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INTRODUCTION

(

complete this book at a sad and dangerous moment in

American history, and in world history as well. Our

country, with the help of Great Britain, has ended the

first phase of its war on Iraq: the phase of military victory.

Iraq is in extraordinary chaos, and the occupiers have

been highly uncertain about how best to set up arrange-

ments for governing. As Americans we are confronted

with two starkly contending narratives about the war.

The first, put forward by the war planners, is that of a war

to liberate the Iraqi people from a cruel dictator, the dis-

arming of a dangerous regime (even if its weapons of mass

destruction have not yet been found) to enable democracy

to take root in the Middle East. The second is that of an

invasion of Iraq by a foreign army—by an American

superpower seeking to dominate the Middle East and the

world at large, and now actively threatening other coun-

tries (Syria, Iran, North Korea) with a similar fate if they

do not behave properly.

IX
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Certainly many Iraqis are happy -to be free of a dictator

who was murderous in the extreme. But that does not

mean that they and other Islamics, along with much of the

world, will not be deeply troubled by the second narrative:

that of American superpower hegemony. That, in turn,

could mean that an apparent military victory will be but

the beginning of new violence, of profoundly harmful

reverberations, of even perhaps the decline of the Amer-

ican superpower.

This has been a war of choice, one which our leaders

have felt motivated to wage. While we claimed to be

defenders of the United Nations (a number of whose res-

olutions Iraq had violated), we by no means fought a

defensive war against someone else’s aggression. Nor was

it (in a newly favored American phrase) a “preemptive

war,” one fought in response to an attack an enemy has

initiated or is in the process of initiating. Rather it was a

preventive war, embarked upon because our leaders

decided that, sometime in the future, Iraq could be dan-

gerous to the United States. The “danger” that was “pre-

vented,” I will argue, was the impediment posed by Iraq

and the power structure in the Middle East to American

domination of that region and of the world itself; in other

words, to a dream—an extreme, even apocalyptic one

—

cherished by our present leaders.

The doctrine of preventive war is at any time odious: it

provides a rationale for anyone’s murderous military ven-



Superpower Syndrome

tures. But such a doctrine becomes especially grotesque in

the nuclear age. We need to recall that, soon after the

Soviet Union became a nuclear power, there were pro-

posals in this country that we engage in a preventive war

against it with the rationale that sometime in the future it

might turn its nuclear weapons on us. Had we embarked

on that preventive war, we would have killed millions or

tens of millions of people in the Soviet Union, and,

through the effects of radiation, millions more in various

parts of the world.

We have to ask what is happening to our leaders and to

us as a people when we reach the point of justifying a pre-

ventive war and taking pride in the fact that less than 200

Americans and British were killed in battle while thou-

sands or perhaps tens of thousands of Iraqis died, or when

we wallow in triumphalism—as though this had been a

true contest between military equals and a glorious vic-

tory, rather than a slaughter as the world’s most powerful

military machine simply overwhelmed a relatively small

and weak nation. No less disturbing, that triumphalism

has been accompanied by widespread labeling of oppo-

nents of the war, or even those insufficiently enthusiastic

about it, as “unpatriotic,” “un-American,” “traitors,” or if

they were in foreign countries “anti-American” and even

“enemies” of America.

The invasion of Iraq followed upon the fanatical

Islamist violence of September 11, 2001, and an American

XI
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response that took the form of an -amorphous “war on

terror.” That “war” is a manifestation of what I call

“superpower syndrome,” a medical metaphor meant to

suggest aberrant behavior that is not just random but part

of a more general psychological and political constellation.

That constellation—the syndrome—developed in the

aftermath of World War II but has recently taken an

extreme, world-endangering form.

Th is book is an exploration, both psychological and his-

torical, of how we reached our present predicament and

how we might begin to extricate ourselves from it. It is my

version of a patriotic act, an expression of deep concern for

my country. Beneath its belligerence, I believe that

country is now enmeshed in a landscape of fear. Yet we do

possess a democratic tradition that allows for critical self-

examination and constructive change in our national life.

XII



CHAPTER I

THE APOCALYPTIC FACE-OFF

T
he apocalyptic imagination has spawned a new kind

of violence at the beginning of the twenty-first

century. We can, in fact, speak of a worldwide epi-

demic of violence aimed at massive destruction in the

service of various visions of purification and renewal. In

particular, we are experiencing what could be called an

apocalyptic face-off between Islamist* forces, overtly

visionary in their willingness to kill and die for their reli-

gion, and American forces claiming to be restrained and

reasonable but no less visionary in their projection of a

cleansing war-making and military power. Both sides are

*In keeping with general usage, Islamist refers to groups that are

essentially theocratic and fundamentalist, and at times apocalyptic.

Islamic is a more general ethnic as well as religious term for Muslims.

The terms can of course overlap, and “Islamic state” can mean one

run on Islamist principles.

i
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energized by versions of intense idealism; both see them-

selves as embarked on a mission of combating evil in order

to redeem and renew the world; and both are ready to

release untold levels of violence to achieve that purpose.

The war on Iraq—a country with longstanding aspira-

tions toward weapons of mass destruction but with no evi-

dent stockpiles of them and no apparent connection to the

assaults of September 11—was a manifestation of that

American visionary projection.

The religious fanaticism of Osama bin Laden and other

Islamist zealots has, by now, a certain familiarity to us as

to others elsewhere, for their violent demands for spiritual

purification are aimed as much at fellow Islamics as at

American “infidels.” Their fierce attacks on the defile-

ment that they believe they see everywhere in contempo-

rary life resemble those of past movements and sects from

all parts of the world; such sects, with end-of-the-world

prophecies and devout violence in the service of bringing

those prophecies about, flourished in Europe from the

eleventh through the sixteenth century. Similar sects like

the fanatical Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo, which

released sarin gas into the Tokyo subways in 1995, have

existed—even proliferated—in our own time.

The American apocalyptic entity is less familiar to us.

Even if its urges to power and domination seem histori-

cally recognizable, it nonetheless represents a new constel-

lation of forces bound up with what I’ve come to think of
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as “superpower syndrome.” By that term I mean a

national mindset—put forward strongly by a tight-knit

leadership group—that takes on a sense of omnipotence,

of unique standing in the world that grants it the right to

hold sway over all other nations. The American super-

power status derives from our emergence from World

War II as uniquely powerful in every respect, still more so

as the only superpower left standing at the end of the Cold

War in the early 1990s.

More than merely dominate, the American superpower

now seeks to control history. Such cosmic ambition is

accompanied by an equally vast sense of entitlement, of

special dispensation to pursue its aims. That entitlement

stems partly from historic claims to special democratic

virtue, but has much to do with an embrace of technolog-

ical power translated into military terms. That is, a super-

power—the world’s only superpower—is entitled to

dominate and control precisely because it is a superpower.

The murderous events of 9/1 1 hardened that sense of

entitlement as nothing else could have. Superpower syn-

drome did not require 9/11, but the attacks on the Twin

Towers and the Pentagon rendered us an aggrieved super-

power, a giant violated and made vulnerable, which no

superpower can permit. Indeed, at the core of superpower

syndrome lies a powerful fear of vulnerability. A super-

power’s victimization brings on both a sense of humilia-

tion and an angry determination to restore, or even

3



Robert Jay Lifton

extend, the boundaries of a superpower-dominated

world. Integral to superpower syndrome are its menacing

nuclear stockpiles and their world-destroying capacity.

Throughout the decades of the Cold War, the United

States and the Soviet Union both lived with a godlike

nuclear capacity to obliterate the cosmos, along with a fear

of being annihilated by the enemy power. Now America

alone possesses that world-destroying capacity, and post-

Soviet Russia no longer looms as a nuclear or superpower

adversary. We have yet to grasp the full impact of this

exclusive capacity to blow up anyone or everything, but its

reverberations are never absent in any part of the world.

The confrontation between Islamist and American ver-

sions ofplanetary excess has unfortunately tended to define

a world in which the vast majority of people embrace nei-

ther. But apocalyptic excess needs no majority to dominate

a landscape. All the more so when, in their mutual zealotry,

Islamist and American leaders seem to act in concert. That

is, each, in its excess, nurtures the apocalypticism of the

other, resulting in a malignant synergy.

As a psychiatrist concerned with history, I have in my past

work explored the destructive excesses of our times—Nazi

genocide, the atomic bombings ofHiroshima and Nagasaki,

Chinese Communist “thought reform,” the Vietnam war,

and the apocalyptic forays ofAum Shinrikyo and other cults

ofthe late-twentieth century. Each ofthese expressed a pow-

erful impulse to destroy the existing world so that it might be

4
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purified and renewed. The Nazis had a vision of renewing

the world biologically by ridding it of “defiling” races and

bad genes. In dropping atomic bombs on two Japanese cities,

the United States sought not only to end a bloody war but

also to display its awesome power and so to alter and reshape

the postwar world to come. Chinese thought reform aimed

at rooting out bad thoughts and ill-formed minds associ-

ated with an old and corrupt regime and way of life in order

to purify, politically and ethically, a vast society. In Vietnam,

villages, towns, and parts of cities had to be sacrificed and so

destroyed in order to be “saved” from Communism. And

Shoko Asahara, the guru who formed the Aum Shinrikyo

cult, dedicated it to achieving a biblical Armageddon in

order to bring on a world of spiritual perfection.

These extreme twentieth-century dreams and expres-

sions of totalistic control and mass killing were bound to

reverberate in the twenty-first century. On September 11,

2001, some of those reverberations became all too cruelly

evident. My past work suddenly became current. Indeed,

my last book of the twentieth century had been entitled

Destroying the World to Save It.

PSYCHOLOGY AND HISTORY

The “psychohistorical approach” I have used in all of my

studies is no more than the application of psychological

methods to historical questions. While I have been much

influenced by the psychoanalytic tradition, and especially
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by the work of Erik Erikson, I have, found it necessary to

modify that tradition considerably in order to address some

of the historical convulsions of our time. In the classical

Freudian model, our energies are derived from our

instincts or “drives,” sexual and aggressive, and from the

psychological defenses we call forth to cope with these

drives, notably repression. But the cataclysmic events I

have studied required a different emphasis: a focus on

death and the continuity of life, or the symbolization of life

and death. That kind of model or “paradigm” is, I believe,

appropriate for any study of collective behavior.

To examine people’s struggles in the midst of the most

extreme upheavals of the last half century has also required

me to supplement their ordinary nitty-gritty level of func-

tion—their everyday struggles with love, family, work, and

overall self-esteem—with a focus on an ultimate level, that of

larger human connectedness, or what I call symbolic immor-

tality. Here I mean combining the knowledge that we die

with a quest to be part of something larger than the self: a

sense of living on in children and grandchildren; in religious

expressions of an immortal soul; in one’s “works” or influ-

ences on other human beings; in what most cultures describe

as “eternal nature”; or in experiences oftranscendence (“high

states” so intense that within them time and death disappear).

This quest for symbolic immortality is of great importance

for all of us, but becomes particularly crucial for grasping the

experience of people undergoing historical convulsions.

6
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I have done most ofmy work through direct interviews,

face-to-face encounters with twentieth-century victims

and victimizers: with death-haunted Hiroshima survivors,

with Nazi doctors who participated in medical killing and

with their victims who survived the death camps, with

Chinese and Westerners subjected to “thought reform,”

with American Vietnam veterans who turned against their

own war but had difficulty extricating themselves from it,

and with former members of the Aum Shinrikyo cult still

longing for their lost guru. I sought out these people

because they had in important ways acted upon or them-

selves been acted upon by history. Throughout I have

looked for what I call “shared themes” in such people in

order to shed light not only on their own experience but on

that of their—and our—larger historical era.

Looking now at the intricate maneuvers taking place

between Islamist apocalyptics and our political leaders, I

find much that is unnervingly familiar from my past studies.

In this book I explore the themes those involved in perpe-

trating apocalyptic violence share, seeking always to apply

what I have learned from past studies of related behavior.

History includes a powerful set of forces that inevitably

involve the researcher as well. Yet history is not something

just “out there”—somewhere in the larger cosmos—but is

part of the inner self of each of us, and of the shared intel-

lectual and emotional life of the groups and movements

discussed in this study.
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For me, this book is a strange form of homecoming. My
previous studies have been ofevents that occurred in Europe,

Japan, China, or Vietnam. Now we are all dealing with issues

of terrorism, suffering, and survival in the “homeland,” and

the deeply problematic responses ofthat land and its leaders.

For America finds itself at the epicenter of apocalyptic con-

tagion, whether as victim or as perpetrator.

9/1

1

CONTINUES

More than that, 9/1 1 is not over. We are still in it. While

writing this book, I have become aware of the ways in

which I, too, am a survivor of 9/11—not in the sense of

having been directly victimized by the attacks but because

like all Americans, I was exposed to the intense death-

related imagery of a suicidal assault on my country. Those

televised images had a near-apocalyptic aura for almost

everyone. Hence the immediate reference to the space

where the two towers collapsed as “Ground Zero,” a term

previously reserved for the hypocenter of a nuclear explo-

sion. This continuing sense of disaster places me in quite

a different relationship to my subject than in my previous

studies. True, most of them focused on relatively recent

occurrences whose effects were very much still with us.

But, Vietnam aside (and in that work I was on another

continent, many thousand miles from the war in ques-

tion), I was looking at them retrospectively. It is impos-

sible as yet to look at 9/11 in retrospect. Its active

8
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reverberations are everywhere. We remain in thralldom

to what happened on that day. The dynamic of 9/1 1 dom-

inates American thought and our current national life.

Our invasion ofIraq reflects the web ofdeception that the

Bush administration, through its “war on terrorism,” has

woven around the events of that September morning. By all

objective evidence Iraq had nothing to do with 9/11, but as

Secretary ofDefense Donald Rumsfeld suggested on the day

after the attacks, the broad definition of that “war” would

require us to invade Iraq. At that moment, Iraq rose to the

surface from the deeper dreams and visions ofour leaders

—

and so the moment became one ofopportunity. To facilitate

that policy our leaders then either made, or encouraged by

innuendo, the false claim that Iraq was indeed implicated in

9/11, and by the time of the invasion about 50 percent of

Americans had come to believe that falsehood.

A deception on such a large scale could only occur

because Americans remained genuinely fearful of terrorist

attacks even more lethal than 9/11, and because that fear,

that sense ofvulnerability, could be manipulated to support

larger and more ambitious policy aims. It became possible

to redirect the fear from Osama bin Laden to another hated

Middle Eastern figure, Saddam Hussein, to the point

where the two became virtually interchangeable. If any-

thing, American fear of another 9/1 1 has been intensified

by the “successful” invasion and so remains available for

use in other situations.
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September 11 was a triumphanMnoment for Islamist

fanatics—and a profoundly humiliating one for the leaders

of the American superpower, who early on decided that

their response would be “war” and a specifically American

war at that. They then rejected a measured international

response to terrorism, offered specifically by the secretary

general of the United Nations, a response that would have

included the use of force in focused ways short of war, to

hunt down the terrorists and bring them to justice, while

mobilizing the enormous outpouring of sympathy for our

country expressed throughout the world. Instead, this

administration chose to respond unilaterally with the rhet-

oric of war, making it clear that we alone would decide

what levels ofmilitary force to apply and who to apply it to,

accepting no restraints in the process.

In that and other ways we have responded apocalypti-

cally to an apocalyptic challenge. We have embarked on a

series ofwars—first in Afghanistan, then in Iraq, with sug-

gestions of additional targeted countries in the offing

—

because we have viewed the amorphous terrorist enemy as

evil and dangerous. But our own amorphously extreme

response feeds a larger dynamic of apocalyptic violence,

even as it constructs a twenty-first-century version of

American empire.

That prospective empire is confusing to the world, to

Americans, and perhaps even to those who espouse it. It

does not follow prior imperial models of keeping an

IO
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extensive bureaucracy in place in subject countries and

thereby ruling territories extending over much of the

earth. Instead, we press toward a kind of control from a

distance: mobile forays of military subjugation with sub-

sequent governmental arrangements unclear. Crucial to

this kind of fluid world control is our dominating war

machine, backed by no less dominant nuclear stockpiles.

Such an arrangement can lend itself to efforts at the

remote control of history. Any such project, however,

becomes enmeshed in fantasy, in dreams of imposing an

omnipotent will on others, and in the urge to control his-

tory itself. Driven by superpower syndrome, such visions

of domination and control can prove catastrophic when,

as they must, they come up against the irredeemable stub-

bornness of reality.

While this book tells a grim psychological tale, the

telling is an expression of hope. The outcome of the tale is

not fixed. Diagnosing our ailment can be a step toward its

amelioration or possibly even its cure.

ii





CHAPTER 2

APOCALYPTIC VIOLENCE

T
hink of apocalyptic violence as a form of ultimate

idealism, a quest for spiritual utopia. The word apoc-

alypse derives from the Greek term for “revelation”

or “uncovering.” In Judaism and Christianity, the apoca-

lyptic revelation came from God and concerned a powerful

event. In Christianity especially, the event came to be

understood as the end of the world itself, or as a prophecy

ofthat end. What gives these visions their allure is that such

an end, involving untold vistas ofdestruction, only foretold

a new beginning. All-consuming violence in obliterating a

hopelessly corrupt world was, in fact, required for the

hopeful and lofty rebirth that was to follow.

Apocalyptic imagery exists in all the major religions.

Since it is most specifically a part of Jewish and Christian

doctrine, students of religion have rightly warned against

invoking Western assumptions when interpreting Islam.

i3
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But Islam contains its own versions~of the apocalyptic, as

in fact do secular projections of world destruction and re-

creation found in extreme ideological movements like

Communism and Fascism. Such imagery is part of a uni-

versal mythology of death and rebirth. As the student of

world mythology Joseph Campbell put it, “Death-and-

rebirth, rebirth through ritual ... is an extremely ancient

[idea] in the history ofculture.” Spiritual rebirth is a goal so

desirable that the annihilation of everything else on its

behalfmay feel justified. A recent statement by an Islamist

zealot offers an indication of how far one might go on

behalfof perfect spiritual renewal: “We believe in the prin-

ciple ofestablishing Sharia [the Islamic moral and criminal

code] even if this means the death of all mankind.”

THE MCVEIGH APOCALYPSE

Examples of apocalyptic violence are everywhere in the

world, though not always recognized as such when they

come from our part of it. For instance, we think of Tim-

othy McVeigh as a lone fanatic who in 1995 blew up the

Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, killing 168

people, because he was enraged at his government. Such a

characterization, however, neglects the apocalyptic dimen-

sions of his act. He felt himself to be one of many believers

dedicated to bringing a new world into being. His fervent

hope was that in destroying a government building he

would set off a chain reaction. Others, inspired by him,

i4
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would do the same throughout the country, starting a vastly

destructive “revolutionary” process that would lead to the

rebirth of our country as a purified white Aryan nation.

He saw himself as part of a vast secular crusade that

had already begun, for he was devoted to what may be the

most apocalyptically murderous volume ever written, a

novel by the American neo-Nazi leader William Pierce

called The Turner Diaries . (Assigning it to students for a

class of mine felt like assigning them Hitler’s Mein Kampf

updated with nuclear weapons.) McVeigh carried this

novel with him everywhere, gave it to people as a gift, sold

it at gun shows, and was said to have slept with it under

his pillow. The novel’s protagonist, Earl Turner, is part of

a successful revolution of “white patriots” against the

American government, which has come under the evil

influence of Jews and blacks and is taking guns away

from whites in order to subject them to defiled races. The

revolutionaries not only succeed in taking over the gov-

ernment but then employ nuclear, biological, and chem-

ical weapons to systematically annihilate all Jews and all

nonwhites throughout the world.

Turner becomes a great revolutionary “martyr” by

crashing a plane armed with a nuclear weapon into the

Pentagon, a fantasy of Pierce’s that eerily anticipated the

9/11 attack. It has frequently been pointed out that

McVeigh found in The Turner Diaries instructions for

making and using the fertilizer bomb he would employ to

ID
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such murderous effect in Oklahoma City. More instruc-

tive for him, however, was Turner’s apocalyptic, if fic-

tional, martyrdom and the novel’s overall vision of world

destruction in the service of the political/spiritual perfec-

tion of a “New Era.”

ANTAGONISTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST

Similarly apocalyptic visions underlie much of the ter-

rorism in the Middle East. Palestinian Hamas suicide

bombers, for instance, have had an immediate political goal:

interrupting any suggestion of the peace process, which

they strongly oppose. But the group’s larger vision is of a

holy war in which the Jews of Israel are the designated vic-

tims. Hamas’s charter declares that “Allah is [our] goal, the

Prophet its model, the Quran its Constitution, jihad its path,

and death for the cause of Allah its most sublime belief.” It

speaks ofa world-ending mystical process ofpurification in

which even rocks and trees “will cry O Muslim! There is a

Jew hiding behind me, come and kill him!”

Parallel currents run through Israeli terrorism. Yigal

Amir, who murdered Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin on

November 4, 1995, was no less intent than any Hamas

militant upon interrupting the peace process, though

mainly because in his mind it threatened to delay the

appearance of the Messiah. He belonged to a version of

Jewish messianism in which “the Messiah’s coming

requires Jewish possession of all biblical lands promised to
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our ancestors.” Amir also did not experience himself as

alone. For instance, he held in esteem Dr. Baruch Gold-

stein, who, in February 1994, walked into a mosque at the

Cave of the Patriarchs ( a holy site shared by Muslims and

Jews) with an automatic weapon and gunned down

twenty-nine Palestinians at morning prayer. Like Gold-

stein (and in a sense like McVeigh), Amir considered him-

self “an agent of the Redemption,” obligated to “change

history and return the messianic process to its course.”

Amir was acting upon a long-antiquated Talmudic pre-

cept of din rodef—revived by a number of like-minded

rabbis—the duty of a Jew to kill another Jew designated

as a traitor because he has given away Jewish land or

imperiled the lives of Jews.

In Amir’s expression of Jewish apocalypticism through

assassination, there was a deep conviction that “at the End

of Days, the ‘believers,’ the Sons of Light, will defeat the

heretics, the Sons of Darkness.” Amir’s act was an expres-

sion of the biblical politics that energize Jewish extremists,

including many in the movement to settle the occupied

Palestinian lands on the West Bank.

So we encounter in the Middle East contending forces,

each viewing itselfas on a sacred mission ofmurder in order

to renew the world. While these apocalyptic groups are not

in the majority, they can manage to dominate events by

acting more or less in concert, responding to each other’s

acts with murderous passion, stimulating one another to set



Robert Jay Lifton

a tone of continuous confrontation and killing. In this

vicious circle, feelings of grief and loss on both sides are

transformed again and again into vengeful rage, which

sooner or later take hold in ordinary people not otherwise

committed either to holy war or to biblical politics. These

feelings are profoundly intensified by the passionate sur-

vivor memories ofboth groups: Jews in connection with the

Holocaust, and Palestinians in connection with earlier

European imperialism and with more recent losses of land

and homes through wars with the Israelis.

This kind ofdance ofdeath involving antagonistic apoc-

alyptic groups continues to take place not only in the Middle

East but throughout the world, including on the Indian

subcontinent, where Hindu and Islamic fundamentalists

are “partners” in terror and killing; in the United States;

and in other places where Islamist religious zealots and mil-

itaristic American anti-terrorist zealots “partner” in their

own dance. Such contending groups everywhere almost

seem to seek each other out, making use ofany ensuing con-

frontations to reenergize their own apocalyptic impulses.

While such interaction has certainly existed in the past, con-

temporary global information technology enhances and

speeds up the process. More than that, the weaponry now

exists that could transform the world-destructive dreams of

such partners into a dreadful reality. To these jarring facts

of our age, I’ll soon return.
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APOCALYPSE AND HUMAN NATURE

The image of apocalypse has been so much with us

because we are meaning-hungry creatures who know that

we die, and we fervently seek a place for our deaths in the

cosmic order. Individual death, when associated with the

death and rebirth of the world, can take on special signif-

icance and high nobility. That sequence is ritualized in

ceremonies of the New Year, in which (according to his-

torian of religion Mircea Eliade) “the world is destroyed

and re-created”—often, in premodern societies, in ways

that permit a revival of the dead. Through apocalyptic

myths, not just individual but collective life and death

becomes bound up with a cosmic process that claims

dominion over “the nature and purpose of history.”

Participation in an apocalyptic project offers expression

for two primal human aspirations—the urge toward spir-

itual or ethical improvement, in this case through an

embrace of what is perceived as radical good; and the urge

to become part of something not just larger than oneself

but also sacred and eternal. That powerful sense of

immortality can be intoxicating, enough to transform

one’s existence and offer a new perspective on life itself.

“Physical death is not an ultimate disaster” as religious

scholar John Collins puts it. “There is a life, and there are values

which go beyond, or transcend, death. The purpose of
|
the]

apocalyptic is to foster the cherishing of values which tran-

scend death and thereby the experience of transcendent life.”

9
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That sense of a transcendent cosmic order can be inter-

nalized and the individual believer is suddenly made to

feel his life newly purposeful and in touch with eternity.

More than just a sense of immortality, he experiences him-

self in alliance with the deity—or with history—enabling

him to share in His or its ultimate power to destroy and

re-create. Feelings of weakness or despair can be replaced

by a surge of life-power or even omnipotence.

The theme of the destruction of a corrupt world by a

stern deity in order to clear the way for a new spiritual

beginning has been so pervasive as to be a common denom-

inator of the world’s major religions. Long predating

Christianity and Judaism, it can, in fact, be traced back to

the Iranian prophet Zoroaster in the fifteenth century b.c.

Yet, however ancient it may be, for believers the apocalyptic

is experienced as overwhelmingly immediate in its power,

and the present is seen as offering “a decisive opportunity

for the transformation of the world.” In that way a 3,500-

year-old vision of destruction and re-creation becomes a

fiercely rewarding contemporary expectation of a soon-to-

be or a distant but revelatory future.

But whatever the psychological satisfaction obtained,

the apocalyptic cannot rest easy. He feels always under

pressure to impose his world view—antagonistic to much

contemporary rationality—on others, in part to stifle his

own doubts and affirm the virtue of his convictions. He is

a restless missionary who can become a righteous killer.
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What he shares with all of us is the universal impulse to

spiritualize death, to find some larger meaning in the con-

tinuity of life. That tendency is expressed by most cultures

in funeral rituals that de-emphasize the physical evidence

of death, the dead body, while embracing and nurturing

the immortal soul. Whatever its extremity, the apocalyptic

imagination has its beginnings in ordinariness, in the

conundrum we human beings experience in the face of

death. This is why there is always the potential for a ver-

sion of the apocalyptic imagination to appear.

FROM TAME TO VIOLENT APOCALYPSE

It is important to remember that historically the apoca-

lyptic imagination has usually been nonviolent in nature.

Apocalyptic imagery provided assurance that God was in

control ofhistory; that there was a “divinely predetermined

pattern of crisis, judgment, and vindication”; that for those

patient enough, a time of cleansing and rebirth was on its

way. Indeed, such apocalypticism is “the mother of all

Christian theology,” and apocalyptic visions, Christian or

otherwise, have flourished during times ofgreat suffering.

They have been powerful sources of hope for relief from

pain, for the appearance of God’s justice, for evil and suf-

fering to give way to spiritual beauty and perfection.

What psychological steps, then, render the apocalyptic

believer violent? First, there is the sense that the life ofone’s

group is profoundly threatened—so much so that the
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group is inundated with death anxiety. That plight—the

death anxiety itself—is attributed to the spread of evil.

Since the death anxiety can only be eased by the disappear-

ance of evil and the evil can only be overcome by a realiza-

tion of the apocalypse, there develops a hungry impatience

for its realization. The evil being confronted is viewed as

something like an enemy army, which must not only be

defeated but, since ever ready to regroup, annihilated. For

that task one requires what the writer James Carroll calls

“god-sponsored violence”—violence that is both unlimited

and holy. As individuals and as a group, then, apocalyptics

merge with God in the claim to ownership ofdeath. That is,

they claim the right not only to murderous purification but

to make all judgments concerning who is to die and who is

to be permitted to survive. This ownership ofdeath comes to

include ownership ofmeaning and of all aspects of life.

Apocalyptic violence becomes the ultimate form of col-

lective regeneration. We may say that death is totalized, is

focused upon as the source of this regeneration and the

decisive indicator of apocalyptic achievement. Whether

through killing or martyrdom, death becomes equated

with immortality. Any such killing or dying is understood

as part of God’s control over history. In deciding who lives

and who dies, zealots are invoking what they claim to be

God’s project. The principle of death and rebirth becomes

rebirth through killing and dying.
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GRANDIOSITY AND PARANOIA

The apocalyptic project is nothing if not grandiose. What

could be more grandiose than a vast plan to save the world

by destroying it while exercising ownership over death

itself? But for participants, it is not them but God (or the

equivalent) who is being grandiose, and He has full claim

to be just that. Simply acting under God’s grandiose

canopy, a believer’s most prosaic everyday struggles can be

enlarged and ennobled as part of a glorious and sanctified

realm of destruction and redem ption.

Leaders and instigators of apocalyptic projects, in their

claimed alliance with God (or history), become grandiose

and sometimes megalomanic: grandiose in their exaggera-

tion ofpersonal status, and megalomanic in subsuming the

world to the self in the name of God, even replacing the

world with the self. I found these characteristics on florid

display in Shoko Asahara, the guru of the Japanese Aum
Shinrikyo cult. He claimed to have achieved “the state of a

Buddha who has attained mirrorlike wisdom,” to be the

“divine emperor” of Japan and of the world, “the holiest

holy man,” and the “last twentieth-century savior.” One

can also assume grandiosity bordering on megalomania (if

sometimes exhibited in less florid form) in others who take

the lead in projects of apocalyptic destruction, including

not only Osama bin Laden but also (much affected by their

unprecedented power) American proponents of world

domination and the control of history.
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Followers of such zealots, through a process of merging

with them, gain ready access to that grandiose realm.

They share in the store of godlike and God-dispensed

power and righteousness associated with destroying and

purifying the world. The very extremity of the project

—

its brutality and cosmic reach—can create in disciples a

powerful sense of more-than-mortal status. In this and

other ways, ordinary people can be socialized to what

most of us would consider a bizarre mindset of apoca-

lyptic violence and the still more bizarre, even barbaric

actions that tend to follow it. Such a participatory disciple

is offered precious psychological rewards—repeated

experiences of transcendence (what Aum Shinrikyo

members called “mystical experiences”), which are bound

up with a sense of collective transcendence that pervades

the group, and the approval of the guru or leader, per-

ceived as the approval of God or of history itself.

Inseparable from this grandiosity is the paranoid edge of

the apocalyptic mindset. Leader and followers feel them-

selves constantly under attack—threatened not just with

harm but with annihilation. For them that would mean the

obliteration ofeverything ofvalue on this degraded planet,

of the future itself. They must destroy the world in order to

survive themselves. This is why they in turn feel impelled

to label as absolute evil and annihilate any group that seems

to impede their own sacred mission.

Such a sense of paranoid aggressiveness is more readily
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detectable in the case of certified zealots like Asahara or

bin Laden. But it is by no means absent from the minds of

American strategists who, though possessing over-

whelming military dominance, express constant fear of

national annihilation, and embark upon aggressive or

“preemptive” military actions.

To speak of apocalyptic leaders as having a paranoid

edge is not to say that they are psychiatrically ill. Some can

be, of course, if their paranoia is part of a psychosis (a form

of psychological breakdown in which there is a thought

disorder and severely impaired social function); and some

can move in and out of psychosis. But more often they are

not psychotic and can function quite effectively in mobi-

lizing followers for apocalyptic projects. Indeed, paranoid

people can frequently function at relatively high intellec-

tual levels. There can be an in-between diagnosis, that of

“paranoid personality,” essentially describing a person

who goes through life with notably paranoid tendencies.

(Most of the time Asahara, Aum Shinrikyo’s guru, could

have been considered a paranoid personality, but under

duress he would move into actual psychosis, becoming

increasingly removed from reality.) In general, severe

paranoia contains strong elements of underlying death

anxiety and fear of annihilation, along with rage toward

one’s alleged attackers. Feeling always vulnerable and

besieged, the paranoid person is inclined to strike first.

Followers can be drawn into the guru’s or leader’s para-
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noia and thereby find expression for similar tendencies in

themselves. What results is a shared state of group para-

noia that can be sustained all too effectively and a source

of extreme acts that few of the participants would have

considered by themselves. In this way a collective

grandiosity can take on a dangerous paranoid dimension.

The progression from an apocalyptic vision to acts of

apocalyptic violence requires a radical ideology that

absorbs and articulates this intense paranoia. While the

vision itself polarizes the world into clear categories of

good and evil, the killing of those on the evil side of the

divide requires the visceral sense of danger that paranoia

provides. It is ordinarily not enough for an apocalyptic

group simply to imagine itself ridding the world of evil

for the sake of a glorious renewal. There must be a more

immediate perception of threat related to death and anni-

hilation. Precisely that kind of searing individual and col-

lective death anxiety, together with an equally powerful

promise of transcending death via the sacred project,

enables participants to take the radical step of killing large

numbers of their fellow human beings.

FORCING THE END

The goals of apocalyptic violence can be confusing. Some-

times they may seem specifically political; at other times,

wildly amorphous, cosmic, limitless. In fact, apocalyptic

movements encompass both dimensions. Aum Shinrikyo,
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for instance, sought to weaken or destroy its designated

enemies—defectors from or critics of the cult, rival reli-

gious leaders, and the Japanese authorities. At the same

time, by releasing sarin gas in the Tokyo subway system

and planning other projects of random mass killing, it was

attempting to initiate World War III and bring about a lit-

eral biblical Armageddon. Shoko Asahara’s aggressive

version of what I’ve called “attack guruism” was in the

service of “action prophecy”—that is, of violence intended

to make his own prophecies come true.

The ancient Hebrews spoke of similar impulses toward

what they called “forcing the end”—engaging in violent

actions in order to hasten the appearance of the Messiah,

knowing that widespread destruction must precede this

yearned-for moment. Gershom Scholem, the distin-

guished scholar of Jewish mysticism, has spoken of those

“who could not wait for the arrival of the Messiah but

thought to do something for it themselves.” Another

scholar has called them “messiah-intoxicated Zealots” who

“tried to bring about the final redemption by forcing the

hand of God.” Rabbis eventually condemned this impa-

tient messianism, insisting that “the Messiah would come

only when God decided to send him.”

But the phenomenon has hardly disappeared from our

world. The hubris of “forcing the end” periodically

expresses itself in militant apocalyptic movements. It may

be at the heart of any grandiose claim to the ownership of
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death. All this is part of the universal- human struggle with

death and the continuity of life. Hence, the grandiose

killing project of forcing the end is all too much part of the

human psychological repertoire. Throughout most of his-

tory, apocalyptic sects rarely have moved from dreaming of

or praying for the end of time to forcing that end. Part of

the reason was that the human means to force such an end

did not seem to be at hand. But in our time, the means to

force the end have caught up with apocalyptic dreams.

Now those dreams are being married to apocalyptic

weaponry (or at least the visions of obtaining it), and the

idea of acting immediately to force the end is increasingly

taking hold in apocalyptic movements.

A compelling theology—or in secular terms, ideology

—

with a world-ending narrative has been required to acti-

vate this human potential. That theology must forcefully

divide the world into good and evil, and prescribe the nec-

essary world destruction and renewal, all the while

infusing believers with powerful currents of revitaliza-

tion. All religions can provide such stories of cosmic

redemption, but the Christian Armageddon narrative has

had particular appeal—and not just in Christian hands

—

in its concreteness and simplicity, in its high-action ren-

dering of death-and-rebirth mythology.

Even secular movements like the Nazis have followed

a version of the Armageddon script. Hitler’s followers

sought to destroy much of what they saw as a racially pol-
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luted world by means of a vast biological purification pro-

gram. Despite being murderously anti-Jewish and signif-

icantly anti-Christian as well, the Nazis drew upon what

was most apocalyptic in both of those traditions. The

Nazis came to epitomize the apocalyptic principle of

filling to heal
,
of destroying vast numbers of human

beings as therapy for the world.

APOCALYPTIC MARTYRDOM

The idea of apocalyptic martyrdom intensifies the ordeal

of the killer as well as his claim to spiritual renewal, while

dramatizing his death as transcending those of his victims.

The martyr brings his own being—the sacrifice of his

own life—into the dynamic of world destruction and re-

creation, thus exemplifying that death-and-rebirth

process. In dying to renew the world, both he and his

cause are immortalized. In this way he projects his life

and his death into the realm of the transcendent and

makes a profoundly desired connection between death

and immortality.

No wonder that virtually all religions, while con-

demning ordinary suicide, extol some version of mar-

tyrdom. The word martyr stems from the Greek term for

witness; the martyr bears witness to evil with his own life.

He does so, according to official narratives, willingly.

(Closer study sometimes reveals ambivalence or reluctant

submission on the part of the martyr, and considerable
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psychological pressure can be exerted in the process of

socializing people to martyrdom.) The historical examples

most frequently called forth all emphasize that such sacri-

ficial witness becomes part of the death and rebirth of

one’s own people: Jewish martyrs before a Roman legion

at Masada; Christian martyrs among various “heathens,”

notably during the Crusades; and Islamic martyrs among

“infidels” and “apostates,” past and present. In such cases,

the martyr’s suffering and dying are often connected with

killing. With apocalyptic martyrdom in particular, the

individual’s death is likely to be subsumed to a massive

killing project.

At times killers are designated as martyrs not because

they must die but because they must call forth superhuman

powers to steel themselves for their “ordeal” in killing large

numbers of other human beings. That was the case with

the Nazis when Heinrich Himmler, the regime’s leading

planner ofmass murder, praised his SS troops for their per-

sonal “sacrifice” in carrying out the difficult task of

shooting vast numbers of Jews face-to-face. He spoke of

the profound difficulty of the killers’ task in seeing before

them “a hundred corpses . . . side by side, or five hundred,

or a thousand” and of the “heroism” involved in carrying

out the killings. Himmler made clear to the killers that

their actions on behalf of an ennobling project of racial

purification would remain a proud secret, “an unwritten

and never-to-be-written page of glory.”
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In contrast, the al—Qaeda hijackers of September 11,

2001, were part of a martyrdom project that was meant to

be visibly, globally apocalyptic. It was to be broadcast

worldwide to the greater glory of their purifying cause.

Yet they, too, were carefully prepared by their leader,

Mohammad Atta, for their “ordeal” to come. They were

given detailed instructions for carrying out their task

—

what to wear, how to behave, how to focus their minds,

how to invoke Allah—which were the final steps in

socializing the hijackers to their martyrdom and also an

expression of pragmatic recognition that there was indeed

an ordeal involved. In both the Nazi and al—Qaeda cases,

the participants in mass killing were encouraged to focus

on the transcendent cause they were serving. While in one

case the protagonists gave their lives and in the other they

simply gunned people down, for both groups martyrdom

resided in the sacrificial ordeal of carrying out a mur-

derous project.

Nor is this kind of martyrdom absent from the Amer-

ican imagination. We do not know exactly how Timothy

McVeigh steeled himself for his act, but we do know how

The Turner Diaries author William Pierce imagined his

novel’s hero doing so before initiating his nuclear attack

on the Pentagon. Just a few days earlier, Pierce has Turner

declare to members of the mystical revolutionary Order,

“Brothers! ... I offer you my life,” and they reply in

chorus: “Brother! We accept your life. In return we offer
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you everlasting life in us. Your deed shall not ... be for-

gotten, until the end of time.”

Turner records in his diary his joy at the prospect of

martyrdom: “What I will do today will be of more weight

in the annals of the race than all the conquests of Caesar

and Napoleon—if I succeed!” He then makes careful

arrangements before his final mission for his diary to be

preserved, so that it can “outlive . . . me,” an arrangement

“we owe to our dead, to our [previous] martyrs: that we do

not forget them or their deeds.” Though originally sug-

gested as an act of penance (for having revealed, under

torture, the names of fellow revolutionaries), Turner’s

martyrdom becomes one of absolute and self-conscious

glory in serving his apocalyptic cause.

CONSUMED BY FIRE

Apocalyptic destruction is invariably imagined as

devouring flames. The “fire and brimstone” and “lake of

fire” of the Book of Revelation extend to such twentieth-

century events as the Nazi crematoria, the firestorms of

the World War II bombings of Dresden and Tokyo, the

atomic firestorms of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the

twenty-first-century gasoline-fueled fires of the Twin

Towers. This idea of flames as the ultimate form of anni-

hilation has long been ritualized in one of the most ter-

rible of all individual religious punishments, “burning at

the stake.” Evil must be totally “consumed”—actively and
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painfully destroyed, reduced to ashes, to nothingness

—

before the world can be truly renewed. Inevitably, the

flames of the Book of Revelation and those of nuclear dev-

astation have, for large numbers of people, converged.

Yet a very different image of world destruction that

includes neither fire nor promise of renewal entered the

world in the mid-twentieth century. I have in mind the global

nuclear desolation frequently imagined over the course of

the Cold War and given macabre expression by Nevil

Shute in his 1957 novel On the Beach. Shute depicts a post-

nuclear world in which the few who remain alive quietly

await their deaths from radiation fallout. Similar scenes of

eerie nuclear wastelands were associated with the neutron

bomb, thought to destroy all human life while leaving

intact the world’s buildings, towns, and cities. In these

images, silent and invisible contamination replaces all-

consuming biblical fire. Such scenes were meant to suggest

the end of the human world with no possibility of renewal.

But present-day apocalyptic thought has seized upon pre-

cisely this sort of desolation as a possible means of fulfill-

ment, and has made it a part ofcontemporary narratives of

cosmic death and rebirth.
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CHAPTER 3

CENTURY OF EXCESS

N
o one doubts that we live in the wake of twentieth-

century excess. What we can see now is the apoca-

lyptic nature of that excess and how closely it was

related to various malignant claims to the ownership ofdeath.

Looking at World War I and the Armenian genocide, World

War II and the Holocaust, Soviet and Chinese Communism,

the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the

Vietnam war, genocides in Cambodia and Rwanda, and near-

genocidal acts and wars in the former Yugoslavia, we can say

that the last century was an arena of contending visions of

purification, one seemingly more murderous than the next. I

have studied a number of these events, in each of which the

killing was part of a terrible illusion of rejuvenation.

THE NAZI LEGACY

The Nazis epitomized apocalyptic killing in the twentieth
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century. To be sure, Nazi behavior was profoundly influ-

enced by two extreme events earlier in the century: the

killing fields of World War I that led to a disastrous

German defeat, in Nazi eyes due to a “stab in the back” by

those at home who desecrated the glorious sacrifices of the

German soldiers in the war; and the Turkish genocide of

more than one million Armenians in 1915 under cover of

that war (which Hitler considered sufficiently forgotten a

couple of decades later for him to feel confident that he

could carry out his own genocidal plans against the Jews

without future reprisal). Nor, it turns out, were the Nazis

even the greatest killers of the century. The Russian Com-

munists and the Chinese Communists each killed more

people than did the Nazis. The Nazis were unique, how-

ever, in their systematic focus on a comprehensive geno-

cidal project that was a specific expression of an elaborate,

totalistic ideology. The regime’s apocalyptic mindset was

exhibited in the priority Hitler and much of the SS gave

to killing Jews, even when the war effort took second

place as a result. The most extreme form of the Nazi apoc-

alyptic mindset resided in those SS mystical theorists who

insisted that, should every last Jew in the world be killed,

a form of universal utopia would ensue.

The Nazis’ biological focus enabled them to medicalize

their apocalypse. Their ideology emphasized “curing” the

Nordic race of a deadly Jewish “infection,” and Nazi doc-

tors took a leading role in the killing process itself They
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made cursory “selections,” for instance, at the ramp of the

Birkenau/Auschwitz death camp as Jews rounded up all

over Europe descended from trains. A small number of

Jews, considered strong enough to be admitted to the camp

for slave labor, were chosen to live for a while; the rest were

sent immediately to their deaths. The doctors then super-

vised the actual killings in the gas chambers. Moreover,

most Nazi death camps evolved from killing centers that

had been part of an earlier “euthanasia” program for those

loosely judged to have incurable illnesses or genetic defects.

All this was part ofNazi apocalyptic biology
,
a vision of rid-

ding the world of “bad genes.” More than any other move-

ment, and on many levels, the Nazi regime’s signature was

its biomedical reversal of healing and killing, so that its

deepest principle became that of frilling to heal.

The Nazis also stimulated apocalyptic tendencies in

others. One such example was the Allies’ World War II

policy of “strategic” or “area” bombing: the leveling of first

German and then Japanese cities in attacks specifically

aimed at civilian populations. This American and British

policy was by no means simply an imitation ofNazi tactics,

as is sometimes claimed. The Nazis had indeed bombed

civilians in Guernica, Warsaw, Rotterdam, London, and

Coventry, but these attacks were on a more limited scale.

The British and American military had prepared well

prior to World War II to wage an air war specifically aimed

at “the enemy civil population, and, in particular . . . the
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industrial workers.” But the British, in initiating the

bombings, and the Americans in later joining and

expanding them, justified the enterprise with the sense that

they were combating an unparalleled evil. In that way,

Nazi war-making and mass killing brought about a

response that was itselfviolent in the extreme and a form of

global salvation through the flames of destruction.

Americans offered a similar justification for the even

more extreme devastation caused by their policy of “satu-

ration bombing”—the massive, carefully planned fire-

bombings ofvirtually all ofJapan’s highly flammable cities.

By that time, a military strategy of attacks on civilian pop-

ulations had become almost routine. To be sure, civilians

had been targeted in modern warfare since at least the time

of the American Civil War, but the firestorms that

engulfed cities like Dresden and Tokyo and killed many of

thousands of civilians in single days could be said to have

rendered such policies apocalyptic. The Tokyo raid on the

night of 9/10 killed more people, at least initially, than the

atomic bombings of either Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Leon

Blum, the French Socialist leader, once said that he was

cerfain the Allies would triumph over the Nazis but feared

that, in doing so, we would become like them. The sad

truth is that in the realm of strategic bombing we went fur-

ther than they did. We were all too susceptible to escalating

twentieth-century technological slaughter in the name of

world redemption.
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At issue also was a form of apocalyptic contagion. More

than a matter of mere technology, we were drawn into the

murderous apocalyptic energies of the time. The Nazis did

much to unleash these energies, but once we began to

express them our own destructive power soon became

second to none. Our sense of the evil we encountered was

so extreme that we could all too readily do anything
,

including annihilate all of a nation’s major cities and kill

hundreds of thousands of people, to combat it and bring

about historical renewal.

Such apocalyptic contagion is all too evident in our

present confrontation with Islamists: in response to one’s

enemy’s pursuit of absolute purification, one seeks to

purify absolutely in turn; in the name of destroying evil,

each side seeks to destroy not only the other but enough of

the world to achieve mystical rebirth.

HIROSHIMA AND GOD’S PURPOSE

Apocalyptic air warfare in World War II culminated in

the use of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

The policy of saturation bombing had been so established

that it could readily encompass even what was known to

be (if not fully understood as) a revolutionary new

weapon. In this way our use of the weapon derived from

our struggle against Nazi evil. Indeed, the impetus for

embarking on the atomic bomb project—for mobilizing

vast economic and scientific resources, including a distin-
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guished group of emigre physicists—came from the all-

too-plausible fear that German scientists, much more

advanced in nuclear physics than we were, would produce

the weapon first for the Nazis, who would then use it

against us. Significantly, though, once we had the weapon,

our leaders decided to make use of it months after the

Germans had surrendered, after the Nazis were no more,

and after we knew that they had not been able to produce

the atomic bomb in any case—and then, of course, we

dropped two of them on a different enemy.

Given the extreme racial antagonisms Americans and

Japanese felt and expressed toward one another during

World War II, we may assume that it was easier to use the

weapon on a nonwhite people than it would have been on

Europeans. But considering what we had already done to

Europeans in our saturation bombing campaign, along

with our unlimited sense of entitlement in pursuing our

struggle against evil, I do not doubt that we would have

been capable of employing atomic weapons on the Ger-

mans as well.

Most historians, pointing to Japan’s desperate state in

early August 1945 and its series of surrender overtures,

have concluded that use of the bomb was in no sense nec-

essary. There were many factors that nonetheless went

into the decision to use it—including technological and

bureaucratic momentum, domestic political considera-

tions, the doctrine of unconditional surrender we had pro-

40



Superpower Syndrome

claimed, and the possibility that we would be combating

the Soviet Union, our then-ally, in a postwar world. But

from the beginning the stated American reason, which

certainly had its importance for decision-makers, was that

of ending the war quickly and of “saving lives.”

That view ofthe bomb as life-enhancing, which has con-

tinued to this day, was an early manifestation of what I call

nuclearism : the embrace of the weapon as a source not only

of transcendent power but of life-sustaining security and

peace, and in some cases as close to a deity. Elements of

nuclearism could be observed in a few American leaders, in

their anticipation of its power for good—before the

weapon actually appeared. Even such humane scientists as

Leo Szilard and Niels Bohr, who were to become inspiring

antinuclear advocates, at first favored dropping the

weapon on a human population because they believed the

effects would be so impressive that nations would no

longer go to war. The bomb’s very destructiveness was seen

as potentially world-saving as well as world-destroying. Or

to put the matter another way, the bomb was to save the

world from itself.

Atrocity-producing situations—and anything involving

nuclear weapons qualifies as such—take on many forms,

but in all of them there is a collective psychological

momentum, a shared psychological energy pressing toward

cruelty and killing. The most terrible example of this was

the experience of Vice President Harry Truman. On April
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1 2, 1 945, when Franklin Delano Roosevelt died, he became

president and suddenly found himself facing a decision

about using a new weapon of unprecedented destructive

power of which he had known nothing. Truman stepped

into an already existing nuclear environment, dominated

by procedures and mindsets strongly pressing toward the

bomb’s use. Only exceptional people can resist atrocity-pro-

ducing situations. There has been speculation about

whether even Roosevelt, had he been alive, would have had

sufficient strength and wisdom to call forth such resistance.

It would have required an ethical and historical imagina-

tion capable of transcending the intense pressures of the

immediate wartime atmosphere, a capacity to extricate one-

self from the shared embrace of a new dimension ofpower

in the struggle against evil. In the case of Truman, detailed

records suggest that he never permitted himself to imagine

a possible alternative to the bomb’s use.

It is fair to say that simply building and possessing nuclear

weapons creates the potential for an atrocity-producing sit-

uation: any assumption of a dangerous threat to American

security could initiate a strong technological and psycho-

logical momentum toward use. This is likely to be true of

any nuclear-weapons—possessing nation or group, and one

can never assume that a wise statesman will appear to pre-

vent an apocalyptic act. For nuclear weapons are inherently

apocalyptic, and with them America took over a form ofthe

ownership of death, believing it could now be operated in
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the service of good. That ownership was demonstrated,

awesomely and tragically, in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, by

means of a revolutionary equation: one plane, one bomb,

one city. This was an apotheosis of apocalyptic warfare.

Certainly people in Hiroshima experienced a sense that

the whole world was dying. When in 1962 I studied the

psychological experiences of the survivors of that still

almost unimaginable event, a Japanese physicist described

the moment to me in this way: “Everything seemed dark,

dark all over. Then I thought, the world is ending.” And a

Protestant minister remembered: “I thought this was the

end ofHiroshima, ofJapan, ofhumankind. This was God’s

judgment on man.” For a woman writer it was “the col-

lapse of the earth which it was said would take place at the

end of the world, and which I had read about as a child.”

And a history professor described to me how, from a hill

overlooking the city, “I looked down [and] saw that

Hiroshima had disappeared . . . What I felt ... I just can’t

explain with words . . . Hiroshima just didn’t exist.” Even

in the absence of Hiroshima’s sea of death, American sci-

entists and military officers witnessing the first bomb test

in the New Mexico desert described remarkably similar

reactions. Brigadier General Thomas Farrell, in his official

report, spoke of the “searing light” and “awesome roar”

which “warned of doomsday and made us feel that we

puny things were blasphemous to dare tamper with the

forces heretofore reserved to the Almighty.”
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Now, for the first time it seemed, the power that had

once only been imagined as God’s was put into human

hands. In apocalyptic visions of the past there had been the

assumption that it was God who was witnessing the

increasing defilement of the world, His patience that was

exhausted, He who decided to invoke His power over

death and destroy the world and all of its people, in order

to re-create it in His image. With nuclear weapons, we

human beings staked our claim to that godlike preroga-

tive. Such power both deeply attracts us and, not surpris-

ingly, leaves us profoundly uncomfortable.

We have the need, so to speak, to return the power to

God. So we readily assume that our own new, godlike

capacity, lodged in the weapons, is an aspect of God’s will.

If, formerly, only God could do it, and now we too can do

it, have already done it, and are prepared under the right

circumstances to do it again, then God must want us to do

it. The inherently apocalyptic dimension of these weapons

causes us to associate them with a deified purpose, whether

we directly enunciate it or not. In using the bombs on

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, therefore, we could view our-

selves as carrying out God’s purpose of defeating evil.

But we are not fully convinced. America’s unease or

“raw nerve” in connection with the atomic bombings of

those two Japanese cities is reflected in our deep resistance

to exploring the full human truths of those bombings.

(The cancellation amid much controversy in 1995 of an
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exhibition seeking to probe the broad Japanese and Amer-

ican experiences of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the

Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum was evi-

dence of how raw this nerve remained half a century

later.) There has, in fact, been worldwide resistance to

these truths, so much so that my first shock in arriving in

Hiroshima in 1962—one could say my first research

finding—was the discovery that, seventeen years after an

event that was surely one of the tragic turning points in

human history, no one had studied its human impact.

Terrorists who might acquire and use nuclear

weapons—Aum Shinrikyo sought them, and al-Qaeda

has expressed great interest in them—might have far less

worry about usurping godlike powers because they

already see themselves in all they do as mere agents of the

deity. We cannot be sure that such an assumption is absent

from the minds of certain American leaders as well. Both

Islamist and American zealots, should they participate in

an Armageddon-like nuclear sequence, would be com-

bining the inherent apocalyptic dimensions of the

weapons with their own apocalyptic ideologies.

The physical capacity for infinite killing (literally

destroying the world) had to await the hydrogen bomb,

first tested in 1952. But that capacity was imaginatively

established by the atomic bombings, and not just in the

minds of survivors or of witnesses to the first test. The

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were perceived
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throughout the world as rehearsals for infinite destruction,

and in that sense, of man’s transgression into the realm of

godly power—and various world-ending fantasies and fic-

tions quickly filled the media and entered the movie the-

aters as well. Imagery of exploding planets has become

commonplace in our lives and even in children’s cartoons.

In general, nuclear weapons have come to suggest a

new dimension of the ownership of death: nothing less

than ownership of the death of the world.

VIETNAM—DESTROYING TO SAVE

The apocalyptic aura of the American war in Vietnam

was expressed in the classic statement of a soldier, “We

had to destroy it [the village] to save it.” One could well

extend that image to say that much of Vietnam was dev-

astated so that it could be “saved” from Communism.

From that standpoint, Vietnam was part of a global mis-

sion of purification, meant to combat the defilement and

spread of Communist evil.

A mission of that kind readily created what I came to

call an “atrocity-producing situation”—a setting in which

ordinary soldiers, men no better or worse than you or me,

could readily commit atrocities: shooting prisoners, ran-

domly killing civilians, mutilating corpses. That, ofcourse,

can happen in any war, but the Vietnam environment, psy-

chologically and structurally, was particularly conducive to

atrocity: counterinsurgency warfare in unfamiliar physical
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and cultural terrain; an enemy with support from the

people (whether in common cause or out offear) who could

strike and kill but was hard to directly engage; fighting in

which civilians were often impossible to tell apart from

military enemies; the “body count” ofenemy dead as virtu-

ally the only measure of success; “free-fire zones” in which

one was permitted to fire virtually at random; and encour-

agement from officers to avenge the deaths of buddies and

to deal with feelings of angry mourning by killing anyone

or anything in sight. Contributing to this socialization to

atrocity was a mixture of military frustration and radical

disbelief in the assigned mission. One former grunt

described such feelings to me this way: “What am I doing

here? We don’t take any land. We don’t give it back. We
just mutilate bodies. What the fuck are we doing here?”

Like Harry Truman facing his nuclear choice in 1945,

most American soldiers sent into battle in Vietnam in

those war years of the late 1960s found themselves thrown

into an atrocity-producing situation for which they were

utterly unprepared. But what I also learned from Vietnam

veterans—in the early 1970s I participated in psychologi-

cally intense “rap groups” with many who had turned

against the war and wished to examine their behavior in

fighting it—was that people need not be psychologically

stuck forever in such moments. Men and women could

experience what I came to think of as “animating guilt”

and use it as a means of rejecting the overall American
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mission in Vietnam and their own part in it. They could

express painful forms of self-condemnation without

remaining fixed in a static, mea culpa stance. Rather, they

were capable of leaving both the atrocity-producing situa-

tion and the overall apocalyptic mission by transforming

those guilt feelings into a sense of responsibility in

opposing the war and revealing its grotesque details to the

American people—all the while insisting that our leaders

and our society acknowledge responsibility for what was

being done in our name thousands of miles away.

More recently, Israeli soldiers, sometimes citing the

American experience in Vietnam as a model, have similarly

come to oppose their war, their country’s occupation of

Palestinian lands and its army’s brutal treatment of Pales-

tinians, by refusing to fight in the occupied territories.

Calling their group Courage to Refuse, they declare: “We

shall not continue to fight beyond the 1967 borders in order

to dominate, expel, starve, and humiliate an entire people.”

They too have demonstrated an impressive capacity to trans-

form guilt feelings into expressions of responsibility in

seeking to redirect their society toward a more humane path.

Both groups had to overcome the psychic numbing

associated with their countries’ impulses toward violent

purification and allow previously suppressed compas-

sionate feelings to surface. A further interesting parallel to

these two situations can be found in the animating guilt of

people who were involved in the making of, or strategic
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planning for, atomic and hydrogen bombs and were later

able to become powerful and knowledgeable voices

warning the world about nuclear dangers.

VIETNAM AND THE SUPERPOWER PSYCHE

Vietnam has special importance for the superpower syn-

drome as it was the first significant defeat of a superpower

in our times. (The earlier Korean War had been a super-

power standoff.) Only a little more than a decade later, the

lesser superpower, the USSR, was similarly defeated in

Afghanistan and soon after suffered a complete imperial

collapse and ceased to exist. The Vietnam war demonstrated

that a relatively small and technologically limited country

could, on its own terrain, win a victory over a superpower

—

unless that superpower were willing to use weapons ofmass

destruction and annihilate the smaller country completely.

It was evidence, clear enough to those willing to see, that

while either superpower was then capable ofdestroying the

world, neither could control the world.

But that hardly meant such aspirations were at an end.

President Richard Nixon had spoken bitterly of America

as “a pitiful, helpless giant” because of its reluctance to

take aggressive military stances in the world that might

lead to other Vietnams, a reluctance that came to be

known as the “Vietnam syndrome.” In the eyes of super-

power advocates, that syndrome stood for a form of weak-

ness that had to be overcome. The most ringing words of
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President George Bush Sr., in his knmediate response to

victory in the first Gulf War in 1991, invoked not heroic

warriors (as in Winston Churchill’s classic “Never have so

many owed so much to so few”) but a cure: “By God,

we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all!”

For many American planners, even that victory proved

insufficient for kicking the syndrome. As an antidote to

memories of Vietnam-era “weakness,” they constructed

military policies of “preemptive” (or preventive) strikes

and world hegemony, first resisted by the mainstream but

enthusiastically embraced by the second Bush administra-

tion after 9/11. Those post-Vietnam policies eventually

brought about the invasion of Iraq in April 2003. Rather

than accept the truth of superpower limitation that lay

beneath the “Vietnam syndrome,” such global planners

embraced an illusory claim of superpower omnipotence.

THOUGHT REFORM—ENGINEERING THE SOUL

So far, in reviewing the last half-century or more of vio-

lent excesses, I have considered purifying impulses, apoc-

alyptic weaponry, and atrocity-producing situations, all

with a claim to the ownership of death and through it an

imagined rebirth. But a striking aspect of the last century’s

excesses of particular importance for modern apocalyptic

movements has been the assault on the mind. Efforts at

manipulation of the mind have been sensationalized in

the media as “brainwashing,” an arcane, all-powerful
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process that supposedly no one can resist. (It had perhaps

its most famous, if somewhat tongue-in-cheek, expression

in the film The Manchurian Candidate .) At other times,

brainwashing has been nothing more than an epithet for

any kind of persuasion of which someone disapproves. In

fact, the systematic application of coercive psychological

methods for controlling the mind, though certainly

echoing earlier historical impulses, has been a crucial

twentieth-century phenomenon.

Nowhere has such a project been attempted so deliber-

ately and comprehensively as in Communist China,

where approximately one-quarter of the world’s popula-

tion has been subjected to some version of what the Chi-

nese call “thought reform.” The process combines two

elements: the confession ,
or continuous reiteration of past

and present evil acts and thoughts (under considerable

psychological and sometimes physical duress); and reedu-

cation
,
the remaking of a person in the reformer’s image

through pressured and orchestrated criticism and self-

criticism. The project’s visionary goal was to replace a

mental and material past considered thoroughly tainted

with a future of perfection of mind and body, and so of the

mind and body politic as well. The apocalyptic aim of the

process has been nothing less than the ownership of truth

and reality—that is, the ownership ofthe mind.

My earliest study of survivors of extreme situations of

the previous century involved Chinese and Westerners
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who had experienced Chinese Communist thought

reform. While they varied enormously in their responses,

all showed the effects of having been put through a pro-

found ordeal that had threatened or altered their sense of

self and world, of personal and collective identity. At cer-

tain times in that regime’s history (the extraordinary wave

of thought reform in 1949-50 and the Great Proletarian

Cultural Revolution of 1966—69), the world’s most popu-

lous nation came to resemble a vast totalistic cult. Most

striking about the process was the inability of China’s

leaders to stop or shut down the urge to control and reform

the mind once that urge had been set loose on society.

The Communists arrived as seemingly incorruptible

heroes, having undergone legendary ordeals like the epic

Long March of 1934—35, a 6,000-mile trek during which

more than 80 percent ofthe original group perished in order

to ensure the survival and eventual triumph of the revolu-

tion against overwhelming odds. Hence, young Chinese in

particular, but many older ones as well, initially responded

enthusiastically to the demands of the thought-reform

project. It seemed part of the larger project of the rebirth of

their country as a strong, independent, revolutionary land

after a century of humiliation, collapse, foreign control, and

civil war. But even when slowing the project down would

have been in the Communists’ interest, they were too

much in the grip of the impulse toward apocalyptic

cleansing to be able to do that. Instead, they overreformed
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their population, and the repeated waves ofconfession and

reeducation contributed to a widespread sense of suffoca-

tion and political alienation.

Originally, Chinese revolutionary leaders viewed

thought reform as an alternative to the killing of enemies

or dissidents. One of its earliest applications was to cap-

tured soldiers of the opposing Nationalist regime during

the civil war. Instead of either being put to death or

released (to return to the other side or to their homes), they

were to be converted and recruited to the Communist

army. When the Communists took power, the idea was to

enlist the energies of the members of the former regime, as

well as of people insufficiently enthusiastic about the new

one, and so avoid the Soviet Union’s policy of widespread

executions of people in those categories. Ironically, once

seized by the process of cleansing and recleansing the

minds of China, the Communists ended up killing tens of

millions of people, killings on a scale at least equaling that

of the Soviets. And most ofthese deaths could be attributed

to the very ideological fanaticism or totalism that fueled the

overall thought-reform project. Such an all-or-none

system of belief and morality inexorably carried its practi-

tioners toward what can be called the dispensing ofexistence ,

the arrogating to themselves of the right to decide who

deserves to live and who does not.

The killing that results from such totalism can also be

more indirect. That was the case with a national cam-
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paign of 1958 hailed as the Great Leap Forward, in which

wildly intense thought-reform programs pressed the Chi-

nese population toward creating handmade “backyard

furnaces” as substitutes for larger steel factories in

bringing rapid industrialization to the country’s rural

areas. The combination ofpsychism (exaggerated reliance

upon will and psychic power to achieve technological or

economic goals), and revolutionary enthusiasm (whether

or not under duress), caused as many as ninety million

people (about a quarter of the active population) to

abandon ordinary pursuits and plunge into the illusory

“Leap Forward.” The result was an extreme shortage of

agricultural labor, which, together with false reports of

farming efficiency and a drought, led to one of the

greatest famines in human history. At least twenty million

people—some say as many as forty or even sixty million

—

starved to death largely because of the apocalyptic ideo-

logical fantasies of Mao Zedong, the legendary

revolutionary leader who was already in the process of

becoming a corrupt potentate.*

Not only did the furnaces “dissolve into piles of mud

and bricks after a few rains” but, despite the economic

chaos, consistently false reports of success kept coming in

#The Cultural Revolution of the late 1960s and early 1970s, which

Mao also unleashed, represented an even greater wave of apocalyptic

sentiment. But I have focused on the Great Leap Forward as an illus-

tration of the kind of mass dying that can result from indirect apoca-

lyptic violence.
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from Communist Party cadres. They were responding to

Mao’s insistence that ideological purity and revolutionary

enthusiasm were always decisive and took precedence

over any other kind of economic planning, and as it

turned out, over truth itself.

Mao himself was the epicenter of this cataclysmic dying.

While this was all happening, he returned to a theme he had

initiated two years earlier: the Chinese people, he declared,

were “poor and blank,” a great advantage because “a clean

sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the newest and most

beautiful words can be written on it, the newest and most

beautiful pictures can be painted on it.” At about the same

time, in relation to the nuclear confrontation between the

Soviet Union and the United States, he speculated that, at

worst, perhaps one-halfof the 2.7 billion people in the world

would die in a nuclear war, but positive developments would

follow because “there would still be one-halfleft; imperialism

would be razed to the ground and the whole world would

become socialist. After a number of years, the world’s popu-

lation would once again reach 2.7 billion and certainly become

even bigger.” (One is reminded of parallel projections by

American Cold War nuclear strategists like Herman Kahn,

celebrating the postnuclear survival of a significant number

of [capitalist?] Americans to perpetuate the human race.)

These quotations illustrate the apocalyptic reach of

Maoist ideology: the first expresses a view of the mind as

infinitely controllable, or, I would say, ownable. The second,
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equally fantastic, suggests that the killing of more than 1.3

billion people would serve the noble purpose of world

renewal. Mao’s behavior at that moment—he was then in

his mid-sixties and ruling the country from the old For-

bidden City in Beijing as a new emperor—suggests to us

how an intense apocalyptic immersion transforms a charis-

matic revolutionary leader into a megalomanic despot and

mass murderer. His and his revolution’s questfor ownership

ofthe mind came to be inseparablefrom the ownership ofdeath .

These and other examples of twentieth-century excess

blend into the larger atmospherics of our era. They con-

tribute to a psychological constellation, a field of energy,

that interacts with nonviolent beliefs in apocalypse—the

tame apocalypse mentioned earlier—in ways that can carry

apocalyptics ever more easily over the threshold into vio-

lence. Those images of a tame apocalypse, of world purifi-

cation and renewal without killing, are always with us,

always available for the dangerous transformation into vio-

lence. Part of the crossing of that threshold has to do with a

group’s surge of ideological energy, its turning in on itself

sufficiently to overcome all restraints in forcing an end that

now seems immediate, concrete, in every sense real. What

had been a far-off vision becomes an activist military

project of world destruction and rebirth. God is still very

much involved, but everything is no longer left to Him.
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CHAPTER 4

AUM SHINRIKYO—

THE THRESHOLD CROSSED

A
um Shinrikyo crossed that threshold of violence

with five years still remaining in the twentieth cen-

tury. Though a relatively small cultic group, it

acted upon a vision of cosmic purification that included

the murder of just about everyone on earth.

Aum and its guru, Shoko Asahara, burst into world

consciousness when the cult released sarin gas in a

number of Tokyo subway trains on March 20, 1995.

Though tens of thousands of passengers might have been

threatened with death, the attack was hurried and ineffi-

cient, killing just twelve people, because the group had

received word that the police were closing in on them.

The group’s plan had been to release enormous amounts

of sarin later that year in order to create a major disaster

and set in motion a series of catastrophic events and so ful-
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fill its guru’s world-ending prophecies. According to the

plan, Japanese authorities would believe that America had

released the sarin; the Americans would assume that the

Japanese had done it; a war would break out between the

two countries and other great powers would join in,

leading to World War III, which would then bring about

a biblical Armageddon.

ULTIMATE WEAPONS AND ULTIMATE ZEALOTRY

Now ofcourse that was wild fantasy, but fantasy combined

with all-too-real weapons of mass destruction. Aum had

produced considerable amounts of sarin, a highly lethal

nerve gas (though the guru ordered much ofthe cult’s stock-

pile destroyed when he became fearful of discovery), and

had released various amounts of it on several occasions prior

to the Tokyo subway attack. In addition, it had produced

biological weapons, notably botulinus and anthrax, and

made several unsuccessful attempts to create disasters with

them in major urban areas by means of spraying devices.

And Aum pursued any avenues it could find for obtaining

nuclear weapons. It looked into uranium deposits (even

acquiring a ranch in an area of Australia thought to be rich

in such deposits), and sought contacts with disaffected

Russian nuclear scientists. Particularly active in Russia,

Aum made use of its huge financial resources to purchase

various kinds of weapons and to bribe officials with access

to more of them. Hence the provocative question found in
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the Russian diary of Aum’s leading weapons procurer:

“How much does a nuclear warhead cost?”

In the end Aum could not acquire those warheads, and

instead made sarin gas its signature weapon. Asahara was

fascinated by weapons of mass destruction in general, but

sarin might have had a special attraction for him as he

greatly admired Hitler and expressed delight when told

that the Fuhrer’s horoscope closely resembled his own.

Sarin had first been produced (though not used) by

Hitler’s scientists. The guru was actually thought to have

instructed Aum scientists to look into the specific Nazi

method of producing sarin.

But whether or not the Hitler connection influenced

Aum’s use of sarin, Asahara’s greatest passion had to do

with nuclear weapons. Those were what he really craved.

He was obsessed with them—as a potential victim of a

nuclear attack to come, as a survivor of the atomic bomb-

ings of Japan, and as a fierce nuclearist who yearned to

possess and use them.

H is obsession began with Hiroshima. On a number of

occasions he declared that Japan would experience “a hun-

dred Hiroshimas,” and many of his visions and “medita-

tions” involved that city. In one ofthese visions he described

traveling to Hiroshima on the “astral plane” and finding

there grotesque evidence of a World War III nuclear holo-

caust that had already occurred. Always drawn to the most

apocalyptic means of destruction, Asahara viewed chem-
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ical agents like sarin and biological agents like botulinus

not only as “the poor man’s nuclear weapons” (as many

have) but also as “energy-saving nuclear weapons” (that is,

highly effective without requiring the enormous explosive

capacity of nuclear weapons or their elaborate production

methods). Asahara also spoke with great enthusiasm about

“laser weapons” and “plasma weapons,” which he came to

believe already existed and were even more powerful than

the nuclear variety. But it was nuclear weapons that

remained his measure and his passion.

Asahara and Aum represent an extreme case of what I

call “trickle-down nuclearism,” where smaller nations,

cults, or transnational groups seek to obtain less expensive

and easier-to-produce nuclear weapons. Trickle-down

nuclearism is partly technological, having to do with the

miniaturization of the weapons, the spread of knowledge

about how to make them, and the improved technical skills

of groups seeking them. But it is also a state ofmind as the

weapons, an ever longer-standing presence in our world,

sink yet deeper into our sense of ourselves, leading to an

intense yearning for and embracing of them as sources of

ultimate power, especially on the part ofthose who imagine

world-ending or world-purifying events. Over the course

ofthe Cold War, most cults on the order ofAum Shinrikyo

would not have imagined the possibility of acquiring

nuclear weapons, but the above developments, combined

with a failure on the part of prominent nuclear powers to
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rid themselves of their own stockpiles, have led nations and

militant movements increasingly to equate possession of

the weapons with international respect. The result has

been an expanding sense of nuclear entitlement and an

impetus toward proliferation.

One must recognize a remarkable trickle-down effect

when such intense nuclear desire comes to permeate a cult

like Aum, consisting of no more than 10,000 Japanese

members and only 1,400 full-time “monks.” It seems that

“living with nuclear weapons” can have its hidden dan-

gers, because increasingly smaller groups can develop

strong impulses to live with them, too—and, in cases like

Aum, to seek to possess them and then use them to end

living in general. Formerly the United States and the

Soviet Union had something of a monopoly, not just on

the weapons but on the dangerous passions associated

with them. Aum suggests that there is no limit to how far

these passions can trickle down.

With Aum we may speak of a marriage between ulti-

mate zealotry and ultimate weapons—or between an ide-

ology of violent apocalypse and weapons with an

apocalyptic essence. Each fed malignantly on the other:

Aum’s apocalyptic zealotry pushed it to seek the weapons,

whose apocalyptic essence further intensified the zealotry.

APOCALYPTIC JAPAN

Japan, the society that gave rise to Aum, had experienced
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an extraordinary degree of psychological and historical

dislocation, dating back to its traumatic emergence from

feudalism in the late nineteenth century. The struggles

surrounding that dislocation culminated in devastating

defeat in World War II, including something close to

physical annihilation as well as a psychic collapse related

to the breakdown of the emperor-centered religion that

had so dominated the society. Indeed, the devastating sat-

uration bombing of all of Japan’s major cities, followed by

the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, created

a uniquely apocalyptic wartime experience.

The behavior of the Japanese themselves during the

war had its own apocalyptic dimensions. The extent of

their wartime atrocities, never officially acknowledged in

the postwar years, rivaled that of the Nazis. They

included policies in China we would now call “ethnic

cleansing”; the massacre and systematic rape of Chinese,

notably in Nanking; slave labor on an unprecedented

scale; extensive use of biological warfare; grotesque med-

ical experiments on prisoners; the forcing of more than

100,000 women, mostly Korean, into prostitution to serve

Japanese military personnel; and the systematic bombing

of civilians in Chinese cities that some have viewed as a

forerunner of Allied strategic bombing. The Japanese,

that is, were apocalyptic perpetrators as well as victims.

The reverberations of that double experience have been

evident throughout the post—World War II era. Under-
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neath the seeming stability of Japanese society, there has

been a powerful apocalyptic undercurrent, visible in novels,

in popular cartoon manga narratives (or graphic novels), in

films for television and movie theaters (of which the

Godzilla series is the best known in America), and in wildly

successful television shows. There are endless stories of the

destruction or threatened destruction of the world and of

postapocalyptic nuclear wastelands.

Nothing better indicates the apocalyptic explosion in

Japanese popular culture than its strange embrace of the

writings of the sixteenth-century French astrologer and

physician Nostradamus, who loosely predicted (on the

basis of the Book of Revelation) that the end of the world

would come with the year 2000. Even looser Japanese

translations of his work, some of which suggest that a

savior will arrive from the East, have undergone more

than 400 printings since 1973 and have sold in the mil-

lions, making the Japanese the world’s greatest consumers

of his murky message. Young Japanese were especially

responsive to the extremity of that message because

postwar society, though democratic in form, was per-

ceived as authoritarian in its lockstep requirements and

profoundly corrupt in its political and economic behavior.

Many young and well-educated Japanese, in other words,

were primed and ready to respond to the apocalyptic

extremity of Shoko Asahara’s message.

Also feeding Asahara’s and Aum’s extremity—and
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appeal—was the nuclear drumbeat of the Cold War, and

various threats by the United States and the Soviet Union

to initiate something close to world destruction. After the

end of the Cold War, Asahara found himself fascinated by

the GulfWar of 1990-91. He identified with the Iraqi dic-

tator Saddam Hussein, whom he saw as a nonwhite target

of American aggression, but at the same time he was

excited by America’s high-tech, laser-guided weapons sys-

tems because they seemed harbingers of the Armageddon

he so craved. As a late twentieth-century apocalyptic

figure, Asahara associated Armageddon with the most

advanced weapons technology; and as a paranoid and

megalomanic guru close to madness, he was thrilled by the

mass killing such technology promised. The ultimate lure

for him, of course, was nuclear weapons, which conveyed

to him the image that he alone—or with a few disciples

—

could achieve his ultimate goal of destroying the world.

AUM AND THE WORLD

Aum Shinrikyo was a cult that emerged from the apoca-

lyptic underbelly of its own society. But I would empha-

size that there was little that was uniquely Japanese about

it. Certainly its impulse toward forcing the end, its fasci-

nation with Armageddon, and its attraction toward ulti-

mate weaponry are increasingly common denominators

in the global apocalyptic mindset and can take shape in

any culture. Aum’s Japanese circumstances probably
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caused it to go further in these areas than other groups

previously had. (Since then Islamist and American

extremists have more than caught up.) Rather than being

unique, Aum epitomizes a category of cultic movement

bent on world-ending violence.

Despite Aum’s totalistic, one-sided sense of mission, its

doctrine and practice were almost desperately eclectic and

many-sided, contributing to what could be called apoca-

lyptic multiculturalism. The cult was primarily Buddhist,

but focused on elements of early Tibetan Buddhism closely

tied to Hinduism. Asahara chose the world-destroying and

restoring Hindu deity Shiva as his personal god and

embraced the Christian Armageddon narrative as the basis

for his apocalyptic vision. He referred as well to apocalyptic

ideas in Hinduism and Buddhism, but these tended to be

less precise and schematic than the Christian version, less

of a road map to the end of time and more gradualistic

depictions of spiritual and moral decline (though there is in

Hinduism powerful imagery of Shiva dancing the cosmos

into nonexistence in order to renew it).

The guru integrated some of his diverse religious ele-

ments by means of a personal vision in which Shiva

instructed him to decode the Christian Book of Revela-

tion, leading to his “discovery” that the book’s “Son of

Man” and Shiva were one and the same, that its descrip-

tion of the opening of “the sixth seal” actually meant the

eruption of volcanoes including Japan’s Mount Fuji, and
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that the book’s reference to great ‘fire, of course, meant

nuclear war and an onrushing Armageddon. Asahara

announced all of this to his disciples with great excitement

and fervor.

In addition to its Tibetan roots, the Buddhism he prac-

ticed and taught had lively New Age components, including

an emphasis on high states or “mystical experiences.” Disci-

ples whom I interviewed after the guru was arrested stressed

to me how appealing this was, in contrast to the “deadness”

ofordinary Japanese Buddhism, which had little to do with

their life experience. The yoga Asahara taught quite skill-

fully had a similar combination of the very old and the very

new. He was also influenced at least to some extent by a vio-

lently apocalyptic fringe of the American right, through

translations of their writings distributed in Tokyo, though

the virulent anti-Semitism he often expressed probably

derived mainly from strong Japanese roots.

Such eclecticism has been common in “new religions”

and cultic movements in Japan and elsewhere. Aum’s ver-

sion ofeclecticism enabled it to be both ancient and current,

as well as vastly inclusive in its claimed connection (how-

ever superficial or distorted) to much of the world’s varied

religious and cultural fare. This eclecticism contributed to

an aura of universality, of being beyond any single religion

or culture in its mission of cosmic purification.

Aum was eclectic in its finances as well. It was intensely

focused on acquiring wealth, and made enormous
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amounts of money by aggressively merchandising its reli-

gion—selling ritual objects and literature, charging exor-

bitantly for initiations and practices, and requiring

(sometimes through coercion and threat) that converts

donate their total assets or those of their families—as well

as through a great variety of businesses, such as computer

companies, noodle shops and restaurants, bookstores,

dating bureaus, and real-estate agencies. Such commercial

enterprises, ordinarily considered by Asahara as part of

Japan’s cultural “pollution,” became in Aum’s hands a

sacred form of service.

Everything was subsumed to the guru’s murderous

apocalyptic project (even if many followers were unclear

about its exact nature or the violence it was to unleash), and

such projects can generate extraordinary amounts of

energy. The 1,400 or so full-time Aum religionists seemed

to be everywhere, doing everything—conducting stren-

uous religious practices, manipulating other members,

running profitable businesses, scouring Russia for ordinary

and exotic weaponry, bribing officials, manufacturing and

stockpiling and releasing chemical and biological weapons,

threatening and sometimes killing people.

THE GURU AND HIS VISIONS

Megalomanic gurus tend to go through life with a sense of

grievance or resentiment
,
which in Asahara’s case involved

lifelong bitterness over having been sent to a school for the
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blind. While he was indeed without vision in one eye, he

was not legally blind since his vision was only partially

impaired in the other, but he was sent to the school by his

impoverished parents for reasons of convenience. (The

school provided free tuition and board, and a completely

sightless older brother had already been enrolled there.)

While a guru’s childhood can never completely explain his

remarkable adult behavior, we can say that, as a boy, Asa-

hara lived out, quite literally, Erasmus’s dictum that “in the

country of the blind the one-eyed man is king.” In school,

he proved manipulative and bullying, though he could also

be tender to his completely blind followers. Even then he

was extremely interested in accumulating money, intensely

involved in drama (writing and acting in plays), and had

grandiose ambitions that included becoming prime min-

ister of Japan or at least a great doctor—all characteristics

that were present in him as an adult.

He had a couple of brushes with the law, one soon after

leaving the school, for causing bodily injury to another

person, and one in Tokyo a bit later for selling fake med-

icines in a Chinese herbal pharmacy he had started. He

entered the wide-open world of Japanese new religions in

the early 1980s, joining a relatively established one before

striking out on his own as a religious teacher and guru.

He later described “achievements” of a kind generally

required to create a guru’s myth. These involved over-

coming personal failures and psychological difficulties by
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spiritual means and, above all, experiencing cosmic

visions, two of which were to become the basis for his

guruism. At age thirty, he imagined himself leading an

army of the gods to a victory of the forces of light over the

forces of darkness; and the following year he achieved

“final enlightenment” while meditating in the Himalayas.

In living out his impulse toward extremity, Asahara not

only embraced the principle of “forcing the end,” but

developed an ideology of killing to heal, even of altruistic

murder and altruistic world destruction. This was accom-

plished by “attack guruism” and “action prophecy,” which

combined lethal prediction with lethal action. The guru

interpreted an ancient Buddhist principle called poa to

mean that the killing of a person of inferior spiritual status

by a person of high spiritual attainment was beneficial to

the victim, enhancing his next rebirth and thereby his

immortality. The more general principle here is that

killing on a vast scale—whether by Aum, Islamist zealots,

or superpower visionaries—is only possible when accom-

panied by a claim to virtue.

Asahara’s one talent in life was being a guru, and he did

demonstrate an ability to attract and hold disciples

through intense and innovative forms of religious practice

and mind manipulation. Asahara also revealed the com-

plexities and contradictions that make up the mind of a

guru (and the human mind in general): a man of superfi-

cial brilliance, he could be dignified and empathic,
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spiritually genuine, childish and inconsistent, fraudulent

and manipulative, grandiose and schizoid, paranoid and

delusional, megalomanic and murderous.

THE EXPERIENCE OF TRANSCENDENCE

The “mystical experiences” into which he guided disciples

were generally induced by rapid-breathing exercises,

which deoxygenated the brain and readily brought about

altered states of consciousness, sometimes in combination

with drugs and states of sleeplessness. This form ofexperi-

ence of transcendence ,
with or without drugs, is extremely

important to apocalyptic groups, secular as well as reli-

gious. In the case of a cult like Aum, its apocalyptic com-

ponent brings strong psychic energy to bear on whatever

physiological state is created. Aum disciples embraced

these high states to the point of addiction; they told me of

ignoring or numbing themselves to evidence of duplicity

and violence in the cult because they did not want to see or

hear anything that might cause them to be denied access to

their mystical experiences. Months or even years after

leaving the cult, toward which they felt much disillusion-

ment, they still longed for those lost mystical states, which,

they repeatedly insisted, provided the most intensely satis-

fying spiritual moments they had ever known.

The exact state of the brain at such moments is not sci-

entifically understood, nor can one be certain about the

specific influence of an apocalyptic vision in rendering the
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oxygen-deprived “High state” still more intense (as com-

pared, for instance, to the classical experiences of transcen-

dence described by mystics). What one can say is that the

mind/brain experience combined extreme euphoria with

an impulse to struggle, even violently, on behalf of the spe-

cial world (and the guru) promoting such euphoria.

The content of such experiences of transcendence is

determined by the immediate environment, which, in

Aum, meant images ofthe deified guru and ofthe expected

apocalyptic event. Hence, there were frequent visions in

which disciples, achieving one ofAum’s ultimate aims, had

a sense ofmerging completely with the guru. Another typ-

ical vision was that of a world in ruins with fires raging

everywhere, a landscape without people except for a small

group of Aum disciples, sometimes with the guru at its

center, all ofwhom were quietly meditating.

THE “SOLE SURVIVOR TO RENEW MANKIND”

That postapocalyptic vision was key to the cult’s overall

project because in it Aum members become the only sur-

vivors
,
a tiny remnant ofgentle but steadfast purity, ready to

respiritualize a cleansed and vacant world—the kind of sur-

vivor remnant described in the Book of Revelation. There

was in this a parallel to Pierce’s vision in The Turner Diaries

of the induced nuclear devastation of most of the world,

leaving a remnant of white patriots, sharing in a similar

steadfast and gentle purity and ready to repopulate the earth.
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Such a postapocalyptic vision is reminiscent of a famous

figure in the psychiatric literature who envisioned himself

as the “sole survivor to renew mankind.” The impulse, if

acted upon, can become a form of addiction to continuous

survival, and such addicts (as the Nobel Prizewinning

writer Elias Canetti put it) “need corpses.” The great

majority of Aum disciples did not know that the cult was

stockpiling biological and chemical weapons or seeking

nuclear devices, but they were expecting an apocalyptic

event and imagined themselves taking part in an

“Armageddon-like battle” against evil forces. Only a few

top disciples were privy to the guru’s violent plans, though

many others had a mindset that is sometimes referred to

as “middle knowledge” (both knowing and not knowing)

about any such violence.

In this sense the murderous side ofAum could be called

its mystical secret—something on the order of Germans’

knowledge of Nazi mass murder. Certainly everyone in

Aum had a sense, however amorphous, that remaining

loyal to the group was the only way to survive the cataclysm

sure to come. For such a group, the sole means of survival

becomes killing everyone else. That turned out to be a task

beyond Aum’s capacities, but the cult’s combination of ulti-

mate zealotry and ultimate weapons made it imaginable,

and in acting on these imaginings Aum crossed a crucial

threshold—from dreaming ofor praying for Armageddon

to vigorously attempting to bring it about.



CHAPTER 5

BIN LADEN AND AL-QAEDA—
'7 ENVISION SALADIN COMING OUT

OF THE CLOUDS**

S
eptember 11, 2001, represented something new, a

twenty-first-century globalization ofapocalyptic ter-

rorism. It was also a distillation of twentieth-century

excess. Confronted with Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda,

I immediately thought of Shoko Asahara and Aum Shin-

rikyo. Others did too: Aum and its Tokyo sarin-gas attack

were mentioned frequently in connection with the assaults

on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.

In many ways the two men and their organizations

could not have been more different. Bin Laden came from

a family of enormous wealth and influence in Saudi

Arabia. He had access to higher education and worldly

experience. Asahara’s origins were in provincial poverty
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and an essentially claustrophobic ‘educational and social

experience. Equally important for us, bin Laden came to

be the leader of a multinational organization with poten-

tial recruits and collaborators throughout the world,

while Asahara was largely confined to a single relatively

small cubic group. Bin Laden’s monolithic immersion in

the powerful Wahhabi version of Islam contrasts with

Asahara’s flamboyant religious eclecticism. The two men

undoubtedly differ greatly in their psychological makeup

as well, though we know too little about bin Laden to go

far in such comparisons. While we may assume that he

shares much of Asahara’s grandiosity and some of his

paranoia, he does not appear to be as precariously vulner-

able to psychosis as the Japanese guru.

Yet whatever their differences, they and their organiza-

tions arrived at a similar cosmic impulse: that of active

world destruction and re-creation.

ETERNAL JIHAD

What, then, does bin Laden want? He clearly has political

goals. Along with a number of Islamists, he seeks to drive

the American presence from the Middle East, weaken or

destroy the United States, and overthrow various despotic

or insufficiently Islamist regimes. But Americans find bin

Laden confusing because, vast as these goals are, he seems to

want something more. “Osama never interpreted Islam to

assist a given political goal. Islam is his political goal,” is the
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way one observer puts it. In fact, his focus is not just Islam,

but an all-consuming Islamist perfection.

Beyond any political goal, he expresses a powerful,

amorphous impulse to destroy a tainted world and renew

it through Islamist purity. Rather than connecting their

terrorist acts with precisely stated demands (for releasing

prisoners or for publicizing their views), al-Qaeda leaders

have typically made statements like “Our duty is to put an

end to the humiliation ofthe people of Islam that has lasted

too long,” or “America thinks it is strong, that it controls

everything, but what can it do, one day, against our young

martyrs?” or “Our duty is to struggle against the enemies

ofGod.” Some view this vagueness as strategic, as it may to

a certain extent be, but it also reflects the group’s emphasis

on apocalyptic, rather than specifically political, goals. All

that is non-Islamic—or Islamic but considered inade-

quately so—must be eliminated. Al-Qaeda’s ubiquitous

enemies are both non-Islamics or “infidels” and Islamics

deemed religiously lax or “apostates.”

For bin Laden and other Islamist zealots, violence is

part of a jihad or “holy war.” The term has been used

loosely, but suggests a struggle for Islam against those des-

ignated as its enemies. For radical Islamists, jihad is global

and “a defense of the worldwide Islamic community.”

The grandiosity of such a project can easily blend into the

apocalyptic. One observer believes that, with its 9/11

attacks, al—Qaeda crossed the line from being “utopian”
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(aiming at destroying and replacing the existing order) to

apocalyptic (becoming “indiscriminate” in killing due to

being “divinely ordained to commit violent acts”)—all the

while remaining “a very practical group . . . capable of

chameleonlike maneuvering.”

Recent scholarship suggests that the concept ofjihad and

the Muslim apocalyptic have always been closely con-

nected. Jihad in Islamic religious writings normally

emphasizes military action for the expansion as well as the

defense of Islam, and although these writings contain little

apocalyptic theory, there is considerable evidence “that

Muhammad and his earliest followers . . . were moved to

action by an overriding belief in the imminence of the Last

Day.” There was a related early belief that a struggle

against a false Messiah at “the end” would usher in “the

true messianic age.” Similarly, jihad is referred to fre-

quently as an “eternal state,” and there is a tradition speci-

fying that “jihad will continue until the sun rises in the west

(which is one of the signs of the last days), when all people

will believe, willingly or not.” This “permanent jihad” was

to be “the salvation of society.”

The scholar David Cook sums up the historical overlap

of jihad and apocalypse in a way that has great relevance

for contemporary Islamists: “Jihad groups did not hesitate

to make use of traditions in which the end of the world

was prominent, and apocalyptic groups used the holy war

as a means to express their essential ideological teachings.”
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But there has also been a nonviolent version of jihad,

based on a statement Mohammed made to his followers

after a battle, “We return from the lesser jihad to the greater

jihad.” The “greater jihad” came to mean the struggle

against evil and imperfection in oneself, the struggle to be

a better Muslim, or a better Muslim husband or wife or son

or daughter. In that way, jihad became a psychological con-

cept, an aspect ofinner struggle in which individual aspira-

tions can become bound up with visions of an

all-consuming apocalyptic. Given the active principle of

jihad as unrelenting holy war, there is some question about

the viability of the nonviolent version. The very existence

of the duality, however, suggests the power of the overall

idea of jihad.

VIOLENT REJUVENATION

Precisely this duality was at issue in an influential booklet,

The Neglected Duty
,
by an Egyptian, Muhammed Abd al-

Salam Faraj, published in about 1980. Faraj was a

member of the group responsible for the assassination of

the Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 1981, and drew

heavily upon earlier theorists of radical Islamist move-

ments. He argued that Muslim societies had declined

because they had been lulled into believing that jihad was

to be a nonviolent activity, and he insisted instead that the

restoration of Islamic pride and power depended upon

reclaiming the true meaning of jihad and establishing “the
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rule of God’s Religion in our own country first.” That

meant concentrating on destroying the “near enemy,”

despotic apostate leaders who in his eyes had betrayed

Islam, and only after that, the “far enemy,” Israel.

Jihad should mean, Faraj claimed, “striving in the path

of God,” and the “neglected duty” of which he accused his

fellow Muslims was failing to do so, by failing to engage in

jihad as militant holy war. When one takes up that duty,

“the punishment for an apostate will be heavier than for

[one] who is by origin an infidel.” As the scholar David C.

Rapoport points out, such “sacred terrorists” believe their

projects to be “sanctioned by divine authority, which

humans have no right to alter.” As in fundamentalist

thought in general, the purification sought is modeled on a

past ofperfect harmony that never was, “the religion’s most

holy era, the founding period when deity and community

were on the most intimate terms.” This sanctified past

becomes central to the apocalyptic vision. Guilt over one’s

“neglected duty” comes to include betrayal of the entire

sacred tradition of Islam, and in this context one’s personal

struggle against evil and imperfection (the greater jihad)

can only be carried out by engaging in the apocalyptic vio-

lence of holy war (the lesser jihad).

The principle of neglected duty put forward by Faraj

drew heavily on the ideas of Sayyid Qutb, a former

Egyptian government official whose extensive mid-

twentieth-century writings, largely from prison, laid out
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much of what was to become the violent Islamist doctrine.

Qutb wrote powerfully about Jahiliyya
,
originally a term

for pre-Islamic seventh-century ignorance, which in his

hands became a metaphysical category suggesting all that

was corrupt, oppressive, and poisonous—that is, ultimate

worldly pollution. This pollution, he believed, threatened

the very existence of Islam, as did the Jews who “will be

satisfied only with destruction of this religion [Islam].”

Qutb’s apocalyptic struggle entailed “a full revolt against

human rulership in all its shapes and forms, systems and

arrangements ... It means destroying the kingdom of

man to establish the kingdom of heaven on earth.” There

could hardly be a more direct rendering of the rationale

for Islamist apocalyptic violence.

Bin Laden was much influenced by Qutb and Faraj but

had a more immediate mentor in Sheikh Abdullah

Azzam, his teacher, collaborator, and eventual rival.

Azzam, a West Bank Palestinian, studied in Egypt and

became a professor of Islamic law in Jordan and then

Saudi Arabia, before emerging as the most prominent

Islamic ideologist in the struggle against the Soviets in

Afghanistan. Sometimes described as “the Emir of Jihad”

or “godfather of global jihad,” there was no nonsense

about his focus on violence: “Jihad and the rifle alone: no

negotiations, no conferences, and no dialogues.” And that

commitment to jihad was to apply everywhere as an obli-

gation of Islamics “until all other lands that were Muslim
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are returned to us so that Islam will reign again.” Azzam

conveyed to bin Laden a fundamentalist vision of an

Islamist theocracy or caliphate, and the two men worked

closely together in Afghanistan to pursue that aim while

resisting the invading Soviets during the decade from

1979—89. Azzam rallied support throughout the world for

the Islamic resistance movement there with his fiery

speeches and videotapes, while bin Laden distinguished

himself as an organizer and financial supporter of the

mujahedeen (holy warriors) and was mythologized as a

fighter as well.

But by the late 1980s the two men had come into con-

flict, possibly over the focus of their movement: bin Laden

favored a broad call to jihad against “apostate” Arab

regimes, while Azzam emphasized jihad for Palestinians.

In November 1989 Azzam was assassinated by means of a

sophisticated car-bomb device, and although there had

been many rumors about who might have been respon-

sible (the Pakistani secret police; bin Laden himself), the

killing has not been solved.

There has been some dispute about how significantly

Arab fighters, as opposed to native Afghan warriors, con-

tributed to the Soviet debacle, but there is no doubt that

the victory was an intoxicating one for Islamists. Their

miraculous success against a superpower—followed by the

collapse of that superpower—could only mean that God

had made them invincible. The considerable quantities of
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military equipment and financial support made available

by the United States were dismissed in the exultant claim

of (in Faraj’s words) “jihad for the cause of god.” More

than any event, victory in Afghanistan contributed to an

apocalyptic confidence on the part of Islamists: the

existing world could be overturned and pure Islamist rule

established.

Al-Qaeda emerged from bin Laden’s Afghanistan

experience. The name means “base” (or “database”), sug-

gesting both its function as a hub for broader terrorist

activities and its technocratic bent. Its identity was made

clear from the beginning in its requirement of an oath of

jihad and one of loyalty to bin Laden, its “emir.” At the

same time bin Laden drew together in the organization

other high-level Islamists, such as Ayman al-Zawahiri, the

Egyptian physician and leader in the Egyptian Islamic

Jihad movement, who became one of his closest advisers.

The group formed a working relationship with the Tal-

iban, the extreme Afghan Islamist movement that took

over the country, to which bin Laden provided consider-

able financial help. Al-Qaeda could set up its infamous

training camps in Taliban-ruled areas and develop as an

effective organization, although as outsiders its leaders had

some conflict with the Taliban, and a few observers saw

al-Qaeda as losing ground during the 1990s. Nonetheless,

the group had embarked on its grandiose mission.

Bin Laden thus became part of a fervent Islamist move-
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ment of idealistic rejuvenation, a quest for collective pride,

life-power, and purity, achievable only by violence. At its

core was an impulse to reassert the health ofIslam in a period

of Arab stagnation—and so was but another version of

killing to heal. This process of rejuvenation and “healing”

took a quantum leap with the victory in Afghanistan. Since

the United States actively armed and aided the Islamists as

a Cold War project, we may say that America not only

helped to create al-Qaeda but also played a significant role

in the overall Islamist revitalization movement.

FATWAS OF PURIFICATION

Jihad can be formalized by the issue of a fatwa or legal

decree. A fatwa can ordinarily be issued only by a mufti ,
a

person with Islamic clerical standing, which bin Laden

does not have. He has nonetheless issued two of them

directed at America. This undoubtedly reflected both his

authority within the radical Islamist movement (though

others around him are believed to have considerable influ-

ence over him) and his personal grandiosity (though he

later obtained clerical support to legitimize hisfatwas).

The first of these, issued in 1996, broadly attacked the

“Zionist-crusader alliance” (in Islamist rhetoric, “cru-

sader” becomes an epithet for Western nations and groups

now seen as enemies, invoking the historical memory of

the Christian assaults on Muslim lands during the Cru-

sades from the eleventh to the fourteenth century) and
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“Zionist” is interchangeable with the “American-Israeli

conspiracy.” This fatwa, however, was aimed specifically

at the post-Gulf War American military presence and

bases in Saudi Arabia. Bin Laden declared that the “latest

and greatest of these aggressions . . . since the death of the

Prophet ... is the occupation of the Land of the Two Holy

Places [Mecca and Medina].” He was saying in effect that

this defilement of the most sacred Islamic shrines by an

American presence was an even greater violation than any

taking of Islamic lives because those sacred places were

crucial to the world’s ultimate purification.

Bin Laden’s second fatwa ,
issued in 1998, noted again

the intolerable American presence “in the holiest of

places” as well as “the great devastation inflicted on the

Iraqi people” by the Gulf War of 1990—91, and by further

American actions in the Middle East—all of which

amounted to “a clear declaration of war on God, his mes-

senger, and Muslims.” Hence, he concluded, “the ruling to

kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and mili-

tary—is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do

it in any country in which it is possible to do it.” Any such

acts would be in the service of liberating Mecca, the holy

mosque, and other Islamic lands. This was “in accordance

with the words of Almighty Allah”—which were to

“fight the pagans altogether as they fight you altogether”

. . . “fight them until there is no more tumult or oppres-

sion, and there prevail justice and faith in Allah.”
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These twofatwas extended an Islamic jihad/apocalyptic

process by focusing on immediate political and military

goals but also by merging them with the vision of a puri-

fying cosmic upheaval. The way to connect these two

levels was to confront America, the ultimate superpower,

the personification of Western incursion and defilement.

BIN LADEN AND CHARISMA

Bin Laden and al—Qaeda are far from the whole story of

Islamist terrorism. One knowledgeable observer speaks of

“a broad movement of Islamic militancy that extends well

beyond the influence and activities of any one man.” But

al—Qaeda has emerged as the boldest and most global of

violent Islamist groups, and has been able to coordinate the

actions of a number of them. Nor is bin Laden simply the

king of all Islamist terrorists; on the contrary, he has been

described as a man who is “impressionistic,” constantly in

need of a mentor, and still under the influence of older,

more seasoned associates like Ayman al-Zawahiri.

Still, bin Laden has a special standing in his world as a

charismatic leader. His legend continues to evolve as the

tale of an extraordinarily rich man, well connected with

Saudi royalty, who gave up all privileges and comforts to

offer both his wealth and his person to the sacred struggle

of the “mujahadeen” in Afghanistan. In this legend, as it

grew, he became both a transnational Robin Hood and a

bold military and spiritual hero who, more than any other
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Islamist figure, could stand up to America. He did this in

word and deed: attacks on the US embassies in Nairobi,

Kenya, and Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania in 1998, and on the

destroyer the USS Cole in Yemen in 2000; probable con-

nection with the World Trade Center bombing in 1993;

and organizational leadership of the attacks on the World

Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001.

Adding to his charisma is his great height (six feet, five

inches) and his indulgence in romantic, visionary prose

and poetry. On a 2001 videotape released to his supporters,

he spoke of how he “envisionfed] Saladin coming out of

the clouds.” Since Saladin was the great Islamic warrior-

hero who in 1187 liberated Jerusalem from the Crusaders,

bin Laden’s vision undoubtedly has to do with a mystical

sense of his own apocalyptic mission. Beyond Saladin,

“bin Laden and his companions have been at pains to con-

struct an image of themselves modeled on the Prophet

Muhammed and his followers.” His charisma has much to

do with such associations and with his accompanying mis-

sion; for charisma, I would argue, is the capacity to

transmit to others the sense that, if they follow you, their

lives will take on new vitality and meaning, and they will

become part of something eternal—precisely the heady

feelings experienced by young Islamics attracted to bin

Laden and al—Qaeda.

When his headquarters at Tora Bora in Afghanistan was

destroyed by heavy American bombing, bin Laden man-

85



Robert Jay Lifton

aged to survive, escape, and issue a defiant message in

which he taunted the Americans for their cowardice in not

daring to employ their own troops to catch him. (They had

used Afghan soldiers.) In the same message he declared

that America could be defeated in Iraq by making use of

“martyr operations,” deep trenches, and urban warfare.

Whether America’s whirlwind military victory there

caused bin Laden to lose any of his authority remains to be

seen, as do the long-term effects of al—Qaeda’s loss of its

Afghan bases, a number of its leaders, and various material

resources during the war in Afghanistan and other anti-

terrorist activities by the United States aided by various

European countries and Pakistan. The May 2003 terrorist

bombing of an area of American and European living

quarters in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, thought to be associated

with al-Qaeda, suggests that it has regrouped and is all too

functional. At this writing, there is no reason not to assume

that bin Laden remains a living charismatic Islamist figure

bent on apocalyptic forays.

THE IMMORTAL DEAD

Islamist terrorists enter into a sacred drama in which they

prepare themselves to join the immortal dead. They

become part of a sanctified community of martyrs that

includes all who have given their lives for the Islamic cause

from the time ofthe Prophet. This sacred drama calls forth

the authority of the heroic dead, and bestows that authority
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on the about-to-be-dead, who are absolutely purified and

in the process earn an exquisite immortality.

This is quite different from martyrdom in battle, even

a battle in which the odds are hopelessly against you. That

martyrdom, though not passive—it can indeed be actively

sought—and part of its own sacred drama, nonetheless

depends upon what others do to you. Here the mar-

tyrdom is planned and embarked upon. The script, pre-

pared well in advance, requires no action on the part of an

enemy or “infidel” or anyone else.

The entire operation is viewed as a ghazwah, or “raid,”

a term that originated with the pre-Islamic nomads of

Arabia and, beginning with the Prophet, came to be used

for an attack on the infidel on behalf of Islam (“a raid . . .

on the path of God”). The sacred drama of the raid, then,

reaches back to the origins of Islam, and contemporary

players can relive the heroic deeds of the Companions of

the Prophet. As Hassan Mneimneh and Kanan Makiya

put it, “It is as if men like Ali ibn Talib, the cousin and

son-in-law of the Prophet, are going to be on the plane

with Mohammad Atta, Marwan al-Shehhi, Ziad Jarrah,

and the [other 9/1 1 terrorist attackers].”

Ancient martyrs are there, so to speak, to oversee and

legitimate the unfolding drama. Should it be necessary to

kill someone prior to the act of martyrdom (say, a pas-

senger on a hijacked plane), that person is to be dispatched

in the manner of a ritual slaughter. To carry out that
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slaughter is a sacred privilege: “A civilian passenger

attempting to resist his hijackers is a gift bestowed by God

upon the man chosen to kill him.” Killing is not killing,

but the enactment of a sacred script. Similarly, dying is not

dying, but a step to immortality, as the hijackers’ manual

promises: “You will be soon, with God’s permission, with

your heavenly brides in heaven. Smile in the face of death

oh young man. You are heading to the Paradise of Eter-

nity.” Indeed, that promise includes the “highest Par-

adise,” which puts him “in the company of God.” Behind

these “highest” rewards and the extreme deeds for which

they are given loom the highest apocalyptic stakes.

TECHNOCRATIC THEOCRACY

The sacred drama becomes a technical project, referred to

as a “martyrdom operation.” Spiritual energy and tech-

nology are hermetically combined within the martyrizing

mind and the martyr-creating organization. Inclinations

toward resistance or change of heart can be countered by

the extreme psychological and social pressure exerted in the

name of the sacred circle of martyrs, the immortal dead.

Groups like Aum Shinrikyo and al—Qaeda can at first

appear to be thoroughly antimodern, at war with tech-

nology, science, and contemporary culture. But such apoca-

lyptic movements often turn out to be uniquely modern

amalgams, technocratic theocracies. Aum Shinrikyo actu-

ally had a kind of computer theory of the mind: the “bad
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data” from the culture had to be replaced by the “good data”

from the guru. The cult made special efforts to recruit sci-

entists, not only for weapons work but for studies that

could demonstrate the truth of the guru’s claims: for

instance, electroencephalographic evidence of the effec-

tiveness of meditation practices in slowing down brain-

waves. Technique of every variety was embraced in the

service of apocalyptic expectation.

Similarly, al-Qaeda showed its high respect for tech-

nology in hijacking sophisticated American jetliners and

crashing them into the World Trade Center towers and the

Pentagon in acts timed to make television history and

clearly influenced by action and disaster movies. Its

leaders, like those of Aum, assumed they were embracing

technology only for its use in carrying out grandiose spiri-

tual goals. But the matter is never that simple. In our time,

technocratic impulses—whether related to science, the

global media, or entertainment culture—are to some

degree internalized by everyone, including members of

apocalyptic groups, even though they may see themselves

as defending ancient traditions against these very modern

forces of impurity. Such groups, moreover, quickly relate

contemporary technologies of various kinds to the desired

apocalypse. Indeed, there is much that is technocratic in

God’s role in the apocalyptic scenario itself: systematic,

protracted killing bringing about, first, world destruction,

and then, world renewal. That blending of the techno-



Robert Jay Lifton

cratic and the mystical finds reverberations in the behavior

of the American superpower.

The acts of September 11, 2001, combined a technocratic

pragmatism with a strong sense of apocalyptic action. The

vision ofthe project was not just bold but world-destroying.

Consider the targets: the Pentagon, housing and symbol-

izing the world’s most powerful military machine; the Twin

Towers ofthe World Trade Center, symbolizing the world’s

greatest economy; and possibly the White House, symbol-

izing the presidential authority of the world’s only super-

power. The method—crashing the hijacked jetliners into

these structures—was both transcendent and technically

sophisticated (though containing more than a bit of Holly-

wood and ofvideo-game fantasy). The American failure to

anticipate these attacks was partly a matter of negligence

and partly an inability to imagine at any level the apoca-

lyptic dimensions of al-Qaeda’s project. The apocalyptic

aura created by the raging fires and the considerable

destruction immediately surrounding the World Trade

Center caused many people to think ofeither Hiroshima or

Armageddon. That aura both contributed to, and was fur-

thered by, the shock waves sent through the American

economy (general recession, and the near collapse ofthe air-

line industry) and psyche, including painful struggles with

vulnerability, and with aggrieved superpower status.

But 9/11 was not Hiroshima or Armageddon. Its
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destruction was localized, confined to the area close to the

World Trade Center, that surrounding the Pentagon, and

the Pennsylvania site where the plane meant for Wash-

ington crashed. Nor can we say that the total of 3,044

deaths, grim as it was, qualified as an apocalypse. What

we can say is that 9/1 1 expressed the farthest reach to date

of Islamist apocalyptic martyrology.
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Chapter 6

THE TERRORIST DYNAMIC

I

mmediately after the attacks of September 11, there

was a widespread feeling among Americans that

asking questions about the sources of, or trying to

understand the roots of, Islamist terrorism was in bad

taste—or worse. All that mattered was fighting back. If

that feeling was understandable, it was also wrong-headed

and made more so by the way the Bush administration

used such reactions to advance its own agenda. Our leaders

imposed a simple good-versus-evil global dichotomy on

events and held to it, to the point of denouncing more

nuanced reflection as “aiding the terrorists” or “unpatri-

otic.” That kind of approach was a prescription for a

narrow and militaristic nationalism and moralism.

To be sure, there is neither a single cause of Islamist ter-

rorism—or any other kind, for that matter—nor is there

a single relationship between it and any particular society.
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History does not work that way; events and movements

are inevitably overdetermined. We can, however, speak of

a terrorist dynamic, a convergence of forces both psycho-

logical and historical that motivate and perpetuate

behavior wre designate as terrorism. That kind of model

enables us to view al—Qaeda and related movements as

many-sided, as, in fact, postmodern combinations of dis-

parate elements: ancient Koranic doctrine recast and ren-

dered Islamist; long-standing historical anger now

directed at newly humiliating American incursions in the

Middle East; contemporary worldwide fundamentalist

and apocalyptic currents; anti-Western and antimodern

impulses that have nontheless absorbed aspects of various

Western ideologies as well as advanced technologies; and

video and cinematic imagery drawing upon universal but

mainly American-inspired popular culture. These influ-

ences have converged in a mission to depose existing

regimes in Islamic cultural areas, attack the American

superpower, and ultimately Islamicize the cosmos. The

model suggests that Islamist terrorism is by no means

“caused” by American policies, but also that American

policies can have a considerable effect on the nature and

scope of that terrorism.

Rather than attempt anything on the order of a full

exploration of the terrorist dynamic, I will just suggest a

few ways in which it operates, especially in connection

with our country.
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FRINGE AND CENTER

Important to the dynamic is the immediate relationship of

a terrorist group to its society or social context. As with so

much on this general subject, that relationship can often be

paradoxical. For instance, Aum Shinrikyo was from all

appearances a fringe group whose bizarrely murderous

actions and visions seemed far removed from the lives,

thoughts, and behavior of ordinary Japanese, no less from

the scholars, students, writers, artists, and diplomats I had

known over the years. So I was astounded to hear a talented

young television producer say to me, “I feel myself to be

Aum,” and then, lest I miss his point, repeat the comment

several times. It was not that he had any sympathy for

Aum’s violent acts. What he shared with Aum members,

he explained, was much of their view ofJapanese society as

corrupt, repressive in its lockstep requirements and obliga-

tions, and intolerant of thought and behavior questioning

existing norms.

That conversation suggested the kind of emotional

contact that an extremist group—acting out forbidden

impulses—could make with a society’s mainstream, no

matter how offended most might be by its violent

behavior. The television producer did not say whether he

was attracted to Aum’s apocalyptic energies, which con-

trasted so strongly with the controlled, mundane routine

of everyday life. Certainly some such attraction, along

with fear and repulsion, must have been a factor in the
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fascination Japanese society and its media had with every

detail of the cult’s existence.

There was another curious response to the cult. A
friend told me how, if someone began to reflect on large

spiritual or philosophical questions, he might be told:

“Don’t be so Aum!” In one way, this response reflected

the extent to which Aum had come to symbolize ultimate

evil, so much so that one had to avoid resembling it in any

way and was better off not becoming too spiritually

inquisitive. But the remark could be ambiguous, double-

edged in its irony, and suggest a critique of a society that

had no place for reflection. It could even convey a measure

of sympathy for Aum for raising significant questions.

And then, somewhere between the fringe and the main-

stream, one could find among Japan’s angry youth

stronger feelings of identification with Aum, whose con-

tinuing post-Tokyo-subway-gassing existence (with a

change in name and a promise to eschew violence while at

the same reasserting the spiritual “genius” of the impris-

oned guru) remains a concern of the society.

In the Middle East, the multilevel connections between

terrorists and their societies are no less complex and con-

tradictory. Hamas, the Palestinian terrorist group, is a case

in point. Its nurturing welfare projects and its murderous

suicide bombings both hold places of esteem close to the

heart of Palestinian society, so much so that Hamas is a

formidable rival of Yasir Arafat, Mahmoud Abbas, and
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other leaders of the Palestinian Authority. The influence

of Hamas is such that young suicide bombers are honored

publicly by society; and their families, given monetary

rewards, experience a rise in social status. Many in Pales-

tinian society view the suicide bomber as having demon-

strated the highest spiritual attainment. The martyr-hero

quickly becomes part of legend, as well as a role model for

others. This socialization of martyrdom, managed by

Hamas organizers, comes to include children, to the

extent that thirteen- or fourteen-year-olds begin to seek,

and in some cases find, ways to have bombs strapped to

them so that they can blow themselves up while killing a

few Israelis. Little boys and girls, eight years old or even

younger, aspire to do the same.

Yet among Palestinians there have been strong rum-

blings of discontent as well. Families cannot always hide

their grief, which may emerge with some bitterness after

the initial martyr-centered euphoria has passed. A promi-

nent Palestinian psychiatrist has expressed strong misgiv-

ings about the “culture of death” surrounding suicide

bombers, while Arab intellectuals and Palestinian leaders

have become increasingly critical of the policy of suicide

bombings, recognizing that they kill innocent civilians

and reflect badly on Arab ethical standards. Evolving

Arab awareness of the extremity and cost of suicide

bombings—to young “martyrs” and their families, to

Palestinian moral standing in the world and outside
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support for Palestinian political goals, and to the many

Palestinians from all walks of life who suffer from the

brutal Israeli military retaliation for each bombing—may

serve to undermine the policy by withdrawing support

from its orchestrators. A similar effect could be achieved

by progress in a negotiated peace plan.

Yet suicide bombings continue, part of an entrenched

policy drawn from a still-compelling Islamic focus on

martyrdom. And it is clear that, even in those who are

strongly against it, the suicide bombing strikes a deep

emotional chord as a powerful response to feelings of

helplessness and humiliation that have been so much part

of Palestinian experience over these last decades.

THE MESSIAH AND OTHERS

From the Israeli side, one can observe in the murder of

Yitzhak Rabin a different but not entirely unrelated con-

tradiction. The murderer, Yigal Amir, a twenty-five-year-

old student at Bar-Ilan University, would at the time have

been considered by most Israelis part of the violent, unac-

ceptable fringes of society. While he was not a member of

a fringe cult like Aum Shinrikyo, he was a zealot

immersed in the religion and politics of many varieties of

Jewish messianism while enrolled at a major seat of

learning known to harbor faculty and students with

extreme views. But he was far from alone in his conviction

that Rabin should be killed, in accordance with a long-
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obsolete principle of Jewish religious law found in the

Torah, for interfering with messianic redemption.

The assassination took place on November 4, 1995, but

for a period of more than a year before that, Orthodox

rabbis in Israel and New York City had been discussing

with approval this bizarre theocratic precept specifically

in relation to Rabin. During his interrogations and in his

writings, Amir told of contacts he had with rabbis who

advocated the murder and signaled to him that it was all

right to proceed. Over the same period of time, right-wing

political groups, with their own visionary secular or reli-

gious convictions, were denouncing Rabin publicly as a

“traitor” and “murderer.” At demonstrations, some even

created a photomontage of him dressed in an SS uniform,

or carried coffins with “Rabin is murdering Zionism”

painted on the sides.

The larger point here is that, while Amir would have

been viewed by most Israelis as a fanatic, there were in

existence religious, ideological, and political bridges

between him and mainstream Israeli society. Again, we

find that apocalyptic terrorists can connect with main-

stream emotions, in this case fear and anger, and thereby

influence a society’s rhetoric and policies, including that

which it comes to consider possible, even if not proper.

(The Courage to Refuse movement mentioned earlier

[Israeli soldiers refusing to fight in occupied territories]

suggests a different kind of influence from a fringe
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position in society—a rejection of its own country’s mili-

tary terrorism. Though consisting of little more than 500

soldiers, their moral stance and their Israeli and Zionist

credentials enable them to strike sympathetic chords in

ordinary people in the mainstream of that society that

could reawaken ideals of democracy and concerns about

national decency.)

HUMILIATION

Al-Qaeda’s transnational existence renders it different

from these other examples. The group is based not on a

struggle confined to any specific nation, apocalyptic or

otherwise, but on a soaring concept of a pan-Islamic holy

war meant to embrace the entire world. Even when oper-

ating in collusion with an Islamist government, the Tal-

iban regime of Afghanistan, al—Qaeda’s members were

largely foreigners (Arabs rather than Afghans) who were

using that country mainly as a geographic base and

training area. With the American destruction of that base

and the Taliban regime, al—Qaeda in a sense became even

more itself, taking on the status of a secret, stateless,

underground group. Its existence was perhaps more pre-

carious, but its appeal, even among those who would

never support it directly, could well have grown more

intense, especially with the American invasion of Iraq.

Certainly much of the development of a group like

al—Qaeda has to be understood in relation to Islamic his-
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tory and tradition, just as violent American right-wing

fundamentalists have to be understood in relation to his-

torical Christianity, and violent right-wing Jewish reli-

gious groups in relation to historical Judaism. In each of

those cases, however, the encounter with outside forces

has had enormous importance.

With al—Qaeda, there is a legacy of confrontation with

the West bound up with a sense of long-standing collec-

tive humiliation. Humiliation involves feelings of shame

and disgrace, as well as helplessness in the face of abuse at

the hands of a stronger party. These are among the most

painful and indelible of human emotions. One who has

known extreme shame and humiliation may forever

struggle to recover a sense of agency and self-respect.

Islamists’ historical memory of the Christian Crusades

that began in the eleventh century includes a strong ele-

ment of humiliation, even though the Crusaders did not

in the end triumph and Islam, led by the great culture

hero Saladin, won many victories. Involved in that histor-

ical memory is the bitterness over the relatively primitive

Christian Europe initiating a vicious religious and civi-

lizational assault on Arab culture at its height. But with

the triumph of European imperialism in the nineteenth

century and the slow collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the

experience of unadulterated humiliation took hold. It

could be said to have culminated in the period at the end

of World War I when France and England carved out the
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contours of the modern Middle East. But in another sense

it has never ended.

After World War II, the creation of the state of Israel

in the heart of the Middle East was experienced as a con-

tinuation of that ongoing humiliation at the hands of the

West—as were the defeats of Arab armies in a series of

wars with Israel, notably the 1967 conflict in which

Syrian, Jordanian, and Egyptian armies were crushed and

areas where Palestinians lived v/ere turned into Israeli-

occupied territories. Over recent decades, an increasingly

aggressive American presence in the Middle East and

the growth of our military bases throughout the region

have been perceived by Islamics as more of the same.

The Israeli invasion and occupation of part of Lebanon

in 1982, the Gulf War of 1990-91 in which thousands of

Iraqis were slaughtered, and the presence of American

troops in Saudi Arabia—close to the two most holy

Muslim sites of Mecca and Medina—continued a message

of unending Islamic weakness. While historical feelings

of humiliation have been manipulated by al-Qaeda

leaders and others, it is fair to say that for more than 150

years that emotion has characterized much of the Islamic

stance toward the West.

Islamics have sustained their numbers in the world

(now on the order of one billion) but they have been oth-

erwise overwhelmed by the West: militarily, technologi-

cally, and to a considerable degree, culturally. Islamics
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know themselves to be heirs to extraordinary past

achievements—intellectual and scientific, artistic, polit-

ical and religious—but the modern world has emerged

mostly from an aggressively expansive West and the cul-

ture it exported with its weaponry and technology. The

failures of Islamic governments—poverty amidst stag-

gering undistributed wealth, corrupt institutions, despotic

rulers—can easily be attributed by fanatical leaders like

bin Laden simply to the humiliating hand of the West.

And, of course, Western policies, historical and contem-

porary, have done much to feed that perception.

TEMPTATION AND DEFIANCE

After 9/11, it was frequently said by American politicians

and pundits that Islamist terrorists attacked us out of sheer

envy, that we are everything they wish to be. Such an assess-

ment was obviously simplistic and self-serving, but there

can also be no question that the temptation ofWestern cul-

ture, even for those theoretically opposed to it, presents a

psychological problem ofsome complexity. In Mohammad

Atta’s letter to his fellow hijackers, he spoke of those

attracted to Western culture as “the followers ofSatan” and

singled them out for special contempt: “These are the

admirers of Western civilization, who have drunk their

love for it and their hallowing of it with the cool water, and

were afraid for their weak feeble stomachs.” Atta and some

ofthe other hijackers had lived in the West for considerable
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periods of time and, even while training for their suicide

mission, had indulged in some of its secular pleasures: phys-

ical comfort, cultural and sexual experimentation, sports,

alcohol, and drugs. To be sure, such pursuits are by no

means exclusively Western, but they can be perceived as

such, as they are in the writings of a number of radical

Islamists. There can also be more profound attractions,

having to do with forms of individual realization and rela-

tive freedom from hierarchy, however inconsistently prac-

ticed, and with cultural and economic achievements.

Exactly because it can seem so alluring, the impulse

toward collective cleansing from this “temptation of the

West” can be especially fierce, part of a painful internal

struggle I have been able to observe in people in a number

of non-Western cultures. What can result is a zealous

return to an exaggerated version of one’s own tradition

and an equally zealous condemnation of all elements of

th is Western “taint.” The quest for absolute cultural or

religious purity can then readily blend with apocalyptic

violence, which is the most extreme expression of radical

breakout from the temptations of the West.

Beyond the rejection of such temptations, however, is

the revitalizing experience of standing up to the West,

particularly America. As Islamic observers friendly to the

United States have said of bin Laden: “What he says and

does represents what many [Muslims or Arabs] want to

say and can’t.” He thus becomes “a symbol of defiance in
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the face of American arrogance.” Bin Laden promises not

just the end of Islamic humiliation, but the dramatic

reversal of a centuries-old pattern: now it is the United

States that is being humiliated. “What the United States

tastes today is a very small thing compared to what we

have tasted for tens of years . . . humiliation and contempt

for more than eighty years.”

Bin Laden’s charisma is deeply intertwined with his

flamboyant attempt to create a new pan-Islamic identity,

a “new” self that is no longer to be the victim but the van-

quisher, an aggressive warrior on a mission for God,

armed and capable of humiliating the enemy. He can thus

mobilize pan-Islamic idealism, which then becomes trag-

ically channeled into murderous expressions of martyred

violence. American war-making in response feeds the ter-

rorist dynamic by reinforcing the Islamist claim to being

engaged in a violent civilizational struggle.

The United States thus becomes crucial to that new

Islamist identity as an Islamist version of the anti-Christ,

a Goliath that must be slain along the way to an apoca-

lyptic realization. This is the meaning of the American

novelist Denis Johnson’s comment on the terrorists: “They

hate us as people hate a bad God, and they’ll kill them-

selves to hurt us.” Unfortunately, the “bad God” continues

to behave in ways that heighten Islamic anger and feed

apocalyptic fantasies.
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Chapter 7

A SUPERPOWER'S

“WAR ON TERRORISM”

Everyone knows about the more than 3,000 people killed

on September 11, 2001, about the painful struggles of

family members and other survivors, and about the

overall economic and social disruption that followed. Less

commented upon has been the American experience of

humiliation. These attacks were carried out against the

world’s only superpower, in broad daylight, in front of tel-

evision cameras, by a handful of barely armed terrorists

who belonged to a small organization without even a

claim to nationhood.

SUPERPOWER HUMILIATION

A superpower dominates and rules. Above all, it is never

to be humiliated. In important ways, then, the “war on ter-

rorism” represents an impulse to undo violently precisely
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the humiliation of that day. To be sure, the acts of 9/1 1 had

a warlike aspect. They were committed by men convinced

that they were at war with us. In post-Nuremberg terms

they could undoubtedly be considered a “crime against

humanity.” The use ofsome kind of force against their per-

petrators was inevitable and appropriate. The humiliation

caused, together with American world ambitions, how-

ever, precluded dealing with the attacks as what they

were—terrorism by a small group of determined zealots,

not war. A more focused, restrained, internationalized

response to al—Qaeda could have been far more effective

without being a stimulus to expanded terrorism.

Unfortunately, our response was inseparable from our

superpower status and the syndrome that went with it.

Any nation attacked in that way would have felt itself

humiliated. But given our national sense of being over-

whelmingly powerful and unchallengeable, to have our

major institutions violently penetrated was an intolerable,

even inconceivable breach of superpower invulnerability,

a contradiction that specifically fed our humiliation.

We know from history that collective humiliation can be

a goad to various kinds ofaggressive behavior—as has been

true of bin Laden and al-Qaeda. It was also true of the

Nazis. Nazi doctors told me of indelible scenes, which they

either witnessed as young children or were told about by

their fathers, of German soldiers returning home defeated

after World War I. These beaten men, many of them

108



Superpower Syndrome

wounded, engendered feelings of pathos, loss, and embar-

rassment, all amidst national misery and threatened revo-

lution. Such scenes, associated with strong feelings of

humiliation, were seized upon by the Nazis to the point

where one could say that Hitler rose to power on the

promise of avenging them.

With both al—Qaeda and the Nazis, humiliation, through

manipulation but also powerful self-conviction, was trans-

formed into exaggerated expressions of violence. Such psy-

chological transformation from weakness and shame to

collective pride and a sense of life-power, as well as power

over others, can release enormous amounts of aggressive

energy—a dangerous potential that has been present from

the beginning of the American “war” on terrorism.

INFINITE WAR
War itself is an absolute, its unpredictable violence always

containing apocalyptic possibilities. In this case, by milita-

rizing the problem of terrorism, our leaders have danger-

ously obfuscated its political, social, and historical

dimensions. Terrorism has instead been raised to the

absolute level of war itself. And although American

leaders speak of this as being a “different kind of war,”

there has been a drumbeat of ordinary war rhetoric and a

clarion call to total victory and to the crushing defeat of

our terrorist enemies. When President Bush declared that

“this conflict was begun on the timing and terms of others

io9



Robert Jay Lifton

[but] will end in a way, and at an hour, of our choosing,”

he was misleading in suggesting not just a clear beginning

to al-Qaeda’s assaults but a decisive end in the “battle”

against terrorism. In that same speech, given at a memo-

rial service just three days after 9/11 at the National

Cathedral in Washington, he also asserted, “Our responsi-

bility to history is already clear: to answer these attacks

and rid the world of evil.” Washington Post reporter Bob

Woodward, not a man given to irony, commented that

“the president was casting his mission and that of the

country in the grand vision of God’s master plan.”

At no time did Bush see his task as mounting a coordi-

nated international operation against terrorism, for which

he could have enlisted most of the governments of the

world. Rather, upon hearing of the second plane crashing

into the second tower, he remembers thinking: “They had

declared war on us, and I made up my mind at that

moment that we were going to war.” Upon hearing of the

plane crashing into the Pentagon, he told Vice President

Cheney, “We’re at war.” Woodward thus calls his account

of the president’s first hundred days following 9/1 1 Bush at

War. Bush would later recall, “I had to show the American

people the resolve of a commander in chief that was going

to do whatever it took to win.” With world leaders, he felt

he had to “look them in the eye and say, ‘You’re either with

us or you’re against us.’” Long before the invasion of

Iraq—indeed, even before the invasion of Afghanistan

—
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Bush had come to identify himself, and be identified by

others, as a “wartime president.”

War-making can quickly become associated with “war

fever,” the mobilization of public excitement to the point

of a collective experience of transcendence. War then

becomes heroic, even mythic, a task that must be carried

out for the defense of one’s own nation, to realize its spe-

cial destiny and the immortality of its people. In this case,

the growth of war fever came in several stages: it began

with Bush’s personal declaration of war immediately after

September 11, had a modest rise with the successful inva-

sion of Afghanistan, and then a wave of ultrapatriotic

excesses—triumphalism, and the labeling of critics as dis-

loyal or treasonous—at the time of the invasion of Iraq.

War fever tends always to be subject to disillusionment.

Its underside is death anxiety, in this case related less to

combat than to fears of new terrorist attacks at home or

against Americans abroad—and later to growing casual-

ties in occupied Iraq.

The scope of George Bush’s war was suggested within

days of 9/1 1 when the director of the CIA made a presen-

tation called “Worldwide Attack Matrix” to the president

and his inner circle, which described active or planned

operations of various kinds in eighty countries, or what

Woodward called “a secret global war on terror.” Early

on, the president had the view that “this war will be

fought on many fronts” and that “we’re going to rout out
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terror wherever it may exist.” Although under considera-

tion long before 9/11, the invasion of Iraq could be seen as

a direct continuation of this unlimited war—all the more

so because of a prevailing tone among the president and

his advisers, who were described as eager “to emerge from

the sea of words and to pull the trigger.”

The war on terrorism became apocalyptic, then, exactly

because it was militarized and yet amorphous, without

limits of time or place, and because it has no clear end. It

therefore enters the realm of the infinite. Implied in its

approach is that every last terrorist everywhere on the earth

is to be hunted down until there are no more terrorists any-

where to threaten us, and in that way the world will be rid

of evil. Bush keeps his own personal “scorecard” for the

war in the form ofphotographs, briefbiographies, and per-

sonality sketches of those judged to be the world’s most

dangerous terrorists, each ready to be crossed out if killed

or captured. The scorecard, he told Woodward, is always

at hand in a desk drawer in the Oval Office.

Targeted as well are those who “harbor [the terrorists],

feed them, house them,” who are “just as guilty” and “will

be held to account.” That “Bush doctrine” was at one

point extended by a Defense Department official, who

spoke of “ending states who sponsor terrorism.”

Any group or nation designated as terrorist or terrorist-

supporting could thus be targeted by the war on ter-

rorism. The looseness of that “war” was made clear when,
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on the day after 9/11, Donald Rumsfeld raised the ques-

tion of invading Iraq. It turned out that a plan to do just

that had been contemplated ever since the end of the Gulf

War in 1991, and Rumsfeld, in advocating “going against

terrorism more broadly than just al—Qaeda,” was raising

the possibility that America should seize the opportunity

offered by 9/1 1 to mount such an attack. There was much

subsequent discussion about whether Iraq, being the more

“target-rich” adversary, was superior to Afghanistan as

the war’s first enemy. There was certainly an assumption

that “the US would have to go after Saddam at some time

if the war on terrorism was to be taken seriously.” There

were references, at first vague and later insistent, to

alleged connections between Iraq and al—Qaeda, but it did

not seem to matter so much that these connections could

never be established.

WAR AND REALITY

The amorphousness of the war on terrorism was such that

a country like Iraq, with a murderous dictator who had

surely engaged in acts of terrorism in the past, could on

that basis be treated as if it had major responsibility for

9/11. There was no evidence at all that it did. But in the

belligerent atmosphere of the overall war on terrorism, by

means of false accusations and emphasis on the evil things

Saddam Hussein had done (for instance, the use of poison

gas on his Kurdish minority), the administration suc-
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ceeded in convincing more than half of all Americans that

Saddam was a key player in 9/11.

The war on terrorism, then, took amorphous impulses

toward combating terror and used them as a pretext for

realizing a prior mission aimed at American global hege-

mony. The attack on Iraq reflected the reach not only of

the “war on terrorism” but of deceptions and manipula-

tions of reality that have accompanied it. In this context,

the word “war” came to combine metaphor (as in the

“war on poverty” or “war on drugs”), justification for

“preemptive” (preventive) attack, conventional military

combat, and assertion of superpower domination.

Behind such planning and manipulation can lie dreams

and fantasies hardly less apocalyptic or world-purifying

than those of al—Qaeda’s leaders, or of Aum Shinrikyo’s

guru. For instance, former CIA Director James Woolsey,

a close associate of Donald Rumsfeld and Deputy Secre-

tary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, spoke of the war against

terrorism as a Fourth World War (the Third being the

Cold War between the United States and the USSR). In

addressing a group of college students, he declared, “This

Fourth World War, I think, will last considerably longer

than either World Wars I or II did for us. Hopefully not

the full four-plus decades of the Cold War.”

That kind of apocalyptic impulse in war-making has

hardly proved conducive to a shared international

approach. Indeed, in its essence, it precludes genuine
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sharing. While Bush has said frequently that he preferred

to have allies in taking on terrorism and terrorist states

worldwide, he has also made it clear that he did not want

other countries to have any policy-making power on this

issue. In one revealing statement, he declared, “At some

point, we may be the only ones left. That’s okay with me.

We are Americans.” In such declarations, he has all but

claimed that Americans are the globe’s anointed ones and

that the sacred mission of purifying the earth is ours alone.

The amorphousness of the war on terrorism carries

with it a paranoid edge, the suspicion that terrorists and

their supporters are everywhere and must be preemp-

tively attacked lest they emerge and attack us. Since such

a war is limitless and infinite—extending from the far-

thest reaches of Indonesia or Afghanistan to Hamburg,

Germany, or New York City, and from immediate

combat to battles that continue into the unending

future—it inevitably becomes associated with a degree of

megalomania as well. As the planet’s greatest military

power replaces the complex world with its own imagined

stripped-down us-versus-them version of it, our distorted

national self becomes the world.

Despite the Bush administration’s constant invocation

ofthe theme of “security,” the war on terrorism has created

the very opposite—a sense of fear and insecurity among

Americans, which is then mobilized in support of further

aggressive plans in the extension of the larger “war.” What
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results is a vicious circle that engenders what we seek to

destroy: our excessive response to Islamist attacks creating

ever more terrorists and, sooner or later, more terrorist

attacks, which will in turn lead to an escalation of the war

on terrorism, and so on. The projected “victory” becomes a

form of aggressive longing, of sustained illusion, of an

unending “Fourth World War” and a mythic cleansing

—

of terrorists, of evil, of our own fear. The American mili-

tary apocalyptic can then be said to partner with and act in

concert with the Islamist apocalyptic.



CHAPTER 8

APOCALYPTIC AMERICA

A
merica is “anointed” in another way. We have our

own strong tendencies toward an apocalyptic

mindset, which make us susceptible to the conta-

gion of apocalyptic violence and quick to respond to such

violence in kind. Relevant here is George Bush’s polariza-

tion of the world into good and evil, his concept of the

“axis of evil” to describe three nations considered antago-

nistic, and his stated goal of ridding the world of evil.

In the mindset of the president and many of those

around him, our actions in the world, however bellicose

and unilateral, are assumed to be part of a sacred design,

of “God’s master plan” (in Bob Woodward’s paraphrase).

The most dire measures are justified because they have

been taken to carry out a divine project of combating evil.

This Christian fundamentalist mindset blends with and

intensifies our military fundamentalism. Together they
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have given rise to a contemporary American version of

apocalyptic violence. The events of 9/1 1 did not create this

combination but did enlarge it exponentially.

American apocalypticism is fed by the rhetoric of a pres-

ident whose conversion to evangelical Christianity

—

administered by Billy Graham, America’s leading

evangelist—saved him from alcoholic self-destruction.

Graham’s son, Franklin, remains close to administration

leaders, and has a tendency to be a bit more extreme than his

father. When he recently called Islam “a very evil and

wicked religion,” the White House quickly dissociated itself

from that view and he was forced to apologize, but he may

well have been saying something widely believed by Chris-

tian fundamentalists, including some in the administration.

(During the first Gulf War, when asked by Commanding

General Norman Schwarzkopf to stop encouraging Amer-

ican troops to distribute Arabic-language New Testaments

in Saudi Arabia, violating Saudi law and an American

promise, Franklin Graham’s answer was, “I’m also under

orders, and that’s from the king of kings and the lord of

lords.”) The “predominant creed” ofthe Bush White House,

“where attendance at Bible study was, ifnot compulsory, not

quite uncompulsory
,
either,” has been “the culture ofmodern

evangelicalism.”

Bush’s own religious convictions have been associated

with dogmatic views and with tendencies toward personal

and political fundamentalism. Certainly his administration
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has been friendly to Christian fundamentalism, which has

provided much ofhis political base, and has embraced many

of its passionately held social and political views: an

antiabortion stand so extreme, for instance, that it has inter-

fered with international aid programs, and sexual repres-

sion and homophobia so great as to block open scientific

discussion ofAIDS.

Among cabinet members, his attorney general, John

Ashcroft, has views that approach the theocratic, declaring on

one occasion, “We have no king but Jesus,” a conviction not

fully separable from his statements that those who raise crit-

ical questions about the war on terrorism “only aid terrorists.”

“PM IN THE LORD’S HANDS”

When the president spoke of 9/1 1 as “a great opportunity,”

he meant, among other things, an opportunity to take on

evil and destroy it, and by making the war on terrorism a

war on evil, he gave his spiritual energies, by his own testi-

mony, a new focus. Before that, even being president had

not seemed to fully engage him. But according to Wood-

ward, in the wake of the attacks Bush became “consumed”

by his “war,” intent upon conveying to the American

people that it was his purpose and “the nation’s purpose,”

or, in his own words: “This is what my presidency is all

about.” To capture his new-found sense of mission, he

came to use phrases like “I’m in the Lord’s hands” and

“There is a reason why I’m here.”
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Bush’s intense religiosity undoubtedly further affects

the psychology of his overall behavior. He characterizes

himself as a person who wants everything to be clear and

definite, who does not like to “nuance” things, or to deal

with “lawyerly” arguments. Woodward describes him as

a man who “wanted action, solutions,” whose leadership

style “bordered on the hurried,” and he was told by Bush

himself: “I know it is hard for you to believe, but I have

not doubted what we are doing. . . . There is no doubt in

my mind we’re doing the right thing. Not one doubt.”

Much of this is surely a long-held character trait and can

be attributed to his psychological style or temperament: a

tendency toward insisting on quick certainty as a means of

suppressing, indeed annihilating, doubt. That tendency

can be accompanied by a version ofTexas macho that takes

the form of the aggressive taunting of enemies (as in his

recent “bring them on” challenge to Iraqi guerrillas who

attack US soldiers), a stance he is said to assume particu-

larly when under anxiety or strain. But both of these pat-

terns may well be part of something more— of an overall

religious worldview, within which he totalizes issues of

right and wrong, truth and falsehood, good and evil. Ifone

is carrying out a sacred task, then everything one does is

part ofa greater truth, part ofa larger struggle for good and

against evil. At one point Bush declared to Woodward, “I

will seize the opportunity to achieve big goals.” Such goals

can approach the apocalyptic and lay claim to the owner-
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ship of truth. Bush’s religious totalism may thus blend with

temperamental inclinations toward doubt-precluding cer-

tainty and anxiety-relieving aggressiveness.

Could it be that not just the Islamists but our leaders,

too, have goals that transcend the political, goals inspired

by Christianity and buttressed by secular visions of Amer-

ican world control, and include a mystical belief in

spreading our version of democracy and open markets

—

all of which is seen as ultimately a design of the Almighty,

within which America can realize its spiritual calling?

Bush recently may have given expression to his sense of

receiving instructions from the Almighty in realizing that

calling. At a small Middle Eastern summit meeting, he

was quoted by Palestinian Prime Minister Mahmoud

Abbas in the Israeli newspaper Haaretz as having said:

“God told me to strike at al-Qaeda and I struck them, and

then he instructed me to strike at Saddam, which I did,

and now I am determined to solve the problem in the

Middle East.” George W. Bush has not himself created

this mentality; it has strong American historical roots. But

he and others around him exemplify and magnify our

own marriage of zealotry and weaponry.

GOD AND HISTORY

That zealotry can readily enter into the kind of apoca-

lyptic purpose expressed in the National Security Strategy

of the United States, released by the Bush administration
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in September 2002, which called for military power unri-

valed throughout the world and options of preventive and

unilateral war-making where considered necessary. With

such militarization of apocalyptic impulses, American

policymakers move beyond mere religious dogma and

into the kind of grandiosity and megalomania we have

discussed. There are, after all, no limits to God’s project.

Since God’s master plan is all-inclusive, the United States

can continue to target not only the two remaining “mem-

bers” of the “axis of evil” (Iran and North Korea) but any

country our leaders designate as evil or dangerous. We are

justified in this drive to control history and eliminate evil

because ultimately it’s God’s plan, not ours.

One must consider as well the large reservoir of funda-

mentalist thought throughout America, as epitomized by

two leaders of the movement, Jerry Falwell and Pat

Robertson. Falwell blamed the attacks of 9/1 1 on such evil

forces in American society as pagans, abortionists, feminists,

gays, and the American Civil Liberties Union, all ofwhom

caused God to “lift the curtain and allow the enemies of

America to give us probably what we deserve.” These two

“American mullahs,” as National Public Radio reporter

Scott Simon called them, gravely and righteously warned of

still greater disasters to come. Allying themselves with God’s

unlimited power to punish and destroy, they were more or

less licking their theological chops in describing vistas of

ever-greater devastation that could lead to the yearned-for
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“end time”: to God’s destruction of the world preceding the

return ofJesus. Within this worldview, apocalyptic violence

can be accepted, even welcomed, as a means ofcosmic purifi-

cation. Millions of Americans hold aspects of such a world-

view, including some in positions of political leadership,

though often in confused and contradictory ways.

A similar worldview was held by seventeenth-century

Puritans, who considered the suffering and dying they

experienced in their wars with the Indians as God’s pun-

ishment for religious backsliding in their own second gen-

eration, and his judgment on their sins. The historian of

American violence Richard Slotkin has described these

events as a “holy war” intended to realize “the concept of

New England as the new Israel, the new abiding place of

a newly chosen race.” For the individual Puritan, violent

conquest of the Indians meant “conquering the forces of

sin within the body politic or in his own mind.” This

“regeneration through violence” was based on an apoca-

lyptic vision of the “new Israel,” but included as well pow-

erful forms of individual revitalization—of new energy

and purpose—that were both psychological and religious.

Falwell and Robertson have engaged in no such vio-

lence. But one must ask whether fundamentalists within

the Bush administration, who are engaging in violence, do

not at some psychological level envision the war on ter-

rorism as a vehicle for our own salvation, for a new Amer-

ican regeneration through violence, for not only destroying
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evil worldwide but cleansing ourselves ofour own sins and

revitalizing our spiritual energies through our predomi-

nant military power.

Woodward ends his book on Bush on a mystical note. He

describes a scene in which twenty-five men from different

Special Forces and CIA teams gather at a desolate site in

Afghanistan, where they have arranged a pile of rocks as a

tombstone over a buried piece of the demolished World

Trade Center. One ofthe men leads a prayer as others kneel,

consecrating the spot as a memorial to the dead of Sep-

tember 11, and then declares: “We will export death and

violence to the four corners of the earth in defense of our

great nation.” Woodward presents the scene as depicting

the determination ofan aggrieved nation to strike back. But

it also suggests a sequence leading from memorialization to

self-defense to apocalyptic militarism.

Such fundamentalist and apocalyptic tendencies by no

means determine all of American policy, which can alter-

nate with inclinations toward pragmatic restraint. But

impulses toward regeneration through apocalyptic vio-

lence are an ever-present danger.

The Bush administration should by no means be seen as

a mirror image of bin Laden or Islamism. Rather it is part

of an ongoing dynamic in which the American apocalyptic

interacts, almost to the point of collusion, with the Islamist

apocalyptic, each intensifying the other in an escalating

process that has in it the potential seeds ofworld destruction.
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CHAPTER 9

SUPERPOWER VULNERABILITY

t is almost un-American to be vulnerable. As a people,

we pride ourselves on being able to stand up to anything,

solve all problems. We have long had a national self-

image that involves an ability to call forth reservoirs of

strength when we need it, and a sense of a protected exis-

tence peculiar to America in an otherwise precarious world.

In recent times we managed, after all, to weather the most

brutal century in human history relatively unscathed.

THE BLESSED COUNTRY

Our attitude stems partly from geography. We have always

claimed a glorious aloneness thanks to what has been called

the “free security” of the two great oceans which separate

us from dangerous upheavals in Europe and Asia. While

George Washington was not the isolationist he is sometimes

represented to be, he insisted in his celebrated Farewell
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Address of 1796, “’Tis our true policy to steer clear of per-

manent alliances, with any portion of the foreign world.”

That image has been embraced, and often simplified or dis-

torted, by politicians ever since. (He warned againstperma-

nent alliances, not alliances in general.)

The idea of our separateness and safety from faraway

conflicts has had importance from the time of the early

settlers, many of whom left Europe to escape political,

religious, or legal threats or entanglements. Even if one

came as an adventurer or an empire-builder, one was

leaving a continent of complexity and conflict for a land

whose remoteness could support new beginnings.

Abraham Lincoln absolutized that remoteness and secu-

rity from outside attack in order to stress that our only

danger came from ourselves: “All the armies of Europe,

Asia and Africa combined, with all the treasure of the

earth (our own excepted) in their military chest; with a

Buonaparte for a commander, could not by force, take a

drink from the Ohio, or make a track on the Blue Ridge,

in a trial of a thousand years.” However much the world

has shrunk technologically in the last half century, and

however far-ranging our own superpower forays, that

sense of geographic invulnerability has never left us.

We have seen ourselves as not only separate from but

different from the rest of the world, a special nation

among nations. That sense ofAmerican exceptionalism was

intensely observed by Alexis de Tocqueville, the brilliant
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French politician and writer, in the early nineteenth cen-

tury. In de Tocqueville’s view of America, “A course

almost without limits, a field without horizon, is revealed:

the human spirit rushes forward and traverses [it] in every

direction.” American exceptionalism has always been, as

the sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset has pointed out, “a

double-edged sword.” In the psychological life of Ameri-

cans it has been bound up with feelings of unique virtue,

strength, and success. But this has sometimes led Ameri-

cans to be “utopian moralists, who press hard to institu-

tionalize virtue, to destroy evil people, and eliminate

wicked institutions and practices.” That subjective excep-

tionalism has been vividly expressed in the historian

Richard Hofstadter’s observation, “It has been our fate as

a nation not to have ideologies, but to be one.”

At the time ofthe Puritans, sentiments ofexceptionalism

were expressed in biblical terms: America was an “Arcadian

image of the New World ... an Eden from which the ser-

pent and forbidden trees had been thoroughly excluded,”

and “a new Promised Land and a New Jerusalem.” The lan-

guage was that of a postapocalyptic utopia, and remnants of

such sentiments persist whenever we speak of ourselves in

more secular terms as the “new world.”

Important to this feeling of exceptionalism has been a

deep sense that America offered unparalleled access to

regenerative power. As Richard Slotkin explains: “The

first colonists saw in America an opportunity to regen-
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erate their fortunes, their spirits, and the power of their

church and nation,” though “the means to that regenera-

tion ultimately became the means of violence.” Even

when Americans played what has been called a “shell

game of identity,” they could experience an unlimited

capacity for renewal—endless new beginnings as individ-

uals or as a nation.

Slotkin speaks of a new relationship to authority in this

new world. While “in Europe all men were under

authority; in America all men dreamed they had the power

to become authority.” These claims of new authority

extended to the country as a whole, to America’s authority

among nations—a claim to new national authority that

was expanded over time thanks to America’s considerable

achievements—-economic, technological, scientific, and

cultural.

American exceptionalism has often had the overall psy-

chological quality of a sense of ourselves as a blessedpeople,

immune from the defeats and sufferings of others. But

underneath that sense there had to be a potential chink in

our psychological armor—which was a deep-seated if

hidden sense of vulnerability.

OMNIPOTENCE AND VULNERABILITY

Ironically, superpower syndrome projects the problem of

American vulnerability onto the world stage. A super-

power is perceived as possessing more than natural power.
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(In this sense it comes closer to resembling the comic-strip

hero Superman than the Nietzschean Superman.) For a

nation, its leaders, or even its ordinary citizens to enter

into the superpower syndrome is to lay claim to omnipo-

tence, to power that is unlimited, which is ultimately

power over death.

At the heart ofthe superpower syndrome then is the need

to eliminate a vulnerability that, as the antithesis ofomnipo-

tence, contains the basic contradiction ofthe syndrome. For

vulnerability can never be eliminated, either by a nation or

an individual. In seeking its elimination, the superpower

finds itself on a psychological treadmill. The idea of vul-

nerability is intolerable, the fact of it irrefutable. One solu-

tion is to maintain an illusion of invulnerability. But the

superpower then runs the danger of taking increasingly

draconian actions to sustain that illusion. For to do oth-

erwise would be to surrender the cherished status of

superpower.

Other nations have experiences in the world that

render them and their citizens all too aware of the essen-

tial vulnerability of life on earth. They also may be influ-

enced by religious and cultural traditions (far weaker in

the United States) that emphasize vulnerability as an

aspect of human mortality. No such reality can be

accepted by those clinging to a sense of omnipotence.

At issue is the experience of death anxiety, which is the

strongest manifestation of vulnerability. Such a deep-
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seated sense of vulnerability can sometimes be acknowl-

edged by the ordinary citizens of a superpower, or even at

times by its leaders, who may admit, for instance, that

there is no guaranteed defense against terrorist acts. But

those leaders nonetheless remain committed to elimi-

nating precisely that vulnerability—committed, that is, to

the illusory goal of invulnerability. When that goal is

repeatedly undermined—whether by large-scale terrorist

acts like 9/11, or as at present by militant resistance to

American hegemony in Iraq and elsewhere in the Middle

East—both the superpower and the world it acts upon

may become dangerously destabilized.

NUCLEAR “CREATIVITY”

Nuclear weapons lie at the core of superpower status.

Large stockpiles of such weaponry—and the American

arsenal contains about 10,000 nuclear warheads—provide

an apocalyptic dimension to projections of force and

threatened destruction. A superpower must not only be

dominant in the nuclear arena but such dominance

becomes a focal aspect of its self-definition.

That kind of weapons-centered self-definition has been

embraced more single-mindedly by George W. Bush than

by any previous American president. Every nuclear-age

president, beginning with Harry Truman, has struggled

with the painful contradiction that surrounds nuclear

weapons. On the one hand, each president on some occa-
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sion affirmed America’s right to use them—that is, to

treat them as if they were ordinary weapons should such

use be judged necessary for the national interest; hence no

American administration has been willing to sign a no-

first-use agreement. On the other hand, each president

has also expressed the view that these weapons are so

destructive, so grotesque in their human effects, that they

should in fact be considered unusable.

This latter stance has represented at least a partial

taboo, a sense that there is a barrier between the most

destructive “conventional weapons” and nuclear devices, a

barrier that should not be crossed. However partial, that

taboo has had enormous value in suggesting that, with

nuclear weapons, one is dealing with a special category of

infinite destruction. It is a taboo that has—if in a few cases

barely—held since the American atomic bombing of

Nagasaki on August 9, 1945.

But President Bush and his advisers have expressed no

such ambivalence about the weapons. His administra-

tion’s nuclearism has been overt and unfettered. His

nuclear strategists have sought to discover ever more cre-

ative uses for the weapons. For instance, in their Nuclear

Posture Review of December 2001, they spoke of devel-

oping small nuclear warheads called “Robust Nuclear

Earth Penetrators” (also known as “bunker busters”) for

potential use against North Korea’s underground caves.

And more recently the administration has contested a ban
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on the use of low-yield nuclear weapons that had been in

effect since 1993, and encouraged American nuclear sci-

entists to explore new generations of such weaponry

whose lower yield would make them more usable. They

have also made plans for lofting nuclear and other

advanced weaponry into the last demilitarized “frontier,”

that of space, and have indicated that they are eager to

resume the underground nuclear testing that has been in

abeyance since 1992.

The administration has, in fact, managed to give nuclear

weapons increasing value globally as the currency of power;

its actions in the Middle East and East Asia have provoked

Iran and North Korea to accelerate their own nuclear pro-

grams and could, by a kind of domino effect, contribute to

the nuclear arming ofother countries, including Japan. This

unapologetic nuclearism has undoubtedly been a way of

countering the superpower fear of vulnerability, and

nowhere is that vulnerability more intolerable than in asso-

ciation with others’ nuclear weapons.

The pattern is ominous because nuclear proliferation,

including the phenomenon of trickle-down nuclearism, is

a reality of the post-Cold War “second nuclear age.” The

Bush administration has been aware of this danger, but

tends to focus on a policy of “counter-proliferation,”

which includes the possibility of military attacks on coun-

tries that possess or are in the process of acquiring the

weapons and are deemed unstable or antagonistic to the
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United States. The administration has also threatened to

use nuclear weapons on anyone who uses weapons of mass

destruction against the United States (a threat that was

made to Iraq in the prewar months in connection with its

possible use of chemical or biological weapons).

American leaders went further. They justified the pre-

ventive attack on Iraq with the claim that it was illegally

stockpiling weapons of mass destruction. And while there

was certainly a grand imperial design behind the war, the

superpower fear of others’ weapons of mass destruction

was at issue as well. To be sure, the manipulative Amer-

ican presentations of “evidence” for Iraqi weapons of mass

destruction (including the citing of crudely forged docu-

ments that supposedly revealed Iraqi uranium purchases

in the African country of Niger) were largely a pretext for

an invasion the Bush administration had long been deter-

mined to carry out. But the need to preserve the illusion of

invulnerability also played its part, contributing to a self-

proclaimed entitlement to head off imagined future dan-

gers, including the possibility that Saddam Hussein might

provide al—Qaeda with nuclear weapons (although Iraq

has had no functional nuclear program since the early

1990s). In that sequence, a declared “preemptive” war

became a preventive war which in turn became a

“counter-proliferation” war.

In this way the approach to the very real problem of

nuclear proliferation was thoroughly militarized, and
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itself rendered potentially nuclear. Ultimately, the only

superpower finds it difficult to tolerate anyone else pos-

sessing such weapons, and no less difficult to imagine a

world in which it might surrender its own nuclear

arsenal. As one American official was quoted as saying,

when asked about proliferation, “My ideal for the perfect

number of nuclear-weapons states is one.”

Superpower nuclearism and “counter-proliferation,”

are, not surprisingly, likely to have psychological and

political effects quite different from those intended.

Smaller nations at odds with the United States, becoming

painfully aware of their own vulnerability and their

potential humiliation in the face of a possible attack, are

then drawn to their own version of nuclearism—to

nuclear magic—as a source of power and pride. And they

can point to evidence for doing so: Iraq, lacking a nuclear

program, was invaded; North Korea, with a relatively

advanced one, was not. Of course, such an approach could

also hasten an American attack.

Nuclearism is contagious, and the supernatural power

it seems to bestow is inseparable from a deepening fear of

vulnerability. During the Cold War, this paradox of

supernatural power and profound vulnerability was the

crux of the interaction between the United States and the

Soviet Union. America’s ever newer generations of

nuclear weapons and strategies made the Soviets feel suf-

ficiently vulnerable to counteract them with no less
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threatening stockpiles and strategies, which in turn inten-

sified American feelings of vulnerability, which led to fur-

ther stockpiling and more aggressive strategies until the

arsenals of the two superpowers reached absurd levels,

quite capable of destroying planet Earth and more.

Now, with just one superpower but many more actual or

aspiring nuclear nations, the process has become much

more amorphous and considerably less manageable. Intol-

erant of its own vulnerability, and dismissive of diplomatic

arms-control approaches, the Bush administration is now

on the lookout everywhere for weapons of mass destruc-

tion—especially those actually or potentially in the hands

of unfriendly nations or terrorist groups. Such weapons

may be manufactured, purchased, or stolen; or low-tech

forms ofattack may be mounted that are aimed specifically

at the superpower’s own nuclear weapons and energy

installations. The superpower, trapped in its syndrome,

finds itself with little recourse but the endless use of force.

Unmitigated nuclearism combined with a quest for

exclusive control of the nuclear arena can only enhance

the weapons’ standing as a currency of power everywhere,

creating a vicious circle of action and reaction from which

there appears to be no exit. The seemingly invincible

nation can never rest, facing as it does an ever-widening,

ever-escalating arena of threats, which span the world and

could destroy it. More than any other nation, the super-

power is psychologically bedeviled by vulnerability.
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CHAPTER IO

AMERICANS AS SURVIVORS

A
s a result of 9/11, all Americans shared a particular

psychological experience. They became survivors.

A survivor is one who has encountered, been

exposed to, or witnessed death and has remained alive.

The category extends to those who were far removed geo-

graphically from the World Trade Center and the Pen-

tagon, because of their immersion in death-linked

television images and their sense of being part of a painful

national ordeal that threatened their country’s future as

well as their own. How people deal with that death

encounter—the meaning they give it—has enormous sig-

nificance for their subsequent actions and for their lives in

general. To consider how Americans have responded to

9/11, we need to identify certain common themes that

occur regularly in the psychology of the survivor.
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DEATH ANXIETY

The most immediate theme is that of the death imprint and

related death anxiety. In the case of 9/11, those close to the

World Trade Center or the Pentagon retained images of

people dying grotesquely—some of them jumping to their

deaths—amid the fires and the collapsing buildings. These

images were briefly disseminated by the media, but were

quickly considered too gruesome and replaced by the larger

spectacle of hijacked planes crashing into the towers and the

towers themselves crumbling—certainly profoundly

impressive, often overwhelming, at the same time strangely

remote and almost lacking in human content. Their con-

stant repetition inevitably diminished their impact, even as

it sustained Americans’ overall sense of catastrophe.

Such indelible images can stay with one over a lifetime.

When Hiroshima survivors told me, in 1962, about the

experiences they had undergone seventeen years before,

their descriptions were so powerful I felt as if they had

brought the atomic bomb into the small office in which

we sat. They were also affected by the realization that

what had caused their suffering was not a “natural dis-

aster” but something done to them by other human

beings. That was no less true of survivors of the World

Trade Center, though the dimensions of the disaster were

in no way comparable to Hiroshima.

A survivor’s death anxiety includes fear of a recurrence

of the disaster. Hiroshima survivors feared another bomb
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of similar magnitude—this time, rumor had it, an “ice

bomb” that would freeze the entire city and everyone in it

(in contrast to the “hot bomb” that had caused the city to

erupt in flames). The feeling was that those who had made

and used such an extraordinary weapon could be capable of

any form ofdestructiveness. In the wake of 9/1 1 ,
there have

been similar widespread fears and fantasies about likely tar-

gets ofa terrorist recurrence—bridges, tunnels, or subways

in New York or possibly San Francisco, or tall buildings in

Chicago—and likely weaponry, such as “dirty bombs”

(combining a conventional explosive core with an outer

layer of radioactive material), anthrax spores or smallpox

virus, or sarin gas (on the model ofAum Shinrikyo).

But unlike the situation of Hiroshima survivors, the

forms of 9/1 1 recurrence feared are all too plausible, based

on more or less reasonable estimates of terrorist capabili-

ties. “Dirty bomb” fears connect New Yorkers (and other

Americans) with Hiroshima in a dread of invisible con-

tamination from radiation effects. That dread could

potentially envelop an entire city, should such a bomb be

detonated, however limited its physical impact.

By and large, the nearer one was to the attack

—

whether at the World Trade Center or the Pentagon—the

greater one’s death anxiety. The fear level in New York

City differed considerably from that in most other parts of

the country, as indicated by studies of trauma symptoms

there. But elements of death anxiety span the United
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States, affecting leaders and ordinary people alike, linking

the two in what could be called a common pathway of

vulnerability. However muted, such anxiety and vulnera-

bility do not disappear.

DEATH GUILT

Survivors find it difficult to avoid feelings ofself-condemnation

or what I call death guilt (frequently termed “survivor

guilt”). One may also speak of paradoxical guilt—experi-

enced inappropriately, so to speak, by victims, while the per-

petrators call forth various psychological mechanisms to

diminish or eliminate such feelings, especially if their

killing is done for a sacred cause.*

Death guilt has to do with others dying and not oneself,

or with remaining alive when one had been close to death

(and was “supposed” to die). It has to do with what I call

failed enactment: one’s inability at the moment of the dis-

aster to act in the way one would have expected of oneself

(saving people, resisting the perpetrators), or even to have

experienced the expectable and appropriate emotions

(strong compassion for victims, rage toward perpetrators).

Death guilt begins with, and is sustained by, this “failure”;

the memory can be endlessly replayed psychologically,

*There has been much confusion over “survivor guilt” and related

terms because they can be erroneously understood to suggest actual

wrongdoing, as opposed to guilt feelings
,
which are psychological

manifestations of self-condemnation, however undeserved.
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and although somewhat ameliorated over time, is never

completely erased.

Guilt feelings are closely bound up with a sense of debt

to the dead, a debt that can never quite be repaid. Such

feelings can contain the implication, however illogical,

that others’ deaths were exchanged for one’s own, that one

is alive because someone else died.

Death guilt haunts the survivor, sometimes in ways that

can be expressed only in dreams. A young woman who

had been close to the World Trade Center on 9/11

recounted to me a painful dream in which she watched

from the street as people jumped to their deaths from a

high building. In the dream she experienced a troubled

feeling that she should find a way to help those people.

When she awoke she realized that the dream reminded

her of something she had completely “forgotten”: namely,

that she had actually witnessed people jumping from the

Twin Towers and had suppressed the memory along with

accompanying feelings of self-condemnation.

Death guilt has to do with our sense ofresponsibility, as cul-

tural animals, to help others stay alive, even when they are

strangers. We can speak ofan animating form ofguilt, as some

Vietnam veterans experienced, when self-condemnation is

transformed into a sense ofresponsibility to oppose violence

and enhance life. But death guilt can be volatile and destruc-

tive when suppressed, and can be transformed instead into

impulses toward further violence.
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PSYCHIC NUMBING

Equally primal in survivors is the struggle over how much

to feel. Hiroshima survivors told me how, at the time the

bomb fell, they were aware ofthe sea ofdeath around them

but, almost immediately, simply ceased to feel. Their emo-

tions were switched off. One survivor described it as a

“paralysis ot my mind.” I called itpsychic closing offand as

a general phenomenon, psychic numbing. By psychic

numbing I mean the inability, or disinclination, to feel, a

freezing of the psyche. This is a response in humans

analagous to the freezing response animals sometimes have

in relation to threat or danger. It could be understood as a

temporary death in the service of remaining psychically or

even physically alive. It allows one to function cognitively

without responding emotionally to a scene so extreme that

it might otherwise be hard to stay sane. Psychic numbing

can be highly adaptive to survivors of death encounters; it

can also enable perpetrators to do their dirty work.

But feelings, of course, do break through. Those who

have studied survivors of 9/11 have described “zones of

sadness,” with the most intense forms ofboth numbing and

grief taking place among those who found themselves in

the areas closest to Ground Zero. Reactions are by no

means entirely predictable, however, and there have been

strong responses of numbing and grief in places quite dis-

tant from the Twin Towers or the Pentagon, influenced

not only by prior psychological inclinations but by connec-
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tions of some kind with the targets or victims of 9/11, and

by religious beliefs and political ideologies. Immediate psy-

chic numbing can later give way to enhanced sensitivity

and responsiveness, or it can extend into depression, with-

drawal, or aggressive behavior.

The repeatedly televised images of planes crashing into

the Twin Towers, powerful as they were, could seem

wildly fantastic, almost imaginary or “virtual” in their dis-

tance from individual death and suffering. Subsequent

images did convey pain and loss but the coverage, as

intense as it was, proved narrow, providing little in the

way of cause or meaning. One could say that Americans

were brought into the 9/1 1 experience in a way that was

both vividly actual and unreal. Yet struggles with feeling

and not feeling took place nationwide.

SUSPICIOUSNESS

Survivors can be alert to issues of authenticity, and may be

suspicious of the intentions of others. This suspiciousness

can manifest itself in edgy rivalries and conflicts over eli-

gibility for help, as occurred in Hiroshima and in New
York, and is in fact an aspect of any disaster. Another

important matter for survivors is that of autonomy, of

overcoming the helplessness experienced during their

death encounter. Survivors often feel in need of help, but

may perceive any help offered as a reminder of weakness

(as experienced at the time and subsequently). Financial
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help may be sought but treated uneasily as “blood money.”

Instead of paying one’s debt to the dead, it can seem that

one is receiving payment from them.

All of this is part of a struggle to overcome the counter-

feit universe to which survivors were exposed during their

death encounter, a universe of moral inversion in which

large-scale killing and absurd dying were the norm. They

can find it extremely difficult to believe in the efforts of

anyone, certainly those of uncomprehending outsiders, to

restore a moral universe. In the process, some survivors

can become newly aware of ethical distinctions in their

lives, but many others experience instead profound suspi-

ciousness toward the outside world and a deep reluctance

to engage in cooperative enterprises.

MEANING AND MISSION

The overall task of the survivor is to find meaning in his or

her ordeal. We are meaning-hungry creatures, and what

has been devastatingly chaotic must be given form. Only by

finding meaning in the death encounter can one find

meaning in the rest of one’s life.

No war or disaster, however extreme, provides meaning

in itself. That meaning must be constructed by survivors or

others who have been affected. What such a disaster does

do is infuse any constructed meaning with life-and-death

dimensions, which in turn can be passionately fused with

ultimate values.
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The actual meanings derived from any disaster can vary

wildly. Consider, for instance, two survivor meanings

drawn by Jews from the Holocaust. There is that of Meir

Kahane, an American-born, later Israeli, political

extremist and third-generation rabbi, whose slogan

“Never again!” became the basis for the fascist-like polit-

ical group he created, the Jewish Defense League. Its poli-

cies included the ready labeling of Arabs as Nazis and the

encouragement of the use of violence toward anyone seen

as an enemy of Israel or of the Jews. In striking contrast, a

small group of Holocaust survivors came together in 1969

to protest the American slaughter ofabout 500 Vietnamese

civilians in the village of My Lai. They told me that My Lai

came too close to their own experience, and the meaning

they drew from that experience was that systematic

slaughter of innocent human beings by other human

beings must not be tolerated. The two meaning structures

could not be more disparate. Yet both arose from the same

murderous death immersion.

Whatever the meaning constructed, it can give rise to

an impassioned survivor mission, to which the survivor

dedicates much of his or her life. Such a mission is invari-

ably carried out on behalf of the dead. For instance, par-

ents whose children die of leukemia may take on a

survivor mission of devoting themselves to research that

could cure that disease. Similarly, some Hiroshima sur-

vivors have taken on the shared mission of traveling the
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world to make known everywhere the human effects of

nuclear weapons.

The survivor mission is a form of witness. In what one

says and does, one is retelling the story of the death

encounter, elaborating a new narrative from it. One can be

energized by it in ways that contribute to society. But there

can be false witness as well. The members ofCompany C of

the Americal Division who would commit the My Lai mas-

sacre were already pained survivors, due to deadly ambushes

and booby traps as well as a particularly devastating mine-

field disaster in which 20 percent ofthe company’s men were

killed or severely wounded. The night before the slaughter

at My Lai, there was a combination “combat briefing” and

funeral ceremony (for the dead in general but also for a much

admired fatherly sergeant who had met a grotesque death

the previous day). Desperate for meaning, the men were

exhorted by their officers to find it in “body counts” and to

bear witness to their dead buddies by killing “gooks"—in

effect, any Vietnamese they encountered.

The American response to 9/1 1 has a number of moti-

vations, but must be understood in the context of survivor

emotions and a survivor mission, as described in the

remainder of this chapter. Tragically for us and for the

world, much of that response has been a form of false wit-

ness. America has mounted a diffuse, Vietnam-style,

worldwide “search and destroy mission” on behalf of the

9/1 1 dead. Here, too, we join the dance with our al—Qaeda
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“partner,” which brings fierce survivor emotions and con-

siderable false witness of its own.

The survivor’s quest for meaning can be illuminating

and of considerable human value. But it also can be drawn

narrowly, manipulatively, and violently, in connection

with retribution and pervasive killing.

AMERICAN LEADERS AS SURVIVORS: ANXIETY AND

BELLIGERENCE

An important matter for grasping American behavior is

the way in which survivor emotions have affected the

president and his advisers. I will suggest here only certain

observable tendencies.

The president was sitting on a stool in an elementary

school classroom in Sarasota, Florida, when told by aides

about the first, and then the second, attack on the World

Trade Center. Woodward describes a photograph taken at

the time that shows Bush’s face as having “a distant sober

look, almost frozen, edging on bewilderment.” While the

president later said that he was then thinking about war,

there must have been a prior moment of shock and anx-

iety. Making his first public statement, the president

looked “shaken.” Certainly an immediate response on the

part of people around him—and we must assume, the

president himself—was the fear that he might be killed.

That included fear for him as a person as well as for the

office of the American presidency.
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Hence the strange spectacle of the president spending

much of the first day, following the early-morning attack,

in the air, being flown from Sarasota, Florida, to Shreve-

port, Louisiana, to Omaha, Nebraska, and finally Wash-

ington, DC. His former speechwriter tells us that when

Bush spoke to the country from Barksdale Air Force Base

in Louisiana, “he looked and sounded like the hunted, not

the hunter.” At least for that day, the president was clearly

on the run. Whatever considerations went into that deci-

sion, the fear was not inappropriate: it was plausible that

the White House could be attacked. Later information

concerning the plane eventually downed in Pennsylvania

through the courageous intervention of its passengers

suggests that possible targets might have been the White

House or the House of Representatives and Senate build-

ings on Capitol Hill.

What becomes of great importance is one’s manner of

dealing with death anxiety, and with fear in general. In

the case of the president and his advisers, that death anx-

iety could have contributed greatly to their overall bel-

ligerence. The immediate insistence that we were at war

had to do not only with the devastating dimensions of the

attacks—and with longer-standing projections of Amer-

ican hegemony—but also with the president’s own psy-

chological style in relation to anxiety and threat.

Certainly the president and his advisers are by no

means alone in responding this way. There is a wide-
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spread psychological tendency for people experiencing

death anxiety to become aggressive, and in some cases

engage in violent rhetoric or actions. When threatened

with individual annihilation, one may lash out at others as

a means of reasserting one’s vitality, of simplyfeeling alive.

Under certain conditions—some forms of military

combat, for instance—that response can be useful. But

when national leaders respond belligerently, they may tap

the collective potential of their people for amorphous

rage, which can readily be transformed into war fever. All

are better served when the leaders of a superpower

acknowledge their anger or rage, while stepping back suf-

ficiently to choose policies that are wise in terms of both

national interest and the world in general. This is partic-

ularly difficult to do when survivor emotions are raw and

accompanied by the superpower’s (and its president’s)

abrupt humiliation.

FAILED ENACTMENT?

Looking at the question of failed enactment and self-

condemnation, we may first say that these are unlikely to

be emotions the president readily experiences in any con-

scious way. We have seen that he prides himself on deci-

siveness, dislikes ambiguity and nuance, and is reinforced

in his hyperclarity by his fundamentalist-like religious

convictions. He is not a person to reflect—certainly not

publicly—on presidential uncertainty or error. Yet 9/1
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has confronted him with what could be strongly perceived

as failed enactment. The feeling could certainly derive

from his and his administration’s role in letting 9/11

happen, and possibly also from his immediate reaction to

the attacks.

There has been considerable evidence of failure of coor-

dination both among the main intelligence agencies, and

between them and the White House. This egregious lack

of communication, along with other forms of blundering,

resulted in strong evidence of a pending terrorist attack

being ignored, including information about some of the

actual participants and their intention to hijack planes.

There had even been a two-year-old report warning of the

possibility of al—Qaeda’s crashing planes into government

buildings. To be sure, the failure to deal adequately with

terrorism extends back at least to the Clinton administra-

tion, but 9/1 1 occurred on the watch of this president. For

a military-minded administration, the attack on the Pen-

tagon must have felt particularly humiliating. As one

observer has put it, “The Pentagon could not defend the

Pentagon.”

Like anyone in his position, the president was also vul-

nerable to a sense of failed enactment at the moment of

the attacks, a sense of having been unable to meet his own

ideal standards of how a man and a president should

behave at that moment. His odd first-day itinerary from

Florida to Louisiana to Nebraska was, according to Time

ioo
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magazine, disturbing to many. “Some Republicans on the

Hill wanted to know why Counsellor Karen Hughes was

the highest government official anyone saw on television

all day, other than Bush’s brief unsettling appearance in

Louisiana.” Whether or not any related self-critical feel-

ings about his initial lack of a strong national presence

entered into Bush’s awareness, it would be difficult to

escape them altogether. In leaders unable to question

themselves or to deviate from moral certainty, such feel-

ings of self-condemnation over failed enactment must be

suppressed. One way that can be accomplished is by trans-

forming them into anger and aggressiveness.

In all this, the president clearly experienced a debt to

the dead and to surviving family members. During an

early visit to Ground Zero he found the scene to be “very,

very, very eerie” and the crowd of rescue workers to be

“unbelievably emotional” in their demand for justice.

While much of the day was scripted, the president was

undoubtedly moved by his encounters with victims’ fam-

ilies. In that way his scripted words
—

’’America today is

on bended knee in prayer for the people whose lives were

lost here”—accurately reflected his feelings.

He took on a public role as (in Woodward’s words)

“mourner in chief’ at precisely the time when he and his

advisers were making key decisions about the war on ter-

rorism. He was affected by urgent pleas from rescue

workers, “Don’t let me down.” And as the president later

IDI
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recalled: “These people looking at you in the eye, these

tired faces, You go get ’em.” Bush added, “And we’re going

to get ’em, there’s no question about that.” The debt to the

dead, and to the immediate survivors representing them,

was instantly transformed into a strong impulse toward

retaliative action. Such a sequence is hardly unusual, and

could be the experience of any national leader. The danger

a leader faces is that of equating a sense of debt to the dead

with fierce, amorphous retribution.

NUMBING AND FEELING

People who deal regularly with death-related matters

undergo what I call selective professional numbing. For

instance, the surgeon performing an open-heart proce-

dure cannot afford the emotions of the patient’s family

members. The professional task requires a certain focused

detachment. The same is true of political and military

leaders who make decisions about violence and war.

But there is a grave danger of excessive professional

numbing in the service of what leaders take to be their

forceful goals. Such excessive post—9/1 1 numbing clearly

included the blocking out of the potential effects of

aggressive American policies on Islamic minds, and the

extent to which those policies could increase the terrorist

threat to America. It also blocked out significant concern

over non-American casualties in either the Afghanistan or

the later Iraq war.
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The most glaring example of such professional

numbing may well have been the very decision to invade

Iraq, given its inevitable influence on the resurgence of

al-Qaeda and other violent Islamist groups. That terrorist

organization, according to The New Yor\ Times
,
had been

in considerable decline but underwent “a spike in recruit-

ment” and a general resurgence after the invasion began.

In that way the numbing experienced by American

leaders could later bring about a potential increase in suf-

fering by their own people. Such excessive numbing can

prevent any serious consideration of the unintended con-

sequences of violence, whether on those designated as

one’s enemies or on one’s own people.

James Carroll provided an interesting parable for such

blunted perception—a fable in which a would-be hero,

concerned about chaos among his people, seeks out and

subdues a prophetic troll to extract from him the secret of

drawing order out of chaos. He is told that for the secret

to be revealed, he will have to give the troll his left eye.

When he does so, the troll tells him, “The secret of order

over chaos is: Watch with both eyes.”

Carroll goes on to observe that we embarked on our

war with Iraq “with only one eye watching.” We saw only

Saddam Hussein and the diffuse threat of terrorism he

was thought to represent, but did not see the far more

deadly reverberations of such a war. These include new

forms of chaos in the Middle East, expanded threats of
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global terrorism, and accelerated nuclear weapons pro-

grams in countries which conclude that such weapons

might prevent an American invasion. What Carroll calls

“our missing eye that makes us blind” is the self-imposed

wound of psychic numbing with which we went about

this destructive project. That same “missing eye” enabled

us to wallow in triumphalism and to see little more than

the quick success of our military juggernaut. All this has

been part of our larger blindness in pursuing our “war on

terrorism.”

THE SUSPICIOUS GIANT

The Bush administration had been suspicious toward

much of the world long before 9/11. Its sense of super-

power prerogative, along with a neoconservative/nation-

alist hostility toward international institutions and any

constraints they might impose on it, were much in evi-

dence in its rejection of treaties placing controls on global

warming, on nuclear testing, and on biological weaponry.

But 9/1 1 initiated a process in which that suspiciousness

was greatly intensified, became fixed, and has had

extraordinary consequences in the world.

One need only look at the remarkable dissipation of the

worldwide sympathy for the United States. At the

moment of 9/11, the outpouring of goodwill was almost

universal: not from only allies and friends in Europe and

Asia like Great Britain, Germany, France, Japan, and
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South Korea, but from China, Russia, and much of the

Middle East. President Mohammad Khatami of Iran

expressed “deep regret and sympathy with the victims”;

President Bashar al-Assad of Syria was one of the first to

denounce the attacks (saying they were as bad as the

attacks Israel had carried out against the Palestinians);

and President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt called the attacks

“horrible and unimaginable,” pledging help in tracking

down those responsible (though he added that Israel’s

actions in the Middle East created “an atmosphere that is

encouraging terrorism”). Kofi Annan, secretary general of

the United Nations, also expressed strong sympathy and

suggested that the world organization mount a broadly

shared effort at combating world terrorism.

Our decision to reject any such international approach,

and choose instead a consistently unilateral war on ter-

rorism, was influenced by survivor suspiciousness toward

those who offer help and perception of help as weakness,

particularly anathema for a humiliated superpower. The

resulting global shift from profound sympathy to fearful

antagonism has surely been one of the most far-reaching

and dramatic psychological and political turnabouts ever

recorded. By early 2003, polls taken in various parts of the

world suggested that America was increasingly seen as the

most dangerous of all countries. On February 15, 2003, an

estimated ten million or more people marched in the streets

of 600 cities to protest the forthcoming invasion of Iraq.
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This remarkable reversal in world sentiment resulted

from our insistent unilateralism. Our aggrieved survivor

emotions exacerbated our suspiciousness toward the

world in general, magnifying our disinclination toward

sharing the earth’s problems.

GRANDIOSE MISSION

Most important—and dangerous—has been George W.

Bush’s sense of being on a survivor mission. He has

repeatedly made it clear that September 1
1
provided him

with his life’s meaning—as the American president who

triumphs over terrorism—and he adopted the war on ter-

rorism as the defining principle of his presidency. The

world’s most prominent survivor had found his mission.

Prior to 9/11 Bush’s presidency was considered lack-

luster. According to David Frum, the former White

House speechwriter, he was devoid of “a big organizing

idea” and “was encountering heavy criticism in connec-

tion with his economic policies, and was vague about his

political vision.” He seemed to spend less time working

than did most presidents, and to be unable to find a clear

personal or public focus.

With 9/1 1, everything fell into place for him. He became

a confident “wartime president.” He and his speechwriters

were unfortunately accurate in their initial labeling of his

approach to terrorism as a “crusade.” That word suggests

a Christian holy war (deriving as it does from the Latin
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crux
,
or cross), which is the kind of mission the president

seems to have imagined himself on. Of course, the word

had to be quickly abandoned because it was too suggestive

of the specific Christian holy wars against Muslims, but the

idea of a sacred mission became inseparable from his sense

of a survivor’s debt to the dead and his perceived responsi-

bility to his country and his deity. Given who he was, this

survivor mission was inevitably absorbed into the super-

power syndrome. Superpower omnipotence became insep-

arable from “routing out” all terrorists. The survivor

mission became cosmic and, like the overall syndrome,

immersed in illusion.

This was by no means the only form of survivor mis-

sion possible for an American president or the American

people. Combating terrorism had to be part of a survivor

response, but the task could have been undertaken with

greater restraint in the use of force, and with a focus from

the very beginning on international cooperation. The sur-

vivor mission embarked on by Bush and his advisers

strongly affected the meaning structures of Americans in

general. While many have drawn more reflective and

nuanced meanings from 9/1 1, there has been little encour-

agement from above for any deviance from the narrowly

grandiose presidential survivor mission.

One must add that President Bush and those around

him sometimes waver in their violent transformation of

survivor emotions and show signs of stepping back and
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exercising restraint. Pragmatic pressures affect any presi-

dency, in this case coming from people and nations

throughout the world as well as from an ambivalent

American public. But when this occurs, these leaders give

little indication that the restraint is anything other than a

temporary measure. They remain committed to a prior

vision of American world dominance, now energized and

in their eyes legitimated by their 9/1 1 survivor mission.
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CHAPTER II

STAGES OF RESPONSE

O
rdinary Americans derived a wide variety of mean-

ings from 9/11. Many embraced the belligerent sur-

vivor mission of their leaders; others sought

alternative survivor missions involving a more restrained use

ofviolence and greater emphasis on addressing the causes of

terrorism; still others wavered between the two tendencies.

A considerable number ofpeople sought personal meaning

in the events of 9/11: the importance of devoting oneself

more to one’s family, a reevaluation of career and accom-

plishment, or a determination to seek more pleasure in life.

But beyond specific survivor meanings, we can identify cer-

tain overall American responses. These have occurred in

stages, more or less in sequence, with considerable overlap.

VULNERABILITY SHOCK

The first response was the shock of sudden vulnerability.
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Not only did most Americans have no warning of 9/11,

they had never previously imagined an event of this nature

and magnitude (outside perhaps a movie theater)—of

hijacked jet planes being intentionally crashed into some of

the world’s tallest buildings—least of all in their own

country, which had never experienced a terrorist act of this

dimension or a more traditional invasion by a foreign power

since the War of 1812. Undoubtedly, our mindset toward

terrorism contained a great deal of denial, given the World

Trade Center attack of 1993, the Oklahoma City attack of

1995, and the many signs of militant worldwide opposition

to American policies. But it is also true that most Ameri-

cans had no narrative with which to anticipate, and in that

sense psychologically prepare for, what actually took place.

Any death encounter can shatter the preexisting rela-

tion between self and world. This one did so abruptly, on

a vast scale, and in ways that seemed bizarre to the point

of incomprehensibility. The World Trade Center was a

preeminent symbol of American financial power, but for

people employed in it (or who happened to be nearby), it

was also an everyday working area, safe in its ordinari-

ness, until suddenly violated by explosion and fire. In the

case of the Pentagon, the brain center and fortress of

American military power was itself suddenly made vul-

nerable. While most Americans were far removed from

that direct experience, none could fully avoid a shocking

sense of new vulnerability.
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The essence of that initial shock was a sudden shift in

our perception of the American landscape. What was

assumed to be “secure,” even impregnable, had become

strangely and unpredictably precarious.

Americans have retained these early feelings as a base-

line for their sense of terrorist danger. This initial

response of shock and vulnerability, ever present, can be

reactivated by various forms of threat, and the basic fear it

embodies is highly susceptible to manipulation by leaders

looked to for protection.

INVISIBLE CONTAMINATION

A second stage of response came with the series of anthrax

attacks, through letters containing a refined, weapons-

grade form of the bacillus, most occurring only a month or

two after 9/11. The letters, sent primarily to Democratic

political leaders and media figures, including Senate

Majority Leader Tom Daschle and NBC news anchor Tom

Brokaw, resulted in twenty-three known cases of anthrax

and five deaths. So great was the fear, and the real danger,

that all the House and Senate offices were closed. The Hart

Senate Office Building remained closed for more than three

months; and Senator Daschle’s office, which required par-

ticularly extensive decontamination, for about five months.

The anthrax letters created a new national sense of

emergency. There was a widespread initial perception

that the letters were connected to 9/11, especially since
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they praised Allah and threatened Israel and America.

There was a frightening psychological sense that our ene-

mies were capable of doing anything to us, including vio-

lating an international taboo on biological weapons, a

taboo that was both legal (formalized by various interna-

tional treaties) and psychological (biological weapons are

felt to be even more grotesque than nuclear ones), even if

that taboo had been violated before by various countries.

The anthrax attacks deepened the American sense of

vulnerability, imparting to it the kind offear ofinvisible con-

tamination that I encountered in Hiroshima survivors in

relation to radiation: the fear of a lethal poison, difficult to

detect, that might strike one down at any time. Terrorism

now seemed capable of penetrating our bodily organs. The

situation was further confused by increasing evidence that

the source of the anthrax letters was American, that this

weapon of mass destruction came from the US Cold War

weapons labs, and by published accounts suggesting that

the leading suspect was a former government scientist who

had worked in our biological weapons program.

Neither that scientist nor anyone else has been officially

accused of the attacks, and possibly because their origins

were apparently American, not Middle Eastern, the

anthrax attacks have seldom been mentioned by the Bush

administration and have diminished in public awareness.

While there was some relief in discovering that the 9/1

1

foreign perpetrators did not seem to be responsible,
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Americans were confronted with the no less troubling

thought of anthrax-related danger from within.

TIMELESS DREAD

A third stage of response has been the fear of terrorism ren-

dered chronic. This has taken the form of a pervasive, time-

less dread, the feeling that we can never be free of this

ominous threat, that we may be awaiting a moment that

could dwarf 9/11. It has become increasingly difficult to

envision a future free of that dread. This sense offutureless-

ness came to resemble the experience many had during the

Cold War in relation to the superpower nuclear threat. People

began to talk, as they had during the Cold War, ofemigrating

to a safer place such as Australia or New Zealand, or in the

case ofNew Yorkers simply of leaving the city.

This fear of futurelessness has to do with a break in the

flow of generations, an interruption of human continuity.

While we may be conscious of such a break or interrup-

tion only periodically, the anxiety it instills in us becomes

associated with a threat to collective existence.

DOUBTS AND RESENTMENTS

A fourth stage arrived with the buildup of doubts and

resentments about the directions our leaders’ mission has

taken us in. These emotions surfaced in the period leading

up to the war in Iraq, were suppressed as the war took

place, and at the time of this writing are once again strongly
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reasserting themselves. Such doubts both reflect and fur-

ther feed prevailing anxieties. Individual people vary

greatly in how they experience and express their doubts,

but no one can remain completely free of them. As war

fever over Iraq waned in the postwar months, questions

about the effectiveness ofAmerican policies were bound to

be aired. With suspicions that our aggressive “war on ter-

rorism” was increasing the dangers we faced and that our

quick war to “disarm” Saddam Hussein may have led us

into an endless struggle in the Middle East, public doubts

increased about whether, so many months after September

11, we are any better prepared for terrorist attacks.

These doubts have been reinforced by at least two

authoritative studies, one by former Senators Gary Hart

and Warren Rudman for the Council on Foreign Rela-

tions, and another sponsored by Congress, both of which

found considerable fault with the domestic security meas-

ures we have taken. The problem is inherently excruci-

ating as everyone (even when part of a superpower)

struggles with the realization that there is no such thing as

complete freedom from terrorist danger. But the adminis-

tration’s sudden dire warnings of imminent attack and its

erratic approach to domestic security—from color-coded

warnings to ill-conceived programs to administer

smallpox vaccine, from recommendations of duct tape to

overblown accounts of foiled terrorist plots—have done

little to allay American doubts and fears and much to
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increase them. The administration’s manipulation of fear,

always with the promise of ultimate protection, can work

for a certain period of time, but the fear will not go away.

THE WAR ON IRAQ

With the attack on Iraq the administration at first seemed

successful in overcoming opposition and unease. But if

war fever can relieve doubts for some, at least temporarily,

it almost immediately intensifies them for others. During

the buildup to the war, there were widely expressed fears

not only that the war would cause an increase in terrorism,

but that its “preventive” rationale would lead quickly to

more such wars—and there was an accompanying suspi-

cion that in its timing it was meant to rally the country

behind the patriotic “war on terrorism,” and behind the

president’s reelection. Robert Byrd, the senior statesman

of the Senate, had that kind of numbed patriotism in

mind when he spoke of the country as “sleepwalking

through history.”

Significantly, some months earlier the administration

had already convinced a slight majority of American

“sleepwalkers” that it could better protect them than could

the opposition party, and so won a marginal yet important

victory in the 2002 congressional elections. It did so by

honing in on the issue of patriotism while making consid-

erable political capital out of its orchestration of existing

fear. But the enormous number of Americans uniquely
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engaged in protest demonstrations before a war even began

suggested the depths of seething' resentment in a pro-

foundly divided nation. The protesters questioned the

motivations behind the war, the administration’s high-

handed unilateral and preemptive policies, and the

numbed patriotism of the rest of the American population.

The actual invasion of Iraq abruptly changed the Amer-

ican psychic landscape. While there were extensive protests

right up to, and after, the moment of invasion, the country

at large quickly rallied around the flag and the commander

in chief, with high approval ratings for both the war and

the president. Americans were mesmerized by the “shock

and awe” Baghdad bombing spectacle that began the war,

including its display of video-game-like high-tech accu-

racy, sometimes accompanied by scenes of visual beauty

(explosions under a waning moon). But there remained

considerable uneasiness about this demonstration of

unlimited and unopposed American power. Americans

could thrill to the brilliant success of the ground war and to

seemingly complete victory after less than three weeks of

fighting, but could also wonder why it had all been so easy,

and in some cases become troubled by evidence ofextensive

Iraqi casualties. Most Americans responded, according to

public opinion polls, as they were meant to, with celebra-

tory enthusiasm for a noble victory, while a significant

minority saw the world’s most powerful military machine

decimating a small, weak country and were ashamed.
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Americans were particularly confused by the responses

of Iraqis. There were no flowers-in-hand receptions of the

kind predicted by some American leaders. There was

some fierce but very brief military resistance. There were

early scenes of apparent joy on the part of the populace,

featuring the dramatic toppling and smashing (with con-

siderable help from US marine tanks) of the most gigantic

of all the Saddam Hussein statues. That image of the tum-

bling, disintegrating statue was seized upon by American

cable-television networks, replayed endlessly, and

applauded by the president as emblematic of the adminis-

tration claim that it had embarked on a war of liberation

which would free Iraqis from the control of a murderous

dictator. But it later turned out that only a couple of hun-

dred Iraqis actually took part in the demonstration. And

while many Iraqis initially seemed to feel great relief that

Saddam had gone, the mood would darken, revealing

within a matter of days that American planners had pre-

pared well for war but not for “peace.” Our military units

could not in the ensuing months even restore electric

power in the capital to the levels maintained by the pre-

vious regime, no less provide jobs for a largely unem-

ployed people and a demoblized Iraqi army.

THE “END” OF THE WAR
Subsequent events gave Americans still more pause. They

did not know quite what to make of the extreme chaos
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and extraordinary destructiveness Iraqis exhibited: of the

fires set in the buildings of most former ministries in

Baghdad, and the extraordinary looting of everything

from hospital gurneys to cultural artifacts from the

National Museum of Antiquities and manuscripts from

the National Library, treasures that dated back to the

beginnings of human civilizations and the origins of

Mesopotamian culture.

There were also signs of early political power struggles,

including the murder of a prominent Shiite cleric spon-

sored by the British and Americans, apparently by a rival

group; large-scale protest demonstrations by Islamic

groups, mainly Shiite but also Sunni, denouncing Saddam

Hussein but increasingly antagonistic to the American

“occupiers,” demanding that they leave quickly so that Iraq

could be governed by Islamics; and finally the emergence

of what occupying military authorities have reluctantly

admitted is a low-level but deadly guerilla warfare against

American and British forces as well as the Iraqis aiding

them. If Americans have been puzzled by this postwar

chaos, they have been even more so by Iraqis’ angry blaming

of the occupiers for it. So extreme was the situation that the

Americans appointed to administer the country were

quickly replaced, while in Baghdad and in the Sunni parts

of the country the ongoing guerrilla war began to result in

a growing number of American casualties.

American deaths have been relatively small in number,
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about 278 at this writing, approximately one-halfof which

have resulted from attacks on occupying soldiers after the

president declared the war over and victory ours. During

the war the recording of these deaths had been accompa-

nied by extensive media glorification of heroic American

behavior under fire and especially on the part of rescued

American POW Private Jessica Lynch. All this, largely

government-sponsored, was aimed at encouraging a

national survivor mission of affirming the noble military

project of the “fallen” men and women, and reasserting

support for this war and others to follow if necessary.

That was the president’s message in his grandly if

duplicitously staged victory speech on the USS Abraham

Lincoln aircraft carrier. (He was flown in by fighter plane

and was even said to have briefly taken the controls, after

the carrier had been elaborately diverted from San Diego

so that he could descend histrionically from the clouds

rather than walk more prosaically up a ramp.) Undoubt-

edly many Americans were drawn to this image of their

superpower president as a “top-gun” military hero; others

were appalled by what they saw as a disturbing form of

hollow triumphalism that reflected a superpower’s

increasing militarization.

The returns from America’s Iraqi military project are

far from in, including public response to continuing

“postwar” casualties and the likelihood that more than

100,000 American troops may be destined to occupy Iraq
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indefinitely at a cost that will further strain the shaky

American economy. There remains the possibility, over

time, of an opposite survivor reaction taking hold, espe-

cially if casualties continue to mount from resistance to

the occupation, or from wars with other Middle Eastern

countries. Doubts could build about the cause for which

Americans died—about Iraq’s elusive weapons of mass

destruction and the credibility of our leaders in declaring

their existence as a threat to the United States, about what

the Iraq war and 9/1 1 actually had to do with each other,

even about the deaths of large numbers of Iraqis and pos-

sibly others in the area—all of which could lead to a sur-

vivor mission of stopping the killing. That was the kind of

psychological process that helped end the Vietnam war.

Finally, Americans must struggle with another contra-

diction that lies at the heart of our mission in the Middle

East, concerning our future interaction with the Islamic

world. On the one hand, many respond to the administra-

tion’s military ethos, including support for its threats to

Iran and Syria, and even for possible invasions to bring

about “regime change” in either or both of those coun-

tries. On the other hand, deepening chaos in Iraq and else-

where in the Middle East may stir strong fears of

engaging in continuous wars in that area—or elsewhere

such as North Korea—and of renewed terrorism in the

United States as a consequence. For both Americans who

rally behind their president and those who strongly
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oppose his policies, there has to be considerable trepida-

tion about their own and their country’s future, and that

of the world as well.

THE DOUBLE LIFE

Most Americans have adapted to the threat of 9/1 1 in the

manner they did to nuclear fear: that is, by resorting to a

kind of double life. They go about their routines, their

jobs, and family involvements in their usual ways, while

in another part of the self they are aware that, in a

moment and without warning, they and everything and

everyone around them could be annihilated. This limited,

everyday dissociation permits us all to carry on reasonably

effectively in our lives. But it cannot fully overcome lin-

gering anxiety, which may be painfully activated by events

or images, nearby or far away, associated in people’s minds

with terrorism. The depth of this fear and the ease with

which it may reassert itself leaves Americans open to sig-

nificant emotional manipulation by leaders all too ready

to enlist them in an apocalyptic superpower mission that

they might otherwise call into question, even strongly

oppose. Such primal experiences of fear prepare people to

resonate to the persistent drumbeat of the administration’s

“war on terrorism.”

American psyches can be further strained by the erratic

leadership to which they are often subjected. Effective

leadership in any crisis requires a balance of candor and



Robert Jay Lifton

hope. This administration, at its worst, has wavered

between excessive secrecy and sudden, dire warnings ofthe

“inevitability” of terrorist attacks with weapons of mass

destruction on our soil—warnings that often seem to be

timed to deflect embarrassing criticism about official

measures taken to prevent or prepare for terrorism. On

other occasions, the administration has spoken in more

even tones. But there remains much uncertainty about the

connection between what the administration says and

what it does about terrorism, and the relationship of these

words and actions to the dangers Americans perceive

themselves to face.

Americans therefore have been left with a mixture of

enthusiasm, confusion, anxiety, and anger in relation to the

official survivor mission their government has embraced in

their name following upon 9/11. And there is lingering

unease about our targeted but still unaccounted for

demons, Osama bin Laden, Mullah Omar, and Saddam

Hussein, who in one way or another, dead or alive, con-

tinue to haunt us.



CHAPTER 12

FLUID WORLD CONTROL

T
he invasion of Iraq was a continuation of the Amer-

ican military apocalyptic: of destroying what is

deemed necessary for the reshaping of a designated

part of the world. The extremity of the project and the

utopian dreams of global domination that lay beneath it

were hidden behind administration assertions about the

need for disarmament, regime change, and democratiza-

tion. Inevitably, the war-fighting, which was the destruc-

tive phase, was much more efficient than what columnist

William P. Pfaff called the “planned (or as it seems, largely

unplanned) pacification and reconstruction” of Iraq that

followed. But as he went on to say, “The moment of victory

has been seized to start reshaping the Middle East.” This

attempted reshaping of the whole region according to an

American world vision has already involved strong pres-

sures on Syria, Lebanon, and Iran, aimed minimally at
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intimidation and the curbing of possible terrorist or simply

unfriendly activities, and maximally at regime change,

possibly through invasion. It has also involved setting up a

string of bases in areas formerly controlled by the Soviet

Union in Central Asia as well as Eastern Europe.

Included as well is a policy of“strip[ping] from the United

Nations its political functions,” so that there will be no future

international restraints on American power. Instead the

Bush administration seeks “democratic coalitions” under its

own control in every region, thereby creating “a world run

by the United States, backed by as many states as will sign on

to support it.” Hence the invasion of Iraq, as Jay Bookman,

columnist for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution put it, was

“intended to mark the official emergence of the United

States as a full-fledged global empire, seizing sole respon-

sibility and authority as planetary policeman.”

THE OWNERSHIP OF HISTORY

But this “global empire” does not follow previous imperial

models, say, ofthe British empire from the eighteenth to the

twentieth century. There is no American plan for leaving

elaborate bureaucracies in every country we dominate.

While all previous empires claimed some kind ofnoble mis-

sion, the new American mission contains a particularly fer-

vent rendering of Wilsonian altruism. The National

Security Strategy statement that the administration released

in September 2002 speaks grandly of the American inten-
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tion “to extend the benefits offreedom across the globe” and

“to help make the world not just safer but better.”

At the same time it makes clear that, into the foresee-

able future, America intends to hold absolute military

dominance—one might say omnipotence—on our planet:

“The United States,” as the National Security Strategy

puts it, “must and will maintain the capability to defeat

any attempt by an enemy—whether state or non-state

actor—to impose its will on the United States, our allies,

or our friends. We will maintain the forces sufficient to

support our obligations, and to defend freedom. Our

forces will be strong enough to dissuade potential adver-

saries from pursuing a military buildup in hopes of sur-

passing, or equaling, the power of the United States.”

Bookman concurs with many observers in describing this

strategy as “a plan for permanent US military and eco-

nomic domination of every region of the globe.”

The Bush administration’s projection of American

power extends not only over planet Earth, but through the

militarization of space, over the heavens as well. Its strate-

gists dream of deciding the outcome of significant world

events everywhere. We may call this an empire offluid world

control, and theirs is nothing less than an inclusive claim to

the ownership of history. It is a claim never made before

because never before has technology permitted the imag-

ining of such an enterprise, however illusory, on the part of

a head of state and his inner circle.
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The administration’s strategic document quotes a

phrase from one of the president’s speeches concerning the

dangers we face “at the crossroads of radicalism and tech-

nology.” What is meant by that phrase is the apocalyptic

marriage between ultimate zealotry and ultimate weapons

in our enemies, but the “crossroads” mentioned applies no

less to American policy, specifically as laid out in this doc-

ument. The administration’s radicalism takes the form of

aggressively remaking the world in an American image.

Our unprecedented world dominance, made possible by

our unique military technology, becomes our means of

doing so. The fluidity of this version of imagined world

control is consistent with the Rumsfeld doctrine of a fluid

military. The latter is to sustain the former. Technology

and fluidity are counted upon to minimize American casu-

alties and streamline war-making in general. (American

leaders for instance claimed the victory in Iraq demon-

strates that, to win wars, we no longer have to engage in

saturation bombing of cities as in World War II.)

These policies have recently been attributed to the

influence of a conservative German-born University of

Chicago political philosopher Leo Strauss on a number of

leading neoconservatives in the administration. Strauss

has been understood by some to have advocated various

forms of governmental elitism and authoritarianism, but

whatever influence he might have had on American

policy zealots like Paul Wolfowitz, I would stress the



Superpower Syndrome

newness and highly contemporary nature of American

efforts at world control. Strauss, who believed in the

wisdom of classical Greek thinkers, could hardly have

imagined either the extremity of American military dom-

inance or the equally extraordinary international commu-

nications technology now available. All this makes the

current American mission sui generis
,
one that has no

precedent and is creating itself as it proceeds.

The National Security Strategy put forward a unique doc-

trine of preventive strikes or wars against terrorists or other

potential enemies, as well as unilateral action wherever

American interests are at stake: “While the United States will

constantly strive to enlist the support ofthe international com-

munity, we will not hesitate to act alone, if necessary . .
.” The

document not only lacks any principle ofrestraint on Amer-

ican power or American control—which is itself of the

greatest psychological importance—but insists that there be

no such restraint. And all is justified, the document states,

quoting the president, by an American determination “to

answer these attacks [of 9/11] and rid the world of evil.”

The National Security Strategy is in fact a statement of

American susceptibility to the lure of the infinite—to a

vision ofachieving total sway over human endeavors. It rep-

resents a kind of omega point of superpower omnipotence

and megalomania.

This claim on infinity inevitably turns Orwellian, as

James Carroll warns: “Defense becomes offense, the
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protection of your children becomes the murder of

another’s, his threat becomes your preemption. You kill to

stop the killing. Then you wonder, Are you the victim, or

the slayer? But you are both.”

Yet a sense of megalomania and omnipotence, whether

in an individual or a superpower, must sooner or later lead

not to glory but collapse. The ownership of history is a

fantasy in the extreme. Infinite power and control is a

temptation that is as self-destructive as it is dazzling—still

another version of the ownership of death.

THE HAUNTED SUPERPOWER

The world’s only superpower is haunted by a fear of

weakness. From psychiatric experience with individuals,

we know that underneath expressions of megalomania

and claims to omnipotence there tend to be profound feel-

ings of powerlessness and emptiness. Feelings on that

order may affect our leaders’ projections of world control.

These could take the form of fear of the political frag-

mentation of our society, with accompanying death anx-

iety related not just to 9/1 1 but to the potential collapse of

the superpower entity itself. Underneath our leaders’

arrogant certainties concerning the world, there may lie

profound doubts about our own social and national inte-

gration, about America’s control of itself. Fear of being

out of control can lead to the most aggressive efforts at

total control of everyone else.
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Helping to overcome such fear is the claim to transcen-

dent American virtue, to providing beneficent and liber-

ating service to the world. That sense of a mission both

altruistic and sacred can generate a surge of power that, in

turn, suppresses feelings of powerlessness and weakness.

Fear of weakness is, of course, bound up with related

feelings ofvulnerability, with a superpower’s sense ofbeing

a very visible target, and with its unrealizable requirement

of omnipotence. The world’s only superpower has become

a target not just because it is so dominant but because its

recent policies and attitudes, emerging from superpower

syndrome, have antagonized just about everyone. Its unre-

alizable omnipotence has caused its leaders to embark on

an aggressive quest for absolute security via domination,

which is another form of entrapment in infinity.

Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, coming out

in support of the Bush administration, made a case for

invading Iraq based on a principle of “ultimate national

security.” But as the political scientist David C. Hendrickson

pointed out at the time, Kissinger seemed to have forgotten

his own earlier criticism ofthe “absolute security” sought by

revolutionary powers, noting then that “the desire of one

power for absolute security means absolute insecurity for all

the others.” In this sense and in the way that the present

administration has sought to overthrow world diplomatic

procedures and restraints on war-making, the United States

has certainly become a “revolutionary power” in pursuit of
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absolute security and absolute invulnerability. But the fear

of weakness will not go away.

IRAQ AND WORLD CONTROL

Consider again the invasion of Iraq. Three reasons, given

varied emphasis at different times, were put forward to

justify the American war: the disarmament of Iraq in con-

nection with its reputed stockpiles of weapons of mass

destruction in violation of United Nations resolutions; the

need for “regime change” to remove an evil dictator; and

the opportunity to make Iraq into a democracy and

thereby begin to democratize the Middle East. A fourth

reason, publicly emphasized only by opponents of the war,

was a lust for the control of Iraqi oil, which represents a

significant part of the industrial world’s future oil sup-

plies. I believe that each of these four motivations mat-

tered, not in itself but as part of a larger superpower

impulse toward world control.

Insistence upon disarmament, for instance, had to do

with an American intolerance for potentially unfriendly

countries possessing or even desiring to possess weapons of

mass destruction, whatever the uncertainty of their exis-

tence in Iraq. As of July 2003, two months after the subju-

gation of that country, American military inspection teams

had found no biological or chemical weapons in Iraq, or any

evidence that Iraq had had even the most basic elements of

a nuclear program in place before the war. From the begin-
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ning, Bush administration statements and presentations

have exaggerated, distorted, and sometimes falsified evi-

dence in order to make the claim that weapons of mass

destruction existed, and that such weapons endangered the

national security of the United States. Within the paradox-

ical political psychology involved, Iraq’s elusive weapons of

mass destruction were both a fabricated excuse for invasion

and a genuine source of anxiety as a potential threat to

American absolute security.

“Regime change” had to do not so much with simply

removing a murderous dictator from power (over the

years we had supported or tolerated Saddam Hussein at

the height of his cruelty, even when he launched poison-

gas attacks on Iran and on his own people) but with

removing leadership hostile to us, which touched the raw

nerve of superpower vulnerability.

The vision of remaking Iraq and the entire Middle East

in our democratic image, part of a grandiose dream of

transforming the world, on the other hand, reflected a

sense of superpower omnipotence. American invaders did

find extensive evidence of torture and mass killing by the

regime, which, while hardly a surprise, enabled us to

mobilize our claimed altruism in the service of a broader

project of controlling history.

Even a desire for Iraq’s enormous oil reserves, the most

concrete and venal of the motivations for invasion, should

be seen as subsumed to larger regional and global plans to
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which control of such energy reserves would surely con-

tribute. The Bush administration did not make war on Iraq

simply for the oil, but for control of a strategic land and its

resources in order to carry out its visionary world project.

Radical (though usually called “neoconservative”)

American geopolitical strategists had targeted Iraq, at

least since the early 1990s, as a key to American hegemony

in the Middle East. In their projection, oil, disarmament,

regime change, and the spread of American-style democ-

racy were all part of sustaining an ever-threatened sense

of superpower invulnerability. All four motivations were

subsumed to the ownership of history. There are always

elements of mystery in an apocalyptic quest (even to those

who most actively promote it), but in this case there is no

mystery about the superpower syndrome at its core.

NUCLEAR CONTRADICTIONS

Nuclear weapons represent a psychological ground zero

for the contradictions of the syndrome. The syndrome

demands absolute nuclear dominance and equally absolute

security in relation to weapons possessors throughout the

world. This security “requirement” means we are to deter-

mine who may possess nuclear weapons and who may not.

But the United States has little actual control over whether

such weapons enter others’ hands, and has even more dif-

ficulty controlling attitudes toward the weapons. With

Iraq we settled the matter militarily, knowing that it had
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no nuclear weapons, and discovered that it had no nuclear

program either. With North Korea our blustering

approach and threats ofmilitary intervention actually seem

to have spurred that country to produce a few of the

weapons even more quickly.

It must be said that any such proliferation is dangerous

to the world and hard to stop. But superpower syndrome

propels us toward desperately belligerent solutions that

only worsen the problem, as opposed to genuine diplo-

macy, which would include greater restraint in our own

nuclear policies and significant reductions in our stock-

piles, not to mention participation in a longer-term attempt

to rid the world, ourselves included, of such apocalyptic

weaponry. Out of fear of weakness and vulnerability, the

superpower calls forth its military activism to reassert its

claim to omnipotence. In the name of “counter-prolifera-

tion” measures, proliferation is psychologically stimulated.

At the same time, our leaders have exploited the

nuclear fear of Americans for geopolitical and military

purposes. The Gulf War of 1990—91 gained congressional

support only after George Bush Sr. declared that there

was new evidence about the advanced nature of Iraq’s

nuclear project. More recently, the younger Bush’s admin-

istration, in attempting to demonstrate Saddam Hussein’s

active pursuit of a nuclear weapons program, did not just

provide dubious or misleading evidence (as in the case of

a number of other claims, such as Saddam’s alleged ties to
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al—Qaeda), it made use of completely forged and falsified

documents, no doubt originated by others but passed on

by our own intelligence agencies under pressure to sup-

port the American argument. The temptation of our

leaders is to tap into primal American nuclear fear in

order to affirm their own aggressive fear-driven policies.

Nuclear fear comes to be juxtaposed with fear of ter-

rorism, and the combination is politically manipulated in

the direction of military solutions to be carried out by

those in power; their message is that only military might

can protect us. In that way nuclear fear becomes a key

lever for the militarization of society.

NUCLEAR FEAR AND NUMBING

There have been various shifts in the intensity of nuclear

fear over recent decades. During the 1980s, studies showed

that many Americans, children and adults, did not expect

to be able to live out their lives because they believed some

form of nuclear holocaust was coming. One could say that

such fear was appropriate to the danger inherent in a world

dominated by two hostile, nuclear-armed superpowers,

and that it contributed a certain amount ofenergy to efforts

on the part of a burgeoning antinuclear movement to

remove or diminish that danger.

During the 1990s, nuclear fear demonstrably decreased,

in part replaced by fears of environmental catastrophe and

of global pandemics like AIDS, but a larger influence was
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undoubtedly an increase in psychic numbing associated

with the assumption that the end ofthe Cold War meant the

end of nuclear danger. Actually, long-term nuclear danger

may have increased because of “trickle-down nuclearism”

and related tendencies toward accelerated proliferation,

and also because of the large number of unaccounted for or

poorly guarded weapons and nuclear materials in the

former Soviet republics and Russia. The absence of nuclear

fear, then, meant that we lacked appropriate feelings about

the actual threat we faced. Unfortunately, that psycholog-

ical dysfunction contributed greatly to the American failure

to take advantage of a unique post—Cold War opportunity

for radical worldwide denuclearization.

By the turn of the millennium, India and Pakistan were

involved in aggressively escalating nuclear testing programs

while facing each other across a heavily armed frontier—

a

signal that we were entering the second nuclear age. While

it is early to gauge twentieth-first-century nuclear fear, a

particular pattern seems to be emerging for Americans.

Under the influence of nuclearistic leaders eager to make

such weapons part of their war plans, we have acquiesced

in our own second nuclear age, with little note of the mas-

sive suffering and dying that could result. At the height of

nuclear awareness (and nuclear fear) during the early

1980s, there was a widespread realization that the use of

such weaponry would be catastrophic for everyone—for

the United States, the Soviet Union, and the rest of the
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world. But in anticipating our own more “creative” use of

smaller weapons, there is an unstated assumption that they

will not be all that harmful—just efficient for specific mil-

itary purposes. The pattern here is one ofnumbing toward

the human effects of one’s own nuclear weapons, along

with intense, fearful awareness of the grotesque dangers of

the weapons ofothers—for instance, those ofNorth Korea.

“OUR WEAPONS ARE GOOD”

All this has a history. When I was working in Hiroshima in

1962, there were various antinuclear movements among the

Japanese, each with its position about nuclear weapons.

There was a pro-Soviet movement that said, “American

nuclear weapons and Chinese nuclear weapons are weapons

of war, while Russian nuclear weapons are weapons of

peace.” There was a pro-Chinese movement that said,

“American and Soviet nuclear weapons are weapons ofwar,

while Chinese nuclear weapons are weapons ofpeace.” And

there were pro-American voices saying, “Chinese and

Russian nuclear weapons are weapons of war, while Amer-

ican nuclear weapons are weapons of peace.” These claims

could be nothing but painful absurdities for most of the

people of Hiroshima, who had the simple idea that all

nuclear weapons were cruel and inhuman.

Thus, when the leaders of the only superpower speak

of their option to use nuclear weapons, they seize upon the

general psychological pattern in which “our weapons are
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good but theirs are bad.” We may call this psychic numbing

toward ones own weapons. The assumption is that nobody

need be afraid of them because they will be used only for

good purposes and will not really hurt people, except per-

haps for a few bad guys. Their weapons, on the other

hand, are nasty and dangerous, and must not be permitted

to exist. Such numbing is by no means absolute and can be

penetrated from time to time by awareness of weapons

truths. But there is a persistent tendency to lapse into this

nuclear dichotomy.

At issue is a double illusion: that one’s own nuclear

weapons are ethically superior to those of others, and that

they will be manageable in their use and beneficent in

their effects. Embracing that double illusion, the Amer-

ican superpower becomes especially menacing because of

its nuclear dominance, its impulse toward use, and its

quest for world control. All of these nuclear contradic-

tions are closely bound up with superpower syndrome.

They derive from it and also exacerbate it.

SUPERPOWER SYNDROME

In speaking of superpower syndrome
,

I mean to suggest a

harmful disorder. I use this medical association to convey

psychological and political abnormality. I also wish to

emphasize a confluence of behavior patterns: in any syn-

drome there is not just a single tendency but a constella-

tion of tendencies. Though each can be identified
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separately, they are best understood as manifestations of

an overarching dynamic that controls the behavior of the

larger system, in this case the American national entity.

The dynamic takes shape around a bizarre American

collective mindset that extends our very real military

power into a fantasy of cosmic control, a mindset all too

readily tempted by an apocalyptic mission. The symptoms

are of a piece, each consistent with the larger syndrome:

unilateralism in all-important decisions, including those

relating to war-making; the use of high technology to

secure the ownership of death and of history; a sense of

entitlement concerning the right to identify and destroy all

those considered to be terrorists or friends of terrorists,

while spreading “freedom” and virtues seen as preemi-

nently ours throughout the world; the right to decide who

may possess weapons of mass destruction and who may not,

and to take military action, using nuclear weapons if neces-

sary, against any nation that has them or is thought to be

manufacturing them; and underlying these symptoms, a

righteous vision of ridding the world of evil and purifying

it spiritually and politically.

We are talking about a serious syndrome, one that is

profoundly harmful, even fatal, to the national body it

inhabits as well as to the world in which that body lives.

Yet the syndrome can be countered—if not “cured,” at

least modified, altered, eventually overcome.
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STEPPING OUT OF THE SYNDROME

We can do better. America is capable of wiser,

more measured approaches, more humane

applications of our considerable power and

influence in the world. These may not be as far away as

they now seem, and can be made closer by bringing our

imaginations to bear on them. Change must be political,

of course, but certain psychological contours seem neces-

sary to it.

As a start, we do not have to collude in partitioning the

world into two contending apocalyptic forces. We are

capable instead of reclaiming our moral compass, of

finding further balance in our national behavior. So

intensely have we embraced superpower syndrome that

emerging from it is not an easy task. Yet in doing so we

would relieve ourselves of a burden of our own creation

—

the psychic burden of insistent illusion. For there is no
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greater weight than that one takes on when pursuing total

power.

We need to draw a new and different lesson from Lord

Acton’s nineteenth-century assertion: “Power tends to

corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Acton

was not quite right. The corruption begins not with the

acquisition of power but with the quest for and claim to

absolute power. Ever susceptible to the seductive promise

that twenty-first-century technology can achieve world

control, the superpower can best resist that temptation by

recognizing the corruption connected with that illusion.

STEPPING OFF THE TREADMILL

To renounce the claim to total power would bring reliefnot

only to everyone else, but, soon enough, to citizens of the

superpower itself. For to live out superpower syndrome is

to place oneself on a treadmill that eventually has to break

down. In its efforts to rule the world and to determine his-

tory, the United States is, in actuality, working against

itself, subjecting itself to constant failure. It becomes a Sisy-

phus with bombs, able to set off explosions but unable to

cope with its own burden, unable to roll its heavy stone to

the top of the hill in Hades. Perhaps the crucial step in rid-

ding ourselves ofsuperpower syndrome is recognizing that

history cannot be controlled, fluidly or otherwise.

Stepping off the superpower treadmill would also

enable us to cease being a nation ruled by fear.
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Renouncing omnipotence might make our leaders—or at

least future leaders—themselves less fearful of weakness,

and diminish their inclination to instill fear in their people

as a means of enlisting them for military efforts at illusory

world hegemony. Without the need for invulnerability,

everyone would have much less to be afraid of.

What we call the historical process is largely unpre-

dictable, never completely manageable. All the more so at

a time of radical questioning ofthe phenomenon of nation-

alism and its nineteenth- and twentieth-century excesses.

In addition, there has been a general decline in confidence

in the nation state, and in its ability to protect its people from

larger world problems such as global warming or weapons

of mass destruction. The quick but dangerous substitute is

the superpower, which seeks to fill the void with a global-

ized, militarized extension of American nationalism. The

traditional nation state, whatever its shortcomings, could at

least claim to be grounded in a specific geographic area and

a particular people or combination of peoples. The super-

power claims to “represent” everyone on earth, but it lacks

legitimacy in the eyes ofthose it seeks to dominate, while its

leaders must struggle to mask or suppress their own doubts

about any such legitimacy.

The American superpower is an artificial construct,

widely perceived as illegitimate, whatever the acquies-

cence it coerces in others. Its reign is therefore inherently

unstable. Indeed, its reach for full-scale world domination



Robert Jay Lifton

marks the beginning of its decline. A large task for the

world, and for Americans in particular, is the early recog-

nition and humane management of that decline.

HOPE AND IMAGINATION

I write this book in a spirit of hope. Hope is always bound

up with the reach ofour imagination. We have the capacity

to probe painful truths in connection with all apocalyptic

violence, and to make contact with the human suffering

involved. With such imaginative acts, we begin to take

small steps in alternative directions. That conviction has

been part of all ofmy work on twentieth-century excess.

Here I think of an experience I had in the early stages

of my study of Nazi doctors. After my first set of inter-

views in Germany, I went to see a friend of mine, an

Auschwitz survivor who was keenly interested in the

work. As we sat over coffee, I said to him in a tone that

was not without a bit of self-pity: “I appreciate your

encouragement, but the truth is that I’ve begun to have

terrible dreams. In my dreams I’m behind barbed wire in

some kind of a camp. Worse than that, my wife, and at

times my two children, are there in the camp with me.”

My friend looked directly at me and answered in a

matter-of-fact tone that was neither unkind nor especially

sympathetic, “Good, now you can do the study.” He was

telling me that unless I took in some small part of the pain

of the victims, the work would have little significance.
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Over time, that conversation took on broader meaning

for me. We need to bear witness, compassionately, to the

destructive events of our era if we are to embark on a

more humane course. In that sense the researcher’s task

extends ever outward. It is not that any study or set of

observations can themselves bring about measurable

change. Rather, such imaginative efforts enter into the

confusions and possibilities of collective consciousness. My

belief is that it takes a certain amount of critical and

empathic energy from many directions to enable any

society to begin to chart a wiser course. This is painfully

true of our responses to large-scale killing and dying and

our attempts to interrupt that process. All this was

implicit in that little conversation with my friend.

Such empathic imagination is all the more necessary

when one considers a kind of psychological injustice that

can occur in connection with the experiences ofvictims and

perpetrators. I have mentioned survivors’ susceptibility to

paradoxical guilt, forms of self-condemnation they by no

means deserve—together with a full array of painful sur-

vivor feelings. In contrast, those responsible for vast killing

and dying—for the Nazi genocide or the Hiroshima and

Nagasaki bombings—may experience little or no self-con-

demnation, or obvious psychological pain of any kind.

They may be decision-makers, quite removed from any

visceral sense of the consequences of their decisions, and

even if they are more directly involved in the killing, their
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technology (gas chambers or high-altitude bombing runs)

can render their numbing mechanisms quite effective. Per-

petrators thus enlist forms of dissociation which enable

them to do what they do. For zealots, the numbing and dis-

sociation can be as extreme as their ideology, particularly

when the pursuit of their sacred mission comes to virtually

fill their perceptions.

That is why grasping any destructive historical action

requires one to examine both ends of the slaughter. One

needs to look at the psychological experience of both

Auschwitz survivors and Nazi perpetrators; of both

Hiroshima survivors and atomic-bomb decision-makers;

of both victims of the 9/11 disaster and Islamist terrorists;

of both Iraqi civilians and American war planners. One

cannot understand the nature of the perpetrators’ psychic

numbing without studying the full ordeal of their victims.

Only then can one gain a fuller grasp ofthe killing and apply

that knowledge toward heading off newer versions of it.

BEYOND VICTIMIZATION

Yet victimization, too, can be absolutized in dangerous

ways. Hiroshima leaders over the years have told me

about struggles among survivors to overcome exaggerated

forms of what they called “victim consciousness.” By that

they meant an exclusive or totalized focus on their victim-

ization. This could include seeing themselves as the most

significant of all victims, or even as the only true victims.
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As a result, I was told, some could find little other focus in

life and feel themselves forever frustrated by insufficient

recognition of their victimization. One way that some

Hiroshima survivors sought to overcome this pattern was

to arrange meetings with Holocaust survivors, in which

they exchanged experiences and ideas for combating

large-scale killing. Totalized victimization, they found,

was best countered by empathy for others who, like them-

selves, had suffered greatly.

That danger of totalized victim consciousness looms

large in connection with 9/1 1 . America was attacked. More

than 3,000 people were murdered, whether at the World

Trade Center, the Pentagon, or in crashed airplanes. In

response, fierce feelings of victimization have been poured

into unrestrained but narrowly conceived survivor mis-

sions. For a superpower in particular, the mindset of vic-

timization can readily be seized upon and turned into a

sense of unlimited entitlement. Justification is then felt in

drawing from a broad repertoire of violence to reassert a

sense of hegemony, of control over world events, and the

need to do so can become so great that an enemy is required.

Significantly, there is a parallel mindset of victimiza-

tion among Islamist terrorists. They see Islam as having

been victimized historically by the West, as well as by its

own despotic leaders, and they see themselves and their

coreligionists undergoing continuing victimization by the

United States.
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In both cases, victimization by others becomes the per-

sistent leitmotif, a continuous source of motivation for

eliminating the evil forces responsible for that humilia-

tion, and by means that readily extend to apocalyptic

purification.

In this vicious circle of victimization and violence,

superpower syndrome looms large. For just as a super-

power extends its sense of potency into omnipotence, so is

it inclined to extend its sense of victimization into total,

abject violation. Yet a superpower is also in a unique posi-

tion to interrupt this dangerous psychological interaction.

Its extraordinary power can permit restraint. The irony is

that to call forth such restraint, to curb its aggressive mes-

sage of victimization, it must cease to be a superpower, at

least in its omnipotent form. For omnipotence and total-

ized victim-consciousness are of a piece. They can be jet-

tisoned together by a superpower beginning to emerge

from its own syndrome.

AMBIGUITY AND MORTALITY

Stepping out of that syndrome would also include surren-

dering the claim of certainty, of ownership of truth and

reality. That ownership gives rise to deadly righteousness,

with a claim to illumination so absolute as to transcend

ordinary restraints against mass violence. The healthier

alternative is an acceptance of some measure of ambiguity,

of inevitable elements of confusion and contradiction,
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whether in relation to large historical events or in matters

ofpersonal experience. This would include a more nuanced

approach to Islam and Islamist thought and behavior that

allows for the possibility of evolution and change.

It is often claimed that no such acceptance of ambiguity

is possible because superpowers, like nations, like people,

are uncomfortable with it, that the tendency is always to

seek clarity and something close to certainty. But this

assumption may well underestimate our psychological

capabilities. Ambiguity, in fact, is central to human func-

tion, recognized and provided for by cultural institutions

and practices everywhere. American society in particular

has cultivated the kinds of ambiguity that go with multi-

plicity and with shifting populations and frontiers.

I have tried in my past work to formulate a version ofthe

self as many-sided, flexible, and capable of change and

transformation. This protean self(named after Proteus, the

Greek sea god who was capable of taking on many shapes)

stands in direct contrast to the fundamentalist or apoca-

lyptic self. Indeed, the closed fundamentalist self and its

apocalyptic impulses can be understood as a reaction to

protean tendencies, which are widely abroad in our world

as a response to the complexities of recent history. Any con-

temporary claim to absolute certainty, then, is compensa-

tory, an artificial plunge into totalism that seeks an escape

from the ambiguity that so pervades our historical legacy.

American society is more volatile on these matters than
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many suspect. Over the previous century and at the begin-

ning of a new one, we have been undergoing waves of

contending forms of populism—pendulum swings

between totalistic impulses and more open, if less clearly

formulated, protean principles. How this psychohistorical

struggle will develop we have no way of knowing, but we

need hardly give up on ambiguity, or on our capacity to

combine it with strongly held ethical principles. There is

a real sense in which elements of ambiguity are necessary

to our well-being. They certainly are necessary to the

well-being of our nation, and of the world.

To live with ambiguity is to accept vulnerability. Amer-

ican aspirations toward superpower invulnerability have

troubling parallels in Islamist visions of godly power. Sur-

rendering the dream of invulnerability, more enlightened

American leaders could begin to come to terms with the

idea that there will always be some danger in our world,

that reasonable and measured steps can be taken to limit

that danger and combat threats of violence, but that invul-

nerability is itself a perilous illusion. To cast off that illu-

sion would mean removing the psychological pressure of

sustaining a falsified vision of the world, as opposed to

taking a genuine place in the real one.

Much of this has to do with accepting the fact that we

die, a fact not altered by either superpower militarism or

religious fanaticism. A great part of apocalyptic violence is

in the service of a vast claim of immortality, a claim that
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can, in the end, often be sustained only by victimizing large

numbers of people. Zealots come to depend upon their

mystical, spiritual, or military vision to protect themselves

from death, and to provide immortality through killing.

LIMITS

But there is another way. One can achieve alternate forms

of larger human continuity—of symbolic immortality

—

by significant engagement with ideas and communities

that extend beyond one’s own limited life span. One does

not have to destroy life in order to sustain a sense of

immortality in one’s own group or in the world in general.

There is a kind of humane symbolization of immortality

inherent in the collective life of culture and history. It has

the advantage of being actual rather than illusory, of being

lively and renewable.

More broadly, were Americans to reject superpower

syndrome, they would also reject a claim to an exclusive

American power over life and death. We could then rejoin

the world as fellow mortals and in the process rediscover

our all too fallible and fragile humanity for the precious

gift it is. As Albert Camus, the French writer who strug-

gled with these issues throughout his life put it, to live and

to die as humans we need “to refuse to be a god,” which

means embracing “thought which recognizes limits.”

Should we come to such modest human truths, we

would recognize the futility of mass violence: its contagion
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and its ultimate absurdity in the shadow of nuclear

weapons. Passionate justifications'of apocalyptic violence

have distracted much of the world from that deadly

absurdity. But if this is a time of hunger for totalism and

purification, it is also one of skepticism toward extrava-

gant ideologies and of new explorations of human possi-

bility. Those explorations require, above all, a rejection of

omniscience. As Camus also said, “He who does not know

everything cannot kill everyone.”
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T he apocalyptic imagination has spawned a new kind of violence at the

beginning of the twenty-first century. In Superpower Syndrome,
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are overtly visionary in their willingness to kill and die for their religion,

American forces claim restraint and reason while offering a no less visionary

program for using their overwhelming military power to remake the world.

Both sides are energized by versions of intense idealism; both see

themselves combating evil in order to redeem and renew the world; both

are ready to unleash untold levels of violence to achieve that; each sees

itself in a face-off with the other and, Litton tells us, both have partnered

up, however unwittingly, in a cycle of violence to which no end is in sight.

No one is better equipped than Litton to make sense of this extreme moment.

Now, in the wake of 9/1 1 ,
from its leaders to much of its populace, the United

States feels painfully vulnerable and thinks of itself as a survivor nation. Such

feelings have been mobilized by an administration which finds the very idea

of superpower vulnerability unbearable, has unprecedented military power,

and is bent on controlling history. This lethal combination adds up, Litton

suggests, to a “superpower syndrome.” And thanks to it, we find ourselves

enmeshed in perpetual violence.

Superpower Syndrome is a devastating psychological profile of America’s

new apocalyptic identity, a warning of present dangers, and a plea written in

a spirit of hope for America to renounce its claim to total power.
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