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Abstract

This chapter examines the psychology of post-war revolutionary terrorism in Muriel Spark’s
The Only Problem (1984) and Doris Lessing’s The Good Terrorist (1985). It argues that
accessing and manipulating the mind of the victim is at the root of the violence planned and
executed by terrorists Effie Gotham and Alice Mellings. Firstly, it considers the relationship
between blackmail and terrorism in the novels, pointing to the potential for personal grievance
to fuel violence against social and economic norms that are perceived to be unfair. Secondly,
it explores the significance of terrorist language, which often misrepresents its objects and
relies on media dissemination for political impact, and the symbolic targets of terrorist
violence, which are based on readings of the victims’ imagination. I draw on Joseph Conrad’s
The Secret Agent (1907) as a model for the symbolic selection of terrorist targets in the novels
under discussion. Finally, the chapter considers how gender and social class influence the
construction of terrorist identities. I suggest that, notwithstanding their embracement of
revolutionary terrorism, Effie and Alice remain subject to the patriarchy through their reliance
on male material or intellectual support. In addition, they appropriate the general working class
concerns they purport to defend and integrate them into their bourgeois ideology, thus
displacing specific social and political injustices to the periphery. By analysing Spark and
Lessing’s depictions of terrorists as amateurish left-wing idealists, I argue that their novels
enact a critique of the empty rhetoric of revolutionary groups amid 1980s conservatism and
call for real engagement with the tangible social inequalities such groups tend to obliterate in
their attempts to attract institutional and media attention.
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