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Abstract 

This article develops a general conceptual model of the relationship between the structure of human historical 

consciousness, the multidimensional experience of time, and human agency and possibility. It includes a 

discussion of the ways that events that change the structure of historical consciousness affect temporal 

experience, ontological security, and narratives of self-identity. The experience of trauma disrupts the 

ontological security that is required for the continuity of identity. Trauma reorganizes our sense of time and 

possibility. Events that impact us negatively are more likely to remain in individual and collective memories. 

Traumatic events change our understanding of the past and transform our hopes for the future. They often 

become the pivotal points for reconfiguring narratives of personal and collective identity. The conceptual 

model that is developed is applied to an analysis of different strategies that selected characters in Don Delillo’s 

2007 novel, Falling Man, adopt in order to rebuild their narratives of self-identity after the shattering of history 

and the disruption of temporal experience in the wake of the events of September 11
th

, 2001. 
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Introduction 

On September 11
th

, 2001, a traumatic event erupted from out of the blue, global in scope, with a 

magnitude that reverberates through time and history. Our ability to attach ourselves to time, 

history, and existence, and ‘go on’ from day-to-day revealed itself in all of its complexity. Our actions 

create the foundation of our possibilities, allowing us to continue to become the kind of person we 

already are, as we seek continuity and meaning throughout a lifetime. Our actions and possibilities 

must account for the ways we are positioned in the structure of historical consciousness, which is 

itself a structure of possibilities. In each epoch, certain courses of action are available to human 

beings, and they are organized as plots that are not controlled by any individual
1
. Our narratives of 

self-identity are created from an interpretation of who we are and who we want to be in light of our 

position in a historical plot.  

In the construction of these narratives, our personal experience of time is a fundamental aspect 

of our interpretations of who we are and where we are going. Our actions and possibilities have a 

multidimensional temporality which is more complicated than it appears in the sequential 

understanding of past, present, and future. Our experience of time and our position in historical 

plots are intertwined in our experience and our actions. We exist in a complex and taken-for-granted 

“structure of happening, and the existential temporal conditions of its possibility” (Heidegger 426). 

In our attempts to account for who we want to be in light of what we can become, we also need 

to maintain a very basic sense of stability, or ontological security. The way we inhabit time and the 

way we interpret the historical possibilities available to us are affected by this deep need for 

certainty and security as we attempt to ‘go on’ from day to day. In an ideal situation:  
 

                                                 
1
The term “plot” will refer to “the intelligible whole that governs a succession of events in a story, or the story 

of a life”. To be meaningful, history must be organized into a plot: “To be historical, an event must be more 

than a singular occurrence, a unique happening. It receives its definition from its contribution to the 

development of a plot” (Ricoeur 171-172). 
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The individual... may experience his own being as real, alive, whole... so clearly that his identity 

and autonomy are never in question; as a continuum in time; as having an inner consistency, 

substantiality, genuineness, and worth; as spatially coextensive with the body... as having begun 

in or around birth and liable to extinction with death. He thus has a firm core of ontological 

security (Laing 41). 

 

The desire to maintain ontological security governs our temporal awareness and our 

understanding of ourselves as actors in history. The experience of time, history, and ontological 

security in contemporary western, secularized societies differs from the same forms of experience in 

the world of those committed to become martyrs in the Islamic Jihad. The secular west offers 

endless possibilities for comfort and distraction in an eternal present, but this pales in comparison to 

the intensity of those whose commitment to dying produces a meaningful life in the presence of 

eternity. The plot of Falling Man, and the plot of the selected characters’ lives, reveals these 

different ways of being in time and history. 

 

Time, History and Don Delillo’s Characters 

My contention is that the human experience of time is basic to an understanding of what history 

is. Our temporal experience generates a view of history as moving up or down, forward or backward, 

as well as a sense of velocity, as speeding up or slowing down. These basic perceptions generate a 

constellation of terms related to agency, motivation, and possibility that crystallize as a collective 

Zeitgeist, or spirit of the age. Once it emerges, this ‘spirit’ is seized upon by those who control the 

means of ideological production, refined, and disseminated. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy that 

structures and justifies human action, reproducing itself until it shatters. 

The construction of history also lays claim to the future. The future consists of psychological 

projections of possibilities that are available within the horizon of the spirit of the age. These 

projections produce attitudes and dispositions that manifest as strategies of perceiving the present, 

and acting in it. The strategies reproduce themselves by enabling and constraining personal 

narratives of self-identity. We continually emerge from our past and become who we are as we act 

and reflect upon future possibilities in the present. 

In developing this hypothesis, I will begin by outlining the modernist historical consciousness. I 

want to explain how the promises it contained - scientific and technological progress, moral 

improvement and happiness, and economic prosperity and security - were the seeds of its own 

destruction. In the modernist historical consciousness, we are all called upon to make history. Every 

moment is pivotal. Life is a history lesson in the service of progress and the past is assembled as 

series of problems and solutions which we can study and use to map our future, which lies within a 

field of possibilities that we can predict. This route from the past to the future was the red carpet of 

progress that the Enlightenment thinkers rolled out in front of themselves as they escaped from 

tradition and superstition into the future of human self-realization. It assumed a teleological form in 

the work of G.W.F. Hegel, and a libertarian form in Classical Economics. Marx’s dialectical approach 

to both forms produced an economic determinism that destroyed the past as it mapped out the 

future. Despite Marx’s atheism, his view also resonated with Christian eschatology, the New 

Jerusalem would arrive because the meek would inherit the earth after the moneychangers were 

thrown out of the temple. Lenin pushed this further, using the military concept of an avant-garde to 

justify violence in securing the future. Along the way, ideological and military battles solidified this 

vision of history as a path into the future. Were we liberating the ‘third world’ or placing ourselves 

on the Road to Serfdom? Who could tell, since the success of this vision of history was based on 

continually shifting the utopian horizons into the future. The overarching goal was moral progress, 

and the highest impulse was toward “the design of the future as the task of a moral imperative, 

conceiving history as a temporalized house of correction for morality” (Koselleck 198). Capitalism 

would provide happiness and freedom for all when it was properly institutionalized and supported. 

International Communism would triumph in the end, but only when extended globally. Fascism or 
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National Socialism might also be a perverse ‘third way’ if it could become the framework for all 

heroic and decisive action in the future. 

The leaders of each of the three ways created plots around these visions. The populations of the 

world were mobilized. Institutions were expanded and anchored in these plots. Hundreds of millions 

of people planned their lives around these plots because they had few alternatives. Over time, and 

while occupied with survival, they forgot that these were only plots, agreeing not to see the 

constructed nature of institutions, practices, and ideas. They plotted their own lives, and 

constructed their own identities, achieving varying degrees of ontological security; until their 

bubbles began to burst. It was not simply victory or defeat in war that caused this. 

There is a problem with the assumption that the development of science and technology will 

supply evidence of history as a progressive movement. It is undeniable that scientific knowledge 

does accumulate as a body of verifiable facts which form the basis for the discovery of an ever-

growing body of useful facts. It is equally true that technological development continually 

supersedes itself, as anyone who ever used a telephone with a cord, or an answering machine with a 

micro-cassette can verify. Science and technology advance as we learn their lessons and correct their 

errors. But scientific practice cannot find a resting point in eternal truth, because the method and 

practice of science involves identifying errors, putting provisional truths in their place, and living with 

these provisional truths, while simultaneously attempting to falsify them creating a landscape of 

skeptical awareness. This skepticism is compounded by risk. The technologies that science has 

developed allow us to observe what our senses cannot: the tiniest particles, the temperature of the 

oceans, the depth of the polar ice caps, the durability of the ozone layer, movements of squadrons 

of soldiers in the desert, and to predict danger based on these observations. Developments in 

epidemiology, surveillance, genetics, and cybersecurity only intensify the awareness of danger. 

Science has become an incubator of risk (cf. Beck 8). 

Unlike science, myths or religious beliefs about the future are far more believable than scientific 

predictions, because they are accepted as part of a worldview that provides a historical structure 

and direction to the events we experience. This allows us to place information and risk in a context 

of interpretation, possibility, decision, and security. However, once we find ourselves outside of that 

mythic framework, yet still trying to prove and predict the future, all science is equivocal. One might 

say that we simply need to make an existential commitment to living in the face of risk, or to 

assembling our own identity and security by sifting through the evidence and deciding what to 

believe and what to reject, like taking a leap of faith without any faith. But this is not so easy, given 

the massive circulation of contradictory information. Sifting and weighing evidence would be a full-

time job, with no time left to actually live. Science provides no certainty, but instead, looms as an 

ambiguous and unsatisfying account of how the future will shape, or perhaps devour, us. 

The second problem within the modernist historical consciousness lies in its promise of moral 

development and self-fulfillment. Not all forms of life and historical development work like science. 

Once institutionalized, scientific knowledge can be recorded and saved. Technology also rarely loses 

ground because we enjoy the comforts it provides. But moral advances are subject to loss or sudden 

reversal. The holocausts and genocides of the 20
th

 century are tragic reminders that science, 

technology, and ethical awareness are no match for our passion for revenge or our desire for power. 

The nations where science, philosophy, and technology were most advanced are also the nations 

where the moral reversal produced the most brutal results. 

The modernist historical consciousness began to unravel after the First World War. Perhaps for 

many in Europe the bubble finally burst in 1968 or 1989. In the United States, it happened in the 

1970’s, a period of social disorder and recession based on an ‘oil crisis’ perceived to be the sinister 

creation of ‘cartels’ in the ‘Middle East’. The deposition of the Shah, the Iranian Revolution, and the 

‘hostage crisis’ generated a vision of the Middle East as the demonic engine of crisis. The growing 

awareness of dependence upon ‘foreign oil’ was intensified by the partial meltdown of the reactor 

core at the Three Mile Island Nuclear Generating Station near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania in 1979. 

Amidst concerns that the hydrogen bubble which was discovered in the pressure dome of the 



Anthony Lack, ”Shattered: Time, History, and Possibility in Don Delillo’s Falling Man”.                                                                         

Re-reading Myths at the Beginning of the Twenty-first Century. 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 5, no 2/2016  Page 5 

 

reactor might explode and unleash a large-scale nuclear chain reaction, Americans began to realize 

that the nuclear alternative was as dangerous and unpredictable as dependence on foreign oil. Five 

years later, in December of 1984, the world’s worst industrial disaster unfolded at the Union Carbide 

chemical plant in Bhopal, India. The methyl isocyanate gas that was released killed over fifteen 

thousand people. We did not have a clear idea of what would happen next, but the mood that 

permeated society was analogous to the toxins in the air, difficult to identify and ambiguously 

omnipresent. DeLillo noted this in the last pages of his 1985 novel, White Noise:  

 

we don't know whether we are watching in wonder or dread, we don't know what we are 

watching or what it means, we don't know whether it is permanent, a level of experience to 

which we will gradually adjust, into which our uncertainty will eventually be absorbed, or just 

some atmospheric weirdness, soon to pass (38). 

 

The events of 9/11 compounded the uncertainty but clarified one thing, the question of whether 

we are watching in wonder or dread. In his 2001 essay “In the Ruins of the Future: Reflections on 

Terror and Loss in the Shadow of September”, DeLillo wrote: “There is fear of other kinds of 

terrorism, the prospect that biological and chemical weapons will contaminate the air we breathe 

and the water we drink. There wasn't much concern about this after earlier terrorist acts. This time 

we are trying to name the future, not in our normally hopeful way, but guided by dread” (39). 

An alternative to ‘no future’ has yet to emerge and our capacity for distraction grows 

exponentially: “The internet is a counternarrative, shaped in part by rumour, fantasy and mystical 

reverberation” (DeLillo “Ruins”, 39). 

The temporal immediacy of cyberspace displaces the chronology of history. Events gain their 

meaning topologically, through their interconnection with other events. A different sense of time 

and possibility emerges as an effect of the technological medium we are entangled in. We live in an 

eternal present and our agency dissipates in clouds of distraction and deferral. We wander in space, 

searching for a place that we cannot find in time. 

In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger analyzed the relationship between three types of time: 

originary temporality, world time, and ordinary time
2
. The most fundamental temporal experience is 

originary temporality. It does not consist of a sequence of ‘nows’, nor does it have a distinct past, 

present, and future. Originary temporality is a manifestation of the simultaneous unity of pastness, 

en-presenting, and futurity that conditions every experience. As a condition of the emergence of any 

human experience, originary temporality is invisible to conscious reflection, but it allows us to gain a 

sense that we exist, as well as how we are oriented to our most fundamental possibilities. From this 

situation, basic temporal awareness of who we are and what we can be, we experience the kind of 

time that we can access in reflection as we live through our experiences. This is what Heidegger calls 

“world time” (425). We rely upon world time as the shared socio-linguistic background to basic 

utterances such as ‘see you later’, or ‘It’s about 7pm, I will meet you at 8pm’. But the structure of 

originary temporality is always there, as a sense of continuing to be, and in continuing to be, being 

open to possible ways of existing in world time. Knowing that we are here, now, open to possibility, 

not determined by fate, and counting on continuing to be here, now, we make a promise to meet in 

the future. Our sense of basic temporal existence also makes memory possible. Because originary 

temporality is the manifestation of pastness, en-presenting, and futurity, we have an intuitive sense 

of the unity of time that makes living in the past or bursting into tears over an event that happened 

seven years ago, possible.  

The horizons of our action and our fundamental experience of temporality are coordinated by 

each other. But they are also governed through conformity to what Heidegger calls the ‘they’. We: 

“take our possibilities... first... in accordance with the way things have been interpreted by the 

                                                 
2
Discussion of ordinary time, which is symbolically represented time, lies beyond the scope of this paper. 
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‘they’. This interpretation has already restricted the possible options of choice to what lie within the 

range of the familiar, the attainable, the respectable” (Heidegger 425).  

‘They’ simplify and focus our actions and help make them meaningful, but ‘they’ also reduce our 

understanding of our possibilities. The reduction of how we ought to be and what we ought to do 

eases the burden of responsibility inherent in responding to our most authentic possibilities. Ideally, 

our most authentic possibilities emerge within a world of engaged concern with who and what we 

care for, what ultimately matters to us. In this sense, the present is not a moment in time. It is a way 

of understanding ourselves as human beings permeated with possibility. This type of understanding 

is not a self-perception or an appraisal of our talents and abilities. It is simply our awareness that as 

long as we exist, there are possible ways of living meaningful lives that we can be more or less 

receptive to. This receptivity can never be made fully present. 

But there are some ways to investigate how we become more, or less, receptive to our ownmost 

possibilities. One thing that all human beings have in common is that our possibilities will end when 

we die, but our deaths are not possible experiences. Existing from day-to-day often requires hiding 

our deaths from ourselves, but that is not difficult. We do not need to run away from ourselves into 

the world of events in world time. We only have to drift in the sea of tranquility where our 

understanding of death has already been made available to us. Death is lifted out of our basic 

temporal horizon, where it always is, and plotted in the world of events - that will someday happen 

to us - or that have already happened to others. In this manner, the anxiety that accompanies our 

existence is transformed into fear, but we can deal with it: “Death gets passed off as something 

‘actual’: its character as a possibility gets concealed, and so are two other items that belong to it – 

the fact that it is non-relational and that it is not to be outstripped” (Heidegger 253). 

Death becomes relational when it becomes an event that we can expect to happen in world time. 

We can relate to it by talking about it, choosing our casket and burial plot, and purchasing life 

insurance, so that our death will not be an economic burden to others. From this perspective, the 

more we know about it, talk about it, and get ready for it, the more we prevent it from coming 

toward us as our ownmost possibility: “In this manner, the ‘they’ provides a constant tranquilization 

about death” (Heidegger 254). But we cannot completely insure ourselves, or assure ourselves. 

Overwhelmed by our finitude, we sometimes find ourselves in anxiety. The ‘nothing’ and the 

‘nowhere’ become manifest. This renders our world insignificant. The world still exists, but it is not 

our world. We still exist, but only in the terror of isolation from ourselves. Anxiety takes away the 

possibility of understanding and shatters our ontological security. We are unable to be ourselves 

because nothing matters to us. We cannot go on this way for long. “Looking away from finitude into 

the infinity of public time” (Heidegger 425), we find escape hatches into the world of events in world 

time, insuring our immortality in a ‘they’ that “never dies because it cannot die: for death is in each 

case mine” (Heidegger 425). Falling into idle talk, we never latch on to anything, we just float along, 

and go along, with what ‘they’ say. It is all a form of white noise, essentially meaningless. 

Our understanding of self and world can also become very curious. Curiosity “seeks novelty only 

in order to leap from it anew to another novelty... in its possibilities of abandoning itself to the 

world... [it]seeks restlessness and the excitement of continual novelty and changing encounters. In 

not tarrying, curiosity is concerned with the possibility of distraction" (Heidegger 172). Curiosity and 

idle talk reinforce each other. Together, they enable ambiguity. In ambiguity, all possibilities are 

equally meaningful, and therefore not meaningful in the structure of our own lives. A meaningful life 

requires commitment, the ability and willingness to see possibilities in light of a future plan that can 

be carried forward or realized. In our restless search for meaning we produce nihilism, all 

possibilities are equally meaningful. 

Commitment requires resolve, events must be seized from the ‘they’ and assembled in a 

narrative of self-identity, a moving self-image in which the meaning of the individual parts stand in 

the light of the whole. We have to keep repeating who we are in order to have any bearing on where 

we are going, beginning our departures from the known into the possible. This repetition is always 
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reaching beyond itself, undergoing revision. But we can also become stuck in time, lost in an eternal 

present that prevents us from realizing our possibilities. 

In Islamic theology, discussions of Jihad, in its lesser and greater forms, are found in the Koran, 

and the philosophical positions on time are more prevalent in Sufism. These ideas are synthesized in 

practical, historical, contexts of interpretation and action. In one of the essential Persian texts, the 

Kashf al-Mahjūb of al-Hujwīrī
3
, time has an exoteric, conventional, finite, mode, and an esoteric, 

ultimate, eternal, mode. The text makes it clear that these different modes of temporal experience 

are ways of being in time that depend on how receptive one is to them (Coomaraswamy 97). 

Specifically, waqt, which is an awareness of the ultimate mode of temporality, depends on hal, 

which is the person’s receptivity to the illuminating moment, or ecstasy, when Allah illuminates the 

path into eternal time
4
. When in waqt, one is “independent of past and future", and “happy with 

God in the present” (Coomaraswamy 98). Again, "the most precious of human  things is the state of 

being occupied between the past and future... the Shaykhs have said that 'Time [i.e. Now] is a 

cutting sword', because it is characteristic of a sword to cut, and 'Time' cuts the roots of the future 

and the past, and obliterates care of yesterday and tomorrow from the heart” (Coomaraswamy 98). 

If a person falls away from God, he falls into the state of becoming, a stream of mundane actions 

and events, a series of ‘nows’, whose structure and causality is synonymous with world time. 

However, a person who is in waqt, in the presence of eternity, with God acting through him, is still 

fully responsible for his actions. It is God alone who acts, but the person has accepted his own life 

and his own destiny, or has turned away from it. Either way, God creates an ‘acceptance’ in the mind 

of the person, which also contains an awareness that he could have done otherwise
5
.Thus, being 

with God in the presence of eternity allows the martyr to die to the life of becoming, to accept his 

destiny, to act with God in eternity, and still be personally responsible for his actions on earth. Like 

Achilles, the mujahid, the Fighter of Jihad becomes immortal through his deeds, but unlike Achilles, 

who is aware of his mortality and eventually goes to Hades, the mujahid acts in the awareness of 

immortality and eventually attains permanent, heavenly, immortality. 

The failure to understand this temporal and existential dimension of the Islamic Jihad produces a 

misunderstanding of the motives of the mujahid. This is usually cast in terms of an “atavistic politics 

of retribalization, balkanization, fanaticism, and tyrannical paternalism - a largely pathological 

orientation associated with violence, intolerance, and little respect for human life”
6
 (Euben 8). The 

Islamic Jihad then becomes ‘the other’ of western concerns about time, history, and death, “jihad is 

thus rendered the repository of contemporary anxieties about death, the irrational, religious, and 

the bloody-minded in what has been defined as modern political life” (Euben 8). 

One way to view this ‘othering’ is spatial: there is an in-group/out-group dynamic at work in most 

social processes that creates a virtuous ‘us’ and a vicious ‘them’. But the temporal aspect, and the 

effect on motivation must not be overlooked. Seizing upon their finitude while living, the mujahids’ 

‘ownmost possibilities’ come toward them and allow them to live authentically, as beings-toward 

death. In this sense, ‘Islam’ is a meaningful totality where life’s purpose has already been achieved. 

The martyrs already exist in paradise. They have a narrative about the future and the end of history. 

Their ontological security does not require sidestepping the problem of death. They are already 

beyond it.  

How does the intensity of being in the presence of eternity compare to the boredom of drifting in 

an eternal present? On September 11
th

, 2001, history shattered. It exploded everywhere, on 

televisions and mobile phones, on screens in every public space. The bubble was replaced by a hole 

                                                 
3
Circa 1071-1072 C.E 

4
“waqt has need of hal, for waqt is beautified by hal and subsists thereby” - al-Hujwīrī, Kashf al-Mahjūb, 

(Coomaraswamy 98). 
5
The Christian position is not different. e.g., John 8.28; 14.10 or Galatians 5.18 

6
This view is also common in progressive thought, e.g., Benjamin Barber’s “Jihad Vs. McWorld” The Atlantic 

Magazine, 1992.  
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in the ground, signifying a perpetual expectation of risk and danger coming out of nowhere. In 

Falling Man, Keith Neudecker finds himself on the street after escaping from one of the towers 

before it collapsed: “There was something critically missing from the things around him. They were 

unfinished, whatever that means. They were unseen, whatever that means, shop windows, loading 

platforms, paint-sprayed walls. Maybe this is what things look like when there is no one here to see 

them” (DeLillo 5). 

Nina Bartos is a retired Professor of Art History. She is aware of the superficiality of 

contemporary life, pointing out that her daughter, Lianne, visited the world’s ancient sites to study 

them but took nothing away because she went as a tourist with shallow friends. Nina prefers to 

remain in a world of nostalgia-tinged images assembled in an aestheticized landscape of dreams: 

“She didn’t know anything about the people in the photographs. She only knew the photographs. 

This is where she found innocence and vulnerability, in the nature of old passports, in the deep 

texture of the past itself, people on long journeys, people now dead” (DeLillo FM, 5). 

Nina spends time at the museum, looking at the old masters. She is involved in a long-term, long-

distance, relationship with a German art dealer. She calls him Martin Ridnour, but Lianne questions 

his true identity: “Martin Ridnour? Yes. Did you tell me once that’s not his real name?... Maybe I 

don’t know his real name... Twenty years. Traveling with him. Sleeping with him. Why do I have to 

know his name? He’s Martin. What will I know about him if I know his name that I don’t know now?” 

(DeLillo FM, 145). 

Nina is aware that his real name is Ernst Hechinger. He was an active member of Kommune 1 

(DeLillo FM, 146), a radical leftist group influenced by the situationist critique of what Guy Debord 

called the Society of the Spectacle, wherein capitalism becomes an immense accumulation of reified 

images, a false totality, and a meaningless way of life. Our possibilities for self-actualization are 

projected into a world of images that appear to have a life of their own. We then passively consume 

the images as they absorb our possibilities
7
. Ridnour now deals in images and symbols. In the ‘60s, as 

Hechinger, he was a guerrilla fighter, a real physical presence, throwing eggs at the ruling class and 

setting off bombs. It is fitting that he made the move from assaulting the spectacle to speculation in 

the international art market where buzz in the global media about a painter who has been dead for 

centuries can increase the value of his canvases instantaneously. This market is a barometer, 

reacting to anachronistic speculations and global gossip, information circulated so rapidly that it 

becomes true before the facts can be checked. Perhaps Ridnour, whose lifestyle is less than opulent, 

is selling art to finance the Hechingers of today. Although he subsists in an immaterial world, he 

offers Nina a solid materialist analysis of the 9/11 attacks:  

 

One side has the capital, the labor, the technology, the armies, the agencies, the cities, the laws, 

the police, and the prisons. The other side has a few men willing to die. ‘God is great’, she said. 

Forget God. These are matters of history. This is politics and economics. All the things that shape 

lives, millions of people, dispossessed, their lives, their consciousness (DeLillo FM, 47). 

 

Lianne is Nina’s daughter. Her response to the trauma is interesting because she was not literally 

in the explosion and did not experience the danger firsthand. She is an avid reader of Kierkegaard, 

who “gave her a danger, a sense of spiritual brink. The whole of existence frightens me, he wrote. 

She saw herself in this sentence” (DeLillo FM, 118). And yet this is just a hipster pose. Lianne 

“struggles”
8
 with religion but does not take a leap of faith. “Lianne struggled with the idea of God. 

She was taught to believe that religion makes people compliant. This is the purpose of religion, to 

                                                 
7
e.g.: “The images detached from every aspect of life fuse in a common stream in which the unity of this life 

can no longer be reestablished. Reality considered partially unfolds, in its own general unity, as a pseudo-world 

apart, an object of mere contemplation” (Debord 4). 
8
Struggle is the typical English translation of the word Jihad. 
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return people to a childlike state” (DeLillo FM, 62-63). Instead, she returns to a childlike state in two 

stages. 

First, she asks that ‘they’ help her alleviate her anxiety. She uses the Alzheimer’s sufferers she is 

working with in her writing-therapy group. Perhaps she can get them to construct a narrative that 

will turn her anxiety and powerlessness into something they can all fear and take revenge upon. She 

needs them more than they need her. But they cannot deliver any explanations. Nor can ‘they’ agree 

that God is Great, so there is no security provided by listening to their religious reflections. Then she 

tries to get to them to scapegoat the terrorists, but they cannot picture them, or locate them, or 

understand their motives, so they cannot situate them in a simple narrative of Good and Evil. 

When all else fails, she grows increasingly frustrated and confronts her neighbor, Elena, from 

whose apartment Lianne had frequently heard ‘Middle Eastern’ music. In the ensuing argument over 

Elena’s ‘insensitive’ behavior, Lianne struggles with her and punches her in the face, hardly a 

Kierkegaardian move. Keith is Lianne’s estranged husband. For him there is no longer any expected 

future or recoverable past. He was in one of the towers at impact. He has survived death. His world 

is shattered, but he needs nothing. He lets go of his identity, except for the official papers that will 

allow him to exist as a legal subject and his trekking boots that will allow him to keep moving. 

Nothing else matters:  

 

He put some things in a suitcase, a few shirts and trousers and his trekking boots from 

Switzerland and to hell with the rest. This and that and the Swiss boots because the boots 

mattered and the poker table mattered but he wouldn’t need the table, two players dead, one 

badly injured. A single suitcase, that was all, and passport, checkbooks, birth certificate and a 

few other documents, the state papers of identity. He stood and looked and felt something so 

lonely he could touch it with his hand (DeLillo FM, 27). 

 

It is Keith who takes the real leap of faith. He was working in finance, the system where people 

trade in the futures markets, borrowing on the future, counting on the future, looking forward to 

comfortable retirements. After the future closes down he deliberately plunges into risk and 

uncertainty, taking up residence in a hotel in Las Vegas, becoming a gambler in the radically 

contingent world of high-stakes poker. Leaping into a bubble that can burst at any moment, he 

survives one-day-at-a-time in a system of risk and speculation that mirrors the most volatile aspects 

of global capitalism, the very system that was targeted by the terrorists. The catastrophe has 

announced itself and he has survived; anything is possible. He realizes the futility of escaping into 

the eternal present. He trades longevity, security, and boredom for intensity. He and Lianne are 

fundamental opposites: “She wanted to be safe in the world and he did not” (DeLillo FM, 216). 

Although Keith does not want to be safe, his response to his brush with death can be seen as an 

escape into his own comfort zone. He had always been an adventurer but had conformed outwardly 

to The American Dream: a steady job, wife, and child. Taking advantage of the liminal period after 

the attacks, a time when drastic changes are possible, he simply embraces his past as his new future, 

going off to live high and die. 

In the meantime, those most deeply committed to the Islamic Jihad already exist in the presence 

of eternity, united in a community of the world to come. They are in this community because 

operating underneath the radar of the west gathers them together in physical proximity: 

 

[T]hey knew that all signals traveling in the air are vulnerable to interception. The state has 

microwave sites. The state has ground stations and floating satellites, Internet exchange points. 

There is photo reconnaissance that takes a picture of a dung beetle from one hundred 

kilometers up. But we encounter face to face. A man turns up from Kandahar, another from 

Riyadh. We encounter directly, in the flat or the mosque. The state has fiber optics but power is 

helpless against us. The more power, the more helpless. We encounter through eyes, through 

word and look (DeLillo FM, 81). 
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They are also in a community because their understanding has gone beyond, into what Jean Luc 

Nancy refers to as the inoperative community:  

 

The genuine community of mortal beings, or death as a community, establishes their impossible 

communion... A community is the presentation to its members of their mortal truth... its death, 

but also its birth, and only the community can present me my birth, and along with it the 

impossibility of my reliving it, as well as the impossibility of crossing over into my death (15). 

 

They found a way to channel the panic of temporal existence, the absence of a base, into a 

community that they can build on earth as they ascend to heaven. Hammad, a character who 

represents al-qā‘ida, which means ‘the base’, recalls a conversation with an Iraqi veteran of the Iran-

Iraq War (1980-1988). This man, who prayed in the same mosque with Hammad in Hamburg, 

recounted his memory of boy soldiers from Iran: 

 

He was a rifleman in the Shatt al Arab, fifteen years ago, watching them come across the 

mudflats, thousands of shouting boys. Some carried rifles, many did not, and the weapons nearly 

overwhelmed the smaller boys, Kalashnikovs, too heavy to be carried very far. He was a soldier 

in Saddam’s army and they were the martyrs of the Ayatollah, here to fall and die. They seemed 

to come up out of the wet earth, wave on wave, and he aimed and fired and watched them fall 

(DeLillo FM, 77). 

 

Already in the presence of eternity, borne out of the wet earth in the middle of the desert, 

adorned with the garlands of paradise, the keys around their necks defined their possibility. Their 

ever-present deaths situated them in a historical narrative and illuminated their actions, gathering 

them in a meaningful totality. They moved into their future rebirth, an event they must have 

envisioned as they moved forward ‘wave on wave’. 

 

Conclusion 

Their deaths were also a tactic in a battle strategy, part of the plan to build a community on 

earth: “ten thousand boys, enacting the glory of self-sacrifice to divert Iraqi troops and equipment 

from the real army massing behind front lines”
 
(DeLillo FM, 78). It does not matter whether the boys 

were aware of their specific role as decoys, or that their battle was not the real engagement with the 

enemy Iraqi soldiers. Their role in the struggle cohered perfectly with the structure of the 

temporality that they inhabited. They were finding the way already chosen for them, resolutely 

holding themselves open to their ownmost possibility as their future came toward them. They were 

already justified in the presence of eternity within the plot structured for them: “Plot closed the 

world to the slenderest line of sight, where everything converges to a point”
 
(DeLillo FM, 174). 

In these narratives, intensity prevails over duration, producing an automatic disposition to act. 

Those of us who have been taught to understand life’s possibilities as a collection of experiences to 

count on and gain from, adding up pleasures and subtracting pains, may only see brainwashing and 

waste of life. Yet, as Hammad’s interiority reveals in a different part of the novel:“When he saw a 

storm bearing in from the gulf he wanted to spread his arms and walk right into it. These people, 

what they hold so precious we see as empty space” (DeLillo FM, 177). 

While his counterpart slumbers in the seductive illusions of eternal present, the Jihadist 

recognizes himself as an eternal being momentarily caught up in the tide of history, which he 

understands, is ultimately a seductive illusion. Death is stronger than life. 
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