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Understanding and Dealing with “Discursive Terrorism”

Abstract. Social and political discourse is increasingly and disturbingly, dominated by dismissive and
aggressive arguments that exclude the option of genuine dialog and the maintenance of a public sphere. This
paper, based on years of empirical study, posits and explores a concept, “Discursive Terrorism” as a verbal
parallel to the physical destruction of property and human beings. It has seven bases: naming a disastrous
and likely outcome; linking that outcome to a specific group; treating that group as an immutable entity;
describing the motivations of the group as solely destructive; reducing the number of possible responses;
demanding action to end the threat; naming counteractions as purely defensive; and using simplistic,
totalizing labels and actions. The appeal of this approach is that it offers reassuring certainty; it rejects
relativism; it equates its subjectivity as objective; it rejects any contradictory information as subjective; it
mobilizes followers by belittling the Other while aggrandizing itself; it moves attention to external factors,
to discourage reflexivity; it frames messages emotionally, reducing options to defense for survival; it “wins”
arguments by reducing discursive complexity and keeping its own agenda control. The results of D.T. are
radical reduction of listening, both of opponents and within members; discussion is turned into an exchange
of black-and-white assertions; belief in reasoned argument is reduced by apparent D.T. success; most actions
that demand cooperation are blocked; short-term views are privileged over long-term planning. Responses to
D.T. include use of facts to reduce labels; abandoning some conversational courtesies; increasing confidence
within opponents; pointing out silly positions; claiming discursive dominance over the agenda.

Keywords: “Discursive Terrorism”, contradictory information, aggressive arguments, external factors ,conversational

courtesies.

The world has become suffused by information
and opinion, changed by globalization’s mixture of
culture and tradition, and arranged easier access to
knowledge in one minute than previous generations
have had in a lifetime. Given these developments,
one might imagine and hope that not only tolerance
but celebration of diversity would increase.

Unfortunately, the opposite has been the case.
Parallel with the growth of political terrorism, and as
amuch larger phenomenon, groups of “discursive ter-
rorists” have increasingly learned to dominate public
discourse and strangle constructive debate. Policy is
now often held hostage to irrational anger, based on
fear. Communication is increasingly the domain of
those who use discourse as a weapon. Considering
the obvious destructive impact on political interaction
and action of this communication phenomenon, [ ar-
gue that the world’s community of societies faces no
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greater challenge nor need than comprehending and
coping with discursive terrorism.

What is Discursive Terrorism and how does it
work? Discursive Terrorism comprehensively char-
acterizes and rejects a group or culture identified
as the Other, then extends this rejection to physical
spheres, through aggressive Speech Acts, legislative
attacks, and bombings. Like its physical analog, it
uses fear and threats to gain power of an ideology
by mobilizing members and neutralizing, intimidat-
ing, and confusing opponents. Despite many clear
contrasts between physical and discursive terrorism,
they share a fundamental perspective: that destroy-
ing is easier than creating, and that attacking can
place the burden on a hated group to spend resources
in defense while making the attacker feel powerful,
apparently to dispel underlying senses of powerless-
ness and angst.
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The breakdown of the Soviet Union, for ex-
ample, led to the emergence of hyper — nationalist
groups that polarized not only opinion but debate
and action, encouraging a schism that was taking
advantage of by those with economic, not ideologi-
cal, agendas. Of course, this social phenomenon did
not arrive de novo, but reflected long-held Russian
traditions of ideology — based elites.

Strangely and ironically, leading this disturb-
ing evolution is the nation — the United States — that
considers itself one of the founders and bastions of
the democratic “Public Sphere.” Politics in the U.S.
has recently devolved, discursively speaking, into
the equivalent of a permanent barroom brawl. Giv-
en its reduced but continuing political, cultural and
economic dominance, America’s problems become
the world’s problems.

This paper will define and propose a concep-
tual framework for analyzing and, perhaps, dealing
with, Discursive Terrorism. This work is based on
years of empirical research into “divisive discourse”
in the US, beginning with racist groups such as the
Ku Klux Klan and “Operation Rescue”, which mili-
tantly opposes abortions. In turn, my analytical con-
struct was informed

Overview of Discursive Terrorism (D.T.): Af-
ter conducting research into “rejectionism”-- which
characterizes the shift from explaining and defend-
ing a positive position to attaching a negative posi-
tion to the position of the Other — I adopted the term
“divisive discourse” to apply this general concept to
media characterization of positions in my analysis
of two of the most ideological news services in the
U.S. However, a new term was needed to address
the radical blend of political aggression with identi-
fication and rejection of an Other.

This paper will outline the nature, appeal, and
results of Discursive Terrorism,

then suggest responses that appear functional in
minimizing its effects.

1. The Nature of Discursive Terrorism

Based on data analysis, I have identified seven
underlying bases of D.T.

First, D.T. posits and inflames fear of a disas-
trous outcome described vividly as inevitable with-
out active intervention (designed to spark an emo-
tional, totalizing response);

second, it identifies and unitizes a rejected group
(which it unconditionally rejects);

third, it treats the Other as a permanent en-
tity, with destructive motivations and incapable of

change and with actions that are automatically unac-
ceptable;

fourth, it blocks dialogical options by asserting
the total danger of the Other, to justify its radical-
ly-limited menu of attitudinal options for ingroup
members;

fifth, it links attitude to action, demanding a
physical response while drastically reducing the
range of possible and acceptable options;

sixth, actions are always described as defense:
the Other is always the powerful aggressor while the
D.T. group is always the victim/underdog, forced to
respond in the name of weakly-defined but heavily-
labeled principles;

seventh, D.T. (like its physical relative) depends
on “bumper-sticker” slogans and labels, which are
easy to communicate and understand. The down-
ward spiral of attention span strengthens D.T. by
making audiences impatient with facts, complex
analyses and arguments, etc.

The worldview of the discursive terrorist is
therefore reduced to an overwhelming threat, which
demands automatic and unquestioning perceptions
of, and reactions to, that threat. Ideology shapes
perception, which shapes communication, which
shapes action. It is no accident that this package of
attitudes and actions closely resembles a religious
position, like historical struggles between muslims
and hindus in India, and protestants and catholics
in Northern Ireland. Discursive terror depends on
absolutist beliefs. Certainly, the U.S. version of
this phenomenon clearly feeds on religious beliefs
or quasi-religious ideology by the “True Believer”
(Hofter).

2. The Appeal of discursive terrorism:

Although it is impossible to directly observe and
analyze the emotional and motivational infrastruc-
ture that attracts people to any perspective, it is pos-
sible to infer underlying psychological patterns from
careful examination of data. The clear meta-pattern
is fear of an overwhelming world, which D.T. trans-
forms from “flight” to “fight.” Very recent research
into the intellectual capacity of people attracted to
evangelical political movements clearly confirms
this intuition. Simply, D.T. works as “psychic self-
defense” by giving automatic confidence, which is
not only personally satisfying but rhetorically pow-
erful. The following list outlines the eight central
appeals of this form of thinking and discourse.

First, it offers its followers certainty since it re-
duces every situation — however complex — to the
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simplest possible black-and-white dichotomy, epito-
mized by the statement by President Bush “You’re
either with us or against us.”;

D.T. rejects relativism, in favor of an absolutist
position which is not open to question, challenge,
or even adaptation. D.T. groups refer to religious,
natural, or unchallengeable authority as moral im-
perative;

it equates subjective positions with and objective
clains — in effect, saying that the external world does
and must exactly conform to the group ideology;

it solidifies its worldview by rejecting any con-
tradictary information, dismissing it as subjectivism;

it offers near-total power by designing every
statement to belittle or reduce the enormous but im-
moral power of the Other, or to increase and confirm
the power of the group;

it focuses attention outside of its users, since the
problem is always, only and completely caused by
the evil intentions of the Other, removes the need to
elaborate, face, or justify one’s own position;

it frames its slogans emotionally — which attracts
the attention of members and silence opponents us-
ing arguments that are almost totally emotional;

it is constantly on the attack, and therefore
“wins” its case if an opponent allows the dialog to
become terroristic on both sides (by creating a dis-
course style that fits their goals), but also wins when
opponents try to follow traditional norms of “civi-
lized discourse” which is easier to disrupt.

My analysis suggests that much of the appeal of
Discursive Terrorism lies in fear of uncertainty and
therefore of inefficacy. Some people who feel dis-
comfort at their own weaknesses simply adopt the
attributes of aggressive confidence. D.T.’s answer to
a world of swirling, endless, ambiguous meanings
(both information and interpretations) is aggressive
simplification. Its goal is to reduce the physical
world to a reflection of the members’ internal world,
in which anxiety can be combated with simple, eter-
nal, actionable truths.

3. Results of Discursive Terrorism

D.T. leads to a number of effects, many very
profound. These are not only discursive but also
social, political, economic and military. The super-
simplification of an increasingly complex world
prevents the capacity to understand and therefore to
even attempt to effectively deal with the world. Fear
is the central characteristic of D.T., and the natural
human response to fear is to shut down analysis,
circumspection, empathy and reflection, and to give
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power to those who most simply and loudly claim
the ability to dispel that fear. Below is six logical
and evidentiary consequences of D.T.

D.T. prevents group members from listening
to anyone, since the motivations and means of the
Other are always and fully unacceptable. Reading
the responses to statements and arguments of those
rejected, it is very clear that these are based not on
what was stated or argued but on imagined and in-
ternalized positions that are similarly simplistic;

D.T. effectively prevents its own group members
from listening to themselves; since a central purpose
of D.T. is to eliminate self-doubt (a hypothesis based
on analysis of D.T. statements), the easiest way to
achieve this is to simply take all of your positions as
an axiom, beyond question;

D.T. shuts out reasoned response, and encour-
ages similarly-manichaean reactions, resulting in a
Social Sphere that is a ping-pong spiral of mutual,
enacted rejection and essentialization. D.T. is usual-
ly carried out at high decibel levels and with strident
tones, which drown out other forms of discourse--
especially any that demand consistency and rational
thought;

given D.T.’s aversion to offer rational argument,
societal belief in rational argument itself becomes
devalued. This has the secondary effect of making
people feel the futility of offering integrative, practi-
cal arguments and information when these will only
be answered with simplistic distortions;

any actions that normally require debate, com-
promise, collaboration, and coordination are simply
short-circuited when communication becomes little
more than a shouting match. This is very clear in
the contemporary U.S., where government functions
are almost totally paralyzed by rejectionism. Very
few laws are passed now, except those that can be
rammed through by one side;

D.T. reinforces the drive to gain short-term
power, whatever the long-term costs. Although it
has the ultimate goal of maximum control, this is
accomplished in one brief exchange after another,
each designed to score a singly rhetorical point, and
without clear strategic goals except for control over
the discursive landscape.

4. Responses to Discursive Terrorism

Many current conversations are rendered futile
and frustrating because one participant uses facts
and arguments while the other uses simplistic emo-
tive slogans. Again, based on my analysis of dialogs
in which at least one member uses D.T., it is possi-
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ble to counteract its impact to a considerable extent,
such as the following five tactics.

First, since D.T. needs to simplify the world, us-
ing a small storm of facts and complex explanations
can overwhelm the D.T. debater. Facts are anathema
to D.T. groups, who have learned to be lazy about
factual supporting because they usually keep control
with emotive labels. In conjunction with the previ-
ous suggestion, fact-supported points need to be
raised and emphasized;

the success D.T. depends on opponents fol-
lowing dialogical courtesy — those who believe in
dialog imagine that, repeated often enough, cour-
tesy will lead to respect. However, analysis of D.T.
shows clearly that courtesy is treated as a welcome
weakness and thus as a way to win the impression
of an argument, whatever the “objective” factual
results;

confidence is a major part of the D.T. armory. To
counteract this certainty, opponents must decide on
core beliefs that are not open to challenge, and build
an argument around these, expressed in simple,
clear, confident statements such as “You are simply
and totally wrong.” Defensiveness and apologetic
statements are seen as surrender;

users of D.T. are eager to be taken seriously, part
of which is the need to be attacked to fuel the ironic
combination of victimhood and importance. Point-
ing out silliness with open ridicule is bad manners
but good rhetorical strategy;

D.T. users depend on maintaining the initiative
and controlling the agenda and topic; their oppo-
nents need to remove this by deciding what is im-
portant or effective to talk about, and quickly shift-
ing the topic to one they want to make.

5. Conclusion: This paper quickly summarizes
the very complex communico-social dynamics of
Discourse Terrorism, which has apparently not
been attempted by any previous author. It might not
overstate the importance of this issue to say that the
viability of western civilization depends on under-
standing and dealing with Discourse Terrorism’s

dysfunctional and negative but amazingly effective
approach to public communication.
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Kynep /lxxon
«JInCKypCHBTI JIAHKECTIK» aHBIKTAMACHI KIHE OHBI MEHIepy

OJIeYMETTIK JKoHE Casich SHTIMeNecy TaOWFH JAMaJIoT IeH KOFaMIbl KoJJay MYMKIHAITiH JKOATBIH KOpJay JKoHe OacKBbIHIIBUIBIK
JIoTIeNiepiHiH Ko0elo jKoHe KOPKBIHBIIITH dcepiHe yibipaiasl. Ockl Makaiatars! «/IMCKypCHBTI JIAHKECTIK» YFBIMBI MYJIKTI jKOHE
ajlamJap/Isl Karap KO PeTiHAe aHBIKTalabl JKoHe 3eprTesesi. JMCKypCHBTI JIaHKECTIK HOTIDKECIH/Ie KapchulacTapMeH Karap, Oip-
OipiH ecTy KaOuIeTi Heri3mi TypAe TOMEHICHi; TalKbplIady jKail FaHa »kas30allla pacTamajiapMeH ajiMacyFa allHalaJibl; JUCKYPCHUBTI
JIAHKECTIKTIH KOPHEKI JKETICTIrl OpBIHJBI JQJIeNIepre CEHyIiH a3aroblHa aiblll KeleJ(i; BIHTBIMAKTACTHIKTHI Tajall eTeTIH KONTereH
SpeKeTTep IEeKTeJIe]Ii; yaKbITIIa WIIAHIBIPY MiKipIepi y3aKk Mep3iMi )kocnapiap/s 0ackin Tycel. JJMcKypCHBTi JIaHKECTIKKE KapChl TYPY
HIapanapsl KyJIakiia Karasaapabl oo (GakTijiepiH KoJIJaHy/Ibl, COHIecy ITHKETIHIH KeWbip epexenepineH 0ac TapTyabl, Kapcbulactapra
CCHIMJILTIKTI apTTHIPY/IbI, aKbUICHI3 KO3KapacTapra Ha3ap ayAapyabl, KYH TIpTiOiHe IMCKYypPCHBTIK acep €Ty TalalTapblH Kypaumbl.

Tyitin co30ep: TYpaKkch3 TEPPOPU3M, KapaMa-KaiIIbl aKIapaT, arpecCUBTI apryMeHTTep, CHIPTKbI (hakTopiap, ANaIOITIK IITHIIAT
HIapanapsl.

Kynep [l>xon
Omnpenesienne U n3yuenue «IMCKypcCHBHOIO TePPOPU3MaY

ConuasnbHBIi U MOIUTHIECKUH JAUCKYpC MOMAAIOT MOJ[ PacTyIlee BIHSHHE NPEHEOPEIKUTEIBHBIX U arpeCCHBHBIX apryMEHTOB,
KOTOPBIE HCKITIOYAIOT BO3MO)KHOCTB €CTECTBEHHOTO JIMAJIOTa M TOAJICPIKKH 00IIeCTBEHHOCTH. B TaHHOI cTaThe HOHSATHE «IMCKYPCUBHOTO
TEppOpH3May» ONpeJeIIeTCS U NCCIIeRyeTCs Kak OyKBaIbHO HapajuieabHoe (GU3HIECKOMY YHHUTOKEHUIO COOCTBEHHOCTH H Jrofiei. B
pe3ysbTaTe AMCKYPCHBHOTO TEPPOPU3MA ITPOUCXOJIHUT PaJIMKAIBHOE CHIDKEHHE CITIOCOOHOCTH CIIBIIIATE HE TOJIBKO ONITOHEHTOB, HO M JPYT
npyra; o0Cy’K/IeHHe IPEBPAIACTCs B TPOCTOI OOMEH IMMCHMEHHBIMU YTBEP)KICHHSIMHE; OUCBHIHBIN yCIEX IMCKYpPCHBHOTO TEPPOpHU3Ma
NPUBOJUT K YMEHBIICHHIO JIOBEpHs K BECKOMY apryMeHTy; OJIOKMpyeTcst OONBIIMHCTBO JEHCTBUM, TPEOYIOIIUX COTPYIHHYECTBA;
BpPEMEHHbIE YOeXKICHHs IpeodialafoT Hajl AOJITOCPOYHBIM IUIAHUPOBAaHHEM. Mepbl IPOTHBOICHCTBHS TUCKYPCHUBHOMY TEpPOPU3MY
BKJIIOYAIOT HCIOJIb30BaHUE (DAKTOB VISl MCKIIIOYCHHS SIPJIBIKOB; OTKAa3 OT HEKOTOPBHIX IMPaBHJI PAa3rOBOPHOIO ITHKETA; MOBBIIICHHE
JIOBepHsI K ONIOHEHTaM; aKIEHTHPOBAHWE BHMMAHHS Ha HEPa3yMHBIX TOYKAX 3PEHHs; TPeOOBaHHME JNCKYpCHBHOTO BIMSHHUS Ha
MIOBECTKY JHS.

Kniouesvle cnosa: HerocCnenOBaTEIbHBI TEPPOPH3M, NPOTHBOpedamas WHQOpPMAIMs, arpecCUBHBIC apryMEHTHI, BHEIIHHE
(haxTOpBI, IMATIOTOBBIC 3HAKY BHUMAHUSL.
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