not thereby succeed in furthering their causes, while status quo movements
have i certain circumstances successtully used terrorism to further their aims.

Recent American history offers numerous examples of the (utility of the
resort to lerrorism by movements sceking radical changes in American society.
The Weather Underground has no significant achievements to show for its de-
cade of clandestine cxistence; a number of its members have either surren-
dered to the authorities or dropped out of the organization. The Symbionese
Liberation Army’s members are cither dead or in Jail. The emergence in the
late sixties and early seventies of militant black groups such as the Black
Panthers and the Black Liberation Army has done little to advance the cause
of racial justice in America; on the contrary, these groups merely gave rightist
demagogues an issue on which to arousc a white backlash against the civil
rights movement. And the FALN (Fuerzas Armada de Liberacidn Nacional
Puertorriquena, or Armed Forces for the National Liberation of Puerto Rico)
has had little success in mobilizing Puerto Rican opinion in favor of indepen-
dence; the overwhelming majority of Puerto Ricans continue to be in favor of
either statchood or a continuation of Puerto Rico’s commonwealth status,

The failure of revolutionary violence in America stems from key fact
about American society: There have never been any mass-based movements of
the extreme left in the United States. Tn America movements of the extreme
left, whether Moscow-line parties such as the Gommunist party, USA, or
Trotskyists such as the Socialist Workers party, or Mamsts such as the Pro-
gressive Labor party, have remained very small organizarions.

Mass-based extreme left movements in America would bring two vitally
needed sources of support to revelutionary terrorism. First, such movements
would provide a pool of potential recruits for groups engaging in (errorism.
Terrorist groups need a constant stream of recruits becanse of the high turn-
over rate resulting from arrests, deaths, and desertions. [ is of course true that
not all members of extreme left groups believe in terrorism (vide the quotation
cited from Trotsky's writings and put out by the Socialist Workers party). The
point is that in countries with large extreme left movements there is a ready-
made organizational structure that terrorists can tap for recroits; wilness, for
example, the success of the Red Brigades in Italy in recruiting disaffected

members of the Ttalian Communist party.* Similarly, the Provisional Irish
Republican Army has had little difficulty in recruiting members from large
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- lice officers segments of the Catholic population of Ulster radicalized by scctarian vio-
lence. Second, the lack of mass-based extreme lelt movements in America
¥ ovement on means that few are willing to rationalize and apologize for revolutionary
i080s. although violence; thus, in the United States there is little legitimacy accorded to such

y severtics vislence.
debates ol A key to understanding the use of violence in America is the fact that, as
use there is Richard Hofstadter argued, most American violence has been in defensc of the
oristic vio- established social order:
L is at best '
"'écumstam:rrs
swof Amer-

...one is impressed that most American violence—and this also illuminates its
relationship to state power—has been mitiated with a “conservative’” hias. Tt has
. been uuleashed against abolitionists, Catholics, radicals, workers and labor organ-
srorism do izers, Negroes, (_jricmals, and other ethnic or racial or ideological minorities,
and has been used astensibly to protect the American, the Southern, the white

Protestant, or simply the established middle-class way of life and morals. ;—\-high

proportion of our violent actions has thus come from the top dogs or the middle
fel) soctely. dogs.*?
i for its de- '
b There has clearly been a lot of pro-status-quo violence in America, -
Al cluding a great deal of terroristic violence. And much of this violence has been
successful in achieving the goals of these who iniuated it. The key reason why
viclence by movements in favor of the status quo has been maore successtul
than violence by revolutionary groups is that there have been a number of
American mass-based movements of the extreme right.'® The 18530s saw the

antiimmigrant American party (also known as the Know-Nothings) emerge as
_ a major electoral force.!” In the 1920s the Ku Klux Klan experienced a
A Rico) nationwide revival; its membership reached a peak of 3 million in 1925.'¥ And

in the 1968 presidential clection George Wallace reccived aJmost 10 million
votes, some 13 percent of the total vote cast. "

Not all extreme right organizations have endorsed terrorism, but the ex-
istence of such mass movements helped rightist terrorists 1 two ways. First,
these movements gave rightist terrorist groups a clearly identifiable pool of
potential recruits; and second, the existence thronghout much of Amencan
history of mass-based movements of the extreme right has meant that mem-
bers of the cxtreme right who engaged in viclence, including terrovistic vio-
lence, have had people willing to ratonalize and apologize for their actions.
Hence the legitimacy in Amertcan seciety of pro-status-quo vielence is higher
than that of revolutionary violence.

In the Reconstruction period after the Civil War, federal government
cftorts 1o establish racial equality in the South were thwarted by the Ku Klux
Klan.?® The revived Klan of the 1920s was so powerful that it was the domi-
nant force in the politics of a number of states.?’ American radical movements
such as the [ndustrial Workers of the World (IWW?) and the Socaalist party
were dealt crippling blows afier World War | when these movements were
subjccted to (requent incidents of violence orchestrated by right-wing groups.
And the wave of bombings of abortion clinics in the years since the 1973 Su-
preme Court decision legahizing abortion has hindered cfforts to make abortions
available.
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Rightist terrorist is not alwavs successful. Specifically, for a campaign of
status r-luu terrorism to be successful, the [ollowing condition has to be met:
[.ocal authoritics and the federal government have 1o be either unwilling or ‘
unable to take repressive measurces against the movement engaging in terror- righ
ism in defense of the established social order. To illustrate the importance of nan
governmental complicity and/or indifference to the success of a campaign of [ Sf_fl '
rightist errorism, consider two cases of such terrorism, one of which was suc- Liug
cessful one of which was not. Both cases involve the Ku Klux Klan. The first the
concerns the successful efforts of the Klan 1o thwart the aims of the federal ern
government during Reconstruction and the sccond concerns the unsuccesstul viol
attemnpt by the Klan in the 1960s w0 prevent the achievement of avil rights

movement goals in the South. ly s

In the afiermath of the South’s deleat in the Civil War, the federal gov- thei
croment sought o force the southern states to guarantee the political rights of ach
newly (reed slaves. The majority of white southerners was in no mood tw cual

accept blacks as their polincal equals. Almost immediately, white southerners ' stat
began to use violence to mmumidate blacks. Im Texas, a 115, attorney esu- sur
mated that a thouwsand biacks a year were killed from 1868 1o 18740, In tion
Leuisiana, Union General Philip Sheridan cstimated that from 1866 to 1875 aim
thirty-five hundred people, almost all of them black, were killed or wounded. ™

The most important organization behind this violence was the Ko Klux
Klan. The Kilan was founded in Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1865 by a group of
Confederate veterans. Initially intended as a secret society of war comrades, it

NO

soon evolved into a political orgamzation dedicated to white supremacy. By
the middle of 1868 the Klan was organized in all of the former states of the
Confederacy. '

The two Presidents during Reconstruction, Andrew Johnzon and Ulysses
Grant, were reluctant to take action against the Klan. Johnson was basically
oul of sympathy with the aims of Reconstruction, and Grant preferred that
southern officials “exhaust their own military resources first” hefore asking for
assistance from the tederal government.”” Even had the federal government
been determined (o use force to implement the goals of Reconstruction, its
ability 1 do so would have been hmited by the small size of the U.S. Army:
By 1867 this force numbered only 20,117 men *®

State and local governments in the South were also unable or unwilling to
take action against the Klan. Authorities who tried to implement Reconstruc-
tion had only weank and poorly tramned militias at their disposal. And as Re-

constructiun progressed an increasing number of state and local governmenis
in the South came under the controt of white southerners determined to main-
tain while supremacy. White supremacist authorities turned a blind eve to-
ward Klan violence.””

In the end the Klan suceeeded in defeating the attempt by Republicans to
achieve political equality for blacks i the South, Northerners grew weary of
trying 10 cocrce the South and finally agreed to end Reconstruction as part of
the settlement of the disputed presidenrial election of 1876.2%

In the 1960s the Klan's various branches used violence in an attempt to
prevent the civil nights movement from achieving its goals in the South. In the
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sumnmer of 1964 three eivil rights workers were murdered in Mississippr by the
White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. Several members of this Klan faction
were later convicted of violating the constitutional rights of the three civil
rights workers and were sent prison. In carly 1963 a civil rights worker
named Viola Grege liuzzo was murdered by the Klan while driving on the
Selma to Montgomery highway; three Klansmen were convicted of violating
Linzzo's constitutional rights.”® This campaign of violence failed to prevent
the ending of white supremacy in the South because neither the federal gov-
ernment nor state and local authorities were prepared to tolerate Klan

violence.

The history of the use of terrorism by social movements in America clear-

ly shows that terrorism does not necessarily help such movements to achieve
their aims. Two preconditions must be fulfilled for a terronst campaign 1o
achieve the goals of the social movement sponsoring the campaign: (1) the so-
cial movement must have a significant degree of mass support; and (2) {ederal,
state and local authorities must be unwilling or unable to take repressive mea-
sures in response to the campaign of terroristic violence. When these precondi-
tions have not been present, terrorism has not succeeded in furthering the

aims of American social movements.

NOTES

1.

Brian Jenkins, Internativnal fervorism: A New Mode of Conflict {Lus Angeles, Calit.:
Crescent Publications, 19751, p. L

. For example, in December 1975 a group of Palestinian fedayeen machine-gunned

passengers and firebombed a parked airliner at the Rome airport, killing thirty-two
people. The terrorists 1then hijacked another airliner and flew o Kuwait. The

fedayeen were apparcily trying to raise tensions in the Middle East in the hope of

subotaging the Geneva Peace Conference. See New York Tomes, 18 December 14973
For a discussion of the various objectives of a campaign of terronsm, see Eruest
Evans, Calling @ Truce to Terror: The American Response to International Terrorism [ West-

port, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 19797, Chap. 3.

. See, for example, the wide variety of definitions of terrorism offered in the speeches

by various countries during the 1972 United Nations debates on international terrot-
ismv. Offeial Records of the General Assembly, 6th Commirtee, 27th scss., passin. Brian
Jenkins has noted that there are severe difficulties in defining terrorism because of
the tendency to use the word to describe a large and varied range of political phe-
nomena. See International Terrorism, pp. 1-2. For a good discussion of the various
characteristics of terrorism, see Chap. 1 of Paul Wilkinson's Paliticat Terraristt (New
York: Wiley, 1974}, In Chap. 2 of this book Wilkinson uses the definition oftered in
Chap. | to develop a typology of werrorism,

V1 Lenin, “Why the Sociat Democrats Must Declare Dotermined and Relentless
War on the Socialist Revolutionaries™ [1902) and “Where to Begin® ({1901}, cited
in Lenin Reader, ed. Stefan Possony [Chicago: Henry Regnery, 19661, pp. 470-72;
Leon Trotsky, ““Uhe Marxist Pusition on Individual Terrorism,” in Leon Trotsky:
Against Individual Terrovism, e, Will Reissner (New York: Pathlinder, 19745, pp. 59—
9.

Sce Kirkpatrick Sale. S8 (New York: Vintage, 19743, pp. 17391, for a deserip-
tion of the events leading up to this demonstration and the demonstration itsclf,
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