
Introduction

In the beginning was the word . . . terrorism. The various types
of fictionalization—representation by the media, political ma-
nipulation, academic definitions, the imaginary archetype in-
forming the thriller—find their genesis and nourishment in the
play with meaning and confusion of contexts inherent in the
word ‘terrorism’.

Joseba Zulaika and William Douglass, Terror and Taboo1

Figuring  September 

Words, fictionalization, plays with meaning—these are the last things
that most people associated with the impact of the terrorist attacks in
America on  September . It was a day in which terrorism 
exploded into a sheer viscerality of fact: four planes hijacked by Is-
lamic extremists had crashed into the World Trade Center, the Pen-
tagon, and a field in Pennsylvania within a few hours of each other.
Shortly after, both towers of the World Trade Center collapsed. The
total casualties were immediately in the thousands; the world was
suddenly being confronted with the most devastating act of terrorism
in history. Television footage of the aftermath made the devastation
all too apparent; images of the Trade Center towers collapsing, and
of shocked and bloodied casualties, said it all. It was as if the media
itself had gone into shock. Struggling to comprehend what had hap-
pened, news programmes around the world reverted to replaying
endlessly the images of the planes smashing into the towers. It was
more real than real; too real to be real. As one television critic com-
mented a few days after the events: ‘at the early stages, the vividly 
cinematic image of a plane flying into a skyscraper was still entirely
comprehensible—if only in the context of a big picture, blow-the-
budget, widescreen special effect made somehow, obscenely real’.2

1 Joseba Zulaika and William Douglass, Terror and Taboo: The Follies, Fables, and Faces of
Terrorism (London: Routledge, ), , Zulaika’s and Douglass’s emphasis. Hereafter
cited as TT.

2 Kathryn Flett, ‘Images that Mocked all Powers of Description’, The Observer ( Sep-
tember ): .



Other commentators reacted similarly, finding it impossible to re-
spond to the impact of  September without making analogies to
other events, other images. ‘[W]hat strikes me first’, wrote another
television critic, ‘is that the most vividly appalling images are all, in a
strange way, palimpsests reflecting other images from the nation’s vi-
sual memory, whether factual or fantastic.’3 Along these lines, many
commentators—including eye-witnesses—cited Pearl Harbour as a
historical precedent, or invoked Hollywood films such as Independence
Day, in which Manhattan is flattened by extra-terrestrials. For others,
the cloud of smoke and dust that hung over New York city in the 
aftermath evoked the nuclear mushroom-clouds of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. It appeared to be unanimous: unless you were one of the
victims, the terrifying reality of the events could only be experienced
and expressed as hyperbole—as surpassing the normal limits of experi-
ence and expression. All of a sudden, then, the figurative, if not the
fictional, was at the very heart of the disaster.

Faced with the task of expressing the inexpressible, many news-
papers and magazines printed responses from literary authors. But
for many of these authors it no longer seemed as if writing was up to
the job. Iain McEwan, Jay McInerney, and Zadie Smith, for exam-
ple, all wrote about feeling that the events of  September had 
rendered literary endeavours futile.4 Other writers, though, felt com-
pelled to respond precisely because of the events’ perceived symbolic
nature. ‘The Pentagon is a symbol, and the World Trade Center is,
or was, a symbol, and an American passenger jet is also a symbol—
of indigenous mobility and zest, and of the galaxy of glittering desti-
nations’,5 wrote Martin Amis. The terrorists, like skilful authors, had
plotted with cunning, he argued: ‘It was well understood that an 
edifice [The World Trade Center] so demonstrably comprised of [sic]
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concrete and steel would also become an unforgettable metaphor.’6

But it might be contested that the tangible physicality of the buildings
and bodies involved means that the event was anything but
metaphorical. Amis was certainly not alone in reading  September
figuratively, though. Osama bin Laden, the figure accused of orches-
trating the  September attacks, offered similar interpretations:

The  September attacks were not targeted at women and children. The
real targets were America’s icons of military and economic power.7

America [was] struck by God Almighty in one of its vital organs, so that its
greatest buildings are destroyed. Grace and gratitude to God. America has
been filled with horror from north to south and east to west, and thanks be
to God that what America is tasting now is only a copy of what we have
tasted.8

On the one hand, then, the attacks are a mere ‘copy’ for bin Laden,
an imitation, as he goes on to argue, of the effects US foreign policy
has had on Muslims in Palestine and Iraq. But, on the other hand,
targeting the ‘icons’ of America’s ‘military and economic power’ has
led to a strike on America’s entire body-politic. The attacks are thus
simultaneously hyperbolized and diminished through being explained
as figurative events. As imitations, the effects, in reality, are nothing com-
pared to American precedents; as iconic attacks their material impact
extends to more than the destruction of the buildings and people 
involved.

For many critics, the mass of rhetorical polemicizing surrounding
terrorism makes sifting the factual from the figurative all the more ex-
igent. Responding to  September, Edward Said, for example, wrote
that ‘what is bad about all terror is when it is attached to religious and
political abstractions and reductive myths that keep veering away
from history and sense’.9 For Said, these abstractions and myths are
evident not only in bellicose exhortations such as bin Laden’s, but
also in the pronouncements on bin Laden from the US government
and media:
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Osama bin Laden’s name and face have become so numbingly familiar to
Americans as in effect to obliterate any history he and his shadowy followers
might have had before they became stock symbols of everything loathsome
and hateful to the collective imagination.10

Considering this in relation to the other statements I have quoted
concerning  September, it would appear that the entire event
amounted essentially to a monumental collision of symbols,
metaphors, and other shadowy ‘figures’. For Zulaika and Douglass,
such a view is applicable to terrorism more generally: ‘terrorism’ as a
term is primarily a ‘rhetorical product’ (TT, ); as they argue in the
above epigraph, the effects of this rhetoric are evidenced in all of the
various mediations of terrorism. Chris Hables Gray makes similar
claims about contemporary war in general. With the predominance
of information technology and global networks of power, war has 
become both ‘postmodern’ and ‘discursive’, he argues: ‘its unity is
rhetorical’.11 What characterizes it are ‘the metaphors and symbols
that structure it, not . . . any direct continuity of weapons, tactics, or
strategy between its various manifestations . . .’.12 Taking up Said’s
point, though, to what extent does this perceived prevalence of
rhetoric, discourse, and fictionalization surrounding terrorism
amount to an obliteration of its ‘history’? Is terrorism primarily a
matter of discursive and figurative practices?

Any survey of statements made by politicians in the aftermath of 
 September would certainly suggest that rhetoric and the figurative
did play a major part in the event and the responses to it. Just as
media commentators struggled for words, politicians—understand-
ably—also turned to hyperbole in order to convey the enormity of the
situation. The attacks on the buildings were declared to be not just an
attack on the US as a whole, as bin Laden suggested; for US Secre-
tary of State Colin Powell, ‘It wasn’t an assault on America. It was an
assault on civilization, it was an assault on democracy’,13 and on ‘the
twenty first century’14 itself. Similarly, United Nations (UN) Secretary
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General Kofi Annan announced the events of  September to be ‘an
attack on humanity, and humanity must respond as one’.15 To return
to Said, these are clearly instances of attaching ‘political abstractions’
to the events; but do the statements mark a wholesale divergence
from ‘history and sense’? For in some senses, the tenor of hyperbole
does reflect the overreaching impact of the terrorism. It might not
have been an assault on the whole of ‘humanity’ or on ‘humanity’ as
an ideal, but there were citizens from eighty different countries who
died in the attacks. Similarly, one might take issue with the event
being an attack on ‘civilization’, but the effects of the terrorism were
indeed global, with industries, financial markets, jobs, and political
alliances being immediately affected worldwide.

What does it mean to suggest that the terrorism of  September
was not simply experienced as hyperbole, but in some ways took
place as such? The etymology of ‘hyperbole’ splits the word into a
number of different directions: in Greek the verb huperballein has sev-
eral meanings: ‘to overshoot’, ‘to exceed all bounds’, ‘to go on further
and further’, and ‘to pass over, cross, or traverse (mountains, rivers,
etc.)’ (LSJ). The history of  September along with the subsequent
‘war against terrorism’ waged in Afghanistan by US and British
forces is a history of the hyperbolic in all these senses. That is not to
say that the historical is usurped by an abstract figure, or that the ter-
rorism amounted only to discourse and rhetoric. As the etymology of
hyperbole shows, it oversteps itself as a term. Denoting both discur-
sive and material excesses, it cannot contain itself. And in the instance
of  September, such excesses produced transferences between
discourse and material events. In this sense, the hyperbolic was im-
plicated in the events in a number of ways: in the massive devastation
(physical and symbolic) and loss of life caused by the plane attacks; in
the physical shock of the attacks transmitted through televisual 
images; in the figurative language used in responses by commentators
in the media; in the contagious impact of the terrorism spreading into
areas of economics, politics, and culture worldwide; and in the 
political rhetoric that helped to legitimize and precipitate the subse-
quent war against terrorism waged amidst Afghanistan’s mountain
ranges.

 

15 Quoted in US Bureau of Public Affairs, ‘United Against Terrorism’ (US State De-
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The hyperbolic as I have described it is not limited to  Septem-
ber, though; rather, it is an index of the way that performative aspects
of discourse generally, and figurative language in particular, can 
affect the nature of material events, just as material events can mod-
ulate discursive practices.16 It is not simply a question, then, of mate-
rial history being obscured by the subsequent force of rhetorical
responses, for political rhetoric effected its own intervention in the
events of  September right from the start—not least in shifting the
status of the attacks from ‘terrorism’ to ‘war’. As Secretary of State
Powell explained in an interview: ‘the American people had a clear
understanding that this is war. That’s the way you see it. You can’t
see it any other way, whether legally that is correct or not.’17 The 
attacks were thus felt to be so excessive that combating them was
taken to be a matter that exceeded the bounds of law. This recourse
to hyperbole was subsequently enforced legally by the US, UK, and
other NATO allies who invoked Article  of the North Atlantic
Treaty, which states that an attack directed from abroad on any one
of NATO’s member states will be considered an attack against them
all.18 The part was made to stand for the whole; power and synec-
doche were thus entwined, and the war against bin Laden and the
Taliban regime in Afghanistan was set in motion. Again, though, to
say that this amounts to the whole affair being essentially discursive is
to lose sight of the fact that the force of such political rhetoric is already
inextricably linked to, and facilitated by, legal, political, military, eco-
nomic, and financial networks of power—not to mention the physi-
cal impact of terrorist attacks themselves.

 September and its aftermath is just one instance of how the 
figurative has been imbricated in terrorism’s events and history in
complex, material ways. Once we realize that the terrifying effects of
terrorism are produced and exacerbated by such interactions, then
we are faced with further questions. For example: is the figurative as
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volatile in what it can signify and do as the violence itself? If so, does
the history of terrorism show that violence and the figurative have in-
teracted differently according to historical context? These are the
sorts of questions that I shall be pursuing throughout this study, and
I shall be addressing them by examining the ways in which several 
literary writers have been interested in similar questions. From
Robert Louis Stephenson and Joseph Conrad to Seamus Heaney and
Ciaran Carson, it is not surprising that writers such as these have
been compelled and concerned by terrorism considering that there
has always been so much discussion of its symbolic nature and its me-
diation. Before turning to the issue of the literary responses in more
detail, though, we first need to address questions about the definitions
and discourses of terrorism more generally.

Definitions and Discourses of Terrorism

There is still no internationally accepted definition of terrorism.19

The much-quoted adage ‘one person’s terrorist is another person’s
freedom fighter’ has been borne out in numerous international con-
ventions on terrorism. Nowhere is the ambiguity of the term more ev-
ident than in the inconsistency of its application: for example,
organizations such as the African National Congress (ANC) in South
Africa, and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) that were
once widely declared to be ‘terrorist’ have over recent years been ac-
cepted internationally as legitimate political parties, the ANC going
on to form the government in South Africa after the dismantling of
apartheid. This ambiguity surrounding terrorism has meant that, to
a great extent, combating it has entailed trying to clarify the general,
definitional haze. Individual governments have been swift to ratify
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David Gordon White (; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ), ch. ; William
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ch. ; Yonah Alexander and Seymour Maxwell Finger (eds.), Terrorism: Interdisciplinary Per-
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Phoenix, ).



their own definitions, but when terrorism takes on international di-
mensions, as  September clearly did, the problem remains. Faced
with this quandary, international law generally, and the UN in par-
ticular, has been forced to approach terrorism indirectly by agreeing
to outlaw specific types of action, including hostage-taking, hijacking,
and attacks on diplomats.20 At the same time, individual nation-states
have not been required to agree that these actions are instances of
‘terrorism’. As Adrian Guelke has commented: ‘This was an impor-
tant consideration for states fearful that the labelling of particular 
actions as terrorist would be used to legitimize interventions in the
name of counter-terrorism.’21 Yet one of the results of this is further
equivocation about militancy and legitimation in general. The 
September attacks, for example, have widely been described as acts
of ‘terrorism’, involving hijacking, hostage-taking of civilians, and 
indiscriminate loss of life. Yet because such actions are not defined as
terrorism in international law, they were able to be characterized as
acts of ‘war’. The distinction between the two was thus rendered am-
biguous, with both the US and UK governments producing new anti-
terrorism legislation at the same time as waging war in Afghanistan.

The definitions of terrorism put forward in the legislation of indi-
vidual nation-states also involve ambiguity. In part, the definitions
are deliberately general so as to allow for maximum flexibility in ap-
plying the law. After the  Oklahoma City bombing by Timothy
McVeigh, for example, the US government introduced an ‘Anti-
Terrorist Act’ () extending both counter-terrorist measures and
the definition of domestic terrorism. In particular, the Act also
widened the performativity of terrorism to include the ‘threat, or at-
tempt, or conspiracy’ to commit any of the proscribed actions it listed
as ‘terrorist’.22 The UK government’s ‘Terrorism Act’ ()—which
I shall be discussing at more length in my Conclusion—similarly ex-
tended the definitions from previous Acts to incorporate a host of per-
formative potentials. ‘Terrorism’ is defined as the ‘use or threat of
action’ to ‘influence the government or to intimidate the public’ in
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order to advance ‘a political, religious, or ideological cause’.23 In this
context, ‘action’ was also widened to include ‘serious damage to
property’ and ‘serious disruption’ of ‘an electronic system’.24 As Ian
Dennis has commented, one of the results of this is that computer
hacking, and animal rights activism can be covered in the same way
as sectarian paramilitary groups.25 Moreover, while specifying ‘use or
threat’ of such actions understandably facilitates punishing things
such as bomb threats, it clearly makes the differences between action
and speech, event and potential, tenuous.

Considering the growing debates and expanding legislative defini-
tions of terrorism, it is little wonder that ‘terrorism studies’ has bur-
geoned so dramatically over the last three decades. In addition to the
increasing number of government-funded institutes, ‘terrorology’ has
taken root in a range of academic fields, including political science,
history, sociology, social anthropology, and international relations.
The explosion of interest has not resulted in greater consensus,
though. As Guelke has argued, ‘By the s, the concept of terror-
ism had become so elastic that there seemed to be virtually no limit
to what could be described as terrorism.’26 This general vagueness of
the term is precisely what has led commentators such as the social-
anthropologists Zulaika and Douglass to assert that terrorism is ‘first
and foremost discourse’ (TT, ), and that this discourse is largely a
matter of ‘fictionalization’. As I have argued, though, such a view 
becomes problematic if the focus on the fictional and the figurative
obscures the physical effects of terrorist violence. David E. Apter’s
‘mytho-logical’ approach to political violence in general is exemplary
of this. Like Zulaika and Douglass, Apter advocates a discursive ap-
proach to terrorism, and stresses the importance for separatist groups
of first engendering separatist narratives: ‘Each inversionary move-
ment generates its own discourse by means of which it defines its 
principles, goals, and establishes boundaries which give rise to 
outrage when violated or penetrated.’27 Naming a disparate set of
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philosophers and literary theorists as inspiration—including Plato,
Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, Pierre Bourdieu, Guy Debord, Fredric
Jameson, Jean Baudrillard, Michel Foucault, Peter Brooks, Terry 
Eagleton, and Georges Bataille—Apter generates his own discourse
for containing the diversity of political violence, but neglects to attend
to the stark theoretical divergences between these figures he cites. Just
as questionable is his assertion that terrorists’ actions are representa-
tive figures of the narratives they have created: ‘There is a troping of
facts. Events become metaphors, as part of a narrative process and
metonyms for a theory.’28 It is one thing to state this transformation
as a strategy of terrorists; it is another to accept the transformation as
reality. Clearly, turning terrorism into a matter of narrative, theory,
and ‘symbolic capital’ makes it easier to theorize. But what about the
violence itself ? What of its own impact on the production of legisla-
tion or force of discourse? What of its influence in precipitating or 
terminating political negotiations? Is it always textualized in advance,
or can it manifest its own volatile performativity?

Zulaika and Douglass are among the very few commentators who
do address issues of performativity and ‘ritualization’ in order to ex-
amine how violence and discourse can become compounded in ter-
rorism and its mediation. Terrorist actions complicate the notion of
it as mere ‘rhetorical product’, they argue: ‘If anything, “terrorism”
is a succesion of actions; its real efficacy lies in its power to provoke,
through sudden actions, disruptions of the existing order’ (TT, ).
The physical, non-linguistic aspects of terrrorism are thus recognized
as having a distinct role. And the way this role becomes significant,
they state, is through ritualization: ‘the appropriate way of getting at
the nonverbal components of violence is to study its ritual practice
. . .’ (TT, ). In so far as terrorist events frequently appear to be
choreographed by the perpetrators as media spectacles, and often 
involve attacks on ‘symbolic’ buildings, such ritualization is clearly
evidenced. As Zulaika and Douglass argue, though, rituals are also
‘repetitive and stereotyped forms’ (TT, ). The material impact of
terrorism is thus theoretically absorbed by them and becomes overde-
termined. But how useful is this concept of ritualization if the terrify-
ing nature of terrorism is partly attributable to its capacity to disrupt
the security of everydayness? What of the sudden attack that terrifies
through anonymity and the lack of any warning signs? What of the
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bombing or assassination that is designed simply to take the enemy
by surprise and cause as much harm as possible?

Producing a narrative or theory that outlines an aetiology of 
terrorism and accounts for its effects is obviously a form of counter-
terror in itself. Indeed, much of terrorology is concerned primarily
with compiling statistics, psychological reports, and other data in
order to advise and report on effective anti-terrorist policies. Yet in
the studies that are more concerned with analysing terrorism’s im-
pact on culture more generally, rigid theoretical constructions of the
phenomenon also predominate, particularly regarding terrorism’s re-
lation to the media. The view that terrorism and the media form a
‘symbiotic relationship’ is certainly commonplace, although there is
significant disagreement about what form the symbiosis takes. For
commentators such as Russell F. Farnen, the media is the dominant
partner: ‘what we know as terrorism is actually a media creation:
mass media define, delimit, delegitimize, and discredit events that we
have not actually seen . . .’.29 Those like H. H. A. Cooper are more
cautious: ‘The media certainly does not create the terrorist, but like a
skilful make-up artist, can assuredly make of him either a Saint or a
Frankenstein’s monster.’30 In contrast to these views, other commen-
tators assert that it is the terrorists who direct the show. J. Bowyer
Bell, for example, argues that ‘To be free means that the media are
open to capture by spectacular events. And the media have been cap-
tured, have proven totally defenseless, absolutely vulnerable.’31 This
has certainly been a view held by governments in the past, the UK
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, for example, famously declaring
that the media provides ‘the oxygen of publicity on which [terrorists]
depend’.32 Accordingly, the UK government at one time placed a
Broadcast Ban preventing members of proscribed organizations in
Northern Ireland from talking on UK television or radio. The US
government was similarly critical of media reportage when Shi’ite
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Muslims hijacked TWA flight  in June . With television sta-
tions such as ABC and CNN having fought over the chance to con-
duct live interviews with both the hostages and their captors, Thomas
Luken, a member of the Telecommunications, Consumer Protection,
and Finance Subcommittee of the US House of Representatives, re-
ported that ‘Many of the members of the subcommittee are deeply
concerned with the astonishing spectacle of T.V. news shows from
the Middle East apparently “co-produced by television and the ter-
rorists”. ’33 The coverage certainly had not aided the government in
resisting the terrorists’ demands. The exposure of the hostages’ ordeal
intensified the domestic pressure on the government to accede, which
it did, convincing Israel to release  imprisoned Shi’ites in return
for the hostages’ release.

Clearly, the hijacking of the TWA flight does demonstrate that ter-
rorism and media coverage have been compounded all too effec-
tively, but it also shows that public opinion and government policy
can play a part in the dynamic, too, making the symbiosis all the
more unstable. To delimit terrorism within a generalized relation to
the media is thus to fail to account for the various factors that can
contribute to its effects and mediation. The media has itself been af-
fected by government policy, and not only through measures such as
broadcast bans. After US Secretary of State Alexander Haig declared
in  that international terrorism had ‘take[n] the place of human
rights’34 on the US government’s agenda, the New York Times’s cover-
age of the phenomenon increased by  per cent. That terrorists
themselves have adopted a variety of stances towards the media is an-
other reason why the notion of a binary symbiosis is problematic. As
Michel Wieviorka has commented, ‘From the point of view of the ter-
rorists . . . there exists no single relationship between terrorists and
the media’.35 For while some groups have actively sought media pub-
licity, others, like the Peruvian Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path), have
shunned the popular media and created their own underground
presses. In some instances, terrorists’ antipathy towards the media
has even extended to making attacks on it—as, for example, with the
bombing of The Times’s offices in London by Irish-American ‘Fenians’
in , and the arson attack on Bild-Zeitung’s buildings by West 
German militants in . For Wieviorka, the evident diversity of 
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relations means that the symbiosis must be approached both ‘syn-
chronically’ in terms of the particular context, and ‘diachronically’ in
terms of historical continuities and shifts.36 My position is that this
combination of synchronic and diachronic analyses also needs to be
applied to the figurative aspects of terrorism more generally.

That so much terrorism has been about contesting history is an-
other reason for taking a historical approach. Consider, for example,
McVeigh’s bombing on  April  of the Alfred P. Murrah build-
ing in Oklahoma City in which  people died.37 The date of the 
attack was carefully chosen as a response to the disaster in Waco,
Texas, on  April , in which US Federal forces attacked the
camp of a separatist, religious group, the Branch Dravidians. The de-
struction of the Murrah building—caused by a primitive fertilizer
bomb—was thus aimed at protesting against the Federal govern-
ment’s perceived interference in the local affairs of the nation’s states.
That the bombing was largely about contesting history is borne out
by various social critics. For Ardyce and James Masters, if McVeigh
had reportedly been awaiting an ‘imminent Civil War’ prior to the
explosion, this was what the attack fomented: ‘the rhetoric we have
been hearing reminds us of the nullification rhetoric before the Civil
War . . . We have that sinking feeling that a civil war has already
begun.’38 In one sense this analysis of the situation is figurative; it
draws on analogy. In another sense, the militancy was an attempt to
make such an analogy real and to galvanize the incendiary rhetoric
and utopian separatism that had already taken root. As Michael
Barkun has pointed out, McVeigh’s bombing was partly inspired by
right-wing conspiracy theory.39 Among the groups in which
McVeigh circulated, states Barkun, the idea that the US Federal gov-
ernment is operated by a host of secret organizations masquerading
as the ‘New World Order’—of which the UN is the public face—was
common currency. Such paranoia also literally involved fiction in the
form of novels like William Pierce’s The Turner Diaries, which portrays
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a bombing similar to that in Oklahoma City—McVeigh owned a
copy of it. In an interview with James Coates, Pierce revealed that he
had in turn been inspired by another novel, The John Franklin Letters,
in which an America controlled by a global Communist regime is res-
cued by right-wing, rural revolutionaries.40 According to Zulaika and
Douglass (TT, ), Coates’s factual report on ‘The Order’, an anti-
Semitic group that carried out armed robberies and killed a Jewish
talk show host, was also taken by McVeigh as encouragement.

Part of what is terrifying about events like  September or the 
Oklahoma City bombing is that they turn the anomalous into physi-
cal reality. Blowing a hole in the very fabric of everydayness, they be-
come an event that seems to exceed both the past and present. This
was precisely one of McVeigh’s intentions: to refigure relations bet-
ween the two. Such terrorism is not just a rupture in history, then, but
a rupture of history, in which the anachronistic and the utopian are
made inexplicably incarnate.

‘You couldn’t figure me out then, and you can’t figure me out
now’,41 claimed Theodor Kaczynski, also known as the ‘Una-
bomber’. In Kaczynski’s case, historical revanchism and the figura-
tive also collide.42 Sending letter bombs to academic scientists, airline
employees, and others over a period of eighteen years, Kaczynski
waged his campaign against what he perceived to be the technologi-
cal evils of contemporary mass-culture. Much taken with Joseph
Conrad’s novel about nineteenth-century terrorism, The Secret Agent—
which I shall be discussing in the following chapter—Kaczynski var-
iously signed himself as ‘Konrad’, ‘Conrad’, and ‘Korzeniowski’
(Conrad’s original Polish surname) in several Sacramento hotels, and
kept a copy of the novel in his Montana hut where he lived as a
recluse. His , word manifesto, ‘Industrial Society and Its Fu-
ture’ was eventually published by the Washington Post and the New York
Times in return for his discontinuing the violence, and was distinctly
nineteenth century in its arguments and tone. The letter-bombs that
persuaded the papers to publish the manifesto—and the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to spend a reported $ million in
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tracking him down—were similarly atavistic, being composed ini-
tially of match-heads. This is not to say that Kaczynski’s militancy
was a laughing matter: three people died and twenty-three were 
injured by his bombs over the course of his campaign. What is con-
tentious is his historical status.

For Mark Seltzer, Kaczynski was a ‘serial killer’, which he sees as
being an extreme, though in many ways exemplary, figure of con-
temporary, American culture.43 Information technology and wide-
spread mechanization have led to a blurring of lines between the
private and the public, the physical and the psychological, perception
and representation, Seltzer argues. The result is a traumatic space of
socialization. Serial killing is a symptom of, and response to, this
repetitive ‘wound culture’ (in Greek, ‘trauma’ means ‘wound’) and its
‘pathological public sphere’, which is ‘everywhere crossed by the
vague and shifting lines between the singularity of the subject, on the
one side, and collective forms of representation, exhibition, and 
witnessing, on the other’.44 In the act of murder, states Seltzer, the se-
rial killer attempts to redefine boundaries between psychological and
corporeal wounding, life and death, self and others. But because the
killing is already influenced by the public sphere’s pathology, the se-
rial killer’s separatist labour is never complete. Is this public sphere so
homogeneously pervasive, though? What about forms of pathology
that develop through withdrawal from social spaces? Certainly
Kaczynski’s violence provoked terror in the media and government
largely because he appeared to be a social and historical outsider.
The US government’s sophisticated surveillance, and its develop-
ment of character profiles using computer technology developed for
market research, can themselves be viewed as attempts to reduce the
threat of anomalous archaism to the statistical. Furthermore, the ‘se-
rial killer’ appellation was used strategically by the government as a
means of countering Kaczynski’s claims that he was fighting an ideo-
logical campaign. Prior to the publication of his manifesto, an FBI
agent told Newsweek that ‘he does not appear to be a serial killer in the
mold of Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, or Jeffrey Dahmer. He is not,
from the available evidence, a sexually driven psychopath.’45 But as
Zulaika and Douglass point out, when law-enforcement officials be-
came concerned at the media publicity surrounding Kaczynski, they
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swiftly cast him as a copy-book psychopath. After the publication of
his manifesto, they declared that whereas they had ‘previously
thought the suspect might be a terrorist with a political agenda’, they
now considered him to be ‘a serial murderer who kills to satisfy an
inner psychological need’.46

With so much equivocation over the definitions, discourses, and
figurative aspects of terrrorism, contribution to the debates from lit-
erary critics and theorists is timely. To date, though, the few signifi-
cant responses have been limited to analysing terrorism as a form of
social theatre. John Orr, editor of Terrorism and Modern Drama (),
emphasizes terrorists’ dramaturgical tendencies in his introduction:

Acts of violence against property or people are staged for different audiences
simultaneously, sometimes to frighten, often to intimidate, usually to pro-
voke the state enemy into excessive and unpopular counter-terror, but al-
ways to ensure that the act itself cannot be ignored. Such outrages would be
nothing without their dramatic impact. They are the unlikely fusion of two
contradictory things: spectacle and secrecy.47

The ‘act’ of violence is also an act of communication, then. But can
it be said that terrorists are in control of its management and staging?
Does the terrorists’ ‘secrecy’ mean that they can direct everything
from behind the scenes, or does it mean that they cannot control the
representation of themselves or their actions? As far as David Miller
is concerned, for example, ‘violence is an ineffective means of com-
municating politically with a mass public because the medium of
communication distorts the message’.48 What Orr fails to address ad-
equately is the question of whether the ‘spectacle’ of terrorism might
mediate the ‘acts’. Furthermore, if the script is written after the act,
then are we still dealing with something that can be termed ‘theatre’?
And is there only one script? That the production of terrorism in-
volves both actions and complicated power relations is subsequently
acknowledged by Orr:

Terrorism . . . is two things, both event, the things that happen, and process,
that is to say, it consists of the relationships developing between protagonists,
the dyadic relationship of terrorists and authorities, and the triadic relation-
ship of state, terrorists and public.49
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But while Orr charts the basis of an overall interaction here, he does
not consider the nature of the dynamics—how the interactions oper-
ate, or whether they are structurally constant. The juxtaposition of
‘event’ and ‘process’ begs the question of how violence and represen-
tation, for example, become compounded in the first place.

In contrast, Anthony Kubiak, in Stages of Terror (), does en-
deavour to offer a theory of how terrorism’s violence and mediation
become entangled. Like Zulaika and Douglass, he prefaces his inves-
tigation by foregrounding the role played by the media: ‘Terrorism
first appears in culture as a media event. The terrorist, consequently,
does not exist before the media image, and only exists subsequently
as a media image in culture.’50 In light of this, Kubiak argues that we
need to ‘reverse’ the usual emphasis on the ‘symbiosis’ of the two: ‘the
media do not merely need and support terrorism, they construct it
mimetically as a phenomenon’.51 As I have already shown, such a
view is not uncommon in terrorism studies more generally, and not
without its critics. Not unaware of the problem, Kubiak goes on to
discuss the issue of forgetting that terrorism involves a violence that is
all too real:

For us, the terror of mediated terrorism does not exist, because it has been
obliterated by the repetitions of its own abstracted image. This repetition
deadens the initial impact, and finally blurs the distinction between immedi-
ate violence, and the mediated images of violence, between the terror that
exists within the mind and within the theatre, and the ‘theatre of terrorism’,
which exists only in the media.52

But how can a process that ‘blurs the distinction’ between the medi-
ation and the immediacy of violence amount only to mediation? How
can representation become confused with the event it represents and
yet still remain resolutely ‘abstracted’? Cannot the contiguity of event
and reportage facilitate an unstable contagiousness or immediation of
terror? Such questions remain unadressed in Kubiak’s study.

Literary Approaches to Terrorism

The issue of how figurative aspects of terrorism and its mediation are
variously bound to contagions and transferences between discourses,
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events, and cultural processes more generally thus remains largely
unexamined in terrorism studies. Yet is not as if such questions have
been without importance for literary writers. Indeed, in attempting to
trace the complex dynamics of terrorism, there is much to be learned
from the examinations of it from within literature itself. By analysing
how different literary writers have responded to specific instances of
terrorism in the twentieth century, I shall thus be aiming to offer a
more adequate account of terrorism’s figurative aspects, at the same
time as asking to what degree these literary responses have meant try-
ing to refashion the force of literature itself. With readings of Joseph
Conrad’s writings on Anarchism and Russian Nihilism, Wyndham
Lewis’s responses to Syndicalism and militant Suffragism, Ezra
Pound’s involvement in anti-Semitic and anti-Integrationist activism,
Walter Abish’s depiction of s West German left-wing militancy,
and Ciaran Carson’s poems on paramilitary violence in Belfast, the
modes of literature discussed will be as various as the terrorism the
authors deal with. At no stage shall I be offering a generalized defini-
tion or aetiology of terrorism, though. Instead, I shall examine ac-
tions and pronouncements of specific movements and individuals
that have been declared ‘terrorist’ by governments and social com-
mentators, and then look at how the literary authors have sought to
engage with the issues of mediation and cultural contagion that each
instance has involved.

In part, then, my approach will be to look at the way terrorism has
been caught up in wider cultural fields that are not reducible to a tri-
angle of terrorists, government, and the media. I shall also be using
the works of the literary authors as focal points, and as guides for
proposing new figurations of terrorism’s historical volatility. The ‘fig-
ures’ of terror and violence that I shall be examining throughout the
book thus include the figures of the writer and the terrorist in various
ways. More specifically, though, I shall be focusing on the tropes and
stylistic strategies that writers have used to represent, mediate, and
sometimes even practise, terrorism. The fact that terrorism’s figura-
tive dimensions have entailed differing types of cultural transference
is precisely why literary writers have sought to develop new tropo-
logical and stylistic strategies in response. In that sense, the figura-
tions are not mere abstractions. Bound up with the very relations of
force and discourse that they engage with, they also present their own
power of performativity and critique. Taken as manifestations of the
way literature has itself resisted and been subject to cultural contam-

    



ination, it will thus be important to discuss the tropes’ performativity
both in terms of history, literary periodicity, and genre.

Bearing that in mind, I am in no way offering this book as an his-
torical overview of modern terrorism or the literature on it. While it
covers writings on a range of terrorism, from the late-Victorian
period to the contemporary, it is very much limited. My focus on 
literature written in English has been one reason why I am not dis-
cussing groups such as the Basque Euszkadi ta Askatasuna (ETA), the
Algerian Front de Libération Nationale (FLN), the Palestinian HAMAS,
or the Japanese Red Army ( JRA), to name but a few. The literature
is simply not there. The majority of the terrorism and literature that
I consider is thus centred in the UK and the US, although given the
international dimensions of both literary and terrorist practices in the
twentieth century, I have invariably discussed them in relation to a
wider—mostly European—context. Limiting my analyses to Western
literature and terrorism is also intended to give the study a focus both
in terms of history and literary periodicity. So although I have not
sought to offer a unified critical narrative about terrorism and mod-
ern literature—there are too many discontinuities—I have drawn a
series of connections between the chapters that relate to notable shifts
in the UK, US, and Europe more generally; for example, in areas of
modernist literary practice, terrorism legislation, literary criticism,
and postmodern theory. But while it is true that the Western dis-
courses about terrorism, particularly from the US, have become in-
creasingly hegemonic, I am not suggesting that they are the only ones
that deserve to be heard. As I hope will become clear, other voices
are already implicated in much of the legislation and discourses, con-
cerned as they are with addressing the impact of ‘alien’ forces. And
while the sample of terrorism and texts included here is relatively
small, my aim is to show in detail some of the different ways that ter-
rorism and its figuration have interacted so that the complex nature
of the dynamic will become clear.

Finally, I should also explain the choice of period that the book
covers. Several terrorologists have pointed out that the practice of
terrorism is an ancient one—assassination, for example, being a
favourite tactic of the Sicarii in Palestine during the first century AD,
and of the Hashishin (‘eaters of hashish’), commonly known as the 
‘Assassins’, in Persia between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries
AD. The first recorded usage of the term ‘terrorism’ given by the
OED is not until , though, when Edmund Burke associated it with

 



the regime of terror that arose in France during – in the after-
math of the Revolution. Initially, then, the word denotes a repressive
regime. In terms of the covert terrorism of modern times, most com-
mentators have placed its beginnings in the mid- to late nineteenth
century, associating it with the subversive militant tactics of the 
Russian Nihilists and Irish ‘Fenians’ in the s and s, along
with developments in explosives and the advent of a mass media.53

By looking at literary responses to terrorism in discrete periods be-
tween the s and s, I have thus attempted to question the
‘modern’ both in terms of the literature and the militancy. My inter-
est has partly been to show how the writers’ approaches to terrorism
are also attempts at refiguring relations between literature and other
areas of cultural life. The literary writings on terrorism are no less ex-
periments in the force of literature itself, I argue; accordingly, I have
sought to present these experiments as refigurings of modernist and
postmodernist literary practices respectively.

My analysis of terrorism through literature is also intended as a
contribution to debates about terrorism’s figurative aspects more gen-
erally. For while many literary and critical theorists contend that we
have moved from modernity to postmodernity, from capitalism to
‘late-capitalism’, from structuralism to poststructuralism—and,
moreover, that these shifts have had profound influences on socio-
political practices generally—it is rare to see these terms or debates
being filtered into terrorism studies, despite its frequent references to
fictionalization and theories of discourse.54 The historical jumps be-
tween the chapters are thus intended to contrast the ways that mod-
ernism and postmodernism, for example, can be used to examine
terrorism and its mediation. These jumps in history also correspond
to wider shifts in power. As William Perdue has argued, develop-
ments in international terrorism must be viewed in relation to the 
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increasing ‘supersedure of Great Britain by the United States’55 as
the dominant economic and military power. Similarly, many theor-
ists of postmodernism have claimed that the increasingly global net-
works of economics, finance, and information are largely driven by
American mass-culture. The opening chapters on Conrad and Lewis
thus concentrate on how radical militancy was tied to questions of na-
tional community in Britain and Europe during the first three
decades of the twentieth century. The chapter on Pound focuses on
his activism against international capital in the s and s, and
moves from a European context to an American one. The chapter on
Abish examines the way s left-wing terrorists in West Germany
were largely attacking what they perceived to be an invidious mixture
of local neo-Nazism and American ‘Imperialism’. And the conclud-
ing chapter on Northern Irish poetry about the ‘Troubles’ addresses
the extent to which the concept of postmodern, globalized power
might itself be something that has been contested in the region.

Before turning to Conrad, though, we need to return briefly to the
late-Victorian period and the first terrorist bomb attacks on London
carried out by Irish and American-Irish Republicans. Coupled with
concerns about the Anarchism that was beginning to spread inter-
nationally, this militant Republicanism and the responses it provoked
laid down the legacy of terrorism that Britain inherited at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century.

Fenians and Anarchists

The group that encouraged much of the early Republican militancy
was the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood (IRB), which later became
the Irish Republican Brotherhood. Set up in  by James Stephen-
son, it built centres of activity in Dublin and New York—the term
‘Fenian’, derived from the ancient Irish army called the ‘Fianna’,
came to be applied to both branches.56 Essentially, the movement
was opposed to Britain’s  Act of Union which had divested Ire-
land of self-determination. Still suffering from the effects of the Great
Famine of –, and unable to change legislation controlling land
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rights and production, Republicans perceived the the Act to be ‘the
source of Ireland’s political, social, and economic evils’,57 and so de-
cided to act for themselves. The first Fenian sorties on British soil
were in  with an attack on a police-van carrying Fenian prison-
ers in Manchester, and the bombing of Clerkenwell Prison in which
twelve people died and  were injured. At this stage, the intention
was not to initiate a protracted offensive but to rescue captured
group-members. After three men were executed for the Manchester
affair and another man hanged for the Clerkenwell attack, however,
the call for an intensive bombing campaign became more fervent.
This was especially so in America, where Fenians were able to 
publish incitements and organize funding with impunity.58 Conse-
quently, on being released from prison in England, Jeremiah 
O’Donovan Rossa, John Devoy, and other prominent Fenians trav-
elled to New York city where, on  June , they formed Clan na
Gael, otherwise known as the ‘United Brotherhood’. Using Patrick
Ford’s newspaper, Irish World, as a mouthpiece, the group issued a se-
ries of requests for men and money:

The Irish cause requires skirmishers. It requires a little band of heroes who
will initiate and keep up without intermission a guerrilla warfare—men who
will fly over land and sea like invisible beings—now striking the enemy in Ire-
land, now in India, now in England itself, as occasion may present.59

John Holland, an ex-schoolmaster from County Clare and a friend
of Devoy’s, took this aim of subversion literally and offered to build
the first torpedo-submarine. Explaining his objective in , he de-
scribed the nature of such a craft: ‘It is not like other small vessels,
compelled to select for its antagonist a vessel of about its own or infe-
rior power; the larger and more powerful its mark, the better its op-
portunity.’60 Holland’s designs had already been turned down by the
US Navy, but Ford was more optimistic, maintaining that a fleet of
ten Irish privateer vessels could clear the seas of English commerce
within six months. Many others agreed: Fraser’s Magazine carried an
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article stating that ‘sub-aqueous tactics’ would ‘neutralise the vast im-
provements in naval art due to steam-power’,61 while the British Ad-
miralty declared submarines to be ‘underhand, unfair, and damned
un-English’,62 and refused to consider building them until . Such
acerbity was no doubt attributable to the fact that Americans had a
history of trying to develop submarines for attacking the British navy.
The first attempt to sink a surface ship with a submersible craft was
in  by an American, David Bushnell, on a British vessel. The 
submarine had a drill with which it was supposed to bore a hole in
the ship for an explosive to be attached—none of the attempts was
successful. The next serious effort was by an Irish-American, Robert
Fulton, in . Like Bushnell’s craft, his submarine could not dive
but propelled itself just below the surface; it did, however, manage to
sink a ship in a demonstration. The first successful attack by a truly
submersible craft was not until the American Civil War, though, with
the sinking of the USS Housatonic by James McClintock’s H. L. Hunley
on  February . Along with the invention of the self-propelled
torpedo by Robert Whitehead in , this would have been the in-
spiration for Holland’s design. But after having built a small experi-
mental prototype, and having received more than $, from Clan
na Gael funds, Holland’s subsequent creations were fraught with 
failure. As a result, the Fenian movement withdrew its support, and
Holland did not succeed in his project until the s when the US
Navy finally approved his designs.

As León Ó Broin argues, the Fenian’s financing of the submarine
probably prevented the movement from initiating more effective
modes of militancy.63 Nevertheless, even if it did not become an ac-
tuality, the possibility of submarine and torpedo warfare made a def-
inite social impact, as is evident from popular fiction of the time.
Mary Richardson Lesesne’s Torpedoes; or, Dynamite in Society (), for
example, is not at all about torpedoes or submarines, yet it uses both
as a general metaphor for the arson attack and social connivances
featured in its plot:

Under-water hostilities are carried on in society to a fearful extent, and many
schools engaged in drilling in deadly work are without signs of their true
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character. If the little work now offered to the public can serve as a ‘don’t an-
chor’ to some young unwary voyagers, it will not be in vain.64

When the terror associated with such subversive combat derives from
its secrecy, the fact that it is nowhere evident does not bury fears so
much as sow them. Thus, for Lesesne, the submarine warfare that has
not taken place is nevertheless endemic to society in other forms.
Similarly, Donald MacKay’s The Dynamite Ship (), a utopian nar-
rative of Fenian revolution, creates its own ‘signs’ with which to rep-
resent the ‘true character’ of the group’s marine militancy. The novel
figures three Republicans: Lubin, an Irishman; Heyward, an Ameri-
can; and Alexander; an Englishman, who transform a steam-yacht
into a military vessel with unheard of capacities for shooting dyna-
mite projectiles. After sailing silently into the Thames and reducing
London to rubble, the group negotiate new terms for Irish Home
Rule. The terror of the ship’s destructive force is prefigured by its 
invisibility: ‘like a spectre from the shades of darkness’ evidencing ‘no
sails, no flags, no steam, no smoke’,65 its new, terrifying power is
largely its ethereality.

If submarine terror was largely distilled and disseminated through
mythifying, the assault on English cities by Fenian bombers between
 and  produced considerably more damage, fear, and fic-
tions. The  attack on Clerkenwell Prison had involved barrels of
gunpowder which, because of the amount needed to produce the de-
sired effect, was an unwieldy substance for subversion. But with 
Alfred Nobel’s inventions of dynamite in , and the fulminate
mercury detonating process in , the possibility of carrying out
successful, clandestine operations was greatly increased. The first
Fenian dynamite attack was near Manchester at the Salford Barracks
on  January ; by , with a bomb having gone off near the
House of Commons on  March, the media was saturated with arti-
cles on the situation. Some commentators were dismissive of the
events, arguing, for example, that the battle against dynamite ‘is
made very much easier by the fact that it is only . . . a specially base
and evil form of ordinary crime’.66 Others asserted that the explosive
presented a new international crisis: ‘The bad and the mad have ob-
tained from science command of a strong weapon of destruction,
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which they can carry about, can conceal, and can use without com-
mitting suicide, and the whole world is the worse for a “triumph of
intellect”. ’67 Responding to this heated diversity of opinion, an arti-
cle in The Spectator offered a general, psychological synopsis of the
threat, stating that dynamite produced effects on the ‘imagination’
more than anything else. The terror was attributable to three main
factors, it argued: first, ‘by the belief that numbers must die’, which is
the ‘secret of the panic in individuals caused by cholera’; second, by
the ‘horror’ of ‘unaccustomed modes of death’ whereby ‘improbable
possibilities’ are countenanced by individuals; third, ‘by the absence
of personality in dynamite. We expect it to explode . . . without any
man there and then manipulating it.’68 From this perspective, what
was terrifying about dynamite-terrorism was not simply its propensity
to kill. It was also its impersonal randomness, which revealed to
people that they were already living as potential statistics, already living as
anonymous figures in a crowd. Dynamite’s explosivity underscored
the fact that instead of death and its significance being managed and
contained within specific private and public spaces—such as the fam-
ily home, the battleground, hospital, church, and cemetery—death
could break into any space at any time. ‘Dynamite is like Banquo’s
ghost’, announced the Anarchist Lizius, ‘it keeps on fooling around
somewhere or other in spite of his satanic majesty.’69

That the Fenian movement was more interested in promulgating
terror than causing casualties is evident from its concerted targeting
of national landmarks. That is not to say that tactics such as assassi-
nation were not also employed: Queen Victoria was shot at on 
February , and the Chief Secretary for Ireland, Lord Frederick
Cavendish, and his deputy were killed with knives by the ‘Irish In-
vincibles’ in Dublin’s Phoenix Park on  May .70 Generally,
though, the attacks were on buildings, the most notable being on
London’s Victoria Station on  February ; Nelson’s Column on
 May  (unsuccessful); and Westminster Hall, the Houses of
Parliament, and the Tower of London almost simultaneously on 
 January . The panic resulting from such events was intensified
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by the press’s reportage. Commenting on the bombing of the Local
Government Board and The Times offices on  March , the 
Annual Register for that year stated that ‘Alarming stories of the dis-
covery of arms and explosives were greedily swallowed, and the fears
of the public were fostered by sensational reports of the most trivial
circumstances.’71 The reference to the public’s ‘swallowing’ of the
news aptly highlights the way in which the distinctions between the
tangible impact of the attacks was spread by the reports themselves.

Some of the newspapers had their own views on counter-terrorist
ploys, though. After the  bombing of Victoria Station, for exam-
ple, The Times argued that gathering data would help defuse the situ-
ation:

Mysterious explosions now-a-days occur in London with the regular irregu-
larity which tempts the statistical mind to strike an average, and thus bring
them under the reign of law. The chance of an explosion in any given month
will shortly be calculable, and after time the date may even accumulate to
such an extent as to fix the probable locality of the next catastrophe.72

In this sense, newspaper reports are imagined as having a general
apotropaic function. The desire to counter terror is also particularly
evident in attempts to reduce the effects to a series of minute, factual
details: ‘The property destroyed included a waiting room, a booking
office, and a luggage depository office (called a cloak room), covering
in all a space of about  feet square’; ‘The wrecked premises were
then carefully photographed from different points of view to show
how the wreckage had fallen, and no detail, however trifling it might
seem, was neglected.’73 Yet clearly this also had the adverse effect of
associating the ‘trifling’ and the trivial with catastrophe, as the Annual
Register stated. The impact of the Fenians’ terrorism was thus not re-
ducible either to its violence or the reports on it; rather, it elicited an
admixture of the two to rival nitro-glycerine in volatility. The exiled
Russian Nihilist ‘Stepniak’ (Sergei Kravchinsky) later denounced the
papers’ reports accordingly: ‘it is the sensational journalism which de-
serves the palm for its efforts in spreading and protracting the dyna-
mite epidemics’.74
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With the Fenians putting faith in symbolism and synecdoche by at-
tacking the nation through buildings like Nelson’s Column and the
Houses of Parliament, and with the media variously assuaging and
augmenting public fears with its reportage, many novelists felt driven
to respond. Tom Greer’s A Modern Daedalus (), for example, is a
utopian narrative in which the Irish narrator, John O’Halloran, in-
vents a pair of wings that enables him to fly. Having resisted en-
treaties from both Irish Republicans and the British government to
use the machine in battle, O’Halloran eventually builds up his own
squadron of flying subversives, destroys the British forces in Ireland
by dropping bombs on them, and so secures a new Irish Republic. In
his preface, Greer defends himself against possible accusations of
harbouring Fenian sympathies: ‘Let no reader suppose that this is the
work of an enemy of England. . . . I am a lover of England and be-
lieve in the necessity of a firm and lasting union between the two
countries.’75 But this claim is offset by his subsequent assertion that
while the text is ‘purely imaginary’, the ‘ideas and forces with which
it deals are real and may at any moment be brought into active play
by the development of the “resources of civilisation” ’.76 If the ideas
are none the less real, then exercising the imagination on them 
becomes a potentially incendiary act.

Whereas Greer is fascinated in portraying acts of terrorism, 
Edward Jenkins is more interested in counter-terror. In his A Week 
of Passion; or, The Dilemma of Mr George Barton the Younger (), the 
story opens on ‘ June —’ with an explosion at Regent Circus
that immediately provokes cries of ‘Fenians’, ‘Dynamite’, and ‘Nitro-
Glycerin’ [sic].77 But it is not the actual ‘effects of the explosion’ that
clears a space in the crowd, we are told; it is instead the ensuing 
‘terror’ which ‘decentralises a mob in the midst of which some 
catastrophe has happened’.78 Moreover, this terror is not so much
caused by the spectacle of death as by the destruction of spectacle, the
general anonymity of the violence:

There were no palpable signs except that rain of flesh and blood, which had
sent a ghastly thrill of horror through the crowd, and a dent in the roadway
about the size of a French wash-basin. . . . A horrible crime had been 
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committed in the presence of a thousand people, and there appeared to be
no traces left, either of the victim or the perpetrator.79

So, on the one hand, the act of violence never really occurs in Jenk-
ins’s text—the subsequent comparison of the ‘dent’ left by the explo-
sion to a ‘French wash-basin’ further domesticates and diminishes its
impact. On the other hand, because the violence destroys the signs of
itself and the agency behind it, the event demonstrates publicly that
everyone’s individuality is all the more susceptible to being erased
through arbitrary acts. This is mitigated by Detective Sontag, how-
ever, who finds a hand of the victim and eventually deduces that it
belonged to an estate agent, George Barton, and that he was killed
not by Fenians but by a firm of maleficent solicitors angry at his in-
vestigations into their improper business practices. By tracing the mo-
tivations and events leading up to the explosion, the case is solved and
the terror allayed—even if Barton remains dead. In this way, the sig-
nificance of the murder is largely detached from the event itself and in-
stead made into a matter of plotting causes. A complicity between
novelists’ and detectives’ work can thus be made explicit: ‘the real
artist’, declares Sontag, ‘has . . . an intuitive sense of the character of
the object he looks at. Every good detective is an artist with the 
poetry suppressed.’80 In this respect, Greer and Jenkins offer con-
trasting portrayals of terrorism’s mediation. For while Jenkins figures
a distinction between violence and terror, thereby affirming a greater
capacity for narrative to mediate the effects of violence, Greer sug-
gests that narrative and mythification can themselves embody latent
forces that may be brought into ‘active play’.

These novels by Greer and Jenkins are just two instances of how
relations of representation and violence could be figured differently
regarding the terrorism of the time. Such inconsistency in dealing
with the issue could also be used strategically, as in the novel The 
Dynamiter () by Robert Louis Stevenson and his wife, Fanny Van
de Grift Stevenson. The story concerns three impecunious young
Londoners, Paul Somerset, Harry Desborough, and Edward Chal-
loner, who decide to become detectives when they read an advertise-
ment offering a £ reward for information about the identity or
whereabouts of a tall, broad, moustached man last seen the day be-
fore in Green Park. The three protagonists go their separate ways,
and the narrative divides into three ‘adventures’ accordingly. By
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chance, though, they all encounter the mendacious Fenian Clara
Luxmore, who offers each a different account of her life-story and
identity, and turns out to be an accomplice of the terrorist,
M’Guire—the man wanted in the advertisement. Thus, the disrup-
tive schemes of the Fenians are themselves foiled by accident, as the
chain of chance meetings leads the protagonists to M’Guire despite
Clara’s dissimulation. The novel’s plot of counter-terror is further
bolstered by its depiction of the terrorists’ attacks, for these only ever
amount to their own ‘report’: ‘suddenly, without one premonitory
rustle, there burst forth a report of such a bigness that it shook the
earth and set the echoes of the mountains thundering from cliff to cliff
. . . at the same time the lights in the windows turned for one instant
red and then expired.’81 As in Jenkins’s text, violence itself never re-
ally takes place, for the explosions invariably destroy their own force;
the bomb M’Guire throws into the Thames after a series of misad-
ventures is exemplary: ‘a momentary fountain rose and disappeared’
(Dynamiter, ). Consequently, terrorist events are always absorbed
safely into the quotidian, as the collocation of the bombings with ‘the
report of a champagne cork’ (Dynamiter, ) implies. The obvious
punning play on ‘report’ suggests that violence is ultimately super-
vened by the textual—which we find another terrorist, Zero, decry-
ing to Somerset: ‘Conceive me now, accused before one of your
unjust tribunals; conceive the various witnesses and the singularity of
their reports’ (Dynamiter, ). This is further emphasized in the two
main accounts of explosions, newspapers featuring among the main
casualties on both occasions. Zero’s only claim to fame is ‘the outrage
of Red Lion Court’, in which, Somerset derisively states, ‘a scav-
enger’s barrow and some copies of the Weekly Budget’ (Dynamiter, )
were destroyed. As Zero rejoins, though, ‘a child was injured also’.
Vengeance for this is ultimately exacted; after Zero accidentally
blows himself up the only visible victim is a news-stand:

instantly, with a formidable report, the dynamite exploded. When the smoke
cleared away the stall was seen much shattered, and the stall keeper running
forth in terror among the ruins; but of the Irish patriot or the Gladstone bag
no adequate remains were to be found. (Dynamiter, )

A catastrophe of disappearance or a disappearance of catastrophe?
The ‘reports’ of the novel are potentially both, the ambiguity being
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used strategically in such a way that violence and accidents can 
always happen, but only to terrorists, while simultaneously never
happening, for these events take place as signs. Fighting terrorism thus
becomes a matter of fighting phenomenality. Yet the Stevensons also
sabotage their own plot in so far as presenting an intrinsic absurdity
of violence makes it all the more tragic when death occurs—as in the
instance of the child. Moreover, depicting the significance of violence
as fundamentally textual only lends credibility to Stepniak’s claim
that ‘sensational journalism’ actually spreads and protracts terror-
ism’s effects.

The Fenian dynamite scare ended in a whimper rather than a bang
in Britain, not because it was successfully muted by mediation but be-
cause by  Clan na Gael and O’Donovan Rossa’s ‘skirmishers’ had
decided to cease their ‘guerrilla’ activities. This was due to a number
of factors: the creation by the metropolitan police of a ‘Special Irish
Branch’ and a general increase in surveillance; a split within Clan na
Gael; proposals by the British Prime Minister, Gladstone, for Home
Rule in  (defeated by dissident Liberals); and increasing opposi-
tion by the IRB to covert militancy in favour of political negotia-
tion.82 Yet the trauma of the bombings had certainly left its mark,
and by the s the British media was full of reports on the Anar-
chist bombings that were becoming increasingly common on the 
continent and in Russia. If the Stevensons’ novel was intended to
show how terrorism’s volatility could be defused textually and ideo-
logically, this is precisely what many Anarchists were contesting.

Anarchism was officially founded by Mikhail Bakunin after he was
expelled in September  from the International Working Men’s
Association on account of his opposition to the running of the orga-
nization, and to Marx’s belief that a proletarian revolution would
eventuate without the aid of incendiary acts.83 For Bakunin, advo-
cating radical vitalism and violent subversion went hand in hand. 
Abstract ideas are ‘always produced by life’, he argued; the Anarchist
revolutionary method would thus arise ‘spontaneously within the
people and destroy everything that opposes the broad flow of popu-
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lar life so as to create new forms of free social organization’.84 Simi-
larly, Peter Kropotkin, a Russian Prince who settled and wrote in
England from  onwards, proposed a form of Anarchist Commu-
nism whereby state governance would be replaced with collective
‘free agreements’. The result, he claimed, would be freedom from
‘obedience towards individuals or metaphysical entities’.85 The An-
archists’ bombings were thus seen to be fighting for a radical physi-
cality, just as the Fenians’ subversions had been blamed on renegade
developments of ‘Science’. This was especially the view in popular
fiction, which invariably yoked Anarchist militants and dangerous
scientists together. Grant Allen, author of an amateur book on
physics, Force and Energy: A Theory of Dynamics (), also wrote a
novel, For Maimie’s Sake: A Tale of Love and Dynamite (), in which a
scientist, Sydney Chevenix, develops a form of silent dynamite that
leaves no trace of itself. Despite his professed philanthropic inten-
tions, Chevenix still muses over its potentially revolutionizing effects
on warfare—‘the unsuspecting savages don’t even know they’re
being shot’86—as does his Polish assistant, Stanislas Benyowski, who
is actually a member of the Nihilist group ‘The People’s Will’.
Amounting to a form of anti-matter, what is terrifying about the dy-
namite is its effect of rendering violence an immaculate deception.

In E. Douglas Fawcett’s Hartmann the Anarchist; or, The Doom of the
Great City (), it is the invention of a new, lightweight, ‘Utopian’,
high-tensile metal that aids some German Anarchists, allowing them
to build the first successful airship, or ‘aëronef ’. Set in the future
around , the novel presents the Anarchists destroying London by
aerial bombardment in order to overturn ‘the Sin of this industrial
age’.87 The text thus presents a cross-fertilization of genres, mixing
the dynamite-terrorism novel with the futurist-dystopian war novel
which had become increasingly popular in Britain ever since devel-
opments in weaponry and travel made a battle with either Germany
or France seem increasingly likely. Sir George Chesney’s The Battle of
Dorking () was the precursor of these war novels, and portrayed a
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German invasion of Britain. Others forecast attacks by sea, air, or
channel tunnel—the construction of which had been seriously con-
sidered in the early s.88 While Fawcett’s novel is wholly imagi-
nary, it captures well the fear in Britain of becoming increasingly
prone to inimical forces of internationalism and technology. Such 
responses obviously had a double-edge, though, for if portraying a
potential threat is in some sense cathartic, it also gives the potential
and the ‘alien’ certain, concrete forms.

Aristotle’s definition of man as ‘zoón politikon’, a political animal,
certainly did not extend to ‘terrorists’ as far as the popular media was
concerned. Viewed as being devoid of politics, they were cast simply
as animals, or rather anti-human life-forms, as we shall see in the fol-
lowing chapter. This is presented literally in H. G. Wells’s The War of
the Worlds (), in which London is terrorized by ‘Martians’ with so-
phisticated technology and weaponry. Terrorism in the novel is not
just associated with the flouting of war conventions, but also with at-
tempts to institute an Other world of possibility on earth: ‘No one gave a
thought to the older worlds of space as sources of human danger, or
thought of them only to dismiss the idea of life upon them as impos-
sible or improbable.’89 Yet the positing of new, ‘alien’ states of exis-
tence was already being nurtured on earth itself. Revisionings of
geographical space and evolutionary theory by Anarchists such as
Kropotkin, Elisée Reclus, and Leon Metchnikoff, along with various
refigurations of materialism and thermodynamics by Anarchists,
Marxists, and physicists were already being developed internation-
ally. Many of these issues are mixed with typical images of terrorism
in Wells’s novel to portray the terrorizing: the aliens are octopus-like
in appearance (i.e. submarine life-forms); the weapons they use shoot
a ‘heat-ray’ that is as ‘invisible’ as their ‘terrors’; like the terror spread
by the presses they also fire canisters of poisonous vapour likened to
‘ink’; they have superior technology but eventually succumb to bac-
teria because they have not evolved terrestrial immune systems. So
although the text does not feature any specific terrorist organizations,
it is in some senses more realistic than many of the other novels that
do on account of its showing the sheer concatenation of factors at
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play in terrorism’s impact at the time. It is this concatenation that
prompted Joseph Conrad’s fascination with terrorism. In the follow-
ing chapter, I shall look at how he traces the extent of terrorism’s 
cultural effects in his novels The Secret Agent ()—dedicated to 
H. G. Wells—and Under Western Eyes () while drawing literature
into the fray.

 


