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       POST 9/11 AFTERWORD

         THE SURPRISING VALUE OF DESPAIR AND THE 

         AFTERMATH OF SEPTEMBER 11TH


Joel Jay Kassiola


The social and psychological consequences of the September 11, 2001 attacks resulting in: the destruction of The World Trade Center Towers, a seriously damaged Pentagon, and the deaths of thousands of civilians, and their aftermath seem clear.  The saturation media coverage (72 hours on television without commercial interruption) of these shocking events has produced the following outcomes: many Americans are still having difficulties sleeping months after the events of a day that has been proclaimed by commentators as “the day that changed everything” and “the day the world changed;” air travel has been sharply reduced; colleges and universities report decreased applications from distant students seeking admission; surveyed Americans report increased appreciation of family life and want to spend more time with relatives;  heightened security at infrastructural installations such as bridges, power plants, public water system reservoirs, tunnels, energy pipelines; increased public anxiety levels intensified by highly publicized security alerts and warnings by the FBI; and, finally, (to cut short a list that could be extended further), unsolved Anthrax-caused deaths and warnings of different forms of potential bioterrorist attacks with no known immunizations or cures.


 It is obvious that America as a nation, and Americans as individuals, are experiencing an emotionally traumatic and turbulent period. Our emotions have been well documented in the various forms of communications media: anger towards the alleged perpetrators of the terrorist acts—whipped up by political leaders using the extreme rhetoric of war; sadness for the victims of the attacks and their families; and admiration for our new national heroes at Ground Zero, Washington, D.C, and Western Pennsylvania. Nonetheless, I believe there is another collective emotion present in America that has gone unnoticed and unanalyzed despite the flood of public commentary and coverage in print and the airwaves since 9/11: the emotion of despair. I would like to claim that although the emotion of despair is conventionally considered to be a negative and undesirable experience, it possesses the capacity for surprisingly great personal and social value as a catalyst for positive change.

 The dictionary informs us that the word “despair” means: “to lose all hope,” “to be overcome by a sense of futility or defeat,” and, finally, the word implies “a sense of powerlessness or resignation.” Synonyms for “despair” include: “hopelessness,” “desperation,” and “despondency1. While linguistic analysis appears to mean that human despair is unqualifiedly grim and undesirable, there is a point of view that maintains the highly valuable aspects of despair—a perspective that we do not encounter in public discourse (or the dictionary). It is this positive potential of despair that I wish to explain in this discussion.


I am an environmental political theorist who has been thinking, teaching, and writing for the past 25 years about the deteriorating state of our environment and its relation to our social values and institutions. The scientific literature about the global environmental conditions during this period has often been characterized pejoratively as full of “doom and gloom” by its critics because it details the depressing and ominous developments that constitute the current global environmental crisis that humans and all living creatures on Earth are confronting: the extinction of species, the destruction of our old growth forests; water and air pollution; and various other environmental threats to the future of the planet such as global warming and stratospheric ozone depletion. This cluster of environmental problems and the challenges they create in the advanced industrial nations like the United States, have led to what I have termed, “industrial pessimism,”2 wherein citizens of materially affluent societies have grown deeply discouraged about the viability of their industrial way of life. It is based upon the knowledge about the Earthly environmental limits for both the natural resources required to sustain industrial life and the capacity to absorb waste products safely. The penetrating wit of Woody Allen aptly captures this contemporary dismal sentiment when he said: “More than any time in history mankind [sic] faces a crossroads. One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness, the other to total extinction. Let us pray that we have the wisdom to choose correctly.”3

My goal in this Afterword is to show that this reaction of despair to the environmental crisis may help us to understand the meaning of the aftermath to the attacks of 9/11. Neither despairing reaction to these events needs to be hopeless, despondent, nor defeatist, even if both sets of phenomena, the environmental crisis and 9/11 attacks, evoke the experience of despair. Indeed, I want to claim further that these devastating occurrences can produce surprisingly, according to the ordinary understanding of “despair,” profoundly positive results that would not be possible without despair. Despair can be an essential catalyst for the necessary social transformation in order to make a better society if we comprehend the possible salutary capacity of this vital human emotion and cognitive accomplishment, given the human propensity to engage in wishful or reality-avoiding (and reality-denying) thinking and acting. I shall attempt to explain this paradoxical aspect of the human condition and the great, but largely ignored, opportunity that despair affords humanity.


A psychologist, Alexander Lowen, has cryptically written: “The path to joy leads through despair.”4 When one reflects on this statement, it appears paradoxical, especially when one considers the definition of “despair” discussed earlier, including feelings of hopelessness, defeat and resignation. How, we may ask, can the decidedly negative experience of despair lead to joy?  Lowen offers a powerful insight in his response to this skeptical question according to social and environmental theorist, Philip Slater, who interprets Lowen’s surprising statement about despair leading to joy in the following manner:



Despair is the only cure for illusion. Without despair we cannot


transfer our allegiance to reality—it is a kind of mourning period for 

our fantasies. Some people do not survive this despair, but no major

change within a person can occur without it. People get trapped in despair when this despair is incomplete—when some thread of illusory hope

is still retained.5

 According to Slater, Lowen recognizes the causal relation between despair and human illusions, resulting in their elimination that leads to joy. This is of primary importance to individual mental health and flourishing; and I would add here, germane to understanding the meaning of our reactions to the 9/11 events and their aftermath on the societal level as well. Despair, on this view, involves the recognition and admission that our fantasies are illusions, and therefore are impossible to achieve. We must replace them with more realistic values and objectives that permit the accomplishment that will produce joy.


The despairing recognition is like the grief associated with the death of a loved one except that it is the death or dismissal of our dreams, our illusions, our fantasies, and the awareness of the need to have them replaced with values and aspirations that are in reality feasible allowing fulfillment and joy, rather than ones that are illusory and, therefore, destined to be disappointingly unachievable because impossible, when despair is complete and successful. This cure of despair for our illusions produces their death and elimination, and, this loss, in turn, results in a mourning period, as Slater explicates the phenomenon of despair; we sadly realize that what we thought was desirable and real is neither, and thus must be given up forever!


I propose that this understanding of the concept of “despair,” and how it might apply in social life can provide insight into of the aftermath of the attacks of 9/11. Moreover, the experience of despair could provide the breakthrough in consciousness necessary concerning the current environmental crisis wherein despair about industrial civilization, its foundational values and institutions, remains “incomplete,” allowing hegemonic and deleterious industrial delusions, and social practices built upon them to continue.


 How, specifically, does despair, understood here as the necessary and valuable “mourning period for our fantasies” and “cure for our illusions,” apply to the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and their consequences? It is well known that after 1989 Americans witnessed the fall of Communism in the Soviet Union and with it the collapse of our only military competitor; the adoption of free market principles and consumerism throughout the world, including China, Russia, and the former Soviet satellite nations. Today, virtually the entire human population seeks to live like affluent Americans. International agreement on (modern industrial) values is unprecedented in world history, and could be considered one component of the important but elusive concept of “globalization”.


Furthermore, the post-1989 period saw global domination by American military forces reinforced by the scintillating success in the Persian Gulf War. This serious economic troubles of our major economic rival, Japan, resulting in a similar American hegemony in the domain of the global economy that establishes America as the world’s largest and dominant economy, possessing the most stable and trusted currency utilized as the worldwide standard. All these post-1989 developments add up to a military and economic (not to mention cultural, with the dominating American rock music and cinema), Pax America that extended worldwide—or so Americans fantasized. Our worldviews of superiority and invulnerability were reinforced everyday by rabid chauvinistic and parochial media. Who could blame Americans for our confident and arrogant (illusory) beliefs in the establishment of an American global empire in the late 1990s, given world history since 1989 and the victorious end to the Cold War?

 Military hegemony was matched economically. American economic exuberance in the late 1990s was accurately reflected in the book title: “The Dow at 30,000.” 30 year-old, dot.com executives believed that they could become millionaires overnight and retire at 35 like the few high tech whizzes who actually did fulfill this new cultural goal of “The New Economy” based on the computer, global consumerism and trade, technological innovation, corporate mergers, and get-rich-quick IPOs (Initial Public Offerings) of stock during the high-flying, mid-to-late 1990s. 


Stunningly, the surprise attacks of 9/11 on our national territory brought death to civilians and destruction and damage to major cultural symbols of power and world domination. Our illusions of military and economic invincibility, and global hegemony were shattered. Despite our fantasy of military inviolability, the suicidal hijackers were largely successful in perpetrating their hostile and violent acts (with only one out of four commandeered jetliners crashing before it could hit its planned 

target). Their plan was not anticipated—nor envisaged, yet alone protected against—by American security forces and leaders. 

Let me elaborate upon this last point. The capability and willingness of fanatic hijackers to turn our own machines against us by transforming fuel-filled tanks of jumbo civilian airplanes into missiles of destruction aimed at chosen targets of great iconic value representing the unequaled might of American society and global domination--New York City’s World Trade Center and Washington, D.C.’s Pentagon--was not even contemplated as a scenario in this specific manner by American military and political leaders. Therefore, the 9/11 attacks were “surprise” attacks not only in their execution (where and when they occurred) but in their conception, unlike the infamous Pearl Harbor attack in this regard, although references to Pearl Harbor were frequent in the aftermath of 9/11. The targets of the 9/11 attacks were cultural symbols representing America’s economic and military fantasies of global supremacy. The illusory belief of American territory and citizens being invulnerable foreign attack (supported by history to that point) was reduced to rubble right before our eyes as television cameras caught the collapse of the World Trade Center Towers, and broadcast the damage to the command and control heart of the worldwide American military juggernaut in the Pentagon.

Our vaunted military power producing a sense of total and invulnerable domestic security from attack by foreign enemies is now experienced as illusory. We hear our national leaders admitting that it is impossible to completely protect the potential targets of terrorist attacks 365 days a year given their size, number, and geographical dispersion. There are hundreds of thousands of power plants, water reservoirs, bridges, airports, train stations, government buildings, malls, and so on throughout this vast nation.  The illusory sense of invincibility and total protection from violent attack—let alone bioterrorist attack from microscopic organisms illustrated by the frustrations in solving the Anthrax killings—was instantly transformed in the early hours of 9/11 to deep anxiety, vulnerability, and insecurity. Is it any wonder that Americans are despairing and mourning for our pre-9/11 illusions of safety and superiority?

American illusions of dominant economic power were also devastated in aftermath of 9/11. Not only did The New York and American Stock Exchanges shut down for days for the first time in history, and then sharply decline, American corporations’ earnings hit long-time lows. Unprecedented losses were sustained especially in the large industries of travel and tourism, culminating in an official recession. Moreover, as if to underline the economic despair after 9/11, the very foundation of post-World War II American (and now global) consumer culture and economy was so seriously threatened by the post-9/11 despairing reflections and replacement values that the President of the United States and Mayor of New York City in between war preparations and counting the dead and missing took time off to admonish Americans: “to go shopping,” as a patriotic act because the shopping malls were deserted!

Americans after September 11th experienced despair as result of being shocked to recognize and admit our illusions about American military and economic power. Faced with the reality of human loss, either real or vicarious, Americans began to question the illusory and misguided nature of our values and lives centering on material acquisition and accumulation.  This is a crucial basis for restructuring social values, increasing the possibility of social change, and engaging in political theorizing about a new American social order. 

Thus, to summarize my argument, I believe the 9/11 attacks on The World Trade Center and the Pentagon graphically, shockingly, and grotesquely demonstrated that our nation was neither militarily nor economically invulnerable to disaster. When these 9/11 attacks with their saturation media coverage were followed by the mysterious Anthrax attacks and deaths, and accompanied by official fears and alerts of future (bio)terrorist attacks with admissions by the authorities that there are no known methods of 100% prevention, 9/11 and its aftermath brought us to despair. More than victims were killed on 9/11, our social fantasies were killed as well, and this recognition resulted in the post-9/11 national despair, social and psychological indications of which we are still living with. 
Whether it produces new airline security measures like bullet-proof cockpit doors, checked baggage inspections, or shoe examinations for explosives, or in discovering the hollowness of a life of overwork so committed to material consumption that it harms family life and other non-material values, despair over the 9/11 attacks has shocked Americans into recognizing and re-evaluating our previous fantasy-based thinking, valuations and actions. We are in a  “mourning period for our military security fantasies” that has constructively stimulating major changes for the better regarding airline security and safety—with additional changes promise. But, a central political theoretical issue remains: can the value changes and resulting modifications in behavior based on the supremacy of material consumption in our industrial lifestyle have durability and a permanent social impact when so many people’s livelihoods are at stake in the illusory, pre-9/11 economic status quo founded upon the fantasy of everyone achieving the life of wealth and leisure? (Consider how many tens of millions of Americans, including middle class workers, have their retirement funds dependent upon the Stock Markets, with serious policy proposals made to increase this dependency through Social Security reforms. Is the plight of the Enron employees losing a lifetime of savings and retirement accounts a vision of the future for American workers?)


Here is where I believe the analogy between despair in the environmental crisis and despair in the aftermath of 9/11 becomes significant. Since the 1960s and the first Earth Day in 1970, environmental scientists, environmental advocacy organizations and their members have been attempting to convey the important message that the planetary limits will not permit us to sustain our materially wasteful, extravagant, and unjust way of life for long. Certainly these limits will preclude all 6 billion people currently inhabiting the Earth, (let alone the projected 8 or 10 billion in future decades) from living like affluent Americans in our disproportionate resource use and pollution production. Thanks to global communication and Hollywood movies, all the world’s population has already fallen prey to this dangerous industrial illusion of material wealth and prosperity for all. We must abandon this illusion if we are to avoid ecological catastrophe, natural resource wars, and the constant threat of terrorism by the poor and oppressed of the world as their only method of striking back in a world marked by gross global inequality. The real “war”—or as I would prefer to express it, the real “initiative”-- to end the threat of terrorism must start here with these social value-based driving forces of industrial illusions to be truly effective. 


 The American illusion about domestic invincibility from foreign attack was dramatically destroyed. Likewise, I contend that our social fantasies of environmental limitlessness, ceaseless economic growth and endless material prosperity must be exposed and discarded because of environmental finitude. The resulting experience of a mourning period for these fantasies will produce a despair that can transform our industrial way of life to one that is more consistent with reality: a postindustrial society that is environmentally sustainable and socially just. 

This profound transformational political process is what I think despair can lead us to after the 9/11 attacks. I hope—unlike the pessimistic prayer options of Woody Allen above—that a shock in the environmental realm equivalent to the 9/11 attacks will not be necessary before a commitment to social transformation occurs. We still have time to prevent a shocking, despair-inducing environmental disaster costing tens of thousands or even millions of human and animal lives. Ominously, in the ecological domain, the aftermath of a “surprise” event, one that we have not even conceived of as a threat like the hijackings of 9/11, (such as a global-scale environmental catastrophe like the sudden, extreme climate change with all of its threatened dimensions) may not allow us the opportunity to change or give us the time to experience despair in order to achieve the required social transformation by giving up our illusory socio-economic fantasies.

The social psychologist and theorist, Erich Fromm captured an important point about social illusions when he said: “One needs to destroy illusions in order to create the conditions that make illusions unnecessary.”6 Following this point, I maintain that despair—as illusion-busting or fantasy-ending—is vitally important to the practice of political theory and the achievement of social transformation. Futurist, Alvin Toffler, termed the challenge facing us the: “awesome but exhilarating task that few generations in human history have ever faced: the design of a new civilization.”7 My conclusion is that the path to success in this “awesome but exhilarating task of designing a new civilization,” a new civilization that is both consistent with both environmental limits and social justice must occur through the salutary experience of despair because new social values, and new social institutions based on them, are urgently needed.  It is imperative that we recognize, discard, and finally, mourn for and replace our industrial illusions that are both ecologically fatal and morally undesirable that have become globally hegemonic since 1989. In this essential respect, the despair of the aftermath of 9/11 can prove to be a lesson of paramount importance for humankind, the planet, and all of its living species, demonstrating the surprising value and necessity of despair. 
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