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PRefaCe 

in her collection of essays, Precarious Lives, Judith Butler outlines the 
problematics of writing on terror in the aftermath of 9/11. a lévinasian 
line of argument underlies several of these essays:

That we can be injured, that others can be injured, that we 
are subject to death at the whim of another, are all reasons for 
both fear and grief. What is less certain, however, is whether the 
experiences of vulnerability and loss have to lead straightaway to 
military violence and retribution. There are other passages. if we 
are interested in arresting cycles of violence to produce less violent 
outcomes, it is no doubt important to ask what, politically, might 
be made of grief besides a cry for war. one […] insight that 
injury affords is that there are others out there on whom my life 
depends, people i do not know and may never know.�

terror, counter-terror, and the suppression of both law and rights in 
certain instances under the auspices of prevention of terror, all perform a 
certain relationship with ›the other‹. in this relationship, the vulnerability 
and fragility which constitute the other for both levinas and Butler, are 
exploited with specific intent. This notion will be our starting point for a 
volume dealing with the mediality of terror and the signs of war.

in approaching the phenomenon of terror from an editorial stand-
point, several difficulties present themselves. The first is the potential for 
moral relativism. it stems from the juxtaposition of individual instances 
of terror, if not from the possible differences in position, should more 
than one article deal with related subject matter. The second difficulty 

� Judith Butler, Precarious Life. The Powers of Mourning and Violence, new York, lon-
don: Verso 2004, p. Xii.
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is that there will be exclusions. ›Clusters‹ of interest necessarily emerge 
as a reflection of the sheer breadth of discourse on terror that has been 
produced since 9/11, while other phenomena or geographical conflict-
situations appear to be under-represented or not represented at all. We 
go to press in a year which began with the murder of Benazir Bhutto 
in the lead-up to elections in Pakistan, and yet neither Pakistan nor 
its relationship with the West is treated here. The middle east, and 
specifically the recent history of the arab-israeli conflict, is missing. 
as we begin to contemplate the absences, however, it becomes clear 
that it is not possible for a single volume to treat the phenomenon of 
terror while focussing in particular on its place in aesthetic discourse 
and its mediality either comprehensively or exhaustively or in any way 
sufficiently. nevertheless, what is possible is a methodological division of 
approaches to the phenomenon. This latter is what we have undertaken 
in the present volume. it takes a threefold structure, allowing for critical 
conceptualisation to fall in three main areas: firstly, our phenomenon as 
it appears from the vantage points of intellectual history (in the opening 
section on the history of ideas); secondly, the phenomenon as it appears 
in historiography, historical literature and art (history of terror) and 
finally, reflecting recent history, (›War on terror‹), dealing with 9/11, its 
aftermath and the conceptual precedents for the response to the attacks 
of september 11, 2001.

Returning to Judith Butler’s Precarious Life, in the second of her 
essays, »Violence, mourning, Politics«, Butler questions whether the 
experience of grief could hold the potential for a renewed ethical and 
political engagement. Vulnerability, she argues compellingly, could, in 
contradistinction to the dynamics of attack and counter-attack, occasion 
a point of identification with the other. if the self and its link to a notion 
of community on either side of a seemingly irreconcilable divide could, 
instead of retrenching, reside in its dislocation (Butler argues here both 
with and against the freudian notion of grieving in Mourning and 
Melancholia (1917)), then the possibility of identifying, if not with the 
political cause or grievance of the other, with the fact of the other’s 
grieving in the aftermath of violence and loss, could be opened up. The 
other could then begin to be conceived of not in terms of enmity or 
friendship, but as a phenomenological ›call‹, a figure which shapes the 
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understanding of reality. it does not need to be fully understood in order 
to do this, rather made in some way ›present‹ to consciousness.

as a phenomenon, terror and counter-terror may disrupt the security 
of states, the safety of citizens and communities, and reactions to it may, 
as we have seen in recent history, and as some of the articles in this volume 
will show, result in certain freedoms and rights being curtailed as well as 
the right to trial, rather than indefinite detainment of terror suspects, 
withdrawn – terror may and does cause injury, mutilation and death, it 
also implicitly draws attention to the vulnerability of life. Judith Butler, 
drawing on levinas, takes as the constant on both sides of the terrorist 
›act‹ a notion of personhood that stresses the capability of being injured, 
but also of being aligned, of being caught in a cycle of violence. But 
instead of the cycle of violence, she emphasizes the cycle of dependency, 
that human subjectivity as well as human society is predicated on this 
reciprocity of self and other. 

in his controversial essay, »l’esprit du terrorisme«, which was pub-
lished in Le Monde, november 3, 2001, Jean Baudrillard argues that the 
events of september 11 represent a primacy of the energy of terrorism 
over its historical or discursive explanation:

terror against terror – there is no more ideology behind all that. 
We are now far from ideology and politics. no ideology, no cause, 
not even an islamic cause, can account for the energy which feeds 
terror. it (energy)� does not aim anymore to change the world, it 
aims (as any heresy in its time) to radicalize it through sacrifice, 
while the system aims to realize (the world) through force.�

terror, Baudrillard reminds the reader, is something which situates 
itself beyond dialogue. however, as several of the contributions in this 
volume will show, while rejecting the premises of dialogue, terror is 

2 italics in brackets are the translator’s, indicating her interpretation of the sentence.
3 »l’esprit du terrorisme« (The spirit of terrorism), Le Monde, november 3, 2001, (trans-

lated by Rachel Bloul), accessed may 7, 2008 at http://humanities.psydeshow.org/ 
political/baudrillard-eng.htm. another english version of the article can be found in 
Jean Baudrillard: The Spirit of Terrorism and Requiem for the Twin Towers. translated by 
Chris turner. london, new York: Verso 2002, pp. 3–34. 
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nevertheless firmly within narrative, and can inhabit several narrative 
situations simultaneously, so that as well as being an act, it is, to draw 
on the idea of searle, a »speech act«.� it draws on the communicational 
possibilities that broadcast an event, represent it, condemn it, or seek to 
explain it. Returning to Baudrillard, terror relies on aesthetic discourse, 
on mediality itself: »There is no good usage of the media, the media are 
part of the event, they are part of the terror and they are part of the game 
in one way or another.«� Baudrillard’s references to this ›complicity‹ of 
the media here and elsewhere in this essay, though not without pathos 
and perhaps some degree of irony may be considered as such by many 
to be offensive – to simplify 9/11, to fail to provide analysis and worse, 
in a poststructuralist sleight of hand, to undermine such an analysis. 
although this criticism of Baudrillard may very well be justified, his essay 
nevertheless points to a tangible dilemma for the reader, namely how to 
relate his / her impressions of the terrorist acts of 9/11 to the problem of 
language and representation in a world which, since the first gulf War, 
records both war and terrorism as media spectacle.

Perhaps it could be contested that conflict situations and war are 
inevitably and universally predisposed to the use of propaganda. at the 
very least it seems clear that this use of propaganda was intensified in the 
twentieth century, starting with the jingoistic discourse in the years prior 
to World War i. nevertheless, the question arises as to what has really 
changed in the discussion of terrorism and its representation in recent 
years. The following volume and, we would suggest, no single volume, 
can answer that question conclusively if what is expected is a singular 
and definitive theoretical explanation of either terror as a phenomenon 
or the critique of terror as a discursive entity. as an interdisciplinary 
volume, our study cannot undertake a comprehensive historical 
account of terror, nor, methodologically, should it wish to. since our 
subject matter is, in keeping with the first two volumes in this series, 
concerned with the mediality of war, its approach must be comparative, 
allowing the individual contributions from their respective disciplinary 
backgrounds to approach the phenomena under observation in each case 

� John R. searle, Speech Acts. An Essay in the Philosophy of Language. Cambridge: univer-
sity Press 1970.

� »l’esprit du terrorisme«.
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from their particular perspective. as such, this interdisciplinary volume 
may hope to contribute to the phenomenology of terror rather than to 
its systematic categorization.

above all, our volume will set out to show some of the histories of and 
discrepancies in the critical, conceptual understanding of terror. There 
will be many absences, many situations of conflict which we have not 
included. in this sense, our study cannot claim universality. But if the 
error of enlightenment historiography had been the claim to universality, 
then the challenge to contemporary cultural theory is to come to terms 
with particularity without succumbing to an overly-detached or indeed 
an overly-involved relativism. The further challenge in attempting this 
will be not to revert altogether to an enlightenment dialectical model. 
editing, and writing – when the subject is the phenomenon of terror – 
proceed from a balancing process between universality and contingency. 
to achieve balance has been a primary objective for this volume. We 
hope, both in the range of questions posed in individual contributions, 
and in their methodological approaches, that this book will have been 
equal to its task.

finally, we would like to thank the national university of ireland for 
funding received towards the publication of this volume.

dublin, may 2008
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