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Introduction

Pondering the Imponderable

Hourly afflict: merely, thou art death’s fool;
What’s yet in this
That bears the name of life
Lie hid moe thousand deaths: yet we fear,
That makes these odds all even . . . .
To sue to live, I find I seek to die:
And, seeking death, find life: let it come on . . . .
The sense of death is most in apprehension;
Ay, but to die, and go we know not where: . . .
The weariest and most loathed worldly life
That age, ache, penury, and imprisonment
Can lay on nature is a paradise
To what we fear of death.

Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act III, i.

Our war against terror is only beginning.
President George W. Bush

This is not just a question of fighting terrorism . . . . This is a milestone
in history, like Hitler and Napoleon. What we’re finding is that there
can’t be economic globalization without human and spiritual global-
ization. We have to look for the causes of things. If you assume that
human beings are not totally bad in themselves, then something must
have gone terribly wrong.

Christoph von Dohnanyi

Surely it is time, half a century after Hiroshima, to embrace a universal
morality, to think of all children, everywhere, as our own.

Howard Zinn



Terror is a six-letter word. So is murder.
Terror and murder are among the most vexing words in our

lexicon; they are also among the most distressing features of the
human condition.

Terror, terrorism, and murder are notoriously difficult to define,
discomforting to contemplate, and anguishing to experience or
behold. And although terror, terrorism, and murder are existentially,
psychologically, and historically linked, their affinities have seldom
been noted, much less scrutinized.

But the lives and fates of each one of us, of our species as a whole,
indeed of life on Earth itself, may depend on humanity’s collective
ability, or inability, to come to terms with terror, terrorism, and
murder (often taken to be synonymous with “unjustified” and/or
“unlawful” killing). Given the current series of terrifying attacks and
counterattacks on a global scale, it is possible that this escalating and
spreading cycle of violence (“terrorism and counterterrorism”) may
spiral out of control—and may soon include the use of weapons of
mass destruction (by multiple agents?). It is therefore imperative that
we understand the roots of terror—as well as the reasons for terrorism
(and counterterrorism)—and then take informed actions to reduce the
mortal threat to our existence, as well as to all life on Earth, posed by
these weapons and the people who would (and will?) deploy them.

Initially, we must attempt to understand how and why we feel ter-
rified, and under which circumstances many of us wish (need?) to kill,
and to justify killing, one another. Then, we ought to see if these feel-
ings, thoughts, and desires are malleable and controllable—possibly
unlike “The Human Condition,” which constitutes the background
against which terror and murder all too often take center stage The
human condition is what makes it possible for us to be human. It is
also our collective “fate,” and is not (or at least not yet) under our
control. Is it possible (or likely. . . ) that terror, terrorism, and murder
may to some degree be regulated, even reduced, if not completely elimi-
nated? If so, how and when? If not, why not?

There may or may not be reassuring answers to these questions,
which are among the most pressing of our time, of our history. But it
is imperative that they be raised and addressed, even if the “answers”
are disquieting.

This book is a multidimensional exploration of terror, terrorism,
and the human condition. It is an attempt to demystify our now cen-
turies-long attraction to, and dread of, terror and its progeny, includ-
ing terrorism (or political terror) and (mass) murder. It is also a call
to thought, and an appeal to reasoned action.
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Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition is a book that may
well raise more issues than it resolves. At the dawn of this new mil-
lennium, this is absolutely necessary if we are to understand our
“nature” and history. But it is not sufficient. If we hope to diminish
and eventually eliminate the danger to our planet posed by two
existential threats to the Earth, both with the acronyms WMD—
namely Weapons of Mass Destruction and Writings of Mass
Deception—we must move beyond thinking and writing to doing
and renewing.

A “war on terror,” like a “war on drugs,” cannot be won and must
not be fought any further. For “war” cannot possibly succeed in elim-
inating terror from our human condition—or even “defeat” myriads
of “terrorists and the states that harbor them”—any more than laws
and prisons have “succeeded” in uprooting the cravings of millions of
people to alter their moods and minds by taking drugs (ranging from
alcohol and tobacco to sedatives, hallucinogenics, and hypnotics).

But this does not imply that “terror and terrorism” cannot, and
should not, be confronted by means other than war(s) and by stra-
tegies that eschew, if not completely eliminate, other forms of state
and non-state violence. For there may well be more effective and
humane ways of managing terror—and of effectively dealing with
“terrorism and terrorists”—than war and other forms of state—
sanctioned violence (often resulting in mass murder).

In fact, there may well already exist nonviolent and socially appro-
priate means of action and political intervention that are at least as
“effective” (or no more “ineffective”)—and are certainly less lethal
and therefore more ethical—in addressing the roots of terror and in
reducing acts of terrorist (and counterterrorist) violence than bom-
bing and assassinating “terrorists and those who harbor them.” If we
are to survive, we may also need to create new, basically nonviolent,
means to resolve conflicts and to reduce their lethality.

Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition is possibly a paradoxical
endeavor. It is a linguistic inquiry into a nonverbal realm, namely, the
murky depths of human souls wracked by unbearable feelings of
intense existential anguish, aka “terror.” It is also an effort to ponder
the imponderable—the possible (probable?) end of our species, and
not in the distant future. To think the “unthinkable” (extinction), to
make sense of what may be inexplicable (the roots of terror and the
reasons for terrorism) and to change the (possibly) unchangeable (the
human condition)—these may well be quixotic undertakings. But
they are necessary, if paradoxical, projects, at least for me. Let us
begin to ponder the imponderable.

Introduction 3
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1

Defining the Indefinable: What

are, and are Not “Terror,

Terrorism, and the Human

Condition?”

The Setting

On September 11, 2001, during the first year of this new millennium,
the cities of New York and Washington D.C. were attacked by ter-
rorists with radical Islamist ties. The loss of life—approximately 3,000
civilians—was exceeded in American history only by battles during
the Civil War, although cities in other countries had far greater civilian
casualties during World War II.

Exactly 911 days later, on March 11, 2004, commuter trains in
Madrid, Spain, were bombed by terrorists with presumed radical
Islamist links. Almost 200 people were killed and more than 1,400
injured. This was the greatest single-day loss of life due to a terrorist
attack on a Western European country. Three days after this attack, the
conservative Spanish government—which, in the face of mass popular
opposition, supported the United States’ invasion and occupation of
Iraq—was defeated in a general election it had been expected to win. It
was replaced by a Socialist administration pledged to withdraw Spanish
forces from Iraq.

A number of factors make the events of September 11, 2001 and
their aftermath unprecedented in American history: First, the attacks
were perpetrated by foreign terrorists on American soil. Second, U.S.
civilian airplanes were transformed into weapons of mass destruction.
Third, the United States was not in a declared state of war at the time.
Fourth, the identities of the perpetrators were unknown at the time



and were probably “non-state actors.” Fifth, a weapon of bio-terrorism,
anthrax, was subsequently used against Americans on American soil.
Sixth, millions of Americans, as well as many civilians in other coun-
tries, have felt unprecedented levels of stress, anxiety, trauma, and
related feelings of having been “terrorized” by these attacks. Finally,
no one has claimed direct responsibility for the events of 9/11, in
contrast to most other terrorist attacks and acts of violence commit-
ted against civilian populations during wartime and since 1945.1

According to a study conducted by the Rand corporation and pub-
lished in the November 15, 2001 issue of The New England Journal
of Medicine (NEJM),2 90 percent of the people surveyed reported
they had experienced at least some degree of stress three to five days
after the initial attacks on 9/11, while 44 percent were trying to cope
with “substantial symptoms.” These symptoms include the respon-
dents’ feeling “very upset” when they were reminded of what hap-
pened on 9/11; repeated, disturbing memories, thoughts, and/or
dreams; difficulty concentrating; trouble falling and/or staying
asleep; and feelings of anger and/or angry outbursts. Furthermore,
the Rand study found that 47 percent of interviewed parents reported
that their children were worried about their own safety and/or the
safety of loved ones, and that 35 percent of the respondents’ children
had one or more clear symptoms of stress. The survey concluded with
a list of measures taken by these randomly selected American adults
to cope with their feelings of anxiety and stress.

A number of subsequent studies have corroborated and extended
these findings. Another article in the NEJM3 found that in Manhattan,
five to eight weeks after the September 11 attacks, 7.5 percent of sur-
veyed adults reported symptoms consistent with a diagnosis of Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), almost 10 percent seemed cur-
rently depressed, and among respondents who lived near the World
Trade Center (WTC), the prevalence of PTSD was 20 percent.
Interestingly, this study indicated that one of the strongest predictors
of PTSD was Hispanic ethnicity—a fascinating finding, one consistent
with previous psychiatric investigations of PTSD among Hispanic
Vietnam War veterans, and a matter I will take up in my discussion
and analysis of the interviews I conducted.4

Other studies have found that the terrorist attacks of 9/11 consti-
tuted an “unprecedented exposure to trauma in the United States”
(though the extent and degree of possible trauma differ somewhat,
depending on the particular study). One study—called “Psychological
Reactions to Terrorist Attacks” and published in the Journal of the
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American Medical Association (JAMA)—found that one–two months
after those attacks, the prevalence of probable PTSD was significantly
higher in the New York City metropolitan areas (11.2 percent) than
in Washington D.C. (only 2.7 percent, perhaps surprisingly low, given
the attack on the Pentagon) and in the rest of the United States
(about 4 percent).5 Another study published in JAMA found that 
17 percent of the U.S. population outside New York reported 
PTSD-like symptoms two months after 9/11, and 5.6 percent did so
six months after the attacks. The highest levels of PTSD symptoms
were associated with gender (women were 1.64 times as likely as men
to have PTSD), marital separation, pre–September 11 depression
and/or anxiety disorder, physical illness, severity of exposure to the
attacks, and/or early abandonment of coping efforts (such as giving
up, denial, and/or self-distraction).6

In Spain and some other advanced industrial societies (especially
Israel), terrorist attacks, counterterrorist operations, and public
awareness about the dangers of terrorism and counterterrorism are
decades-old. As a result of strenuous efforts by Spanish survivors of
terrorist (mainly by ETA, a violent Basque separatist group) attacks, a
support system has been developed in Spain to provide terror victims
with counseling, psychotherapy, and other needed services. The level
of PTSD among Spanish terror victims—especially women—seems
very high, even when compared with New York after September 11.
And the March 11 attack on Madrid commuters is certain to increase
the preexisting vulnerability of many Spaniards to PTSD.

How generalizable are these findings? How long will people feel
this way, even in the unlikely event that no significant additional acts
of terrorist violence are perpetrated on North American or European
soil? And how will everyday citizens and policy-makers behave if there
are more events like September 11, 2001, and March 11, 2004?

How might we try to account for the usage of “terrorism” as a
political tactic and of terror as a predictable human response to the
violence, and threats of violence, employed by terrorists against inno-
cent people? And what might we all learn about terror from the expe-
riences of people around the world who underwent and survived
terrifying acts of political violence during the twentieth century?
These are the questions that orient my multidisciplinary investigation
of terror, terrorism, and the human condition.

To begin to address these and related questions, it is necessary (if
somewhat perilous, given the absence of consensus regarding these
matters) to define some crucial terms. First, I explore “terrorism.”

Defining the Indefinable 7
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What is “Terrorism?”

“The term ‘terrorism’ means premeditated, politically motivated
violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups
or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience.”7

Central Intelligence Agency

. . . it (terrorism) is distinguished from all other kinds of violence by its
“bifocal” character; namely, by the fact that the immediate acts of ter-
rorist violence, such as shootings, bombings, kidnappings, and hostage-
taking, are intended as means to certain goals . . . , which vary with the
particular terrorist acts or series of such acts . . . the concept of terrorism
is a “family resemblance” concept. . . .Consequently, the concept as a
whole is an “open” or “open-textured” concept, nonsharply demarcated
from other types/forms of individual or collective violence. The major
types of terrorism are: predatory, retaliatory, political, and political–
moralistic/religious. The terrorism may be domestic or international,
“from above”—that is, state or state-sponsored terrorism, or “from
below.”8

Haig Khatchadourian

. . . terrorism is fundamentally a form of psychological warfare.
Terrorism is designed, as it has always been, to have profound psycho-
logical repercussions on a target audience. Fear and intimidation are
precisely the terrorists’ timeless stock-in-trade. . . . It is used to create
unbridled fear, dark insecurity, and reverberating panic. Terrorists seek
to elicit an irrational, emotional response.9

Bruce Hoffman

Etymologically, “terrorism” derives from “terror.” Originally the word
meant a system, or regime, of terror: at first imposed by the Jacobins,
who applied the word to themselves without any negative connota-
tions; subsequently it came to be applied to any policy or regime of the
sort and to suggest a strongly negative attitude, as it generally does
today. . . . Terrorism is meant to cause terror (extreme fear) and, when
successful, does so. Terrorism is intimidation with a purpose: the terror
is meant to cause others to do things they would otherwise not do.
Terrorism is coercive intimidation.10

Igor Primoratz

In searching for a universal definition of “terrorism,” a concept that
is as contested (“one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter
. . .”) as it is “open,” I found that “terrorism” has been used most
often to denote politically motivated attacks by subnational agents
(this part is virtually uncontested in the relevant scholarly literature)
and/or states (this is widely debated, but increasingly accepted outside



the United States) on noncombatants, usually in the context of war,
revolution, and struggles for national liberation. In this sense, 
“terrorism” is as old as violent human conflict.

However, “terrorism,” and “terrorists” have become relativized in
recent times, since there is very little consensus on who, precisely, is,
or is not, a “terrorist,” or what is, or is not, an act of “terrorism.”
Thus, who is or is not a “terrorist,” and what may or may not be “acts
of terrorism,” depend largely on the perspective of the group or the
person using (or abusing) those terms.11

“Terrorism” is clearly a subcategory of political violence in partic-
ular, and of violence in general. Almost all current definitions of ter-
rorism known to me focus on the violent acts committed (or
threatened) by “terrorists,” and neglect the effects of those acts on their
victims. My focus is on the terrifying effects of certain violent acts on
the victims of those acts, rather than on continuing the never-ending
debate as to who is, or is not, a “terrorist.” Nonetheless, for func-
tional purposes, following Khatchadourian, Hoffman, and Johan
Galtung,12 I propose the following definition of “terrorism:”

Terrorism is a premeditated, usually politically motivated, use, or
threatened use, of violence, in order to induce a state of terror in its
immediate victims, usually for the purpose of influencing another, less
reachable audience, such as a government.

Note that under this definition, both nation-states—which commit
“terrorism from above” (TFA)—and subnational entities (individuals
and groups alike)—which engage in “terrorism from below” (TFB)—
may commit acts of terrorism. Note as well, that the somewhat artifi-
cial, but conventionally accepted, distinction between “combatants”
and “noncombatants” does not come into play here. This conceptual-
ization distinguishes my understanding of terrorism from the “offi-
cial” one of the U.S. government, and from that of many, but not all,
writers on this topic. It also distinguishes political terrorism—the focus
of this book and of virtually all research known to me—from other
forms of terrorism, especially criminal terrorism.13

In agreement with the philosopher Jürgen Habermas and the lin-
guist/social critic Noam Chomsky, I am also claiming that “terrorism”
is a political construct, a historically variable and ideologically useful
way of branding those who may violently oppose a particular policy or
government as beyond the moral pale, and hence “not worthy” of
diplomacy and negotiations.14 Moreover, yesterday’s “terrorists” may
become today’s or tomorrow’s chief(s) of state—if they are successful
in seizing or gaining state power (historical examples abound, from
the “barbarian” Teutonic insurgents who overthrew the Roman
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Empire, to the Jacobins during early days of the French Revolution,
and more recently, the Jewish terrorists in Irgun who were among the
founders of the state of Israel). After accession to state power, the vic-
tors often (re)write the history books to (re)label themselves as “freedom
fighters” “patriots,” and/or proponents of “national liberation,” and to
denote their vanquished adversaries as “terrorists,” “autocrats,” “imperi-
alists,” and so on.

Following Habermas’s line of argument, terrorism therefore
acquires its political content retrospectively, based on the success (see
the above examples) or failure (al-Qaeda so far) of those who employ
political violence in achieving specific political goals (anti-imperialism,
revolutionary insurrection, nation-building, and/or radical Islamic
jihad, etc.). Many politically powerful contemporary opponents of “ter-
rorism” arrogate to themselves a kind of moral superiority, an “ethical
high ground” that permits and justifies virtually any means (designated
“counterterrorism” and/or “preemptive war”)—including bombings
that result in many civilian casualties (“collateral damage”)—to win
“the war against terror/ism.” But as we will see, this often precipitates
a constantly escalating series of attacks and counterattacks, a “cycle of
violence,” that has global, and potentially omnicidal, implications.

In contrast with the contested term “terrorism,” which has 
perhaps too many definitions and debates, “terror” and “the human
condition” are remarkably un(der)defined and unanalyzed.

What is “Terror?”
The idea that you can purchase security from terror by saying nothing
about terror is not only morally bankrupt but it is also inaccurate.

Australian Prime Minister John Howard

Unfortunately, despite the Australian Prime Minister’s assertion, virtually
no one has talked in a meaningful way about the root of terrorism—
terror. This is an omission that stands out amidst the endless talk of fight-
ing a “war against terrorism/terror.” It is also a glaring lacuna in current
scholarly investigations (at least in such major Western languages as
English, German, and French), which focus either on trauma (and Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder, PTSD), or on terrorism as a policy problem.

To initiate a broad-based, multidisciplinary inquiry into terror and
its “family resemblances,” I offer the following provisional definition:

The term “terror” denotes both a phenomenological experience of 
paralyzing, overwhelming, and ineffable mental anguish, as well as a
behavioral response to a real or perceived life-threatening danger.

10 Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition



Terror is profoundly sensory (often auditory), and is pre- or 
post-verbal. The ineffability of terror is a complement to, and often
a result of, the unspeakable horror(s) of war(s) and other forms of 
collective political violence.

The Human Condition

Finally, terror and terrorism do not occur within an existential and
historical vacuum. On the contrary, they are embedded within our
common human condition. This is a concept that is as under—
defined and unanalyzed as “terror.”15

In reviewing the available literature, I found that the few books in
English that purport to have something to say about “the human
condition,” are mostly by philosophers and/or theologians working
from a “Continental” (German/French) tradition.16 They tend to be
existentialist and/or phenomenological in orientation. This is consis-
tent with the approach I am taking in this book.

Following the political philosopher Hannah Arendt, I provisionally
define the human condition as the sum total of earthly circumstances
that make possible the form of species life we call “human.” As Arendt
says, “The earth is the very quintessence of the human condition, and
earthly nature, for all we know, may be unique in the universe in pro-
viding human beings with a habitat in which we can move and
breathe without effort and without artifice. The human artifice of the
world separates human existence from all mere animal environment,
but life itself is outside this artificial world, and through life man
remains related to all other living organisms.”17 Arendt also claims
that there are three human activities—labor, work, and action—
“fundamental” to our condition, and, further, that these activities are
“intimately connected with the most general condition of human
existence: birth and death, natality and mortality. . . . Human existence
is conditioned existence, it would be impossible without things, and
things would be a heap of unrelated articles, a non-world, if they were
not the conditioners of human existence.”18

Like most other European commentators on the human condi-
tion, Arendt focuses on the “worldliness” of our existence, as well as
on our mortality: “Imbedded in a cosmos where everything was
immortal, mortality became the hallmark of human existence. . . . The
mortality of men lies in the fact that individual life, with a recognizable
life-story from birth to death, rises out of biological life. . . .This is 
mortality: to move along a rectilinear line in a universe where everything,
if it moves at all, moves in a cyclical order.”19

Defining the Indefinable 11



As important as Arendt’s book may be, it is not a systematic or
comprehensive account of the human condition, or even of “human
existence” (a term, like “human reality,” often used by other, even
more existentially oriented thinkers). There is no such general account
of the human condition per se, unless one regards works like
Heidegger’s Being and Time, Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, and
Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception as centered on the
analysis of the human condition broadly conceived.

Also, while Arendt appropriately signifies mortality as “the” (a?)
“hallmark of human existence,” she omits the psychological/emotional
dimensions of mortality—our anxiety and fears in the face of
death/dying as well as our “rebellion” against this terminal terrestrial
(cosmic?) condition.

In contrast, the great French existentialist writer Albert Camus, in
The Rebel and The Myth of Sisyphus, “obstinately confronts a world
condemned to death and the impenetrable obscurity of the human
condition with his demand for life and absolute clarity.”20 Camus
laments and protests our condition (what his peer and sometime
opponent Jean-Paul Sartre called “human reality” or our “situa-
tion”), which constitutes the human element within an “absurd cre-
ation.”21 And the German theologian Paul Tillich devotes much of
his great book The Courage to Be to a vivid description of anxiety,
which in his view is rooted in our fear of death, of “ultimate nonbe-
ing.” According to Tillich, “. . . in the anxiety about any special situ-
ation anxiety about the human situation as such is implied.”22 Tillich
appropriately distinguishes between this “existential” (or “basic”)
“anxiety,” “which is given with human existence itself,” and “patho-
logical anxiety,” rooted in the “neurotic personalities” so acutely 
analyzed by Freud and his successors.23

Unlike many other existential/phenomenological commentators
on our condition, Tillich wrote from a theological (albeit unorthodox)
perspective. This is of considerable importance, for if one has “faith”
in (the existence/omnipotence of) God and the immortality of the
individual human “soul,” one’s perspective on our existence on Earth
may differ significantly from “atheistic,” “agnostic,” and “deistic”
accounts.

For example, Thomas Keating, former abbot of a Trappist monastery,
in his book The Human Condition, declares: “This is the human 
condition—to be without the true source of happiness, which is the
experience of God, and to have lost the key to happiness, which is the
contemplative dimension of life, the path to the increasing assimilation
and enjoyment of God’s presence. . . . The chief characteristic of the
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human condition is that everybody is looking for this key and nobody
knows where to find it. The human condition is thus poignant in the
extreme.”24

Terror, Terrorism, and the 
Human Condition

The “poignancy” of our condition is intensified if one lives (“coura-
geously,” following Tillich, or “without appeal,” in Camus’s terms) in
a world that is not just haunted by universal death but wracked by
violent conflict. Terror, like mortality, may or may not be an “exis-
tential given,” something without which we would not be human, or
would be less human than we are. (This will be discussed later in this
book.) But terror-ism is something humankind has created, not
found, on Earth. As such, perhaps it might be “un”-created.

If we do not learn to unmake our own deadly fabrications, our
existence, and all life on Earth, may terminate—abruptly and in the
not-so-distant future. As Arendt says, “ . . . there is no reason to doubt
our present ability to destroy all organic life on earth. The question is
only whether we wish to use our new scientific and technical knowl-
edge in this direction, and this question cannot be decided by scien-
tific means; it is a political question of the first order and therefore
cannot be left to the decision of professional scientists or professional
politicians.”25

It is to perhaps the most pressing political question of our time (of
any time?)—terrorism and what to do about it—that I now turn.
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2

Depicting the Indescribable:

A Brief H istory of Terrorism

(With Charles Lindholm)

All wars are terrorism.
Political Slogan

Terrorism is a violent phenomenon and it is probably no mere coincidence
that it should give rise to violent emotions, such as anger, irritation,
and aggression, and that this should cloud judgment. Nor is the con-
fusion surrounding it all new. Terrorism has long exercised a great fas-
cination, especially at a safe distance. . . . Terrorists have found admirers
and publicity agents in all ages. . . . The difficulty with terrorism is that
there is no terrorism per se, except perhaps at the abstract level, but dif-
ferent terrorisms. . . . Most authors agree that terrorism is the use or the
threat of the use of violence, a method of combat, or a strategy to
achieve certain targets, that it aims to induce a state of fear in the vic-
tim, that it is ruthless and does not conform with humanitarian rules,
and that publicity is an essential factor in the terrorist strategy. Beyond
this point definitions diverge, often sharply.1

Walter Laqueur

Warfare against civilians, whether inspired by hatred, revenge, greed, or
political and psychological insecurity, has been one of the most ulti-
mately self-defeating tactics in military history. . . : the nation or faction
that resorts to warfare against civilians most quickly, most often, and
most viciously is the nation or faction most likely to see its interests
frustrated and, in many cases, its existence terminated . . . : warfare
against civilians must never be answered in kind. For as failed a tactic
as such warfare has been, reprisals similarly directed at civilians have
been even more so—particularly when they have exceeded the original
assault in scope.2

Caleb Carr



Any written “history” of a phenomenon as controversial and 
anxiety-provoking as “terrorism”3 is bound to be selective and some-
what subjective. Because there is little consensus (at least in much of
the English-speaking world at this time) regarding terrorism, and due
to the potentially enormous number of “terrorist” incidents from
antiquity to the present, it is hard to know where to begin and which
events to include or exclude.

Other authors have penned comprehensive (if not entirely satisfac-
tory) historical/political accounts of terrorism,4 and I will not replicate
their efforts here. Moreover, any verbal approach to understanding ter-
rorism is woefully deficient: it cannot possibly depict the indescribable
horrors of acts of violence that literally tear people apart. Nonetheless,
despite the inherent limitations of this medium, this chapter of the
book puts forward a brief “prehistory” of terrorism before focusing on
what is probably considered the epicenter of contemporary terrorist
activity—the Middle East. I conclude with some observations on past
and prospective terrorist trends.

The Bloodcurdling Dialectic of 
Terrorism and State Terror

The Romans, Augustine argues, created a desert and called it peace.
“Peace and war had a contest in cruelty, and peace won the prize.”5

Jean Bethke Elshtain

Terrorizing ordinary men and women is first of all the work of domes-
tic tyranny, as Aristotle wrote: “The first aim and end of tyrants is to
break the spirit of their subjects.”6

Michael Walzer

To designate a beginning point (or an end) of terrorism is arbitrary.
When do (apparently) historical accounts of political acts involving
actual and threatened violence commence? When do narrative
accounts of murder begin? With the biblical tale of Cain and Abel?
The Tao De Ching? Or perhaps with the Mahabharata?7 Sometime
during the ancient Egyptian, Chinese, Babylonian, Persian, or Roman
Empires? Impossible to say. Nonetheless, other writers on this topic
tend to begin their histories of terrorism about two millennia ago, and
in the same part of the world that now seems so devastated by this
phenomenon—what we now call “the Middle” or the “Near East.”

From biblical times until the zenith of the Roman Empire (roughly
from just before the time of Christ to the third century CE), the
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Middle East comprised a hodgepodge of nomadic ethnic groups and
city-states within what we now call the nation-states of Egypt, Israel
(and Palestine), Tunisia, Libya, Greece, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia, Iraq, the Gulf States, and Turkey. By the first century BCE,
almost all these territories lay within the Roman Empire. It is here
that the bloodcurdling dialectic between state terrorism (Terrorism
from Above, TFA) and non-state terrorists (Terrorism from Below,
TFB) may have begun, and—after some long intervals of relative
peace, mainly under Islam—was revived during and shortly after
World War I.

Many extant histories of warfare and terrorism begin their tragic
tales with stories of “war heroes” and “epic struggles” in the ancient
Near East, or the Mediterranean basin more generally. Some of these
tales are entirely legendary—like the Aeneid. Others appear to have
been largely based on actual events—like the “Histories” of Herodotos
and Thucydides. And still others, like the Iliad, mix history and 
fiction. But these stories all depict the rise (and fall) of peoples
and civilizations as rooted in wars and in related acts of individual
and collective violence.

Warfare per se may have begun in the ancient Near East, specifi-
cally in what we today call Israel/Palestine. Archaeological remnants
dating to the early Neolithic period (beginning about 8000 BCE)—
most prominently the city of Jericho’s walls and towers (about 7500
BCE)—suggest military fortifications, probably constructed against
raiders and warriors from other tribes (aka “enemies”).8

“Terrorism from Below” (TFB) itself is identified by numerous
influential students of that subject with the political revolts and reli-
gious uprisings of Jewish opponents of Roman rule.9 These accounts
depict both the links between religion (or “religious fanaticism,” aka
“holy war/s” or “holy terror”) and terrorism on the one hand, and,
less clearly, between the TFB perpetrated by these “resistance fight-
ers” and the widespread acts of political violence committed by the
Romans (TFA) in their efforts to create, expand, and defend their
empire against those who resisted Roman rule, most notably the
German “barbarians” Jews, slaves, and early Christians.10

An Illustration of Terrorism:
The Middle East

President George W. Bush, supported by some American Muslim
clerics, once announced that Islam was “a religion of peace” that had
been “hijacked” by al-Qaeda. But this apparently reassuring statement
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was immediately disputed by those who claimed instead that Islam is
much more accurately seen as “the religion of war.” In support they
cited the Muslim belief that the world is divided by a continuous
struggle between the dar al Islam (the unified house of Islam) and dar
al harb (the house of the infidel); the Muslim believer is duty-bound
to participate in this “holy war” (jihad).

It is true that belief in jihad is central to Islam, as is attested by
many sacred texts (as is the necessity for “crusades” led by militant
Christians). For example, as one hadith (saying of the Prophet
Muhammad) proclaims: “There is no monasticism in Islam; the monas-
ticism of this community is the holy war.” It is also historically true
that Islam began in battle. Exiled from his home for his subversive
beliefs, the Prophet Muhammad gained warrior allies in the Saudi
hinterlands, defeated his numerically superior opponents, and returned
as a conqueror to his natal city of Mecca.

Muhammad was a great war leader as well as a spiritual redeemer,
promising his followers not only admission to heaven in the next
world, but also concrete spoils of victory in this one. Those early
Muslims who did not participate in jihad were considered lacking in
religious merit. Those who fell in battle were guaranteed immediate
entrance into paradise.

Nor did Islam become a religion of peace after Muhammad’s death
(632 CE). Instead, Muslim warriors battled on against the vast and
powerful Persian and Byzantine Empires; against all odds, they were
victorious, validating for their millions of followers the authority of
their message, as well as establishing the foundation for the great
Islamic dynasties—Umayyad, Marwanid, Abbasid, Buyid, Fatimid,
Seljuk, Ottoman, Safavid—which were eventually to rule from Morocco
to Afghanistan. In other words, most Muslims never accepted the
admonishment to render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s. Instead, they
sought to depose the party of Caesar (secular authority) and replace
it with the party of God (divine authority).

Yet a portrait of Islam as a warlike religion is just as simplistic as
the image of Islam as a religion of peace. Although many Muslims divide
the world into warring camps of believers and unbelievers, in real
life it is not so easy to decide who is who, since “only God knows” the
true content of the human heart. As the great twelfth-century scholar
and Sufi Muhammad al-Ghazali wrote: “Whoever says ‘I am a believer,’
is an infidel; and whoever says ‘I am learned,’ is ignorant”11 Nor
should a Muslim try to force others to recognize the truth, according
to al-Ghazali. After all, the Quran itself says that God “leads astray
whom He will and guides whom He will (16.95);” some will never
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believe, for “God has set a seal on their hearts” (2.6). The final word
is that “the truth is from your Lord; so let whosoever will, believe,
and let whosoever will, disbelieve” (18.28).

In this context, many Muslims have interpreted the injunction 
for jihad as a command to purify the self by ridding one’s own heart
of hypocrisy. With self-doubt, spiritual introspection, and resigned
acceptance of the inevitable plurality of beliefs as major religious
themes in Islam, war against the external heathen has usually been
secondary to war against the internal Pharisee.

Nor has conversion to Islam by former non-believers usually been at
the point of a sword; instead it has most often been a voluntary
response to Muslim egalitarianism and the Prophet’s expansive message
of salvation. In this environment, Islamic pogroms against Jews,
Christians, and other minorities were much less common in the 
premodern Middle East than in premodern Europe; all the descendants
of Abraham (including Jews and Christians) were recognized as having
a fundamental kinship with their Muslim brothers. For Muhammad did
not repudiate the previous annunciations of Jesus or Moses. Rather, he
saw his message as the restoration of earlier prophecies to their pure
state. Thus, Muslim honor was generally satisfied with the payment of
tribute from minority populations (the dhimmi), who in return were
released from military service and other religious obligations.

The moral of this story is that it is easy to paint Islam as either
essentially pacific or bellicose—just as it is easy to draw passages from
the Bible or from the Torah to make either case about Christians and
Jews. The truth about all great religions is that the written record is
ambiguous: Islamic scripture, like that of the Christians and Jews (or
Hindus or Buddhists for that matter), can interpreted in various ways
for various purposes. In a real sense, it is the protean character of great
religions that makes them so appealing, and so dangerous. . . . Islam is
no different in this respect: its adherents can be pacifists or terrorists
or somewhere in between; all can equally call on holy writ to “justify”
themselves and their murderous deeds.

But an independent observer ought not be taken in by these
claims; neither terrorism nor pacifism is reflective of some essential
aspect of Islam, any more than the slavery and genocide that stain
European history are a direct and inevitable consequence of the mes-
sage of Jesus. With that caveat in mind, let us trace the history of ter-
rorism and assassination in Middle Eastern Muslim societies, and
explore its ideological and structural dimensions.

To begin, it is crucial to recognize that Islam is a millennial reli-
gion, a faith for which the millennial dream of the realization of the
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kingdom of heaven on earth was supposedly achieved, at least for a
moment, during the rule of Muhammad and, for the Sunni tradition,
the four rightly guided Caliphs (deputies) who succeeded him (Abu
Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali). To put it in Christian terms, it is as if,
instead of being crucified, Jesus had become emperor and was then
succeeded in that post by four of his close disciples. All of the major-
ity (Sunni) Muslims look back on this era as a period in which human
beings lived in a kind of earthly paradise, as a God-given justice pre-
vailed among the believers. Ever since, virtually all Muslim rulers have
been measured by this high spiritual standard, and have failed to live
up to it. For some fundamentalist Islamic zealots, this failure has
implied a state of permanent revolution: true believers must over-
throw unjust rulers in the hope of bringing the redeemer (the mahdi)
to power and thereby precipitating the “end of time.”

Despite widespread Muslim nostalgia for the “golden days” of
early Islam, this dynamic of disappointment and rebellion was at work
at almost the very beginning of the Muslim polity, and was the source
of schisms that continue to have repercussions even today. It began
with the death of Muhammad. Immediately thereafter, the faithful
had to live in a world where the Prophet no longer served as the living
arbiter of good and evil, truth and falsehood.

Some of the Prophet Muhammad’s tribal followers did not accept
the rule of his elected successors, and considered them to be usurpers.
Battles for power also ensued between the old pre-Islamic elite of
Mecca, who were late converts, and those who had joined Muhammad
earlier, but did not have such illustrious lineages. And resentment
simmered about who had the right to control and distribute shares in
the booty from conquest.

These antagonisms came to a head when the third Caliph Uthman
favored his noble relatives with top administrative and military posts,
inflaming the anger and jealousy of Muslims from rival lineages. In
656 CE, after a few days of heated disputes, these rivals killed Uthman.
With Uthman’s murder, the “door was opened” and fitna (chaos)
was loosed in the world of Islam; that door would never again be
closed.

Uthman’s successor, the Prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali,
struggled to gain control of the empire, but he was opposed by
Uthman’s allies, and especially by his cousin Muawiya, the military
governor of Syria, who swore to revenge Uthman’s death and to suc-
ceed him as caliph. Muawiya’s success and Ali’s death in 661 CE

spelled the end of the “rightly guided Caliphate” and the beginning of
secular rule that has dominated much of the Middle East ever since.
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As Ignaz Goldziher puts it, henceforth the Sunni caliph became
“nothing but the successor of the one who preceded him, having
been designated as such by a human act (election, or nomination 
by his predecessor), and not entitled by the qualities inherent in his
personality.”12

However, many Muslims who had participated in Muhammad’s
community could not accept the disintegration of their unified and
charismatic collective so easily. They nostalgically (and imaginatively)
remembered the promises of the Prophet and the experience of the
divinely consecrated commune of all Muslims (the umma)—memories
(or longings) that continue today to activate religious resistance to
secular government. Muslims have thus constantly sought more sanc-
tified candidates to fill the post of ruler over an Islamic collective. This
quest, in its most extreme manifestations, has animated the unique
brand of religious–political terrorism practiced in the name of Islam
since the death of the Prophet Muhammad.

For many Muslims, there have been two main approaches to
reestablishing the sacred polity. The first was taken by those referred
to as the kharijites, “those who go out.” These originally were early
tribal followers of Muhammad who later favored Ali against the
alliance of military elites and Meccan aristocrats. But when Ali vainly
sought negotiation with his enemies, the kharijites rejected him as a
poseur and assassinated him. They then established radically egalitar-
ian religious republics for themselves, wherein only the most pious
and able would rule, regardless of family, ancestral spirituality, prior-
ity of conversion, or any other claim. In some kharijite groups, even
women were given the same rights as men (something unknown or
rejected by much of the rest of the Islamic world, and by non-
Muslims as well, even today). Pitiless opponents of all who objected
to their egalitarianism, the kharijites saw themselves as “the people of
heaven” battling against “the people of hell.” An ember of their moral
fervor still burns in a sermon dating from 746 CE, execrating the
Umayyads, who, the preacher says, “made the servants of God slaves,
the property of God something to be taken by turns, and His religion
a cause of corruption . . . . (they) said ‘The land is our land, the prop-
erty is our property, and the people are our slaves’ . . . . The(se) people
have acted as unbelievers, by God, in the most barefaced manner. So
curse them, may God curse them!”13

W.M. Watt has portrayed the kharijites as a retrograde movement
of disappointed tribesmen hoping “to reconstitute in new circum-
stances and on an Islamic basis the small groups they had been familiar
with in the desert.”14 But unlike the pre-Islamic tribesmen, for the
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kharijites the rule of the strongest and cleverest was not enough; their
leader also had to be the most devout. He could be deposed and even
killed at any time, for any moral error, so that commanders rose and
fell with rapidity.

Arguments over religious doctrines also continually split the khar-
ijite bands. Although they were good at fighting, the loosely organized
and internally divided kharijites could not gain any wider legitimacy or
establish a stable governmental structure. They wasted themselves in
unwinnable wars against much of the Muslim world, and against one
another as well, in vain hopes of establishing an absolutely pure polity.

Despite an absence of political success, the kharijite impulse to
high morality and political egalitarianism has had an affinity ever since
with devout Muslim rebels who refuse to accept secular rule or elite
domination. Even today, modern Islamist radicals—from the Muslim
Brotherhood and Islamic Jihad in Egypt and the Saudi peninsula, to
Jamaat-e-Islami in Pakistan, and to the Taliban and al-Qaeda in
Afghanistan—are execrated by more orthodox clerics as “kharijites”
because of their radical egalitarianism, moral self-righteousness, will-
ingness to use violence against those with whom they disagree, and
relentless opposition to central authority.15 In turn, the Islamist radi-
cals denounce their moderate opponents as apostates for accepting
the “un-Islamic” commands of the corrupt and despotic rulers of sec-
ular Islamic state—whose political leaders are widely perceived to be
manipulated and paid off by the West in general and by the United
States in particular.

Although the rebellious and anarchistically inclined kharijites long
were a thorn in the side of Middle Eastern authoritarian and repres-
sive regimes, and though their message still has a powerful appeal, a
more effective source of sustained sacred opposition to the status quo
came from quite the opposite ideological direction. Instead of argu-
ing for a radically egalitarian community of believers who freely elect
as a leader the man best among them—as the kharijites had done—
these rebels subordinated themselves to a sacred authority whose
word was absolute law. For them, Muhammad’s charisma was rein-
carnated in his descendants, notably in Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law
and nephew, who served as the fourth caliph after the murder of
Uthman. These are the Shi`ites, or “partisans” of Ali, who have argued
that, since Muhammad had no sons, Ali had inherited Muhammad’s
spiritual power and must be recognized as Imam, the sacred ruler of
all of Islam.16

For those following Ali or other lineal descendants of the Prophet,
the problem of authority was solved by recognizing that one particular
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member of the Prophet’s kin group had spiritual ascendance above all
others, and therefore had the intrinsic right to rule. The Shi`ite belief
in the omnipotence of their supposedly transcendental Imam has
incited enthusiasm among the faithful, who could righteously unite
behind him in a jihad against the perceived corruption of more cen-
trist Muslims. But this also meant that their faith has often been
severely challenged when the millenarian dream confronted political
reality, and the faithful had either to accept disappointment of their
hopes or embark on yet more fervent pursuits of the millennium.

The first crisis of faith occurred when Ali was assassinated by a poi-
soned sword wielded by a kharijite fanatic—an indication that assassi-
nation as a form of political terrorism began very early in the history
of Islam. The kharijites had been early supporters of Ali, won over by
his opposition to the entrenched interests of the Meccan elite. But
they were furious when Ali compromised with his opponents after a
stalemate in the Battle of Siffin in 658 CE. For kharijite zealots, any
compromise was a bargain with Satan, and Ali had to pay for this
betrayal with his life. Ali’s son Husain was no more fortunate; he was
abandoned by his allies and slaughtered with his followers by
Muawiya’s son Yazid at the Battle of Karbala in 680 CE—an event
commemorated with weeping and expiatory self-laceration by
Shi`ites ever since.

From Karbala until the present, Shi`ite resentment over Sunni rule
and the perceived injustices of this world has fanned subversive acts of
opposition, which have sometimes included terrorism. For example,
the origins of the Abbasid dynasty (750–945 CE) lie in the actions of
Shi`ite underground religious revolutionaries, the Hashimiyya, who
aroused an alienated populace to revolt against the oppressive regime
of the Marwanids. (This is another historical example of the dialectic
between state terror and terrorist revolts against autocracies.) The
Hashimiyya were experienced conspirators who recognized that an
urban revolt in the center of the empire was impossible, but believed
that a revolution from the margins could succeed. They identified
Khurasan in Eastern Iran as the most likely place for such a revolt to
begin.

A tiny, tightly knit group of extreme Islamic fundamentalists, the
Hashimiyya used sophisticated techniques of recruitment and organ-
ization that closely resemble those of revolutionary Islamists today.
Operating in small, segregated, highly disciplined, cells of true believ-
ers under strict central leadership, the Hashimiyya maintained absolute
secrecy while spreading antigovernment propaganda and millenarian
rhetoric. Overt rebellion started in the garrison town of Merv, where, in
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747 CE, 2,200 rebels raised the black banner of revenge and revolution.
They soon were joined by thousands of dissatisfied revolutionaries,
and the movement swept Islamdom from east to west, ending in
750 CE with the ascent of the Abbasids and the beginning of a new
imperial absolutism.

The leader of the Hashimiyya conspiracy in Khurasan was a shad-
owy figure, perhaps an ex-slave or bondsman, who is known to history
only by his pseudonym, Abu Muslim Abdulrahman, born Muslim
al-Khurasani (“a Muslim son of a Muslim, father of a Muslim of
Khurasan”). This name was meant to indicate that he was neither
client nor patron, neither Arab nor Persian, but was simply an ordi-
nary Muslim from Khurasan. As M.A. Shaban says, “he was a living
proof that in the new society every member would be regarded only
as a Muslim regardless of racial origins or tribal connections.”17 Based
on his promise of equality, Abu Muslim was able to unite a polyglot
army of followers.

Not unexpectedly, one of the first acts of the Abbasid King whom
Abu Muslim had placed on the throne was to organize Abu Muslim’s
assassination. The martyred hero has been popularly recalled ever
since as a Messianic rebel who purportedly remains in hiding, await-
ing the proper time to lead the people back to power. Abu Muslim
was one of the first of such Muslim popular martyrs, who are called
upon even today to justify popular rebellion against autocratic (usu-
ally secular) rulers. However, it is noteworthy that at Abu Muslim’s
death, there was no mass uprising. Very possibly most Muslims then,
like most Muslims now, were satisfied to have a stable, if tyrannical,
regime in power, following the local precept that “sixty years of an
unjust Imam are better than one night without a Sultan.”

Similar schismatic and redemptive millennial Shi`ite movements
have periodically marked Muslim political history. For example, in the
early tenth century CE, the Abbasids themselves were almost over-
thrown by the radically egalitarian Qarmatids, who mobilized sup-
porters with the doctrine that the Messiah was soon to arrive and
usher in the end of time. Retreating to the desert, these rebels for-
sook all traditional forms of socioeconomic distinctions and shared
their property communally. They appealed to the latent idealism of the
oppressed masses, attacked caravans of holy pilgrims, and in 930 CE

committed the ultimate sacrilege by absconding with the Kaaba,
the great stone in Mecca all Muslims face when they worship during
the hajj. This powerful revolutionary movement only lost momentum
when its military leader, Abu Tahir, named a young Persian as the
actual Mahdi. Unfortunately for the Qarmatids, the new “Mahdi”
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soon distinguished himself by his insolence, ignorance, and cruelty.
When he was executed, the movement lost its legitimacy and van-
ished. Other, more successful, Shi`ite movements include the Fatimids,
who ruled Egypt from 969 to 1171, but collapsed as a result of inter-
nal dissension, and the Safavids, who conquered Persia in 1501 and
became increasingly secularized and dissolute until their downfall
in 1722.

But perhaps the most relevant historical precedent for the present
is to be found in the extraordinary trajectory of a famous but quite
small offshoot of the Fatimids: the Nizari branch of the Ismaili
Shi`ites. The prototypical Assassins, they found refuge in several
remote mountain enclaves at the very margins of the Seljuk Empire
(in Turkey) at the end of the eleventh century.18 Because of their fer-
vor, their willingness to die for their beliefs, and their practice of assas-
sination (always with daggers) as a political tool, the Nizari gave rise
to legends of hashish-intoxicated madmen and mystical voluptuaries,
dying at the whim of their mysterious master.19 These legends dis-
guised something even more remarkable: tightly disciplined commu-
nities of absolute believers, all imbued with a spirit that placed their
ultimate mission above any personal desire—even above the desire for
life. Although the Nizari Assassins did not intend to kill anyone but
their political targets, they were the precursors of, and prototypes for,
the self-sacrificing, suicidal bombers and terrorists who have spread
from the Middle East (via a process akin to what Chalmers Johnson
has called “blowback”) throughout the entire world.20

The Nizari began under the charismatic leadership of the theolo-
gian and mystic Hasan al-Sabbah, the “old man of the mountain.”
Hasan argued that the spiritual authority of the Fatimid Imam was
directly derived from a community of true believers whose absolute
faith both defines and validates the Imam’s mission. In order to man-
ifest the reality of the Imam, the community of faithful Muslims
must therefore devote itself completely and selflessly to bringing
about his domination in the world. For this sacred purpose, any
means whatsoever could be employed, including clandestine operations
by undercover agents who remained hidden in place for years, await-
ing the opportunity to kill their appointed targets. Their most
famous victim was Nizam al-Mulk, the great Seljuk vizier, who 
was killed in 1092 in retaliation, so it was said, for the death of a
Nizari carpenter—an indication of the millennial egalitarianism of
the movement.

This case study prefigures the general historical tendency of reli-
giously motivated terrorist groups to use terrorist tactics (such as
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assassinations) to achieve self-declared millenarian goals, and to
rationalize murder by appealing to a “sacred” justification for their
killing. It also exemplifies the “cycle of violence”—of murder “from
above or below,” and murderous retaliation by the victim’s survivors
against the perpetrators and anyone else unfortunate enough to be
nearby when “payback” occurs. Terrorist acts of murder, and even
more encompassing “counterterrorist” responses to these atrocities,
persist to this day and are growing ever more global and lethal in
scope.

Like most officially (U.S. government)–designated “terrorist”
groups today, the Nizari were an isolated and relatively weak group
who could not confront the might of the Seljuks and their allies
directly. But the absence of any institutional means for passing down
authority made assassination an effective tool for disrupting the
empire. As Marshall Hodgeson puts it: “The shaykhs and amirs, a
sage here and a ruler there, filling their offices by personal prestige
rather than any hierarchical mechanism, were quite irreplaceable 
in their particular authority; when they were out of the way, the
Isma`ilis could be free to establish their own more permanent form of
power.”21

Terrorism in the form of political assassinations was also used by
the Nizari in tandem with positive reinforcement. Hodgeson tells the
story of the anti-Ismaili theologian Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi (died 1209)
who was accosted by assassin, threatened with a dagger, and told that
if he stopped his preaching, he would be given a regular 
bag of gold. When asked later why he ceased castigating the Nizari,
Razi said “he had been persuaded by argument both pointed and
weighty.”22 But despite their successes, the Nizari eventually aban-
doned assassination as a tactic and accommodated themselves to the
Seljuk regime. The plain fact was that most Muslims then, as now,
found assassination in particular, and political terrorism more gener-
ally, reprehensible, and would not follow Nizari leadership.

The trajectory of this archetypical band of religious terrorists is
both unexpected and instructive. Most of the Nizari emigrated to
India in the thirteenth century in order to escape the invading
Mongol hordes. Now known as Khojas, they soon became wealthy
entrepreneurs. Their present Imam, the Aga Khan, is reckoned to be
the forty-ninth in the line. He is a thoroughly modern individual, but
he is still the absolute spiritual leader of his flock—indicating that
Shi`ite faith does not necessarily lead either to violence or to a 
repudiation of modernity. In fact, as many Christians have also dis-
covered, there are distinct economic advantages in having one’s
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divinely appointed spiritual guide right here on earth, especially under
global capitalism (aka “modernization” and/or “globalization”). Al-
Qaeda and other “successful” global terrorist organizations—and
their Western adversaries—have long since discovered that even with
“God on one’s side,” to conduct a “holy war” successfully, it does not
hurt to have working modems and numbered Swiss bank accounts.23

We now come to the great oppositional Islamic upheaval of mod-
ern times, that is, the Iranian revolution of 1979, led by Ayatollah
Khomeini. It is worth spending a few lines recapitulating the history
of this movement since, along with the wholly secular regimes of Iraq
(under Saddam Hussein) and North Korea, it is part of the “axis 
of evil” recently execrated by President Bush. Iran is also the most
populous nation in the Middle East where Shi`ism predominates.
Furthermore, throughout the Middle East as a whole, the Shi`ite
clergy has had much greater independence than Sunni clerics, partly
due to differences in the notion of spiritual authority (Sunni clerics
are mainly interpreters of sacred text, while Shi`ites believe that cer-
tain scholars, known as Ayatollahs, are sacred authorities in them-
selves), and partly due to the Iranian clerisy’s control over vast
amounts of property. Because Iranian Ayatollahs have had such great
spiritual authority and wealth, they have, until very recently, been able
to resist secularizing trends in government, even prior to the advent
of the Westernizing Reza Shah, who ought to sidestep Islam entirely
by seeking legitimacy in a manufactured connection with pre-Islamic
times, while looking to the secularized and Christian West as both his
model for political development and military protector of his economic
interests.24

The repressive policies of the Reza Shah and his successor led to
great feelings of cultural alienation among the more traditional classes
of Iran. Thus, the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini was not a great surprise,
at least in retrospect. A brilliant scholar, a mystical teacher, a charismatic
leader, he drew the materially disaffected and culturally dispossessed
Iranian faithful to him, and as he did, his own unstated claim to be the
manifestation of the redeemer appeared to them to be validated.

In his sermons, Khomeini repudiated the passive and submissive
tendency within Shi`ism and appealed to its latent dreams of activism
and transformation. True believers could now express their spiritual-
ity in terms of a cosmic revolution that would overturn all the stulti-
fying dissimulation, guilt, and corruption of the past and reawaken the
sacred community under Khomeini’s ostensibly divine leadership—an
eschatological event for which no amount of self-sacrifice was too
great.
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This change was symbolized when the coffins of young people
killed fighting the Shah were paraded in the streets during the cele-
bration of the martyrdom of Husain at Karbala. The message was that
these new martyrs must not be abandoned as Husain had been.
Meanwhile the shah was convincingly portrayed as the modern Yazid,
a puppet of the (Western) “capitalist devils” and “The Great Satan”
(aka the United States).

The old Shi`ite eschatology was reawakened, transformed, and
reinvigorated by Khomeini and his acolytes; believers could now
redeem the ancient stain of betrayal by actively purging this world of
evil, starting in Iran and spreading to combat actively “The Great
Satan,” “the evil one.” This message inspired impressive acts of
self-sacrifice and ended in the overthrow of the shah, but also led to
terrorist attacks against Americans and others.25 These violent assaults
against both perceived political adversaries and civilian emissaries of
despised foreign powers were justified on the grounds that in the battle
against Satan, any methods were acceptable. This is an age-old ration-
ale for murder and terrorism, for the commission of acts of extreme
violence purportedly “justified” by appeals to divine sanction. It is
also a sanctification of the lethal tactics utilized by both those who
would wage “holy war” against the West as well as by latter-day 
“crusaders” now conducting a “war against terror.”

Khomeini’s central claim was that he was refinding a divine order
that had been lost. Said Arjomand calls Khomeini’s message “revolu-
tionary traditionalism.”26 Ironically, the “tradition” that was sought
had actually never existed—though Khomeini and his followers
argued that this was only because of a derailing of history due to pur-
ported Sunni treachery. From their perspective, the wrong turn of
Islam occurred when Ali had been killed. To set right this historical
injustice, Khomeini and his followers in Iran sought to take back the
authority that had been denied them first by Sunni usurpers and then
by the shah, and reunite the state and the faith. This sacred polity was
to be ruled by an infallible Guide, a spiritual–political leader whose
word “takes precedence over all other institutions, which may be
regarded as secondary, even prayer, fasting and pilgrimage.”27

The future of the Iranian revolution is still in doubt, and the mat-
ter is complicated by the structure of “dual power” in Iran, whereby
the elected president and Parliament are ultimately beholden to an
unselected “Council of Guardians” consisting mainly of antimodern
Shi`ite clerics Loyal to Khomeini’s message. Although democratizing
and secularizing processes have been taking place since the 1990s,
and the clergy has had to adapt itself to popular unrest or else risk an
uprising, Iran remains a theocratic state.
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Certainly the polarizing influence of Israel throughout the entire
industrialized world28 and most acutely within the Middle East is of
central importance here, as Muslims of all political and religious
stripes have become ever more willing to accept and even embrace
terrorist martyrdom—with its “rewards” of scores of virgins in
the afterlife and financial compensation for the “martyr’s” family in this
one—in the face of overwhelming Israeli military force.29 For the
Hezbollah (an Iranian-supported “terrorist” organization, according
to the United States and Israel), this stance is supported by Shi`ite
theology. But whether Iran can actually serve as a model for Sunni
radicals is doubtful, since the whole basis of the Iranian revolution is
not only anti-secularist and anti-Israeli, but also anti-Sunni, and is
founded on a mythology of martyrdom that has no place is Sunni
eschatology. This theological dispute, going back over a millennium,
has made cooperation between militant Sunni Muslims (e.g., Iraq,)
and Shi`ite “mujahidin” (“warriors of God,” previously imported into
Afghanistan by the United States and Saudis to fight the Soviets but
now diffused throughout the entire region) extremely difficult if not
impossible. The “connection,” therefore, between al-Qaeda and
Saddam Hussein’s Baathists, if it exists at all, would be found in a post-
U.S. invasion of Iraq, in order to forge a common front against the
“infidel imperialists from the West.”

A more appropriate model for Sunni revolutionary activism can be
discovered in Sufism, which offers the Sunni equivalent to the charis-
matic personalism that is at the heart of Shi`ism. Sufism is concerned
primarily with achieving a mystical communion with the deity, but it
accomplishes this end within strictly hierarchical and often secretive
holy orders (tariqa), which are focused around spiritual leaders
(sheikhs or pirs) whose word is absolute law for the disciples. It there-
fore offers a prototypical organizational structure for the mobilization
and inspiration of Islamic activists, jihadists (“holy warriors”). And in
fact, during the first half of the twentieth century, many Sufi orders did
serve as centers for resistance to British and French colonial authority.

Nonetheless, most present-day Muslim political activists have been
quite hostile to popular Sufism. They maintain that Sufi practices are
immoral innovations, and assert that the praise of Sufi saints and wor-
ship at saints’ tombs are practices dangerously close to heresy. But
despite their harsh ideological condemnation of Sufism, many funda-
mentalist Islamists have nonetheless gathered around charismatic fig-
ures and organized themselves in ways that closely resemble activist
Sufi brotherhoods of the past.

For example, the radical Islamist Takfir wa al-hijrah (“excommuni-
cation and exile”) group30—many of whom were imprisoned and 
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executed after their assassination of the Egyptian minister of religious
endowments—advocated a complete separation from secular society
in preparation for their millenarian revolt against what they deemed
to be the diabolical Egyptian state. Members of the sect (prefiguring
al-Qaeda, which drew from its membership) were sworn to secrecy,
bound together in tightly controlled and isolated units, rigorously
instructed in techniques for self-purification, and enjoined to com-
plete obedience to the leadership. All of them were under the com-
mand of an absolute leader, Shukri Mustafa, who claimed to know the
secret meaning of every letter in the Quran, and whose word was
regarded as sacred law.31 Similar patterns are found in other radical
Islamist sects, including al-Qaeda, and even the relatively moderate
Muslim Brotherhood (in Egypt) developed secretive and inclusive
cells (called families) that were held together by rigid discipline and a
powerful faith in the spiritual supremacy of their leader, Hassan al-
Banna, who himself came from a Sufi family and was given the Sufi
title of murshid (Sufi equivalent of sheikh or emir).32

For most members of radical Islamist sects (which constitute the
core of many “terrorist” groups in the Middle East and elsewhere), as
for Sufis, once the true leader has been recognized, it is the duty of
the disciples to emulate him and to offer him their absolute devotion.
Their duty is to reject the corrupt society around them in order to
replicate, within their own band of the spiritually elite, the original
umma (“community of the Muslim faithful”) gathered around the
Prophet. A political party organized in this fashion then becomes the
equivalent of the Sufi tariqa—a closed society serving as a training
ground in purification of the soul. As in the tariqa, a hierarchy of
dedicated disciples gains sacred knowledge through arduous study of
texts written by the leader, public confession of sins, absolute obedi-
ence, and the practice of self-sacrifice. In the most extreme cases, this
can mean terroristic martyrdom, usually but not always in the form of
suicide bombings. Al-Qaeda is one example of this tendency.

However, terrorist actions by these cultic groups would have little
popular resonance on “the Arab street” if it were not for one other
aspect of terrorism in the Middle East—which is more pervasive and
more influential than usually thought—this is terror perpetrated by the
state on its own people.

In contrast to cultic terrorist organizations, state-sponsored terror
very rarely makes any claim whatsoever to sacred justification. It is
quite baldly the assertion of ruthless force for the express purpose of
breaking and destroying any possible resistance or opposition to
domestic tyranny and despotism. Such brutal violence is in part an
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indicator of the widely perceived illegitimacy of the secular state itself,
which, from the earliest times, in the eyes of most Muslims has always
suffered in comparison with the history of sacred rule by the Prophet
and his caliphs.

Lacking any sacred credibility, popular compliance to the decrees
of corrupt secular Muslim rulers (often perceived to be backed by the
United States and other “infidel” nations) in the Middle East has
generally been a direct result of the inculcation of mass terror from
above, since otherwise a citizen would not willingly obey another
man who is, in principle, no better than he is. Under these conditions,
force can easily become its own argument. As one Muslim writes, the
state then is popularly understood “as a source of evil and harm, and
those who hold power tend to be unjust, to break the law, and to play
with other people’s lives. . . . Injustice is the rule, the abuse of power
is the rule; the proper, adequate use of power is the exception.”33

In former times, the violence and terrorism of Middle Eastern
rulers were restrained both by traditional standards of honor and by
the relative weakness of the regimes. As a consequence, most sultans
(the word itself simply means “power”) were content to torture,
maim, and kill mainly members of their own immediate entourage,
leaving the populace relatively unscathed as long as taxes were paid
and peace maintained. However, contemporary Middle Eastern rulers
(irrespective of their religious or political leanings) have much greater
ambitions as well as greater means at their disposal for the infliction
of violence and mass terror; as a result, state—sponsored terrorism in
that region has greatly increased.

Iraq under Saddam Hussein may have been the most frightening
and well-publicized instance of state terror, but the use of terrorism
from above has been widely practiced throughout the entire region. A
conservative estimate is that over 100,000 citizens “disappeared” dur-
ing the reign of Saddam Hussein, and the number is probably closer
to 250,000. Compare this to the 30,000 who “disappeared” during
the “dirty war” in Argentina. Other regimes (from Algeria to Sudan,
and from Libya to Taliban Afghanistan) have lesser, but equally horri-
fying, human rights records. We cannot understand the appearance of
religiously based terrorist movements in the modern Middle East
without also taking into account the way states there maintain their
power through coercion of and violence against their own people.

Terrorism from above and from below reinforce each other in the
Middle East as elsewhere across historical time and political space.
The crucial difference between recent history and the past is that 
terrorism from below has gone global, and not been confined to the
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region, as evidenced by the attacks on the World Trade Center in
1993 and 2001. But so has terrorism from above, sometimes clad in the
garb of “counterterrorism.”

Political violence and terror(ism) have a long history in Middle
Eastern Muslim societies. Whether they are more prevalent in this
part of the world than elsewhere would require more extensive com-
parative work,34 but it is clear that a deep sense of the illegitimacy of
the secular state, coupled with a millennial tradition of charismatic
leadership, can favor the rise of radical Islamist groups willing to use
terror(ism) to bring the promised land into being. The popular appeal
of such groups varies greatly, fluctuating according to the degree of
oppression and alienation felt by the Muslim masses. Unhappily, at
the moment, due to a combination of internal (corruption of indige-
nous leaders) and external (U.S. and Israeli policies) factors, it seems
that both are on the rise.

Terror and State Terrorism

“Terror,” according to the dictionary definition, is a “mode of governing,
or of opposing government, by intimidation.” The “problem” for
Western propaganda arises from the fact that the dictionary definition
inconsiderately encompasses in the word “terrorist” Guatemala’s
Garcia or Chile’s Pinochet, who clearly govern by the use of intimida-
tion, but whose kindly ministrations in the interest of “stability” and
“security” are best kept in the background. This calls for word adapta-
tions that will exclude state terrorists and capture only the petty [?] ter-
ror of small dissident groups and individuals. All the establishment
specialists and propagandists do in fact ignore Garcia, Pinochet, and
the {white apartheid} South African government and concentrate on
the lesser terror, by explicit or implied redefinition of “terrorist . . . .” In
short, we have been living not only in an age of age of escalating “ter-
rorism” but in an age of Orwell, where words are managed and prop-
aganda and scholarship are organized so that terror means the lesser
terror—the greater terror [state terrorism] is defined out of existence
and given little attention.35

Edward S. Herman

The danger of focusing exclusively on such prima facie acts of terrorism
as the attacks on the World Trade Center in 1993 and 2001, and on
suicide car bombings in the Middle East and Southeast Asia, is not
just of minimizing or dismissing the underlying reasons for these atroc-
ities, but of missing “the forest for the trees,” and of accordingly losing
perspective. All acts of TFB (the only kind of “terrorism” acknowledged
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by many Western intelligence agencies and political administrations)
take place in specific historical, political, and religious–ideological
contexts. This background is the omnipresent but frequently over-
looked theater in which terrorist and counterterrorist bombings take
center stage, that is, gain media headlines.

Moreover, as even Walter Laqueur (who is one of the strongest
proponents of narrowing the definition of “terrorism” to TFB),
notes, “Acts of terror carried out by police states and tyrannical gov-
ernments . . . have been responsible for a thousand times more victims
and more misery than all actions of individual terrorism taken
together.”36 While “body counts” are statistically and ethically ques-
tionable, the respective totals of victims killed during the twentieth
century by nation-states and their surrogates (at least tens of millions,
perhaps a hundred million or more), and by non-state terrorists (tens
of thousands), leave no doubt as to who has been mostly responsible
(Hitler’s Germany, Stalin’s Soviet Union, Mao’s China, Hirohito’s
Japan, Pol Pot’s Cambodia, France and United Kingdom before and
after World War II, the United States during much of the latter half
of the twentieth century, as well as the governments of many African,
Latin American, and Southeast Asian “client” states of the West) for
the commission of mass murder on a global scale.37

According to Johan Galtung and William Blum, the United States
has been the most “rogue” of “rogue-states,” having conducted
almost 70 “interventions” in other countries since 1945, almost half
of which have involved bombings (and, hence, civilian casualties).38

This is on top of what Galtung calls the “structural violence”—of
poverty, mass hunger and disease, and exploitation—that afflicts bil-
lions of people in countries whose natural and human resources are
appropriated by the United States, its allies, and local minions, for
their own purposes.

Virtually all governments “justify” their terrifying acts of violence
against “enemies” and the “states” (mainly civilian populations) that
harbor them by lofty appeals to “national security,” the “right to self-
defense,” and, ironically, “for the sake of peace.” But so do their
adversaries, both terrorists from above and from below. . . . Their vic-
tims are almost universally either dehumanized (“collateral damage”)
or left without appeal.

From the points of view of the perpetrators of individual acts of
“terrorism,” their deeds are justified responses to the “evil” and mur-
derous activities of nation-states, today most prominently Israel and
the United States.39 In other words, from the perspective of officially
designated “terrorists,” not only is their cause just, but the violent
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means they employ to serve that cause (often “jihad”) is also a 
legitimate response to the greater violence perpetrated against their
peoples and families by military, economic, cultural, and ideological
“imperialists and oppressors.”

The “greater terror and violence” committed by nation-states
against their own and “enemy” civilians is, from this point of view,
appropriately answered by what the philosopher Ted Honderich
denotes “liberation terrorism, terrorism to get freedom and power for
a people when it is clear that nothing else will get if for them.”
According to Honderich, the “outstanding case” of “liberation ter-
rorism” is the struggle of Palestinians, who “have exercised a moral
right . . . (in their terrorism against the state-terrorism and war of the
Israelis) as certain as was the moral right . . . of the African people of
South Africa against their white captors and the apartheid state.”40

The problem, of course, is that every side claims to have the “moral
right,” to have God and history on their side, and to do violence and
wage war “for the sake of peace . . . . ”

For example, like their Western adversaries, many present-day
Islamic jihadists and other “terrorists” believe that they “are not in
favor of violence for its own sake . . . . (but) are for peace. We believe
in the teachings of the Prophet—we will not attack anyone unless we
have to.” They also tend to believe that their acts of violence against
“God’s enemies” (Israel and the West) will be rewarded in the next
world: “Life after death is forever. . . . So it’s very important that you
lived your life for Allah, so you are rewarded after death. God looks
at those who sacrifice their lives in the jihad with love. God is with
me.”41 A Palestinian suicide bomber, a member of the Al Aksa
Martyrs Brigade who killed himself and at least eight other passengers
aboard a bus in Jerusalem, said, according to a report in The New
York Times, the attack was retaliation against the “Nazi wall” con-
structed by Israel, as well as revenge for an Israeli military raid into
the Gaza Strip that killed 15 Palestinians.42

The logic of such a position, however, is what Martin Luther King,
paraphrasing the Bible, called “an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a
tooth,” which, if followed to its conclusion, leaves everyone on Earth
blind and toothless. This may well be the ultimate termination of an
“unending war against terror and terrorism.” For if every surviving
friend or relative of every casualty of this “war” were to avenge the
loss of their loved one(s),43 and/or every state were to respond mili-
tarily against the perpetrators of a terrorist attack on its soil, the out-
come would be never-ending series of attacks and counterattacks,
leading to possible annihilation.
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All sides in this mortal conflict bear the responsibility for the ter-
rorization of the vast majority of the human race who do not wish to
take part in, or to support, what the physicist Herbert York (in
describing the nuclear arms race) has called the “race to oblivion.”
But it is the powerful nation-states of the world that are ultimately
responsible for historically initiating a “reign of terror” (originally a
positive self-description of early French revolutionists, the Jacobins)44

against domestic political opponents and for expanding a “war against
terrorism” to encompass the entire planet.

“Just” and “Unjust” War(s) on Terror 
and Terrorism?

How is justice served by the use of force? For Augustine, a resort to
force may be an obligation of loving one’s neighbor, a central feature
of Christian ethics. . . . The historic just war tradition grappled with
Augustine’s statement that war may be resorted to in order to preserve
or to achieve peace—and not just any peace, but a just peace that leaves
the world better off than it was prior to the resort to force. . . . As the
theologian Joseph E. Capizzi writes: “According to Augustine, nonvi-
olence is required at the individual level and just war mandated at the
societal level . . . .” Particularly useful is the tough-minded moral and
political realism of just war thinking—not a Machiavellian “anything
goes” realism, but an Augustinian realism that resists sentimentalism
and insists on ethical restraint. Estrangement, conflict, and tragedy are
constant features of the human condition, and just war thinking laced
with Augustinian realism offers no assurances that we can ever make
the world entirely safe.45

Jean Bethke Elshtain

These conditions ( . . . if and when they are free and voluntary, performed
at the subject’s . . . express wish or desire . . . ) are of necessity absent in
the case of the deliberate (and unintended but foreseeable) killing of
innocents in war, terrorism, and other kinds of violence, and so leave the
universal principle of innocent immunity intact in relation to them.46

Haig Khatchadourian

Emmerich de Vattel . . . in 1758 . . . (in) his enormously influential study
The Law of Nations . . . advanced the shocking idea that is pointless to
talk about which cause in a given war is just; every party believes its
own to be and can almost never be shaken from that conviction. The
true indicator of which side carries the right, Vattel continued, is not
the relative merit of antebellum claims but something much easier to
assess and judge: the behavior of belligerents during actual hostilities.47

Caleb Carr
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Efforts to provide ethical justifications for the initiation and conduct
of war date back to the Code of Hammurabi (during the eighteenth
century BCE in ancient Babylon, located in what is now called Iraq)
and were developed further by the Greeks and Romans in numerous
treatises and legislative codes.48 In his History of the Peloponnesian
War, for example, the great Greek historian Thucydides (re)con-
structs a heart-rending dialogue between the morally appealing mag-
istrates of the small city-state of Melos (a Spartan colony without the
means to defend itself) and the politically tough-minded (“realpolitik”)
generals of Athens, who attacked this island in 416 BCE, ostensibly
because of Melos’s association with Athens’ mortal rival, the city-state
of Sparta.

Thucydides fashions his dialogue to highlight the glaring cap
between the Melian appeals to “justice and fairness” and what the
ancient Greek critic Dionysius calls the “depraved shrewdness” of 
the Athenian conquerors. The Melians, who had never done the
Athenians any harm, tried—in vain—to appeal to their sense of “fair
play.” According to Thucydides, the Athenians told the Melians: “ . . .
you have never done us any harm . . . the standard of justice depends
on the equality of power to compete and that in fact the strong do
what they have the power to do and the weak accept what they have
to accept. . . . It is a general and necessary law of nature to rule wher-
ever one can. This is not a law we made ourselves, nor were we the
first to act upon it when it was made. We found it already in existence,
and we shall leave it to exist for ever among those who come after us.
We are merely acting in accordance with it, and we know that you or
anybody else with the same power as ours would be acting in precisely
the same way.”49

From the standpoint of virtually all ethical traditions, the Melians
had “right” on their side, but the Athenians had something vastly
more powerful in this world—might. Consequently, the Melians did
not attempt to resist, relying, unwisely, on the Athenians’ presumed
compassion and mercy. The Athenians slaughtered all Melian males of
military age, enslaved their women and children, and colonized
Melos.

In the Peloponnesian War, as in virtually all wars to follow, high-
minded appeals to justice fell on deaf ears. The Athenian “cause” 
(to defeat Sparta) was irrelevant to those who fell victim to the quasi-
genocidal means adopted by the generals to advance it. Hence, the
Augustinian distinction (advanced in the fourth century CE to justify
Christian participation in the defense of Rome against its “barbarian”
enemies) between Jus ad Bellum (Latin for the “justice of going to
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war”) and Jus in Bello (“justice in a war”) usually becomes merely
“academic” once hostilities have begun.

The doctrine of “just and unjust wars” was originally formulated
by Augustine—and refined by theologians from Aquinas to the pres-
ent and by Catholic councils from the Second Lateran Council in
1215 to the Second Vatican Council in 1966—to place restraints on
the conduct of combatants during war. These restraints are summa-
rized in two principles, double effect (or proportionality), and discrim-
ination (or noncombatant immunity).50 The principle of
proportionality asserts that for a war to be “just,” its overall moral
benefits must it exceed its overall moral costs; the principle of dis-
crimination recognizes that while civilians (“noncombatants”) will
usually be killed during wars, they must not be direct, intentional
objects of military hostilities. However, this principle further assumes
that civilian noncombatants are, in fact, often the “indirect” targets of
such activities, and as long as civilians have been “unintentionally”
targeted, those who do the targeting are not morally culpable for the
“unintentional” effects (civilian injuries and deaths) of such wartime
“necessities” as sieges and bombings.

In practice, however, such fine-sounding discriminations are usu-
ally lost. Siege, for example, perhaps the oldest tactic of “total war,”51

has been routinely employed by invading armies against the civilian
populations of “enemy” cities, from antiquity to the recent past (as in
the Nazis’ siege of Leningrad from 1941 to early 1944, during which
time more than a million Russian civilians succumbed to disease and
famine).52 In 72 CE, the Romans laid siege to Jerusalem, which,
according to the Roman historian Josephus, had been seized by the
“fanatical Zealots” (Western history’s first “terrorists”). The deaths—
by starvation, illness, and wounds—of many Jewish noncombatant
residents of Jerusalem, were certainly foreseeable and predictable.
Whether the Romans explicitly “intended” to cause the death of a
specific Jewish citizen of Jerusalem is beside the point. The Romans
were culpable for the suffering and deaths of those whose cities they
besieged, just as their “fanatical” Zealot “terrorist” opponents were
responsible for the murders of numerous Romans they assassinated.

Both state terrorists wearing imperial uniforms, and “freedom fighters”
who claim they are opposing imperialism and tyranny, commit murder,
ostensibly to further their political causes. The result is that the
“wars” they conduct are neither “just” nor “unjust,” for they are beyond
any moral or legal appeals to justice (either as “fairness” or as “retribu-
tion”) that can be made by the victims of their Killers’ murderous
methods. To demonstrate the “justice” or “injustice” of a particular
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action, the victims of such acts need to be able to be heard in a public
forum, one in which those who are tried for injustices such as “war
crimes” (against civilians) may be held accountable and punished. But
until the end of the twentieth century—when an International Court
of Justice was established in The Hague along with ad hoc war crimes
tribunals to try selected political and military leaders for “crimes
against humanity,” and Commissions of Truth and Reconciliation
were set up in South Africa and elsewhere to bring together war crim-
inals and their surviving victims—the victims of war crimes have rarely
if ever had the chance to confront their torturers, unless, of course,
they happened to be on the winning side.

The “justice” or “injustice” of a particular war (from the Pelopon-
nesian War, which was “won” by the Spartans to today’s “global war on
terror,” which may or may not have a clear “victor”) has almost always
historically been determined by the military victors. For example, some
Germans and Japanese generals and politicians who, during World
War II, ordered and/or conducted “genocidal” operations, including
“terror bombings,” against their enemies, were found legally culpable
for their actions and were punished as “war criminals.” But British and
American generals and politicians who ordered and/or conducted ter-
ror bombings of civilian populations during the same war have been
lionized as “war heroes,” because they defeated the axis powers.53

Former Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic, who is being tried
as a “war criminal” in The Hague, decries the “double standard”
being employed by his accusers (jurists and political leaders from the
NATO countries that bombed Serbia and Kosovo in 1999), who are
not themselves on trial for having killed many civilian noncombatants
during those bombings. While Milosevic may personally be culpable
for crimes against humanity, his logical point is valid: unless “victors”
of wars are judged by the same standards as the vanquished, there per-
sists a legal and moral double standard according to which a particu-
lar war is “just” if the victors deem it so, and particular acts of violence
committed during a war are “just” or “unjust” (and hence “criminal”)
if the jurists on the winning side so decree.

The consequences of such wartime activities as sieges and bomb-
ings of cities are perfectly foreseeable and predictable: many people who
have no part in a war, except for having the misfortune to be in the
wrong place at the wrong time, will suffer and die; and most people
who carried out the operations resulting in these injustices will not be
held accountable (except possibly by their consciences). This is the
real logic and morality of war, and it is one that undermines the very
“legitimacy” of intellectual efforts to discriminate between “just” and
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“unjust” wars. From the points of view of most wartime victims, wars
are neither “just” nor “unjust.” They are mass murders. And those
decision-makers and warriors who initiate and conduct mass murders
committed during wars should be held accountable to the same legal
and moral standards as criminals who murder during peacetime.

The millennia-long effort to distinguish between “just” and “unjust”
wars is a “category mistake.” For it is based on two false premises: the
first is the mistaken assumption that universally agreed-upon ethical
and legal standards of “justice” and “injustice” are uniformly applica-
ble to “war” in general and to particular wars, as well as to “unjust”
acts committed during wars. Justice and injustice, equity and inequity,
fairness and its opposite, are ethical and legal categories that are noto-
riously elusive and, furthermore, to a significant degree are also cul-
turally variable. To presume the existence of one uniform, worldwide,
historically invariant standard of justice upon which rational people
might agree is dubious. Further to assume that a universal notion of
justice, were one to be consensually validated, might be uniformly
applied, especially during “the fog of war” and its aftermath, beggars
the imagination. And legal/ethical notions such as justice would, like
everything and everyone else, disintegrate entirely during and after a
“war” involving the significant usage of weapons of mass destruction.

The second incorrect assumption underlying the notion of “just
and unjust” war—namely, that there is “war” to which notions like
“justice” and “injustice” may be applied—is refuted by the fact that
no two wars are alike, and neither are any two “crimes” committed
during a war. There is no “war” per se—there are only wars. Moreover,
even if there were to be a consensus as to which wars were “just” or
“unjust,” and which wartime activities were “criminal”—which there
is not—the mechanisms now available impartially to capture, try, and
punish “war criminals” (assuming there were global agreements as to
who the candidates were for this dubious title) are woefully inade-
quate. But they are all we have.

The International Criminal Court is a step in the right direction,
as are resolutions passed by the UN Security Council and General
Assembly. But the opinions of this World Court are merely advisory,
and many nations (including but not limited to such “rogue-states”
as Iraq, North Korea, Israel, and the United States) routinely flaunt
them. Security Council Resolutions of the United Nations are 
frequently violated, or evaded, and mandates of the General Assembly
often fall on deaf ears (namely, the leaders of nation-states not 
in agreement with them). Hence the punishment for violating 
internationally agreed-upon legal codes and moral norms (which are
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the least imperfect operationalizations of “justice” now available) may
vary widely or may be nonexistent.

The Terrors of History and the State 
of Terror

History is terror because we have to move into it not by any straight
line that is always easy to trace, but by taking our bearings at every
moment in a general situation which is changing.54

Maurice Merleau-Ponty

The chief reason warfare is still with us is neither a secret death wish of
the human species, nor an irrepressible instinct of aggression, nor,
finally and more plausibly, the serious economic and social dangers in
disarmament, but the simple fact that no substitute for this final arbiter in
international affairs has yet appeared on the political scene. . . .Nor is a
substitute likely to appear so long as national independence, namely, free-
dom from foreign rule, and the sovereignty of the state, namely, the claim
to unchecked and unlimited power in foreign affairs, are identical.55

Hannah Arendt

The division of the world into “sovereign” nation-states, each with its
own sense of “national security” and few with adequate allegiance to
the global imperative of “common security,” is, as Arendt and others
have pointed out, a, perhaps the, chief reason for the alarming
increase in the number and lethality of wars and other forms of vio-
lent conflict during the past century.56 Beginning with the French
Revolution and its aftermath, continuing through World Wars I and
II and the precarious “balance of nuclear terror” during the period of
the Cold War (1945-91) between the United States and the Soviet
Union, and culminating, perhaps, with the “global war on
terror/ism,” nations and their leaders—especially those with imperial
ambitions—have increasingly put at peril not only their own security
but the very existence of life on Earth.57

The increase in the number and lethality of wars has historically
proceeded in tandem with the rise and dispersion of what are some-
what euphemistically called “weapons of mass destruction” ( aka WMD,
including but not limited to nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons),
which, if deployed in significant numbers, could induce a “cold and
dark nuclear winter” upon this planet, and effectively end civilization,
if not life on Earth.58 This would truly be the end of history. And it
would likely be precipitated because those states and groups in 
possession of such weapons, feeling “insecure” and perhaps “terrified”
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by the danger of “losing,” decided to use them rather than lose 
them. They might no longer be “deterred” by the prospect of anni-
hilation (the “logic of deterrence,” of “MAD”—Mutually Assured
Destruction—which allegedly restrained the behavior of the United
States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War)59 but might
instead choose to sacrifice themselves, their nations, and perhaps
humanity, rather than be “defeated.” Such is the psycho-logic of what
Robert J. Lifton and Richard Falk have called “nuclearism,”60 or the
“superpower syndrome” but, which is regrettably no longer confined
to two nuclear “superpowers.” Like the weapons themselves, the 
psycho-logic (perhaps more accurately, psychosis) of nuclearism (no
longer confined to nuclear weapons) is proliferating.

In tandem with nuclearism coexists the double standard regarding
WMD possession and proliferation—which is tolerated if done by
nations (such as Israel, Pakistan, and India) perceived to be friendly
to the West, and decried if attempted by candidates for membership
in the “Axis of Evil” (including Iraq, Iran, and North Korea). Non-
proliferation treaties and enforcement provisions, not to mention vir-
tually all ethical and logical norms, stipulate that all nations seeking
weapons of mass destruction should be persuaded (such as Libya) or
compelled not to acquire them, and that all nations possessing them
should demonstrate evidence of reducing, and eventually eliminating,
WMDS. The lamentable fact that just the opposite is occurring (despite
some modest reductions in American and Soviet strategic nuclear
forces) indicates the unflagging determination of both nuclear and
nuclear-wannabe states to “modernize” their existing nuclear arsenals
and to continue to acquire the means (ranging from intercontinental
ballistic missiles to suitcases) to deliver them. In an age of “loose
nukes” and “preemptive wars,” despite public (mis)perceptions to the
contrary, the danger of “intentional” or “accidental” nuclear war
remains high.61 The state of nuclear terror is global, even if most
people elect not to acknowledge it.

The historical dialectic of terrorism from above and from below, of
rulers and tyrants who terrorize their peoples and of insurgents 
who employ the terror-inducing means to oppose them, probably
arose, like history itself, several millennia ago in the ancient Near
East. The termination of this, and our, history may likewise com-
mence in that same part of the world, unless the psycho-logic, or psy-
chosis, that generates state terror and terrorism is overcome, and
none too soon.

If war became terrorism during the twentieth century, terrorism
has become global war during this century. It is an asymmetric war

A Brief H istory of Terrorism 41



between the unmatched military power of the industrialized world,
led, willingly or unwillingly, by the United Sates, and a decentered,
shifting congeries of groups and individuals, not all of them Muslim,
who oppose, by any means necessary and with the sacrifice of their
own lives, what they perceive to be the global hegemony of an “infi-
del” imperial state.62 And the hatred and resentment felt by many
people in the Middle East and elsewhere, is spreading, since violent
responses by the United States and Israel against terrorists—as well as
against the states in which they live and the civilian populations who
are unfortunate enough to be caught in the middle—not only kill
many innocent people, but enrage their survivors, destabilize “mod-
erate” governments, and facilitate the recruitment of young men and
women to fight the “Great Satan” and its allies, especially Israel.63 As
former U.S. president Jimmy Carter has said, “We sent Marines into
Lebanon and you only have to go to Lebanon, to Syria or to Jordan
to witness first-hand the intense hatred among many people for the
United States because we bombed and shelled and unmercifully killed
totally innocent villagers—women and children and farmers and
housewives—in those villages around Beirut. . . . As a result of
that . . . we became kind of Satan in the minds of those who are deeply
resentful. This is what precipitated the taking of our hostages and that
is what has precipitated some of the terrorist attacks—which were
totally unjustified and criminal.”64

Furthermore, as the French theorist Jean Baudrillard claims, we are
witnessing the escalation of this conflict of “terror against terror. . . (in
which) the repression of terrorism spirals as unpredictably as the 
terrorist act itself. No one knows where it will stop . . . . ”65

But the greatest terror, today as in the ancient world, is being per-
petrated by imperial states, particularly the nuclear states, against
those who would oppose their rule over Earth. The violent responses
of contemporary terrorists to that dominion are morally reprehensi-
ble but politically understandable. In the short run, they will not suc-
ceed in defeating the United States and its allies, any more than other
terrorist groups—from the Zealots to the Russian anarchists of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—by using “targeted assassi-
nations,” succeeded in overthrowing the Roman and Romanoff
Empires. Those empires did eventually implode, due to a combination
of internal and external pressures. And the American imperial state will,
like all its predecessors, do so as well—most likely not because of the
murderous acts of terrorists but rather as a consequence of “imperial
overreach.”
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To “end” terror and terrorism will be an exceedingly difficult, if
not impossible, challenge to all of humanity during the beginning of
this new millennium. There are a few historical precedents, not all of
them encouraging, for confronting, and surviving, terror and terror-
ism. They may provide us with some measure of hope, if not with
complete reassurance. It is to the historical memories and experiences
of the survivors of political terror that I now turn.
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Articul ating the Ineffable
The Voices of the Terrified

This is not an Orthodox Jewish thought, but the bad are rewarded and
the good are punished . . . this is the way how things are going. . . . I’m
a very good person and sometimes have seen bad people get
rewarded. . . . If you say you’re a Holocaust survivor, people become
guilty. . . the border between normality and abnormality in life and war
is very thin. . . . The fact that people are bad and want to murder one
another is more normal than we like to think . . . ! I feel very terrorized,
so fear is a normal feeling for me. . . .Everyone in the world can be dan-
gerous. . . . That is what I learned in the war, even if I didn’t see people
die. . . . The Germans were allowed to become sadists, based on my
camp experience. . . . You are like them . . . It can happen that normal,
civilized people can also become murderers. . . . If you remember that,
then maybe it won’t happen as often. . . . It can happen everywhere!1

Dutch male Holocaust survivor

Psychological trauma is an affliction of the powerless. At the moment
of trauma, the victim is rendered helpless by overwhelming force.
When the force is that of nature, we speak of disasters. When the force
is that of other human beings, we speak of atrocities. . . .The ordinary
response to atrocities is to banish them from consciousness. Certain
violations of the social compact are too terrible to utter aloud: this is
the meaning of the word unspeakable.2

Judith Herman

Bombed . . . From Below. . .

It began like any other day, but it would be a day like no other. In a
moment, this “very Catholic,” 46-year-old Spanish nurse’s life would
change forever, and not for the better.

It was a clear late October day in Madrid. “SPB” was walking
down the street preoccupied with her thoughts and daily tasks when



a car passed by her and stopped.3 “There was an explosion and I was
thrown in the air, landed next to a wall close to a garden, hit the curb.
It was horrible! I woke up and wasn’t aware of anything, forgot every-
thing. . . . My purse was on fire, leg and pants were cut. I saw a bus full
of smoke inside . . . was in shock, was shaking, terrified, very scared,
looked around and everything was dark. . . . In front of me was a
burned-out car and . . . dead people . . . was very scared.”4

Police came, took her to an ambulance. The left side of her head
hurt, she was bleeding, and her left boot was on fire. There was a
sound/noise inside her ear; shrapnel injured her. . . . “Was terrible! It
was a car bomb.” (SPB then starts sighing and cries intermittently
during the rest of the interview.) “I knew that God was leaving me on
earth, and I didn’t stop praying the whole time” (during surgery in
the hospital). “My ears and eyes still hurt, sounds all the time in my
ears, have vertigo, had therapy for psychological problems. I feel
empty and want to know more about what happened.”5

It was not until three months after the attack that SPB was told
that six people had died and sixty others were injured during this
attack. ETA was responsible, she sighs: “They use car bombs to try to
get separate from Spain. . . . Spanish people who believe in God hope
ETA can disappear.”6

SPB reports having memory problems. Unlike many other sur-
vivors of terrorist attacks, she was fortunate to have had strong fam-
ily support: her sister and two children took care of her during her
two–four months of recuperation. But she still has nightmares (she
sighs, cries), as well as “a lot of panic, fear, and anxiety.” To address
these problems, SPB sees a psychiatrist, takes sleeping and antianxiety
pills, has started smoking again, and has flashbacks.

Like her mother, this self-reported “very Catholic” lady believes in
God and in an afterlife: “God forgives everything, but the punish-
ment is here on earth. Good people have a special place in heaven.”
But the bombers escaped.

SPB felt terrified then (the attack occurred on October 30, 2000)
and still feels terrified, more than three years later. She is always afraid,
but is not particularly vindictive: “Terrorists behave without reason.
Talk with them and put them in prison.” She adds how she feels
almost always in pain, but has no solidarity with Spanish government
officials, “whose first goal should be to take care of the victims of 
terrorism” (and don’t).

An apolitical daughter of Socialist partisans of the Republic during
the Spanish Civil War, SPB gave me a book she herself has written
about her experiences, thanked me and the interpreter, slipped out of
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the Madrid café where we met for coffee, and scurried away into the
pale sunlight of a late-autumn Spanish midday.

Clinically speaking, SPB is the quintessential bearer of a psycho-
logical malady called “Posttraumatic Stress Disorder” (PTSD).
According to the “bible” of (North) American psychiatry and psy-
chotherapy, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(Fourth Edition), “the essential feature of Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder is the development of characteristic symptoms following
exposure to an extreme traumatic stressor involving personal experi-
ence of an event that involves actual or threatened death or serious
injury. . . . The person’s response to the event must involve intense fear,
helplessness, or horror. . . . The characteristic symptoms resulting from
the exposure to the extreme trauma include persistent experiencing
of the traumatic event, persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with
the trauma and numbing of general responsiveness, and persistent
symptoms of increased arousal. . . .The full symptom picture must be
present for more than 1 month, and the disturbance must cause clin-
ically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or
other important areas of functioning. Traumatic events that are expe-
rienced directly include, but are not limited to, military combat, vio-
lent personal assault . . . being kidnapped, being taken hostage,
terrorist attack, torture, incarceration as a prisoner of war or in a con-
centration camp, natural or manmade disasters, severe automobile
accidents, or being diagnosed with a life-threatening illness.”7

Despite her strong religious convictions, apparently sturdy physical
constitution, and many social and familial supports, this middle-aged
Spanish survivor of a classic terrorist attack “from below” is acutely
anxious and is plagued by virtually all the symptoms listed under
PTSD. In chapter 4, the topography of this jarring “internal world”
is explored in more detail. But here, the terrain of the “external
world” of the faces, bodies, and limbs of survivors of terrifying political
attacks is described in more phenomenological detail.8

Cut back to Madrid in early December 2003. A 30-year-old
Spanish male, originally from Andalucia, is running a center for the
victims of terrorism. With good reason. . . .Three years earlier, “SPA’s”
father, then attorney general of a Spanish province, was assassinated
by ETA.

On October 9, 2000, SPA was relaxing near a swimming pool in
his home town of Malaga. He got a phone call from his aunt/uncle
saying his father has “suffered a terrorist attack and was in extremely
bad condition.” SPA says: “I almost fell into the pool but didn’t cry”
(when he heard from his aunt that his father had died after having
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been shot in the mouth by two guys). He later heard on the radio that
his father was “clinically dead,” and he then went to the hospital in
Granada, where the attack had occurred. ETA called the police to
claim responsibility since SPA’s father was, in ETA’s view, “a judicial
symbol of the oppressive Spanish state.” SPA’s mother “remained
strong but was devastated.” He “later felt guilty about not crying, but
suffered deep inside without expressing it because he didn’t want the
terrorists to get that satisfaction.”9 He cried years later.

SPA says all members of his family (his mother, one younger
brother, and two younger sisters) had the same dreams/nightmares
about their father being killed by ETA. He claims he also had pre-
monitions, precognitive dreams about the assassination, and that it
was déjà vu when it “came true.” But SPA reports that the dreams
stopped the same day as the assassination. He has had “one or two
nightmares” about terrorist attacks since then, and has still has
dreams about fighting terrorism, but says “I’m not obsessed with it
but am determined to fight terrorism.”10 The most conspicuous sym-
bol of the peril of even an exclusively nonviolent “fight” against
terrorism is the fact SPA’s office in central Madrid is unlisted.

SPA blames both ETA and the Spanish government (for not pro-
tecting his father with bodyguards, since other officials had also been
murdered in Andalucia) for the death of his father. The assassins were
caught, confessed, and sentenced to prison terms of 30 years (the
maximum in Spain). He believes a nonviolent alternative (to terrorist
assassinations and car bombings) would be for ETA to be in “dialogue”
with Spanish government officials, possibly to change the Spanish
constitution to permit independence for the Basque country (for
which, in SPA’s view, there is “no legal or political basis”). But “ETA
can’t achieve its goal.” (He then showed me a document he wrote
about ETA’s history.) “Terrorism in general just doesn’t make any
sense. It uses violent means to achieve political and religious goals they
think are worthwhile. . . . It’s a different way of waging war.”11

Like his parents, SPA is a practicing Roman Catholic and an
“eclectic” Christian Democrat (who now “votes for the person, not
the party”). Both his parents were Christian Democrats, and his
mother a professor of political science and sociology.

SPA believes in an afterlife and in God: “Everybody pays for what
he’s done in this life, but a terrorist doesn’t have to go to hell if he
changes his life and is redeemed. . . . I believe in peace . . . I feel threat-
ened but not terrified.”12 He concludes the interview by stressing the
importance of human rights, and he criticizes both ETA and the
Basque regional government for what’s happened in Spain.
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SPA seems very reflective, precise, and sensitive. He seems to have
been terrified, but not traumatized, by the tragic death of his father. . . .

The next day, I interviewed another Spanish female, “SPC,” who
was 20 years old when her father was assassinated by the Commandos
Autonomos Anticapitalistas (CAA), in San Sebastian, on March 26,
1982. At that time, SPC’s father had been director of the local
telecommunications company in the Basque region; her mother was
a housewife. Both parents were nonpracticing Catholics, and they had
“not much politics.” SPC is agnostic, a lawyer, and Socialist. She also
gave me a book she wrote about her experiences with terrorism.

On the day of her father’s assassination, SPC was in Bilbao (also in
the Basque region). Because her father had been threatened in the
past, there were body guards at home. They did not help. . . .

According to the police who broke the terrible news to her, three
masked gunmen shot and killed her father and a body guard. She was
told by a policeman in the hospital where her father died that it “was
clear it was a terrorist attack.” SPC had long been afraid her father
would be killed because he “represented the interests of the Spanish
state telecommunications company.” (Her tone was very emphatic
and demonstrative, involving the use of much body language—possible
somatization in psychotherapeutic terms—but no crying.) The terrorist
group (CAA) sent a message to the media claiming responsibility for
the attack.

At the hospital, SPC didn’t believe her father was dead until she
saw his body. Then she started crying, yelling, and screaming. She was
very agitated, perhaps manic. . . .

SPC says she blocked out what happened next (with the police),
who were “cold, insensitive and didn’t know how to treat people in
my condition. . . . There was no psychological counseling then. . . . It
began only in the 1990s.”13

Although SPC says she didn’t feel personally threatened at that
time, after some years, she decided to have bodyguards whenever she
went to the Basque country. And now she reports being threatened
because she “is in the antiterrorist cause.”

SPC reports that she’s been threatened on the street but hasn’t been
personally attacked (though other people she knows have). Of her
father’s killers, one was killed in the street, one was sent to jail for
15 years, one is hiding out in France. Their motive was to attack the rep-
resentative (her father) of the Spanish government in the Basque coun-
try. SPC’s friends have also been attacked by terrorists; one fellow
worker was killed, another shot in a bar in San Sebastian in 2002 by ETA
because he was active in “Basta Ya” (Stop Now), an antiterrorist group.
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SPC claims that she has no nightmares, but does have flashbacks,
as well as dreams about her father being killed. She doesn’t feel safe.
But she believes there is a nonviolent way for ETA to pursue its 
political goals, namely, through independent political parties.

“Terrorism (in general) is repulsive, a practice of absolute power, in
their means (torture and threats) and goals,” according to this prac-
ticing lawyer and journalist. SPC says, she “doesn’t know about God
or an afterlife but leaves the door open.” (“Such deep questions!”
she exclaims.) Hers is a “social struggle; terrorism is a crime against
humanity.”14

Accordingly, SPC thinks terrorists should get more than 20–30 years
in prison. She says she has felt terrified for 20 years—a close friend’s
house was bombed, very close to her mother, and she lives in Madrid
because “nobody knows I’m here and I don’t have to have body-
guards.” SPC concludes the interview by noting that many people,
perhaps 15–18 percent of the total population of the Basque country,
“accept terrorism, because in elections they write in the name of the
outlawed ETA political party.”15

SPC appears to have been terrorized and traumatized by the assas-
sination of her father and by subsequent terrorist threats and attacks.
But she is by no means immobilized or incapacitated—though her
mind seems restless, her body agitated.

SPC’s mode of living through her encounters with terror is in sharp
contrast with other victims of “classical” “terrorism from below.” Her body
language displays her inner world in a way demonstrably different from
other survivors.

In chapter 4, the variety of personal responses to similar terrifying
experiences is considered in more detail. Now, I turn to a phenome-
nological account of the experiences of wartime survivors of the most
common delivery system of political terror—aerial bombing.

Bombed . . . From Above . . .

More than a half-century before the terrorist attacks on civilians in
Spain, World War II was raging in much of Europe. On the far east-
ern front of that war, in the Soviet Socialist Republic of Latvia, the
war had started—but it didn’t directly affect most local noncombat-
ants until 1944, when a 12-year-old Latvian girl, “LA,” living on a
farm with her mother, three brothers, and a family servant, suddenly
“heard airplanes flying overhead and saw Germans dropping bombs.
But I have no bad memories of Germans, who gave the kids chocolate,
played harmonicas, and didn’t touch us. People freely collaborated
with them.”16

50 Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition



No one in LA’s family was hurt or killed: “It’s a miracle!” Her first
memory of the bombing was when the front line came close to their
home, which they abandoned. Russian airplanes bombed the German
positions. “The noise was TERRIBLE! I feel my skin shrinking even
now, the memory is so strong and I saw planes flying in the sky almost
every day—was so terrible, like a scary movie, and you want to see it!”17

LA was afraid her mother or she might be killed. “I was scared and
couldn’t comprehend what was going on.” They hid in a forest. Her
last memory of bombing: “we had to leave our home, but we heard
it and were so far away that we knew it couldn’t hurt us anymore.”

Regarding nightmares and flashbacks, at first LA said she didn’t
have them. But later in the interview, she confessed: “I felt scared by
airplanes after the war and even today. Yes, the sound of airplanes
upsets me. You know, I see and hear airplanes in my sleep, but you
know it’s only a dream and you wake up.”18 She held both Hitler and
Stalin responsible for the war, as well as “all other leaders, not ordi-
nary people, of course.” For her, there was a nonviolent way to resolve
the conflict. “War is terrible, thank God it’s not here, it’s the most ter-
rible thing in the universe!” And then she spontaneously associated to
terrorism, “You don’t know the enemy; in war, you know the enemy.
The terrorists could ride on the bus right next to you!”19

LA appears to have been moderately traumatized by the wartime
bombing. She seems to cope by “putting disturbing memories and
feelings” out of her consciousness, by evading and denying their
power over her. As we will see, this is a common defense mechanism,
one used by many people to distance themselves from unnerving
images and sensations. These people have “adjusted” to a tumultuous
and threatening external world by shutting it out of their conscious-
ness. We shall return to this theme in chapter 4.

The second case study of a survivor of bombing “from above” is a
Russian female, “RA,” born in 1935, whom I interviewed in 
St. Petersburg, Russia, in October 2002. During World War II (“The
Great Patriotic War” for all Russians), RA lived in Leningrad (aka 
St. Petersburg) with her “mama and babushka” (an affectionate term
for grandmother). Her father served in the Red Army at the Japanese,
French, and German fronts. He died in 1943 at the Leningrad front.

RA is an only child. Her mother was a shoemaker, who, during the
900-day blockade (September 1941–January 1944) of the city worked
with a radio. “War is terrifying,” RA declaims. Her first memory of that
war is German airplanes’ bombing of the city center in January, 1942.
She was six to eight years old during the bombing and blockade, and
felt “very anxious” the entire time. No one in her immediate family
was hurt or killed in the city itself. But her cousin and uncle died at
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the front (as had her father), and some neighbors were killed by
bombing.

RA’s mother decided that the family should leave the city. They
were on a train that was bombed, and her grandfather said: “If we’re
going to die, we’ll die here” (about 30 km. from SP). She felt curi-
ous, not afraid, since she was with her mama and “baba” (granny) and
reports having been interested in a screaming pig. But her mother sud-
denly decided they should return to Leningrad. So when they went
back home, she thought, “If we’re going to die, we’ll die at home.”

During the blockade, RA’s family had ration cards for bread, ate
kasha, had no heat, and made fires by burning books and furniture.
“We were lucky.” She says she saw no Germans during the war.

After a digression to her mother, RA claims no “special memory”
about the end of war, but the end of the blockade for her meant that
“My mother would bring me a bigger crust of bread.” She believes
that Hitler and Stalin were both responsible for the war. “All humans
are the same, no matter where. . . . No reason for war, no right to kill
other people. Diplomats should have solved the problem, with agreements,
not by war. . . . I don’t understand war and I don’t want to understand
war. We need to find a better solution than war!”20

RA reports having very strong religious (Russian Orthodox)
beliefs, and she also believes in an afterlife, where the good are
rewarded and the evil are punished. Her father was a local
Communist Party organizer, and she, like many children of the party
elite, was in Komsomol (the Party youth organization).

“All people need to live in peace,” RA concludes. She exhibits
minimal trauma or anxiety, and seems very mentally and physically
healthy. Is this to be accounted for by the fact that RA was shielded
from the most potentially traumatizing aspects of the war by her 
caregivers? Did her strong religious and political beliefs acts as
buffers against trauma? Or is there something in her unique psycho-
physiological constitution that insulates her and facilitates her adjust-
ment to a threatening external world that has destabilized many of
her peers?

“URB” is a 74-year-old Russian man living in Kiev. He was born
in 1928, in a village in the Kaluga region of Russia near Moscow. His
father and mother both worked on a collective farm, and he has an
older sister. He says he is not religious and is apolitical. From 1928 to
1941, he went to school in the village.

URB’s first memory of World War II was when the Red Army
retreated from Smolensk. He recalls having no shoes, which was
“very sad.” On November 7, 1941, when he was 13, the Germans
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came, “smiling, with rosy cheeks.” On January 1, 1942, the Germans
retreated. Then the bombing started.

Initially, German planes dropped propaganda leaflets. Then URB’s
house was bombed, so he went to his relatives’ home. He himself never
saw combat, but did report seeing tanks and weapons after the war was
over. “I was a little boy.” When the war was almost over, he said he was
a “partisan” because he helped get food for the villagers.

From 1942 to 1944, URB trained with the Red Army, but says he
didn’t serve in it. In 1944, his father was killed in Poland; “very patri-
otic,” according to URB, and his father wrote “we are shooting the
Germans.”

URB didn’t have the feeling he would be killed “because I was so
young.” His last memories of the war: “propaganda, crying, happy
people, mother was sad (lost her husband), and I felt it’s over, that’s
all.” Both leaders, Hitler and Stalin, were responsible for the war,
according to URB. The Germans came and killed children, bombed
villages. Stalin was “a great organizer with no heart, like Bush and
Hitler, all going to church.” In his view, there was no way to stop
Hitler without war, as Churchill did. “War is stupidity . . . I’m against
war. . . I don’t need war at all and can live peacefully.”21

After the war, URB read Solzhenitsyn’s account of Stalin. “My
father thought you have to work; if not you have to go to Siberia.”
He says his uncle was sent to a Gulag near Norilsk and died there at
55 years of age.22 Regarding Stalin and the war, URB says: “I praise
him and I’m afraid of him . . . Very talented . . . Wrote perfect Russian.
Our family was not touched by the regime, so I didn’t hate him. . . . I’m
a very democratic guy and worker.”23 (Given his statement that an
uncle died in a Gulag, it’s difficult what to make of his claim that his
“family was not touched by the regime.”)

URB says he had no nightmares or flashbacks after the war, “I was
working so hard. . . . Human beings double in war: they are happy but
should be crying, and are singing and dancing when they should be
shooting.”24 He says he has no belief in an afterlife or in good/evil.
His tone is one of calm detachment, mixed with possible denial and
repression, and with no detectable anxiety or trauma.

Like many Russian/Soviet men of his generation URB is ambiva-
lent about “Papa” Stalin, but not about the end of the Soviet Union,
which was “tragic” in the minds of many who fought for it during
“The Great Patriotic War. . . . ”

“GG” is a German woman from Dresden who was born in 1927.
Her father was an artisan, divorced from her mother. She is an only
child, and a devout Protestant.
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GG’s father was a member of the Nazi Party—Hitler was the fam-
ily hero! In 1938, she was going to school in Dresden. Her first mem-
ory of war was—September 1, 1939—while she was visiting her
grandparents in Chemnitz. “The Poles attacked Germany,” is how
she remembers it. . . .

She and her family lived in Dresden, but not in the center, until
1945. On February 13 and 14, 1945, Dresden was heavily bombed.
Her family heard the air-raid alarm, left everything, and went to a
shelter. Everything was bombed. “I can never laugh again after what
I saw and experienced. Then came the next wave—fire bombings. 
The asphalt was afire and I saw blackened corpses, which I can never 
forget. . . . Endless fire. . . . ”25 But no one in her family was hurt.

The next day, she walked through mounds of corpses. “Thought I
could die . . . and everyone thought ‘This is our end.’ Felt terrified . . . a
Terror War. . . ! The Americans bombed us to death and after the war gave
us everything (to eat), treated us well, rescued us from starvation.”26

GG’s father was in the SA (Sturmabteilung) and didn’t want to
believe that Germany had lost the war. He was de-Nazified by the
Russians, and then worked as a gravedigger. GG says she had no
problems with the Russians in Eastern Germany, but had big problems
with other Germans.

Like many Germans of her generation, GG says she had no knowl-
edge of the concentration camps during the war, but adds that in
1945 she thought “the Jews were responsible (for the war), but I didn’t
know any! I still think the Jews are the worst people I’ve met . . . ! I wish
the war would never happen again.”27

GG is the only German I met who says she has a generally positive
view of Hitler: “Der war der Mann” (“He was the man,” for Germany
at that time). In her view, while Hitler brought “order” to Germany,
he also isolated Germany from the rest of Europe. “We had a good life
during the Third Reich! I wish for Hitler without war.” The Germans
were also partly responsible for the war, in GG’s opinion, since
“Hitler could have thought more like a European. . . . War is the worst
thing there is . . . . You are afraid of all people.”28

According to GG, she didn’t have nightmares, but “starts crying
when she watches TV shows about the war” (flashbacks). She has very
strong beliefs in heaven, hell, afterlife, and “God’s grace.”

GG is an unreconstructed Nazi, but is cheerful, even jovial, and
appears psychologically quite sound . . . ! While most Germans today
verbally denounce Hitler and the Nazis, a considerable number still
have fond memories of the period between 1933 and 1941, when they
and/or their parents had work and were proud of Nazi economic and
military accomplishments.
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“DUC” is a Dutch female who was born 1923. Her family moved
to Rotterdam in 1927. DUC’s father was a diamond cutter whose
politics “depended on business”; her mother was a housewife. Her
father was Jewish, mother Christian, and she is an atheist. Both her
mother and she are “apolitical.” From 1927 to 1940, they lived in the
center of Rotterdam.

DUC’s first memory of war was when she was 17. She read about
the German invasion of the Netherlands and says she “didn’t know
what to expect”; Dutch soldiers were all over town.

On May 14, 1940, the center was of Rotterdam was bombed.
Dutch soldiers told her “it would be dangerous. I was young, beautiful
and went to another house. There was a hell of a noise. Of course we were
afraid, but not as much as when the allies bombed later on . . . sounds of
planes, bombs fell and destroyed my home. . . . Fire! Everything smelled
terrible, smoke everywhere, wasn’t able to breathe, everything was on
fire!”29

DUC went with her parents and neighbors to a cellar, where they
stayed for one day. When they went outside, “everything was on fire,
which raged a few days; terrible smell for weeks.”

She says she didn’t see anyone killed. The Germans came the same
day, and DUC claims she wasn’t afraid of Germans at the time.
During the German occupation, she went to an aunt’s home in
Rotterdam that hadn’t been bombed.

The allied bombing of Rotterdam lasted from 1941 to 1945.
DUC says she was “Glad when they flew over us.” (She next told me
about seeing a documentary about the bombing of Dresden.) “Then
I felt the same hate I had in the war then against the Germans. I was so
surprised at myself and thought ‘Good for you! You get the same that 
you did to us!’ ”30 ( In her opinion, the fire bombing of Dresden was
“justified” retaliation for the fire bombing of Rotterdam.)

DUC’s (Jewish) father went underground and died at Treblinka
in 1942, according to her mother. She says she wasn’t afraid she’d be
arrested, since she was (only. . . ) half-Jewish. She hoped the Germans
would lose the war and waited anxiously for the allies to arrive. “The
allied bombing was worse (than the German) because you knew
what would happen.” She adds that the German bombing killed an
uncle and cousin. She personally saw the bombs land and kill people.
“I was much more afraid that I might be killed but could do nothing
except hide when the bombs fell. . . . Everybody was afraid. I trembled
until they were gone. This went on for 4 years.”31

Her last memory of the war? “Can’t remember.” The Liberation?—
“You have to be there. I can’t describe it.” Canadians came in the
spring of 1945. Germans were very quiet and took some time to
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leave. She claims to have had no problems with Germans or with the
allies; she kissed the soldiers.

DUC knew the war was over from a BBC radio broadcast. “There
was a horrible winter of 1944–45. I saw people dying, you couldn’t do
anything . . . you went on.” She still has flashbacks, disturbing dreams,
and nightmares: images of dead people in the streets, of people starv-
ing, of the crowd being thrown potatoes by the German 
soldiers . . . . “I was hurt inside because of the desperation.” She describes
her dreams as a mixture of hearing bombs and seeing the darkness. And
DUC says her father, uncle, aunt, and cousin were betrayed by Dutch
neighbors and sent to a concentration camp, where they all died.

DUC got married in 1945, when she was 21. Her husband went
undercover. Hitler and the Germans were responsible for the war, in
her opinion, “because they loved him so much.” The Japanese were
responsible for the war in Asia, especially for attacking Dutch
Indonesia. But she doesn’t blame the Russians—“too far away, and I
was glad the Russians were an ally.”

She concluded the interview by exclaiming: “I don’t like war, of
course, but there are times you have to fight, against Hitler; of course,
there was no other way to stop Hitler than war.” DUC expresses no
belief in afterlife or in justice: “The good are not rewarded and the bad
are not punished.” She evidently has an acute anxiety disorder and
moderately severe PTSD. . . .

“EA” is an Englishwoman, whom I interviewed by phone from
London in October 2002. She was born in 1909, so she was 93 years
old (the oldest woman I interviewed and second oldest person) at the
time of the interview.

EA is the oldest of four children, and she grew up in a semi-rural
district. Her father worked in a shipyard; her mother made jam and
was a homemaker. She was five years old at the start of World War I.
During that war, EA had two young German acquaintances, who
thought the war was horrible—one of whom was killed. She was part
of a self-contained family unit, very distant from that war, with whom
she had no direct contact.

After attending a teacher’s training college, EA married in 1938.
She was a primary school teacher at time of the start of World War II.
Her first memory of that war was in September, 1940. She was at
home, and the Germans bombed Leicester, the city in which she was
then living.

EA says she heard the bombs fall and land very near her house—
the top of the roof was destroyed. No one in her family was hurt, but
an old man nearby was killed. She heard the gasping sounds of two
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dying people, but she didn’t think about it at the time—she says she was
detached and curious to know about it, but claims that she wasn’t
afraid of death or anxious.

EA’s father died in 1941 of natural causes, her mother soon there-
after. The bombing didn’t go on long then, but it did destroy
Coventry, She says that “A feeling of unease and of not being safe
lasted the whole war, but as a philosophical person, I wasn’t fright-
ened. . . . People were very friendly and cooperative during the war, we
were ‘keeping the homefires burning!’ ”32

EA’s husband was too old to serve in the war. Her last memory of
the war? “Nothing particular, heard it on the radio.” She didn’t talk
to her children about the war, which was a “sense of strain. I was
detached and had no nightmares about the bombing.”

Like most people in her country, EA believes there was no nonvi-
olent way to have stopped Hitler “and his henchmen,” but she doesn’t
blame the German people as a whole. “The allies had no option but to
fight fire with fire. . . . War is an obscenity and an abomination, but some-
times it is the only option. I am aware of the real horrors of war. . . . I don’t
know how to judge it, I leave that to people I trust, such as Churchill.”33

EA says she was never deeply involved in politics. “I was very
Church of England, but influenced by Buddhism and Confucianism.
I’ve wondered about that (an afterlife), but don’t believe in a heaven
or hell and don’t know if the good are rewarded or the bad or pun-
ished. . . . I was very lucky. . . . I want to go out with a bang not a
whimper!”

This calm, cheerful elderly English lady seems healthy and without
evident trauma. She seems very distant from her experience, and perhaps
that is a key factor in her makeup.

The Tortured and Confined

ESA is a woman originally from El Salvador. She is now living in
Ottawa, Canada. I conducted a phone interview with her in English.
She was born on November 19, 1961, so she was 24 years old at the
time of the attack in San Salvador. ESA’s parents were both farmers
and Roman Catholics—her father was an outspoken proponent of
social justice and liberation theology, her mother more conservative.
There were 11 siblings in all, 9 still alive; she’s the youngest. ESA is a
converted Baptist, and she says she shares the same politics (liberation
theology) as her father.

During the 1980s, ESA demonstrated against the government, which
killed, captured, and/or “disappeared” many friends and acquaintances.
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On March 24, 1980, she was working in the cathedral with Archbishop
Romero when he was killed by a death squad. In April 1980, a death
squad, ostensibly looking for arms, came to her father’s farm (where
she lived) and took away her brother (who was released about
two weeks later). She and her parents—who were “very scared”—were
personally threatened, and were treated “like guerillas, although we
weren’t guerillas”—but says she “wasn’t a bit scared.” For the next six
years, ESA she worked with a group of mothers to try to find “the dis-
appeared” (men). On May 26, 1986, their office was bombed. She
was abducted, blindfolded, and taken away by four men in a van. The
men were sent by the police (government), said she was a guerilla, and
wanted to know if she belonged to the FMLN (a resistance group,
called “freedom” and “liberation” fighters by their supporters, and
“Communists/terrorists” by the U.S-backed government and army).

ESA was scared she’d be killed, but she also claims that while she
wasn’t physically abused, she was nonetheless psychologically tortured.
The Minister of the Army came to the place she was being held (she
saw all their faces). She heard the screams of a man being tortured
(electric shock) in the cell next to hers, and said “I was scared deep
inside but I never showed it to them; I was very strong and confident.”
(She visualized the cell and the torture.)

According to ESA, this form of psychological torture went on for
about two weeks. She didn’t know exactly where she was, when she
was visited by the Red Cross, to whom she “wrote a little note, which
saved her,” because it was delivered to the Baptist Church so she
couldn’t “disappear.” She was then sent to a jail for political prison-
ers, where she had nine days of additional “mental torture,” since she
wasn’t allowed to sleep.

After nine months of confinement, ESA was released in February
1987, as part of an exchange for naval officers. She emigrated to
Canada the next month. She went back to El Salvador in 1992 and in
1996 but had trouble getting there because she couldn’t get a U.S.
transit visa (said the U.S. Embassy in Canada has her records).

ESA then mentions pictures she has of members of COPPES
(Committee of Political Prisoners of El Salvador). “I can see their
faces” (especially .a girl who was abused) and still has nightmares,
“very bad dreams, crying. . . .” She was in trauma therapy, and she
“started to heal but couldn’t talk about it for a long time . . . was in
denial.” Group support therapy helped. Sometimes she has flashbacks,
especially when she sees movies.

ESA blames both the El Salvadoran and U.S. governments. She
exclaims: “Of course this was state terrorism/terror. You’re suddenly
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denied your freedom . . . you’re in a different world. . . . You never think
it will happen to you. . . . This is a dream but it was really happening.”
She felt terrified during her confinement, “especially when I heard the
sound of boots, because you thought they were coming for you. . . . very
frightening. . . .” She believes in God and in an afterlife, and thinks
that conscience punishes the “ignorant, brainwashed soldiers, for
whom one should show compassion.” Perhaps surprisingly, ESA claims
she doesn’t blame them for what they did to her (and to thousands
of other political prisoners and victims of state terrorism)—
“Everything happens for a reason, and there’s a purpose to this life.”34

War and terrorism make ESA “very sad.” She doesn’t want to see
the news, since “the poorest people, children, and the elderly 
suffer. . . . We can ask God to clean the minds of the leaders and per-
suade them to change their ways. . . . Of course there’s a nonviolent
way to change these people’s minds. . . .Maybe we can do something
together, pray for leaders to change. . . .”35

ESA seems to have been severely traumatized and terrorized. The
degree to which she remains so—despite religious consolation, social
support, and therapy—is unclear, as is her prognosis. But unlike thou-
sands of her peers, she escaped Central America with her life and
limbs. She is the tip of the iceberg of Latin American survivors (and
victims) of state terrorism.

“AG” is a male professor now living in New York. His father was
an electrician and his mother a housewife, both Orthodox Jews, from
Brooklyn. They were all New Deal—FDR Democrats. AG describes
himself as having been a “good Yeshiva boy” until he was about
15–16. Now he is a nonpracticing Jew and a liberal Democrat.

In 1979, AG was working for the Voice of America, Central Asian
desk, initially in Washington DC. In February of that year, he was a
35-year-old press attaché in the American Embassy in Teheran, Iran,
when the embassy was attacked by “leftwing guerillas.” The Ayatollah
Khomeini’s troops saved them. “We were all shot at.” He didn’t see
people killed by the Fedayeen during this attack. Rocket-propelled
grenades hit his office, and there were threats to blow up the embassy,
which was surrounded. “I was afraid I’d be executed . . . didn’t have
time to be afraid, and thought execution was inevitable. I was sure I
would die that day . . . was on adrenalin, was busy and distracted . . . was
sure this day would be the end of my life. . . . ” AG would live to see
another, even worse, attack. . . .

By November 4, 1979, the shah had left Iran. The American
Embassy was attacked that day by the Ayatollah Khomeini’s student
supporters. AG and the marines provided no resistance. He cried, was
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blindfolded, tied up, beaten up, but never tortured, although he was
threatened (attackers put a gun to his head and said they’d kill him,
but says he “didn’t think the threat was credible”). “The entire situa-
tion was a psychological beating . . . felt terror all the time: the fear was
that you’d be killed at any time . . . felt it in my body . . . couldn’t
sleep. . . .Was hyper-vigilant 24/7. . . . I wanted to commit ‘passive 
suicide.’ My adrenalin was way up, and I was depressed.”

AG would spend 14 months in confinement—6 months in prison,
the rest of the time in safe houses. On January 20, 1981, the day of
President Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, guards told AG he was
going home, but he didn’t believe it until they were outside Iranian
airspace, when he felt elated. AG was one of 52 Americans freed that
day. Of the entire group of hostages, none died during their captivity,
but one of whom was medically evacuated.

Initially transported out of Iran to Algeria, AG was next sent to a
hospital in Wiesbaden, Germany, and then back to Washington, D.C.,
where former president Carter met the group. President Carter
seemed like “he really cared about us.” But AG didn’t care for
President Reagan. In AG’s view, his and his colleagues’ liberation
“was a deal, money for hostages.”

AG is angry that the 1996 Terrorist Law doesn’t apply to him and
the other captives held hostage in Iran. For his ordeal, he holds many
parties responsible: a succession of administrations on both sides of
the American political fence; the U.S. intervention in 1953 and its
support of the shah; the use of the Cold War by the United States,
especially by President Carter, “who didn’t follow-through on his
professed human rights’ values”; the shah’s “corrupt regime”; and
the students “who were simply following the Imams.” His student
captors are the only responsible party whom AG “forgives.”

In AG’s opinion, “The United States has a very skewed foreign
policy.” AG claims that he has had no nightmares or flashbacks,
but he does biofeedback, “very little psychotherapy,” and takes 
antidepressants. AG also says there could have been “a military solu-
tion that did not hurt Iranians,” such as bombing the oil fields. “I’m
not for war, but there are ‘good wars’ (Afghanistan), and bad wars
(Iraq). . . .”

AG hopes that the good are rewarded, doesn’t believe in an after-
life, and doesn’t think the bad are punished. He says he “Was terri-
fied but never suicidal” (in part because in 1979 he had two young
children and a wife, about whom he was very concerned), but “hoped
he’d die passively, that is, in an accident.” He seems both resilient and
depressed, a condition not atypical for captivity survivors.
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“CHA” is a Chilean male who was born in 1932, and was 70 years
old at the time of our phone interview in February 2003. On “the other
September 11”—September 11, 1973—he was living in Santiago,
Chile, where he was a cardiologist in charge of the coronary unit in
the house of the then—president of Chile, Salvador Allende. Both his
parents were pharmacists, and CHA has two sisters and two brothers,
all still alive. He says he is a nonpracticing Catholic, and he has been
a lifelong Socialist.

According to CHA, in 1973 there was “terrible polarization” in
Chile between the government, which was led by the Radical
(Socialist) Party, and the military (which was much more conservative
and was supported by the United States). “The next coup was in the
air, we knew it would come.”

On September 11, 1973, CHA went to the hospital and then to
the governmental palace. President Allende was on the second floor,
and asked CHA for a cane, but CHA didn’t treat Allende that day.
CHA says he heard Allende’s last words. . . .

Suddenly, the palace—an old building with thick walls—was
attacked. There was a lot of noise and machine guns were firing; win-
dows were shattered. CHA was afraid they would all be killed by the
troops with machine guns. Then they were tear-gassed. . . . “The
worst part was the dark, you couldn’t breathe, anything could happen
Then began the bombardment, but it was a lot less terrible than I
thought it would be. Airplanes rocketed the palace. Then Allende
decided to surrender. He took a white flag and went into a room
alone, where he committed suicide. I saw him. . . . ”36

Later, the soldiers machine—gunned 75 people, “I never thought
I would be killed then, but I think differently now.” Outside the
palace, “I was more calm than other people, was hit in the chest 
with a machine gun, was freed about 6 PM and went home to see my
wife. The machine gunning lasted into the night, watched the rest
on television.”37

A lot of CHA’s friends were killed in prison. He himself stayed in
Chile until 1977, then came to the United States to work at UCLA.
Between 1973 and 1977, he “felt threatened all the time, friends dis-
appeared,—it could happen to anyone.” He was never arrested but
was investigated. Colleagues were killed. “Yes, it was a civil war, the
workers were armed but Allende asked them not to fire back. Allende
decided to become a symbol.”38

A coalition of police and political powers, supported by the United
States, was to blame for the civil war, in CHA’s view. “There is no
doubt the US, under the CIA, instigated the coup. Allende was also
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partly to blame because he allowed into his government revolutionary
Marxists, but it was impossible to defeat the military. A nonviolent
solution was possible, but the US didn’t want a political solution. . . .
The war was unnecessary, but was due to US arrogance. But there are
just wars, such as World War II. You have to look at each case. No real
nightmares later.. for me it really didn’t last, no real symptoms, just
an episode in my life.” (He then changed the subject to Allende.) But
after 25 years, his “mourning was postponed until met a group of
Chileans in Sweden in 2000, where I almost cried. Now I can talk
more easily about it.”39

This very articulate and well-educated physician seems to have
“postponed” his mourning for a quarter century. He seems detached,
even disengaged from the traumatic events that changed his life and
that ended the lives of many of his friends and colleagues. Has he
repressed his memories, or the powerful emotions accompanying
them—and denied their impact—only to see them resurface? Is this a
“successful” strategy for “coping” with terror and trauma? We shall
return to this topic in chapter 4.

Surviving the Holocaust

“DUD” and “DUE” are Dutch Jews, husband and wife, and both are
concentration camp survivors. In May 2003, I interviewed them at
their home in Amsterdam.

In contrast with all other people I interviewed, DUD, the hus-
band, asked me many questions about myself (wanted to know if I’m
Jewish, etc.). He was born in 1922 in Austria, so he was 81 years old
at the time of the interview.

During the 1920s, DUD’s father was in Austria “due to World
War I,” and he was a printer, then “director of men’s clothing, who
started a boarding house.” His mother was a Hausfrau. And his only
sibling, a brother, died at age 27 during World War II (1943) because
of illness.

DUD then started talking about his wife, who was sitting next to
him. He said they were all “Liberal, practicing Reformed Jews.”
Upon return to the Netherlands from Austria, his father became pres-
ident of a local Zionist community in Amsterdam, and he was active
in the Dutch Labor–Liberal Parties. His mother was apolitical.

At the beginning of World War II, DUD was working for a
German–Jewish refugee program, which informed Jews about
German concentration camps, “but couldn’t imagine it would happen
to us.” (This may be a classic case of “denial.”) DUD says he was

62 Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition



“liberal” but sick of the Volkerbund (an extreme right-wing political
party that supported the Nazis).

DUD’s first memory of the war was in 1940, when he was 18. His
father told him “the Germans are invading Holland. We didn’t feel
personally threatened, we’ll see what happens.” In August 1940, a
school was blown up but he “didn’t feel afraid yet, there’s always anti-
Semitism.” DUD says someone started shooting at his house, and
stone-throwing, but missed. In 1941, he met his wife in Amsterdam,
and they married in 1942 (they are still together after 62 years!).
“Full of unbelievable luck—we weren’t caught and deported then
with 400 other Jews. We were careful. We were frightened, but always
able to escape (then). . . . We got a special certificate as newly weds,
which saved our lives. We thought since we’re Dutch, the Nazis
wouldn’t want to kill us.”40 (This sounds like a classic case of denial
and delusional thinking, which was not uncommon among victims of
political terror, and may have even abetted their survival.)

DUD thought he’d be sent to a work camp. So he says he faked
having asthma and thus couldn’t work. “I was scared to death, but a
Gestapo officer said ‘you don’t have to go.’ ” He says his father paid
a lot of money to get certificates for the family. In September 1943,
they went underground, but, according to DUD, were betrayed by
other Dutch. They were arrested and were told by the SS they could
go free if they betrayed other Dutch Jews (DUD doesn’t say how
they replied . . . ). He says “the others were tortured, but not us. . . . ”

In February 1944, he and his wife were sent to prison and then to
Westerbork (an internment/transit camp for Dutch Jews, most of
whom were later shipped to extermination camps). Two months later,
they were both sent to Bergen-Belsen. DUD says he did “dirty work
and got pneumonia” (he then showed photos of them together, and
his wife showed me the Auschwitz ID number on her arm). “Terrible.
I realized I was dying and was almost dead. You don’t accept the facts
as they are; you’re kidding yourself; afterwards you realize it.”41

DUD’s wife, “DUE,” a 79-year-old fluent German speaker—
which she says “saved my life”—then interjected that in Bergen-
Belsen she fed and nursed DUD, but was caught in September 1944
(when she was 20 years old) smuggling food and was deported to
Auschwitz. DUE said an SS officer told her: “Sie gehen nach
Auschwitz. Haben Sie Angst?” (“You’re going to Auschwitz. Are you
afraid?”)42 She also says English planes bombed the camp. . . .

DUE was in Auschwitz for only four days. “Everyone was afraid,
but I was not . . . my luck was that I spoke German.” She was with
four other girls from Bergen-Belsen, two of whom were gassed, and
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then she was sent back to Bergen-Belsen: “I didn’t believe it! Told
people there about Auschwitz, but people didn’t believe me and didn’t
want to believe (what was happening) in Auschwitz.”43

Her husband then interjected: “The Dutch mentality is ‘this
won’t happen to me.’ We couldn’t imagine what was happening in
Auschwitz. . . .We avoid the past.” DUD says 1944–45 was a “terrible
winter, no heat . . . then I was told ‘your wife is back.’ ”

DUE says they lived separately in Bergen-Belsen, and that her hus-
band almost died in a field hospital. She was liberated by the English
army on March 23, 1945. There were thousands of the dead in the
camp. The British put the Germans in the middle of the camp to have
the survivors stone them. In an animated and proud tone, DUE claims:
“I never did. . . . There were three kinds of Jews in the camps:

1. Non-attached (politically) Jews, who died like flies;
2. Ideological Zionists had a higher survival rate;
3. There is something else: Polish Zionists helped each other. I

learned to be myself, to be Jewish, to look after other people. We
were more Dutch than the Dutch.”44

DUD then adds that they were put in a cattle car in April 1945,
after the liberation of Western Germany. He had dysentery and was
very weak. The train was bombed by the allies. At the time, he felt “If
I’m going to sleep, I don’t want to wake up.” The allies dropped pam-
phlets, which “gave me strength, the courage of disaster.” He was lib-
erated by the Russians. At that time, he weighed 32 (about 70
pounds) kilos, was sent to Liege by the Americans, then to
Amsterdam. He was reunited with his wife in Eindhoven
(Netherlands), and says she “looked like a child of 12 years.”45 DUE
then says “I didn’t want to live anymore. Thought my husband had
died.” He had tuberculosis and was ill for two years. . . .

DUD says he knew the war was over by their liberation, but “it
didn’t mean too much to me. Let’s wait and see. We have nothing to
celebrate. I didn’t know what had happened to my family.”

DUE “felt (the end of the war) was too late. We Jews don’t look
backward but forward . . . After the war, no one in the Dutch gov-
ernment was helping us.”

And DUD concludes the interview by declaring: “Egotism and
self-interest, led by the state (and the Volkerbund), just taking care of
yourself, were responsible for the war.” (This may be ironic, given
their prideful, self-reliant survivors’ creed.) “The lack of responsibility
by politicians and others (led to the war).”46
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This Dutch couple appears to have been terrorized but not 
traumatized by their ordeals. Did they survive because of, or despite,
such psychological factors as denial, isolation, and amour-propre?
Perhaps pair-bond support. was also a significant factor in their ability
to cope with extreme political terror.

“DUF” is a Dutch woman who was born in 1936. She has one
brother, now 64 years old. Her father made window displays and had
a textile shop. Her mother also worked in the shop. They were ortho-
dox, nonpracticing Jews. She herself sometimes goes to the synagogue.
She has “no politics, but father couldn’t work after 1940.”

DUF’s first memory of World War II was in 1942, when she was
six and had to wear a yellow star. She first attended a Christian nurs-
ery school, then a Jewish children’s school. Her German grandparents
lived upstairs from her family, but they were deported to Auschwitz
later that year—and never heard from again.

While she was living at home in Amsterdam, DUF heard Germans
shooting Dutch people on the street. Soon thereafter, her uncle and
aunt were deported to the concentration camps: “they were happy to
go, didn’t know what was going to happen.”

In June 1943, when DUF was seven years old, the Gestapo came
and sent her and her parents in a closed cattle car to Westerbork. “I
didn’t know what was going on, but my parents were scared.” They
had no food. While in Westerbork, DUF was beaten once by a soldier
with a leather club. Otherwise, she reports having seen no violence
there.

The following winter, DUF and her immediate family were sent to
Bergen-Belsen, “a special camp.” Others, like her uncle, were sent to
Auschwitz. She was “hungry all the time,” saw people dying, starving.
“I was very scared it could happen to me.”

DUF adds that she knew about the gas chambers. . . . She reports
having to stay undressed for days. She claims there were no rapes, but
the women were very frightened. “Of course I thought I would die:
Had to stand in line every day for bread, since I was the strongest of the
whole family. . . . I was scared, terrified, the whole time, especially when
in line, and I saw people shot as they were trying to escape. . . . The KAPOs
were terrible, both German and Dutch, and they were hated.”

In April 1945, DUF and her parents were put on a train to
Auschwitz. Her father said to a soldier, “Shoot me, not my son.”
They were in Auschwitz for a week. Then, on April 13, the Americans
freed them, and the Germans fled. DUF was eight at the time, and
her parents were very happy. Everyone had to go to a hospital, and
her father had a heart attack.
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During World War II, DUF never saw any fighting or bombing.
After the war had ended, the Red Cross told her family what had 
happened at Auschwitz.

In DUF’s opinion, Hitler, “a crazy man, was responsible [for the
war]; he made the people believe he was right. . . . The allies and the
Soviet Union knew, of course, what was happening to us, but we were
glad they liberated us.”

DUF had nightmares after the war, “not very often, but even now,
about the camps.” (At this point her husband came in and she
stopped talking) “I don’t like wars; I hate wars—it’s always innocent
people who are the victims. . . . Very difficult to stop Hitler without a war
he started.”

DUF professes no belief in an afterlife. “Sometimes if you do
good, you are rewarded: sometimes the evildoers are punished, but
not often. . . . I’m glad I’m still alive.” After the interview, as I was
leaving, DUF declares: “I hate all Germans; they knew. . . . It’s a bad
world. All this is still going on. . . . It was more than 60 years ago, but you
never forget.” DUF is still deeply scarred by her childhood trauma,
and still angry at those she holds responsible. . . .

“DUG” is a Dutch male, born in 1938, and a practicing architect.
He was only two years old when the Nazi occupation of Holland began.

DUG has three sisters, two older, one younger, and five members
of his family were deported to concentration camps. His father was a
dentist, mother a housewife. They were all Orthodox, practicing,
Mizrahi Jews and lived in South Amsterdam, near Anne Frank’s
house.

His first memory of World War II was the day his father brought
home a grenade he’d found on the street. DUG claims there was a
safe atmosphere at home and in his synagogue. He claims to have no
real memory of Germans in Holland then (he was only two–three
years old at the time), and says he heard about them but didn’t see
them.

In April 1941, he recalls that the family went to Nijmegen
(Netherlands) and had to wear the yellow star. In January 1943, his
younger sister was born. DUG doesn’t recall anything about the train
trip, but their deportation “reminded him of Exodus.” He recalls tur-
moil: he didn’t know what was going on. But he adds, “When there
is war, you can also have false thoughts.” Says he was “curious, not
afraid,” and then, “I am always afraid . . . maybe so afraid I don’t
remember anything that I tried not to see then.”

When DUG was five, in January 1944, six members of his family
were sent to Westerbork. DUG says he saw no violence in that camp
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but knew it wasn’t safe. His father got them Peruvian passports. He
recalls having been “very fearful,” especially of “rough, proletarian
Jews who would beat up ‘civilized’ Jews” (like his family. . . ). He
“imagined it could happen to you as well.”

Later that month, the family was sent to Bergen-Belsen, “fearful,
strange, boring surroundings . . . nothing happened.” DUG claims the
Germans were afraid of their bosses. He doesn’t remember any vio-
lence, except for starvation, and he says he didn’t see people die but
knew they were dying. He had a flu and a high fever. On January 21,
1945, they were sent “on a nice Red Cross train” to Weingarten in
South Germany (did he read about it or see it?).

“My memories are culinary. I didn’t see any war: During a war,
nobody sees nothing.” (Is DUG in denial, avoiding what is painful,
or mixing real and post-hoc fabricated memories?) He says he saw a
dead Russian, but though it was a puppet. Weingarten was “very nice,
clean, good food, saw people dying of overeating.”

In February 1945, he was sent to an English school run by the Red
Cross and then sent to Biberach, another small town in southern
Germany. Three months later, they were, “liberated very late, by the
French.” He says he didn’t see any violence, “nobody died in Germany
then, except the Germans.” All his immediate family survived, but
were sick. But his father’s relatives were gassed in Auschwitz and
Sobibor. His last memory of war was when he knew (?) the French
were bombing the Hitler Jugend—he heard American tanks and the
Dutch national anthem. Adults told him the war was over.

DUG says he has no nightmares, but “sometimes I dream and day-
dream about what might happen to my kids if this would happen
again. Where would we go? Not so easy to say who was responsible
for the war. Versailles, Christianity, 6 million unemployed Germans in
1932. Allies made mistakes. Anti-Semitism. Is that cynical enough for
you? War, I don’t like it, I’m not a militarist, but sometimes it’s nec-
essary. My life was destroyed in war, but I’m alive because of the
allies’ war. Sometimes war is a necessary evil.”47

DUG professes no belief in an afterlife (He asked me, “do you?”)—
“I believe only in what I see and even that I don’t believe in! I’m
agnostic—this is not an Orthodox Jewish thought, but the bad are rewar-
ded and the good are punished . . . this is the way how things are going . . .
I’m a very good person and sometimes have seen bad people get rewarded.”
And DUG concludes by saying: “If you say you’re a Holocaust sur-
vivor, people become guilty. . . the border between normality and
abnormality in life and war is very thin. . . . The fact that people are
bad and want to murder one another is more normal than we like to
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think . . . ! I feel very terrorized, so fear is a normal feeling for
me. . . . Everyone in the world can be dangerous. . . . That is what I
learned in the war, even if I didn’t see people die . . . The Germans were
allowed to become sadists, based on my camp experience. . . . You are like
them . . . . It can happen that normal, civilized people can also become
murderers . . . If you remember that, then maybe it won’t happen as
often. . . . It can happen everywhere!” He may be right. . . .

The Warriors

“BD” is a 92-year-old English male whom I interviewed, in person
with his grandson. He is the only person I interviewed who asked me
not to use his name.

BD’s father was an inventor, his mother a housewife. He had a
brother who died in childhood. Born a Baptist, BD converted to 
the Church of England. But he says he is now a pantheist: “God is
everywhere.”

BD describes himself as a “Very nonpolitical person, but I became
a prominent figure in the Conservative Party.” His first memory of
World War I was when German Zeppelins bombed Croydon (near his
home). About World War I, he says he doesn’t remember much,
except that his father was in the Royal Navy and was not injured.

During much of World War II, BD was on an antiaircraft cruiser in
the Royal Navy. His ship was sent to guard the oil pipelines in Libya.
German aircraft attacked the ship. In late 1940, “I sank two sub-
marines and picked up the crews.” BD says the German crew told
him: “We would rather be British POW’s than go back.” BD claims
he didn’t feel “particularly threatened,” but he frequently digressed,
was evasive, and changed the subject.

During combat with the German navy, BD says his ship was
bombed and his friends were killed. He himself was thrown 10–15
feet in the air, hurt his back, and is still injured (more than 60 years
later). He was clearly uncomfortable discussing this, and changed the
subject to card games.

BD’s last memories of World War II involve his duties on a naval
minesweeper, on which he served as deputy commanding officer. “I
wanted to get home.” BD says he “liked the Germans enough,” and
he showed me a letter in German from a German “friend.” Once, on
a destroyer, he says he was sent on a raid of a German radio station,
and he had to shoot a German officer. “It was a very unpleasant thing
to do. He was going for his gun and I grabbed it before he did and shot
him. I felt horrible, I hate killing people. . . . Killing a person is not on my
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personal agenda, but of course you had to do it. He would have done it
to me.”

Furthermore, BD claims that he doesn’t recall the end of the war
and says he had no dreams about the war. “Hitler was an evil man
and had to be contained. No nonviolent way to have stopped Hitler. We
just did what we were told to do. . . . War is a stupid thing . . . for which
there are sometimes nonviolent alternatives, but not with Hitler.”

This was a most unusual interview. For one thing, BD claims not
to have had nightmares, flashbacks, or other postwar problems. But
his grandson—who was sitting next to BD during the entire time—
said, “Grandfather, don’t you remember that you told us after the war
you had frequent nightmares?” Afterward, the grandson told me that
his grandfather exhibited symptoms consistent with a diagnosis of
PTSD. BD’s credibility is thus somewhat in doubt. This indicates the
importance of multiple sources of information to increase the relia-
bility of an interviewee’s statements, especially when the person being
interviewed is a quite elderly war veteran who has had significant
combat experience.

“GD” is a German male born in 1925 in East Prussia, near
Königsberg (the city of the great German philosopher Immanuel
Kant and now part of Russia). His father was a salesman and a “pas-
sive Nazi,” and his mother a Hausfrau. GD had two brothers, one
shot and one missing in Russia in 1944. He was in school until 1941,
and then in the Hitler Jugend (Hitler Youth Organization).

GD’s first memory of World War II was his father saying: “That’s
a declaration of war on the entire world.” He heard the radio broad-
cast of September 1, 1939, when Germany declared war on Poland,
but “had no idea what that meant.”

Soon thereafter, GD joined the Waffen SS and was in a tank in
front of Leningrad. It was “horrible” (grauenvoll). He was cold and
barefoot in the snow, but says he “had no fear that he could die, never
thought about it.” (This is a typical case of psychological denial and
avoidance of the dangers of combat.) His SS commander said “You
don’t have the right stuff.” 

GD was then sent to Estonia. His mother reproached him for join-
ing the Waffen SS (which is believed to have been responsible for
many war crimes). He claims his parents were active in the Christian
resistance to the Nazis, but that he himself at that time believed in
doing his “duty” (Pflicht) and in “obedience” (Gehorsam) to his military
superiors. . . .

In July 1944, GD heard about the attack on Hitler and was afraid
his brother had been involved. He broke his leg, was sent to a
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German hospital, and was afraid he’d be shot by his comrades (who
may have perceived him as a coward or deserter). GD was captured and
spent the end of the war in a U.S. POW camp near Paderborn. He was
severely wounded and felt “shitty.” From 1945 to 1947 GD was in a
U.S. prison but was not tried as a war criminal because lower-level SS
people, like himself, weren’t tried. Instead, he was used as a salesman in
the PX by the U.S. Army. He was released in 1947 and went to Berlin.

During the war, GD claims he “never thought he would die, did his
duty, never felt guilty about what he did or saw.”48 He also says he
didn’t have nightmares right after the war, but in 1985 they started—
he woke up one night and screamed “Nazi Schwein!” (“Nazi pig!”).
He says he still has nightmares, about violence, but doesn’t take med-
icine for that any more (adds that he has cancer now and has been lec-
turing about the war to German audiences—shows me some press
clippings about his lectures).

According to GD, he is now “more Buddhist than Christian, 
doesn’t believe in heaven/hell, but I know that life goes on . . .
I can’t judge who’s good or evil. . . . Violence in war can never be 
justified. . . . Put yourself in the other’s shoes, people must learn to get
along with dictators, as we did with Hitler.”49 GD concludes the inter-
view by telling me about his public self-disclosures (as a former SS
man), trip to Bosnia, work with Jews, and voyage on a Japanese peace
ship. He appears still to be troubled by what he saw (and did . . . )
during World War II, and is making an effort at “reparation.”

“AF” is an American male who was born in 1923 and saw a lot of
combat during World War II. I interviewed him in Sun City Center,
Florida, where he has retired. He is quite active and gives talks to the
public about his experiences during wartime.

AF has four younger brothers and one older sister, all still alive. His
father was a weaver and clothing manufacturer, his mother a house-
wife. A practicing Catholic and active Democrat, AF grew up in
Newburgh, New York. He was in school until 1942, when, at age 19,
he went into the U.S. Army.

While he was still in high school, AF studied the new war. At that
time, he felt detached from it. He heard about Pearl Harbor on the
radio and wondered what the future would be. . . .

AF was sent with his army division to Europe. He saw the devastation
wreaked by the Nazis, especially in Italy.

It was in Anzio that AF first saw combat. But before telling me
about this, AF associated to: “psychiatrist asked me, ‘what were you
scared of?’ I thought of combat. . . . You were scared. . . . ” (uses the
second person) “You weren’t sure whether you survive or not.”
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He felt “great relief” after the initial bombardment and firefight and
remembered “the noise” (bombs, firefights). (During the entire
interview, almost two hours, AF was confused about dates.) “Hard to
explain . . . Was a machine-gunner, sometimes saw the target, some-
times not.” He saw combat in Italy from 1943 to 1944.

AF was comfortable talking about the details of his unit’s march
through Southern Europe, but was uncomfortable speaking in the
first person, especially about what he did and saw. Even when
prompted, he avoided talking about killing/dying—“If targets were
available, you shot.” (The constant use of “you” may indicate anxiety
about killing, and consequent displacement and avoidance of personal
agency and responsibility.) “Had no orders when to shoot, if you
waited for an order, you died.”50

During his march through Italy, AF says his unit was strafed by
planes, but not bombed. He claims that no one to whom he was close
was killed. In August 1944, while U.S. ships shelled German posi-
tions, his unit landed on the beach in the south of France. “You
became supersensitive, the ears go up and you acquire a sixth sense.”
(Hyper-vigilance is an indicator of PTSD.) AF has confusing, non-
linear, fragmented recollections and memories. He says he had very
little contact with (French and German) civilians, but saw dead civil-
ian bodies. He was constantly “concerned and apprehensive” but
claims he never got wounded at the front (a claim that is undermined
by subsequent recollections): “the battle at the Siegfried Line was not
as bad as I thought it would be . . . . You don’t get to know too many
people, not too many friends.”

In January 1945, AF says he was hit by shrapnel in the head, and
was bloodied, His helmet “saved my life. . . . I thought I might be
killed all the time, wasn’t sure what was going to happened, but did-
n’t want to get killed in a strange outfit.” AF also claims he “felt no
difference after he was wounded”.

His unit entered Germany in February 1945. The U.S. Air Force
bombed the Germans, but no there was the Luftwaffe counterattack,
according to AF. They went to Aschaffenburg and then to Nuremberg.
“No difference between them and us, the blood is just as red!”

In March 1945, AF was one of the first GIs to enter the notorious
concentration camp Dachau.51 He says he didn’t know what a con-
centration camp was until then. “An unbelievable scene, mutilated
bodies were stacked up everywhere. . . . You were beside yourself. How
could anyone be so inhuman?” He then showed me two black-and-
white photos taken by his friend of corpses and skeletons in Dachau,
which his company “liberated.” He says he has no idea why the Nazis
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did this. His last memory of combat was street fighting in Munich,
where he was in a ditch and heard 40 mm. shells falling. (He then
showed me a photo of a German jet and said a German jet strafed
him/his company.) In May 1945, in Munich, the fighting stopped.
He was told the Germans had surrendered, but “there wasn’t a word
said, no hurrahs, just quiet . . . . We were silently content, thankful we
were alive and in one piece. . . . My combat days were over, and Patton
took over. . . . ” Later, he heard the atomic bomb had been dropped,
and was thankful—because his division was scheduled to go to Japan.

Did AF have nightmares and flashbacks? Long pause, then he starts
crying . . . and finally says he had terrible dreams when he got home.
His mother told him, “You’re not fit to live like this.” AF then claims
he still gets angry and feels guilty—and he hasn’t talked much about
it since the war. “I didn’t come out of my shell to talk about it until 
4–5 years ago. . . . We men are not as tough as everyone thinks we are . . .
just human.” He still has nightmares and flashbacks. Then he associ-
ates to the war in Iraq, “which is driving all combatants up the wall.”
He says he was sent to a psychiatrist. He couldn’t “stop shaking, and
is knocked out when he hears a noise, sends a chill up my spine, 
after 58 years . . . I was scared I was losing it.” AF says he has no idea
“what triggers it . . . it’s right under the surface of your skin; it doesn’t
leave you.”

“War in general is useless, what a waste of time and men. What do
we gain? What have we learnt? Nothing. We’re destined to make the
same mistakes we did before.”52

Regarding World War II, AF thinks the United States “should have
gone in earlier. . . .With 20/20 hindsight we should have stopped it
earlier. . . . Hitler was mostly responsible . . . and ‘the German 
psyche’ . . . and Japanese warmongers.” AF doesn’t know if there is a
nonviolent alternative to war. “I’m glad we used the atomic bomb.
How would you like to be the first wave of soldiers into Japan? We
knew it was going to be us . . . but we should never have gone into
Iraq . . . a tiger by the tail, like Korea.”53

A devout Catholic, AF believes in an afterlife, heaven/hell, and
“yes, the good are rewarded and the bad punished. . . . But Hitler
might have truly repented.” His belief and support system did not
prevent AF from being acutely traumatized by what he saw (and did?)
during World War II. . . . He is the quintessential bearer of the wounds
of war, most acutely “shell shock. . . . ”

“RLA” is a Russian/Latvian man, born in 1926, in the Kursk
District of Russia. He had five sisters and three brothers. They lived
on a collective farm with his father (a farmer) and mother. While
raised in the Russian Orthodox faith, he says he is a nonbeliever.
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RLA’s first memory of World War II was when he was in seventh
grade (age 15) and heard about the war from a speech by Molotov
(who held many powerful positions in the Soviet Union and was a
close associate of Stalin) on the radio on June 22, 1941, the day
Hitler invaded the USSR. His 30-year-old brother was captured by
the Germans near Smolensk, but escaped. No family members were
killed during the war, except for his eldest sister’s husband.

His recollection of the first bombing attack: “My hair stood up from
fear and I felt nothing. I lost my senses and felt empty. I had no under-
standing of what was happening. I was worrying about friends but had
very little fear for myself.” The air-raid sirens went off just before
German airplanes bombed his village at night—the Germans used
rockets that lit up everything and were dropped on parachutes. “Very
frightening. . . . Why did the Nazis have to bomb my little village? I saw
many dead and injured people, and I had to take care of them. I was
shaking it was so dreadful, but you don’t think about dying because you
drink a lot of vodka.”54

RLA says he was injured during a German attack and showed me
a scar from a bullet that scraped his face. “No one cared about people,
only about war . . . . In war, no one paid attention to such little things.”
His sister was taken to Germany, was sterilized by Nazis, and
returned, childless. He worked on the farm during the war, but “can’t
explain how we survived” (he ate grass!).

At 17, RLA joined the Red Army. From 1943 to 1945, he was in
the battles of Kursk and Smolensk, but couldn’t fight and was evacu-
ated and walked east about 1,000 km. After the siege of Leningrad,
he was sent to Riga, which was heavily bombed. “Who knows how
many people were killed?” He became a sniper in the Red Army and
shot many Germans, but “I couldn’t see them.” (He was defensive and
evasive about talking about killing Germans.) Then he showed pho-
tos of family. His last memory of the war was on May 8–9 in Riga, “a
sunny day,” when saw the Germans leave and felt happy.

From 1948 to 1952, RLA guarded the newly installed (by the
Russians) Latvian Government. Shortly thereafter, he says he became . . .
one of Stalin’s body guards, because of his reputation as a sniper
(“Comrade Kalashnikov” was a nickname).

RLA says he has no strong political beliefs or religious beliefs, and
“I don’t believe in an afterlife—No one comes back.” He blames Hitler
and the Germans for the war, as well as Stalin, “both responsible—
Stalin misused the army and killed the best generals.” There was no
nonviolent way to stop Hitler.

RLA is still plagued by nightmares: “Not only dreams but I had to
fight with the Russians against the Latvians and I can’t tell how long I
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had nightmares.” Even today he sometimes has flashbacks “You can’t
forget. . . . Friends dying before my eyes, torn to pieces. I don’t want any-
one to see the same things and experience the same fear, but this was also
the best time of my life. . . . War is FEAR.” He pauses, sighs, and
digresses. “Germans are the same people as we, not all Germans are
bad.” Then he shows photos. “What is War? The continuation of pol-
itics by other means” (cites Clausewitz). “Politicians are to blame for
wars, who else? . . . Stalin did many good things but people feared him. At
least there was some order, unlike today!”

RLA is another classic victim of war-induced PTSD. He “copes”
with his inner demons through alcoholism. And he apologizes for
having cried. . . .

“EB,” in an Englishman born in 1922. He now lives in Bromley
(just southeast of London). His mother was a homemaker, his father
a clerk. He is an only child and was in school until 1939.

EB’s first memory of war was on September 3, 1939, when he
heard a radio announcement by Churchill. His first memory of
bombing was in September 1940, when he was in London. . . .

At that time, the German air force was making daylight raids on
English cities. EB tried to “keep out of the way of the falling bombs.”
He says he didn’t see anything but heard the explosions. He also
claims he didn’t see anyone killed by the bombs, but “I felt person-
ally at risk and might well have been killed. You slept in the shelters
in the tube stations.”

EB joined the RAF at the end of 1941. He went on bombing raids
of Hamburg, Berlin, Leverkusen, and the Ruhr in a Halifax bomber
with a crew of seven. In August 1943, his plane was shot down 
over Germany. EB says everyone in his crew was killed except for 
himself and the pilot. He landed in a tree and was caught by the
Germans but was not ill-treated when he was interviewed at Luftwaffe
headquarters.

In October 1943, EB was sent to Stalag 3 on the Polish border.
“Time lost all sense.” He says he escaped from this POW camp on
March 23, 1944. But he was caught again, and confined in another
Stalag until December 1944. Germans marched him to Bremen,
where he remained until April 1945. EB says he was very ill there, but
was freed by the British RAF.

EB’s last memory of the war was in London, where he celebrated
VE Day. His last memory of bombing was as a perpetrator: his plane
dropped bombs on Berlin. . . .

EB says he has frequent dreams about the war, even now. These
include nightmares; and he feels disoriented—asking himself “where
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am I?”—when he sees war films. He claims to have had “No com-
punction about what we did, the bombing. We had no defenses against
the German bombing. The only way to win the war was bombing
Germany, which I did very effectively from 1942 on.”55 Perhaps he is in
denial about what he (and many others on all sides “who were just
following orders . . . ”) felt and perhaps he feels (still unconscious)
guilt over his actions. Perhaps not. . . .

In any event, EB believes that Hitler and the Germans who fol-
lowed him were responsible for the war. “Hitler was a very good civil-
ian leader but was mentally deranged.” In his view, Japan was also
responsible for the war, Italy less so.

EB claims to have neither political nor religious convictions. But
he was in the Church of England. He professes no belief in an after-
life, but he does believe the good are rewarded and that many bad
deeds, not all, are punished.

EB concluded the interview by saying: “I was a POW, and if I had-
n’t escaped and if Germany had won the war, I would have been tried
by the Germans as a war criminal, and I would have claimed I was ‘just
following orders.’. . . Sadly, war is a necessity that occurs from time to
time because there is no alternative to control the actions of a nation or
a group of people. War will continue, sadly.”56

EB is both a victim and a perpetrator. Like most warriors and 
decision-makers, EB seems to have a realistic political appraisal of his
actions, but little explicit understanding of the ethics or psychology
underlying them. This a major reason why war is continuing, sadly.

On a Beautiful September Day. . .

More than a half-century after the end of World War II, it was a
sparkling clear mid-September morning in New York City. A young
psychology graduate student, “AC,” suddenly flashed on the very real
“possibility of my life being taken away.” He was near the World
Trade Center in New York City on September 11, 2001, “a beautiful
September day. . . .”

On that morning, AC was about 1.5 blocks from the WTC when
he felt his building shake. He didn’t know what was happening. 
He looked outside and saw smoke above the buildings—“no one
knew what was going on.” Then he saw the two twin towers on 
fire—“curious, so clean and perfect, nothing horrible.” He initially
thought bombs had gone off. He didn’t see the people fall from the
towers and didn’t think the buildings would collapse. “Felt helpless,
gawking.”
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AC saw one horrified woman and if asked he could help her. Then
“the ground shook like an earthquake—What the hell was it?” and he
ran, saw smoke, and felt “surreal, like The Bicycle Thief.” He had trou-
ble breathing. The crowd was very panicky and in a frenzy, “this was
the first time I noticed my state of fear. I didn’t know how things would
go. . . . Then the buildings collapsed and were covered by smoke. Was 
in shock, amazement, ‘I’ve got to keep my body moving’ ” was what he
constantly told himself . . . . 57

The most frightening moment of the whole day for AC was when
he had a clear view of the twin towers, one on fire and one had fallen
down. Then the ground shook again, as the second tower collapsed.
“I will never forget that view. . . . When will this end? We were in shock
and didn’t know what would happen next. When I saw the WTC on fire,
I saw his (Osama bin Laden’s!?) face floating in the sky and had an
image of his face, I knew it was a planned terrorist attack. I hope that
evolution can end war. . . . Yes, I felt terrified when I saw the crowd run-
ning around me and felt paralyzed for one second on my bike. . . . The
people who did it are likely to get away with it, but there is a price for
your actions.”58

AC does not believe in an afterlife. And his notion of justice is
restricted to “the ongoing reward of humanity. . . . This is a battle, not a
war. There is a way to fight this battle without violence, reconciliation
between the terrorists and their enemies: Why did you do this? What do
you want? Should attempt reconciliation before large-scale interna-
tional conflict, which enters a primordial level with its own logic. . . .War
is inescapable and irrational.”59

AC has the hope that one day humankind can evolve past war.
While he exhibits some anxiety, there appears to be little if any trauma
or terror. He is detached. . . . Is this a, perhaps the, key to maintaining
equilibrium during and after a potentially terrifying experience?

Several miles farther uptown in Manhattan, a young woman
American female, “AA,” is in a midtown office, not her regular
office near the WTC. AA was born in 1977, and was 24 years old
on September 11, 2001. She has one brother, one sister, and a father
and mother who work in finance and health care. AA is a practicing
Catholic and believes in an afterlife. She describes herself as
“strongly Democratic and peace activist.” And she works in financial
services.

On the morning of September 11, AA saw many people in the
streets of midtown Manhattan, “a mass exodus trying to get out of
the city.” She also saw the smoke in lower Manhattan, “but never
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thought the WTC would collapse.” She claims to have been “afraid for
her colleagues downtown,” especially when she saw the WTC on TV.

AA’s most constant thought concerned her own survival—“how to
get home ok and to stay calm”—but she “felt personally threatened,
panicked, your heart was beating fast and it was very scary to feel that
was actually attacking you.”60 She “was trying to keep calm,” and
“would have gone crazy because I knew something else—that you
could be next.” She says she didn’t see the buildings collapse, but
“felt in great danger.”

While walking eastward (away from Manhattan) on the
Queensborough Bridge, AA saw that “the towers are gone” and
started to smell the smoke, “like burning oil . . . which was horrible,
and the air had changed, but it may have been psychological.” She
says she was in a state of disbelief and was crying. No one she knew
directly died, but many people in a WTC firm she knew, Cantor
Fitzgerald, were—“friends of friends.”

“It was crazy. No one knew what was going to happen or if it
would be safe. I started crying hysterically. . . . It was like an atom
bomb had gone off in the city.” AA didn’t go back to work for
two weeks. In her office near the WTC, some windows were blown
out and she lost some personal items. She still has dreams about it,
“but not nightmares” she claims, and fantasizes about the WTC “as
a beautiful rebuilt memorial.”

A week later, AA went to the site of the WTC, “I couldn’t breathe
because the smell was so bad, felt like a voyeur. . . . Maybe I could have
helped them there, still feel that way. I should have been there; I wish
I had been there with everyone.”61 This recalls the “survivor’s guilt”
reportedly experienced by many people who outlived friends and rel-
atives who were victims of accidents, disasters, terrorist attacks, and
concentration camps.

AA says she was worried about other people, as well as about what
might happen next. And she reports having visions of people falling
from the towers and of visualizing (imagining) her coworkers’ panic.
AA now thinks Osama bin Laden did it, but has a “hard time believ-
ing that any one person could be responsible. . . . I really don’t know
how it could have happened. . . . ”62

AA has a strong view about what should be done. She is convinced
that the response of the United States toward terrorism should not be
a “war against terror, but a military response for solving problems
between states. The United States should deal with terrorism not through
killing people or bombing or making others suffer. . . . If you want to
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destroy terrorism, you have to look at all the reasons for terrorists and
terrorism. There should only be a nonviolent response to terrorism.”63

Although she is a believing Catholic, AA initially says she doesn’t
think the good are rewarded and bad are punished. “The soul is eter-
nal,” she starts, then changes her mind and says “yes, you are
rewarded for leading a good life, but am not sure about punishment.
The only judge is God.”

AA admits she was terrified, especially by the smoke, which pene-
trated everything for two–three days, and was coughing for a week
later. She appears to have been quite traumatized by what she sensed
on September 11, and survivor’s guilt may intensify her feelings.

“EC” is an English female who works as an artist and has been liv-
ing near the World Trade Center in New York. She was born in 1956
in London, so she was 44 years old on September 11, 2001. Her
mother and father, a postman, are both from London. She has no
siblings, nor strong religious or political beliefs.

On the morning of September 11, EC was riding her bike. She was
accompanied by her boyfriend (AA) and another male friend. She
glanced toward the WTC but didn’t know what had happened. EC
didn’t think it was terrorism at first, “just a plane hitting the build-
ing. . . . I felt afraid—couldn’t comprehend what was going on, unpre-
dictable, didn’t know what would happened, had to get out of
the area.”

EC heard a loud rumbling noise, then “saw a giant cloud of dust
overtaking us. I shut down, just moved on, difficult to breathe, had
to go with the crowd, then saw the second tower collapse” (long
pause . . . ) “and I didn’t feel safe at all, had to get home. . . . I feel
immensely lucky that I might have gone to the WTC and {if I had
done so} would be dead, but we didn’t go. . . . I didn’t feel physically
threatened that I myself might be killed didn’t feel panic or terror (?),
since I was far enough away from the WTC. But I saw terrified peo-
ple, how they looked, with an unknown quality to their face, a fixed look,
no eye contact, screaming. . . . ”

EC reports she started having nightmares a couple of days later.
These went on for about a month, and she says she didn’t want to talk
to anyone. She says she has had no flashbacks. “The news said
‘Arab terrorists’ did it.” EC does not believe in an afterlife, and she
thinks that “most evildoers are punished, but their victims are tragi-
cally lost. The attack on the WTC was an act of war against the United
States generally, but it depends on how you define ‘war.’ Not an ‘act of
terrorism.’ War is futile, and [we] should try negotiations rather than
war. There is no justification for the use of violence between states.”

78 Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition



EC’s response to the attack, and her description of her subsequent
feelings and behavior, fit the profile of the quintessential survivor of
potentially traumatizing events. She appears to have been temporarily
upset and mildly traumatized. But her symptoms seem to have grad-
ually dissipated. She also appears to have had significant social sup-
port. How EC would have responded had she been in the WTC itself
is open to question, as are the prospects for deeper and longer-lasting
trauma should she (and millions of others . . . ) be affected by another
potentially traumatizing event.

“AD” is an American male, who was 53 years old when he was in
the WTC on September 11, 2001. He is a practicing Catholic and
works as a construction (formerly a nuclear) engineer. His father
worked in a manufacturing plant, mother a housewife, both practic-
ing Catholics. AA is the eldest of five children and describes himself
as politically “independent” and interested in local politics.

On September 11, 2001, at about 8:45 AM, AD was working 
high up in WTC 2, the northeast corner, when he heard a loud jet
engine, “a deafening sound.” He saw a fireball and said “holy shit!”
There were holes in the building and a fire. (AD had been in the
WTC during the previous terrorist attack, in February 1993, but
had left the building before the attack, and no one he knew was
hurt then.)

AD took an elevator to the seventy-eighth floor. He was “not
scared yet but some people were scared.” He saw some people jump-
ing out of the windows. He left the WTC, and saw its north side blow
out. Then he heard the explosion, went to the subway took it to 34th
street, “It was not a place to be.”

Then he heard the first tower fall, and saw smoke rising into a
“cloud.” “It was unreal . . . Let me just get away from here, it didn’t
feel right . . . Saw the fire as I glanced back.” AD says he was “not sur-
prised, but saddened (by the attack). . . . When the second plane hit it,
I had to get out of there, but I didn’t fear for my own life . . . not calm,
but agitated.” He had led thirteen people from his office downstairs
to safety.

To AD, the attack on the World Trade Center was “a terrible,
unfathomable, cowardly act . . . . How can death be profitable to life . . . ?
This (attack) does go against all the order in the world. . . . Not a war,
but a war against Israel, that won’t stop . . . but the United States is con-
ducting a world war against terrorism . . . . Preemptive strikes are not 
the answer. . . . There is a nonviolent solution—to solve the Middle East
problem. . . . War is never a good solution. . . . History shows that every
weapon system ever created will be used.”64
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AD also says he’s “dabbled” in nuclear energy, which “can’t be
harnessed reliably. . . . War was a necessary evil before, but not
now. . . world has gotten smaller. . . we have to live together.” He believes
in an afterlife, but “not quite” that the good are rewarded and the
bad are punished, which “faith tells me.” AD claims that he “never
felt terrified himself, but saw terrified people screaming and running
for their lives. . . . We were very lucky. . . My hero was the pilot of the
first plane . . . he saved my life by hitting below my office . . . I had a
50/50 chance of getting out.”65

At the conclusion of the interview, AD claimed that he had no
nightmares, but has had flashbacks about the loss of life in the WTC.
His everyday assumptions have been called into question, a theme to
be developed in chapter 4. He seems to have very mild trauma (evi-
dent in the continuing flashbacks), but is detached from the experi-
ences he has twice had in what was once the “financial center of the
world. . . . ” Perhaps the power of faith has also helped insulate him;
perhaps there is something in his character that has buffered him from
severe trauma.

Why do AD and AC (the male graduate student) seem to have
come away from the World Trade Center attack relatively unscathed,
whereas many others (including AA, the female financial services
worker who was not at “Ground Zero”) are still traumatized by what
they saw, heard, smelled, and felt on that “beautiful September morn-
ing?” Why do some victims of political terror endure lifelong trauma-
tization, and others appear to “adjust” to whatever environment in
which they find themselves (including Auschwitz)? And what do
these survivors’ recollections, experiences, and inner worlds have to
tell us about them, and about us? It is to these questions that I
now turn.

80 Terror, Terrorism, and the Human Condition



4

Surviving the Unendurable:

Coping, and Failing to Cope,

with Terror

The responses of survivors to extreme life events tell us a great deal
about our common human needs, capacities, and illusions. . . .Traumatic
life events involve reactions at life’s extremes. By understanding trauma
we learn about ourselves, victim and nonvictim alike, and begin to
become aware of our greatest weaknesses and our surest strengths.1

Ronnie Janoff-Bulman

Terror for me was an auditory process. I was terrified all the time but
had no words for it.

German Survivor of the Allied Bombing of Wurms in 1944–45

From Fear and Anxiety To Terror 
and Trauma

We all feel afraid from time to time. Some of us may be nervous a lot
of the time, especially during times of acute stress. That is normal.
Fear is perhaps even a healthy response to real danger—inducing us
to take appropriate self-protective measures; fear may thereby pro-
mote our security and survival. But if not skillfully managed, anxiety,
terror, and trauma, especially in extreme forms, may threaten, not
preserve, our very existence and that of our species.

Anxiety is different from fear, terror, and trauma, although severe
anxiety is usually an essential feature of terror, and trauma may or may
not follow a bout of intense anxiety or terror.2 Anxiety is intense fear,
fright, and/or dread—usually of limited duration—of some unknown,
unseen, usually internal threat, often “imaginary.”3 Anxious people may



sweat profusely and have other psychosomatic and neurobiological
“markers.” They may attempt (unsuccessfully) to “fight” or ward off
their acute fear, or may try to flee from the perceived threat. But they
usually do so in vain, since sooner or later they are tossed back into
their anxiety-inducing inner world, a character-structure (or “disorder,”
in psychopathological parlance4) that may be temporarily evaded (via
drugs, sex, alcohol, combat, or some other intoxicant . . . ) but is rarely
“overcome.”

Terror, on the other hand, while initially experienced as a state of
acute anxiety, may be perceived by a terrified person to be of indefi-
nite duration, and is endured in the face of what is usually a known,
visible, and all-too-real threat to one’s existence. Terror is more
intense than “neurotic” anxiety. And the terrified, unlike people who
are merely afraid, feel themselves incapable of either “flight or
fight”—they are immobilized.

A terrifying experience may open a pathway into the repressed,
unconscious zone of “basic” or “annihilation anxiety,” a mental state
in which the person feels their very existence is threatened.5 But while
terror is a portal into this “existential” anxiety, it is identical with neither
neurotic nor basic anxiety.

Terror may or may not lead to trauma, an “internal breach or dam-
age to existing mental structures” in which “the predominant emo-
tional experience is intense fear and anxiety.”6 While an anxious person
is usually more likely to become terrified—during and/or after a ter-
rorist attack for example—than a person without a preexisting “anxiety
disorder,” it is unclear why and how a terrified person does or does not
become traumatized. This is in part because of the paucity of scholarly
(or even popular!) literature on terror—which is synonymous neither
with anxiety (though a preexisting anxiety “disorder” may intensify a
terrifying experience) nor with trauma (though a single, or repeated,
experience of terrifying intensity may or may not induce trauma).

There is also the possibility that—precisely because terror is so
threatening to our peace of mind and may so radically call into ques-
tion our most basic (optimistic) assumptions about the world, other
people, and our own existence—the very topic is avoided rather than
investigated, even by scholars. Accordingly, terror is quite literarily
“terror incognita . . . .” In any event, our understanding of acute states
of mental anguish—of which terror is perhaps the most neglected—is
at best rudimentary and is very much a “work in progress.”

Trauma may or may not result from terror. While virtually all
trauma-inducing experiences involve extreme stress and terror, not all
terrified people become traumatized.7
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“Trauma,” which is derived from the Greek word for “wound,”
was initially used during the early twentieth century in the sense of a
psychological shock, a sharp penetration of the elaborately constructed
mechanisms of unconscious defenses of a person subjected to a sudden,
unnerving, and horrifying jolt to their system. Trauma has also come to
denote severe physical injury. For example, Webster’s New International
Dictionary defines trauma as: (1). “An injury or wound to a living
body caused by the application of external force or violence,” and,
(2): “a psychological or emotional stress or blow that may produce
disordered feelings or behavior.”8

In his possibly most innovative (and controversial) “metapsycho-
logical” essay—“Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920)—Sigmund
Freud described as “traumatic any excitations from outside which are
powerful enough to break through the protective shield. . . . the con-
cept of trauma necessarily implies a connection of this kind with a
breach in an otherwise efficacious barrier against stimuli. Such an
event as an external trauma is bound to provoke a disturbance on a
very large scale in the functioning of the organism’s energy and to set
in motion every possible defensive measure. . . . In the case of the ordi-
nary traumatic neuroses, two characteristics emerge prominently:
first, that the chief weight in their causation seems to rest on the fac-
tor of surprise, of fright; and secondly, that a wound or injury inflicted
simultaneously works as a rule against the development of a neurosis.
‘Fright,’ ‘fear,’ and anxiety are improperly used as synonymous
expressions . . . . ‘Anxiety’ describes a particular state of expecting the
danger or preparing for it, even though it may be an unknown one.
‘Fear’ requires a definite object of which to be afraid. ‘Fright’ how-
ever, is the name we give to the state a person gets into when he {or
she} has run into a danger without being prepared for it; it empha-
sizes the factor of surprise. I do not believe that anxiety can produce
a traumatic neurosis.”9

But terror—for which the closest expressions in English are
“extreme fright” or “stark fear”—can induce trauma. And if the trauma
lasts longer than “normal” (e.g., possibly many years after the trauma—
inducing, terrifying experience), it may become a “neurotic” (or even
psychotic, as in paranoia) syndrome—namely, posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), possibly the most contentious and politically
debated diagnostic term in the psychotherapeutic nosology.10

PTSD was adopted by the American Psychiatric Association in the
1980 edition of its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM III). At that time, it seemed a plausible framework
for assessing and treating the problems of people as diverse as victims
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of child abuse and of “war traumas”—formerly called “shell shock”
and “combat neuroses”—especially psychologically disturbed American
veterans of the Vietnam War. Since the 1990s, PTSD has become a
political football to be tossed between skeptics (“scientific” psycholo-
gists and other critically minded human scientists and psychiatrists) and
clinical practitioners (mostly within the American Psychological
Association).

Like fear and anxiety, fright and dread, terror and trauma, PTSD is
a theoretical term. All these nouns are used in ordinary language to
refer to intense emotional experiences and mental states. Like all the-
oretical constructs, these terms are elusive and imprecise. And the states
of mind and body they presume to specify are tricky to observe and
difficult to measure.

But these conceptual and methodological difficulties should not
deter us from attempting to describe the experiences of terrified and
traumatized people. These descriptions are based on the victims’ 
self-reports as well as on systematic (sometimes “clinical”) observa-
tion of their verbal and nonverbal language. This procedure is an ini-
tial step toward understanding the reasons why people who are
exposed to similar threats to their existence respond in a variety of
ways to terrifying situations—including virtually all readers of this
book. . . .

Most of us will be a trauma victim during our lives. The probabil-
ity of a resident of the United States being in or observing a serious
accident, natural disaster, physical or sexual assault, or other event
involving the possibility of serious injury or death has been estimated
at between 70 and 80 percent over the course of a lifetime.11 And this
figure does not include combat and torture casualties, or illness and
death/dying from “natural” causes.12

There is a wide range of internal and behavioral responses to
potentially traumatizing events. Some people are better able to
respond to political (and other forms of) terror; others are literally
driven mad or are “numbed” into insensitivity by their experiences.13

And quite a few may be traumatized for days or weeks but do not evi-
dence the “chronic” trauma characteristic of PTSD. In other words,
just as there is a continuum—without precise boundary lines—of
frightening experiences from fear to anxiety and terror, so there is a
spectrum of trauma, ranging from transient and mild to chronic and
severe PTSD.14

In order to consider the factors that may shield us from or increase
the risk of trauma, let us undertake a brief phenomenological description
of the terrified. . . .
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A Group Portrait of the Terrified

Between February 2002 and December 2003, 52 victims and 
perpetrators of terrifying political attacks were interviewed, mostly in
person or on the phone by myself without an interpreter.15 Twenty-
eight are women, and 24 are men. They come from 14 nations and
represent 15 distinguishable ethnic groups.16 At the time of the inter-
views, they ranged in age from 25 to 94; and at the time of the terri-
fying incident(s), they ranged in age from 2 to 44. Most people,
however, were adolescents or young adults during their encounters
with political terror.

The people I interviewed can be divided into two general groups—
victims and warriors. Forty five people (28 females and 17 males)
were exposed to varying lengths and degrees of politically induced
terror, and six others (all males) were in combat, where they saw
and/or committed significant acts of violence (one elderly Latvian
male, who said he was in the SS, was mum about exactly what he did
and saw during World War II, and so he was not included in the
above total).

In addition, all the warriors I interviewed may also have been 
victimized by the violence they saw and/or committed, and they all
exhibit demonstrable signs of PTSD. These combat veterans performed
“dual roles,” as perpetrators and victims of war-related political ter-
ror. And they have all paid a significant psychological (and in several
instances physical) price for having served their countries during
wartime. . . .

Of course, this is an extremely small sample of combat veterans,
and no previous study of which I am aware indicates a PTSD rate of
100 percent. Nonetheless, Chris Hedges reports similar findings: “In
the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, almost a third of all Israeli casualties were
due to psychiatric causes, and the war lasted only a few weeks. A
World War II study determined that after sixty days of continuous
combat, 98 percent of all surviving soldiers will have become psychi-
atric casualties. They found that a common trait among the 2 per-
cent who were able to endure sustained combat was a predisposition
toward ‘aggressive psychopathic personalities.’ ”17 I also consider the
“personality profiles” of “successful” and “unsuccessful” survivors of
political terror.

Twenty seven of the other 45 interviewees are victims of state terror,
or terrorism “from above.” Nine are survivors of “classic” terrorist
attacks “from below.” Three spent time in involuntary confinement,
where they may have been mentally and/or physically tortured. 
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And the other six are Dutch concentration camp survivors of the
Holocaust.

The vast majority of terrorism survivors “from above” were ter-
rorized by what was literally dropped on their towns and farms from
above—bombs. So were six of the warriors, five of the victims of
classical terrorism, and two of the Dutch concentration camp survivors
(who also had the misfortune to have been in Rotterdam during the
German firebombing of the center of that city). And to this day, they
“hear” the bombs falling accompanied by the terrifying, whining
noise of the “rockets” as they whizzed over their heads. . . .

To be subjected to an aerial or ground-based bombing or rocket
attack is to have one’s senses assaulted, and, in some cases, altered. It
is said that the last sense we lose while we die is hearing. This appears
also to be the sense that is most immediately and radically affected
during a terrifying political attack.

Over two-thirds of all the people I interviewed commented on the
horrible, maddening drone of the planes that flew over their heads
and of the hellish whistles and earthshaking blasts of the bombs drop-
ping and exploding near them. For example, a Latvian-Russian female
bombing survivor exclaimed: “I just had to hear the noise of the
explosives and my heart would stop when I heard that sound.”18 And
a Czech woman who had the misfortune to have been near the center
of Plzen when American dive-bombers attacked it in the winter of
1945, recollects how she “was terrified when her building and apart-
ment were hit by U.S. bombs. Everybody was frozen while hearing
the whistling of the bombs dropping on them, and were unable to
run away.”19

Many bombing survivors still wake up in the middle of the night
having been stirred from their sleep by dreams of bombing. And others
have daydreams (or flashbacks) that catch them unaware, often when
they see films and television programs with images of war.20

Terrifying political attacks also dramatically impact our vision.
Almost half of the interviewees commented on the ghastly things they
saw, including “mounds of corpses,” “crazed lions running through
the center of Berlin,” “the bodies of people and horses everywhere,”
“fires raging out of control,” and “a mushroom cloud rising like a
smoking volcano over Nagasaki.”21 While—from a considerable
distance— there may be a kind of macabre or terrible “beauty” about
atomic-bomb explosions and airplanes crashing into skyscrapers, there
is nothing remotely pretty about the horrors visited upon living human
beings on the ground who are the witting or “unintended” targets of
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“strategic bombing” or “holy war.” Visual flashes of devastation and
destruction dating back decades haunt the “inner eyes” of terrorism
survivors to this day. . . .22

Although taste, touch, and smell are not mentioned as often sight
and sound, terrorism survivors do recall many specific instances of
assaults on these senses as well. A Dutch woman who was in Rotterdam
on May 14, 1940, when the German Luftwaffe firebombed her city
said “there was a fire like hell, streets and houses burned . . . (I) was on
a roof and smelled dead people, everything and everyone burning.”23

Often, several senses and one’s core personal identity (especially
one’s memory and ability to trust other people) are scarred by 
traumatizing wartime events, especially if they occur during early
childhood. For example, a Russian lady who tried to escape from the
center of Leningrad in June 1941, just before the blockade, described
how she, as a five-year-old child “was left on a train that was bombed.
I saw many people killed, and a woman burned to death. . . . Very
scary, very dirty. . . and papa died on the front . . . somewhere. . . .
This war gave me pain and nothing else. I had no childhood 
because of this war. . . . Was is a horror, a big evil . . . do everything to
avoid it!”24

Hunger, starvation, extreme cold, ice, smoke, acrid fumes, and
firestorms also traumatized many of the people I interviewed. This
was especially true during the 900-day blockade and siege of
Leningrad, when many people burned their own books to have some
heat during the frigid winters, and others barely subsisted on food
and water rations that did little to quell chronic hunger and acute
thirst. And the 9/11 survivors I interviewed have the stench of the
clouds of noxious smoke and the taste of the ashes that fell from the
sky that day forever etched on their sensory recall.25

What Terror Means . . . How Terror Feels . . .

Based on my investigation and reading of the relevant scholarly and
clinical literature—and as a spur to future research—I have reached
the following provisional conclusions about terror and its impact on
the terrified:

As I said in chapter 1, the term “terror” denotes both a phenomeno-
logical experience of paralyzing, overwhelming, and ineffable mental
anguish, as well as a behavioral response to a real or perceived life-
threatening danger. My analysis of ex-post facto (sometimes as much as
80 years after the events occurred) descriptions of terrifying experiences
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by people I have interviewed highlights the following factors common
to virtually all terror survivors:

First, the experience is described as having been overwhelming. The
people felt helpless and completely vulnerable during the time of the
assault (mostly bombings by airplanes during war or car bombs during
terrorist attacks).

Second, the victims described the situation as uncontrollable, a
time of loss of autonomy and surrender of self-control to an often
unseen, and always menacing, “other.”

Third, the outcome of the event is universally depicted as unknow-
able and unpredictable—possibly leading to bodily injury and/or
death—and the terror is felt to be of indefinite if not infinite duration.

Fourth, the salient subjective feeling is that of acute anxiety, some-
times panic, and the cognitive orientation is of profound spatial/
temporal disorientation.

Fifth, the person experiences their body as frozen, immobilized,
and often paralyzed, incapable of self-direction and mobility.

Finally, the intensity of the experience of terror is so great that most
people find themselves unable to speak, and later are left wordless when
they attempt verbally to describe it.

Terror is profoundly sensory (often auditory), and is pre- or post-
verbal. The ineffability of terror is a complement to, and often a result
of, the unspeakable horror(s) of war(s) and other acts of collective
political violence (like torture, confinement, and genocide).

Terror and trauma are experienced as potentially lethal assaults on
one’s being-in-this-world, on one’s integrity as an embodied ego, on
one’s sanity, on one’s existence. . . . They force upon us the all-too-real
possibility of our own death and disintegration, a prospect from
which we normally flee via “bad faith” (Sartre) and “inauthentic
being-in-the-world” (Heidegger). As Freud says, “We displayed an
unmistakable tendency to ‘shelve’ death, to eliminate it from life. We
tried to hush it up. . . . That is our own death of course. Our own
death is indeed unimaginable, and whenever we make the attempt to
imagine it we can perceive that we really survive as spectators. . . .
at bottom no one believes in his own death . . . in the unconscious
every one of us is convinced of his own immortality.”26 And Ernest
Becker has argued that the fear, or “terror,” of death is universal and
all-consuming.27

The fear of violent death, as the English philosopher Thomas
Hobbes and many other “political realists” have argued, is what
induces us to surrender our absolute freedom to a sovereign authority
whom we authorize to use any and every means necessary—including
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the infliction of violent death on our “enemies”—to safeguard us
from a “state of nature” in which there is a perpetual “war of every-
one against everyone.” Therefore, both historically and psychody-
namically, war, terror, the fear of violent death, and trauma are
dialectically related.

But the damage done to wartime terror victims often persists long
after official hostilities have ceased, and trauma-inducing terrifying
experiences during peacetime may exacerbate the psychological
wounds of war and combat. As Freud says, “. . . the war neuroses are
(the) only traumatic neuroses, which . . ., occur in peace-time too,
after terrifying experiences or severe accidents. . . . In traumatic and
war neuroses the ego is defending itself from a danger which threat-
ens it from without or which is embodied in a shape assumed by the
ego itself . . . . In both cases the ego is afraid of being damaged—in the
latter case by the libido and in the former case by external violence.”28

Narcissistic injury is potentially traumatic.
For all mental states and human qualities—from intelligence and

beauty to anxiety and stress—there is a wide spectrum of experiences
and perceptions, ranging from very low to very high, with most
falling in the “moderate” range. Terror is no different. And the peo-
ple I interviewed—in terms of their comparative vulnerability to ter-
ror or their relative resilience from potentially traumatizing political
experiences— are distributed along a spectrum of terror and trauma.

The Spectrum of Terror and Trauma

Of the survivors of political terror from above whom I interviewed, a
little more than half (14/27) exhibit moderately high or very high
symptoms of terror and/or PTSD—about 60 percent of the females
(11/18) and one-third of the males (3/9).29 Among the concentra-
tion camp survivors, 2/3 (4/6) still exhibit discernible trauma (3 out
of 4 female survivors, and 1 out of 2 males). Fifty-five percent (5/9)
victims of terrorism from below (either 9/11/01 in Manhattan, or
Spanish survivors of terrorist attacks) appear traumatized (all the
females I interviewed, and no males . . . ). And all three people who
were involuntarily confined are still perceivably shaken. Taken
together, over 60 percent (32 of 51) of the people I interviewed who sur-
vived political terror still exhibit detectable signs of trauma, either mild
or severe.

It is also useful to distinguish between those terror victims who
appear to have suffered very intense bouts of terror and still appear to
be highly traumatized (10 people: 8 females—2 each from Germany,
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Holland, and Spain, and one each from Russia and the United States;
and two males—one Russian/Latvian and one American, both com-
bat veterans), and those survivors who exhibit quite low levels of terror
and trauma (7 people: 4 females—1 Dutch, 1 English, 1 Russian/
Latvian, and 1 Ukrainian/Russian; and 3 males, 2 Ukrainian/
Russians, and 1 Danish). Based on my analysis of the data—which I
did prior to reading other studies done of terror victims and PTSD—
there are (at least) 10 discernible factors that seem to predispose the
people I interviewed toward, or buffer people against, intense terror
and traumatization. I have ranked them in order of importance, with
the first four factors appearing to be significantly (and perhaps sur-
prisingly. . . ) more determinative of the presence or absence of terror
and trauma than the other variables.

Of Primary Importance are:

1. Temperament/personality/character structure. People with preex-
isting anxiety and/or depressive tendencies seem the most vulnerable
to terror and PTSD.30 In sharp contrast, people with what may be
described as “obsessive-compulsive” characters (using such defensive
mechanisms and related psychological styles as avoidance, extreme
attention to detail, persistence, evasiveness, perfectionism, denial, pro-
jection, and repression) with “narcissistic” features (such as unusual
self-absorption, grandiosity, superficial charm, manipulativeness, and
extreme dedication to self-preservation) seem to have been the least
terrorized and traumatized among the interviewees.31 Sigmund Freud
called this character structure “the narcissistic-obsessional libidinal
type,” and Freud also claimed that this “type represents the variation
most valuable from the cultural standpoint, for it combines independ-
ence of external factors and regard for the requirements of conscience
with the capacity for energetic action, and it reinforces the ego against
the super-ego.”32 Furthermore, it is my observation that “narcissistic-
obsessional types”—because of their devotion to self-protection and
personal survival and due to their skill at utilizing the tools and peo-
ple available in any environment, no matter how degraded, to survive
and thrive—are also the most “successful” in acquiring wealth, power,
and social influence in market capitalist and advanced industrial 
societies. Ego-centrism, or amour-propre, may be unusually self-
interested, but it also may be a very useful survival skill.33 However, it
should be emphasized that such categorizations (in terms of possible
character structure and psychopathology) are not meant to be exclusive
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and rigid, but rather are designed to provide an indication of the
(largely unconscious) coping strategies of the most and least traumatized
victims of political terror. And it is also possible that obsessiveness and
narcissism, both “normal” and “pathological,” may be culturally bound
if not entirely socially constructed.34 This explanatory framework is also
not meant to diminish the important role of non-psychological factors
(such as bureaucracy, group pressure, greed, imperialism, political/
military leadership, and obedience to authority) in the genesis and pre-
vention of potentially traumatizing terror and violence.35 In fact, as
Erich Fromm argues, “The thesis that war” (and terrorism) “is caused
by man’s aggression is not only unrealistic but harmful. It detracts
attention from the real causes and thus weakens the opposition to
them. . . . The psychological problem lies . . . not in the causation of war
but in the question: What psychological factors make war possible even
though they do not cause it?” My claim about temperament/
personality/character structure is restricted to hypothesizing that a
necessary, but not sufficient, condition for experiencing intense or mild
terror, and for developing or resisting PTSD, is one’s psychological
makeup, which may also be a genetic/heredity-based characteristic for
the commission of “good” or “evil” deeds.36 Individual terror, like
political terrorism and war, is inconceivable without a psychological
component, but other dimensions of human activity—political, eco-
nomic, social, biological, ideological, and cultural—are also required
for causing, and understanding, complex human motivations, behaviors,
institutions, and actions.

2. Gender and ethnicity. Females appear to be more vulnerable than
males, and girls/young women from Hispanic (Spanish and Latin
American) and Russian backgrounds appear to be the most vulnera-
ble females. Studies cited earlier in this book also indicate the hyper-
vulnerability of Hispanics to stress and trauma. I am unaware of any
currently-existing plausible explanation for this apparent fact. Some
hypotheses include the cultural permissibility and inculcation of pub-
lic displays of strong emotion in Hispanic societies, and the anxiety-
inducing childrearing practices of Hispanic immigrant women in
Anglo-dominated societies (such as the United States and New York
City, in particular). There may also be a constitutional/genetic factor
at work.37

3. Injuries and self and significant others. If a person was wounded,
severely ill, or had other severe physical hardships (hunger, cold, etc.),
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and/or a close family member (especially a parent), friend, and/or 
colleague was injured or killed, this is likely to increase the risk of
traumatization.

4. The type of terror experience. The most terrifying and potentially
traumatizing experiences seem to be combat, confinement (with or
without mental and/or physical torture), and close proximity to bomb
explosions.

Of Secondary Importance are:

5. The length of exposure to the source of terror. The longer a person had
to endure political terror, the more likely the person is, in general, to
develop chronic PTSD.

6. The age of exposure to the source of terror. The younger a person is
(after infancy) exposed to political terror, the more likely the person is,
in general, to develop chronic PTSD.

7. The presence, or absence, of significant social support, especially a
female caregiver. People who had strong care providers, especially
during childhood and early adolescence, during and/or after an
attack, seem less vulnerable to developing chronic PTSD than those
without significant social support.

8. A strong belief system, especially religious faith. This seems to me a
mild buffer against trauma for some Westerners. I do not know about
people from other parts of the world. I have read and been told that
strong political and or philosophical beliefs, such as Zionist/Socialist
ideology for Holocaust survivors or “a meaningful and optimistic
philosophy of life,” may also be important, but I did not personally
observe this in the people I interviewed.38

Of Marginal Importance are:

9. Locus of control and assignment of responsibility for the attack.
Terror victims who appeared to have at least some control over what
happened to them (such as being able to flee from a bombing zone)
seemed somewhat better able to cope with the terrifying event than
those who did not (such as concentration camp survivors and others
who were confined). In addition, there may be a slight benefit to vic-
tims who assign responsibility/blame for the attack to a foreign agency
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(most often “Hitler and the Nazis”) than to their own government.
Interestingly, most Americans and Spanish victims of TFB assigned
joint responsibility for the attacks on them to al-Qaeda/ETA and to
the U.S. or Spanish government, respectively, for failing to prevent the
terrorist attack and/or for also failing to provide sufficient support
after the attack. But no English or Dutch survivors of political terror
blamed their own governments for what happened to them. Many sur-
vivors of World War II bombing attacks in the former Soviet Union
tended to blame both the attacking air forces (German, American
and/or British) and their own government for the war/attacks.

10. Belief in “Justice,” either in this world or in the afterlife. Terror 
victims who believe that “the good are rewarded and the bad are pun-
ished,” may do marginally better than those who do not. In addition,
belief in an afterlife—including “hell” for the “wicked” and “heaven”
for the “good”—may also be of marginal benefit to some survivors of
terrifying political attacks. 

The factors that intensify or mollify terrifying experiences are them-
selves rooted in even more fundamental, underlying features of our
existence—the very preconditions for being human, all-too-human.
These include but are not restricted to invariant features of cognition,
such as language, memory, and perception. But they also repose upon
a ground of human existence that sometimes motivates us to desire
things we don’t need, and to do things that may “feel good” at the
time but which come back to haunt us, both individually and collec-
tively. These motivators are sometimes called drives or instincts, and
also include a limited set of universal emotions, “an affective ontology,”
of which fear and anger may be the most “basic,” and the most base. . . .

Basic “Instincts”: Fear and Terror; Anger,
Rage and . . . Revenge⁄Retaliation?

Terror—or intense fear about personal disintegration and annihilation—
and rage—or intense anger at an external object for allegedly posing
a potentially mortal threat to anything one holds near and dear—
appear to be, like our inclination toward self—preservation, publicly
observable expressions of our most “basic instincts.”39 Neuroscientists
such as Joseph LeDoux and Anthony Damasio are following not just
Freud, but an ancient tradition, when they postulate the existence and
influence of such “basic” or “primary” emotions as fear and anger.40 For
example, Confucius (or Kung-fu-tse) is cited as having asked: “What are
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the feelings of men? They are joy, anger, sadness, fear, love, liking,
and disliking. These seven feelings do not have to be learned by
men.”41 By focusing on such potentially “destructive instincts” as
aggression and anger, Freud and more contemporary analysts of our
dire condition are also “followers” of Confucian and other ancient
traditions. Confucius is also reported to have said, “If a man be under
the influence of anger his conduct will not be correct. The same will
be the case if he be under the influence of terror. . . or of sorrow, or
distress.”42 Little has changed over the millennia, except that there
are now have thousands of weapons of global destruction to be
deployed when those who possess them “feel” they “should” be used
against their “enemies.”

For about a century, Freud and other psychoanalysts and social
theorists have tried to understand the universal, largely unconscious
roots of war and violent human conflict. Partially as a result of his
observations of the carnage of World War I, Freud postulated an
“eternal struggle” between two transhistorical forces or “drives,” Eros
(or libido, the life-force) and Thanatos (or the death-drive), from
which Freud believed “the aggressive instinct derived.”43 Wilhelm
Reich, while agreeing with Freud on most issues, denied the existence
of a death drive and instead focused on the healthy and pathological
ways in which erotic energy, or “sexual economy,” may be channeled.
Reich, like Jung before him (though without what Reich called
Jung’s “mystification of the whole thing”) rejected the duality of
drives in general and of the existence of an autonomous death instinct
in particular. Instead, Reich claimed that “all the many instincts we
have—oral, anal, and so on— . . . have some common root. . . . in a
common biological principle.”44

Melanie Klein and many of her “object-relations” followers, on the
other hand, extended Freud’s notion of a death drive and traced it all
the way back to its alleged manifestations in our earliest infantile anx-
ieties, frustrations, and acts of oral aggression, as well as to a “psy-
chotic core” supposedly present in all human beings.45 Proceeding
from this assumption, the Italian psychoanalyst Franco Fornari, citing
anthropological studies of tribes who seemed to have abolished war
but nonetheless remained acutely afraid of death, argues that, “the
fear of annihilation (which the idea of renouncing war arouses in
man) would appear to arise not so much from his being threatened by a
real external danger (i.e. from his being disarmed and therefore at the
mercy of an external enemy), as from the fact that he finds himself 
confronted by annihilation as a totally illusory danger connected with
psychotic anxiety. . . . What has been observed among primitive peoples
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deprived of war seems to constitute a decisive proof in favor of the
Freudian theory of the death instinct, since it confronts us with the
realm of destruction not as an exogenous situation, but as a purely
endogenous emergence. . . . It seems to me . . . correct to say that both
religion and war originate in the elaboration of psychotic anxieties
connected with mourning and that each of them constitutes a social-
ized mode of defense against such anxieties” (as with the sometimes
paranoid-psychotic and sometimes realistic fear of annihilation).46

The great psychoanalytic theorist and popularizer Erich Fromm,
on the other hand, like Wilhelm Reich, detected insurmountable dif-
ficulties with Freud’s notion of a death instinct, which Fromm spec-
ulated may have been based on Freud’s apparent preoccupation with
his own death anxiety (Todesangst).47 Regardless of the existence or
non-existence of a death drive—and I personally do not think that a
dichotomy between “life” and “death” instincts is scientifically or his-
torically plausible—the virtually universal existence of violence and
war inevitably leads one to speculate about the reasons for normal and
extreme (“benign and malignant,” in Fromm’s formulation) human
aggression. If socially directed outward, toward others, “malignant”
aggression may take the forms of sadism, torture, war, and other
forms of violent conflict, And if directed inward, the powerful psy-
chosomatic energy we call aggression is experienced as masochism,
depression, guilt, mourning, and self-hatred. In any event, war and
terror—inner and outer—seem joined at the psychological hip.48

The Riddles of Terror: Questions 
without Answers . . .

Among the unanswered (and possibly unanswerable . . . ) riddles and
questions raised by the virtually universal existence of war, terror,
terrorism, and trauma are the following:

Is the source of terror primarily intrapsychic, some unresolved and
possibly unresolvable unconscious conflict between repressed impulses
and desires? Or is terror a situationally appropriate response to an
externally induced, environmental cause, one that triggers overpow-
ering feelings of dread and vulnerability? Perhaps terror is even
deeper, an ontological affective condition of human existence, of our
being-in-this-world—but a state of being most humans try to avoid
most of their lives. . . .

What is terror’s relation to aggression and violence? Does the inten-
sity of the experience of terror unleash, and even rationalize, aggressive
and violent responses to those we blame for our unbearable anxiety?
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How do we behave when we feel terrified? Do we seek immediately
and automatically to rid ourselves of terror? Do we then transmit this
emotionally intolerable condition to others, whom we then brand as
“terrorists,” the alleged cause and source of our unease? Is terror 
contagious, spreading uncontrollably among panic-stricken people?

Does the unbearable heaviness of being in terror compel us to
expel, split off, and dissociate terror, as quickly as possible and by any
means necessary? How may terror be “managed”? Can terror be
reduced, even eradicated, or is it a precondition for what it means to
be (fully) human?

Are “terrorists” really “criminals,” “fanatics,” “evil,” “zealots,”
wholly “other” to us? Or are they to a remarkable degree the “shadow
side” of “civilized peoples,” the unleashed and unrepressed violence
lurking in virtually all of us? Do many “terrorists,” especially those
with deep ideological and/or religious convictions, have a way of fac-
ing death from which we might learn, even if we deplore their taking
of human life?

Based on my reading of the extant psychological, psychoanalytic,
historical, and social-scientific literature, as well as on a content analy-
sis of more than 50 interviews I have conducted with survivors of ter-
rifying political violence, I tentatively conclude: We don’t yet know the
answers to these important questions! This is in part because of the lack
of good academic discourse on terror (except in relation to horror
films and to PTSD). It is also due to the overdetermined and complex
nature of terror, and of its important, but poorly understood, con-
nections to anxiety, horror, panic, paralysis, and trauma, common to
virtually all terror survivors.

It is to the common condition of all humanity—the “ground”
upon which the individual tragic tales of terror and trauma are
enacted—and the possible future(s) of our life on Earth, that I now
turn to conclude this book.
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Conclusion

Imagining the Unimaginable?

A World without (or with less . . . )

Terror and Terrorism?

Say to yourself in the morning: I shall meet people who are interfering,
ungracious, insolent, full of guile, deceitful, and antisocial. . . . But
I . . . who know that the nature of the wrongdoer is of one kin with
mine—not indeed of the same blood or seed but sharing the same
kind, the same portion of the divine—I cannot be harmed by any one
of them, and no one can involve me in shame. I cannot feel anger
against him who is of my kin, nor hate him. . . . To work against one
another is therefore contrary to nature, and to be angry against a man
or turn one’s back on him is to work against him. . . . The best method
of defense is not to become like your enemy.1

Marcus Aurelius

You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a
tooth.” But I say to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil. . . . You
have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.” But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who
persecute you. . . . For if you love only those who love you, what
recompense will you have?2

The New Testament

Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power,
including steeds of war, to strike terror into (the hearts of) the enemies,
of Allah and our enemies, and others besides, whom you may not know
but whom Allah knows. . . . But if the enemy incline toward peace, you
(also) incline toward peace, and trust in Allah. . . .3

The Qur’an

The ideal man was described (in the Talmud) as follows: “Those who
are insulted but do not insult, hear their shame but do not reply, act



out of love and rejoice in suffering, of them it was written: ‘And those
who love Him will be as the sun in its splendor.’ ”4

The Talmud

For hatred does not cease by hatred at any time: hatred ceases by love,
this is an old rule. . . . The world does not know that we must all come
to an end here;—but those who know it, their quarrels cease at once.
. . . All men tremble at punishment, all men fear death; remember that
you are like unto them, and do not kill, nor cause punishment. . . .Victory
breeds hatred, for the conquered is unhappy. He who has given up
both victory and defeat, he, the contented, is happy. . . . A man is not
just if he carries a matter by violence; no, he who distinguishes both
right and wrong, who is learned and leads others, not by violence, but
by law and equity, and who is guarded by law and intelligent, he is
called just.5

The Dhammapada

Wrath breeds stupefaction, stupefaction leads to loss of memory, loss of
memory ruins the reason, and the ruin of reason spells utter destruc-
tion. . . . The Lord said: Non-violence, even-mindedness, contentment,
austerity, beneficence, good and ill fame—all these various attributes of
creatures proceed verily from me.6

Bhagavad-Gita

Mankind lives between two eternities, warring against oblivion.
Attributed to Confucius

If they (great nations) can shed the fear of destruction, if they disarm
themselves, they will automatically help the rest to regain their sanity.
But then these great powers will have to give up their imperialistic
ambitions and their exploitation of the so-called uncivilized and semi-
civilized nations of the earth and revise their mode of life. It means a
complete revolution.7

Mohandas K. Gandhi

As this chapter’s opening citations may indicate, there is an apparent
congruence (or to use Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s felicitous term,
an “elective affinity”) among the world’s great spiritual and religious,
pagan, and humanistic traditions regarding the most pressing, and
contentious, issues of our history—justice, killing, enemies and
enmity, destruction and divinity, peace, and virtue. But just as “the
devil can cite scripture for his purposes,” so can the pacifist. And
another, more bellicose, writer might not be unduly challenged to
find passages from the great classical, Muslim, Jewish, Christian,
Buddhist, Hindu, and Confucian texts—even isolated passages
penned by Gandhi8—to edify the martial virtues.
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Still, there has been an emerging consensus among humankind’s
most distinguished scientists, scholars, and religious leaders that vio-
lence and war are rarely, if ever, justifiable, and that mega-war and
mega-terrorism in the twenty-first century represent the greatest
human-created threats to life on Earth in the history of our species.
Sigmund Freud, perhaps the most influential (and misunderstood)
explorer of the human psyche, and Albert Einstein, the quintessential
framer of our contemporary scientific understanding of the universe
as a whole, were in agreement about the pressing need for a radical
and rapid transformation of international relations and the outdated
thinking underlying it.

Albert Einstein—Time magazine’s “Man of the Twentieth
Century,” in a private letter written in late 1931 or early 1932, com-
mented to Freud that: “ . . . there shines through the cogent logic of
your arguments a deep longing for the great goal of internal and
external liberation of mankind from war. This great aim has been pro-
fessed by all those who have been venerated as moral and spiritual
leaders . . . from Jesus Christ to Goethe and Kant. Is it not significant
that such men have been universally accepted as leaders, even though
their efforts to mold the course of human affairs were attended with
but such small success? I am convinced that the great men . . . have lit-
tle influence on the course of political events. It almost looks as if this
domain on which the fate of nations depends has inescapably to be given
over to the violence and irresponsibility of political leaders.”9

Later in 1932, Freud replied to Einstein in the classic missive
“Why War?” “You begin with the relation between Right (Recht) and
Might (Macht). . . . But may I replace the word ‘might’ by the balder
and harsher word ‘violence?’ Today right and violence appears to us
as antitheses. . . . It is a general principle, then, that conflicts of inter-
est between men are settled by the use of violence. . . . Thus the result
of all these warlike efforts has only been that the human race has
exchanged numerous, and indeed unending, minor wars for wars on
a grand scale that are rare but all the more destructive.”10

The “War on Terrorism” is already a destructive conflict on a grand
scale, one that might become planetary destruction unless nonviolent
means are devised and implemented—soon—to address and resolve the
legitimate and perceived grievances on all sides of this conflict.

Freud continues his letter to Einstein by warning that, “wars will
only be prevented with certainty if mankind unites in setting up a cen-
tral authority to which the right of giving judgment upon all conflicts
of interest shall be handed over. There are clearly two separate
requirements involved in this: the creation of a supreme authority and
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its endowment with the necessary power. One without the other
would be useless.”11

The United Nations was intended by some of its creators to be
such an authority. However, due largely to the opposition of the
“great” (aka nuclear) powers (most often the United States, followed
by the former Soviet Union, China, France, and Great Britain, each
of which has a veto in the Security Council), the United Nations has
never had “the necessary power” to enforce the will of most of its
“central authorities,” especially the General Assembly. Until and
unless the United Nations, or a more powerful successor, is accorded
the “might” (peacemaking in addition to peacekeeping authority), it
is likely that Freud’s skepticism will be justified.

The “Morality” of Terrorism

The history of mankind is a history of horrors.
Denys Arcand, “The Barbarian Invasions”

And is Man any the less destroying himself for all this boasted brain of
his? . . . in the arts of death, he outdoes Nature herself, and produces by
chemistry and machinery all the slaughter of plague, pestilence, and
famine. . . . The highest form of literature is the tragedy, a play in which
everyone is murdered at the end. . . . the power that governs the earth
is not the power of Life but of Death; and the inner need that has
nerved Life to the effort of organizing itself into the human being is
not the need for higher life but for a more efficient engine of destruc-
tion. . . . Man, the inventor of the rack, the stake, the gallows, the 
electric chair; of sword and gun and poison gas; above all, of justice,
duty, patriotism, and all the other isms by which even those who
are clever enough to be humanely disposed are persuaded to become
the most destructive of all the destroyers.12

The Devil, Man and Superman, Bernard Shaw

Since the beginning of recorded history, bloodcurdling and horrific
accounts depicting the atrocities perpetrated by human beings
(mostly but not exclusively adolescent and adult males) on their 
“enemies” (and sometimes, as in Greek tragedies, on their own fam-
ilies and friends) have been narrated (by Homer and his followers)
and penned (from Virgil and Julius Caesar to Primo Levi and
Alexander Solzhenitsyn). Many conventional history and political sci-
ence texts read like a chronology of wars and conquests. The mass
media are filled with sanitized images of slaughter and depredation.
And the most prominent stories of modern times are headlined by
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attention-grabbing bites luring the casual observer into ravenously
consuming texts and graphics about massacres, bombings, and the
usually too-late and too-little efforts by diplomats and law enforcement
agencies to stop the carnage and to apprehend the alleged perpetrators.

Consistent with their largely conformist role since the creation of
the Cold War, American mass media have tended to “manufacture
popular consent” to the Anglo-American “coalition’s” packaging of
“terrorism” and “the war against terror” as a millenarian struggle
between the forces of freedom, democracy, and good (“us”), and the
“barbarians and terrorists” who would destroy “our civilization.”13

The ancient Romans would have approved.
Terrorism may have begun as a political tool used by marauding

bands and armies to intimidate, torture, and coerce their victims and
adversaries into betraying confidences and cowing into submission.
And as the history of the Roman Empire shows, imperious and impe-
rial terrorism committed by an empire against those perceived as dis-
loyal and seditious (from Jesus Christ and other Jewish “enemies of
Rome,” to Spartacus, the “barbarians,” and early Christian commu-
nities) as often as not kindled the sparks of further rebellions and vio-
lent insurrections, some of which (like those catalyzed by the Zealots)
used “targeted assassinations” against the Empire’s representatives.
This pattern of imperial domination via direct and structural terrorist
violence from above, and piecemeal terrorist violence from below,
continues to this day—and is as ethically (and legally) reprehensible
now as it was two millennia ago.

My underlying assumption is that unless necessary and sufficient
conditions can be provided by perpetrators of “terrorism from above”
(i.e., state actors using “terror bombing” to attempt to break the morale
of a civilian population and its government, as has been done many
times since the Italians bombed Tripoli in 1911), and by “terrorists
from below” (ranging from the Russian revolutionaries and defend-
ers of “Red Terror” during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to al-Qaeda) to justify their acts, any act that deliberately
inculcates terror is, more or less, unethical.

However, there are degrees of moral culpability. The decisions by
Churchill to target the civilian populations (especially the working-
class neighborhoods of industrial cities) of Germany for “terror bomb-
ings” during World War II, and by Truman to “nuke” Hiroshima and
Nagasaki (which had no military significance) are, by this criterion,
acts of “terrorism from above.” But they are not morally equivalent
to such acts of “terrorism from below” as the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, on the United States, or of the acts of other 
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terrorist groups (such as the IRA, “the Red Army Faction,” and “the
Red Brigades”) during the late twentieth century, who targeted civil-
ians as means to achieving perceived political ends. This is not because
they are “less unethical,” but, on the contrary, because they are more
unethical, for both consequential (the results of specific actions, cal-
culated in terms of ex post facto costs and benefits, usually from a
Utilitarian perspective) and deontological (the intrinsic right or
wrong of certain actions and our obligation or duty to perform right
acts and abstain from wrong ones, usually from a Kantian normative
framework) reasons.

From a consequentialist perspective, terror bombings of civilians
during wartime have resulted in many more casualties (millions of
dead and wounded) than all acts of “terrorism from below” com-
bined. Furthermore, they have rarely resulted in achieving their
declared political objectives: The firebombings of German and
Japanese cities did not by themselves significantly induce the German
and Japanese governments to surrender, rather, they tended to
harden to resolve of the indigenous populations to fight harder (as
did the German Blitz of England during 1940). Even the nuclear
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki did not significantly influence,
or accelerate, the outcome of the War in the Pacific, because the
Japanese government seems willing to have surrendered before the
bombings. On the other hand, the terror firebombing of Rotterdam
in 1940 (which, apparently, may not have been intended by the
Luftwaffe)14 was followed almost immediately by the surrender of the
Dutch to the Germans; and Serbia did withdraw from Kosovo soon
after Belgrade and other Yugoslavian cities were bombed by NATO
in 1999.15 But in these two cases, the bombing was brief and civilian
casualties were probably in the hundreds, and not in the hundreds of
thousands, as they were in Germany and Japan during World War II.

Accordingly, the terror bombings committed by Great Britain and
the United States, as well as by Nazi Germany and by Japan (princi-
pally in China), are classic examples of “terrorism from above” (TFA)
or “state terrorism” (ST) and they resulted in millions of civilian casu-
alties, without accomplishing their most important political objectives,
namely, the profound demoralization of the civilian populations and
prompt surrender of their antagonists. But what these state terrorists
did accomplish, like their “terrorists from below” counterparts, was
the terrorization of huge numbers of people, the use of persons as
means to alleged political ends, and the dehumanization and denial of
dignity to the objects of their terror bombings. And this is unethical
by any known moral criterion.
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To sum up the commonalities and differences between TFA 
and TFB in terms of their respective degrees of moral culpability for
terrorizing and/or killing many innocent (and possibly a few
“guilty”) people, while both are unethical, TFA usually exceeds TFB
in its moral reprehensibility in terms of the:

1. Magnitude, or scale, of terror, TFA, or State Terrorism, is immea-
surably more pernicious than TFB, since nation-states under Hitler
and Stalin killed and/or terrorized tens of millions of their own cit-
izens in the 1930’s and 1940s, and slaughtered millions of “ene-
mies” during World War II. Japan, Great Britain, and the United
States also killed and/or terrorized millions of “enemies” in
Chinese and German cities during that war. Latin American,
African, and Asian despots and dictators, many with American sup-
port, killed and/or terrorized many thousands of their own citizens
during the twentieth century. And the United States has used “pre-
cision bombing” and “counterinsurgency” campaigns to kill
and/or terrorize millions of Vietnamese and other Southeast
Asians, as well as civilians in countries ranging from Afghanistan to
Somalia. In comparison, the collective efforts of TFB groups, rang-
ing from the IRA and PFLP to al-Qaeda, have probably resulted in
fewer than 10,000 casualties—a tragedy for all the victims and their
families, but in scale not comparable to TFA “collateral damage.”

2. The culpability, or degree of legal and/or ethical responsibility, of the
people who made the decisions to terrorize and/or kill people
unfortunate enough to be living in states at war with their own is
also disproportionately skewed toward TFA. Such decision-makers
as Hitler, Stalin, Truman, Churchill, Pol Pot, and L.B. Johnson,
who collectively issued orders resulting in the deaths of tens of mil-
lions of noncombatants and the terrorization of millions of their
compatriots, rarely if ever engaged in personally overseeing the sol-
diers, sailors, and bombardiers who “were just following” (their)
“orders.” On the contrary: they were distant and detached from the
mass killings that resulted from their policies, and would probably
have refused to acknowledge their culpability for any “war crimes”
and/or “crimes against humanity”—had they ever been called
before an institution such as the International Court of Justice. In
contrast, most leaders of TFB subnational groups are themselves
directly involved in the terrorist operations, and may even put their
lives at risk “for the sake of the cause.” They may rationalize what
they do, and justify mass murder by appeals to political motives (as
do TFA decision-makers), but they would be, and have been, held
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individually legally culpable for their “crimes against humanity,”
unlike virtually all of their TFB counterparts (the international war
crimes tribunals being held in The Hague to try Serbian leaders may
set a notable precedent for TFA decision-makers to be held legally
culpable for crimes against humanity, in this case, for the denial of
human rights to and slaughter of Croats and Bosnians).

TFA and TFB share comparable degrees moral culpability because:

1. They instrumentalize and reify the victims of their terrorist tactics.
Both TFA and TFB turn civilian noncombatants and combatants
alike into disposable means to be used (or terrorized) in order to achieve
perceived political ends. As Susan Sontag (citing Simone Weil), notes
“Violence turns anybody subjected to it into a thing.”16

2. They dehumanize, objectify, and demonize their real and perceived 
“enemies,” including the leaders of other nations or groups (“The
Great Satan,” “The Evil One,” etc.). They also frequently polarize
the conflicting parties, esteeming themselves and their followers as
“good and virtuous,” with “God on our side,” and denigrating
their opponents as “wicked, evil” and frequently “in-” (or sub-)
“human.” Citizens of other states who are killed and/or terror-
ized by their subordinates’ tactics are denoted as “collateral dam-
age,” and “body counts” of those killed are often employed as
quantitative measures of an “operation’s” “success.”

3. They use or threaten to use violence on a mass scale, often disregard-
ing and/or prematurely discarding nonviolent means of conflict
resolution. From a crude utilitarian perspective, the “costs” of
“inadvertent” and or “unintentional”—but nevertheless predictable
and foreseeable “friendly fire” and/or “collateral damage” are
reflexively seen by many decision-makers to be outweighed by the
perceived “benefits” of “victory.” Dialogue, negotiation, diplo-
macy, compromise, the use of nonviolent tactics and/or of non-
lethal force, and the recourse to international institutions, are
often regarded by both TFA and TFB as, at best futile, and at worst
weak and defeatist.

4. Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), including but not limited to
chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, are desirable “assets” to
both TFA and TFB, even though the use of such weapons on a
significant scale may have global—even omnicidal (the death of all
humans, including those who give the orders to use the WMD)
and therefore suicidal—consequences. WMD Terrorism is the
logical extension of the “logic of deterrence” and the “ethics of
retaliation” (a version of lex talionis).
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Consequently, this “Age of Global Terrorism,” dating from the
early twentieth century, when “total war” and “strategic bombing”
became acceptable components of military and diplomatic strategy,
has culminated in the progressive obliteration of important previ-
ously-held distinctions. Most notably, there has been a gradual col-
lapse of the distinction between “illegitimate” (i.e. civilian
noncombatants) and “legitimate” (i.e. military) “targets,” as well as of
the distinction between “terrorists” and “the states” (and peoples . . . )
who, allegedly, “support them.”

Finally, this century-long process is leading to the erosion of the
boundary between “terrorism” and “war,” to such a degree that,
since at least the early days of World War II, for the civilian popula-
tions of the affected states, war has, ipso facto, become indistinguish-
able from terrorism. Terrorism, or psychological warfare, has become
a predictable tool to be employed by war planners and policy-makers.
This turn of events is on the one hand a regression to the kind of
“barbarism” that preceded the rise of “civilization” about 5,000 years
ago in the Ancient Near East, and on the other hand is a seemingly
inevitable consequence of technological “progress” unaccompanied
by a comparable “moral evolution” on the parts of the proponents,
practitioners, and apologists for TFA and TFA alike.

The Future of Terrorism, and the 
Terrors of the Future

Everyone has the right to life, liberty, and security of person.
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 3, United Nations

Only by the elimination of terrorism’s root causes can the world hope
to succeed in greatly reducing it if not putting an end to it.17

Haig Khatchadourian

World peace will be achieved only by a new politics (and) . . . rests on
two premises: First, on free will—right and justice are to rule instead of
force. Second, on reality—the human world is not and will never be
one of right and perfect justice, but man can strive to make progress
on the road to justice.18

Karl Jaspers

The cardinal principles of humanitarian law are aimed at the protection
of the civilian and civilian objects. States must never make civilians the
objects of attack and must consequently never use weapons that are
incapable of distinguishing between civilian and military targets.
The International Court of Justice, Paragraph 78, Legality of the Threat

Or Use of Nuclear Weapons, Advisory Opinion, July, 8 1996
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Have compassion with your enemy.
Robert S. McNamara, “Lesson” from “The Fog of War”

And how long shall we have to wait before the rest of mankind become
pacifists too? There is no telling. But it may not be Utopian to hope
that these two factors, the cultural attitude and the justified dread of the
consequence of a future war, may result within a measurable time in put-
ting an end to the waging of war. By what paths or by what side-tracks
this will come about we cannot guess. But one thing we can say: what-
ever fosters the growth of culture works at the same time against war.19

Sigmund Freud

Over two millennia ago, the great Roman writer and rhetorician
Cicero asked, “What can be done against force, without force?” The
answer is “maybe a great deal, maybe very little; it depends on the sit-
uation.” But to assume that the only, or best, “realistic” response to
the use of deadly force, and/or terror, is to reply either “in kind” or
with even greater force, is virtually to guarantee that our common
future will be even more terrifying than has been our collective history.

Is this the future we wish our descendants to have?
Is there a viable alternative to realpolitik, the logic of power under-

lying the political relations among nations, great and small, and “jus-
tifying” the seemingly perpetual cycle of violence committed by
decision-makers and their followers ostensibly in the name of “peace,
freedom, security, and God’s will?”

Are terror and terrorism a portal into our common human condition,
which, like the Earth on which it is nested, appears to be contingent,
finite, and parlous? What do the existence of terror and terrorism reveal
about the world, one in which our worst fears may indeed come true? Is
the future of terrorism to include an ever-escalating series of attacks and
counterattacks culminating in global annihilation? Or can such hypo-
thetical, but foreseeable, terrors be minimized by the judicious applica-
tion of self-restraint and self-control on the one hand, and by nonviolent
means of conflict avoidance and resolution on the other hand?

If terror continues to be used to fight terrorism, it is much more
likely that terror will increase, not decrease, and that terrorism will
spread, not contract, perhaps indefinitely. There can be no end to ter-
ror, because terror seems rooted in our psycho-physiological constitution,
in our condition. Therefore, to end terror would mean to end humanity,
or at least the human condition as we now know it. It would entail the
reconstitution of our mental, neurobiological, and existential condition—
the radical transformation of our brains, and the redirection of our
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history. This is conceivable but highly unlikely, at least in the foresee-
able future.

On the other hand, there can be an diminution, if not an end, to 
terrorism, if nations, decision-makers, and warriors on all sides, of
every political and religious persuasion, can learn that the terror
spawned by all forms of terrorism is not only deeply unethical, but is also
usually ineffective in promoting the political and other ends supposedly
served by the murderous armamentarium of terrorism.

The Human Story: A Comedy of Errors 
or an Epic Tragedy?

We are entering a period of human history that may provide an answer
to the question of whether it is better to be smart [like humans] or stu-
pid [like beetles and bacteria]. The most hopeful prospect is that the
question will not be answered: if it receives a definitive answer, that
answer can only be that humans were a kind of “biological error,”
using their allotted 100,000 years [the average life expectancy 
of a species on Earth] to destroy themselves and, in the process,
much else.20

Noam Chomsky

By painful experience we have learned that rational thinking does not
suffice to solve the problems of our social life. Penetrating research and
keen scientific work have often had tragic implications for mankind,
producing, on the one hand, inventions which liberated man from
exhausting physical labor, making his life easier and richer; but on the
other hand introducing a grave restlessness into his life making him a
slave to his technological environment, and—most catastrophic of all—
creating the means for his own destruction. This is indeed a tragedy of
overwhelming poignancy!21

Albert Einstein

The contingency of the future, which accounts for the violent acts of those
in power, by the same token deprives these acts of all legitimacy, or equally
legitimates the violence of their opponents. The right of the opposition is
exactly equal to the right of those in power. . . . a problem which has
troubled Europe since the Greeks, namely, that the human condition
may be such that it has no happy solution. . . . Does not every action
involve us in a game we cannot entirely control? Is there not a sort of
evil in collective life? At least in times of crisis, does not each freedom
encroach upon the freedom of other? . . . Is not our choice always good
and always bad?22

Maurice Merleau-Ponty
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People like myself want not a world in which murder no longer exists (we
are not as crazy as that!) but rather one in which murder is not legitimate.
Here indeed we are Utopian—and contradictory. For we do live, it is true,
in a world where murder is legitimate, and we ought to change it if we do
not like it. But it appears that we cannot change it without risking murder.
Murder thus throws us back on murder, and we will continue to live in ter-
ror whether we accept the fact with resignation or wish to abolish it by means
which merely replace one terror with another. . . .For what strikes me . . . is
the fundamental good will of every one. From Right to Left, every one,
with the exception for a few swindlers, believes that his particular truth is
the one to make men happy. And yet the combination of all these good
intentions has produced the present infernal world, where men are killed,
threatened and deported, where war is prepared, where one cannot speak
freely without being insulted or betrayed. . . .All I ask is that, in the midst
of a murderous world, we agree to reflect on murder and to make a
choice. After that, we can distinguish those who accept the consequences
of being murderers themselves or the accomplices of murderers, and
those who refuse to do so with all of their being. . . .And henceforth, the
only honorable course will be to stake everything on a formidable gam-
ble: that words are more powerful than munitions.23

Albert Camus

In the fourth century before Christ, Western antiquity’s greatest
philosopher-scientist, Aristotle, created the first known systematic
treatise on poetry and drama, the Poetics. In that work, Aristotle
delineated a view of tragedy that still dominates most discussions of
this quintessentially humanistic art form.

To Aristotle, “tragedy. . . is an imitation not only of a complete
action but also of incidents arousing pity and fear.”24 (We may safely
translate “pity and fear”—pathos and phobos—as compassion and ter-
ror. . . .) Aristotle was essentially concerned with depicting tragedy as
a structured (beginning, middle, and end) plot whose aim and pur-
pose is to “imitate” the rise of fall of good but often fatally flawed
individuals, such as the kings and “tyrants” of the ancient world—
whose demise is often occasioned by their own actions, witting or
unwitting. In modern (and postmodern?) times, however, we are
confronted with a more encompassing kind of tragedy—a compassion
and terror-arousing narrative of the suffering victims and perpetrators
of terror (such as the 52 terror victims I interviewed, each of whom
is individually “tragic” in his or her own way. . . ) who are also players
in the “epic” rise and fall of nations, empires, superpowers, and perhaps
of the human species itself.25

If the history of terrorism and the psychology of terror have any-
thing to teach us about the tragic dimension of our human condition,
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it is that virtually all of us are prone to “losing it,” to going wildly
“out of control” when wracked with tormenting anxieties and internal
fantasies or when attacked by external “enemies” we perceive to be
mortal threats to our selves and our existence. One of the most
prominent “roots of evil,” is “threatened egotism,” and what often
follows from wounded narcissism is rage that culminates in violent
revenge.26

Rage—unreasoning and “natural”—is an all-too-human response
to real and perceived threats to our lives, liberty, property, and secu-
rity. Intense anger is often the mirror and expression of intense fear.
But this is an impulse that must be controlled, especially by political
and military decision-makers, who must learn not to avenge tragic
attacks on the polity and its people, but to restrain their natural incli-
nation to “match fire with fire” and instead to seek multilateral diplo-
matic and legal ways to address heinous crimes against humanity. For
what will ultimately determine the fate of our species, and the preser-
vation or termination of our condition, is not which causes we pursue—
such as freedom and democracy, or jihad and the will of God—but the
means we use to defend and advance them.

Violence and nonviolence are not absolutes, and neither are war
and peace. There is a broad spectrum of actions (and even thoughts . . . )
involving the use of force, ranging from slaps across the face and gen-
tle admonitions on the less violent end of the spectrum, to the deto-
nation of WMD and the deployment of missives of mass deception
on the ultraviolent and malevolent end of the spectrum. Absolute
pacifism, or complete nonviolence, is a lofty ideal, but is rarely if ever
practicable. On the other hand, the use (and even the threatened
use . . . ) of modern weaponry, whether “justified” by “reasons of state
and national security,” or “sanctified” by “divine” authority, may lead
to mass murder on an unprecedented scale—as well as to potential
extermination (and this is following a century in which over 100 mil-
lion people, mostly civilians, died during wars and genocidal mass
murder committed by decision-makers against their own and/or
foreign populations).

What is desperately needed is a political strategy that protects the
rights and personhood of as many people as possible, while diminish-
ing if not extinguishing the global existential threat posed by terror-
ism in all its guises. The components of such a strategy have long
been available, and they include the vast range of nonviolent tactics
and actions practiced by such peaceful warriors as Gandhi and Martin
Luther King, promulgated as potentially efficacious means of civilian
defense by Gene Sharp, and proposed as nonlethal “weapons” to
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deter and subdue, but not destroy, those who would cause mayhem.27

While it is easy to be seduced into reflexively believing that our
options are restricted to “a war against terrorism” or “appeasement,”
in fact this is a “Hobson’s choice,” and a false dilemma, since it
excludes more conciliatory, multidimensional approaches to such
enormously difficult, and possibly intractable, political/psychological
problems as terrorism.

A “mix” of nonviolent law-enforcement, diplomatic, and eco-
nomic measures, combined with forceful but nonlethal tactics, may or
may not succeed in lessoning terrorist attacks.28 In those few cases
where nonviolent and nonlethal strategies have been tried but have
failed to deter or eliminate real terrorist threats, strictly pinpointed
attacks on individual “terrorist cells”—both “from above and from
below”—by small, mobile, highly trained “rapid deployment forces,”
preferably under UN supervision, could be attempted to apprehend
and if possible arrest terrorism suspects. If the alleged terrorists resist
violently, then, of course, self-defense by rapid deployment forces
would be appropriate, even if it led to unintended deaths and injuries
among the suspected terrorists. But it is difficult to imagine a scenario
when strategic or tactical bombing, especially of cities and villages,
could be justified. Still, one never knows in advance what the unin-
tended consequences of one’s actions may be. And while mistakes are
inevitable, the chance of “unintentionally” doing violence to non-
combatants is minimized if not eliminated if weapons that might
engender “collateral damage” are rarely if ever used.

History suggests that state terrorism from above usually fails to
achieve its political aims and often results in the deaths of innocents
and the violent revenge of their kith and kin. The Romans eventually
lost to the “barbarians”; the French and the United States were
forced to exit Vietnam; the Russians withdrew from Afghanistan, and
despite two “wars” they have not subdued Chechen insurgents, and
so on. But revolutionary/insurrectionary terrorism from below also
has an unpromising historical legacy. For example, the Chechen insur-
gents, despite a terrorist campaign carried to the heart of Moscow,
have not gained their independence from Russia, and ETA has not
managed to force or coax the Spanish government to grant inde-
pendence to the Basque country (possible counterexamples to the
historical tendency for terrorism from below to fail may be the
Algerian war for independence from France and the Bolshevik-led
revolution in Russia). The point is that political violence, whether
from above or from below, does not by itself wipe out insurgencies, over-
throw just or unjust governments, or achieve independence for
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separatist movements. Only viable political programs accompanied by
widespread and largely nonviolent social movements can accomplish
those aims.

Similarly, a “war against terrorism”—“the plague of the 21st century,”
in the words of Russian President Vladimir Putin—or a “jihad against
Anglo-American hegemony,” is unlikely to be “won” or “lost” by
force of arms alone. Putin’s “formula” for conducting such a “war,”
or counterinsurgency campaign, against Chechens—“Russia does
not negotiate with terrorists. Russia eliminates them”29—is similar to
Ariel Sharon’s murderous tactics to quell Palestinian resistance to
Israeli occupation and to stop terrorist attacks against Israelis. Both
efforts are unlikely to be successful because the grassroots support for
Chechen and Palestinian political goals is likely to be increased, not
diminished, by terrorism from above perpetrated by Russian and
Israeli armed forces. The assassinations of indigenous political leaders—
who may or may not be “terrorists” but whose human and legal rights
must be safeguarded—is usually accompanied by the killings of inno-
cent bystanders. This is also true for jihadists and “freedom fighters”
with real and perceived grievances against such powerful states as
Russia, Israel, and the United States. A “war against imperialism” is
just as ethically and politically dubious as “the war against terrorism.”
For in both cases, might does not make right, and the murdered and
maimed victims of these wars have families and friends who will seek to
avenge their deaths, thus perpetuating a cycle of violence and terrorism,
and leading to war unending.

Military interventions, if used at all, must be few, far between, and
serve only to accompany a comprehensive diplomatic, legal, and socioe-
conomic plan to identify, address, and remediate the long-standing
roots of and reasons for terrorist activities of all kinds, from above and
below. Such a strategy would include a fair and practicable peace and
social justice plan for the Near and Far East, including but not limited
to the end of Israel’s occupation of Palestine and the creation of a viable
Palestinian state; the phased withdrawal of American and coalition
armed forces from Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the Gulf States and
Afghanistan and their replacement by UN-sponsored peacekeepers and
support personnel; the implementation of a multilateral plan for a
negotiated settlement for the uses of nuclear and other energy sources
by Iran and North Korea, as well as security guarantees in exchange for
the cessation of WMD programs; the gradual implementation of
nuclear/WMD-free zones, most immediately in the Near East, South
Asia, and the Far East; and the phased disarmament of all weapons of
mass and vast destruction globally—most importantly (but reluctantly)
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by the current nuclear states. Enraged and terrified politicians, soldiers,
civilians, and freedom-fighters cannot blow their “enemies”—and
themselves—to pieces if they do not have the weapons to do so.

An open-ended “war on terror” may, ironically and tragically,
bring about the very phenomena it is allegedly designed to deter and
defeat: the proliferation of weapons of mass and vast destruction; the
spread of terrorism and terrorist cells to nations previously without
them; the loss of thousands, perhaps millions, of civilians and soldiers;
and the actual use of biological, chemical, and/or nuclear weapons,
both locally and globally, leading to the apocalyptic violence the war
on terror(ism) was supposed to prevent. The “lesser evil,” also ironi-
cally, is classical terrorism from below, since, at present, it does not
appear to have the resources to “defeat” the “greater evil,” terrorism
from above.

Terrorism from below can probably wipe out cities, perhaps even
small nations. Terrorism from above—nuclear state terrorism—can
annihilate the human race and possibly end all life on Earth. This con-
frontation could figuratively and literally lead to Armageddon, since
the two nuclear states considered by many Europeans and most Arabs
to be the greatest threats to world peace and global security—the
United States and Israel—not only are the major targets of Islamist
terrorism, but are also the countries (along with Pakistan and India)
most prone to use their weapons of mass and/or vast destruction in
pursuit of their strategic political goals.30

The ultimate, and last, “clash of civilizations,” to use Samuel P.
Huntington’s infelicitous but possibly prophetic term, could well
occur within shooting distance of where Western civilization arose,
the Middle East. And Armageddon, in the biblical and fundamental-
ist Christian senses of the term, may well be a self-fulfilling
prophecy—so long as fundamentalists of all religious and political
creeds believe absolutely in the “rightness” of their cause, the “evil”
of their adversaries, and the “legitimacy” of using any means neces-
sary to “defeat the evil One.” The road to Armageddon is paved with
patriotic, parochial, and “peace-loving” intentions.

We, as a species, as custodians of terrestrial life, can either take
immediate action—with as little violence as possible and as much
coercion as necessary—to stop and reverse the vicious cycle of terror
from above, terrorism from below, and murderous violence from
above and below. We might, or might not, thereby slow and halt an
increasingly terrifying planet-wide confrontation. Or we stand by and
risk being consumed by a conflagration that could potentially incinerate
this small emerald planet.
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The ironic denouement of the epic tragedy of human history
might well be that there would be no playwrights remaining to depict
our fall from dominion over Earth, and the return of planetary rule
to the microbes and cockroaches that preceded us. We, the lords of
earthly creation, would have passed from the worldly stage we have
constructed and demolished. Our fear and terror of personal and
social disintegration would have engendered the rage and terrorism
leading to global annihilation. And like the inaudible scream of exis-
tential terror, so glaringly and garishly colored by Edvard Munch, the
voice of humanity would have vanished from the cosmos, unheard
and ineffable. The choice of action—the beginning of the end of all
forms of terrorism, or the end of humankind—is ours.
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and skeptics, see John P. Wilson, Matthew J. Friedman, and Jacob D.
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