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Abstract This essay is an attempt to begin to think through the complex inter-

lacing of Levinasian ethics, violence, terror and war. The question driving this essay

is: in the midst of the harrowing debris of body parts that followed the synchronised

explosions of bombs in a number of London train carriages and a bus, what can

possibly remain of the ethical? This question will be examined in the context of

what remains unspeakable in the face of such acts of violence. Framed by the

authorising rubric of declarations of law—as ‘that which speaks in the language of

legislation and promises certainty in the anxious aftermath of the loss of certainty’,

and the attendant concerns with the question of the ‘enemy’ (as clandestine oper-

ative of terror and as object of fantasies)—this essay seeks to examine the

‘unspeakable remainder’ of declarations of law, as that which unsettles (legislated)

promises of certainty in the anxious aftermath of a terrorist explosion and its

ongoing trauma. In the course of this essay, I proceed to think through the con-

tentious relation between violence and ethics in the context of a Levinasian

framework, arguing for a Levinas that challenges and unsettles pietistic views of his

ethical philosophy. In deploying the neologism necroethics, I attempt to examine

anachronic and necrological violence and its relation to the ethical injunction to own

responsibility for the dead.
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The Violence of Totalisation: In the Face of the Monstrous

Soon after the 7 July 2005 London bombings, which killed 52 people, a videotape

was released to Al-Jazeera, and consequently broadcast globally across media

networks, in which one of the suicide bombers, Mohammed Sidique Khan,

posthumously explained why he and his fellow bombers launched the attack:

I’m going to keep this short and to the point because it’s all been said before

by far more eloquent people than me. But our words have no impact upon you

therefore I’m going to talk to you in a language that you understand. Our

words are dead until we give them life with our blood…. This is how our

ethical stances are dictated. Your democratically elected governments

continuously perpetuate atrocities against my people and your support of

them makes you directly responsible…. Until you stop the bombing, gassing,

imprisonment and torture of my people, we will not stop this fight. We are at

war and I am a soldier. (cited in Govan et al. 2005, p. 7)

After watching Khan’s video and reading a transcript of his testament, I was

troubled by a singular word: ‘ethical’, in the line ‘This is how our ethical stances are

dictated.’ Khan deploys the term ‘ethical’ in his attempt to clarify the violence of his

actions in relation to the violence perpetrated by the so-called ‘coalition of the

willing’s (constituted by US, UK and Australian military forces) war in Iraq. On

first reading the word ‘ethical’ in Khan’s testimony, my immediate reaction was to

refuse the possibility that his violent actions could possibly encompass any

understanding of the term ‘ethics’. I simply could not recognise his violence as a

form of ethics. Yet, a faint Levinasian voice haunted and provoked me in this very

denial of the ethical to Khan. This Levinasian voice performed a compelling

solicitation (understood precisely in the Levinasian (1987, p. 65) sense of ‘to disturb

absolutely’) of my assured and proprietorial understanding of the term ethics.

In the course of this essay, I draw on this speech act as a possible locus of

encounter between the writer, the reader and the terrorist. This speech act is

mobilised as a way of countering the objectifying and reductive (mis)representa-

tions produced by western accounts of an enemy that is at once homogenised and

totalised: the terrorist. Furthermore, as I argue below, this speech act cannot be

disassociated from the explosive act of material violence that at once precedes (the

video was released after Khan’s death) and then follows, in its harrowing

ramifications, Khan’s video testimonial. Rupturing linear schemes of temporality

and literally tearing at the heart of civilian order, Khan’s discursive acts are

punctuated by anachronic intervals that, even as they fold upon themselves, cannot

be sutured into a coherent corpus. Situated in this explosive context, I want to

underscore from the outset that this essay is magnetised around a cluster of

fragments—of bodies, words, and silences—that attempt to cohere around questions

of violence and ethics, even as I avow that this ‘coherence’, as an act of

thematisation, must performatively fail in its attempt to do justice to the alterity of

the other: as terrorist, as suicide, as civilian victim. The lacunae, contradictions and

silences that inscribe the fabric of this essay gesture to what cannot be said and,

simultaneously, to what is undone by a saying that, in Levinasian (1987, p. 126)
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terms, escapes the said.1 As I argue below, the fragments that remain in the wake of

Khan’s act of violence signify in terms of so many traces that mark ‘an indication

that would reveal the withdrawal of the indicated’ (Levinas 1987, p. 65). If what

remains, in these traces that reveal the withdrawal of the indicated, is a sense of

‘emptiness and desolation’, then something other persists: a solicitation that, as

‘absolute disturbance’ (Levinas 1987, pp. 64, 65), calls me to account for the very

violence that has transpired.

In the face of the mediatised violence, deaths and traces that follow the London

bombings, my position is constituted, in Dominic LaCapra’s (1998, p. 198) words, ‘in

and through a labor of listening and attending that exposes the self … to at least a muted

trauma’. Marked by this muted trauma, I attempt to attend to the fragments and traces

that at once solicit and disturb me. This attendance, however, is no act of mere

reception; rather, this attendance is inscribed by mediating processes of decipherment,

interpretation and consequent assimilation of the voice of the other, processes that are

constitutive of a ‘complicity in the muting’ of the other’s voice (Kennedy and Wilson

2003, p. 129). In their discussion of the modes of address and listening in the context of

trauma testimonies, Kennedy and Wilson (2003, p. 129) problematise this complicity

by challenging the listener, reader or secondary witness ‘to imagine herself in the

ethically and politically complex position of the bystander or potential collaborator—

a position more compromising and unsettling than that of the victim, who is by

definition innocent’. I take up this burden of complicity in violence toward the close of

this essay by situating it in Levinasian terms of anachronic responsibility.

The muted violence of interpretation, as structurally productive of its own

thematising ‘failure’ through transpositions and transcriptions of the other, is further

underscored by the deaths that haunt the event-trauma that I proceed to describe.

Hovering at the very limits of the referential and the making-of-sense as such, these

deaths instantiate their own non-meaning in the face of all attempts at thematisation

and rationalisation. They challenge this writer and, I would hope, the reader to

establish relations between knowledge and unknowledge and, consequently, to

begin to negotiate a haunting necroethical terrain constituted by a proximity of
traumata (of bodies, words and traces) that enunciates, anachronically, ethical

relations of responsibility.

This essay, then, is an attempt to begin to think through how the ethical might

possibly inscribe acts of violence and murder such as the London bombings. The

question driving this essay is: in the midst of the harrowing debris of body parts that

followed the synchronised explosions of bombs in a number of London train

carriages and a bus, what can possibly remain of the ethical? This question must be

further amplified in the context of what remains unspeakable in the face of such acts

of violence. Framed by the authorising rubric of declarations of law—as ‘that which

speaks in the language of legislation and promises certainty in the anxious aftermath

of the loss of certainty’,2 and the attendant concerns with the question of the

1 For a detailed discussion of the Levinasian concepts of the saying and the said, see Pugliese (2003).
2 This is quoted from private correspondence with the convenors, Juliet Rogers and Peter Rush, of the

‘Declarations of Law’ symposium, Institute for International Law and the Humanities, University of

Melbourne, 13 April 2006.
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‘enemy’ (as clandestine operative of terror and as object of fantasies)—this essay

seeks to examine the ‘unspeakable remainder’ of declarations of law, as that which

unsettles (legislated) promises of certainty in the anxious aftermath of a terrorist

explosion and its ongoing trauma.

Viewed in this context, I am well aware that during the course of this essay I will

be venturing into the most fraught and controversial of territories inscribed with the

possibility that there might be, however unrecognisable, an ethics of terrorism. The

philosopher Williams (1973, p. 92) succinctly summarises the dangerous ground I

am about to traverse in search of the ethical in the face of violence: ‘There are

certain situations so monstrous that the idea that the processes of moral rationality

could yield an answer in them is insane.’

Williams’ invocation of the ‘monstrous’ immediately alerts the reader to the

normalising, doxic strategies that are insistently deployed in order to render the

absolutely other unreadable and unspeakable except as monstrous. ‘A monstrosity’,

writes Derrida (1990, p. 79. Emphasis added), ‘never presents itself; or else, if you

prefer, it only presents itself, that is, lets itself be recognised, by allowing itself to be

reduced to what is recognizable; that is, to a normality, a legitimacy which it is not,

hence by not letting itself be recognised as what it is—a monstrosity. A monstrosity

can only be ‘‘mis-known’’ (méconnue), that is unrecognised and misunderstood.’ In

my attempt to broach what remains unspeakable in certain acts of violence, I want to

proceed to track what must remain unrecognised as ethics in the actions of the

London suicide bombers. Williams’ interlinking of the monstrous with the insane—

in order to preclude the possibility of moral or ethical rationality in the examination

of ‘certain situations’—articulates, for me, both a provocation and a challenge to

search for the rational and the ethical in the face of the monstrous—not, let me

stress, in order to reduce it to a thematisable coherence that strips it of its alterity,

but rather in order to open a space where this absolute alterity might signify as

otherwise than simply monstrous or irrational. And the valency of this challenge is

perhaps most acutely articulated in the context of those figures that go by the

monstrous assignation of ‘terrorists’. (I will cease to place the term ‘terrorists’ in

scare marks after this last citation, on the understanding that I will proceed to deploy

the word as discursively under contestation, if not under erasure; for example,

yesterday’s terrorist, Nelson Mandela, is today’s heroic liberator.)

In his video testament, Khan reveals that he is well aware of the political forces

that will proceed to script him in terms of the monstrous: ‘I’m sure’, he says, ‘by

now the media has painted a suitable picture of me, this predictable propaganda

machine will naturally try to put a spin on it to suit the Government and to scare the

masses into conforming to their power and wealth obsessed agendas’ (cited in

Govan et al. 2005, p. 7). I quote these words in my to attempt to make those that the

west brands as terrorists the subjects, and not the objects, of their own histories.3

The violence of totalisation that I have been marking operates beyond the

inscription of individual figures of terrorists; it can be seen to mark that higher order

3 I am grateful to Himani Bannerjee, whose words I am paraphrasing, for this insight. Himani Bannerjee,

‘Roundtable on Critical Race’, Critical Legal Conference, University of Kent, Canterbury, UK,

September 2005.
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signifier ‘terrorism’—precisely in terms of how it is mobilised and deployed in the

politico-mediascapes of the west. Within these charged narratives, terrorism is

invariably mobilised as a violence-to-come inscribed, simultaneously, within the

everyday life of the present. I can illustrate this seemingly paradoxical temporality

of terrorism by drawing attention to the various western national barometers that are

being used in order to monitor and identify for civilian populations the different

degrees of risk and danger of terrorist activity within their respective nations. These

national barometers of terrorism situate the futurity of terror within the lived

continuum of the present. These barometrical schemas underscore the power of

terrorism in terms of an inexhaustible futurity that is destined to erupt in the present.

In this sense, the terror of terrorism can be seen to come from a futurity without

reserve that cannot be exhausted by the expenditure of any singular act of terror in

the present.

In terms of the temporal structure of terrorism that I am tracking here, one could

say that it is constituted by the future anterior: in the future, terrorism will already

have taken place in the everyday life of the citizen. The future anterior temporal

modality of terrorism guarantees the impossibility of a horizon of closure precisely

because its structure enables the future infinitely to have already erupted

traumatically in the present. The terrorism of the future that risks already to have

taken place in the present is what has enabled the passing, in the Australian context

for example, of the Anti-Terrorism Act 2005, with powers of preventative detention

and shoot-to-kill. It is what also enabled the Australian Government to deploy its

‘Be Alert, Not Alarmed’ campaign, that included the distribution to every household

in the nation of a fridge magnet with a 24-hour counter-terrorist hotline number. The

temporality of terrorism is constituted by the charge of a diachronic undercurrent of

potentiality that can abruptly synchronise violence in the routine present of the

everyday. Its eruptive power must, by definition, be inexhaustibly future oriented,

even if the material power of its force can only be fully realised in its violent breach

of the present, a breach, however, which in its material instantiation can in no way

exhaust its future reserves. This is why, I would argue, the ‘war on terror’ is, by this

definition, a war without end. In operating within the temporal schema of a futurity

already potentially inscribed in the present, in delineating a futural horizon with no

apparent closure, the moving targets of terrorism become infinitely, opportunisti-

cally and serially substitutable—for example, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, North Korea

and so on.

Necroethics in the Face of State-Sponsored Violence

In my attempt to understand how the ethical might possibly signify in Khan’s

insistence that both his and the actions of his fellow suicide bombers are inscribed

by ‘ethical stances’, I will turn to Emmanuel Levinas’ ‘first philosophy’ and his

theorisation of an ‘ethics of ethics’. In deploying Levinas’ philosophy of ethics in

order to analyse acts of terrorism, I will proceed to delineate an unsettling aspect of

Levinas’ philosophy that intertwines the question of ethics with violence. This

unsettling intertwining of ethics with violence has been noted by a number of
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Levinasian scholars, beginning with Jacques Derrida in his landmark ‘Violence and

Metaphysics’.4 Embedded in Levinas’ philosophy of ethics is a strange and

disturbing violence. This is neither the violence of metaphysics nor of ontology to

which Derrida draws attention in his analysis of Levinas. Neither is it the violence

of ‘ingratitude’ that must be exercised in order not to assimilate the gift of the other

into the imperial logic of the same.5 Rather, it is an anachronic and necrological

violence that springs from the ethical injunction to own responsibility for the dead—

the past dead, the present dead, the dead to come.

In other words, inscribed in Levinas’ profound meditation on ethics is what I

term necroethics. Situated in the ‘death-worlds’ that Achille Mbembe (2003, pp. 40,

17) so graphically describes in his essay on ‘Necropolitics’, death-worlds that ‘make

possible the murderous functions of the state’, necroethics interrogates and contests

state-sponsored terrorism (for example, the war in Iraq). Necroethics at once

condemns state-sponsored violence even as it enables the thinking through of the

possibility that certain other acts of violence are inscribed with ethical dimensions

that must remain unspoken and unrecognisable within reductive formulations of

ethics. As I demonstrate in my conclusion, there is an other Levinas deeply

inscribed within his ethical philosophy. This other Levinas subverts pietistic and

simplistic representations of ethics precisely by valorising acts of violence and death

that would appear to be beyond the purview of responsibility of a subject not

directly implicated in these acts. This other, unsettling Levinas effectively

delineates the haunting terrain of necroethics.

On the face of it, the violent actions of the London suicide bombers appear to

violate at every level Levinas’ ethical philosophy. In the first instance, Khan and his

fellow suicide bombers destroy, through their calculated (self-)explosions, what

Levinas terms the face. For Levinas, the face incarnates more than the unique

alterity of the other. ‘The absolute nakedness of a face, the absolutely defenceless

face’ articulates for Levinas (1987, p. 21) ‘the possibility of encountering a being

through an interdiction. The face is the fact that a being affects us not in the

indicative, but in the imperative’; this imperative invokes the command ‘Thou shalt

not kill’: ‘it is the impossibility of killing him [or her] who presents that face.’ Yet,

as Levinas makes clear, the power of the face in enunciating the interdiction not to

kill is not one based on its own disavowed violence. Rather, the power of this

interdiction rests on something else altogether: ‘The opposition of the face is not the

opposition of a force, is not a hostility. It is a pacific opposition, but one where

peace is not a suspended war or a violence simply contained. On the contrary,

violence consists in ignoring this opposition, ignoring the face of a being, avoiding

the gaze, and catching sight of an angle whereby the no inscribed on a face becomes

a hostile or submissive force’ (Levinas 1987, p. 19).

The London suicide bombers’ actions must be seen, in Levinasian terms, as

oriented by the avoidance of the face of the other: when confronted, in the moments

before the explosion of the bombs, by the face of their fellow passengers, everything

4 Derrida (1985, pp. 79–153). See also, Critchely (1992, pp. 118, 137), (1991, p. 166), Caygill (2002,

p. 109).
5 See Levinas (1986, pp. 345–359) and Derrida (1991, pp. 11–48).
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is calibrated to catching sight of an angle of the face that will violently invert the

interdiction of the no to a hostile imperative to kill. Situated in this context, the

modality of civilian peace is violently transmuted into one of war. In identifying

the actions of the suicide bombers as acts of war, I want to be clear that I am

not mobilising this term in the hyperbolic sense of President Bush’s declaration of

‘war on terror’. My use of the term ‘war’ is strictly inflected by a Levinasian

understanding. Levinas’ theorisation of war, ‘in its most general sense’, is

particularly useful as it overflows the delimiting frames that reduce war to the most

conventional sense of the term—for example, as a contest or fight to the death

between two or more nations or peoples. For Levinas (1987, p. 19), ‘Violence

applied to a free being is, taken in its most general sense, war.’ And this violence is

predicated on a calculating rationality designed to vanquish the other: ‘War is not

the collision of two substances or two intentions, but an attempt to master the other

by surprise, by ambush. War is ambush’ (Levinas 1987, p. 19). No word can more

accurately describe the London suicide bombers’ actions of war than their violent

ambush of unwitting civilians. The violence of ambush was effectively mobilised by

the suicide bombers in order to achieve maximum carnage. This premeditated

violence perfectly synchronises with Levinas’ (1987, p. 19) argument that, for there

to be war, one must ‘envisage the other, the adversary, with logistics, calculations,

like an engineer measuring the effort needed to demolish the enemy mass’.

The scripting of the actions of the London suicide bombers as acts of war—waged,

in Levinas’ (1987, pp. 55) terms, in order to put ‘a stop to the irresistible imperialism

of the same’—resonates with the bombers own representations of their actions

precisely as acts of war. As Khan concludes in his video testament, ‘We are at war

and I am a soldier’ (cited in Govan et al., p. 7). I want to pursue the ramifications of

this by returning to Khan’s condemnation of the atrocities being perpetrated in Iraq

by the coalition of US, British and Australian forces: ‘Until you stop the bombing,

gassing, imprisonment and torture of my people, we will not stop this fight.’ Situated

in this context, I want to raise this question: in what way may the Iraqi citizens killed

by coalition forces and insurgents not be seen as so much ‘collateral damage’, as both

western media and governments insist on viewing them, but as murder victims of an

imperial war that lacks the legitimating imprimatur of the international community?

In order to begin to answer this question, I want to argue for the temporary

suspension of the charged epithet ‘suicide’ in the sensationalist term ‘suicide

bomber’. I argue for this suspension in order to begin to articulate a series of double

standards that are effectively effaced by the deployment of the charged epithet

‘suicide’ in the term ‘suicide bomber’. These double standards are precisely what

Mbembe (2003, p. 36) interrogates when he asks: ‘What difference is there between

killing with a missile helicopter or a tank and killing with one’s own body? Does the

distinction between the arms used to inflict death prevent the establishment of a

system of general exchange between the manner of killing and the manner of dying?’

The suspension of this epithet allows for the terrorists to no longer merely signify

in terms of mad, fanatical, religious extremists. The suspension of the self-

referential qualifier ‘suicide’ means the London bombers can no longer be viewed in

terms of purely individual agents solely connected to clandestine terror cells; rather,

they become implicated within larger violent relations of power. This is not to deny
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the significance of the term ‘suicide’ for the actual bombers in the context of their

political and/or religious beliefs. Nor do I wish to deny the material and symbolic

significance of their self-destruction as an act of suicide. Rather, this tactic of

temporary suspension, whereby the London suicide bombers simply become

bombers, enables the violent actions of the London bombers to be viewed as

coextensive (in a specular and asymmetrical manner) with the actions of the western

military forces bombing Iraq. Moreover, the coextensiveness of this relation

discloses the manner in which the London bombers have in fact been internally

produced (internal, that is, to the British nation) by the very exercise of violent

military power that they oppose. Understood in the context of this larger schema of

violence, as what has been internally generated and enabled, the term ‘suicide’

begins to lose that sensational sense of self-referentiality that has been so effectively

mobilised by western media and governments in their condemnations of the

bombers.6

The political valency of continuing to script the London bombers in terms of

‘suicide bombers’ hinges on the strategic manner in which it dislocates them from

the implicating and compromising relations of power that connect their actions

directly back to the violence exercised by western powers in the Middle East. As

‘suicide bombers’ they can only be understood as autotelic agents. In suspending the

self-referential epithet ‘suicide’, the London bombers emerge as paramilitary agents

operating within larger western economies of violence. Viewed as bombers who kill

civilians in the context of war, the apparently indivisible line between murder and

suicide becomes blurred.

Unrecognisable Necroethics and Necrojustice

In my situating, so far, the actions of the London bombers within Levinas’ ethical

philosophy, it would appear that the claim that their violent actions are underpinned

by ‘ethical stances’ remains wholly untenable. Indeed, on first reading the word

‘ethical’ in a transcript of Khan’s video testament, my immediate reaction was, as

I mentioned in my introduction to this essay, to refuse the possibility that his violent

actions could possibly encompass any understanding of the term ‘ethics’. I simply

could not recognise his violence as a form of ethics. Yet, a faint Levinasian voice

haunted and provoked me in this very denial of the ethical to Khan. This Levinasian

voice performed, I repeat, a compelling solicitation (understood precisely in the

Levinasian (1987, p. 65) sense of ‘to disturb absolutely’) of my assured and

proprietorial understanding of the term ‘ethics’. This solicitation of ethics found its

lucid, yet still unsettling, articulation in one of Derrida’s (2005, p. 60) profoundly

Levinasian meditations:

That pure ethics, if there is any, begins with the respectable dignity of the

other as the absolute unlike, recognized as nonrecognizable, indeed as

unrecognisable, beyond all knowledge, all cognition and all recognition: far

6 On the problematics of the self-referentiality of suicide, see Derrida (2005, p. 45).
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from being the beginning of pure ethics, the neighbour as like or resembling,

as looking like, spells the end or ruin of such an ethics, if there is any.

On the other side of the border of pure ethics, if there is any, is what Derrida

(2005, p. 60) terms ‘the political’, as the domain of ‘the like, knowledge, cognition

and recognition, technique and calculating law, all of which require knowing and

recognizing the like and the same as units of measure’. As always, it is precisely the

political that moves in to assimilate and transmute the other into the same, thereby

instantiating the ruin of ethics. Yet, in my very marking of Khan’s ‘ethical stance’

as unrecognisable (as ethics) lies the possibility of an other ethics that interrogates

and overturns a politics that dissimulates ethics whilst effectively destroying the

animating spirit of ethicity as such.

I mark this problematic not in order to plunge ethics into a quagmire of relativism

but, on the contrary, to call for a rigorous marking of the disingenuous position

adopted by the coalition forces whereby they arrogate the ethical position in relation

to terrorists even as they reproduce ongoing epistemic and physical terror through

the waging of imperial wars—in Iraq, for instance. In effect, a specific geopolitical

configuration of the west (the US, UK and Australia) decries the violence of the

terrorists whilst effectively occluding and disavowing, through its self-righteous and

proprietorial ‘ownership’ of ethics, the enormity of its own state-sponsored

violence. And I cite here the first report on Iraqi civilian dead conducted by

researchers at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, which

‘estimated that 600,000 civilians have died in Iraq since the 2003 American

invasion, the highest estimate ever for the toll of the war there. The figure breaks

down to about 15,000 violent deaths a month’ (Tavernise and McNeil 2006). Their

second report, based on evidence gathered in mid-2007, ‘suggests an even higher

figure’: ‘1,220,589 [Iraqi] deaths since the invasion’ (Steele and Goldberg 2007,

p. 17).

Situated in this context, Khan’s ‘ethical stance’ solicits the very foundations of

western ethics, with all their doxic knowledges and proprietorial categories, in order

to disclose the disavowed violence that these same ‘ethics’ enable. In other words,

I am here attempting to identify what is too shocking to contemplate and what must

necessarily be occluded: that, in the context of the colonial ‘death worlds’ generated

by the west’s exercise of necropolitics, there is indeed an ‘unrecognisable ethics’

underpinning Khan’s ‘ethical stance’ and that his violent actions serve to disclose

the coalition of the willing as not only to be ethically indifferent to the suffering of

the other (qua Iraqi civilians), which would be a neutral modality of sorts, but to be

unarguably unethical in their exercise of state-sponsored violence with the resultant

hundreds of thousands of Iraqi civilian dead. In effect, Khan’s marking of his

‘ethical stance’ in the context of intolerable violence gestures toward the possibility

of justice. ‘Justice’, writes Levinas (1987), p. 40. Emphasis added), ‘does not result

from the normal play of injustice. It comes from the outside’: ‘For me to know my

injustice, for me to catch sight of the possibility of justice, a new situation is

required: someone has to call me to account.’ I understand Khan’s video testament,

and the violent materiality of the act of his suicide bombing, as his calling to

account those in the west who persist in denying responsibility for the enormity of

Necroethics of Terrorism 221

123



the violence and terror unfolding in Iraq. Khan’s violent act opens the possibility for

the instantiation of necrojustice in that it demands the assumption of responsibility

for death and face-to-face violence by opening the space for a third person to enter

the scene and to ask: ‘What have I do with justice?’7 And how do I resolve my

responsibility for this violence?

Anachrony of Deaths and the Necroethical Anteriority of Responsibility

How can one speak of or proceed to identify an ethics that I have just deemed to be

‘unrecognisable’? In order to answer this question, and in order to begin further to

amplify the possibility of an unrecognisable ethics as underpinning the actions of

the London bombers, I want to return to that harrowing scene of carnage

immediately after the detonations of the bombs by the London bombers. On the

explosion of the bombs, so many civilian passengers were killed, their bodies

violently dismembered, their body parts scattered. These violent actions would

appear to be tantamount to the complete destruction of ethics. Yet, I would argue,

from the harrowing debris of body parts, something altogether different persists in

signifying. I want to suggest that the traumata-fragments of the bodies of the victims

of this violence should be seen as signifying in terms of so many mouth-wounds that

speak of something other than their own death. Besides the irrefutable violence of

their own death, the London dead speak of other dead. Through the mouth-wounds

of violently dismembered body parts they speak of what would otherwise remain

unspeakable and unrepresentable: the other dead with whom they are asymmetri-

cally aligned—the Iraqi civilian dead, who are victims of bombings, shootings,

torture and radiation poisoning perpetrated by the coalition forces in the course of

their waging of war in Iraq.8 I say asymmetrically aligned, as what unfolds

immediately after the bombings is what, in Levinasian terms, I would call an

anachrony of deaths, where the London dead resonate disjunctively with so many

other dead, specifically the Iraqi dead. The London and Iraqi dead cannot be

synchronised precisely because of the anachrony of difference that, whilst gesturing

toward the other, opens up the dense materiality of disjunctive spatio-temporal

forces and locations. Levinas (1987, pp. 70, 71) locates this anachrony ‘in the trace

of illeity’: illeity enunciates an ‘unassimilable alterity’ (the other) that calls into

question the self, ‘cannot let itself be ignored’, yet, as absolute other, cannot be

absorbed or synchronised by the self.

7 Levinas (1991 p. 157). In the wake of this question, Levinas (1987, p. 157) proceeds to articulate the

social dimensions that enable the assumption of responsibility in the instantiation of justice: ‘justice is

necessary, that is, comparison, coexistence, contemporaneousness, assembling, order, thematization, the

visibility of faces, and thus intentionality and the intellect, and in intentionality and the intellect, the

intelligibility of a system, and thence also a copresence on an equal footing as before a court of justice’.
8 See Pugliese (2006) and Osuri (2009). In her essay, Osuri (2009, p. 32) identifies a ‘necropolitical

complicity … between the invaders and the denizens of Iraq … one that has emerged out of the

Coalition’s exploitation of ‘‘ethno-religious’’ differences leading to the entrenchment of ethno-sectarian

violence in Iraq’.
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Levinas’ (1987, p. 68) conceptualisation of anachrony pivots on the unfolding of

a disturbance that, in his words, ‘tears’ and ‘destructures’ order: ‘For there to be the

possibility of a disturbance, a fissile present is required, a ‘‘destructuring’’ itself in

its very punctuality. The alterity that disturbs order cannot be reduced to the

difference visible to the gaze that compares and therefore synchronizes the same

and the other…. In order that the tearing up from order not be ipso facto a

participation in order, this tearing up … must by a supreme anachronism, precede its

entry into order.’ I am struck by the symbolic violence encoded in this passage, and

how the language of fissile destructuring and tearing up of order can so effectively

become hostage to the violent actions of the London bombers, as the embodied

figures of absolute alterity that tear at the heart of civil order—‘disturbance is

possible only through an intervention. A stranger is then needed’ (Levinas 1987,

p. 68).

In Levinas, this anachronic movement, where the one faces the other in an

unsynthesizable manner, is simultaneously inscribed by something larger, already

anterior to the immediate relation of the face-to-face of the one and the other.

Levinas’ (1993, pp. 112, 111) writing on anachrony suggests that it is constituted by

the indefinite temporalities of the past dead that always already articulate the

necroethical call for the assumption of responsibility for the other, and this

assumption of responsibility must be seen as preceding ‘the reasoned decision to

assume the order that it bears’:

In the ethical anteriority of responsibility, for-the-other, in its priority over

deliberation, there is a past irreducible to a presence that must have been. This

past is without reference to an identity naively – or naturally – assured of its

right to presence, where everything must have begun. In this responsibility

I am thrown back toward what has never been my fault or my deed, toward

what has never been in my power or in my freedom, toward what has never

been my presence, and has never come into memory.

This extraordinary passage profoundly works to reconfigure the dimensions of

the ethical, precisely as something inscribed by anteriority, a time-of-the-other that

is unencompassable by the synthesising operations of an identity that presumes to

occupy an originary ground. What is articulated here is a powerful critique of the

liberal humanist subject as singular ground and origin of all thought and action.

Rather, Levinas fractures and disperses this liberal humanist construct by

introducing a constellation of forces that remain heteronomous to the synthesising

identity of the subject, including what has never been my fault or deed, and what has

never been in my memory or presence. Levinas (1988, pp. 26–27) terms this

movement ‘non-adequation’ or ‘the infinition of infinity’, where what is produced is

‘the improbable feat whereby a separated being fixed in its identity, the same, the I,

nonetheless contains in itself what it can neither contain or receive solely by virtue

of its own identity’.

In the wake of the London dead, an infinition of responsibility is enunciated: it is

marked by a torsile movement that cuts both backwards—to all the past Iraqi

dead—and forwards—to all the dead-to-come. And the infinition of this respon-

sibility effectively vitiates liberal humanist conceptualisations of intentionality:

Necroethics of Terrorism 223

123



There is an ethical significance in this responsibility, this an-archic respon-

sibility, without the present recalling an engagement. It is the significance of a

past that concerns me, that ‘regards me,’ and is ‘my business’ outside of all

reminiscence, re-tention, re-presentation, or reference to a remembered

present. The significance of an immemorial past, starting from my respon-

sibility for the other person, comes in the heteronomy of an order. Such is my

nonintentional participation in the history of humanity, in the past of others,

who ‘regard me’. (Levinas 1993, pp. 111–12)

The necroethical anteriority of responsibility for-the-other that Levinas articu-

lates in his writings serves effectively to disrupt the reductive frames in which the

west proceeds to analyse and discuss both the causes and victims of terrorism.

Within these frames, the causes of terrorism are simply categorised as pathological,

vengeful, cultural, ideological or religious. The victims of terrorism are, singularly,

those western subjects caught in the violence of bomb blasts (London) or exploding

airplanes and incinerated skyscrapers (New York and Washington). Levinas’

writing on the ethical anteriority of responsibility compels the west to claim

ownership for all the anterior violence visited upon others, as victims of the

operations of the west’s imperial and colonial wars (Iraq).

One of the captured London bombers, Osman Hussain, an Ethiopian-born British

citizen, declared he and the other bombers ‘were motivated by anger over the Iraq

war, not by religion’: ‘The men, all immigrants to Britain from East African states

[and from Pakistan], watched films—‘‘especially those in which you saw women

and children killed and exterminated by the English and American soldiers, or

widows, mothers and daughters who were crying’’’ (cited in Button 2005, p. 6).

These are the disposable and invisibilised Third World deaths and woundings that

did not figure within representations of the London bombings. As the obverse of the

metropolitan dead, these deaths, generated by the imperial search for security and its

war of terror, are what must remain unthought within the City’s commemorative

1-minute of silence—even as these other deaths continue to generate the very

conditions of possibility for the ongoing reproduction of terror.

The concept of terror must be wrenched from its eurocentric range of

signification in order to be situated within a larger geopolitical range of contexts

and meanings. Terror must be understood in terms of that which is unfolding in the

context of the coalition’s war in Iraq. I cite the words of one Iraqi citizen who asks:

‘Why are we called terrorists [by the US government]? This is our country. These

are foreign army tanks in our streets killing our people. We fight against this and we

are called terrorists?’ (cited in Jamail 2007, pp. 115–16). Jamail (2007, pp. 137–38),

an unembedded journalist covering the war in Iraq, has painstakingly documented

the terror unleashed on Iraqi civilians by US military forces:

A woman entered [a small clinic in Fallujah], slapping her chest and face, and

wailing as her husband carried in the dying body of her little boy. Blood was

trickling off one of his arms, which dangled out of his father’s arms. Thus

began my witnessing of an endless stream of women and children who had

been shot by the U.S. soldiers and were now being raced into the dirty

clinic…. One eighteen-year-old girl had been shot through the neck. She was
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making gurgling noises as the doctors frantically worked on her amid her

muffled moaning. Flies dodged the working hands of doctors to return to the

patches of her vomit that stained her black abaya. Her younger brother, a

small child of ten with a gunshot wound in his head from a marine sniper, his

eyes glazed and staring into space, continually vomited as the doctors raced to

save his life while family members cried behind me. ‘The Americans cut our

electricity days ago, so we cannot vacuum the vomit from his throat,’ a furious

doctor tells me. They were both loaded into an ambulance and rushed toward

Baghdad, only to die en route.

In his dispatches, Jamail documents the massacres committed by US soldiers, the

use of cluster bombs and poisonings due to depleted uranium, the morgues

overflowing with corpses of Iraqi civilians, and the soccer fields transformed into

civilian burial grounds. He also documents the ‘use of white phosphorous

incendiary weapons by the US military, fired from artillery into Fallujah’ (Jamail

2007, p. 237). A contemporary form of napalm, white phosphorous ‘clings to the

skin and infiltrates the lungs, burning its victims alive’ (Goodman and Moynihan

2007, p. xiv). ‘Though it is not technically a banned weapon’, writes Jamail (2007,

pp. 237–38), ‘it is a violation of the Geneva Conventions to use white phosphorous

in an area where civilians may be hit. I heard similar descriptions in the coming

days and weeks, both from refugees and doctors who had fled the city.’

The magnitude of the terror unleashed by the coalition of the willing’s war in Iraq

largely fails to register in the west. Viewed purely in terms of body-count statistics,

an estimated 15,000 Iraqi civilians die each month, the numbers are overwhelming.

These are deaths that fail to figure in the west—anonymous deaths without identities

or subjects, detritus of bodies, uncivil deaths that do not perturb ‘our’ peace,

precisely as they are effectively ‘contained’ within the circumscribed parameters of

enumerated body counts. The rituals of mourning and the pain of loss can only be

enacted in the civic spaces of the western metropolis, New York or London: in these

spaces, every death is experienced and mourned as ‘a first death’ (Levinas 2000,

p. 111). Elsewhere, each death is reduced to the seriality of a body count or to the

economical enumeration of a single bar graph.9

In the context of the violence, death and suffering experienced by the civilian

population because of the coalition’s war in Iraq, the words of Mohammed Khan

resound in my ears: ‘Our words have no impact upon you. Therefore I’m going to

talk to you in language that you will understand. Our words are dead until we give

them life with our blood’ (cited in La Guardia and Tweedle 2005, p. 1). The words

of blood that Khan articulates must be read as an attempt to name the subjects of

violence that continue to remain invisibilised and unnamed within the mediascapes

of the west: ‘This is how our ethical stances are dictated. Your democratically

elected governments continuously perpetuate atrocities against my people and your

support of them makes you directly responsible…. Until you stop the bombing,

gassing, imprisonment and torture of my people, we will not stop this fight’ (cited in

Govan et al. 2005, p. 7). I juxtapose Khan’s words of blood with the words of an

9 See for example, Iraq Body Count at: http://www.iraqbodycount.net/database.
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Iraqi civilian who has witnessed first-hand the killing of civilians in a Baghdad

mosque: ‘I do not see any freedom or democracy in Iraq. If this could lead to

freedom, it is a freedom with blood. It is a freedom of emotions of sadness. It is a

freedom of killing’ (cited in Jamail 2007, p. 244). I quote these words as they

embody an irrefutable call for the west to be accountable for the enormity of its own

state-sponsored terror. And, in the context of Mohammed Khan’s words, I want to

invoke a passage written long ago by Fanon (1988, p. 14) that has lost none of its

currency, down to his very choice of the name ‘Mohammed’ in order to disclose the

violent, essentialising operations of an imperial west:

This man whom you thingify by calling him systematically Mohammed,

whom you reconstruct, or rather, whom you dissolve, on the basis of an idea,

an idea you know to be repulsive (you know perfectly well you rob him of

something, that thing for which not so long ago you were ready to give

everything, even your life) well, don’t you have the impression that you are

emptying him of his substance?

Fanon here discloses the discursively violent operations whereby the other,

precisely as Arab, is ‘thingified’ and thereby reduced to the serial order of infinitely

substitutable stereotypical figures: ‘Mohammed.’ At work here is the construction of

that massified figure, ‘the Arab’, that serves to play such a critical role in the

Orientalist discourses of the west.

In the course of this essay, I have explicitly invoked the names of Mohammed

Sidique Khan and Osman Hussain in order to disrupt the reproduction of what

I think is a symptomatic danger in using Levinas’ work. This is the danger of

transmuting the other into a generic, anonymous and disembodied figure not situated

within a matrix of geopolitical and historical forces that, at any time, constitutes the

minimal conditions of intelligibility by which the other is both apprehended and

comprehended. This disembodied other risks reproducing, through other means, the

very type of ontological and philosophical violence that Levinas so emphatically

condemns.10

Trace of the Trace: A Hauntology of Necroethics

In the aftermath of the London bombings and in the context of the ongoing killing of

Iraqi civilians, a mere flicker of the ethical persists in signifying through the mouth-

wounds of the London civilian dead. This mere trace of the ethical remains largely

unrecognisable as ethical precisely because it is a trace. ‘[T]he signifyingness of a

trace’, writes Levinas (1987, p. 104), ‘consists in signifying without making

appear’. In the wake of the destruction wreaked by the London bombers, ethics fails

to appear as such; that is why it is unrecognisable and why it is also, paradoxically,

invested with the power to haunt and disturb: ‘Trace of a past which was never

present, but this absence still disturbs’ (Levinas 1987, p. 166). If, in the discourses

10 See Caygill (2002, p. 159–198) for a detailed and cogent critique of Levinas’s self-avowed ‘right to

silence’ on the issue of Israel’s violent colonial occupation of Palestinian land; and Pugliese (2003).
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of the west, the terrorist can only appear, in Schmittian terms, as a ‘total enemy’,

then he or she cannot be allowed to be seen to possess even a mere glimmer of the

ethical: it is what must remain occluded and unspeakable. The ethical that Khan

draws attention to in his video testament remains, in this occlusive context, ‘an

indication that would reveal the withdrawal of the indicated, instead of a reference

that rejoins it. Such is a trace, in its emptiness and desolation’ (Levinas 1987, p. 65).

What remains in the face of the anguish of violence and death unleashed by the

London bombers is, in Levinas’ (1987, p. 65) hauntingly apposite words, ‘a face

decomposed and naked … this dereliction … this solicitation … approaches and

disturbs absolutely.’ This disturbance is irremissible because it is absolutely other;

as such, it remains unrecognisable as a trace of ethics precisely because, in this

instance, the ‘other proceeds from the absolutely absent’ (Levinas 1987, p. 103).

Articulated in the harrowing debris of the London dead is a proximity of traumata
that establishes the possibility for necroethical dialogue above and beyond the

violence inflicted upon these civilians by their persecutors: body parts and

fragments of flesh are caught in a relation of necroethical proximity with the Iraqi

dead and, in this relation, they signify ‘a responsibility for the other, and hence a

responsibility for what … [they] have not committed, for the pain and the fault of

others’ (Levinas 1987, p. 123. Emphasis added). Levinas (1987, p. 146) calls this

responsibility for the other ‘prior vulnerability’, and it articulates, profoundly, the

absolute exposure that inscribes the victims of war-terror: ‘this openness is the

vulnerability of a skin exposed, in wounds and outrage … suffering for the suffering

of others … to be uncovered without any defense, to be delivered over…. In

vulnerability there lies a relationship with the other.’

As I argued above, in the forensic and political narratives of the west, terrorists are

reductively figured as ‘total enemy’. In the face of these totalising discourses, I want

to raise a number of questions: what remains after this embodied totality has, in the

figure of Mohammed Sidique Khan, literally been exploded and violently

dismembered? What new configuration of difference may emerge from this

residuum of torn and burnt bodies that will function to call into question that

occluded violence that attempts absolutely to preclude the signification of difference,

ethical or otherwise? What, in effect, is the remainder of the unspeakable?

Khan’s shattered body contests those totalising moves that would have him speak

the monolinguism of ‘the terrorist’, a monolinguism that can only ever speak the

singularity of violence. After the explosion, Khan is dead yet he speaks. His spectral

speaking exemplifies the power of his solicitation as a haunting, that is, a critical

interrogation of the west’s proprietorial ownership of ethics. In the assumed

monolinguism of the terrorist, there is already encoded a heteronomy of languages

that opens, through violence,11 to an unrecognisable necroethics that is absolutely

other to politics-dissimulating-ethics. Politics-dissimulating-ethics must be acknowl-

edged as yet another monstrous formation as it enables the imperial order of the

same/west to continue in its violent usurpation and colonisation of the other/Arab.

11 I draw attention here to the manner in which acts of violence, once situated in Levinasian terms, attest

to the very thing that they wish to destroy: ‘the worst torturer attests—since he[/she] does not save it—to

the very thing that he[/she] destroys, whether they realize it or not’ (Derrida 1999, p. 50).
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In the context of the bloody ground harrowed by Khan’s explosion another

dimension of unrecognisable necroethics is enunciated in the face of intolerable

violence: that the west is also responsible for the criminal actions of the bombers,

‘for the very outrage that the other … inflicts on me, for the persecution with which,

before any intention, he [or she] inflicts on me’ (Levinas 1991, p. 166), as are the

citizen-members of the coalition of the willing, for the violent enormity of Iraqi

civilian dead. Levinas (1996, p. 94) reminds us that ‘it is necessary … to be

substitutable for the persecutor; whence the idea of responsibility preceding

freedom’. Inscribed here is an implicit critique of the west’s rhetoric of ‘freedom’,

exposed as another form of imperial violence that abrogates questions of

responsibility for the trauma suffered by those compelled to ‘endure’ a freedom

that is violently, militarily imposed. Framed within the specific context of the west’s

war in Iraq, ‘freedom discovers itself murderous in its very exercise’ (Levinas 1988,

p. 84). The lives of Iraqi citizens are here, in Uday Mehta’s (1999, pp. 30–31)

words, merely ‘provisional lives’ swept up in the west’s eschatology of imperial

power: ‘imperial power is simply the instrument required to align a deviant and

recalcitrant history with the appropriate future’.

It is precisely liberalism’s dogged refusal to acknowledge its investment in these

relations of imperial violence that has marked, for me, the reception of this essay at

the various conferences at which I have presented it. Aside from a few exceptions,

the programmatic response to this paper has been violently to object to the

possibility that I was attempting to valorise a particular form of violence—when, in

fact, I am attempting to address the urgent need to assume responsibility for various

forms of disavowed violence constitutive of the liberal democratic state. These

recursive disavowals must, in fact, be seen as infrastructural to the operation of the

liberal democratic state: ‘As a political theory’, writes Beatrice Hanssen (1997,

p. 240), ‘liberalism abjures all forms of violence that surpass the boundaries of

individual self-defense or the legitimate monopoly of violence that the liberal

democratic state exercises’. Apparently testing the very limits of liberal ‘tolerance’

(with all its moralising, paternal and disavowed asymmetries of power), I was

repeatedly told by a number of well-intentioned speakers that the only solution to

violence was to valorise absolute non-violence: to which I respond, citing Derrida’s

(1985, p. 148) trenchant critique of this binary, that the ‘very elocution of

nonviolent metaphysics is its first disavowal’ and that, from the western context

from which I write, this ethical demand for the ‘avowal of violence is the least

possible violence, the only way to repress the worst violence’. And I interlace here

Levinas’ critique of the ‘imperialism of the same’ and Mehta’s critique of ‘imperial

eschatology’ with Derrida’s (1985, p. 130) deconstruction of a ‘messianic

imperialism’ that disavows its own violence: ‘But here and now (in a present in

general) … an end cannot be stated, eschatology is not possible, except through
violence. This infinite passage through violence is what is called history. To

overlook the irreducibility of this last violence’ is to risk ‘the worst violence’ by

refusing to ‘pose the question of responsibility’ for the disavowed violence of one’s

own discourse/practice.

Levinas’ critique of the west’s concept of freedom resonates acutely with the

very exercise of this freedom within the violent context of the imperial war in Iraq.
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It is in this violent theatre of war that freedom is disclosed to be ‘murderous and

usurpatory in its very exercise’.12 Transposed to the geopolitical context of the west,

Levinas (1987, p. 57) discloses how ‘The very spontaneity of freedom is not put into
question—such seems the dominant tradition of Western philosophy…. Only the

limitation of freedom would itself be tragic or scandalous.’ Since both the 9/11

attacks and the London 7/7 bombings, it has been precisely the limitations that have

now been imposed on freedom that have registered in the west as ‘tragic’ and

‘scandalous’ in delimiting a spontaneity of freedom, purchased, as must be

underscored, at the expense of so many of the west’s others (Iraq, Afghanistan).

I cite here Sheik Mohammed Bashir’s Friday prayers, delivered in Baghdad in the

midst of the carnage that is unfolding there, in which he graphically reorients the

west’s understanding of freedom:

It was discovered that freedom in this land [Iraq] is not ours. It is the freedom

of the occupying soldiers in doing what they like … abusing women, children,

men, and the old men and women whom they have arrested randomly and

without any guilt. No one can ask them what they are doing, because they are

protected by their freedom…. No one can punish them, whether in our country

or their country. They expressed the freedom of rape, the freedom of nudity

and the freedom of humiliation. (cited in Danner 2005, p. 26)

Situated in this context, the explosive acts of counter-violence unleashed by the

London suicide bombers expose the occluded structures mobilised by the liberal

democratic state through which it legitimates its epistemic, institutional and military

violence and through which it monopolises the exercise of violence, such as in the

murderous politics of imperial war in Iraq.13 The western declarations of law that

follow these acts of terror, post-9/11 and 7/7, will ensure the preservation of law

itself through regimes of unjust imprisonment, extraordinary renditions, torture and

murder.14

The Remainder of the Unspeakable: A Liturgy of Necroethics

In declaring ethics to be ‘pre-originary’, and thus prior to questions of choice and

voluntarism on the part of the subject, Levinas (1991, pp. 158, 11) argues that this

positions the subject as ‘hostage’ before the face of the other in the form of a

‘despite-me, for-another’. In the necroethical context that I am attempting to

delineate, it would seem that this charged Levinasian term, ‘hostage’, unavoidably

becomes resignified in ways that would otherwise also be unrecognisable. Hostage,

12 Levinas (1987, p. 58), Mbembe (2003, p. 13) critiques this ‘exercise of freedom’ as a ‘romance of

sovereignty’ that ‘rests on the belief that the subject is the master and the controlling author of his or her

own meaning’.
13 This is what Benjamin (1986, p. 281) draws attention to when he argues that ‘the law’s interest in a

monopoly of violence vis-à-vis individuals is not explained by the intention of preserving the legal ends

but, rather, by that of preserving the law itself; that violence, when not in the hands of the law, threatens it

not by the ends that it may pursue but by its mere existence outside the law’.
14 See Zimmerman (2004), Danner (2005), Greenberg (2006), Pugliese (2007), Harbury (2005).
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in the language of the west, is singularly what describes the victims of terrorism: the

passengers flying toward destruction in the 9/11 flights or the passengers in the Tube

travelling toward their own unexpected deaths. These passengers are hostages that

are embarked on what Levinas (1987, pp. 92–93) terms ‘departure[s] with no

return’; hostage to this violent trajectory, they are compelled to embody a ‘liturgy’

of the dead. In his invocation of the term ‘liturgy’, Levinas returns the word back to

its Greek etymology in order to resignify its conventional Judeo-Christian

signification. Through this etymological move, liturgy signifies ‘the exercise of a

function which is not only gratuitous, but requires on the part of him [or her] who

exercises it a putting out of funds at a loss’, ‘a work … whose result is not allowed

for in the time of the agent … liturgy is not to be ranked alongside of ‘‘works’’ and

ethics. It is ethics itself’ (1987, p. 93).

Inscribed, then, in the itinerary of violent journeys with no return of these

hostages to terror is what can perhaps be best described as an unbearable liturgy of

necroethics that one would prefer to remain unthought: that these hostages are,

necroethically, ‘being-for-beyond-their-death’, that they are embarked on a ‘passage

to the time of the other’, that they are mobilised ‘for death in order to be for that

which is after’ their death (Levinas 1987, p. 92). Situated in this context, necroethics

must be seen as indissociably tied to Mbembe’s (2003, p. 39) concept of

necropolitics: as ‘contemporary forms of subjugations of life to the power of death’.

Necroethics emerges through necropower’s blurring of the ‘lines between resistance

and suicide, sacrifice and redemption, martyrdom and freedom’ (Mbembe 2003,

p. 39).

These hostages to terror violently incarnate ‘words of blood’ in order to gesture

proximally and anachronically to the invisibilised dead of Iraq, who both precede

and follow them. This is their anachronic liturgy and if this is ‘ethics itself’ then it

must remain, by definition, unrecognisable, if not unthinkable. It is after the death of

the London hostages that the citizens of the coalition of the willing are compelled to

assume their position as also hostages to this violence in order to claim their

disavowed responsibility for this double violence. It is in the wake of the London

bombings, and Khan’s disturbing and haunting claim to the ethical, that one can

discern, however, faintly, ‘a cry of ethical revolt, bearing witness to responsibility’

(Levinas 1987, p. 172). This responsibility must be viewed, in Levinasian terms, as

undeclinable, and the amplitude and exorbitance of assuming this undeclinable

responsibility implies that one is responsible both for the victims of terror and for

the perpetrators of terror.
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