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In the first place, what is terror?

JACQUES DERRIDA

What does it mean to live in and according to terror? What sort of concept is ter-
ror? In what way can it provide a social frame, rules to live by, an aporetic, an
ethos? For whom?

JACQUES LEZRA

The declaration of war on terror is at once the most obvious, overdetermined,
and obscure speech act of our era.

MARC REDFIELD

Quick, quick, a new word, a new label. . .. Anything that will stop the process of
thought for a time, anything to . . . partition off, to compartmentalize.

DORIS LESSING
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Preface

Those of us who are English speakers, and many others
who are not, live in a world where the invocation of terror
has become commonplace without ever being carefully
analyzed or historically contextualized. There has been
significant investment, financial and intellectual, in the
study of terrorism, which is well supported by journals,
institutes, academic programs, and research funds. Ter-
rorism is comfortably established in the common idiom
as a designated evil that must be aggressively countered.
In contrast, there is no such clear assumption about the
nature of terror, and no institutional effort to understand
it, except as a simple index of what terrorists do. Terror
talk is an attention-getting language invoking some sort
of threat that requires urgent response; it substitutes co-
ercion for critique, and its current semantic hegemony
displaces a range of related terms, near synonyms, and
cognates (fear, dread, horror, and so on) that might, if at-
tended to, afford us a more measured understanding of
what it is that terror is conjured up to perform. To sup-
pose that vulnerability to terror describes the situation of,
for example, the civilian populations of major European
cities, leaves no space for adequately describing what a
Yemeni or Afghan villager might be feeling while living
under drone surveillance. The word is the same, but the
experiences are very different in intensity and temporality.
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It remains (so far) the case that comprehensively militarized states pos-
sess much greater powers of violence than even the best-organized and
resourced nonstate agents (although the potential for access to nuclear
or biological weapons could change this balance). Terror could, and per-
haps should, also be used as the word describing what many women
and children feel in the face of male violence, including sexual violence.
When this becomes a weapon of war, it ceases to be a merely domestic
phenomenon and becomes a form of state terror. State terror could, and
perhaps should, also be used to publicize what many black Americans
(especially young men) feel at the sight of a police officer heading their
way. These are both directly and indirectly forms of state terror. But we
mostly do not use the word in these cases, because we have been encour-
aged to sequester it outside the homeland and to identify it with the en-
emy other. Terror has become what is directed at the state, not what is
performed or encouraged by it. But it has not always been this way.

For much of the twentieth century terror was understood in the West
as the property of states, but they were other states, designated as ene-
mies, not us. Pol Pot, Mao, Lenin, Stalin, and Hitler have all been ranged
in a roster of competitive villainy as dispensers of terrors. These widely
recognized atrocities served to displace any easy recognition of terrors
deployed by, for example, Allied airplanes over Germany, British coun-
terinsurgency operations against the dissolving empire, or US-sponsored
interventions in Central and South America and Vietnam. With the turn
to violence among national liberation movements (Kenya, Malaya, Pal-
estine, Algeria, and Ireland, among others), it became opportune to des-
ignate terrorism as their defining practice, and terror as its object. But
such terrorism has always been punctilious and spasmodic. Even when it
is the product of a long-term cause that persists through time, acts of vio-
lence have to be very regular indeed to create a pervasive sense of terror.
FLN (Algeria), ETA (Basque Country), and IRA (Ireland) bombings ar-
guably came closest to this but never succeeded in pressuring large popu-
lations into the sort of radical insecurity that is best described as a state
of terror. Conversely, populations under occupation or surveillance by
overwhelming military force are more susceptible to terror. Such force
has always been the property of nation-states.

After 9/11, terror talk was everywhere, as it had been in the summer
of 1794 in Europe. Terror has colonized a part of the lexicon that has,
over the years, been occupied by a range of other words—hborror, dread,
fear, panic—and it has displaced them all. Imagine, for example, that
the media-political consensus had, after 9/11, declared a war on horror.
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Yes, this has the unfortunate hint of a campaign against bad fiction or
scary movies. But for much of its history, horror has been interchange-
able or synonymous with zerror, each evoking the other. Gothic novel-
ists in the 1790s use horror and terror in this way, although there are
efforts at a distinction, such as the one proposed by Ann Radcliffe in the
early nineteenth century. In current popular speech, having a horrible
time means much the same as having a terrible time. The history of these
words reveals a sequence of identifications and distinctions, as will be-
come apparent at various points in what follows. I would suggest that
in current speech a normative distinction can be traced between horror,
as the emotion one feels at a distance from a violent event, and terror,
which suggests that one is intimately threatened within and without,
with no safe space at hand. If this is so, then horror is a better descrip-
tor of what all of those who witnessed the events of 9/11, whether from
across the Hudson River or on TV in Tokyo, actually felt. Terror, recip-
rocally, describes what was felt by those about to die, or close enough to
think that they might. To collapse the distinction—to make everything
an experience of terror—eliminates the particular emotion felt by those
facing death and arguably perpetrates an ethical failure. It also allows
for the dissemination of a unitary terror as a binding rhetoric wrapping
the entire nation (and even the world) into a state of extreme vulnerabil-
ity. A war on terror admirably suits the grandiloquent propaganda of a
militant state apparatus by interpellating a collective weakness in need
of overarching protection. There was a purpose to keeping horror off
the register of appropriate responses to 9/11. It was possible to do so,
I think, because few people are motivated to suggest any difference be-
tween horror and terror, and this is an ellipsis supported by a slippery
semantic history. Edmund Burke, for example, argued that terror does
indeed presume safe distance.

US president Barack Obama made an attempt, in 2009, after a period
of relative calm in the homeland, to lower the rhetorical temperature by
opining that the then-current threat was that of terrorism, not terror.
But the Benghazi attack and the growth of the Islamic State as both a
land-based and a global threat restored terror to its position at the pin-
nacle of popular consciousness, where it still remains. A string of bomb-
ings, shootings, and vehicle and knife attacks continues to provide evi-
dence for declaring a state of terror all over the Western world, although
there are local deviations and distinctions: for example, in Britain in
July 2005, a war on terror was deliberately not declared, even as terror-
ism was admitted to be a descriptive term. This might be explained as
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admirable restraint or as recognition (one anticipated by Burke in the
1790s) that it is dangerous to acknowledge one’s enemy as possessing the
power of terror. Terrorism, conversely, merely expresses an aspiration to
that power, as a momentary recourse to a violence that can be sustained
only unevenly or not at all.

Unlike terrorism, terror’s neologist offspring that came into the world
in 1794, terror has for centuries been an attribute of various threatening
or avenging men and gods. In the eighteenth century, it became the cen-
terpiece of an aesthetic experience and highly esteemed as the essence of
the sublime. After 1794, it took on a dominantly political identity, and it
was tossed around as at first a key component of the power of the state,
and then something that nonstate agents directed at the state itself. It has
been the leitmotif of national liberation movements and the bugaboo of
state interests seeking to denigrate those same movements. At all points,
it has been both something that comes at us from outside and at the same
time the inner feeling or emotion that such outside forces arouse in us.
We have been told both that it is good to feel terror—for example, at
the face of God—and that terror is something we should absolutely not
give way to. One person’s terror is another’s civic discipline.

Terror wanders in and out of English and into other languages,
whether as a foreign loanword, as a neologism made necessary by its dis-
tinctly nonnative origin, or as attached to an already-existing native
word. Its conceptual profile accordingly differs, but it always reveals
the power of naming. It occurs in English as a translation, for example,
of Homer and Aristotle, and it goes from English all around the world,
as it did after the events of 9/11. It keeps company with, but is not the
same as, terrorism, whose history, while not uncomplicated, can be and
has been tracked with some diligence. It can still be said of terror—and
Jacques Derrida said so after 9/11—that we do not know what we are
talking about. More recently, terror continues to be debated as proper or
not proper to the description of such acts of violence as have occurred in
Benghazi, Boston, Paris, London, and Las Vegas (to name but five), with
no end in sight. If I cannot bid you, as William Blake did, to mark well
these words because they are of your eternal salvation, I will claim that
they might be important to our collective clear thinking and ideally to
our capacity to defend ourselves from those for whom words are circu-
lated as the money of fools and the currency of scoundrels.

This is an exemplary rather than a comprehensive analysis. I do not,
for instance, offer an extended discussion of the Nazi or the Soviet ter-
rors, the two most widely acknowledged state terrors of modern times.
Decolonization movements generated terror-terrorism dynamics of their



PREFACE xiii

own, in which antistate terrorism was mostly countered by even more
systematic violence on behalf of the imperialist powers: Algeria, Viet-
nam, Malaya, Kenya, Israel and Palestine, Ireland, and many others all
call for a detailed historical understanding in which the relation between
terror and terrorism should be investigated rather than assumed. The
neoliberal policy of global policing that has replaced old-style imperial-
ism involves its own versions of terror-terrorism, whether in the form of
military occupation, weaponized drone systems, or slower-acting, life-
threatening coercive agencies like sanctions and blockades. All of these
require a careful reckoning, which is beyond my ambition here. What
they have in common, though, is recourse to a rhetoric, a way of legiti-
mating and explaining to their various publics what they are doing and
why. This is what I will often refer to as “terror talk,” which assumes
an agreement about what it is proper to call terror while displacing any
commitment to critical understanding and to alternative terminologies.
It is my hope that a critical-historical philology of the sort here attempted
might have a function both analytical and medicinal; that a deeper knowl-
edge of what terror has been taken to be at various times and places
might make us less susceptible to being deceived by those whose vested
interests require a noncritical acquiescence in their own uses of words.
It should also make us more aware that our own governments often
disavow their own deployments of terror by focusing only on what is
done by their enemies.

The following chapters offer some formative case histories of both
the deployment and the avoidance of terror talk, which is often absent
from the places where I had expected to find it and apparent elsewhere in
ways I had not predicted. The preponderance of such talk in the United
States in the post-9/11 period is in many ways exceptional. Spokesper-
sons for the state have often refrained from according their enemies
the power of terror. Both sides in World War Two accused the other
of deploying terror, and in the Cold War “balance” of terror, each of
the superpowers acknowledged its availability to the other. But in non-
catastrophic conditions the rhetoric of terror can be double-edged. To
allow the enemy the power of terror can be to disadvantage oneself. Do-
ing so renders the enemy morally culpable, to be sure, but it also implies
one’s own relative weakness and vulnerability, and it may thus threaten
the integrity of resistance. The self-respectability of the state often comes
to be measured by its having the power of terror but not using it, or us-
ing it only in exceptional conditions, or (more often) using it and calling
it something else. One way to read the efflorescence of terror talk after
9/11 is to see it as an overemphasis on the power of the enemy in order
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to justify a massively violent response. Another would be to regard it as
a way of intimidating the homeland into grateful passivity at the hands
of its rulers. The two are not incompatible.

Chapter 1, “Weighing Our Words,” introduces the potential of critical
philology for the understanding of how we describe extreme emotions.
Is terror a concept, and how does it figure in concept history as currently
conceived in the work of Koselleck and others? Can one disambiguate
terror from other words in the fear-terror cluster, and which purposes
are served by doing so? I discuss the management of terror’s ambiguities
in recent political-military strategy literature and outline the usefulness
of a historical critique, along the lines that others have applied to secu-
rity, for bringing some clarity to the discussion of terror.

Chapter 2, “What Do We Talk about When We Talk about Terror?”
begins the historical sequence with a discussion of a passage in Plato’s
Protagoras where Socrates takes issue with Prodicus’s fussiness about
the differences between two fear-terror words, deos and phobos. Does
this matter, and if so why and to whom? Such decisions have affected
the long tradition of translations of Homer and Aristotle (especially) and
have influenced the currency of fear and terror and their surrogates in
other languages. In the eighteenth century, terror and fear switch places
as translations of phobos, with terror eventually winning out as consti-
tutive of the sublime. Long before the present day, terror was aestheti-
cized as a pleasurable experience. Here I develop further the model of a
fear-terror cluster (by way of Charles Darwin and Jerome Kagan) as the
most adequate way of expressing (in English or in translation) the rela-
tions of emotion terms to what they might signify.

Chapter 3, “Putting Terror into the Fear of God,” explores the other
major avenue (after the classics and aesthetic theory) through which ter-
ror becomes familiarized in English: the King James Bible, which departs
from its precursors in so often choosing terror as the term for describ-
ing what God instills in his subjects. Conversely, and perhaps surpris-
ingly, Bunyan’s widely read Pilgrim’s Progress does not make compara-
bly heavy use of terror, while in the emerging novel tradition Robinson
Crusoe has a highly diversified use of fear and terror words. The second
part of the chapter focuses on two episodes from Judges that have re-
ceived much attention both in themselves and as reworked by others: the
Samson story (with Milton’s dramatization) and the story of the Levite
of Ephraim (rewritten by Rousseau). These stories have been important
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touchstones for the working through of terror in relation to divine and
secular violence. In the third section of this chapter, I take up Walter
Benjamin’s much-discussed essay “Critique of Violence” in relation to
the fantasy of radical change without terror.

Chapter 4, “From Terror to The Terror,” begins with a rehearsal of
the ongoing debates about the nature of the Jacobin Terror of 1793—
1794 and whether it was or was not the essence of the Revolution itself.
Here I present the state of the discussion among the historians and set it
beside Burke’s writings in the 1790s, which for interesting reasons seek
to displace terror as the imagined core of the Revolution. I survey the
career of the fear-terror cluster in the gothic novels of the 1790s and in
various fictional representations of the Revolution during the following
century, including those by Balzac, Hugo, Dumas, and Dickens. Almost
all of these authors are, for various reasons, very reluctant to resort to
the rhetoric of terror and assiduous in searching out more complex inter-
pretations of revolutionary violence.

Chapter 5, “Terror against the State,” traces the gradual emergence
of terror as something directed against the state rather than (or as well
as) deployed by it. The prototype is Dostoevsky’s The Devils (also trans-
lated as Possessed). The “dynamite” movement of the 188os also pro-
duces its fictional representations (works by Conrad and James among
them), as does the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon in Germany in the
1970s. Once again, these sources reveal a skeptical and parsimonious
response to the rhetoric of terror, and a sense that terror cannot sim-
ply be dismissed as the attribute of the other who is the enemy. That
remains the case in post-9/11 fiction (as exemplified here by the case of
Don DeLillo), and especially in that written by authors who are not sim-
ply to be identified with “the West” (Rushdie, Hamid, or Shamsie, for
example).

Chapter 6, “Being in Terror, Being as Terror,” offers an account of
the place of extreme emotions (the fear-terror cluster) in describing sub-
jectivity itself, what it is to be human. Central here are the writings of
Sartre, Hegel, Heidegger, Freud, and Kojéve, along with various expo-
nents of modern affect theory. It is significant that the complex discus-
sion of the fear-terror syndrome in Continental philosophy’s theories of
subjectivity has not been replicated in the anglophone world, where it
is mostly psychology (and often popular psychology) that takes up the
topic. This surely helps explain the critical vacuum into which the poli-
ticians and the media were able to market their own personifications of
terror after 9/11. I discuss the recourse to anxiety as a key word in the
19508, along with Cold War civil defense manuals, as examples of the
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effort to disseminate terms for the management of fear as alternatives to
those apparent in today’s terror talk.

My title is of course deliberately open to a flexible application. In
speaking of states of terror, I mean to register the strong historical cor-
relation (and the often unacknowledged persistence) of terror with the
behavior of political states, as well as its rather weaker association with
nonstate agents. Terror is also a state of mind or feeling, with a relation
to external forces that is always to be specified and a pointer to internal
emotions that are always open to alternative namings. All terror is some
or other state of terror, in place and time. This being so, there is no such
“thing” as terror.
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Weighing Our Words

Throughout the Nazi years and during World War Two,
while his life was routinely in exceptional danger because
he was a Jew living with an Aryan wife, the literary scholar
and Dresden resident Victor Klemperer kept a diary in which
he recorded and discussed the changes visited upon his na-
tive German language by the political and media culture
of the Hitlerzeit. He ends his account by recording a con-
versation in which a woman describes herself as having
spent a year in prison “’cos of certain expressions.”! She
had dared to criticize the party and its leader, or had failed
to reproduce its preferred words and phrases. This, for
Klemperer, was the moment when he realized why he had
been taking all those notes: because of certain expres-
sions. It can be the “single word,” he opined, “which re-
veals the way a particular epoch thinks” (148). Even after
the end of Hitler, in the early years of postwar Germany,
relics of Nazi speech habits could be heard in the language
of ordinary people: “The remnants of linguistic usage from
the preceding epoch confuse and seduce them” (2). These
words operate “like arsenic,” inducing a delayed toxic

1. Victor Klemperer, The Language of the Third Reich, LTI—
Lingua Tertii Imperii: A Philologist’s Notebook, trans. Martin Brady
(London: Athlone Press, 2000), 286. Hereafter cited with page num-
bers in the text.
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reaction (15), and when they are used, they change the value of other
words around them, monopolizing meaning and colonizing what had
once been common property.

Those of us who do not live in totalitarian states, despite the oc-
casionally strenuous limits on our freedom of speech (for instance, on
“hate speech”), are only rarely fined or sent to prison for using the wrong
words. But that does not make us free. True freedom of choice about
how to speak and what to say are inhibited not only by formal and infor-
mal speech codes but also by habit and familiarity. The speed and thor-
oughness with which speech cultures reproduce themselves is breath-
taking, their exact origins seemingly impossible to track. Does anyone
know for sure how and why and exactly when our fellow citizens began
to use like as a filler in almost every sentence, often more than once?
What explains the strange dissemination of creaky-voice speech (glot-
talization) among the under-thirties (and now often their elders) or, be-
fore it, of uptalk? What brings words into being and explains why they
become widely current? We have no agreed origin for the familiar word
Yankee, which in the nineteenth-century designated a New Englander
and by 1945 described (in British English) all Americans. In today’s com-
mon parlance, it is impossible to use the freestanding word terrorism
for describing the behavior of a nation-state, even though that was its
original sense and its most common use before about 1970, and even as
the ability to deploy terror arguably remains dominantly the property
of nation-states. Terrorism is understood to be what antistate groups
perform. To resurrect the earlier sense, we need an adjective: state ter-
rorism, which is enough of a term of art that many will wonder what it
can possibly mean. The simplification of terrorism as meaning always
and only the indiscriminate violence of counterstate agents has not gone
uncontested: Noam Chomsky and others have for decades insisted on
the terrorist activities of the United States.? Oppressed minorities have
always known the nature and reality of state terror: recall the circulation
of shirts bearing an image of Geronimo’s band and the inscription: “The
Original Homeland Security: Fighting Terrorism since 1492.” But a few
cogent books and articles, even when backed up by witty and astute
T-shirts, do not a language revolution make. The national and global
interests that stand to gain from a negation of terrorism as only ever the

2. See, for example, Edward Herman and Gerry O’Sullivan, eds., The “Terrorism”
Industry: The Experts and Institutions That Shape Our View of Terror (New York: Pan-
theon, 1989); and Alexander George, ed., Western State Terrorism (Cambridge, UK:
Polity, 1991).
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strategy of the enemy other have proved far too powerful and pervasive
to be diverted by an oppressed minority or by a few independent intel-
lectuals, even those with the charismatic force of Chomsky or Edward
Said. These interests operate not so much by fiat but by command of a
working consensus among newspapers, television networks, and politi-
cians in a world where victory goes to the mass-circulation media that can
seemingly override occasional strong dissent (e.g., from the London Re-
view of Books or the New York Review of Books) as long as the dissent-
ers are kept well away from television talk shows and from “expert” con-
sultation with governments and political parties. Words matter most
when their usages remain uncontested.

What follows does address the question of terrorism but only indi-
rectly: it is much more concerned with the career of terror, which has
a longer and more intricate history, one which of course interacts with
terrorism since (and for once we can be precise about this) 1794. Marc
Redfield persuasively suggests that the invocation of terror is “the exem-
plary speech act of sovereignty for our era.”3 Redfield’s commitment to
understanding terror as part of a rhetoric is exemplary: rhetoric is what
persuades or coerces, inclining the hearer or reader to agree with the
person employing it. Nazi speech patterns as described by Klemperer
were a rhetoric in exactly this sense. Words also carry with them a his-
tory, one that can be displaced or even inverted, one that can enforce,
authenticate, contest, or qualify what particular writers and speakers
are intending at their particular moment in time. As such they call for a
philology, a history of their inventions and reinventions, one that con-
textualizes their transformations through social and linguistic time. Such
history (and rhetoric) cannot alone change the direction of the govern-
ing consensus, as history itself has so often proved. Philology will not
start a revolution; it may not even cause the governing powers more than
a moment of anxiety, if that. But it does make clear that word choices are
not self-evident, that they involve exclusions and silent contestations
with alternative rhetorical possibilities, roadblocks, or roads not taken.
These unmentioned or displaced histories carry with them information
that unsettles the univocity so often assumed or imposed by the prevail-
ing consensus. The history of terror reveals several twists and turns that
can sometimes appear as complete inversions. In the sphere of aesthetic
experience, in tragedy, for example, or in the gothic novel, a measure of
terror has been proposed as the sine qua non of a positive experience:

3. Marc Redfield, The Rhetoric of Terror: Reflections on 9/11 and the War on Terror
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2009), 51.
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not just a good thing but also an essential contributor to appropriate
reading or beholding. Terror is the kingpin of Edmund Burke’s theory
of the sublime. It has also been put to use by theologians as an impor-
tant educative power in the hand of God. But for the current generation,
terror has mostly become at once an entirely negative and a morally il-
licit practice carried out only and always by the enemy other. Trotsky
noticed this ruling elite habit back in 1911: “They would like to label
all the activities of the proletariat directed against the class enemy’s in-
terests as terrorism [Terrorismus|.”* Anyone opposed to the Washing-
ton Consensus invites nomination as a terrorist; those on our side are
exempt from such descriptors even when, as in the case of Jewish state
formation in 1948, terrorism is the major component of political action.

The recent career of terror is one among many cases of a process elo-
quently described by Philip Fisher whereby “along the path of [an] al-
most three-thousand-year history the language that we now use, or find
ourselves lacking, has been frozen into place at surprising moments.”
This is often the result of a “single salient case that steers response from
behind the curtains of time.”” In the case of modern ideas of terror, that
salient example comes from the French Revolution, and specifically from
its Jacobin phase from 1793 to 1794. If William Reddy is correct that
emotions (and terror is one among them) “operate like overlearned cog-
nitive habits,” then one component of that learning is the historical ac-
cretion of a dominant meaning or meanings.® Such dominance affords
opportunities for abuse, especially when the emotions are—like terror—
highly charged. Many years ago, William Empson found in emotive uses
of language “a protean confusion, harmful in a variety of fields and par-
ticularly rampant in literary criticism.”” His privileged attention to liter-
ary criticism looks more than a little dated now, but the warning about
harm remains timely, and especially so given the career of terror talk in
the popular media and among our politicians. Empson, with appropri-
ate modesty, does not think that he can solve the problem of protean
confusion, but he urges critics to at least “try to clear an area” where

4. Leon Trotsky, “Why Marxists Oppose Individual Terrorism,” Der Kampf (No-
vember 1911), https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1911/11/tia09.htm.

5. Philip Fisher, The Vehement Passions (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2002), 4.

6. William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of
Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), §54.

7. William Empson, The Structure of Complex Words (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1979), 1. The book was first published in 1951.
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they “will not do harm.” This deserves to be the most minimal aspira-
tion of any of us doing similar work. Whether we can indeed claim any-
thing more is doubtful, but that should not in itself serve to dispel hopes
and good intentions and perhaps intimations of better times to come. It
might seem delusional to think that, for example, an appropriate under-
standing of the philology of terror could have prevented the American
invasion of Iraq in 2003. But can we be sure that a populace more fa-
miliar with that philology would have permitted so many to be so easily
fooled? The damage to which terror talk contributed is still being done,
and there is continuing need for an adequate historical record that could
contribute to preventing similar sleights of hand from working again
and again. Furthermore, not doing harm, if conceived on the grand scale
of a national politics, turns out to be a rather stringent criterion and one
all too rarely observed.

Again, this inquiry concerns itself principally with terror, and only
more tangentially with terrorism, but the operations of the one inevita-
bly refigure those of the other. And the history of terrorism-talk offers
some useful lessons, as well as some salient contrasts. It is relatively easy
to map the major transitions in the common consensus about the mean-
ing of terrorism. An exemplary instance of the coercive semantics gath-
ering around this term is the 1986 book Terrorism: How the West Can
Win, edited by Benjamin Netanyahu, who is also the major contributor.
The book assembles short essays (based on conference proceedings) by
high-profile politicians, journalists, and academics, mostly Americans
and Israelis, and many with right-of-center affiliations. Its premise is that
there is something called “the West,” of which Israel is a leading rep-
resentative, that is under sustained attack from international terrorism
sponsored by the then Soviet Union and by a number of Arab states.
The Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) is the chief offender in a
global terrorist network described as or compared to a malignancy, or-
ganized crime, gangsterism, and cancer.® This network is a throwback to
a “savage era” (11) and the marker of a radical distinction between bar-
barism and freedom (226). A Marxist-Muslim conglomerate, it is sug-
gested, plays on the disunity and dismay of the West, and exploits the
“sloppiness” of its thinking about the use of force (204). Given this de-
clared crisis, there is no place for the “middle ground of neutrality,” for
mere economic self-interest or for “cowardice” (219, 223). Above all,

8. Benjamin Netanyahu, ed., Terrorism: How the West Can Win (New York: Farrar,
Straus, and Giroux, 1986), 4, 3 1. Hereafter cited with page numbers in the text.
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we are bidden to dispense with the fantasy that the relevant issues can
be resolved by “politics” (224), that is, by anything short of punitive vio-
lence. The response to terrorism is terror.

What is notable is what the book does 7ot mention. It gives no sense,
for example, that there were two sides in the Cold War, each operating
in similar ways in their various spheres of competition. It avoids any
mention of the association of terrorism with national liberation move-
ments, except (once and briefly) as a thing of the past. It mostly defines
the new terrorism as a post-1968 phenomenon, but without any men-
tion of the 1967 war in Israel-Palestine; and when it does indirectly sig-
nal that event, it is to accuse the PLO of being founded three years be-
fore the breaching of the Green Line, as if there had been no motive for
Palestinian resistance before 1967 (i.e., no 1948). Significantly, it fails to
mention the French Revolution and the Jacobin Terror, and thus effaces
a long historical association of terrorism with the “Western” nation-
state itself, whether in its internal disciplinary aspirations or in its behav-
ior toward foreign or colonized populations. Terrorism, above all, now
belongs wholly to the non-West, whereas the West itself is directed to
destroy it and to follow the example of the West’s exemplary representa-
tive in the Middle East, Israel.

Not every address to the topic of terrorism is as ideologically trans-
parent as this one, although large numbers of specialist journals and
government-sponsored reports still do not offer any alternatives to its pre-
suppositions, and this despite a rich counterinsurgency literature that un-
derstands questions of terminology to be of crucial importance. One ex-
ample: Frank Kitson began his career on active service in Kenya, where he
devised ways of infiltrating the Mau Mau movement, whose members he
referred to variously as gangs, gangsters, and terrorists.” Some years later,
Kitson dropped the gangs and gangsters (which will be resurrected by Net-
anyahu) from his comprehensive list of terms from which to choose:

In writing on this subject one of the most difficult problems con-
cerns the matter of terminology. The British Army gives sepa-
rate definitions of Civil Disturbance, Insurgency, Guerrilla War-
fare, Subversion, Terrorism, Civil Disobedience, Communist
Revolutionary Warfare, and Insurrection on the one hand and
of Counter Insurgency, Internal Security, and Counter Revolu-
tionary Operations on the other. Elsewhere conflicts are vari-

ously described as Partisan, Irregular or Unconventional Wars,

9. See Frank Kitson, Gangs and Counter-Gangs (London: Barrie and Rockliff, 1960).
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and the people taking part in them have an even wider selection
of labels attached to them. Furthermore, although a particular
author will use one of these terms to cover one aspect of the busi-
ness and another to cover another, a different author will use the
same two terms in a totally different way.'°

Kitson opts for subversion as the best term to describe everything that
falls short of violence, and uses insurgency for the rest (3), but even these
call for careful contextualization. Terror, notably, is not on Kitson’s list,
unless we assume that it is implicitly subsumed under terrorism as what
terror performs. The 2001 war on terror is surely also a back-formation
from terrorism, a seemingly natural association that sees terror as simply
what terrorists do. In 1794, it was the other way around: the successors
and enemies of the Jacobins first designated the “reign of terror” and then
invented the word terrorist to describe those who carried it out.

For terror itself, the thing from which terrorism is derived and of
which it is the executive arm, there is hardly any analytical tradition.!
Until 9/11, terror occupied a somewhat quieter rhetorical register; and
even after 9/11, it is still zerrorism that attracts more attention and inter-
est. The history of terror, though, is much longer, and the range of its as-
sociations and implications is larger. As an emotion (or affect or feeling),
it subsists (in English) with a range of cognates or near synonyms that it
can either displace or combine with; as an agent-object in the world (a
terror), it can be described and redescribed in a seemingly limitless num-
ber of ways. And when one looks into the ways in which non-English
terms are or are not translated as terror, the possibilities expand even
further. Fundamental questions about what is and is not common be-
tween different persons in different times and places come to the surface
when we ask, for example, whether the Greek phobos is best rendered
in English as fear or terror. Terrorism, coined (in French) only in 1794,
often passed into other languages in near-identical form (terrorisme, ter-
rorism, Terrorismus). Terror, or what we have been calling terror, has
wandered much more widely and in more mysterious ways.

10. Frank Kitson, Low Intensity Operations: Subversion, Insurgency, Peace-Keeping
(London: Faber and Faber, 1971), 2.

11. Claire Sterling’s The Terror Network: The Secret War of International Terror-
ism (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1981) was briefly a media sensation, but
it is little more than a lurid biography of various terrorists, and thus addresses terrorism
without developing any concept of terror. Sterling’s case for Soviet Russia as the sponsor
of worldwide terrorism has since been widely discredited. Redfield’s The Rhetoric of
Terror and a few other studies are, in the wake of 9/11, beginning to fill in the gaps.
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For example, terror has been argued by Wolfgang Sofsky, with un-
impeachable moral seriousness, to be both the organizing principle (as a
practice) and the object (as an effect) of the concentration-extermination
camp system developed in Hitler’s Europe.'? The arbitrary power over
life and death exercised by camp administrations did indeed create what
many would agree to call a pervasive culture of terror. Closer to the other,
trivial end of the spectrum, as NASA’s Mars explorer was approaching
its destination in the summer of 2012, the agency was sensing a lack of
public interest in its big adventure. Accordingly, it released a video dra-
matizing the upcoming landing under the title Seven Minutes of Terror."?
The reference was to the final stages of the landing sequence in which es-
pecially critical conditions would decide the fate of the mission. Why ter-
ror? The Mars lander itself has no emotions, so the terror instead describes
what those watching it are going to feel. But their personal safety is not
threatened, nor is the machine open to personification as something that
itself either generates or feels terror. What is at stake here is at most anx-
iety, concern about what happens to another or, in this case, to one’s long-
cherished scientific hopes as embodied in a machine. This use of terror
ought to make us think. And yet, at the same time, no one would have
been perplexed had the machine failed and given rise to a comment that
this was a terrible outcome. Since at least the eighteenth century, English
speakers have used the word terrible as a simple emphatic, one that can
describe both a terrible murder and a terrible meal. Terror, too, has been
used in this way; [ remember hearing any badly behaved boy described
as “a little terror.” But this use now seems outdated; terror has now been
delegated to more serious tasks.

Anyone immersed in the popular language of the anglophone world
after 9/11 is used to hearing about the more portentous use of terror on
an almost daily basis. The so-called war on terror (sometimes global war
on terror, hence GWOT in the relevant literature) was everywhere in
the media at the end of 2001, and it still has a lively career. Its devilish
charisma has been well described by Njabulo Ndebele, who finds in it a
“terse encapsulation that ironically strains towards the economy of po-
etry but, unlike poetry, yields not insight but cleverness of the kind that

12. Wolfgang Sofsky, Die Ordnung des Terrors (1997), trans. William Templer as
The Order of Terror: The Concentration Camp (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1999). Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism (Orlando, FL: Harcourt,
1976) also asserts that terror is the property of an organized, administered state.

13. Kenneth Chang, “Simulated Space ‘Terror’ Offers NASA an Online Following,”
New York Times, July 1o, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/11/science/space/seven
-minutes-of-terror-video-grabs-online-audience-for-nasa.html.
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supremely admires itself.” It participates in the language of “a manipula-
tive state in which the desire for violence overwhelms the public capacity
to discern falsehood in argument.”'* Perhaps this is obvious to an alert
black South African writer: it has been less so in the United States, where
there was little negative criticism of this coinage, and rarely among the
kinds of people who were exploiting it. One notable dissenter was Zbig-
niew Brzezinski, who wrote in 2007 that “the damage these three words
have done—a classic self-inflicted wound—is infinitely greater than any
wild dreams entertained by the fanatical perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks
when they were plotting against us in distant Afghan caves.”! The dam-
age, he goes on to explain, was the creation of a culture of fear, one mak-
ing it “easier for demagogic politicians to mobilize the public on behalf
of the policies they want to pursue.” After “five years of almost continu-
ous national brainwashing,” he finds that America has indeed become
more paranoid. In 2003, Congress had identified 160 sites as potentially
important domestic targets for terrorist attack; by 2007, that number
had risen to about 300,000.

Brzezinski, as parts of this study will make clear, is applying good
Cold War (and Burkean) theory to the rhetoric of terror: inspiring panic
in a population is both empirically dangerous (people cannot be relied
on to behave calmly in a real crisis) and politically disabling (they risk
becoming the prey of all sorts of opportunists). President George W.
Bush got the point when he declared, in an address to a joint session of
Congress on September 20, 2001, that “as long as the United States of
America is determined and strong, this will not be an age of terror.”!®
This was solid, received doctrine, although it was overshadowed at the
time by Bush’s famous imperative to carry on shopping. Bush further in-
sisted that “this country will define our times, not be defined by them.”!”

14. Njabulo S. Ndabele, Fine Lines from the Box: Further Thoughts about Our
Country, comp. Sam Thlalo Radithlalo (Cape Town: Umuzi, 2007), 202—3. Redfield
(Rhetoric of Terror, 66) argues that war is the inevitable “enactment of the sovereign ex-
ception,” albeit that no other nation “could have attempted such a literary and violently
consequential speech act without falling into mere comic posturing.”

15. Zbigniew Brzezinski, “Terrorized by “War on Terror,”” Washington Post, March 25,
2007. The cultivation of fear as a means of disciplining a domestic population, especially
in the workplace, is explored in Corey Robin, Fear: The History of a Political Idea (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2004). See also Caleb Carr, The Lessons of Terror: A His-
tory of Warfare against Civilians (New York: Random House, 2003).

16. Selected Speeches of President George W. Bush, 2001-2008, https://georgewbush
-whitehouse.archives.gov/infocus/bushrecord/documents/Selected_Speeches_George W
_Bush.pdf.

17. This sentiment was given starkly specific form in the television series House of
Cards (episode 51), where the demonically charismatic President Frank Underwood
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But in the same address, he spoke of “our war on terror,” confirming the
imprint of a phrase that had already, as they say, gone viral. The tide of
terror in the affairs of language would prove hard to stem, and as soon
as the rhetorical genie came out of the semantic bottle, it began to cause
problems. The effort to limit the meaning of terror as designating the en-
emy other by way of simple personification—who the other is and what
it does—would always be troubled and eroded by the tendency of ter-
ror to describe a subjective state, an emotion, or affect: terror as what we
feel. Bush’s address is thus compelled to assert that we will not feel ter-
ror at the terror with which we are at war, while inadvertently suggest-
ing that the terror with which we are at war is already within us—in the
manner of the “fear itself” that Franklin Roosevelt famously said we
should not fear. In this way, the war against the other posits itself as also
a war against what makes the self vulnerable: its own emotions. The one
claim is credible, if grandiose; the other, beyond imagining.

Back in 1986, before Brzezinski, Christopher Hitchens wrote a scath-
ing essay on the abuse of the word terrorism, showing how a word with
“no meaning and no definition” had become the “buzzword of the eight-
ies.” He found it “the perfect instrument for the cheapening of pub-
lic opinion and the intimidation of dissent,” little more than a “junk

”18 His point still stands, al-

word, designed to obliterate distinctions.
though thirty years on he seems to have lost his audience: terrorism is
now almost completely uncontested in popular use as defining a vio-
lently bad thing done to us by others. Terror has come into the spotlight
more recently and has not yet settled into complete referential compla-
cency. And beyond the long-standing ambiguity of the word as designat-
ing both inner feeling and external agent, there is an aesthetic tradition
identifying terror as able to inspire if not sheer pleasure then something
very close to it. We are now more familiar with horror stories and hor-
ror movies, but around 1800 it was terror novels and tales of terror that
loomed large in the literary marketplace. Edmund Burke made terror the
essential and primary ingredient of his theory of the sublime long before
the term was used to denigrate the Jacobins. Some legacies of this tra-
dition surfaced in the aftermath of 9/11, when inevitable comparisons
were made between the footage of the falling towers and similar images

(played by Kevin Spacey) pronounced that “we don’t submit to terror . . . we make the
terror.” Episode 54 has the president announce that “terror is unacceptable” and that
“fear is un-American.”

18. Christopher Hitchens, “Wanton Acts of Usage—Terrorism: A Cliché in Search
of a Meaning,” Harper’s Magazine, September 1, 1986, 66—70.
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in the movies, so that the “real” event looked either eerily simulacral
or subversively exciting, or both. Any inclination to associate the 9/11
event with the world of art was speedily condemned as tasteless or im-
moral (Karlheinz Stockhausen was the scapegoat here), but the associa-
tion never quite went away. Thus there remained a mostly unspoken and
indeed unnoticed but unmistakable connection between the falling tow-
ers and the Burkean sublime. This is not unimportant, because it helped
to condition the words one could and could not use; most notably, it
served, as we will see, to exclude any recourse to horror (rather than ter-
ror) as part of the permitted vocabulary for describing the events and the
responses of various persons to them.

After 9/11, terror was not the order not just of the day but also of the
decade; the strategic emptiness (or impossible fullness) of the term, signi-
fying either or both a subjective response or a threatening object whose
exact identity could never be specified, proved invaluable to the far-too-
willing coalition of politicians and media pundits aiming to create and
maintain a confused but warmongering patriotic consensus, a task in
which they undoubtedly succeeded. While statistics cannot be exact, one
scholar reports that George Bush’s approval ratings hit 9o percent, while
only some 20 percent thought that America’s own policies had anything
to do with the attacks on Washington and New York." Notwithstand-
ing the millions all over the world who marched against the war on Iraq,
and the many who spoke out against it, the evidence is that terror talk
was a highly effective tool for the manufacture of consent. Even the uni-
versities, where critical thought is supposed to flourish, mostly failed to
provide a robust opposition, and indeed many salaried intellectuals fell
enthusiastically into line with the government and media consensus.?
Meanwhile, the phrase “war on terror” served as the enabling rhetoric
for a war on whomever and whatever, wherever. The outcomes of that
war have been and continue to be catastrophic. The creation of failed
states and of more thoroughly failing states, and the massive loss of
(mostly noncombatant) life, are the critical events of our generation, and

19. For these and other such indicators, see Richard Jackson, Writing the War on
Terrorism: Language, Politics and Counter-Terrorism (Manchester: Manchester Univer-
sity Press, 2005), 162-63.

20. There was, of course, a good deal of formal and informal intimidation by me-
dia and government, exemplified by the black list published by the American Council
of Trustees and Alumni; see Sandra Silberstein, War of Words: Language, Politics and
9/11 (London: Routledge, 2002), 127—47. But many willingly offered up their endorse-
ment, with attendant philosophical justifications, of the “homeland security” and foreign
war-making initiatives.
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they are overwhelmingly the responsibility of the “West,” those who
consistently assert themselves to be on the right side of everything and
who largely dominate global politics.

It actually took a few days for the “war on terror” to be announced. It
began as a “war on terrorism,” a more familiar placeholder. By the evening
of September 11, 2001, President Bush was already voicing the presence
of “evil” and of “acts of terror,” but what he first envisaged was a “war
against terrorism.” By September 20, this had become a “war on terror,”
which would eventually evolve into the “global war on terror.”*' Terror
became the go-to word of the decade, until President Barack Obama’s
May 2013 speech to the National Defense University publicized a shift of
rhetoric, in place for some time but not until then formally announced, by
declaring that the bar had been set too high, that no one can promise “the
total defeat of terror, and that the world we have now resembles the world
before 9/11 where the threat comes not from terror but from terrorism.” He
holds on to the phrase acts of terror, but insists that “we must discipline
our thinking, our definitions, our actions.”?* The war on terror, by this
reckoning, appeared to be over, and we were back to responding to terror-
ism or to the weaker form, acts of terror. Obama’s rhetorical climb-down,
however, held good only until the rise of the Islamic State (IS) brought ter-
ror back into the limelight. And so we remain very much where Jacques
Derrida thought we were in the days immediately after 9/11. In the heat of
everyone else’s moment, and apropos of the already-dominant telegraphic
signature of the event called 9/11, he bluntly proposed that “we do not
know what we are talking about.”?

Obama’s offering of “acts of terror” as the new term of art did not,
moreover, diminish any of the polemical energy that made the inter-
pellation of terror a critical measure of political propriety. In the de-
bates leading up to the 2012 presidential election, challenger Mitt Rom-
ney took the president to task for waiting almost two weeks to declare
the September 11, 2012 attack on the American consulate in Benghazi

21. The relevant speeches are transcribed in Jackson, Writing the War on Terrorism,
190-97.

22. White House, “Remarks by the President at the National Defense University.”
Notably, the British response to July 7, 2005, was rather sparing in its references to ter-
ror, as was the American reporting of the bombing of the Boston Marathon in April
2013, just a month or so before Obama’s speech. W. J. T. Mitchell, in Cloning Terror:
The War of Images, 9/11 to the Present (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 23,
dates the change to April 2009.

23. Giovanna Borradori, ed., Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jiirgen
Habermas and Jacques Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 86.
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as an “act of terror.” This was produced as evidence of the president’s
unfitness to manage foreign policy and defend the nation. But accord-
ing to TV host Candy Crowley, who intervened in live time to set the
record straight, Obama had indeed referred to terror in a Rose Garden
speech one day after the event. So indeed he had, but not unambigu-
ously. He had said that acts of terror would never deter America from
pursuing its chosen policies, but he had (luckily or cleverly) left open a
question about the exact fit between such acts of terror and the Ben-
ghazi attack, which his administration was attributing to the spontaneous
violence aroused by the circulation of an American-made video insult-
ing the prophet Muhammad. After the election, the same issues came
back during the confirmation process of Susan Rice as the potential new
secretary of state. Again, it was all about terror; specifically, had Rice
deliberately misled the people by withholding evidence of the involve-
ment of al-Qaeda affiliates in Benghazi? If so, then she would have been
seeking to persuade us that the event was less serious than it really was.
Terror involves coolheaded planning and premeditation, whereas mere
violence is unpredictable and unconnected with larger plots. (The law,
in similar fashion, distinguishes between premeditated crimes and crimes
of passion.) Failure to predict and anticipate violence is excusable: it can
happen anywhere at any time, rather like acts of God. But failure to an-
ticipate a terror attack is a failure of diligence. Violence is a fact of life,
but terror is Public Enemy No. 1. It now seems that the White House ac-
count of events was closer to the truth: there are apparently no records
of organized involvement by al-Qaeda or anyone else.?* But even if it had
been a deliberate plot, its being the result of violence staged by organiza-
tions called terrorist would not of itself make it by all definitions an act
of terror. It was not, for example, visibly designed to intimidate a passive
civilian population by the threat of the unpredictable repetition of irre-
sistible violence. It could have inspired terror in its immediate victims,
but it did not have the sustained, wider power of terror, fully conceived
(and neither did 9/11). That power, most of the time, resides with states,
which possess armaments and delivery mechanisms well beyond those
in the hands of most, if not all, nonstate agents. To imagine Benghazi
as an act of terror rather than of mere terrorism is to participate once
again in the hyperbolic rhetoric of the post-9/11 consensus. It interpel-
lates the agents of violence into a global-international network that can

24. See David D. Kirkpatrick, “Deadly Mix in Benghazi: False Allies, Crude Video,”
New York Times, December 29, 2013.
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be made credible as a long-term threat. Since Benghazi, all rhetorical bets
are once again off. The appearance of ISIS as a partly land-based and
partly global agent of both terrorism and terror has rendered, at least
for the time being, Obama’s effort to narrow down and rationalize the
terminology more or less redundant. President Donald Trump continues
to find terror talk indispensable. We are back with omnipresent terror.

And yet evidence of who really does hold the most pervasive power
of terror is readily available, not just in the events unfolding daily in the
real world but also in the documents governing US foreign policy. In
1996, well before Operation Shock and Awe (also known as Operation
Iraqi Freedom) in 2003, the National Defense University Press published
a book called Shock and Awe, in which the coauthors set out the condi-
tions to be satisfied for US dominance of the battlefields of the future.
They describe a comprehensive possession and application of the pow-
ers of terror through “(near) total control and signature management of
the entire operational environment.”?’ The aim is to “neuter the will of
an adversary to resist,” to “paralyze, shock, unnerve, deny, destroy,” and
to provide a “non-nuclear equivalent” of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki
bombs, the results of which—the “ultimate military application of Shock
and Awe”—are frequently invoked as a measure of political and military
success.”® Three conditions for rapid domination are especially notable.
First, the US must be able to strike anywhere and anytime with the “ele-
ment of impunity” (111); second, it must have “staying power” (14), that
is, be able to prolong the threat through extended time; and third, there
must be whole-field control of the entire environment, not only of the en-
emy’s territory but also of the homeland as well (2). Clearly, these are
conditions that can be met only by a nation-state—indeed, by a super-
power. And clearly they are the conditions for the dissemination of ter-
ror. No nonstate agent could possibly command the resources required
for such a program. The coauthors admit that it will be very hard to
“sustain the current defense program over the long term without a real
threat materializing to rally and coalesce public support” (5). Five years
later, along came 9/t 1.

Ullman and Wade do use the phrase “reign of terror” (46), but only
to describe Iraqi long-range rocket attacks on Tehran, never their own
protocols. But the aspiration to control an entire lifeworld by violence

25. Harlan K. Ullman and James P. Wade, Shock and Awe: Achieving Rapid Domi-
nance (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 1996), xi.

26. Ullman and Wade, Shock and Awe, xxv, xxix, xxvi, 110. Hereafter cited with
page numbers in the text.
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or the threat of violence is a classic instance of terror and of terrorizing
(quite different from the more local, small-scale performances of ter-
rorism). What is envisaged here is the total destruction of the personality
and environment of the enemy, and the carefully restricted management
of information at home. This is nothing less than a legitimation of the
totalitarian state. Nothing is said about refashioning the law to control
domestic opposition, but neither is such an option explicitly denied. We
have come a long way from the declared need to create an informed and
self-reliant citizenship of the sort that featured (however cynically) in
Cold War policy. Naomi Klein has argued that we have seen the impo-
sition of a long-term economic equivalent to shock and awe not only in
the well-known US support for right-wing coups, and thus for torture
and the repression of dissent by foreign governments (Chile, Nicaragua,
Argentina, and so on), but also, more insidiously and less publicly, in the
enforcement of neoliberal economic doctrines resulting in the massive
redistribution of wealth across the globe.?” The short-term terror of per-
sonal and collective violence and death is accompanied by a longer-term
attrition of the conditions for flourishing. The creation of failed states cre-
ates further incentives for violent intervention, and the whole cycle begins
again.?®

So radical and comprehensive are these policies that, as Ullman and
Wade fully realize, aggressive management of the domestic consensus
is required to maintain support for state policy and state behavior. Not
uncommonly (e.g., in Nicaragua and Iraq) this has involved lying and
deception, and at the very least the tight control of information and of
the ways in which it can be processed. For example, Richard Jackson
has found that, of 414 stories airing on the major television networks
between September 2002 and February 2003 (the months covering the
run-up to the invasion of Iraq), “all but thirty four originated from three
government agencies.” Even the press, supposedly the guardian of our
liberties, relied heavily (up to 75 percent) on government sources without

27. Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York:
Picador, 2007).

28. US Army, Field Manual (sec. 3-24), published in 2006, offers a very different
program for the control of occupied territories, placing political above military action
as necessary for success. This attempt at creating a legitimacy-based counterinsurgent
policy has, however, been criticized for imagining an impossible task for troops in the
field; they must in theory master the local languages and cultures as well as provide, in
the words of one commentator, everything “from security to sewage.” See Beatrice Heu-
ser, “The Cultural Revolution in Counter-Insurgency,” Journal of Strategic Studies 30,
no. 1 (2007): 153-71, esp. 168. The US Army’s field manuals are also available online.
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giving them serious scrutiny.?’ These kinds of direct and indirect manip-
ulations of public opinion should have been common knowledge, since
they had been an object of critique for some time. Chomsky and Said are
only the best known among a number of writers and scholars who have
explained the operations of the manufacture of consent in the context of
previous crises.’® But for all their eminence, they have been remarkably
rare participants in television talk-show culture; it seems clear that their
views are not welcome by those in charge of the major media. The rest
of us plodding along with the job of critique are even more comprehen-
sively ignored.

And yet the issue of consent remains crucial, and there is no more
elementary consent than that governing the understandings of words:
what they are taken to signify and who is doing the signifying. Terror
and consent are in fact the two headline terms in Philip Bobbitt’s best-
selling book on the global situation after 9/11. Bobbitt proposes that ter-
ror does have a substantive meaning in the discussion of current world
politics, despite his urgent sense that the US government has “no consen-
sus” about what it is.3! Terror is the capacity to disrupt and disable the
healthy functions of consent states—those functions that require citizen
approval of their governing classes. Such approval is based not only on
the state’s need to project legitimacy but also increasingly on its cred-
ibility as the protector of its citizens, to ensure security (202). Protecting
civilians is more important than just killing terrorists (561). If terror suc-
ceeds in destroying our trust in basic security, then it has done its work;
the state will destroy itself, either by implosion or by starting to govern
by repression and intimidation: martial law (404). In the second case,
it becomes itself a terror state and consent disappears. Effective terror
in this respect can come either from human enemies or from natural di-
sasters (215). The chaos of the federal responses to Hurricane Katrina
(which was a significantly human-made catastrophe, but we may leave

29. Jackson, Writing the War on Terrorism, 167.

30. See, again, Herman and O’Sullivan, The “Terrorism™ Industry; George, West-
ern State Terrorism; Joseba Zulaika and William A. Douglass, Terror and Taboo: The
Follies, Fables and Faces of Terrorism (London: Routledge, 1996); and Eqbal Ahmad,
“The Lexicon of Terrorism,” in Confronting Empire: Interviews with David Barsamian
(Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 2000), 94—100. And for an influential instance of the
formatting of the national imaginary with near-complete disregard for the truth, see Su-
san Faludi’s account of the Jessica Lynch story in The Terror Dream: Fear and Fantasy in
Post-9/11 America (New York: Henry Holt, 2007), 165-95.

31. Philip Bobbitt, Terror and Consent: The Wars for the Twenty-First Century (New
York: Random House, 2009), 442, also 181-238. Hereafter cited with page numbers
in the text.
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that aside here) is as dangerous to democracy as is al-Qaeda, because it
so emphatically spreads distrust of government and dismay at its failure
to protect us.

Things are getting worse, Bobbitt argues, because we are in the mid-
dle of a major transition from nation-states to market states. Democratic
nation-states are in theory somewhat coherent; they act as efficient col-
lectives in which citizens agree to be represented by elected officials. Mar-
ket states are more individually oriented, promising to maximize oppor-
tunities for each of us, often against the grain of any collective identity.
Market states thus work to weaken representative democracy, even as
they seem to fulfill one of its basic promises. Terrorist agencies also par-
ticipate in market-state culture, one of whose attributes is the free (trans-
national) circulation of commodities available to individuals. Weapons
are among those commodities. The market state thus erodes its own se-
curity by failing to restrain (and indeed encouraging) individual access to
everything by all who can afford it. Terrorism becomes entrepreneurial
and, subject to the sort of idiosyncratic financing typified by Osama bin
Laden, relatively independent of any collective participation. Respond-
ing to such unpredictable threats, consent states become more prone to
behave like terror states. The only thing that can inhibit this tendency is
a clear and consistent commitment to the rule of law, including “civilian
judicial review” of military tribunals (269) and the “decent treatment”
of prisoners (285). Embodying democratic-consent culture and being
seen to do so is critical to the survival of the state, both in itself and as a
model for other states.

Not all consent states need be Western-style democracies (523), but
the largest one in today’s world happens to be so. Arguing that “elemen-
tary data mining” (308) would likely have resulted in the preemptive ar-
rests of all of the 9/11 terrorists, and noting the subsequent revelations
of torture at Abu Ghraib as well as the disgraceful federal response to
Hurricane Katrina (217), Bobbitt finds (and finds reasonable) in Amer-
ica today a radical deficiency in the trust factor required for the proper
functioning of a consent state. The prospect or promise of security sets
a very high barrier for state competence, especially when that security
is conceived as an individual demand in a society made up of very dif-
ferent individuals. This may be a relatively recent obsession: states have
not always cast themselves as security states, and certain kinds of secu-
rity have even been deemed inadvisable, unattainable, or impious, an
almost blasphemous misunderstanding of our fragile lives as sinners or
vulnerable beings. Noting the “severely overworked” status of the term
in today’s political and cultural lexicon as a “formidable instrument of



CHAPTER ONE 18

life-management” whose credibility is based on a presumed universal-
ity, John T. Hamilton offers a powerful philological history, bringing
out the deep ambivalence of the idea of security, which has been con-
ceived of as everything from a natural right to a mortal sin. He finds
that “security’s semantic field begins to resemble . . . a rhizomatic net-
work producing nearly infinite opportunities for interpretation and in-
strumentalization”: exactly the situation I am claiming for the word ter-
ror.3? The aspirational identification of security with the homeland or the
patrie can subsist, as it has done in the work of Hobbes and Schmitt,
only with the cultivation of the very fear it is supposed to preempt: citi-
zens must be made fearful enough that they are willing to forgo liberties
in order to feel themselves secure. The desire to be sine cura, without
care (52), is simultaneously a form of negligence (carelessness) and an
oxymoron, a “concern to be without concern” (27). It is itself a disrup-
tion of the very community it purports to protect, promising an immu-
nitas that threatens to unbind the obligation to collective life (39). The
urge for security—that is, the acceptance of a manufactured consensus
as the highest good—requires acquiescence in the culture of fear. The
operative syndrome is that which Derrida (and Esposito) call autoim-
munity, where the state is “both self-protecting and self-destroying” and
where it is in its own interest “to expose its vulnerability.”33 Adapting
this model to the phenomenon of terror talk, we may suppose that in
deploying a rhetoric that seeks to ensure its own incremental militari-
zation, the homeland is at the same time inscribing its own inevitable
weakness.

Mark Neocleous has proposed that security may be “little more than
a semantic and semiotic black hole allowing authority to inscribe itself
more deeply into human experience,” a placeholder that works toward
a “rejection of politics in any meaningful form.”3* Neocleous demon-
strates (77—105) that the rhetoric of security, in the form of social secu-
rity, first functions in the 1930s to describe the state’s effort to ensure its
citizens some protection against the worst excesses of a runaway liberal
capitalism. The rhetoric of the New Deal understood this effort to be a
form of “national” security well before that phrase came into common
use, referring to foreign and domestic policing. Indeed, Neocleous ar-

32. John T. Hamilton, Security: Politics, Humanity, and the Philology of Care (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), 7-8, 12. Hereafter cited with page numbers
in the text.

33. Borradori, Philosophy in a Time of Terror, 108, 124.

34. Mark Neocleous, Critique of Security (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2008), 4, 185.
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gues, the support for a social safety net was always mediated through a
desire to discourage popular interest in a (foreign-identified) socialist-
communist alternative whose potential domestic availability was always
more threatening than any military threat from the Soviet Union. The
transposition of the security “problem” to the enemy other has been so
successful that we refer routinely to social security benefits without ever
making the connection, even as we are repeatedly being told that both
kinds of security are under threat. It is worth noting that the expendi-
ture on the one, the military and homeland security industries, directly
threatens the flourishing of the other, the domestic health and safety
complex. The one is marketed as necessary spending, the other as dis-
pensable or discretionary. Although the declared demise of the Soviet al-
ternative may for a time have allowed for the erosion of “social” security
as a cherished political priority, and facilitated the elephantine expan-
sion of the quite different operation called “homeland” security now di-
rected at a very different enemy, there were signs from the 2016 election
campaign responses (from both left and right) that the neoliberal strat-
egy of relative pauperization is beginning to be recognized for what it is.

Like terror, security has an inner-outer flexibility in its rhetorical
range: I can feel secure (or not) at the spectacle of security. And terror, like
security, allows for the operation of a shell game in designating its possi-
ble origins and affiliates. So an interior terror, that which we feel, can be
attributed to a chosen external agency (like the enemy other) to discour-
age us from understanding it in relation to quite other conditioning forces,
such as economic vulnerability or social instability. In declaring the years
of the middle twentieth century an “age of anxiety,” as did Rollo May,
among many others, there was a notable displacement or diminishing of
references to terror, because anxiety cannot exist (verbally) as an external
agent. I cannot be anxious at an anxiety outside myself; anxiety is within.
This meant that the default cross-referencing was to psychoanalytic and
philosophical conditions, states of mind or feeling. It was not so much
the awareness of nuclear weapons (which were sometimes not even men-
tioned) as the modern mind that was up for discussion. While larger his-
torical conditions were invoked, the primary site of adjudication mostly
remained in the individual mind amenable to some form of therapy. If
terror is now displacing, or at least disputing, the cultural territory with
anxiety, then its semantic fungibility should alert us to a wider set of
agencies influencing the current lexicon than those simply attributable to
some or other ontological syndrome.

Here I fully endorse Marc Redfield’s argument that, whatever else it
is, terror is a “phantasmatic speech-act” designed to haunt us, and that
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“sovereign is he who decides on terror—who can call the other a terror-

35 The history and theory of terror must then come

ist and make it stick.
together: terror has no useful significance outside its history, and what
that history records is, among other things, a constant pressure toward
the production of theory or, more exactly, pseudotheory. While terror
(and the fear-terror word cluster) have been discussed by philosophers,
there cannot be a philosophy of terror, if one takes (following Derrida)
conventional philosophy to require that there be no fudging of basic dis-
tinctions in its operative vocabulary.’® So Verstand must never be Ver-
nunft, base must be kept apart from superstructure, and reason from
imagination. What matters most, what is foundational, must mean one
thing and one thing only; it must never have come into being by way of
any kind of translation that is other than an absolute equivalence. Ac-
cording to this criterion, terror must be distinguished from dread, or fear,
or horror, or panic. But it is always, in its uses, slipping back and forth be-
tween and among such associated terms, either failing to separate itself
out or doing so in such obviously reductive ways that ulterior, polemical
motives can be suspected.

If there cannot be a philosophy of terror, can there be a theory of
terror? Yes, if theory be conceived as something necessarily inabsolute,
a practice of thought that harks back to its Greek sense of looking into
or seeking clues (although not any longer, in these our times, from the
oracle). Such theory must not only cope with but also fully embrace the
always-partial resolutions of words into meanings, and their functional
displacement of other meanings. It must seek for a historical specificity,
as far as it can, while accepting that any knowledge thus produced can-
not be scientifically exact. There is a body of important work that has set
about the task of refining our vocabulary in this domain: concept history
or, in German, Begriffsgeschichte. This work amounts to something of
a theory in the sense I have just suggested. It seeks to make general or
collective statements about verbal-conceptual networks for which a set
of common methods appears to produce conclusions that are enough
alike to make us think that a theory is possible but also different enough
that we cannot predict outcomes or preassign local deviations. Raymond
Williams’s Keywords, first published in 1976, is a foundational example

35. Redfield, Rhetoric of Terror, 4, 56. While recognizing the war on terror as a
“deeply crazed” formulation (2), Redfield offers a powerful case for its inevitability
within the phantasmagoric world of modern American sovereignty.

36. See, for one exemplary discussion, Derrida’s Dissemination, trans. Barbara John-
son (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 61—-171. Socrates’s contribution to this
orthodoxy is discussed in the next chapter.
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and one that is always open to multiple fine-tunings in the face of prolif-
erating differences that Williams seems almost to delight in registering
as a protest against any idea of “proper” meaning: “We find a history
and complexity of meanings; conscious changes, or consciously differ-
ent uses; innovation, obsolescence, specialization, extension, overlap,
transfer; or changes which are masked by a nominal continuity so that
words that seem to have been there for centuries, with continuous gen-
eral meanings, have come in fact to express radically different or radi-
cally variable, yet sometimes hardly noticed, meanings and implications
of meaning.”%” Taking up for each of his entries “what can be called
a cluster” of “interrelated words and references,” Williams finds con-
nections that are “in some new ways systematic” (22), but he is wary
of suggesting any methodological closure, any comprehensive limits to
what might be expected.*® Somewhat more demanding in this respect is
Quentin Skinner, who believes that “to apply any word to the world, we
need to have a clear grasp of both its sense and its reference” and, in the
case of “appraisive terms,” we also need to know the “exact range of atti-
tudes the term can standardly be used to express.”?? Skinner finds Williams
vague on the relation between word and concept: they are not the same
but nevertheless can be seen to have a “systematic relationship” (564).

I do not share Skinner’s sense of clarity and exactness in language use
as a decisive goal for concept analysis, whose complexities more often
rely on obfuscation. Clear distinctions are inevitably appealing in prom-
ising to clean up our thinking: Hannah Arendt, for example, laments
in her essay “On Violence” that political science does not “distinguish
among such key words as ‘power,’ ‘strength,” ‘force,” ‘authority,’ and,
finally, ‘violence’—all of which refer to distinct, different phenomena
and would hardly exist unless they did. . . . To use them as synonyms not
only indicates a certain deafness to linguistic meanings, which would be
serious enough, but it has also resulted in a kind of blindness to the reali-
ties they correspond to.”* This perfectly expresses philosophy’s desire:
one word for one thing and thus a prospect of rational management. But

37. Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 17.

38. When I first came up with the phrase “fear-terror cluster,” I did not know I was
reinventing one of Williams’s terms, which I use rather more aggressively than he does.

39. Quentin Skinner, “Language and Social Change,” in The State of the Language,
ed. Leonard Michaels and Christopher Ricks (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1980), 562—78, esp. 566.

40. Hannah Arendt, Crises of the Republic (Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace and Co.,
1972), 142.
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just a few pages later Arendt finds herself admitting that “these distinc-
tions, though by no means arbitrary, hardly ever correspond to water-
tight compartments in the real world” (145). That real world notably
includes both academic and popular writing, which often come together
even as we might wish to keep them apart: the German Gewalt, as we
shall see, can denote both actual violence and the power of violence. Like
Arendt, Freud makes a pitch for clear distinctions in Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, where he proposes to distinguish Schreck, Furcht, and Angst
as different responses to danger. But as Jacques Lezra has pointed out,
Freud himself is inconsistent, and elsewhere uses Schreck to denote what
he here calls Angst.*! As Lezra observes, Schreck is “nicely ambiguous,
covering a range of senses, which run from horror to pleasant surprise”
(25). Or, indeed, to terror.

More convincingly, Skinner does explain that there can be perspicac-
ity in silence, in saying nothing. Silence, for example, is a telling form of
reference when John Locke does not mention the ancient constitution,
as almost everyone else did, in his work on government.* In this way, a
normative vocabulary can be conceptually active by way of its absence,
as it was (I would argue) when the word horror did not appear in any
authorized accounts of the 9/11 events. Begriffsgeschichte, or concept
history, as exemplified in the work of Reinhart Koselleck, is perhaps the
closest critical model for what I am attempting to do with terror, and
here too there seems to be a tentative or open relation between archive
and theory. A primary question raised by Koselleck concerns the relation
between concept history and social (or general) history: stated briefly
(and somewhat obscurely), “language and history depend on each other
but never coincide.”® History is recorded in language but some things
go undescribed. Concepts are necessary if there is to be any society or
any political action, but concepts emerge from or subsist in systems that
are far more complex than what can be registered in the language of con-
cepts themselves (76). Similarly, concepts are associated with words, but
not every word is a concept (84). And most importantly, while words
can be rendered unambiguous in use, “a concept must remain ambigu-
ous in order to be a concept” (85, my emphasis). Because a concept (e.g.,

41. Jacques Lezra, Wild Materialism: The Ethic of Terror and the Modern Republic
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), 24-25.

42. Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, vol. 1, The Renaissance
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43. Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, trans.
Keith Tribe (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 222. Hereafter cited with
page numbers in the text.
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the state) is a “concentrate of several substantial meanings” and unites
a “plenitude of meaning,” it must be ambiguous even when it is clear.
It “bundles up” a variety of things (85) and may at best “set a limit” to
what can be made of it, so that its language is “a medium in which expe-
riential capacity and theoretical stability can be evaluated” (86). Word-
concept-history relations can seem to be resolved or transcended only to
break out again into something “seemingly insoluble” (86).

These insights are very important. Koselleck does not suggest that
concepts cannot have a history, as Marx and Althusser famously said
about ideas (which, they claim, should always be referred back to the
material transformations in modes of production which are responsible
for their shifts and transformations), but that the history they do have is
not the whole of history, nor can it be tracked back to that other history
or histories in predictable and repeatable ways. At the same time, those
histories cannot be described without the language of concepts them-
selves. How is this not an insoluble hermeneutic conundrum? There can
be no absolute science of concepts, but there can be and are significant
findings that are system forming. The information generated by a simul-
taneously synchronic and diachronic inquiry into concepts, their current
and historical ranges, produces unpredictable findings that may be only
“indices” for a social history (84), but social history cannot do without
them. We will be looking for and finding in each case what Koselleck
calls “the contemporaneity of the noncontemporaneous” (Gleichze-
itigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen). Word meanings always reach beyond the
“singularity” claimed by historical events (90), and some of these will
almost always be excluded as any one concept is deployed in particular
explanations. The exclusions will not however always (or perhaps ever)
be the same. A process occurs that is comparable within limits but never
fully repeatable, or never to be assumed fully repeatable. As Koselleck
explains elsewhere, language is always self-reflexive, but in opening up
inquiry into concepts, we have a way to gain insight into “what in past
history was necessitated by language and what was not.”* Each has
“different speeds of transformation” and “distinguishable structures of
repetition” (37). These differences interrupt any potential for a seamless
identification of either with the other; that is, they inhibit the perfect clo-
sure of any hermeneutic circle.

44. Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Con-
cepts, trans. Todd Samuel Presner et al. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002),
27. Hereafter cited with page numbers in the text.
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Koselleck’s comments on Bildung (culture) are especially useful to
my inquiry, because Bildung, like terror, is one of those words (and con-
cepts) that designates both something interior, so, in English, one pos-
sesses culture, is cultured; and exterior, as in the fate of culture or culture
studies (170-207). Bildung, like terror, is “both the process of produc-
ing and the result of having been produced” (176); and, like terror, it
comes into its fully modern German meaning (along with Geschichte,
history itself) in the eighteenth century. There is a comprehensive Beg-
riffsgeschichte of terror-terrorism in the great multivolume dictionary-
encyclopedia, of which Koselleck is one of the main editors, although
in this case the entry is the work of Rudolf Walther.* This catalog of
sources and analogues for terror and terrorism has been of inestima-
ble use for my own project, not least because it routinely traverses four
languages: German, English, French, and Latin (with an occasional
foray into Greek). Significantly, the German noun der Terror emerges
only in the 1790s as an import. It made some inroads previously in its
French form, terreur, but even during and after the revolutionary pe-
riod there remained a visible preference for translating it into German
as der Schreck or der Schrecken. The two run together, and they still do.
Meanwhile, Schrecken itself had already been put into service (along
with Furcht) as Luther’s translation of a range of Latin terms from the
Vulgate: metus, stupor, formido, and, indeed, terror. Also needing to be
made over into German were timor and pavor, which themselves were to
be correlated with Greek precursors like phobos and tromos. Then there
is the matter of the relation between biblical Greek and the significantly
larger classical vocabulary of fear-terror words (aidos, kedos, deos, and
so on) that figure in manuscripts from Homer to Aristotle and beyond.
And then there is a further question of how all of these interact or not
with the Hebrew, Aramaic, and other sources that we conveniently re-
fer to as the (¢he) Bible. Every time a word crosses languages, the matter
of what Saussure called its value becomes crucial. To translate French
mouton into English, for example, one must take account of the fact that
French uses the same word for what is in English both mutton and sheep.
We can translate a word but not its value, which is a function of the sig-
nifying economy of its own language.

Terror, like Bildung and unlike many or most other concepts included
in the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe—tyranny, sovereignty, utopia, and

45. Rudolf Walther, “Terror-Terrorismus,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Histo-
risches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, ed. Otto Bruner, Werner
Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1990), 6:323-444.
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so on—is a doggedly reflexive word, and thus a particularly volatile con-
cept. As I have noted, it denotes either or both a subjective emotion and
an objective agency. The sight of terror afflicts me with terror: terror
terrifies. Lezra describes this function as the “double genitive” in, for
example, “fear of the masses,” which can describe what the masses feel
about something they encounter, or what the ruling elites feel about the
masses.* (Horror works in the same way.) For Lezra, this reflexivity
is critical to the function of terror in the modern republic and embod-
ies a positive vulnerability of each to all that opens a space for ethical
identification. But it also (unlike the residually objective terrorism) can
be used to produce a less admirable undecidability, a false equivalence.
He who deploys terror may indeed be himself in terror, but the terror of
the powerless is very different in degree and perhaps in kind. What I feel
when I see an armored drone overhead is not the same as what is felt by
its operator. There may be a certain continuum of feeling, but there is a
world of difference. Nibbling away at all serious reflection on terror is
the tendency of this powerful concept-word to trivialize associations: the
common use of terrible in modern English makes it near impossible to
apply the word in its original sense as relating to terror.

Where does one stop? Should one stop? Can the evolution of a con-
cept be circumscribed by describing its operations in a single language,
or in one or two, or three, languages? Williams was clear that in some
important cases his keywords can be adequately understood only “when
other languages are brought consistently into comparison.”*” Terror in
its current use is interesting here, because although the modern empha-
sis was refigured in French in the 1790s, the word (along with terror-
ism) now circulates globally in its dominant anglophone paradigms and,
since 9/11, has been given a very particular spin.* Bakhtin’s formulation
of the social life of language is emphatic in claiming that no utterance

46. Lezra, Wild Materialism, 38-39.
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takes place in isolation and that no speaker commands or is able to put
beyond limits the entire “elastic environment of other, alien words about
the same object” in a “dialogically agitated and tension-filled environ-
ment” that conditions the forming of concepts (koncipirovanie) and in-
cludes both demotic and foreign words. It is this plurality that impedes
the rhetoric of restriction: expropriating language, “forcing it to sub-
mit to one’s own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated
process.”® Or so one might hope. The view from the other side of The
Dialectic of Enlightenment is less positive: it can be all too easy to make
language submit to certain accents and intentions.

But I have not answered the question, Where does one stop? I think
one does not stop, not because so doing will ever produce a complete or
scientific model of a concept like terror (or any other), but because there
is no predicting what will and will not be found significant for inter-
pretation and understanding. I have, of course, been obliged to stop at
places where my reading runs out or my language skills fall short, places
where all of us have to stop. But in principle  am in favor of never stop-
ping and of proposing our findings, however decisive they may seem, as
always provisional. It is a long stretch of time and place from Lutheran
Schreck to the war on terror, and an even longer one from Homeric deos
to the so-called reign of terror in the French Revolution. Peter de Bolla,
whose recent work on concepts is as close to state of the art as anything
I know, finds it necessary to limit himself to an English database, aware as
he is of the problem of values, whereby French droits is not identical to
English rights. His work is premised on the debatable assumption that
“different languages necessarily work with different concepts.”*°

I agree that a mixed-language informational set will not readily pro-
duce a coherent concept architecture open to computational text analy-
sis, the core of de Bolla’s method. But even a single-language set will not
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produce that complete coherence, and within that single-language set
there is always, as Williams confirms, a possible or demonstrable con-
nection with other languages. This may be less the case in our relatively
impoverished modern anglophone cultures than it was in earlier elite-
print societies wherein writers routinely had fluency in more than one
language, classical or modern. But if one’s purpose is the analysis of a
rhetoric intended to deflect or persuade, to limit or to supplement certain
instances of language in use, then even when there is no avowed connec-
tion outside a single language, knowing something about the analogues
and alternatives can be important. What did the phrase “war on terror”
sound like to English-speaking German readers, of whom there are a
good many? Echoes of both Baader-Meinhof and of the Hitlerzeit would
be paramount for them, but largely nonexistent for most readers of the
Sacramento Bee. They might also have recalled the terror of the concen-
tration camps and the terror bombing of German cities. And would not
many French readers and speakers have heard echoes of la Terreur of
1793-1794? Anglophone readers of the 1790s and beyond almost cer-
tainly recognized terreur in terror.

Peter de Bolla is understandably concerned that a translingual per-
spective will lead him to an unmanageable set of data, and in this he is
probably right. What is exciting about his project is its use of digital da-
tabanks, large groups of texts open to sophisticated word searches for
which various proximities are as significant as immediate contiguity; a
word habitually found, for example, within a few phrases or sentences
of another word can give evidence of an expanded conceptual architec-
ture that would be missed by more localized attention. This, together
with the sheer volume of texts now accessible, can promise insight into
“patterns of linguistic behavior that can be said to be supra-agential: cul-
tural all the way down” (31). Given that concepts range across numbers
of words, this seems like a good way to capture them. Within the chosen
language (here English), de Bolla confirms that concepts indeed “cannot
be expressed in words without remainder”; there is always something
left hanging, something supplementary. And “you always get the full
panoply of terms even if you are attempting to direct attention to only
one of them” (29). Along with the word, you always get what I am call-
ing the cluster. Concepts are networks, and within them certain words
attract other words; and each conceptual network interacts with others
in a process de Bolla calls “orbital drag” (44). This assemblage is what
he means by the “architecture” of concepts.

The orbital drag of contemporary terror talk is, I believe, predict-
able. Terrorism is already in place as that which “we” do not perpetrate,
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and terrorism is the enacting of terror. One would expect to see, within
significant proximity, such terms as barbarism, civilization, the West,
homeland, fundamentalist, jibad, security, atrocity, and so forth.’! I shall
not in what follows be attempting anything like the sophisticated digi-
tal databased taxonomy that de Bolla devotes to the eighteenth-century
vocabulary of rights, but it is worth bearing in mind his method and his
findings as heuristic for possible futures. My procedures have been more
old fashioned and more haphazard: a lot of reading, following connec-
tions that are partly evidentiary and partly intuitive, supplemented with
a bit of electronic text analysis where it is available.’> I am interested in
the diachronic as well as in the synchronic axis, in how emphasis within
the fear-terror cluster (which at any given time may or may not amount
to a concept) has shifted through time; but I have also given a lot of at-
tention to shorter time spans when critical transformations seem to me
to have been occurring, for example in the 1790s or in the production
of the King James Bible. Much of the time my archive is multilingual,
or as much so as I can make it. I am less concerned with pinning down
the would-be-complete territory of terror (as a more or less tidy and de-
limited concept) than with tracking its continuities and transformations
under certain pressures and incentives that are, broadly and narrowly,
historical-political. Recall that Empson found “protean confusion” to
be harmful in itself; it certainly has the potential to be turned to harm in
the hands of the unscrupulous or the unaware. Raymond Williams did
not endorse what he saw as the inflated ambitions of “that popular kind
of inter-war and surviving semantics which supposed that clarification
of difficult words would help in the resolution of disputes conducted in
their terms and often evidently confused by them.” There was to be no
linguistic League of Nations. For him, what could be achieved by his
sort of historical-philological work is “not resolution but perhaps, at
times, just that extra edge of consciousness.”*® This is no small thing in a

51. Western was one of the words that Williams added to his revised Keywords in
1983.

52. For an example of the potential of a sophisticated large-corpus text analysis,
see Ryan Heuser, Franco Moretti, and Erik Steiner, “The Emotions of London,” Pam-
phlet 13 (Stanford Literary Lab), October 2016, https://litlab.stanford.edu/LiteraryLab
Pamphlet13.pdf. The findings are responsibly skeptical. Seeking to track fear-happiness
extremes, and relying on consensus among the trackers about which (and how) words
count, the coauthors find a high degree of emotional neutrality: cases in which it is hard
to tell which emotions are being signaled. Fear terms are often linked to “geographical
reticence” (8), that is, when places are described but not given exact locations. In general,
they find more fear in the old city and more happiness in the West End.

53. Williams, Keywords, 24.
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world where certain classes or interests have monopolized the produc-
tion of consensus, and where whole categories of other persons have
been taught to accept their findings. Peter de Bolla, too, is prompted by
his sense that we inhabit “commonly held conceptual networks that in
effect think for us, or at least provide the enclosures within which think-
ing takes place.” He hopes that his work may make us “less likely to be
trapped into situations in which concepts do our thinking for us in ways
we might find surprising or even counter to our intentions.”** These
are goals I am more than willing to endorse and, I hope, contribute to
furthering.

There is one pertinent, large-scale historical paradigm to be men-
tioned at this point and by way of further introduction. Koselleck’s
model of the modern age, wherein the neueste Zeit takes over from the
Neuzeit that roughly corresponds to what others call the Renaissance,
takes as its primary diagnostic the idea of the Enlightenment invention
of an autonomous history that is revolutionary-progressive rather than
cyclic-restorative and is driven by forces greater than contingent hu-
man intentions. This hypothesis involves the perceived onset of “accel-
eration,” of things taken to be happening faster and faster.> It accords
with the insights of The Communist Manifesto and of Capital about the
speeding up of production, circulation, and accumulation that comes
with the machine economy and the harnessing of steam power. If this
or something like it is a true or convincing finding (and a commonplace
sense of the increasing speed of change remains characteristic of the lan-
guage that describes the contemporary virtual economy), then our expe-
rience of history itself is actually or potentially catastrophic, involving
radical and unpredictable shifts that render the lifeworld more unsta-
ble than ever before. This registers in language and is recirculated and
inflected by language. Koselleck notes that “for German-speaking areas
from 1770 onward . . . both new meanings for old words and neologisms
proliferate . . . establishing new horizons of expectation.” Beginning
around 1800, he finds “excessive use of the term Zeit,” both standing
alone and as a prefix (e.g., Zeitgeist), an increasing invocation of time it-
self.*® We then inhabit a world premised on continual surprise, on vari-
able temporality, and on the rapid displacement of habits that are never
in place long enough to form traditions. Terror, as an emotion or affect,
closely correlates with surprise, and as such it is an apt and ready term

54. de Bolla, Architecture of Concepts, 5, 44.
55. See, for example, Koselleck, Futures Past, 50, 269.
56. Koselleck, Futures Past, 79, 247.
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(or concept) for describing such experience, especially if the changes that
occur embody some element of threat, as indeed they now do for many
who have to live outside the upper echelons of the Washington Consen-
sus. Terror, and words like it, may then be likely to linger awhile, avail-
able for both use and exploitation. Surprise can all too readily be repack-
aged as terror.

It may, then, be useful to know that terror has a rich and controver-
sial history beyond its recent appeal among politicians and the media.
It (or its affiliates) can be tracked through literature from the Greeks to
those contemporary writers seeking to represent the world during and
after 9/11; it has a place in philosophy, especially that of the past hun-
dred years or so; and it figures in what we have come to call theory, that
which explores the interactive preoccupations of sociology, psychology,
philosophy, anthropology, literature, and political science. The history
in this book’s title is the history of these things, of the most important
things that have happened or been said in or under the name of terror.
Or at least of some of them, enough, I hope, to amount to a significant ac-
count. It is easy to invoke the Jacobin Terror of 1793-1794, because the
Jacobins used the term themselves, although much more sparingly than
their opponents and successors. It is easy, too, to invoke the Nazi ter-
ror, because no one much disagrees about the excess of violence and its
effects on Europe during World War Two. But the Stalinist Great Terror
was a phrase coined by a Western historian, and only recently has it be-
come acceptable, either in English or in German, to specify the bomb-
ing of German or Japanese cities in World War Two as terror bombing.
Even in the case of the Jacobins, the established usage of the term ter-
ror has by no means resolved important questions about what was in-
tended by it and how representative it was of either Jacobin policy or of
the French Revolution itself. Above all—and this bears repeating—in re-
cent times terror has been successfully identified with nonstate agencies
who are enemies of the West rather than with the Western states them-
selves as they deploy their massive powers of destruction and intimida-
tion on passive and often civilian populations. Those in Gaza whose
rockets have caused at most one or two Israeli civilian deaths are publi-
cized as terrorists, while those who have killed more than two thousand
Palestinians, including many women and children, and reduced Gaza
itself to a concentration camp, are allowed to pose merely as defenders
of their national security.”” Terror and terrorism are visibly manipulable

57. For a comprehensively documented case that Zionism was from the start (and
well before the start) committed to terrorism in both establishing and maintaining
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categories. They are not the only ones: evil also emerged very early in the
descriptions of 9/11 as a theologically tinged attribute with metaphysi-
cal pretensions needing no further explanation.’® And civility, though
briefly out of fashion in the paranoid rhetorical climate immediately af-
ter 9/11, continues to do yeoman’s work in political and academic circles
as a purposively imprecise but increasingly legalistic absolute good, now
mostly invoked as an inhibitor of free speech whenever the consensus is
embarrassed by uncomfortable information.

But it is terror that arguably matters most, in the light of those ur-
gent and destructive situations, which show no signs of ending, where
terror and/or terrorism are invoked as the justification for further dev-
astation and destruction of whoever is on the wrong side of the propa-
ganda fence. Given this urgency, does it make sense to worry about what
Homer might have meant by deos or tromos, of how and why Furcht
and Angst function for Heidegger, of what is at stake when eighteenth-
century translators transcribe Aristotle’s phobos as either fear or terror,
or of how various novelists employ vocabularies of violent emotions and
affects? Is it not merely a melodramatic scholarly self-esteem that thinks
that it can weigh in on these matters in ways that matter? Perhaps so.
But one thing that the popular response to 9/11 revealed very clearly was
the near-complete absence of any skepticism about the words being used
to describe and make sense of events. Terror was again the order of the
day, as it had been in 1794, and it was as such not subject to much criti-
cal scrutiny. One could simply berate the media and the politicians for
their lamentable ignorance of the resources of the language, or (worse)
for their cynical exploitation of the fudge factor inherent in that lan-
guage; both of these are well worth doing. One can also use the occasion
to explore some longer-term attributes of the vocabulary of violence, on
the assumption that much still remains to be thought through and that
terror is not yet a thing of the past, either as a term or as a state of af-
fairs. This is my aim here. To echo and repurpose Donald Rumsfeld—
who was himself citing a military intelligence protocol—we have not yet
reached the point where we can stop thinking about what we think we
know already.

Israel’s statehood, see Thomas Sudrez, State of Terror: How Terrorism Created Modern
Israel (Northampton, MA: Olive Branch Press, 2017).

58. On the use of evil in post-9/11 rhetoric, see Laura Rediehs, “Evil,” in Collateral
Language: A User’s Guide to America’s New War, ed. John Collins and Ross Glover
(New York: New York University Press, 2002), 65—78. In the same volume, John Collins
(166), echoing Christopher Hitchens, notes that the optimum functioning of terrorism
in the rhetoric of consensus requires that it not be defined at all.
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One must also be aware of when we do not mention what we do
know. Skinner argued for the purposive nature of Locke’s silence about
the ancient constitution, which anyone reading within the genre would
have expected to see invoked. If we are working with positive evidence
of what texts and speakers say, evidence we can see and enumerate, then
we will miss (as Pierre Macherey argued in A Theory of Literary Produc-
tion) the importance of silence, of things that do not appear as text and
thus do not show up as countable or computable. But they are clearly
part of what de Bolla calls the orbital drag, in any comprehensive sense
of that term. Horror, as I have said, was almost never invoked in popu-
lar descriptions of the events of 9/1 1, with definite implications for what
we were supposed to see and feel. Not mentioning horror made terror
into a different thing, altering its rhetorical value. In the United States,
for example, the most important silent partner of terror talk is arguably
the word (or concept of) race. After the rumor of Arab or foreign respon-
sibility for the Oklahoma City bombing was dispelled (as it soon was),
there was comparatively little long-durational use of the words terror
and terrorism in reference to the event. There was certainly no invoca-
tion of a war against either. Indeed, Timothy McVeigh’s affiliations with
white militia groups were played down rather than played up, as if no
one had a motive for assigning terror and terrorism to white people. In
November 2017, the mass shooting carried out by Devin Patrick Kel-
ley in a Texas church was attributed by President Trump to a “very de-
ranged individual” and called an “act of hatred,” not terror. Kelley, of
course, was white. The association of terror and terrorism with a racial-
ized enemy was correspondingly emphatic after 9/11, and it belongs in
a long but largely unspoken domestic tradition linking Black Americans
with the threat of terror. The long and still-unresolved history of slavery
in the homeland cannot be held apart from the responses to 9/1 1, which
would have been different in places like Britain and Germany, where
slavery was a more distant attribute of colonial domination and immi-
gration has been mostly more recent.’® The Haitian Revolution brought
numbers of exiled plantation owners to the United States, where they
contributed to an already-existing fear of slave revolt. Although many
eyewitness accounts of the events of 1791-1804 were complicated by
personal loyalties and local circumstances, with complex interactions
between black and white (and indeed equally complex denotations of
what was meant by black and white), there are certainly clear instances

59. Although the Irish have long been the go-to figure of terroris