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Back to the Future: The Historian and the Threat Horizon
Tim Wilson
Introduction
I hope that you will bear with me if I open with some general reflections on what the

historian might have to offer a gathering like this one which is so resolutely, and appropriately,
forward-facing. I am well aware that I am not entirely alone here. Bruce Hoffman, Richard

English (and doubtless others here, too) have written with great distinction on the deep past of
terrorism. If I may be forgiven an Apocalypse Now reference they, too, know the smell of archive
dust in the morning.

But still it remains true, I think, that if much of the ‘horizon scanning’ in terrorism

studies is resolutely focused on the one ahead. Horizons that lie behind us are the ones most
rarely, or lightly, scanned. I wish tentatively to suggest that the occasional over-the-shoulder
glance may have its own heuristic value.

And it is here that the disarming simplicity of this panel’s title—What Next?—leaves me

a little vulnerable. Historians tend often to be a little allergic to any serious consideration of the

question of what is going to come next. Their stock answer to this enquiry tends to be a rather
glib: ‘the future? That’s not my period’.

And yet the historian can hardly get away so easily from the future, if only because—very

obviously and banally—there is no clear dividing line between past, present, and future. What I
am about to say belongs to the future. [Pause]. And now it is in the past, albeit the very recent
past. Somewhere in between is a flickering cursor-point that we call the present, but it is hard to
pin it down.

The deeper implication here, of course, is that any sensible attempt at prediction is likely

to be rooted in some consideration—however sketchy, or intuitive—of the likely forward
momentum of past tendencies.

So, when just about 12 months ago in early 2016, Craig Hamilton-Parker—whom I have

it on good authority is Britain’s best loved popular psychic—predicted both the result of Brexit

referendum and Trump’s win in the US presidential election, I was perhaps less impressed than I
should have been. The skeptic in me takes it that, along with a healthy dose of gambler’s luck,

his predictions were most probably rooted in at least some consideration of past and present
political realities. Whichever way he jumped on Brexit, he always had a 50% chance of calling it
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right. And the rise of nativism and populism generally has been the Big Story of late in Western
democracies.

Just as an aside, you may (or may not) be interested to know that his terrorism-related

predictions for 2017 include:
•
•

A toxic OR biological attack on a school in Europe

A kidnap attempt on the Pope at the Vatican (intriguingly specific, you might
think)

And in a spirit of full disclosure, we might also note that Craig Hamilton Parker also

included in his prognosis for 2016 a couple of ‘turkeys’ such as:
•
•

A coup in China

A major earthquake in the Himalayas

Still, let us be kind. Let us not call them ‘turkeys’. With all due homage to recent shifts in

semantic fashion let’s call them ‘alternative predictions’. Nonetheless, the foundational point
remains. Hamilton Parker’s record of calling the future right is a rather mixed one.

It is easy to mock. That is the fun part. The harder question, though, is to ask: can

professional historians do qualitatively better? Can they offer, if not more certainty, a better or

more thought-provoking grade of ignorance? Are they really any better at futurology than the
psychics?

And here, I must confess, I stand before you in a spirit of some humility since, like so

many others in the commentariat, I, too, had fully expected to be addressing the challenges faced
in her first week of office by Madame President Clinton. I was wrong. But I should not have

been so surprised. If nothing else, professional historians should know better than most that
history is a pitching machine that mostly delivers curve balls.
The Trump Administration: Future Challenges
So in that spirit of humility, I have attempted to take Bruce’s admirably clear conference

title—’what does the incoming US administration need to know about terrorism/counter-

terrorism?’—and treat it as a sort of exam question. More particularly, I have tried to focus on
‘what does this incoming US administration need to know about terrorism?’ Or rather,
‘terrorisms’, in its plural form.

And here it seemed that one could do worse than start with international groups or

movements that don’t seem to like Donald Trump very much and try to explore, in the light of
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long-term historical experience, how great a ‘terroristic’ headache they might pose to his

Administration. Without trekking too far into the barren wastes of arid definitionalism that
stretch all around the question of ‘what is terrorism?’ I am thinking here largely of the usual bag
of tricks: bombs, shootings, hijackings, and destruction of property, et cetera. And I’ll attempt to
work through an escalating typology from less threatening to more threatening.
Feminist Terrorism
I was intrigued here by Newt Gringich’s recent ruminations that he descried an ‘emerging

left-wing fascism’. And I was even more intrigued by Madonna’s startling confession that she

had been thinking ‘an awful lot’ about blowing up the White House—a statement that suggests
that she has not moved on very far from her 2015 Borrowed Time album. Then she pondered

(with notable indecision) the question, ‘Do we need to build a bomb?’ She still seems stuck at
that point.

Given the hostility that Trump has inspired amongst feminists (both male and female), is

there any chance of this wave of protest assuming violent form? And if so, what form? What, in
short, do we know about the phenomenon of feminist terrorism historically?
A couple of points are worth making here:
•

To rip off a Richard English point, the relative absence of a specifically feminist

terrorism is powerful evidence of the lack of a clear causational link between
objective evidence of oppression, and political violence designed to oppose it. By

any detached assessment across much of human history, women have clearly had a
far lousier social deal than men; and yet, it has led to relatively little feminist
violence.
•

The perhaps most obvious restraining force here is that while class or ethnic
relations may in many contexts become sharply polarized, men and women still

tend to have intimate relations—and however unsatisfactory in quality these may

or may not be, they seem to act as a sharp break towards consistent violent
escalation.

But, that is not to say there is no potential for the emergence of violence spearheaded

largely, or overwhelmingly, by women in the service of feminist goals, broadly defined. Two
examples spring readily to mind:
•

The British Suffragette Movement that in 1913-1914 caused over a £1 million of

property damage largely through arson and bombing (including the marine
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laboratory of the University of St Andrews). This campaign probably took 2 lives
in a fire at a naval dockyard and came close to taking the life of the Prime
Minister. So it was exciting enough while it lasted.
•

The Rota Zora movement in 1980s West Germany, a breakaway splinter group of

the Revolutionary Cells movement, kidnapped and humiliated pornographers as
well as firebombing clothing shops that they alleged depended on supply chains
stretching back to exploited female workers in Bangladesh.

So, in both of these cases, a militant feminist movement that turned to violence did not

go much beyond property damage. My best guess, in summary, is that there is some danger of a

violent feminist backlash to Trump, but it is probably containable. At least internationally,
feminist animus is focused very tightly on the person and persona of Donald Trump himself:
how far this might feed into the highly complex US politics of abortion and reproductive rights,

I am not qualified to speculate. But this is probably not going to be the administration’s premier
terrorism headache.
Ecoterrorism
Al Gore has predicted that the early months of a Trump Presidency will be greeted with

a massive upsurge of environmental activism. Rightly or wrongly, the perception among liberal

opinion in the rest of the Western World is that one quarter of the US electorate has delivered a
plutocratic administration dedicated to an enthusiastic looting of the planet’s resources; and a
general mortgaging of the long-term future.

What, then, of the violent potential of militant environmentalists: or so-called

ecoterrorism? Like the once-fashionable weapons of mass destruction scare, it is rather striking
how little attention this phenomenon has received of late:
•

Alex Schmid’s seminal 2011 Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Studies ignores it
almost entirely: it is never properly discussed within its 718 pages.

•

Even an impressionistic Internet trawl of media sources suggests a flurry of FBI
concern around about 2008; and very little since.

This seems to correlate, more or less, with the duration of the Obama presidencies. And

yet, Trump’s ‘Contract with the American Voter’ from October of last year makes clear that he

wishes to tilt government priorities radically towards infrastructure improvement and job
creation rather than environmental protection.
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I think there is a good chance that massive protest is coming; and some of it may be

violent. Given that the animus here is more widely focused on a broad raft of government
initiatives and not so narrowly spotlighted on the person of Trump, I think the potential for

disruption is considerable. On past precedent, it is perhaps likely to remain primarily focused on
property destruction—but perhaps not entirely. I do not predict a sort of ‘Unabomber II’ with

any confidence. But likewise, I would say I think it not absolutely beyond the realm of the
possible.

Islamist Terrorism
All of which brings me onto what is rightly the main theme of this conference; what

Donald Trump has termed the threat of ‘radical Islamic terrorism’. As has already been heard,
there are many scholars far better qualified than I am to speak on what forms this threat—or

perhaps, more accurately, these threats—may take and what the US government should do about
them. Indeed, I have no insider knowledge here at all. I am only responding to Trump’s public

statements; in particular, his declared intention at his inauguration to eradicate ‘radical Islamic
terrorism’ from the face of the earth.

And I was struck here, on January 20th, 2017, by how very much this sort of commitment

to total victory sounded like something out of the 20th century: out of the Age of Extremes, as

the ‘Short Twentieth Century’ from the World Wars to the end of the Cold War has been
called. It seemed (to me) to belong more to another time. It sounded broadly like President
Roosevelt’s commitment to the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany; or President Reagan’s
anti-Soviet rhetoric of Evil Empires. And, as many others have pointed out, it raises expectations
of success that—to put it mildly—may be hard to fulfill.

But I was also struck by this largely because in general I tend to be struck by the

differences between the Global War on Terror on the one hand and these 20th century conflicts on

the other; and not the similarities. Indeed, as Bruce Hoffman writes, the War on Terror is all

about trying to oppose the ‘non-traditional ‘ challenges to US national security and foreign policy
imperatives posed by elusive and deadly irregular adversaries’ [my emphasis].

Here there does seem to be an apparent inherent tension between an ‘America First’

policy and the reality that a global threat will need to be countered with a global network of
alliances. However irritating and unsatisfactory alliance partners may be, it seems hard to think

that ‘America First’ could work as a global counterterrorism strategy, whatever it might mean in
trade, or other areas. Perhaps Trump can help square that circle by—not unreasonably—leaning
on NATO members to dig a bit deeper and pay what they are meant to.
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But I do wonder whether some of the challenges, at least seen in a longer-term

perspective, are deeper. As a 20th century historian, I am struck by the different trajectories over
the past 70 years in social and cultural development on both sides of the Atlantic. Michael

Mann, the sociologist, makes an argument that warfare and welfare often go together: welfare

regimes are often built by governments as a sort of reward to populations for past sacrifices in
wartime. That has certainly been the Western European experience. The contrast here is
between home fronts in the Second World War. The entire death toll of civilians in the United

States was, I think, six people, unlucky enough to be blown up by a Japanese firebomb. So
welfare provision was geared largely to those who had made the greatest sacrifices—the military.

And in that sense the American military can be seen to offer parallel welfare roles to what is,
rightly or wrongly, more widely available in Western Europe.

But with all that goes a very significant, still resonant, effect of the Vietnam era, of the

1968 protests, where there was arguably a profound demilitarization of Western societies. I think
that tendency went much further in Western Europe. I do not think that is a bad thing. I would

much rather live in the Europe of 2017 than the Europe of 1917, for obvious reasons. But it does
come at a price. That price—as Trump has said—is that many Western European societies have
really taken their eye off the ball when it comes to planning an active defense posture.

And, for all that I have hinted at the differences between the Global War on Terror and

the earlier grand struggles of the 20th century, there remains one major point of convergence, too.
That is: there is a profoundly moral dimension to this struggle.

In his classic 1996 account of Allied victory in the Second World War, appropriately

titled Why the Allies Won, the British historian Richard Overy took issue with the common view

that Allied triumph was a simple triumph of the sheer weight of material resources. These

mattered, certainly. But, disturbingly, Overy argues that the outcome of the war remained far
more open and undecided for far longer than is often acknowledged. Forces with inferior
performance often outperformed opponents who were better resourced but worse led and with

indifferent morale. Above all, Overy’s argument that the ethical dimension to the war mattered is
worth quoting at length. He writes:

“There is a striking moral contrast here. Whatever the rights or wrongs of the
case, the Allies were successful in winning the moral high ground throughout the
war. There are clear advantages in moral certainty and moral superiority. The
Allied populations fought what they saw as a just war against aggression. They
were able to appeal to neutral states to collaborate in a good cause; enthusiasm for
war was straightforward; much was justified in the name of a higher ideal, such as
the bombing, which provoked a real heart-searching only after the conflict was
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over. It was impossibly difficult on the other hand, for the aggressor states to
slough off their merited reputation for oppression and violation, although Axis
leaders saw their own cause as just in their terms. In every theatre of war the
language of liberation and resistance was directed against the Axis…The war was
never, in reality, a simple war of good against evil, of civilisation against Dark
Age, but the Allies’ ability to make it seem so simplified their war aims and
cemented a domestic and international consensus in their favour.”
We can find older examples as well. It has been argued that one of the absolutely key

contributions that American forces made to Allied victory on the Western Front in 1917-18 was

their reputation for taking prisoners and treating them with at least minimal decency. Careful

analysis of the German collapse in late 1918 has shown the key dynamics of sharply accelerating
surrender rates to those Allied forces—definitely not the Australians!—who had the reputation
for not machine-gunning prisoners when they put their hands up.

By contrast, just how many al-Qa’ida militants were persuaded to lay down their arms by

those keen amateur photographers, Private Lynndie England and Sergeant Charles Graner?

Surely, one could make a plausible argument that they have been the best recruiting sergeants
that AQ ever had. And this is not meant as a cheap shot of anti-Americanism, I hasten to add:

the British Army, too, had its own skeletons hidden away down in the Basra cupboard. The basic
point is simply that a commitment to safeguarding human rights is not just the right, but also the

wise, thing to do. Self-interest recommends it: not least because moral disasters have an
unfortunate habit of becoming PR disasters, too.

But it is reflections such as these that lead me to be wary of the apparent hints from

Trump that the administration might indeed look forward to a bonfire of due process in the
name of abandoning self-defeating restraints.

Which brings me, albeit by circuitous routes, back to my starting point of what the

historian might bring to the fundamentally futuristic question of ‘What next?’

I have tried humbly to suggest that the occasional glance backwards over our shoulders

might have some value, even if it is only to survey a rich landscape of half-parallels. But, as
guidance goes, half-parallels are a lot better than nothing.

In the end, though, when faced with the Sphinx-like inscrutability of the future, we

perhaps have to fall back not upon the consolations of history, but of literature. I am thinking

here of A.E. Houseman’s Fragment of a Greek Tragedy (which you can obligingly find on the
Georgetown Classic Department’s website). Here the Chorus—whose job it is, of course, to sum

up everything for the audience—concludes their rousing peroration with the uplifting reflection
that:
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…after pondering much

To this conclusion I at last have come:
LIFE IS UNCERTAIN.

I cannot improve on that profound insight so upon that note of resplendent agnosticism,

I will leave it there.
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