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ABSTRACT 

What are ISIS returnees morally responsible for, and how does that affect what should happen 

next? This is a question currently facing all Western democracies. Using thought experiments 

and reductive individualism, this thesis discusses the moral responsibility of both adult and 

child ISIS returnees. The results show that adults are generally morally responsible for their 

actions; this is the case regardless if they have posed direct threats or indirect threats. Duress, 

time, and terrorism as morally distinctive are discussed as factors impacting these results. 

Children are best presumed morally innocent unless they have joined ISIS by themselves, 

although in that case it remains unlikely that they are morally responsible for their actions. 

Keywords: ISIS, ISIS returnees, foreign fighters, terrorism, moral responsibility, reductive 

individualism 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In 2019 ISIS was territorially defeated in both Syria and Iraq. The repercussions of the terrorist 

organisation will continue to echo in Syria for years, if not decades, but the territorial victory 

resulted in the capture of many ISIS members. Among these are returnees: people who travelled 

from other countries to join ISIS but have now returned home or want to. Their reasons for 

wanting to return are many and they range from defection and disillusionment to injury or to 

ISIS’ defeat. Regardless, the returnees have forced countries to face a very significant question: 

now what? 

The fate of returnees has sparked much debate and controversy in Western countries. Responses 

range from imprisonment and stripping ISIS members of citizenships, to bringing them home 

and implementing strict rehabilitation protocols. In countries such as Sweden not much has 

happened at all due to a lack of judicial evidence of crimes committed, laws that lag behind, 

and a seeming lack of political will. 

The decision of what is to be done with ISIS returnees is both urgent and of great importance. 

Returning fighters who are still loyal to ISIS are far better trained than when they left and are 

thus more capable at carrying out terrorist attacks or joining other armed groups. Both former 

fighters and non-combatants carry with them the risk of spreading the ISIS’ ideology in the 

communities they return to and the defeat of ISIS is not likely to have made convinced ISIS 

followers less hostile to Western democracies. Regardless of whether returnees remain 

convinced of the justness of ISIS or if they left the organisation disillusioned, all returnees have 

witnessed significant violence. Many returnees are therefore in severe need of rehabilitation 

and mental health treatment. Not dealing with these issues now might lead to magnified security 

problems at a later stage.1 

What is being done and what can be done with ISIS returnees in Western countries is not 

necessarily what should be done. To determine this many questions need answering. What are 

the returning ISIS members guilty of? What do you become responsible for when joining a 

terrorist organisation such as ISIS? Is a fighter equally guilty as an ambulance driver or a 

homemaker? What does it mean when you have supported ISIS in a non-combatant role? 

 
1 T. Veldhuis, “Designing Rehabilitation and Reintegration Programmes for Violent Extremist Offenders: A 

Realist Approach”, The International Centre for Counter-Terrorism – The Hague, vol. 3, no. 2 (2012). 
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In the absence of law or a cohesive political or popular opinion on what is the correct response, 

this thesis aims at answering questions such as those posed above by discussing the moral 

responsibility of ISIS returnees. By analysing and comparing the moral responsibility for 

actions taken while in Syria and Iraq this thesis aims at guiding policymakers in deciding which 

actions can be allowed in a democratic society and which should be outlawed. In what, if any, 

circumstances may ISIS members be excused, and which circumstances should laws be 

adjusted or created to target? 

1.1 RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The existence of foreign fighters (“noncitizens of conflict states who join insurgencies during 

civil conflict”2) is not a new phenomenon. In some ways the world has adapted to their existence 

and behaviour. There are laws against international crimes, crimes against humanity, and for 

those who kill people outside of conflicts; violent behaviours deemed unacceptable and 

immoral have been made illegal. The appearance of ISIS, however, highlighted another issue: 

foreigners who travel to join a terrorist organisation in a civilian capacity. What are the moral 

implications of these behaviours? Which behaviours should be outlawed? 

Societal and political behaviour is often guided by ethical and moral principles. For example, 

we deem it unfair or unjust to kill, steal, or disproportionately aggregate wealth, and as such 

society prohibits these behaviours. Democratic societies are built on ethical principles such as 

human rights and freedoms. It is therefore reasonable to begin the discussion from an ethical 

standpoint when uncertain of how society should tackle a complex political problem. 

Returnees pose a dual risk to the society from whence they came, partly a physical threat in 

terms of violence and terrorist attacks, and partly a democratic threat as convinced ISIS 

members do not believe in democracy nor in equal human rights. The latter makes it especially 

important to study non-combatants who have contributed to ISIS and who continue to support 

and raise children according to its ideology. Non-combatants are also the least likely to be 

included in current law that applies to returnees. Regardless of status as a combatant or non-

combatant the returnees pose significant risks to any Western democracy, making it a relevant 

topic for security studies and political science. 

 
2 D. Malet, Foreign Fighters: Transnational Identity in Civil Conflicts, New York, Oxford University Press, 

2013. 
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While politicians discuss the question in terms of ‘guilty adults’ and ‘innocent children’, 

academia has written little regarding responsibility, accountability, and ISIS returnees. The few 

existing accounts are mainly situational descriptions of how ISIS returnees are handled in 

various countries.3 As such there is a serious lack of research about the new context. In terms 

of moral implications of membership in terrorist organisations similarly little is written, 

particularly in terms of non-combatants. As such this study will contribute to both these aspects 

of academia. It is also of value to policymakers who are unsure of what to do with returning 

ISIS members and what type of new laws to implement. 

1.2 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This thesis aims at contributing to the discussion regarding individuals who have travelled to 

join a terrorist organisation as combatants or non-combatants and then return to their country 

of origin. It will also contribute to the discussion about individual moral responsibility during 

times of war and/or conflict. The thesis will examine the individual moral responsibility of ISIS 

returnees by considering their actions when in Syria and Iraq. This will in turn be helpful in 

determining what type of moral accountability can be expected. The research questions are as 

follows: 

What is the moral responsibility of adult ISIS returnees? 

What is the moral responsibility of child ISIS returnees? 

The first question will be discussed by viewing different individual actions committed by ISIS 

returnees, both standing alone and in combination. The second question will discuss how 

responsibility is affected by age and what can be reasonably expected of children experiencing 

surrounding pressure. In order to answer them, this thesis will make use of reductive 

individualism and thought experiments. 

This thesis will use an ethical approach. This means that discussions of moral responsibility do 

not necessarily consider legal limitations or ramifications. Rather, moral responsibility must be 

determined before the question of law should be applied. 

 
3 See for example R. Coolsaet et al. Returnees: Who Are They, Why Are They (Not) Coming Back and How 

Should We Deal with Them? Assessing Policies on Returning Foreign Terrorist Fighters in Belgium, Germany 

and the Netherlands. 
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1.3 A COMMENT ON GENDER ROLES 

ISIS as an organisation has held and continues to hold a very conservative view regarding 

gender roles, confining women to the home, and seeing men in roles outside the home. The 

author has therefore chosen to keep any thought experiments contained herein within that point 

of view in order to reflect reality. Consequently, fighters will for example be spoken of as male 

and homemakers as female. This does not in any way reflect the author’s opinion regarding 

gender roles or feminism. 

1.4 DISPOSITION  

This thesis begins with a background on ISIS as an organisation and an overview of some of 

the actions undertaken by the organisation. The thesis then follows with a chapter on the 

current academic field regarding moral responsibility in just war theory as well as a chapter 

presenting Helen Frowe’s theory regarding the subject. After a methodological chapter 

regarding thought experiments, the thesis continues to the two analytical chapters regarding 

adults and children. These chapters present various thought experiments and discuss the moral 

implications of each. The thesis ends with a concluding discussion of the results from the 

thought experiments and the implications of these results for policymakers in Sweden.  
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2 EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1 ISIS 
The Islamic State was announced in June 2014 by ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. The goal 

was to create a caliphate in the Middle East and introduce Sharia Law and a fundamentalist 

interpretation of Islam. Before the formal announcement of the Islamic State the group had 

existed in a variety of versions with different names since it began as a splinter cell from 

al-Qaeda in 2014. Like al-Qaeda, the group is strongly against any type of Western influence 

or presence in the Middle East.4 The group was driven out of Iraq in 2017 and was territorially 

defeated in Syria in 2019.5 

Since its creation, ISIS has carried out systematic human rights violations and crimes against 

international humanitarian law in both Syria and Iraq. ISIS has conducted unlawful killings, 

kidnappings, attacked civilians, targeted religious sites and monuments, destroyed civilian 

homes or taken them for ISIS supporters, as well as conducted targeted attacks against 

government officials. The group has also systematically targeted specific ethnic and religious 

groups. Women and children have been especially vulnerable with women and girls being 

exposed to sexual violence including sexual slavery and boys being forcibly recruited into 

ISIS.6 ISIS also killed those who attempted to flee their area of control or who helped others do 

so.7 

A factor that strongly contributed to ISIS’ success was their use of social media sites. ISIS used 

it in part to distribute news about the organisation without the information being ‘distorted’ by 

mainstream media, and in part to recruit members.8 When used for recruitment, different groups 

were often targeted through different types of content. Fighters shared first-hand accounts of 

their battles and more mundane activities while others appealed to traditional or religious 

values. Regardless of content, the use of social media sites such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter 

and YouTube managed to make ISIS’ jihad both accessible and personal for followers, which 

made for extraordinary recruitment of foreigners to ISIS’ cause. These foreigners then, upon 

 
4 B. Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, 3rd edn., New York, Columbia University Press, 2017, p. 99. 
5 G. Fox, “Isis caliphate defeated: A timeline of the terror group’s brutal project”. Independent, 27 October 2019, 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-timeline-caliphate-iraq-syria-territory-defeated-

a8782351.html, (accessed 27 November 2019). 
6 UNAMI/OHCHR, Report on Protection of Civilians in the Armed Conflict in Iraq: 1 May – 31 October 2015, 

Baghdad, 2015, p. i-ii. 
7 Ibid., p. 9. 
8 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 323-233. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-timeline-caliphate-iraq-syria-territory-defeated-a8782351.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-timeline-caliphate-iraq-syria-territory-defeated-a8782351.html
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arrival to ISIS territory, created social media channels themselves, enabling them to speak 

directly to the communities from whence they came.9 

Since the Syrian Civil War began in 2011 it is unclear exactly how many people have been 

killed, harmed, or displaced as a result. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights documented 

371,222 deaths on Syrian territory between March 15th 2011 and March 15th 2018, although 

they estimate that a total of 570,000 people have died in Syria since 2011. 5,939 civilian 

casualties are documented as directly caused by ISIS.10 As for Iraq, the group Iraq Body Count 

documented 69,664 civilian deaths during 2014-2017. Out of these, 26,673 civilian deaths were 

caused by ISIS.11 Neither number include those abducted, imprisoned, wounded, or displaced 

by ISIS. 

2.1.1 Women in ISIS 

Women in ISIS have generally held roles within the home as wives, homemakers, and mothers. 

Foreign women were usually married shortly upon arrival if they were not already so; all 

married women were homemakers and raised any existing children.12 It is unclear whether any 

women have been suicide bombers, but none are reported to have served as combatants.13 Like 

men, women served as recruiters and spokespersons on social media.14 Approximately 20% of 

Europeans who joined ISIS were women15.  

2014 saw the formation of two all-female brigades in Raqqa, the al-Khansaa brigade and the 

Umm al-Rayan brigade. The early purpose of the brigades was for them to perform searches on 

other women passing through ISIS checkpoints, as men were unable to do so according to ISIS 

custom.16 Later reports show that the al-Khansaa brigade acted as a force that policed other 

women for moral offenses such as walking without a male chaperone and not complying with 

 
9 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 323-233. 
10 Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, “More than 570 thousand people were killed on the Syrian territory 

within 8 years of revolution demanding freedom, democracy, justice, and equality”, published 15 March 2019. 

http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=120851 (accessed 14 October 2019). 
11 Iraq Body Count, “Documented civilian deaths from violence”, https://www.iraqbodycount.org/database/ 

(accessed 30 December 2019). 
12 L. Gustafsson and M. Ranstorp, Swedish Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq: An Analysis of open-source 

intelligence and statistical data, Försvarshögskolan, Stockholm, 2017, p. 60. 
13 Ibid., p. 61. 
14 J. Davis, Women in Modern Terrorism: from liberation wars to global Jihad and the Islamic State, Rowman & 

Littlefield, Lanham, 2017, p. 123. 
15 Gustafsson and Ranstorp, Swedish Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq, p. 61-62. 
16 “Al-Qaeda in Syria forms female brigades”, Al Arabiya, 2 February 2014. 

http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2014/02/02/Syria-jihadist-group-ISIS-forms-women-only-

battalions.html (accessed 25 October 2019 

http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=120851
https://www.iraqbodycount.org/database/
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2014/02/02/Syria-jihadist-group-ISIS-forms-women-only-battalions.html
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2014/02/02/Syria-jihadist-group-ISIS-forms-women-only-battalions.html
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rules regarding behaviour and clothing.17 Members of the brigades were entitled to both drive 

and carry weapons unlike other women. Members are also reported to have been predominantly 

foreigners.18 The al-Khansaa brigade was reported to use excessive force and violent responses 

to the women they policed.19 

2.1.2 Children in ISIS 

Young foreign children either travelled with their families to Syria and Iraq or were born there. 

Teenagers have been known to travel with family, a partner or by themselves.20 Regardless, all 

children in ISIS have been exposed to significant violence. This includes but is not limited to 

amputations, beheadings, stoning, and crucifixion. 21  The children’s experiences will have 

differed greatly depending on their sex; while girls stayed in the home until marriage (often 

when underage), boys attended school. Schools in ISIS controlled areas usually consisted of 

lessons in Arabic, religious doctrine, physical fitness, and weapons training.22 

Separate from the regular schools were the training camps in which ISIS educated combatants, 

including children.23 The youngest child reported to have been subjected to intense military 

training was five years old. Multiple reports confirm regularly seeing children 13 and younger 

participating in both training and combat.24 Children who did not participate were subject to 

physical abuse25 and there are reports of child combatants being exposed to sexual abuse.26 

Horgan et al. likens the treatment of boys in training camps to that of child soldiers in Africa 

where the process is “characterized by subjugation and corporal punishments; physical 

separation from the family is a key element to the intense and brutal training of the boys”.27 

 
17 G. Ashour, ”How the Islamic State uses women to control women”, Syria Direct, 5 March 2015, 

https://syriadirect.org/news/how-the-islamic-state-uses-women-to-control-women/ (accessed 25 October 2019); 

E. Veatch, ”Why Are Women Joining the Islamic State?” Foreign Policy in Focus, 9 January 2015, 

https://fpif.org/women-joining-islamic-state/ (accessed 25 October 2019). 
18 Ibid. 
19 K. Gilsinan, “The ISIS Crackdown on Women, by Women: ISIS's all-female brigade and the slowly growing 

role of female jihadis”, The Atlantic, 25 July 2014, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/07/ 

the-women-of-isis/375047/ (accessed 25 October 2019). 
20 J. Horgan et al., “From Cubs to Lions: A Six Stage Model of Child Socialization into the Islamic State”, 

Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, vol. 40, no. 7, 2017, p. 652. 
21 S. Bradley, “What if Goliath Killed David? The coalition to counter ISIS and the status and responsibility of 

ISIS’ child soldiers”, American University International Law Review, vol. 33, no. 3, 2018, p. 580. 
22 J. Horgan et al., “From Cubs to Lions”, p. 651. 
23 Bradley, “What if Goliath Killed David?”, p. 578-579. 
24 Bradley, “What if Goliath Killed David?”, p. 580.; Horgan et al., “From Cubs to Lions”, p. 651-652. 
25 Horgan et al., “From Cubs to Lions”, p. 654. 
26 Ibid., p. 652. 
27 Ibid., p. 654. 

https://syriadirect.org/news/how-the-islamic-state-uses-women-to-control-women/
https://fpif.org/women-joining-islamic-state/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/07/%20the-women-of-isis/375047/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/07/%20the-women-of-isis/375047/
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Unlike many other organisations, child combatants in ISIS performed the same tasks as adult 

combatants. Children carried the same uniform, conducted suicide attacks, performed 

executions, and otherwise participated in combat.28  

Children’s roles run the gamut from support to combat; from preparing and 

cooking food, delivering messages and medical supplies, filming or photo-

graphing battle, helping wounded fighters to evacuate the front lines, donating 

blood to the injured, spying, replenishing weapons and ammunitions, and 

whipping prisoners. ISIS’s stylized execution videos routinely feature children 

killing alleged spies by shooting them, distributing knives to adults for 

beheadings, or conducting the actual beheadings.29 

2.1.3 Swedes in ISIS 

The Swedish Security Service estimates that approximately 300 Swedes travelled to join 

terrorist groups in Syria and Iraq.30 267 individuals are confirmed to have travelled, of which 

106 returned, 112 remained, and 49 had died as of September 2016. Out of these 267 indivi-

duals, 76 % were men and 24% women. These statistics do not include young children who 

accompanied parents or families.31 Out of the Swedes who travelled to Syria, 18% were 19 

years old or younger.32 Roughly 60 Swedish children were in December 2019 estimated be in 

different camps in Syria where ISIS members are held.33 There have been no reports of Swedish 

women serving as combatants, although some women have been recruiters and/or active on 

social media.34   

 
28 Bradley, “What if Goliath Killed David?”, p. 580-581. 
29 Horgan et al., “From Cubs to Lions”, p. 655. 
30 Säkerhetspolisen, “Färre reser från Sverige till terroristorganisationer”, 27 June 2017, 

https://www.sakerhetspolisen.se/ovrigt/pressrum/aktuellt/aktuellt/2017-06-27-farre-reser-fran-sverige-till-

terroristorganisationer.html (accessed 23 October 2019). 
31 Gustafsson and Ranstorp, Swedish Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq, p. 79, 82. 
32 Ibid., p. 80-81. 
33 D. Thomsen, “Finlands statsminister Sanna Marin vill ta hem barnen i lägret al-Hol”, SVT, published 

16 December 2019, https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/finlands-statsminister-sanna-marin-vill-ta-hem-barnen-i-

lagret-al-hol (accessed 30 December 2019). 
34 Gustafsson and Ranstorp, Swedish Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq, p. 82. 

https://www.sakerhetspolisen.se/ovrigt/pressrum/aktuellt/aktuellt/2017-06-27-farre-reser-fran-sverige-till-terroristorganisationer.html
https://www.sakerhetspolisen.se/ovrigt/pressrum/aktuellt/aktuellt/2017-06-27-farre-reser-fran-sverige-till-terroristorganisationer.html
https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/finlands-statsminister-sanna-marin-vill-ta-hem-barnen-i-lagret-al-hol
https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/finlands-statsminister-sanna-marin-vill-ta-hem-barnen-i-lagret-al-hol
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 TRADITIONAL JUST WAR THEORY 

The traditional collectivist view of just war theory holds that war is governed by a set of moral 

rules that are separate from the rules governing everyday society.35 From the nature of war and 

its connection to the political sphere, the conditions are such that acts of violence and harm 

should be judged differently from regular acts of violence and harm; within war actions are 

collective and political.36  

A war can be considered just when it meets with the criteria on just cause, proportionality 

between harm done and the good achieved, proper conduct on and off the battlefield, and the 

possibility of just peace.37 A significant contribution from traditional just war theory is non-

combatant immunity which means that non-combatants may not be harmed nor killed during 

conflict. As they do not pose threats nor participate directly in the conflict non-combatants are 

not legitimate targets.38 

3.2 REDUCTIVE INDIVIDUALISM 

Reductive individualism, also called the reductive account of war, differs from traditional just 

war theory. Instead of agreeing that war is governed by a separate set of moral rules, reductive 

individualism argues that the morals that govern regular life are the same as those that govern 

war. In a sense it reduces “the rights and responsibilities of combatants at war entirely to the 

rights and responsibilities of individual persons.”39 In doing so reductive individualism finds 

that individuals and not groups such as armies or states carry moral responsibility.40  This 

argument emerges from the thought of self-defence and finds that “justified warfare … is the 

collective exercise of individual rights of self- and other-defence in a coordinated manner 

against a collective threat.”41  Any use of force must always be motivated by just cause, 

 
35 H. Frowe, “Collectivism and Reductivism in the Ethics of War”, in K. Lippert-Rasmussen, K. Brownlee and 

D. Coady (eds.), A Companion to Applied Philosophy, Wiley/Blackwell, Chichester, 2017, p. 345. 
36 H. Frowe, “Reductive Individualism and the Just war Framework”, Legal Philosophy between State and 

Transnationalism Seminar Series, no. 46, 2015, p. 1. 
37 D. Fisher and N. Biggar, “Was Iraq an unjust war? A debate on the Iraq war and reflections on Libya”, 

International Affairs, vol. 87, no. 3, 2011, p. 687. 
38 H. Frowe, Defensive killing, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2014, p. 164. 
39 D. Rodin, “The Moral Inequality of Soldiers: Why jus in bello Asymmetry is Half Right” in D. Rodin H. Shue 

(eds.), Just and unjust warriors: the moral and legal status of soldiers, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2008, 

p. 47. 
40 Frowe, “Reductive Individualism and the Just war Framework”, p. 2-3. 
41 J. McMahan, “The Ethics of Killing”, Ethics, vol. 114, no. 4, 2014, p. 717. 
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proportionality, necessity, and reasonable chance of success – regardless of whether one is at 

war or not.42 

This strand of just war theory has caused a discussion within the field regarding the principle 

of non-combatant immunity and one’s liability to be killed or harmed. One is typically liable to 

be killed or harmed when one has acted in such a way as to forfeit the usual right not to be 

harmed43. For example, should Julia attack Felix then Julia has forfeited her right not to be 

harmed when Felix fights back. It is important to note, however, that liability to harm does not 

equal deserving of that same harm. 

3.2.1 Non-combatant immunity 

Jeff McMahan has done significant work in developing reductive individualism within just war 

theory. He finds that civilians are only on “rare occasions” sufficiently morally responsible for 

them to be liable to be killed in war. This particularly applies to the context of just cause for 

which civilians may carry more responsibility than soldiers; this can be high political leaders 

who decide to go to war. Ergo, there is no universal moral immunity for non-combatants or 

civilians.44 

Despite this, McMahan concludes that killing civilians in war should remain illegal, regardless 

of moral permissibility. He motivates this by writing that “whatever is legally permitted to the 

just will also be done by the unjust.”45 As the unjust are not morally permitted to kill anyone 

(their unjust cause means any following killings are also unjust), allowing the just to kill 

civilians will in practical terms seem to permit killings of additional morally innocent by the 

unjust.46 Law based on only moral considerations may lead to problematic consequences such 

as these and therefore McMahan finds the need to differentiate between morality of war and 

law of war.47 In general he finds it inadvisable to kill morally guilty non-combatants as their 

deaths are not proportionate to the low moral responsibility they carry.48 

Cécile Fabre writes from a cosmopolitan perspective which is “individualist, egalitarian, and 

universal”.49 She finds that individuals must themselves justify participating in a war and post 

 
42 Frowe, “Reductive Individualism and the Just war Framework”, p. 3-4. 
43 J. Quong, “Liability to Defensive Harm”, Philosophy & Public Affairs, vol. 40, no. 1., 2012, p. 45. 
44 J. McMahan, “The Morality of War and the Law of War” in D. Rodin H. Shue (eds.), Just and unjust 

warriors: the moral and legal status of soldiers, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2008, p. 22, 27 
45 Ibid., p. 32.  
46 Ibid., p. 32. 
47 Ibid., p. 33-35. 
48 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 172-173 
49 C. Fabre, Cosmopolitan Peace, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2016, p. 2 
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bellum justice should be demanded from individuals rather than groups. She does not, however, 

agree that civilians who significantly contribute to an unjust war are liable to be killed during 

the war.50 Although individual civilians can carry the moral responsibility for war, they are not 

liable to be kill during it. Fabre herself calls this conclusion ad hoc but like McMahan she is 

unwilling to allow for the killing of morally responsible civilians.51 

3.2.2 Liability to defensive harm 

Jonathan Quong disagrees with McMahan’s account of moral responsibility as he finds it too 

permissive in certain situations, thereby risking doing greater harm than is morally 

permissible.52 Quong rather advocates for what he names the moral status account which is 

somewhat more consequentialist in nature. Whether one is liable to defensive harm or not is 

determined by one’s moral status. Moral status itself is determined at the very moment you act, 

at which moment in time you are required to have considered “the evidence-relative 

permissibility”53 of your action. For example, a prudent driver that causes an accident is not 

liable to defensive harm despite hitting a pedestrian. This is because driving – even though it 

may cause lethal harm – is permitted when considering the relative good its function serves 

compared to the risk of an accident.54 

Otsuka finds that it is not permissible to kill morally innocent threats or aggressors, that is, a 

threat or an aggressor who is not morally responsible. Otsuka’s argument is based on that he 

finds that the morally innocent are morally equal to bystanders, all things considered. A 

bystander is someone who does not endanger your life nor is responsible for what endangers 

your life; the bystander is simply next to whatever event that is taking place.  55 

Statman writes that anyone who would permit killing morally innocent attackers are in practice 

proponents of moral luck.56 He defines moral luck as when “Moral status is determined, inter 

alia, by factors over which the agent has no control.”57 This would mean that holding innocents 

liable to be killed is morally unfair as they are threats through no cause of their own.58 Accepters 

 
50 Fabre, Cosmopolitan Peace, p. 5-7. 
51 Ibid., p. 6. 
52 Quong, “Liability to Defensive Harm”, p. 54-59. 
53 Ibid., p. 63. 
54 Ibid., p. 47-48, 62-64. 
55 M. Otsuka, “Killing the Innocent in Self-Defense”, Philosophy & Public Affairs, vol. 23, no. 1, 1994, p. 74-75. 
56 D. Statman, “Moral Luck and the Problem of the Innocent Attacker”, Ratio, vol. 28, no. 1, 2015, p. 97-98, 

108-109. 
57 Ibid., p. 98. 
58 Statman, “Moral Luck and the Problem of the Innocent Attacker”, p. 109. 



12 

 

of moral luck are typically consequentialist while non-consequentialists do not accept the 

concept.59  

3.3 CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

Kristen J. Fisher discusses how responsibility and accountability can vary across cultures. 

Individualized accountability has in some African communities been accused of being a foreign 

Western influence that is not universal. Fisher exemplifies this by pointing to a different view 

of justice which favours forgiveness over punishment. This discussion has been seen both in 

South Africa post-apartheid and in Uganda concerning the International Criminal Court’s 

involvement. In Uganda, society is community-centred in a way not seen in Western countries. 

Some communities or tribes even collectively accept guilt and take on the duty to pay restitution 

to a victim when a member offends. As such, punishing individuals and holding individuals 

accountable is not a universal way of handling moral responsibility.60   

Fisher also writes regarding the moral responsibility of child soldiers which differs from that of 

adults: 

Like the mentally ill, agents under a certain age are considered incapable of the 

moral judgements and reasoning necessary to commit a criminal act, even if the 

actions performed are equivalent to a criminal act if they were committed by 

another agent.61 

Child soldiers are according to the Cape Town Principles of 1977 taken to mean any child under 

the age of 18 who is recruited into a regular or irregular armed force or group. This includes 

girls who are forced into marriage or used for sexual purposes. To do so is prohibited under 

international law.62 

   

 
59 Statman, “Moral Luck and the Problem of the Innocent Attacker”, p. 103-106. 
60 K. Fisher, Transitional Justice for Child Soldiers: Accountability and Social Reconstruction in Post-Conflict 

Contexts, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2013, p. 115-116. 
61 Ibid., p. 62. 
62 Bradley, “What if Goliath Killed David?”, p. 574-575. 
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4 THEORY 

Helen Frowe writes in her book Defensive Killing about when one is morally permitted to use 

force against others. She does this by detailing various cases between individuals and discussing 

moral responsibility, the ethics of killing in war, and the forfeiture of the individual’s right not 

to be harmed. What differentiates Frowe from other authors on the subject is her notion that 

civilians can also be liable to be killed in war. Frowe also diversifies the previous view of 

threats, agents and bystanders by discussing a total of four categories: direct threats, indirect 

threats, bystanders, and onlookers. This means that Frowe’s theory is suitable for a more 

nuanced analysis regarding combatants and non-combatants in conflict. The addition of indirect 

threats allows for non-combatants to be considered threats which, in some cases, means that 

they are liable to be killed during the conflict. Above all, this gives valuable insights when 

discussing civilian contributions to a war effort, making Frowe’s account of moral 

responsibility highly suitable when discussing ISIS returnees. 

4.1 TYPES OF THREATS 

Different types of threats can be posed to an individual. In theoretical discussions threats are 

typically posed to Victim who is presumed morally innocent and not liable to harm. A direct 

threat is when one causes direct harm to Victim through actions, movements, or their presence 

if there is no intervening agency63. Posing a direct threat is of special moral significance and 

especially dire in terms of moral responsibility.64An indirect threat endangers Victim in some 

way but does not cause direct harm. This can be by contributing to a direct threat, but also 

includes reducing “the number of courses morally available to Victim, if Victim were not 

permitted or able to harm that person”65 such as preventing Victim from leaving a dangerous 

situation.66 One type of indirect threat is the indirect cause. An indirect cause is “instrumental 

in bringing about the direct threat”67 and is “someone whose actions, movements or presence 

are causally upstream of the direct threat to Victim.”68  

Frowe uses two additional categories other than direct and indirect threats: bystanders and 

onlookers. Neither of these categories contribute to the threat to Victim. However, if one were 

 
63 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 31-33. 
64 Ibid., p. 7, 162. 
65 Ibid., p. 22 
66 Ibid., p. 31-33. 
67 Ibid., p. 36. 
68 Ibid., p. 36. 
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to harm the bystander the threat to the Victim would be averted or mitigated. This is not the 

case with the onlooker; if one harmed the onlooker, it would not help the Victim in any way.69 

It is never permissible to harm an onlooker as they are no threat and harming them will not help 

avert a threat.70 

4.2 FROWE’S ACCOUNT ON MORAL RESPONSIBILITY 

Frowe’s notion of threats is non-moralized, meaning that a threat may or may not be morally 

responsible for posing a threat.71 For example, if Julia stabs Victim, she is always agentially/ 

causally responsible for stabbing him. However, if Julia is a very young child or quite mentally 

ill, she is not be morally responsible for the action. This means that there are morally innocent 

threats,72 such as Julia when she is too young to understand that she is a threat. Agential 

responsibility concerns who caused an action while moral responsibility instead concerns belief 

and intent73.  

In order to be morally responsible for an action one must have reasonable opportunity to avoid 

being a threat.74  

a person is morally responsible for posing an unjust threat if she had a reasonable 

opportunity to avoid posing the unjust threat and she intentionally failed to avail 

herself of the opportunity.75  

This holds true regardless of whether the threat is direct or indirect, lethal or not.  

For someone to be considered intentionally failing several aspects must be fulfilled. For one, 

the perpetrator must be aware that their actions will endanger Victim. The perpetrator must also 

believe that there are alternative actions that are not too costly. If, understanding this, the 

perpetrator chooses to continue anyway, they are morally responsible threats.76  

The cost of the alternative actions may not be too costly for the perpetrator and what is a 

reasonable cost depends on the gravity of the threat. Regardless, the choices provided may not 

cause the perpetrator or other innocents unreasonable harm. The choices must therefore be 

 
69 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 7. 
70 Ibid., p. 31. 
71 Ibid., p. 40. 
72 Ibid., p. 74. 
73 Ibid., p. 74. 
74 Ibid., p. 76. 
75 Ibid., p. 73. 
76 Ibid., p. 73. 
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evaluated based on the general cost of each opportunity, the potential harm to Victim, what type 

of threat the perpetrator will pose, as well as whether the perpetrator allows or causes 

themselves to threaten.77 If you risk becoming a direct threat then you must bear a greater cost; 

if you risk becoming a lethal threat, then the cost can be up to and including your own life.78 If 

you risk becoming an indirect threat then you need only bear a comparatively small cost.79 The 

lowest cost you can be required to bear is when you allow yourself to become an indirect 

threat80.The cost you are liable to bear in order to behave morally is not a cost that you are 

necessarily deserving of, however, it is preferable over forcing an innocent to pay it. 

Causing yourself to threaten is different from allowing yourself to threaten. Doing the former 

means that you chose to be a threat and as such you are liable to bear a lethal cost.81 If you 

allow yourself to threaten you not liable to bear a lethal cost.82 This can happen by accident. 

For example; Julia is standing in the way when Victim is being chased by a murderer. If Julia 

stays in Victim’s way, she allows herself to be an indirect threat to Victim. However, Julia 

could step aside. From a moral perspective Julia should step aside lest that lead to her own 

death, at which point she is morally permitted to instead watch the murderer kill Victim. 

While authors such as Fisher acknowledge that moral responsibility can be compromised by 

coercion83, this is not necessarily something Frowe agrees with. Rather, one can be morally 

responsible and then excused if one has acted under duress or coercion.84 

If you are indeed “morally responsible for posing an unjust threat”85, then you are also liable to 

defensive harm. Being liable to harm means having forfeited one’s usual right not to be harmed. 

This person may only be harmed, according to Frowe, if it is required in order to achieve a 

proportionate goal.86 

4.2.1 Moral responsibility for non-combatants 

Frowe argues that the non-combatant immunity that is commonly featured in just war theory is 

a false premise. Although non-combatants may not pose direct threats, they can and do 

 
77 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 73–74, 77. 
78 Ibid., p. 74. 
79 Ibid., p. 11. 
80 Ibid., p. 11. 
81 Ibid., p. 79-80. 
82 Ibid., p. 79-80. 
83 Fisher, Transitional Justice for Child Soldiers, p. 64-65. 
84 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 80. 
85 Ibid., p. 73. 
86 Ibid., p. 73. 
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contribute to war efforts in general. For example, civilians produce food, equipment and 

weapons. Civilians pay taxes that contribute to the war effort and may politically advocate or 

vote for an unjust war. This, Frowe maintains, is both significant and a necessary contribution 

for a country or group to wage war. As such, there is no significant moral difference between 

combatants and civilians that may account for non-combatant immunity. 87  Frowe also 

dismisses the possibility for non-combatants to claim ignorance regarding the actions of the 

government or military; for example, one always knows that taxes will in part support a war 

effort.88 

The lack of moral significance of non-combatants opens for a new discussion for both moral 

responsibility and how civilians may be treated in conflict. Frowe summaries this when she 

writes that: 

if a non-combatant has a reasonable opportunity to avoid posing an unjust threat 

and intentionally fails to take that opportunity, she is liable to defensive killing.89 

Essentially, Frowe argues that if the contribution of the civilian is significant enough, then they 

are morally liable to be killed by the opposing forces, all things considered. As with other 

threats, non-combatants may only be killed in so called opportunistic killings, that is, in order 

to “avert the threat for which she is responsible.”90 

A key concept to grasp in order to understand Frowe’s view of the moral liability of non-

combatants is that of proportionality. Proportionality according to Frowe is the harm that one 

contributes to rather than the individual contribution or harm one causes. Therefore, it can be 

legitimate to kill civilians; civilians contribute to a great harm – the unjust war itself.91 

4.3 ON THE TOPIC OF CHILDREN 

A key question regarding children is whether they can be at all morally responsible for joining 

a terrorist organisation. When discussing liability to be killed for indirect threats Frowe writes 

that “all children, for example, will be so innocent in my view, since even those who contribute 

 
87 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 164. 
88 Ibid., p. 185. 
89 Ibid., p. 162. 
90 Ibid., p. 163. 
91 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 78; Frowe, “Collectivism and Reductivism in the Ethics of War”, p. 349. 
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to the war effort will lack moral responsibility for doing so”.92 Indeed, Frowe finds that children 

cannot carry moral responsibility due to their age. 

This is at odds with Frowe’s definition of what encompasses moral responsibility. The essence 

of her definition is about whether you have mens rea, a guilty mind, and whether you are able 

to make a different choice. Surely this ought to mean that if a child is deemed to grasp what 

they are doing and its consequences, there is reason for them to be considered morally 

responsible.  

Kristen J. Fisher discusses different factors that affects the moral responsibility of child soldiers. 

Child soldiers are often exposed to both coercion and imposed extraordinary pressure. Being 

under threat can negatively affect children’s ability to consider whether there are alternative 

actions that are not immediately obvious. Fisher also considers collective action which she 

argues can be considered both a mitigating and an aggravating factor. Youths are especially 

sensitive to peer pressure and surrounding social norms, and therefore have a more difficult 

time resisting pressures from a group than adults. To do so is even more difficult when the 

behaviour the child soldier is participating in is widespread and collectively sanctioned; this 

makes it challenging for a child to differentiate the behaviour as morally wrong in the first 

place. However, people tend to behave worse in groups than as individuals. This means the 

child acting in a group is likely to have committed worse crimes than a lone individual.93 

In combination these factors are significant and make it impossible for young children to be 

considered morally responsible for their actions. An 11-year-old, although capable of firing a 

weapon and being an unjust direct threat, can hardly fathom the consequences of such an action, 

nor the implications of it. However, this need not be the case with older teenaged children. In 

many cultures and nations older teenagers carry legal responsibility and are thus considered 

mature enough to be held accountable for their actions according to the law. This is a strong 

indication that moral responsibility is not something that readily occurs when one turns a 

specific age. Rather, the capacity to understand what you are doing and to choose accordingly 

can occur at both an earlier and later date, meaning that children may in fact be morally 

responsible for actions such as joining a terrorist organisation. 

  

 
92 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 197. 
93 Fisher, Transitional Justice for Child Soldiers, p. 62-63. 
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5 METHODOLOGY 

This thesis emerges from a normative standpoint. This means that some actions are considered 

good and therefore permissible, while other actions are considered bad or evil and are not 

permissible. In order to understand which is which, one can use reason. 94  The normative 

standpoint is mainly based on Frowe’s theory regarding moral responsibility. 

This thesis is also non-consequentialist in nature. Non-consequentialism holds that the 

permissibility of an action is not determined exclusively by the consequences of that action. 

Consequences are acknowledged to exist and can be a factor in deciding which actions are 

morally good or bad, however, what is good is not simply the choice that leads to the maximum 

good. The non-consequentialist approach finds there are more factors involved in making this 

determination.95 Instead moral judgements are made ‘all things considered’ meaning that all 

relevant aspects are considered.  

5.1 THOUGHT EXPERIMENTS 

In order to approach the moral responsibility of returning ISIS members this thesis will make 

use of thought experiments. The term ‘thought experiment’ was first introduced in 1811 by 

Hans-Christian Ørsted, although examples of the practice can be found as far back as Ancient 

Greece.96 Although used in various sciences, thought experiments are most common when there 

is a lack of data and data is epistemically difficult to find.97 The construction and purpose of 

thought experiments often varies across disciplines as different disciplines study different 

aspects of humanity and the world. In ethics, the goal is often “a claim about a normative 

concept or some normative principle or theory”98. Ethical thought experiments are therefore 

quite common as “normative claims are not amenable to the same sources of evidence as less 

normative disciplines.”99 

 
94 P. Schaber, Normativity and Naturalism, De Gruyter, Berlin, 2004, p. 7. 
95 F. Kamm, Intricate Ethics: Rights, Responsibilities, and Permissible Harm. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 

2007, p. 11-12. 
96 M. Stuart, Y. Fehige, and J. Brown, “Thought experiments: state of the art” in M. Stuart, Y. Fehige, and J. 

Brown (eds.), The Routledge Companion to Thought Experiments, Routledge, Abingdon, 2018, p. 1-2. 
97 Ibid., p. 4. 
98 H. Brun, “Thought Experiments in Ethics” in M. Stuart, Y. Fehige, and J. Brown (eds.), The Routledge 

Companion to Thought Experiments, Routledge, Abingdon, 2018, p. 198. 
99 Stuart, Fehige, and Brown, “Thought experiments: state of the art”, p. 6. 
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A thought experiment is generally a metaphor or ‘representational device’ used to illustrate an 

issue, without reducing it to a theory or abstract knowledge.100 George Brun means that there 

are two types of thought experiment in ethics. A core thought experiment is itself comprised of 

two aspects: first, a scenario where a question is introduced, and second, the experimenter 

discusses the scenario and arrives at a result. An extended thought experiment adds a third 

component, namely drawing a conclusion regarding something ethically relevant. Some 

thought experiments also have one or multiple additional assumptions which can affect the 

conclusion (for example changing the number of people involved in the scenario).101  

The use of thought experiments from the field of ethics is relevant in this case seeing as the 

moral responsibility of ISIS returnees revolves around a normative question. Testing, as is often 

required by the natural sciences, is not feasible in political sciences. In this case neither is 

observation nor documentation. Instead norms and values require being settled by the help of 

intuition.102 Intuition can be defined as “the spontaneous judgements that people make about 

philosophical thought experiments.”103 Intuition need not to be taken to mean an instantaneous 

feeling or gut reaction but can occur through use of careful reflection and consideration.104 

5.2 OPERATIONALIZATION 

An aspect to consider when creating thought experiments is how far from reality one places the 

examples. One way is to make up fantastical and surreal examples in order to “isolate the 

variables that influences our intuitions”105. Made-up cases can improve our ability to compare 

and contrast one case with another while also making them cover a wide variety of situations. 

Reality can also be overly complicated with too many variables when one is trying to illustrate 

one specific point or issue. Made-up thought experiments can also be used when trying to 

prevent the reader or writer from being influenced by preconceived notions or opinions. 

The thought experiments in this thesis will be inspired in some ways by actual situations that 

ISIS members have faced. By observing actual behaviours from ISIS, the thesis will be able to 

cover a wide variety of actions from the group and ensure that the results are relevant for 

 
100 N. Miščević, “Thought Experiments in Political Philosophy” in M. Stuart, Y. Fehige, and J. Brown (eds.), The 

Routledge Companion to Thought Experiments, Routledge, Abingdon, 2018, p. 158. 
101 Brun, “Thought Experiments in Ethics”, p. 196-197. 
102 Miščević, “Thought Experiments in Political Philosophy”, p. 158. 
103 S. Stich and K. Tobia, “Intuition and its critics” in M. Stuart, Y. Fehige, and J. Brown (eds.), The Routledge 

Companion to Thought Experiments, Routledge, Abingdon, 2018, p. 370. 
104 R. Audi, Moral perception, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2013, p. 83-84. 
105 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 4. 
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policymakers. Otherwise, one would perhaps not think to pose the question of what it morally 

means when a four-year-old detonates a bomb that kills several civilians, as in the case of one 

British child106. However, the thought experiments will be fictional. The thought experiments 

will first be presented as core thought experiments that then develop into extended thought 

experiments. Some will also feature one or multiple additional assumptions. 

The cases will involve several different members of an unnamed terrorist organisation. The 

focus of the analysis is the Agent. The Agent is the active and acting person within the thought 

experiment and will be seen in a variety of roles within the terrorist organisation, varying from 

Wife to Fighter to Recruiter. When joining the terrorist organisation, Agent travelled by choice 

from a democratic country and knew that the group they were joining was labelled a terrorist 

organisation. The terrorist organisation is morally unjust in all its actions and is currently 

engaged in terrorist activities, including but not limited to extrajudicial killings, murder, rape, 

slavery, recruitment of child soldiers, and kidnappings. Once Agents have joined the terrorist 

organisation, they cannot practically leave the area that is under the control of the terrorist 

organisation. When Agents are adults, they are aged eighteen and above while children are no 

older than seventeen. 

Any action taken that affects another will happen to Victim. Victim is always morally innocent. 

Any threat to Victim is unjust, as Victim is not liable to harm and “Individuals are not usually 

morally permitted to non-consensually harm other people.”107 

After presenting a thought experiment the thesis will first categorize the Agent according to 

Frowe’s four categories: direct threat, indirect threat, bystander, and onlooker. After this the 

analysis will discuss whether Agent is morally responsible for their actions. Their moral 

responsibility may be affected by age and duress. To determine moral responsibility, it will be 

discussed if Agent had any reasonable opportunity to choose differently and what cost they are 

liable to bear in order to behave morally.   

 
106 Horgan et al, “From Cubs to Lions”, p. 651-652. 
107 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 21. 
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6 THE MORAL RESPONSIBILITY OF ADULTS 

Agents in the thought experiments in this chapter are to be considered adults unless explicitly 

stated otherwise. Agents have also travelled voluntarily from a democratic country to join the 

terrorist organisation. The chapter will begin by discussing several different thought 

experiments: Murder, Rape, Housewife, Wife and Sex Slave, Online Recruiter, Driver, as well 

as Taxes. It will then add additional assumptions regarding duress and time in order to 

complicate and fully discuss the context of the Agents’ moral responsibility. It will also discuss 

acts of terrorism as morally distinctive. 

6.1 MURDER 

A direct threat involves an Agent threatening harm to Victim. An example of this is shown in 

Murder: 

Murder: Fighter kills Victim. 

Fighter in this case poses a direct threat to Victim both by threatening harm, and by taking the 

life of Victim. In causing physical harm to Victim, Fighter has cemented their position as a 

direct threat. 

Murder is a straightforward case when discussing moral responsibility. When joining the 

terrorist organisation as a combatant, Fighter accepted the possibility that he might one day 

pose a direct threat, thereby making an informed choice in the matter. Had he chosen not to join 

the organisation he would never have risked becoming an unjust direct threat; his choice to 

remain in the democratic country from whence he travelled would have carried no additional 

risk to his own life. It is therefore correct to argue that Fighter failed to avoid becoming a direct 

threat despite available opportunities to do so and chose to become a threat. Therefore, Fighter 

is entirely morally responsible for having posed a direct threat. As such he also posed a type of 

threat that is of special moral significance. 

6.2 RAPE 

A variation of Murder is Rape: 

Rape: Fighter rapes Victim. 
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Here Fighter also poses a direct threat in that he threatens bodily harm to Victim. The reasoning 

surrounding moral responsibility in Rape is much the same as in Murder, although it bears some 

differences. 

By travelling to become a combatant Fighter knew that he might pose a direct threat in the way 

of non-sexual violence. If he at that stage knew or suspected that he might pose a direct threat 

in the way of sexual violence, Fighter failed to avoid posing a direct threat despite available 

opportunities to do so. In this case Fighter is fully morally responsible. However, if Fighter did 

not suspect this when choosing to join the terrorist organisation, then one must instead look at 

the moment in time when he becomes the specific direct threat as Rapist, and not only as 

Fighter. If Fighter in that moment has the choice to, for example, not rape Victim, then he has 

failed to avoid posing a threat. Fighter has behaved in the way of a direct threat and carries full 

moral responsibility for his actions. One could also argue that by joining the terrorist 

organisation Fighter chose the risk of posing an unjust threat, regardless of what that threat 

would later consist of. As such he is morally responsible, regardless of the sexual nature of the 

threat. 

6.3 HOUSEWIFE 

Helen Frowe finds that many civilians may be considered indirect threats by supporting or 

voting for an unjust war or regime. In this spirit, consider Housewife: 

Housewife: Wife joins the terrorist organisation. Upon joining she marries her now 

Husband who is a fighter. Wife cares for their shared household and raises 

their children. She has no part in any other immoral or illegal activity within 

the terrorist organisation. 

Wife does not pose nor contribute to a direct threat to anyone’s life or wellbeing. She does, 

however, contribute to it by supporting her husband, the organisation’s ideology, as well as the 

terrorist organisation in general. Had Wife not joined the terrorist organisation, it would have 

decreased the legitimacy of the organisation and it would have prevented Husband from being 

rewarded with a wife. It is therefore reasonable to find that Wife poses an indirect threat when 

she joins and supports the terrorist group and its ideology. 

Since Wife had an opportunity not to join the terrorist organisation but failed to avail herself of 

it, Wife is morally responsible for causing herself to pose an indirect threat. As to the severity 

of her threat, it is less severe that the case of Fighter in Murder or Rape. Part of this is due to 
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that she cannot be causally showed to lead to physical harm or death, that is, causally 

contributing to a direct threat. It is also limited as Wife since her arrival has remained in the 

home with the children. Although a supporter to the terrorist group, she has a minimal impact 

on it. The only large impact she can be said to have since arrival is upon her children, who she 

presumably raises within the ideology of the terrorist group. In summary, Wife is morally 

responsible for all her actions, although the severity of her actions is comparatively low. 

6.4 WIFE AND SEX SLAVE 

Wife can also be seen playing a different role: 

Wife and Sex Slave: Wife allows another woman, Victim, in her home where Victim 

is used for sexual slavery by Husband. 

Wife knows that Victim will be exposed to a direct threat from husband when she allows Victim 

in her house. As Wife allows this to happen, Wife contributes to the threat. Wife is thus an 

indirect threat. 

Unlike in Housewife, Wife in Wife and Sex Slave directly contributes to a threat posed to Victim. 

If Wife has options that allows for her to not allow Husband’s actions – such as saying ‘No’ 

and having Husband listen – but does not take them then Wife is morally responsible for posing 

an indirect threat to Victim. It is important to keep in mind that Wife is only morally responsible 

for her threat and not that of her Husband; while the direct threat from Husband to Victim is 

quite severe, the threat from Wife remains an indirect threat.  

It is easy to see a case where Wife’s actions are still defined as indirect threats but is of a greater 

moral significance than in Wife and Sex Slave. Consider: 

Wife and Child Sex Slave: Wife allows Victim in her home where Victim is used for 

sexual slavery by Husband. Victim is a child. 

Since Wife is still only allowing Husband to pose a direct threat, Wife remains an indirect 

threat. However, the fact that Victim is a child means that the moral significance of Wife’s 

actions is greater than if Victim were an adult as adults have a greater responsibility to protect 

children. 

The case where Wife carries the greatest responsibility is posed below: 
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Abusive Wife: Wife allows Victim in her home where Victim is used for sexual 

slavery by Husband. Wife abuses Victim as well. 

In this case Wife not only contributes to Husband’s threat but causes harm to Victim. This 

means that Wife herself is a direct threat, although she is simultaneously an indirect threat by 

allowing Husband to sexually assault Victim. As she could refrain from being a direct threat, 

she remains morally responsible for her actions. 

6.5 ONLINE RECRUITER 

Online Recruiter: Recruiter recruits Fighter into the terrorist organisation. 

In Online Recruiter Recruiter recruits Fighter knowing that Fighter risks posing a direct threat. 

This means Recruiter does not pose a direct threat himself. However, when Fighter commits an 

act of violence Recruiter is causally upstream from that action. As Recruiter does contribute to 

the threat to the potential Victim, Recruiter poses an indirect threat. Since Recruiter could 

choose not to recruit Fighter, Recruiter is morally responsible for his actions. For a comparison, 

see the below case of Civilian Recruiting: 

Civilian Recruiting: Recruiter recruits Wife into the terrorist organisation. 

The difference between Online Recruiter and Civilian Recruiting is the type of threat that 

Fighter and Wife respectively will pose. This affects the severity of Recruiter’s actions, as direct 

threats are morally significant in a way that indirect threats are not. As Recruiter remains a 

causally upstream contributor to a threat, he remains an indirect threat himself, and is morally 

responsible for his actions. In comparison, however, it is of greater moral significance to recruit 

a Fighter compared to Wife or any other individual who will pose an indirect threat.  

An additional factor that affects the severity of Recruiter’s actions is the age of the recruit: 

Recruiting a Child: Adult Recruiter recruits Child into the terrorist organisation. 

Regardless of what the recruited Child is expected to do or act as, it is morally worse to recruit 

a child than an adult. A child is incapable of truly understanding and of making moral choices, 

meaning the child will be put into situations where they may pose direct or indirect threats 

without properly choosing to do so. It is also problematic in the sense that the child itself will 

be a Victim, be it as a child bride, becoming an underage fighter, or exposed to significant 

amounts of violence or psychological trauma. It can therefore be argued that recruiting Child 

does in fact make Recruiter a participant in the threat to the Child, as it would not have happened 
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otherwise. Recruiter in Recruiting a Child is therefore not an indirect threat but rather a morally 

responsible direct threat to Child. 

6.6 DRIVER 

Driver: Driver delivers supplies to Fighters and transports Fighters to and from 

combat. 

Driver does not pose a direct threat to anyone. However, he does contribute to a direct threat 

from Fighters and to the terrorist organisation in general as he supports it through his action. 

This makes Driver an indirect threat. Regarding his moral responsibility Driver is, as in previous 

cases, responsible for his actions insofar as he is capable of choosing otherwise. As Driver could 

have chosen not to join the terrorist organisation, he is fully morally responsible for posing an 

indirect threat. 

Compared to other indirect threats, the nature of Driver’s actions is a more direct contribution 

than for example Wife in Housewife. This means that while both Driver and Wife are indirect 

threats, the moral significance of Driver’s actions is greater than Wife’s. 

6.7 TAXES 

Taxes: Agent works as Farmer. Farmer pays parts of his income to the terrorist 

organisation in taxes. He is married to Wife who does not contribute any 

income to the household. 

In paying taxes, Farmer contributes to the threats that terrorist organisation poses and thus poses 

an indirect threat. As he could have chosen to not join the terrorist organisation, and thereby 

not becoming an indirect threat, he is morally responsible for his actions. 

Wife’s moral responsibility is not quite as clear-cut. While she does not contribute any taxed 

income, she is an adult sharing a household with Farmer and dependent on his income. In doing 

so, however, she does not actually contribute to the terrorist organisation in any way that 

differentiates her from Wife in Housewife. As such, Wife’s moral responsibility is not affected 

by being married to Farmer who pays taxes. 
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6.8 COMPLICATING FACTORS 

6.8.1 Coercion 

A factor that may affect moral responsibility is whether Agent is under some sort of coercion 

or duress when behaving in an immoral fashion. Consider the following variation of Murder: 

Coerced Murder: Upon arrival Fighter becomes disillusioned with the terrorist 

organisation, but Fighter cannot leave the country and thereby the terrorist 

group. Fighter kills Victim under threat of death from Coercer. 

In this scenario Fighter still poses a direct threat to Victim. Unable to leave, Fighter’s moral 

responsibility depends on whether Fighter has a reasonable opportunity to avoid posing a direct 

threat to Victim. 

Frowe is quite clear on the fact that Fighter is required to bear a cost up to and including his 

own life in order to avoid posing a lethal threat to Victim. That Fighter’s own life is threatened 

does not make it morally permissible for Fighter to kill Victim. If he chooses to kill Victim, he 

is morally responsible for this action (alongside Coercer).  

One could argue that if Fighter allows himself to be killed the scenario might simply end with 

two people dead, as Coercer could kill Victim after killing Fighter. Therefore, the lesser evil 

would be for Fighter to kill Victim. While possible, this reasoning neglects to grasp the non-

consequentialist approach of Frowe’s theory. Although the lesser evil-argument is a factor in 

determining the morally correct action, Fighter does not have a greater right to life than the 

morally innocent Victim. As such it is morally correct for the coerced Fighter to not kill an 

innocent, even if the cost he bears is his own life. 

Accounting for coercion does bring to light an important difference between Murder and Rape:  

Coerced Rape: Fighter rapes Victim under threat from Coercer. 

While Fighter poses a direct threat in both cases, Fighter is liable to bear a cost up to and 

including his own life in Coerced Murder. In Coerced Rape the threat to Victim is not lethal 

and therefore Fighter cannot be required to forfeit his own life. Rather, one might say that the 

coerced Fighter is required to bear the cost of he himself being raped, or the equivalent. As 

Fighter remains a direct threat, the cost he is required to bear remains significant. As Frowe 
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writes, “We must bear greater costs to avoid killing (or directly harming) people than to avoid 

endangering them in other ways.”108 

Coercion is also a factor that must be considered in cases of indirect threats: 

Coerced Taxpayer: Man is a Farmer. Farmer pays parts of his income to the 

terrorist organisation in taxes due to credible threats from the terrorist 

organisation. 

As in the other cases Farmer must have an option that is not too costly in order to be considered 

morally responsible for his actions. In Coerced Taxpayer the choice available to Farmer is 

punishment if he does not pay his taxes. Whether or not this punishment is too costly depends 

on what the threat is in comparison to his contribution as an indirect threat. For example, it 

would generally be considered too high a price to pay if it was Farmer’s life, but not if the price 

was social ostracization. The same reasoning is valid for other cases where Agent is an indirect 

threat: 

Coerced Wife and Sex Slave: Wife is forced to allow Victim in her home under 

threat from Husband. Victim is used for sexual slavery by Husband. 

Wife is morally responsible for posing an indirect threat unless her only other choice is of too 

great a cost. In this specific case it is necessary to keep in mind that Wife is only required to 

bear the cost of her own indirect threat and not that of husband. In other words, Wife needs only 

bear the cost corresponding to her allowing Victim in her home; she does not need to bear the 

equivalent cost of Husband’s rape. If Husband threatens Wife with physical or sexual violence 

unless she allows Victim in the home, then Wife does not have a reasonable opportunity to 

avoid becoming a threat. 

6.8.1.1 Morally responsible but excused 

Although Frowe does not discuss it to any great extent she does acknowledge that those who 

act under duress may be excused after the fact. For example, if Coercer threatens to take 

Fighter’s life lest he rapes Victim then Fighter might be excused from his behaviour. Coerced 

Fighter is still committing an immoral act by raping Victim and acts unjustly as a direct threat 

by imposing his will onto Victim. 

 
108 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 78-79. 
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This excuse is valid only in cases where the action is the lesser evil compared to another 

immoral action. It does not excuse individuals when choosing between a moral and an immoral 

action. For example, Fighter in Rape cannot ever be excused from his actions, but Fighter in 

Coerced Rape can be if he is threatened with his own life. 

6.8.2 Time 

Another factor to discuss is how time might affect moral responsibility. 

Housewife II: Wife cares for her and Husband’s shared household and raises their 

children. She has no part in any other immoral or illegal activity within the 

terrorist organisation. However, Wife becomes disillusioned with the 

terrorist organisation and wants to leave it. It is impossible for Wife to leave 

the country and thereby the terrorist group. 

The case of Housewife II shows Wife changing her mind about staying in the terrorist 

organisation; despite this she is incapable of leaving it. The issue this thought experiment is 

intended to illustrate is for how long it is reasonable to consider Wife morally responsible, and 

thereby liable to be killed. Wife has only made one initial immoral decision, that of joining the 

terrorist organisation. Since then she has only spent time caring for the home and raising 

children, neither of which makes her an indirect threat. However, Wife did in fact put herself 

into this situation. For how long can we count Wife as an indirect threat for her one-time 

contribution to the terrorist organisation? 

The aspect of posing a long-term threat is not one that Frowe discusses, nor is it one that other 

political philosophers write about extensively. Rather they focus on threats posed in specific 

moments, which – while theoretically easier to deal with – neglects this key aspect of moral 

responsibility. This is particularly odd for those such as McMahan or Frowe who agree that the 

different phases of war cannot be fully separated but might rather affect each other.109 It is 

nonetheless relevant to consider whether previous actions morally affect later actions. 

If Wife during her time within the terrorist organisation does not change her mind but rather 

continues to support the terrorist organisation and its ideology, the matter is easy to conclude. 

As her intent and acceptance of being an indirect threat remains, so does her responsibility. It 

is the case where Wife is disillusioned and wants to leave the organisation that complicates the 

matter. If Wife is unable to leave – does her now non-existent choice cancel out her previous 

 
109 See Frowe’s Defensive Killing, Fabre’s Cosmopolitan Peace, and McMahan’s Killing in War. 
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choice to position herself as an indirect threat? Does that mean she is now morally excused? Or 

has she simply made her bed, and now she may lie in it? 

Cases such as Coerced Rape or Coerced Taxpayer complicate matters further. While the event 

of rape or payment of taxes occurs once, it can easily be imagined that Fighter and Farmer will 

be expected to repeatedly conduct the same immoral action under the same threat. This will 

affect the morality of their actions. For example, if Farmer pays taxes once it is certainly less 

significant than if he pays taxes to the terrorist organisation multiple times. 

There is a moral difference between a case where Farmer is made to pay taxes once and the 

case where Farmer is made to pay taxes once a month for an extended period. The difference is 

even greater when Fighter is made to rape Victim once versus once after each battle. In fact, 

these are two different cases altogether. 

Coerced Rape II: Fighter is forced to rape Victim(s) after each battle. This can be 

expected to continue, all things considered. 

When compared to Coerced Rape, Coerced Rape II illustrates that when Fighter or any other 

Agent understand that they are part of a pattern that can be expected to continue, all things 

considered, there is a new moment of choice. When Fighter on a regular basis is made to rape 

Victim under duress, he must weigh the threat to his life against multiple rapes, just as Farmer 

must weigh the threat against continuous support to the terrorist organisation. As they 

understand the pattern it is unreasonable to judge their actions by singe events rather than the 

whole. 

6.8.3 Multiple roles at once 

Above it was discussed how performing the same immoral action multiple times affects moral 

responsibility. A similar but different factor that complicates the matter is that members of the 

terrorist organisation may be Agents from multiple scenarios at once. For example, Fighter 

likely also pays taxes on his income, and Wife may also be Recruiter. This merits the question 

of whether anything happens with their moral responsibility when they have multiple immoral 

roles. 

Despite it being practically possible to work in multiple roles at once, the moral responsibility 

is exacted from each role. The moral responsibility for being Wife does not itself affect the 

responsibility from simultaneously being Recruiter. Rather, the two exist independently and 



30 

 

must be judged by themselves. Similarly, the cost they are expected to bear in order to behave 

morally cannot be combined from two different roles. 

6.9 TERRORISM AS MORALLY DISTINCTIVE 

All above thought experiments have discussed moral responsibility for specific actions 

conducted while a member of a terrorist organisation. They have not, however, discussed 

whether there is anything morally distinctive about terrorist acts in and of themselves, and 

whether this may in fact affect moral responsibility. 

Frowe does not much discuss the implications her theory has on terrorism, although this is not 

surprising as her work deals mainly with defensive killings and when it is morally permissible 

to use violence. When she mentions it, it is only a brief explanation of why she will not engage 

more with it (the different definitions of terrorism make it complicated to discuss).110 However, 

the topic is of significant value for this discussion. 

Terrorism is characterised by being a strategy that uses symbolic violence in order to affect 

political change.111 By engaging in terrorism the terrorist believe that their use of symbolic 

violence will force change in accordance with their wishes, usually because the cost of the 

violence will become too high for those in power.112  This definition of terrorism usually 

excludes state actors.113 

It is not the physical violence of terrorists that is intended to cause change but rather the 

symbolic nature of it, the fear surrounding it. When the average citizen kills someone, the intent 

is for Victim to die. However, when the case is that of Murder the terrorist does not only cause 

lethal harm to the primary victim, but also fear/anxiety to secondary victims. This makes acts 

of terrorism morally distinct from other types of actions. Since it affects both a primary victim 

and secondary ones, a terrorist action is of greater moral significance than the same action in a 

non-terroristic context. When Agent is morally responsible for an action set in a context of 

terrorism Agent is also responsible for the way it affects secondary victims, which makes it of 

greater significance in moral terms.  

 
110 Frowe, Defensive Killing, p. 198-201. 
111 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 4; P. Neumann and M. Smith, The strategy of terrorism: how it works, and 

why it fails, Routledge, London, 2008, p. 8-9.  
112 Neumann and Smith, The strategy of terrorism, p. 6, 9. 
113 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 43-44; Neumann and Smith, The strategy of terrorism, p. 8. 
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7 THE MORAL RESPONSIBILITY OF CHILDREN 

The following chapter involves children as Agents unless otherwise stated. 

Child Fighter: Fighter kills Victim. Fighter is a child. 

Fighter in Child Fighter poses a direct threat to Victim just as Fighter in Murder did. The threat 

posed by the previously discussed Agents remain the same regardless of age. However, Agent’s 

age is of great significance in terms of their moral responsibility. A child has a limited capacity 

to evaluate choices and therefore to act morally. Consequently, young children cannot be held 

responsible at all while older children might in some cases be fully or partly responsible. 

7.1 JOINING 

How a child joined the terrorist organisation affects their moral responsibility as it determines 

whether choice was at all involved in their joining. Consider the following cases: 

Joining Alone: Child joins the terrorist organisation on their own at age 15. 

The child in Joining Alone might be partially faulted for joining. If Child is capable of 

understanding that the choice they make is wrong, yet choose it anyway, it can be argued that 

Child is responsible. It is difficult to say, however, whether Child can be expected to be fully 

cognizant of what joining a terrorist organisation on their own in a different country would truly 

mean. Regardless of role, however, there is a chance that Child might be morally responsible, 

at least in part. This is not the case in the following scenario: 

Joining with Family: Child joins the terrorist organisation with their parents at 15. 

Child in Joining with Family cannot truly be faulted for joining the terrorist organisation. When 

accompanied by their parents, Child cannot be expected to have had much of a choice all things 

considered, but rather travelled alongside family. Child cannot be required to evaluate choices 

when they act in their role as child within the family, and not as an independent party. As such 

Child in Joining with Family cannot be considered morally responsible for the act of joining. 

Child is instead to be considered an innocent threat. 
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A third scenario is the following: 

Joining with Partner: Child joins the terrorist organisation with their romantic 

Partner. 

If Child travels with Partner who is themselves underage, then Child’s responsibility remains 

that of Child in Joining Alone. When both Child and Partner are close in age, they cannot bear 

responsibility for each other but only for themselves (if they are capable of being morally 

responsible at all). However, there may also be cases where Partner is an adult. When this is 

the case one must consider Partner’s influence over Child. Provided that Partner has the 

capacity to behave in a moral fashion, Partner must be considered responsible for Child’s 

behaviour, at least in part, much as the parents are responsible in Joining with Family. To which 

extent this is the case must be determined on a case-by-case basis.  

7.2 LATER THREATENING BEHAVIOUR 

The cases in this chapter have so far shown that children who join the terrorist organisation with 

their parents cannot be considered morally responsible for this. Children who join with adult 

partners are likely similarly morally innocent while children who join with an underage partner 

or by themselves may be morally responsible. In most of the cases, it can be concluded, it is 

likely that children are morally innocent specifically for having joined the terrorist organisation. 

If children cannot be faulted for having ended up a member of the terrorist organisation it begs 

the question whether one can expect Child to be morally responsible for their later behaviour.  

Joining with Family II: Child joins the terrorist organisation with their parents at 

age 14. Child becomes a fighter at 16. 

In this case Child was an innocent threat due to joining the terrorist organisation at 14. When 

Child becomes a fighter at 16 there is a new opportunity for choice from which to judge Child’s 

moral responsibility. Child has now spent two years growing up inside the terrorist organisation 

which likely further compromised Child’s capacity to make ethical choices due to 

indoctrination from the terrorist organisation as well as bearing witness to significant violence. 

Considering the rhetoric Child has been exposed to alongside with peer influence and Child’s 

age it is unlikely that Child is capable to understand the choice that would make him morally 

responsible. Therefore, Child is likely a morally innocent threat even in his capacity as Fighter, 

all things considered. 
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This can be compared with the following case: 

Joining with Family III: Child joins the terrorist organisation with their parents at 

age 14. Child becomes Fighter at 18. 

When Child becomes Fighter in Joining with Family III, he has been raised four years within 

the terrorist organisation but becomes a fighter only after he can officially be considered an 

adult. Had he joined at 18 without previously being raised within the terrorist organisation he 

would carry full moral responsibility for becoming a threat, so the question is whether the final 

four years of his upbringing are significant enough to compromise his capacity for making a 

moral choice. 

The answer to this question likely depends on the individual. Individuals respond differently to 

similar upbringings and mature into adults at different points in time. As such it might not be 

possible to determine a specific age at which a teenager can be held morally responsible; rather 

it is necessary to on a case-by-case basis evaluate the teenager’s capacity for independent 

thinking and reflection. For children who have grown up within the organisation this might also 

be a factor to consider as a marginally mitigating circumstance for morally responsible young 

adults. 

7.3 BEING VICTIM AND PERPETRATOR AT ONCE 

Children who pose threats are in the special situation of always being both Agent and Victim. 

A child fighter will pose a direct threat but is also a victim in terms of being exposed as a child 

soldier to significant violence and trauma. A child wife will be an indirect threat while 

simultaneously being a victim of child marriage. While their role as Victim does not necessarily 

affect their moral responsibility in their role as Agent, this duality might be considered an 

additional hindrance in making informed choices.  
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8 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

That foreign members had to travel to join ISIS illustrates unusually well the immorality of 

joining a terrorist organisation. Their opportunity to avoid becoming a threat is glaringly 

obvious and as such it is not strange to see such a strong reaction in society. It is not difficult to 

see that the alternative to joining – simply staying – would have led to no harm nor any suffering 

at all. 

This thesis began by asking what the moral responsibility is for ISIS returnees. The findings 

show that those who joined ISIS as adults generally carry much or all moral responsibility for 

their actions. Laura Sjoberg has previously found a prevalent discourse where female members 

of ISIS are spoken and written about as without agency114. Women are described as being ‘used’ 

to recruit others, as manipulated victims, and generally in need of protection from the 

organisation they joined. This has been a narrative for both women who have fallen victim to 

ISIS and for female members of the group.115 This thesis has found that men and women are 

equally morally responsible for their actions; in this their gender does not matter. Where it does 

come into play is when one considers the type of threats men and women have posed. Men are 

more likely to have been fighters and thereby posed direct threats, while both women and men 

have both posed indirect threats. Women are not excluded from having posed direct threats 

although this is less likely considering ISIS’ view on gender roles. Women might instead have 

posed direct threats within the confines of the home and as recruiters. 

Both men and women have by the act of joining contributed to the symbolic nature of the 

violence that has defined ISIS. This means that policymakers should consider making it illegal 

to support terrorist organizations in non-combatant roles. This would help prevent future 

behaviour of this nature and would also address the issue of demanding justice and 

accountability from all who carry moral responsibility and not only from those who posed direct 

threats. 

There will be cases where ISIS members genuinely wished they could leave ISIS once they 

arrived in Syria or Iraq. This does not mitigate the responsibility for their previous choice. It 

does mean that it is relevant to consider whether they acted under duress, and what the cost 

would have been for their alternative actions when judging their future actions. If they chose to 

 
114 L. Sjoberg, “Jihadi brides and female volunteers: Reading the Islamic State’s war to see gender and agency in 

conflict dynamics”, Conflict Management and Peace Science, vol. 35, no. 3, 2018, p. 296. 
115 Ibid., p. 297–299. 
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behave immorally rather than bear the cost that must be taken into consideration as well. The 

fact that ISIS as a group has behaved so reprehensibly might make it quite difficult for any 

society to palate anyone being excused, regardless if their actions might have been morally 

permitted as the lesser evil, all things considered. 

As for children, those who travelled with their family or adult partners should be presumed 

morally innocent. While there may be exceptions it is a reasonable presumption considering 

their age and how they joined ISIS. These children are likely also morally innocent in terms of 

the threats they posed while still underage if one accounts for their age and the children being 

exposed to significant violence, trauma, peer pressure, family pressure, as well as the other 

available choices. The same aspects should be taken into consideration for those who became 

adults after being raised for some years inside ISIS. These now adults might deserve leniency 

and being excused if they did not choose to join ISIS but instead were brought by their family 

and then faced severe repercussions should they not behave in accordance with ISIS’ ideology. 

Children who have travelled by themselves or with a similarly young partner to join ISIS are a 

different case. These children have already demonstrated a capability to travel far and did 

independently make a choice. It is difficult to give general remarks about these children for this 

very reason. The children have demonstrated capacity for choice, but it is regardless difficult to 

say that they were mentally capable of understanding what they were doing and its 

consequences. They therefore require evaluation on a case-by-case basis in order to determine 

their moral responsibility. 

The use of Helen Frowe’s theory has been fruitful in that it has allowed for a discussion 

regarding the moral responsibility of non-combatants. It does however come with some 

limitations and unsatisfactory results, such as in Coerced Wife and Sex Slave. Since the theory 

separates and judges moral responsibility only for the different roles Wife remains an indirect 

threat in this case. Since Husband is the direct threat to Victim, Wife is not required to bear any 

great cost. This seems intuitively problematic when one considers that Wife chose to join ISIS 

and thus is morally responsible in a wider context, while Victim is entirely innocent. That Wife 

should be excused for standing by and witnessing Victim’s rape is unsatisfactory as a 

conclusion, but it is the one that Frowe’s theory leads to. That the theory does not give room to 

discuss how moral responsibility in a wider context might affect the responsibility in the 

moment is problematic in cases such as this. 
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In order to account for moral responsibility in cases of support to terrorist organisations any 

future laws should reflect the difference between posing a direct threat and posing an indirect 

threat, with the former leading to more severe repercussions. This does not mean that those who 

pose indirect threats in a terroristic context should not be dealt with harshly, simply that there 

ought to be a scale in terms of punishment. Since direct and indirect threats contribute equally 

to the fear to secondary victims it might be legitimate to simply prohibit joining certain 

organisations if the mere act of joining means posing an indirect threat.  

Regardless of moral guilt or innocence, all who return from ISIS controlled areas will need 

specialised governmental efforts, not least in terms of mental health services. Both children and 

adults have witnessed extraordinary violence and are likely to be affected in some, if not many, 

ways. While some in Sweden might be sentenced for crimes such as murder or rape and thereby 

provided treatment along with their punishment, indirect threats are very unlikely to go this 

route. While public opinion might dislike those who have posed indirect threats, it is essential 

to provide them with mental health care in order to deradicalize them and lessen the threat to 

society while showing that this behaviour is not acceptable. If this does not happen the issues 

are likely to continue and further grow in the communities the returnees return to. This is 

especially true in Sweden which has lacked a cohesive and active response plan. 

8.1 FUTURE RESEARCH 

For future research it would be interesting to further delve into what implications moral 

responsibility in a wider context, such as being a member of a terrorist organisation, means 

when previously unforeseen events occur that make the members situational unwilling threats. 

An additional interesting aspect would be to compare the moral responsibility of terrorists from 

Western countries with an individualist view of responsibility and terrorists from countries such 

as Uganda or South Africa with a community-based view.  
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