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Targeted killing is one of the most contro-
versial topics in contemporary legal, ethical,
and political discussion, and the literature
on it has grown enormously over the past
decade. Markus Gunneflo’s Targeted Kill-
ing: A Legal and Political History is a schol-
arly and dispassionate contribution to that
literature, focusing on U.S. and Israeli
counterterrorism policy since the s.

Among the major themes of the book are
the ideas that “targeted killing is steeped in
law from the outset” (p. ) and that “the
consistency with which decision makers
have turned to law and to lawyers . . . is
truly striking” (p. ). Gunneflo contends
that “both the concept and the practice of
targeted killing depend entirely on the abil-
ity to distinguish between legal ‘targeted
killing’ and extra-legal ‘political assassina-
tion’” (p. ). Accordingly, he holds that
“what is new and distinctive about Israeli
and American targeted killing is the frame-
work in which these killings appear as legal,
legitimate and necessary as a matter of both
domestic and international law” (p. ).

Following Hobbes, Gunneflo points out
that a fundamental responsibility under-
taken by the modern, territorially-based
state is to protect its citizens from violence.

In Gunneflo’s view, however, the provision
of such protection entangles the state in a
“double bind,” because “state protection
entails violence against violence in order
to control violence” (p. ). Moreover, he
thinks that the state’s bind is tightened by
the fact that we live “in an era that accepts
no outside to legal authority” (p. ). Addi-
tionally, Gunneflo notes that transnational
terrorism places a strain on the global sys-
tem of sovereign states, because one state’s
sovereignty poses a legal barrier to another
state’s efforts to protect its own citizens
from terrorist threats emanating from the
first state.
Although it is widely believed that the

attacks of / led to a radical change of
view within the U.S. government concern-
ing the legality of targeting terrorists
abroad, Gunneflo argues that post-/
developments “constitute a much less dis-
tinct break with the past than is usually per-
ceived.” He regards the s as “a largely
neglected formative era for present-day
American targeted killing practices, both
in terms of law and policy” (p. ). Gunne-
flo tells us that George P. Shultz, President
Reagan’s secretary of state, and Shultz’s legal
advisor, Abraham Sofaer, formulated a view

Ethics & International Affairs, , no.  (), pp. –.
©  Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs

103

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679416000691 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679416000691


of terrorism that would come to full flower in
thepost-/ era.Central to that viewwas the
idea that thepreemptive targetingof terrorists
by the executive branch, without congressio-
nal authorization,wasconsistentwithdomes-
tic and international law.
In his discussion of Israel, Gunneflo

endorses the idea that the “practice of polit-
ical assassinations carried out by pre-state
Jewish self-defense groups [was] continued
. . . within the state structure after ”
(p. ). Still, he claims that during the
First Intifada the rules of engagement
were not based on the law of war but rather
“on the more restrictive legal principles for
law enforcement” (p. ). During the Sec-
ond Intifada, however, Israel invoked the
law of war and, in a  legal case, accord-
ing to the newspaper Haaretz, the govern-
ment argued that terrorists are “illegal
fighters who are not entitled to the protec-
tion of international law” (p. ). The
legal proceedings culminated in a  rul-
ing in which the Israeli Supreme Court (a)
declared that Israel was in an international
armed conflict with terrorist organizations,
(b) classified terrorists as civilians not enti-
tled to the protections of the law of war, and
(c) held that Israel’s domestic law required
that targeted killings meet a proportionality
test stricter than that of the law of war.
In Gunneflo’s conceptual framework, the

deliberate killing of terrorists by govern-
ments only becomes “targeted killing”
once the governments formulate legal justi-
fications for the killings. His main historical
point is that such efforts at justification
began in the s. Gunneflo himself does
not think that the proffered justifications
work, but his reasons stem from certain
general philosophical claims, rather than
from any critical analysis of the specific
legal arguments. Those claims derive, in
part, from Walter Benjamin’s idea that

violence is “inherent in the rule of law”
(p. ) and, in part, from Carl Schmitt’s
criticisms of liberal constitutionalism.

One weakness of Gunneflo’s analysis is
that his discussions of Benjamin and
Schmitt are entirely uncritical and fail to
consider the counterarguments that
defenders of the liberal rule of law can
raise. Moreover, he does not seem to appre-
ciate the extent to which governmental
efforts at constructing a legal rationale for
targeted killings were accompanied by
attempts to ensure that the killings would
not be subjected to the rule of law. These
attempts included imposing a veil of secrecy
around the killings and even around the
very arguments that supposedly showed
the legality of the killings.

The national security apparatus was
intent onoperatingabove the law in thismat-
ter, as itwas, for example, in theuse of torture
atCIA black sites. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, the proffered legal justifications were
not so much efforts to bring the rule of law
to the killing of terrorists as they were part
of a strategy to ensure that no one involved
in the killings would ever be subject to crim-
inal prosecution or civil suit. If all the other
firewalls against legal liability were breached,
these justifications would be trotted out.

Among the disputed questions about tar-
geted killing is whether the Obama admin-
istration in its second term was more
serious about subjecting targeted killing to
international and domestic law than it had
been earlier or than the previous adminis-
tration had been throughout its tenure. Dis-
appointingly, this book does not raise the
matter, despite devoting an important sec-
tion to “The American Targeted Killing
Scheme after /.”

The issue of targeted killing raises a host
of thorny ethical and philosophical ques-
tions that remain outside the scope of this
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book, and for a more in-depth treatment of
them one must turn elsewhere. Gunneflo,
however, provides some important histori-
cal backdrop to these timely and pressing
issues.

—ANDREW ALTMAN

Andrew Altman is Distinguished University Pro-
fessor of Philosophy at Georgia State University
and Director of Research for the Jean Beer Blu-
menfeld Center for Ethics.
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This important and impressive book argues
that international relations as we know it
today was born in the nineteenth century.
Buzan and Lawson argue that both the sub-
stance of, and theories behind, Western
conceptions of international relations are
the product of “global modernity,” which
they characterize in terms of three pro-
cesses—industrialization and the extension
of the market to a global scale; the reconsti-
tution of the power sustained by processes
of rational state-formation; and the new
ideologies of progress (liberalism, national-
ism, socialism, and scientific racism)—and
the way in which these changes combined
to generate a Western-dominated, core-
periphery global order.

The synthetic power of the book is
immensely impressive, and the coherence
of the story that it presents will force others
to rethink their own view of the making of
modern international society. Although it
suggests—perhaps rather too insistently—
that academic international relations has
ignored or downplayed the nineteenth cen-
tury (compared, say, to Westphalia or Paris
), it builds on a considerable body of
work that has been developing over the

past twenty years not only in global history,
the history of international law, and histor-
ical sociology but also within academic
international relations itself. In addition to
the major argument of the book, outlined
above, The Global Transformation also pro-
vides countless examples of extremely pro-
ductive engagement with particular
literatures and debates: Western modernity
vs. global modernity; the role of geopolitics
in state-formation and capitalist globaliza-
tion; and the emergence of Western discipli-
nary knowledge, especially within the social
sciences. Equally, the book reinforces the
importance of particular subjects (race,
most obviously) whose roles have been
increasingly recognized, but which remain
on the margins of many accounts of the field.
There are, inevitably, a number of diffi-

culties with the overall argument, some of
which follow from the structure of the
book. First, page one introduces the idea
of a new mode of power that, on the
authors’ account, lies at the heart of global
modernity and hence of the global transfor-
mation. However, although the phrase is
repeated, the book does little to elaborate
on and then apply this core concept. By
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