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Who is a Terrorist and Why?

“When an idea is wanting, a word can always be found to take its place” 

                                                                                               Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
After World War Two, when former enemies Germany and Japan were “rehabilitated” into friends and economic miracles, the revulsion for fascism was redirected toward Communism.  Then forty years later when the Berlin Wall fell and the so-called evil empire disintegrated, there was suddenly the need for a new public enemy number one.  

Terrorism seemed to fit the bill.  Now our papers are full of horror stories about the latest terrorist threat:  cyberterrorism, chemical, biological and nuclear weapons,  hijackings, suicide bombings, killing of innocent civilians and so forth.  Analysts, psychologists, and terrorism experts have come out in droves trying to come up with an explanation of the terrorist mentality,  and ways of preventing terrorist attacks.  It’s now a favorite subject in literature, too. Where the theme used to be the West fighting against the evil Russians, spies and counterspies, now the terrorist has assumed the role of the universal enemy, an evil that has to be eradicated.   Some examples of this in literature are  Demons by Dostojevsky, The Good Terrorist by Doris Lessing, and Cannibals and Missionaries by Mary McCarthy, and also in film; for example, “Day of the Jackal”, “Black Sunday”, “The Little Drummer Girl”, and “The Crying Game.”  The public seems to have a desperate need to understand these terrorists, to get inside their brains and dissect them.  What are the characteristics of terrorists?  

Many years back, in the 1980s, the “Wright Institute for Political Psychology” opened up in Berkeley, California, with just such a mission in mind.  One of its psychologists, Dr. Jeanne Knudsen, did over 40 interviews with prisoners convicted of politically motivated crimes, many for acts of terrorism, in an attempt to come up with some categories that seemed to make sense.  She concluded that there were two main ones, the reluctant and the deliberate hostage takers.  The former treated hostages as human beings and repudiated the use of psychological games to intimidate or terrorize the hostages.  Their goal was to bring attention to their cause and nothing else.  The deliberate hostage takers are willing to take human lives to achieve their goals and regard human beings as objects to be used as bargaining tools.  But for both categories, she believed three life experiences were necessary for terrorist behavior:  socialization to shared cultural beliefs, intense psychological needs, and major life disappointments.  

Another psychologist, Dr. Bernard Diamond, a law professor and psychiatrist at UC Berkeley, also spoke with convicted political prisoners accused of terrorist acts and concluded that some of them in fact suffered under an abnormal mental or emotional state that deprived them of freedom of choice, and that they should thus not be found guilty of the crimes for which they were accused.  His argument was that under the law, if there is no intent, there is no crime.  These reasons might be poverty, chaotic living conditions, i.e. in the ghetto, territories under occupation or at war, or other social or environmental factors.   The emotional state, he wrote, could be physiological, emotional, social, or cultural, and this conforms in part to the three categories Dr. Knudsen formed after her interviews.  Brian Jenkins, a terrorism expert with the Rand Corporation, believes that terrorists suffer from “anonymity, deprivation, and a sense of powerlessness” and use violence not only to get attention but to achieve intimacy with powerful figures of society.”  

Other experts disagree completely, saying there is no such thing as a terrorist personality.  Broad and generalized social conditions might cause terrorism to break out more often, they say, but a psychological profile of a model terrorist just isn’t possible.  Every personality is different, as are the context, circumstances, geography, and motives.  

Just recently, the “New York Times” had a long article about suicide bombers. It pointed out that most believe they are evil, homicidal characters who are victims of poverty, ignorance and anarchy.  Even President Bush has said that the U.S. fights poverty because “hope is an answer to terror.”  But study after study shows that the argument that poverty breeds terrorism simply is not true.  The suicide bombers are rarely of poor backgrounds, are not cowardly, apathetic, or asocial.  A poll done by the “Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research” in 2001 showed that Palestinians with 12 or more years of education were actually more likely to support bomb attacks than the illiterate.  And a Princeton study in 2002 showed Hezbollah members were less likely to come from poor homes and more likely to have a high degree of education.
There are thousands, probably tens of thousands of studies like these, because the problem of terrorism has increased year by year and no resolution is in sight.  Conferences are held on the subject, new  measures are undertaken around the world to prevent future attacks, and civil rights are even curtailed in some cases in the name of “security”.   The suspected al Qaeda fighters being held by the U.S. are an example of this.  They are being held incommunicado, have no access to attorneys, and have not been charged with any crimes, all in the name of security.

But it seems to me that one of the main reasons a resolution has not been found is that no definition of terrorism has been found.  Their personalities have been described, their psychological traits, their human weaknesses, their neuroses and even psychoses.  But we have to identify the terrorist first to be able to talk about his personality.  And what’s the definition? It’s essential to find one, but it’s also impossible.

We’ve all heard the phrase “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.”  And I’m sure we all believe that to be true because we all know that a word does not mean the same thing to everybody.  There is simply no fixed definition because every individual has his own position, experience, emotional connection toward what that word represents.   Each individual  viewing the same picture or object would all have a different response to it based on his or her personal connection to it.  The writer and columnist Christopher Hitchens once publicly challenged the director of the Institute on Terrorism to come up with a definition that was not a cliché and the director, Terrell Arnold, couldn’t do it.  That’s because, according to researchers, the experts use 109 different definitions of terrorism.

After Sept. 11, Reuters banned the use of the word “terrorism” to refer to September 11, and CNN discouraged it, since in their view many might disagree with the definition.  The U.S. Justice Department’s anti-terrorism bill defines it, among other things, as “injury to government property” and “computer trespass”.  This could also include, for example, bombing an abortion clinic.  So are the anti-abortion activists who bomb abortion centers terrorists?  And also, there is this crucial question:  Can governments that kill innocent civilians be terrorist or are governments exempt because they are legitimate?  And if so, why should governments be held to a lower standard?  Is state terrorism more acceptable than individual terrorism?  The hundreds of civilians who just died in Iraq are just as dead as the victims of a individual act of terrorism.  Why do some deaths seem less important?  Does the end justify the means?  These are questions that need to be asked when one talks about political philosophies and how they are applied around the world, because the world isn’t as simple as it used to be.  Global communication has changed the way we inform ourselves.  Most of our information is served to us as fact, with little room for discussion or dissent.  Recent coverage of the war in Iraq is a good example.  Coverage varied from country to country depending on the political interests of that particular country.  How can the viewer know what is really going on?  And now, unlike, say, 20 years ago, there is too much information.  People are overwhelmed, and they tune most of it out.  It’s too much to assimilate.  But if we are to be thinking beings and not simply passive receivers of messages, we must always question, challenge, and analyze the official definitions.

I thought it would be interesting to take the cases of two men convicted of terrorism and to see whether we can learn something useful about the use and abuse of politic philosophy in very human terms.

The first case we will consider is that of Nelson Mandela. I’m sure you’ve all heard of Nelson Mandela.  I think the first words that come to people’s minds when they here that name is:  hero, martyr, leader of his nation, role model, saint, and Nobel Peace Prize recipient.  But in 1964, you might not know that he was arrested, tried, and found guilty of 221 acts of sabotage and terrorism; that is, blowing up public and government buildings in his and his organization’s (African National Congress) struggle for the freedom of his nation from the oppression of the white apartheid system in South Africa. And among the targets blown up were over a thousand school buildings. Just a few years ago, during a hearing of South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the governing African National Congress admitted in a 139 page report that it had committed bombings, murders, and torture in its fight against apartheid, sometimes killing innocent civilians. 

Maybe you are thinking Mandela was innocent, that the white apartheid government framed him or manufactured evidence.  This was not the case.  He was guilty, and he admitted it himself in his sentencing statement to the court:  

“I do not deny that I planned sabotage. I did not plan it in a spirit of recklessness, nor because I have any love of violence. I planned it as a result of a calm and sober assessment of the political situation that had arisen after many years of tyranny, exploitation, and oppression of my people by the Whites.

Secondly, we felt that without violence there would be no way for the African people to succeed in their struggle against the principle of white supremacy. All lawful means of expressing opposition had been closed by laws, and we were placed in a position in which we had either to accept a permanent state of inferiority, or to defy the Government. We chose to defy the law. We first broke the law in a way which avoided violence; when this form was legislated against, and then the Government resorted to a show of force to crush opposition to its policies, only then did we decide to answer violence with violence.” 

He then made an important point.  Are there conditions under which the law of the land should be violated?  He argues that, in essence, laws are made by man, man is not made by laws.  We all know that laws change.  What is appropriate for one century or era is not appropriate for the next.  Times change.  Women didn’t always have the right to vote, for example.  Suspected witches used to be burned at the stake.  As we know, slavery used to be legal.  

An interesting example of this is the case of the former East German superspy, Markus Wolf, who was John LeCarre’s model for his famous character, Karla.  I had the opportunity a few years ago of translating one of his articles for a national security journal.  Before German reunification, he was working against West Germany as head of the East German intelligence.  After reunification, he was charged with treason and espionage, though he had simply been following the laws of his then country, East Germany, which ceased to exist when the Berlin Wall fell.  All of a sudden, he was a traitor because the laws had changed and his country had vanished.  About 7,000 others were also indicted at that time for espionage. The charges were finally dropped after seven years of efforts to clear his name. And what about Hitler? He was following the laws of his land, too, but afterwards, those who followed the law were convicted in Nuremberg.  Laws change.  But there appears to be a consensus that universal values and rights exist and do not change over time.

We also shouldn’t forget that Croatia exists today as an independent country because the laws of the former Yugoslavia were violated.  

Mandela believes that under certain conditions, man’s natural laws take precedence over man-made laws.  He stated this also in his speech in court:

"The time comes in the life of any nation when there remain only two choices - submit or fight. That time has now come to South Africa. We shall not submit and we have no choice but to hit back by all means in our power in defense of our people, our future, and our freedom." 

What that meant was breaking the laws of the land in the name of a higher ideal:  the freedom of his oppressed people.  

He pointed out that because the soil of South Africa was “already drenched with the blood of innocent Africans, we felt it our duty to make preparations as a long-term undertaking to use force in order to defend ourselves against force. ..We decided, therefore, in our preparations for the future, to make provision for the possibility of guerrilla warfare.”
Mandela was acting in the interests of what he called African Nationalism, which he said did not mean “Drive the White man into the sea.” The African Nationalism for which the ANC stands, he emphasized, is the concept of “freedom and fulfillment for the African people in their own land.”

He went on to describe what the policy of white supremacy meant to the black majority in South Africa:

“The lack of human dignity experienced by Africans is the direct result of the policy of white supremacy. White supremacy implies black inferiority. Laws designed to preserve white supremacy entrench this notion. Menial tasks in South Africa are invariably performed by Africans. When anything has to be carried or cleaned the white man will look around for an African to do it for him, whether the African is employed by him or not. Because of this sort of attitude, whites tend to regard Africans as a separate breed.” 

It was this type of injustice which made his illegal, some would say terrorist, activities both defensible and necessary.  He closed his statement by saying: 

“During my lifetime I have dedicated myself to this struggle of the African people. I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.” 

Nelson Mandela was given a life sentence.  He entered prison in 1964 and was released in 1990 after serving 27 years.  During his incarceration, he enjoyed support from a wide range of international organizations, governments, and world leaders. The Mandela case was a hot subject of debate at Amnesty International’s meeting in September 1964 because, while the overwhelming sentiment was to continue to support him, one of the rules pertaining to the prisoner of conscience category was that those who used or advocated violence were not eligible. And Nelson Mandela, as you know, admitted during his sabotage trial in 1964 that he believed in violence to achieve his political objectives and for that purpose had been a leader of a campaign of sabotage. So while Amnesty International did not adopt Mandela as a “prisoner of conscience”, it voted to support him anyway.  In his case, they found violence and violation of the law defensible and necessary.  

After his release, Nelson Mandela became the first all-party democratically elected president of South Africa, was awarded the United States Congressional Medal of Honor and, ultimately, the Nobel Peace Prize.  He is respected and received by all the leaders of the world, and it is virtually impossible to find statements by any of them which refer to Mandela as a former terrorist or criminal.  In fact, just the opposite.  

When President Clinton awarded Mandela the Medal of Honor in 1998, he said that “no medal, no award, no fortune, nothing we could give him could possibly compare to the gift he has given to us and to the world.” Later Clinton said that people should not think “about the terrible unjust sacrifice of his 27 years in prison, but about what Mandela’s done with the years since he got out of prison; in some ways, that is more remarkable.”

Mandela was again invited to the White House in 2001, one of his many visits there, and this time President Bush greeted him, saying “It's been my honor to welcome a man whose name symbolizes freedom and courage to the Oval Office.”

To his credit, Nelson Mandela is aware of the hypocrisy of the world and often comments on it.  In a CNN Larry King interview several years ago, King first introduced him by saying “it is our special honor tonight to have as our guest President Nelson Mandela, the former president of South Africa, the 1993 Nobel Prize winner, who spent 26 years of his life in a prison because he wanted freedom. Not only did he get freedom, he got to be the president of his country.”

King asked Mandela “You were a revolutionary. Were you a terrorist? Did you ever commit acts of aggression, violence?

Mandela answered:   “Well, terrorism depends on who wins… I was called a terrorist yesterday, but when I came out of jail, many people embraced me, including my enemies, and that is what I normally tell other people who say those who are struggling for liberation in their country are terrorists. I tell them that I was also a terrorist yesterday, but, today, I am admired by the very people who said I was one.”

Now I’m going to use the opportunity to compare Mandela’s case with that of another prisoner from a different country, who just began his 27th year in prison, because I think when you compare the two cases, you will all gain an important insight into the way the world operates, especially on the political plane, and it is my hope that this might help you to better analyze how political perceptions are formed and influenced in today’s world of global communication.

The second case is similar in virtually all respects to that of Nelson Mandela.  In 1976, a man from another country commits what to some is a terrorist act, in order to protest the oppression and injustices his nation is enduring.  He hijacks a plane to force the world’s major media to print leaflets detailing the human rights abuses his people, the Croatians, were enduring in the former Yugoslavia.  This is the only demand:  that the truth be printed.  An accidental death results from this action, which is attributed to police negligence by the officer’s widow.  He is ultimately given a life sentence with a right to parole after ten years, which was in 1986.  Like Mandela, he comes to the decision to violate the law after all legal means have failed to bring results.  His name is Zvonko Busic.  He happens to be my husband, and he is currently serving his 27th year in prison.  

Like Mandela, he also admitted his guilt in his sentencing statement to the court, saying that “it is a fact and I never denied it, that I personally took over control of an American airplane..and diverted it eventually to Paris, France….when I began to organize the plan, I knew it was an illegal, radical act which I undertook sadly, conscious that I had no more suitable means of telling the world about the tragic and denigrating truth about our conquered and occupied homeland…my nation was being eliminated, wiped out! How could I be indifferent to that?” he asked. 

Like Mandela, he realized that all other legal attempts had failed and that it was time to make a choice:  to remain passive or to bring his people’s situation to the attention of the world. Like Mandela, he spoke about the injustices against the Croatians within former Yugoslavia: “the intentions of the ruling clique were to occupy, exploit, and rule Croatia, by terror and force to eradicate the Croatian culture, language, literature, traditions, and customs.. How could I be indifferent to that?” he asked.

And like Mandela, he was prepared to die for his ideals.  “I have never been afraid of death”, he said.. “I always felt deeply that without freedom and human dignity, one might just as well be dead.”  And he agreed with the well-known phrase that “no crime committed in the name of freedom can be as great as crimes committed by those who denied his freedom.”

It was interesting for me to compare the sentencing statements of these two men, because they were almost identical.  Mandela could have been speaking about the Croatian peoples’ goals, sufferings, and oppression, and Zvonko could have been talking about South Africa and the blacks’ struggle for independence.  But here the similarities end.

While Mandela is feted by most of the world and its leaders as a hero, statesman, and martyr, the reaction of most to Zvonko Busic has been negative - except of course for a large number of Croatians and others sympathetic to the Croatian struggle for independence.  No world leaders or international organizations have come to his defense.  How can this be?  You will recall that former President Clinton expressed sorrow at the “terrible unjust sacrifice” of 27 years in prison that Mandela experienced.  Why was it unjust?  We’ve heard what he was convicted of and what he confessed to.  Hundreds of bombings and acts of sabotage.  Hundreds of civilians died at the hands of his organization.

When the Croatian government appealed several years ago to President Clinton to pardon or transfer Zvonko Busic, President Clinton denied the request, saying that “the transfer of Mr. Busic would send the wrong message to far too many people throughout the world who use violence in support of ideological goals” and emphasize the “ongoing need to deter and combat terrorist activity.” 

Why is Zvonko Busic a terrorist and criminal in Clinton’s eyes, and Nelson Mandela a hero, role model, and statesman who was “unjustly” imprisoned?  It is interesting to note that just a few years later, President Clinton pardoned a group of Puerto Ricans who had been convicted of hundreds of bombings that had resulted in the deaths of six innocent people.  It might be just a coincidence that his wife Hilary was running for the New York Senate at that time and that there are more Puerto Ricans living in New York than in the capital city of Puerto Rico.  But I doubt it.  And Hilary won the campaign.  

Now I am not here to plead for my husband, but I thought a comparison of these two cases would be thought provoking, because as I’ve said, we are all being asked to accept definitions in this fight against terrorism which might be nothing more than an expression of temporary political interests.  And we as thinkers and intellectuals must learn to recognize the ways in which definitions  - words - can be manipulated to gain support for a cause, a war effort, a political philosophy.  

Why was Mandela’s struggle supported and accepted?  Was it because the civil rights movement was at its peak in the 1960s, when he was imprisoned?  Was it political correctness?  Was Zvonko Busic’s act unacceptable because at that time, Tito was judged to be an opponent of Stalinism, and thus an ally to the West?  Was it simply a question of geopolitics?   Is it acceptable to be an African nationalist but not a Croatian nationalist?  Is everything relative, dependent upon the “Zeitgeist”, or spirit of the times?  Or is it a matter of power and interests: who has the most power is able to achieve his interests?

I’ve been reading Albert Camus’ book, “Resistance, Rebellion, and Death” recently and he has said so many wise things, but one passage I agree very much with is this:  “if absolute truth belongs to anyone in this world, it does not belong to the man or party that claims to possess it.  When historical truth is involved, the more anyone claims to possess it, the more he lies…”
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