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Ever since the French Revolution, "terrorist" has been an epithet [abusive word] to fasten on a political enemy…. On the other hand, revolutionary radicals have tended to think of terror as a defensive maneuver against counterrevolutionary forces. 

Conventionally the word "terrorism" means a type of violent action, such as murder, designed to make people afraid. To designate such a sphere as a "system of terror," however, implies that all the individuals within it are involved, in one role or another, actually or potentially in the terror process. Hence, a system of terror should not be identified as any society that happens to have terror in it.
Systems of terror fall into two major categories, depending on whether they work against or coincide with the dominant power structure. One type is oriented toward overthrowing a system of authority….the other category coincides and co-acts with systems of authority and are directed by those who already control the ordinary institutions of power. Instead of relying entirely on authority, conventional rules, and legitimate techniques, the men in power, for reasons to be discovered, choose to initiate the process of terror…. [T]he chain of events in a process of terror may begin with an emotionally disturbed overlord living in the midst of political tensions, who commands his agents to perform acts of violence which induce the fear reaction which in turn yields social effects upon which the political system depends….The "useful" social effects of irrational violence may or may not be perceived and approved after they emerge from the terror process.

Everyone in the system may be a target, but the process needs a regular selection of victims, who are dispatched according to variable rates of destruction. An atmosphere is lived in long before anyone thinks of investigating it, but when it becomes disturbing enough to be noticed and defined as a hazard to normal life, rational beings are moved to bring it under analysis and reflection. Organized terror is only one part of the turbid mixture of fear, but to come to terms with fear we may begin by trying to understand the ingredients…. Violence may occur without terror, but not terror without violence. Resistance or the expectation of resistance…increases the probability of violence.

And in some cases if things which naturally have a quality lose it

because they have suffered violence, we say that they are deprived.

- Aristotle, The Metaphysics
[S]ome writers who do not deny that terrorism is a choice still avoid the issue of moral responsibility by regarding the decision as an inescapable policy. They come up with judgments that resemble the following improvisations: "The crisis in France was so acute that Robespierre had no choice but to initiate the Reign of Terror";…To the contrary, it is important to recognize the policy of terrorism as one social choice among alternatives. A social choice is neither an inescapable event nor a solitary decision.
- - -

Questions: 

1. What’s the difference between “terrorism” and a “system of terror”? What was that of Robespierre?

2. For Robespierre, in which “system of terror” category was his administration?

3. For Robespierre, who were his “regular selection of victims”?

4. Explain and rephrase the quote by Aristotle.

5. In your opinion, did Robespierre have a “choice” as some writers attest? Why or why not?
