[image: image1.png]REAL
CLEAR




On Terrorism, It's Not Freedom vs. Security

By Robert Robb - May 3, 2013

The Boston bombing reawakens our sense of vulnerability to terrorist attacks and will undoubtedly spark renewed discussions about what measures, if any, should be taken to make us safer.

This is good. After 9/11, Americans worried about another big attack. When one didn’t come, we became complaisant, largely ignoring that our greater vulnerability was to smaller-scale attacks such as the Boston bombing. We overlooked the warnings from the underwear and Times Square bombers, who failed not because they were detected and thwarted, but only because their explosives didn’t detonate.

In reality, not enough is being done to protect us against terrorist attacks. Doing more is often depicted as a trade-off between freedom and security. But that is a grossly misleading formulation.

Security is actually a prerequisite for freedom. In classical liberal political philosophy, providing security and the rule of law so that individuals can exercise freedom is the very purpose of government.

The real trade-off at issue is between privacy and security. Privacy is an important subcomponent of freedom.

But it is not the whole of it. And some intrusions into privacy have greater liberty implications than others.

Let’s move from the philosophical to the practical.

To prevent terrorism, someone has to be trying to find those in the country who might commit it, keep a watchful eye on them, and intervene before they act.

In the United States, there is not an agency that has the exclusive and singular responsibility to do this.

Although protecting against domestic terrorist threats was the rationale behind the formation of the Department of Homeland Security, it doesn’t even have the lead role in identifying and watching potential terrorists. That falls to the FBI, which of course has many other duties.

In the Boston bombing, we’ve seen the clumsiness of scattering this responsibility across various multi-purpose agencies. The FBI and CIA put one of the Boston bombers on a list maintained by the Department of Homeland Security. It “pinged,” in the word of Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano, when he left the country to visit Dagestan for a prolonged visit, but didn’t ”ping” when he returned.

So, we have someone the Russians have told us they fear has been radicalized, he leaves the country, leaving behind a wife and young child, for a lengthy stay in a place where terrorists are known to congregate, and no one in the U.S. government is curious about him upon his return – or perhaps even aware of it.
There’s no guarantee that a single-purpose agency would have shown more diligence and curiosity. But the odds would have been better. Perhaps considerably better.

Civil libertarians worry about creating a domestic snooping agency. Fears that it would be misused are reasonably rooted in our history. But that doesn’t mean that such an agency shouldn’t exist. Rather that there should be checks and oversight on what it does.

Those checks should be strongest when snooping goes from watching what someone does in public to peering at what he does in private. The latter should require some kind of judicial approval, which is a stronger check than currently contained in the Patriot Act for much material.

Peering at what someone does in private – in conversations, over the phone, or on the internet – has far greater liberty implications than watching what someone does in public. And that brings us to surveillance cameras.

Surveillance cameras have proven their value in solving crimes, including terrorist acts. Given that, it is reasonable to infer that they can be a strong deterrent to crime and terrorist acts, if the perpetrator doesn’t want to get caught.

When I have walked the streets of London, I haven’t felt unfree, even though London makes extensive use of surveillance cameras. I have suffered a loss of privacy, but not one that necessarily has a significant liberty implication. Surveillance cameras could be misused, but the sheer volume of material guards against that and other checks are imaginable.

Developing adequate checks on the misuse of what the government does to provide security to enable the exercise of freedom is preferable to coping with bombing deaths and blown-off legs. 
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