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ABSTRACT 
  
Since 2001, the Federal Bureau of Investigation has increasingly targeted radical environmental activists in 
domestic terror investigations. Post-September 11, the passage of the USA PATRIOT Act redefined terrorism to 
include acts of property destruction, opening the door for harsher sentencing of activists who engage in arson and 
vandalism. The combination of new laws criminalizing acts of ecotage and the FBI’s investigative focus on groups 
such as the Earth Liberation Front and Animal Liberation Front has resulted in more convictions for crimes of 
“ecoterrorism,” as well as longer sentences for those involved in these acts. In this paper, I argue that the 
expansion of a terrorism frame to acts of environmentally-motivated property destruction constitutes casuistic 
stretching, a process where a frame is progressively widened to encompass things that are dissimilar to those 
included in the original frame. The U.S. government has used the expanded frame of eco-terrorism to provoke 
fear, thereby precluding a more meaningful discussion about environmental activism and destruction. Using 
stretching as a model, this paper further argues that the terrorism frame is approaching the point of 
demoralization, a point where the frame has expanded so far as to no longer be useful.  

 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 On the night of October 19, 1998, members of the Earth Liberation Front set eight fires at a ski 
resort in Vail, Colorado, burning a ski lodge and several other buildings to the ground. Spokespeople for 
the ELF claimed that the actions had been undertaken to protest the resort’s proposed expansion into 
National Forest territory, an action the group said would have devastating impacts on lynx populations. 
The incident caused approximately $12 million in property damage, though no people were harmed or 
killed during the fires. Still, the FBI considered the arson to be an act of “ecoterrorism.” Many activists 
who were convicted in connection with this arson and other similar acts of property destruction 
received a “terrorism enhancement” on their sentences, making them eligible for dramatically longer 
prison terms than the same crimes would usually warrant. 
 Since 2001, FBI officials have repeatedly stated that radical environmental groups, such as the 
Earth Liberation Front (ELF) and Animal Liberation Front (ALF) are top domestic terror investigation 
priorities. They have described acts of arson and vandalism committed by these groups as incident of 
“ecoterrorism.” In a 2002 speech before the House Resources Committee, FBI Domestic Terror Section 
Chief James Jarboe defined ecoterrorism as “the use or threatened use of violence of a criminal nature 
against innocent victims or property by an environmentally-oriented, subnational group for 
environmental-political reasons, or aimed at an audience beyond the target, often of a symbolic 
nature.”  

                                                           
1
 Author’s note: This paper was written during my junior year at Whitman College in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for my Environmental Communication class. I’m a politics-environmental studies major, so my main 
interest is in the issue of “ecoterrorism” itself. 
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 Portraying an act as “terrorism” is a powerful framing technique which has serious implications 
for the way such crimes (and the people who commit them) are perceived and treated. Post-September 
11, the U.S. government began to re-conceptualize their approach to terrorism prevention, and passed a 
number of laws designed to crack down on domestic terror threats. These laws included the generally 
focused USA PATRIOT Act, as well as laws to specifically criminalize animal rights and environmentally 
motivated property destruction, such as the 2006 Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act (AETA).  
 The language used to justify the passage of AETA and similar bills was dramatic and focused on 
extreme incidents designed to emotionally resonate with the American public. These laws dramatically 
enhanced the government’s powers of surveillance, and were criticized for using very general language 
to define “terrorism.” Many activists believed that the intentionally broad language of AETA, the Patriot 
Act and other similar pieces of legislation would be used to surveil and harass aboveground activists 
engaged in legal protest and civil disobedience. Under these laws, people who engaged in acts of 
sabotage and property destruction motivated by environmental concerns could be tried as domestic 
terrorists, and sentencing guidelines mandated harsher penalties for these crimes because of their 
ideological motivation. The passage of these laws has coincided with an increased focus on groups like 
the Earth Liberation Front (ELF) and Animal Liberation Front (ALF). 
 In this paper, I consider the U.S. government’s use of the label “ecoterrorism” through the lens 
of casuistic stretching, as defined by Kenneth Burke (1984). Burke posits that institutions will stretch 
frames to serve their own ends, ultimately resulting in the “demoralization” of the frame itself. At the 
point of demoralization, a frame has been stretched to the point where it ceases to be relevant or 
plausible. By investigating the ways environmental activists have responded to the framing of some of 
their actions as “ecoterrorism,” I argue that the frame itself is approaching the point of demoralization. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
 To examine the frame the U.S. government has constructed for ecoterrorism, I looked at 
documents on the FBI website detailing incidents of domestic terrorism from 2000-2005 and analyzed 
the incidents based on the type of action committed and the group responsible for it. I also looked at 
statements made on the floor of Congress about the Patriot Act and Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act, as 
well as the language of the laws themselves; and statements made publicly by FBI officials about 
Operation Backfire, a coordinated effort to round up and prosecute members of the ELF and ALF. 
 In my examination of Burke’s theory of casuistic stretching, I compare the FBI’s described 
incidents of ecoterrorism to the other crimes that are labeled as “terrorism” in their reports. I also 
engage with previous scholarship on the subject which has argued that the conflation of property 
destruction with terrorism is an inaccurate and potentially dangerous form of framing. 
 This study specifically investigates the framing of actions involving property destruction, 
vandalism and sabotage for environmental and animal rights purposes from 2000-2005, as well as the 
laws passed to criminalize terrorism post-September 11, 2001. Its primary focus is on the actions of the 
U.S. government, through legislators and the FBI, in constructing a particular definition of ecoterrorism. 
It does not focus on media representations of radical environmental groups. It is not intended to 
evaluate the effectiveness of ecotage or ecoterrorism as a form of activism, nor does it discuss the 
morality of the actions undertaken by groups such as the ELF and ALF.  
  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 A number of rhetorical, political and legal scholars have examined the framing of 
environmentally-motivated property destruction as ecoterrorism. Although government has played a 
significant role in this framing, mass media representations of ecotage have contributed to the 
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perception that these acts constitute violence. Wagner (2008) examined news articles about acts of 
environmental sabotage from 1984-2006, and argues that the use of the term “ecoterrorism” gained 
significant traction beginning in 2001. His analysis of keywords in these articles also show that a 
significant majority of news articles using the words “attack,” “violent,” “threat,” “danger,” and 
“intimidate” to describe acts of ecotage occurred after September 11.  
 Still, the government role in re-defining terrorism to include property destruction has been 
significant. Many have argued that this definition willfully ignores what should be an important 
distinction between destruction of property and acts which intend to harm or kill living things. According 
to Randall Amster, this definition “contradicts a leading internationally accepted definition advanced by 
the International Policy Institute for Counter-Terrorism, which states that ‘the targets of terrorism are 
civilians’ and stresses that terrorism ‘is an act purposely directed against civilians’” (Gristmill 2005 
quoted in Amster 2006). A brief in the May 24, 2007 edition of the journal Nature argued that conflating 
animal rights activism with terrorism was disingenuous, saying that “a terrorist is, in practice, a person 
who fights for a cause we do not believe in using methods that we do not approve of. Calling someone a 
terrorist is a value judgment” (Nature 2007). 
 This value judgment has not only been problematic for radical environmental groups; it has also 
been used to silence political dissent. Miller (2008) notes that “in the absence of universal definitions, 
countries adopted their own in a rush after 9/11, resulting in a blurring of the line between acts of 
terrorism and acts of protest.” For example, the Patriot Act has been used to prosecute seemingly legal 
forms of protest, as evidenced by the arrest of more than 1800 people for nonviolent protests during 
the 2004 Republican Convention. 
 The end result of this framing has the potential to cause problems for both activists and the 
government seeking to silence them. Vanderheiden (2005) and Amster (2006) both argue that the FBI’s 
definition of terrorism is too expansive and should not be used to describe the property destruction 
actions undertaken by the ELF and similar groups. Amster notes that the criminalization of civil 
disobedience under stricter anti-terror laws may have the opposite of its intended effect, by radicalizing 
environmental activists who feel that the legal modes of protest left available to them are ineffective. 
Vanderheiden speculates about possible strategies environmental groups could take in response to this 
criminalization, including a disavowal of violence as a tactic or a defense of sabotage which clearly 
delineates which actions the group believes to be acceptable in specific contexts. 
 My study builds on this scholarship by examining the framing of ecoterrorism through Burke’s 
lens of casuistic stretching. It specifically examines the FBI’s terrorism incident reports from 2000-2005 
as a means of considering how the label of terrorism has been applied to different actions undertaken 
by environmental activists. It will consider the evolution of the definition of terrorism and the expansion 
of a terror frame to the point of demoralization, where the frame becomes so expansive that it ceases 
to be useful. 
 
STRETCHING THE FRAME 
 
 Philosopher Kenneth Burke developed the concept of casuistic stretching to describe the 
process whereby “one introduces new principles while theoretically remaining faithful to old principles” 
(Burke 231). Linguistically, any act of “metaphorical extension” is a form of casuistic stretching. For 
example, during the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church defined the relationships within the Church 
hierarchy using the metaphor of a family, extending “this familial perspective to universal limits” (Burke 
129). By framing the institution as an extension of family, the Church was able to suggest that structures 
of obedience and loyalty that operated within families should extend to the Church itself. 
 U.S. government expansion of the definition of terrorism in the wake of September 11 is a clear 
example of the stretching process that Burke described. Prior to September 11, terrorism was defined in 
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U.S. federal law as an act that “is calculated to influence or affect the conduct of government by 
intimidation or coercion, or to retaliate against government conduct” (United States Code). This 
definition was expanded notably after the events of September 11 to include tactics used by radical 
environmental activists, which were labeled as “ecoterrorism.” 
 The label “ecoterrorist” dates back to an article written by Wise Use movement activist Ron 
Arnold for Reason magazine in 1983, which condemned the mainstream environmental movement for 
standing by as radical activists engaged in property destruction. Anti-environmentalists lobbied the U.S. 
government for years to expand federal definitions of terrorism to include acts of eco-sabotage, and 
were finally successful in their goal when the USA Patriot Act was passed in the wake of the September 
11 attacks. The Patriot Act specifically expanded this definition to include crimes against property, 
including any action that “maliciously damages or destroys, or attempts to damage or destroy, by means 
of fire or an explosive, any building, vehicle, or other real or personal property used in interstate or 
foreign commerce or in any activity affecting interstate or foreign commerce” (USC 844(i)). This act was 
the first legal definition of terrorism in the U.S. to specifically include property destruction and 
vandalism.  
 Underlying the framing of ecoterrorism is a rhetoric of fear. By equating property destruction 
with terrorism, government officials conjure up images of the attacks of September 11 and other serious 
crimes which resulted in the loss of human life. Erving Goffman defined frames as cognitive maps or 
patterns of interpretation that people use to organize their understanding of reality (cited in Cox 2010). 
Defining ecotage in terms of terror is a strategy used by the U.S. government to frame societal 
understanding of the issue around a specific image of violence and crime. It relies on expanding the 
concept of violence to include “violence against property,” a concept which is not found within the 
accepted international definition of terrorism (Amster 2006). As such, extending terrorism and violence 
to include crimes of property destruction can be understood as a form of metaphorical extension.  
 Activist and journalist Will Potter posits that the process of creating laws like Patriot Act actually 
acts to gradually redefine baseline legal norms: 
 

Legislative changes are made incrementally, first setting a foundation and then slowly, relentlessly 
expanding that framework until it changes the nation’s legal infrastructure. Each subsequent law has 
validated a manufactured threat, making increasingly draconian proposals, such as the Animal Enterprise 
Terrorism Act, appear quite ordinary and palatable (Potter 2010). 

 
The stretching of the terrorism frame to include acts of property destruction and protest set the stage 
for even stricter laws specifically targeting environmentally-motivated and animal rights-inspired crimes. 
This framing serves government ends, because “the general effect of branding someone a terrorist in 
these times is essentially to forestall any such meaningful discussion” (Amster 2006). Rather than being 
forced to address the ethical questions raised by the actions of environmental radicals, the U.S. 
government can simply include their actions under the umbrella of terrorism. 
 
FIGHTING ECOTERRORISM 
 
 Even prior to the passage of the Patriot Act, the FBI included incidents of sabotage and property 
destruction committed by the ELF and ALF in their annual domestic terrorism incident reports. In 2001, 
before the attacks of September 11 FBI Director Louis Freeh identified acts of arson and property 
destruction perpetrated by these groups as a serious domestic terrorism threat, “subtly redefining 
terrorism as acts or threats of violence ‘committed against persons or property’ in justification of his 
label of such groups as ‘ecoterrorists’, despite the lack of a legal foundation for such a charge at the 
time” (Vanderheiden 2005). In effect, the FBI had shifted their working definition of terrorism to include 



5 
 

acts of property destruction without any legal grounding for doing so. However, the passage of the 
Patriot Act not only codified this FBI practice after the fact, but also allowed for dramatically longer 
sentences in cases that warranted a terrorism enhancement. 
 In the years immediately following 2001, the FBI’s statements began to refer to ecoterrorism 
more frequently as an investigation priority. In a 2002 speech before the House Committee on Natural 
Resources, FBI Director James Jarboe stated that, “During the past several years, special interest 
extremism, as characterized by the Animal Liberation Front (ALF) and the Earth Liberation Front (ELF), 
has emerged as a serious terrorist threat” (Jarboe 2002). In 2004, Washington Representative George 
Nethercutt introduced a bill called the Ecoterrorism Prevention Act of 2004, which would have provided 
much harsher penalties for environmentally and animal-rights motivated acts of property destruction. 
While it failed to pass, in 2006, Congress did pass a similar law called the Animal Enterprise Terrorism 
Act (AETA). Under AETA, activists who targeted people or businesses involved with animal enterprises 
would be included under the definition of terrorism and eligible for a terrorism enhancement on their 
sentences.  
 The discourse on the floor of Congress and within the FBI demonstrates the extent to which 
crimes of ecoterrorism are being defined through a lens of fear. In a speech to the House supporting the 
passage of AETA, Congressman Jim Sensenbrenner (R-WI) appealed to the frightening nature of the 
crimes committed by the ELF/ALF: 

 
The last several years have seen an increase in the number and the severity of criminal acts and 
intimidation against those engaged in animal enterprises. These groups have attacked not only employees 
of companies conducting research, but also those with any remote link to such research or activities. This 
has included employees of banks, underwriters, insurance companies, investors, university research 
facilities, and even the New York Stock Exchange. Victims have experienced threatening letters, e-mails 
and phone calls, repeated organized protests at their homes and the blanketing of their neighborhoods 
with defamatory literature. Some of the more violent acts by these groups include arson, pouring acid on 
cars, mailing razor blades, and defacing victims’ homes (Government Printing Office 2006). 

 
By speaking about the increase in these types of actions and noting that people with only remote 
connections to animal enterprises have been targeted, Sensenbrenner seeks to create a fear that any 
American could feasibly be targeted by these groups. His use of particularly frightening images, such as 
receiving razor blades in the mail, portrays the groups responsible for them as irrational and not worthy 
of dialogue. Because of the frightening and irrational nature of radical actions, there is no need to have 
a national conversation about the ethics of animal research or testing. Instead, Sensenbrenner is able to 
support his point that actions of this type need to be severely criminalized. 
 FBI rhetoric has been similarly fear-focused. In 2002, the FBI has 26 field offices conducting 
investigations into eco-terror cells (Jarboe 2002) and in 2005, the FBI identified the ELF and ALF at their 
top domestic terrorism priority. These statements are worth examining in light of the FBI’s own 
collected data about domestic terrorism incidents. According to their own reports, the FBI actually saw a 
decrease in the number of terror incidents from 2000-2005, including those perpetrated by the ELF and 
ALF. 
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 Additionally, the nature of these ecoterrorism incidents is worth discussing. While statements 
made publicly by politicians and FBI officials about the nature of ELF and ALF actions are often dramatic, 
the actual acts listed as terrorism are generally far less severe than this public rhetoric suggests. From 
2000-2005, the vast majority of crimes attributed to the ELF and ALF involve arson of buildings and cars, 
as well as vandalism. By the FBI’s own admission, no person has ever been harmed or killed in an act 
perpetrated by either the ELF or ALF. 
 

 
 
One incident described in 2003 merely involved vandalism: 

 
On March 3, 2003, an unknown number of individuals placed two one-gallon jugs filled with kerosene 
near a McDonald’s restaurant in Chico, California, and vandalized the restaurant with graffiti. The graffiti 
included statements such as “Animal Liberation Front,” “Meat is Murder,” and “Species Equality” (FBI 
2005). 

U.S. Terrorism Incidents Recorded by the FBI, 2000-2005 
 

Year 
# of 

incidents 
# considered 

ecoterrorism* 
# of  terrorism 

preventions 
# considered 
ecoterrorism 

2000 8 8 1 0 

2001 14 10 2 0 

2002 8 7 1 0 

2003 6 6 5 0 

2004 5 4 5 0 

2005 5 5 3 0 
 

*Ecoterrorism incidents are those that the FBI attributes to radical environmental groups. With three 
exceptions, all incidents from 2000-2005 have been attributed to either the ELF or the ALF. 

Nature of Ecoterrorism Incidents, 2000-2005 

Year 

# of 
ecoterror 
incidents Arsons Bombings Vandalism* Injuries Fatalities 

2000 8 7 0 1 0 0 

2001 8 6 0 2 0 0 

2002 7 4 0 3 0 0 

2003 6 2 2** 2 0 0 

2004 4 4 0 0 0 0 

2005 5 5 0 0 0 0 
 
*Includes acts of property destruction and sabotage, such as tree spiking. 
**These two incidents were bombings of animal research labs. They were attributed to one individual who was 
not affiliated with the ELF or ALF. Other than these incidents, all crimes were perpetrated by ELF or ALF 
activists. 



7 
 

 
Tree-spiking was also listed as terrorism in a 2001 incident: 

 
On March 9, 2001, an employee of the Rockhill Lumber Company in Culpeper, Virginia, discovered leaflets 
that had been nailed to various trees along a logging path located on the company’s tree-harvesting 
property. The leaflets, marked with “Earth Liberation Front,” were attached to the trees using six-inch 
gutter spikes. According to the leaflets, the spikes had been placed in the trees to prevent them from 
being cut down (FBI 2001). 

 
These descriptions stand in contrast to the other actions included in the FBI’s report. Outside of the 
realm of ecoterrorism, virtually all terrorism incidents and preventions involved attempts to hurt or kill 
people. Many preventions involved white supremacist organizations or individuals targeting synagogues 
and mosques, and a number involved individuals planning to bomb abortion clinics. The contrast 
between ecoterrorism and non-ecoterrorism incidents is particularly stark in the 2001 report, where the 
attacks of September 11, which resulted in over 2700 fatalities, are listed in between an ELF-perpetrated 
destruction of a ski lift and a fire set at a hay barn to protest the treatment of horses. 
  
CRIMINALIZATION AND DEMORALIZATION 
 
 The increased rhetorical focus on ecoterrorism has been matched by harsher sentences for 
those found guilty of these acts. The Patriot Act codified the idea of a terror enhancement, mandating a 
significant increase in federal sentencing guidelines for any crime that was “intended to promote a 
federal act of terrorism.” In practice, this means that any terrorism-related crime carries a 
recommended sentence of 121-151 months in prison at minimum, assuming the defendant has no prior 
criminal history. In comparison, arson without a terrorism enhancement has a recommended sentence 
between 21 and 63 months, depending on the severity of the crime. 
 To demonstrate its commitment to rounding up ecoterrorists, the FBI began an initiative called 
Operation Backfire in 2004, with the goal of rounding up ELF and ALF activists who had been involved in 
a variety of arsons and acts of vandalism in the western United States. To date, Operation Backfire has 
resulted in seventeen indictments and fifteen guilty pleas from suspects in over 40 crimes. All of the 
crimes in question were incidents of arson and property destruction in which no people were injured or 
killed, but many of those who pled guilty were facing life sentences in prison due to the terrorism 
enhancements applied to their charges. Most chose to accept plea bargains for anywhere from 37-188 
months in prison rather than risk going to trial and losing (Curry 2011). 
 In addition to Operation Backfire, there have been several attempts to prosecute people under 
the Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act. Alex Jason Hall and William James Viehl, activists who released 
minks from a fur ranch in Utah in 2008, were sentenced to 21 and 24 months in prison because their 
actions violated AETA (Miller 2010). Scott DeMuth and Carrie Feldman were also prosecuted under AETA 
for breaking into a lab conducting animal testing at the University of Iowa in 2004 (Miller 2010). Though 
not convicted, four activists have also faced AETA charges for harassing researchers at their homes 
(Miller 2009). 
 The application of anti-terrorism laws to crimes that many perceive as legitimate forms of civil 
disobedience has drawn questions about the validity of the ecoterrorism label. Questions about 
government motives in these cases have been raised, but remain relatively unaddressed by government 
sources. While ruling that a terrorism enhancement could be applied to the crimes committed by ten 
Operation Backfire defendants, Judge Ann Aiken argued that questions of government motive were 
irrelevant in determining whether the enhancement would be applied:  
 

http://www.deseretnews.com/article/700044577/Man-who-raided-South-Jordan-mink-farm-sentenced.html
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Nor is it appropriate for the court to speculate whether the government seeks to promote a particular 
political agenda or to punish a particular form of activism in requesting the terrorism enhancement. Those 
are questions beyond the jurisdiction or purview of this court. The only issue before the court is whether 
defendants' admitted conduct and offenses of conviction render the terrorism enhancement applicable 
when imposing sentence. In other words, for purposes of these proceedings, the debate is about the 
defendants' criminal conduct - not their political beliefs (Aiken 2010). 

  
Aiken’s ruling is an attempt to shift focus away from a conversation about the environmental 
destruction that activists were attempting to stop with their actions. She asks us to consider their 
actions only within a criminal context, even though the decision to apply a terrorism enhancement is an 
explicitly political act, related directly to the motivations of the crime. Her effort to paint the defendants 
in this case as criminals echoes Sensenbrenner’s attempts to paint those who destroy animal research 
labs as irrational and violent actors targeting average Americans. In both cases, activists are 
characterized in ways which preclude a discussion about the political motivations behind their crimes. 
The label of terrorism is used as a shield to prevent a far more serious conversation from taking place. 
 Though the frame of terrorism has been significantly expanded since September 11, the process 
of expansion also has a corollary. As the definition of terrorism widens to include acts perceived to be 
increasingly “mainstream” or “legitimate,” the definition itself becomes weaker. If the frame of eco-
activism as terrorism stretches too far, it loses its ability to be taken seriously. Burke describes this as a 
process of “demoralization”:  

 
If the frame of acceptance makes for obedience, you may expect the gradual organization of people who 
“tap” this vein until it is exhausted. It is a resource for exploitation, as any frame is—and the particular 
opportunity it offers will eventually be seized upon with “efficiency” until the “Malthusian limits” of the 
opportunity are reached. This process endangers the serviceability of a frame (Burke 132). 

 
The demoralization of the ecoterrorist frame can be seen in the increasing number of scholarly articles 
and publication by activist groups condemning the inclusion of environmentally-motivated property 
destruction as terrorism. The ACLU wrote a letter to Congress discouraging the passage of AETA, and the 
National Lawyers Guild has condemned the persecution of activists in Operation Backfire and other 
similar FBI investigations. A district court judge moved in 2010 to dismiss charges against four activists 
accused of violating AETA by militantly protesting outside the homes of biomedical researchers (Miller 
2010). A lawsuit was also filed in Massachusetts District Court in December 2011, arguing that AETA is 
overly broad and nonspecific in reference to what it defines as terrorism, and is thus unconstitutional. 
Though a critical examination of the U.S. government’s widening definition of terrorism has not yet 
entered mainstream media, cases like the ones highlighted above suggest that legal scholars and 
activists are becoming more concerned about the frame the government has constructed for radical 
environmentalist actions. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Since 2001, the U.S. government has attempted to broaden the definition of terrorism to 
include crimes against property, including those specifically committed with an environmental or animal 
rights motive. Though September 11 provided the justification to codify this stretching of a terrorism 
frame, the push by the FBI to investigate acts of “ecoterrorism” began even earlier. The enhanced 
terrorism laws passed since September 11 have allowed prosecutors to seek terrorism enhancements 
on sentences for radical environmental activists, dramatically increasing the amount of time served in 
prison. 
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 As the frame of terrorism has been used to crack down on environmental activism and protest, 
activists and scholars have responded with critiques challenging the legitimacy of both the frame itself 
and the laws which support it. Many have claimed that such laws are explicitly designed to quell dissent 
and prevent legal acts protected under the First Amendment. 
 The irony of the way “ecoterrorism” has been constructed and persecuted is that it leaves many 
activists feeling as though non-violent civil disobedience and legal protest are no longer viable options 
for changing the system. The rhetoric of terrorism has precluded a serious discussion about 
environmental destruction and the ethics of various responses to it. Rather than engage with the 
complicated legal and moral questions posed by the actions of radical environmental groups, the U.S. 
government has elected to associate these acts with the specter of terrorism. This choice creates fear 
rather than discourse. Thus far, it has proved effective, but the growing dissent suggests that a national 
conversation about the ethics of sabotage and environmental destruction cannot be postponed forever. 
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