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“The words revolutionary violence mean absolutely nothing to the American people, and probably never will. The point is this: It doesn’t work. Revolutionary violence doesn’t work. Americans can’t understand any violence that isn’t sanctioned by the state.” 
 This comes from a former terrorist, Mark Rudd, reflecting on his time as a member of the Weather Underground during the Vietnam War. Although it was more than 30 years ago, the violent reactions of the Weather Underground are still as mysterious today as in 1970 when it initiated a bombing campaign against the U.S. government. 
 The group directed its violence toward “the establishment” and symbols of imperialist and racist institutions, as described in their first communiqué. 

The Weather Underground, also briefly named the Weathermen, was largely comprised of middle class college students from the East Coast and Midwest. In its struggle against “the establishment,” the Weather Underground, in many ways, had everything to lose. Its members came predominantly from affluent families with the means to attend any school they chose. After working for years within the framework of the Students for a Democratic Society – still the country’s largest-ever student organization – members of the Weather Underground decided to break away from SDS in 1969 to “bring the war home” and “get it on in this country” by committing armed resistance against the U.S. government. 
 

It was the increasing violence in Indochina, and President Richard Nixon’s repeated broken promises of withdrawal from the war in Vietnam that caused the group to begin advocating violence. As violence sanctioned by the U.S. government in Indochina worsened and the casualties escalated, the Weather Underground decided that violence was the necessary and legitimate reaction. Nixon’s blatant dismissal of the anti-war movement’s relevance forced the Weather Underground to seek violent means to stop the war. Searching for a way to end the war, the Weather Underground strayed from that original focus; and its goal evolved to became the violent overthrow of U.S. imperialism. 

One of the Weather Underground’s founding members, Bill Ayers, writes that his decision to become violent was “not criminal, but patriotic—much like the revolutionaries at the Boston Tea Party or in Lexington Square.” 
 He vividly recalls his first notice of the American invasion of Vietnam while sipping on coffee, reading a newspaper in Rome, Italy. “The front-page story was about a big American military buildup in a place I’d never heard of. Troops were on their way; more men would be called; the Selective Service was gearing up. The place was Viet Nam… It was time for me to get home.” 
 

Within a year this would be his cause, his great awakening: “I felt the war escalating, which it really was, being waged in my name personally, by young guys I knew who might have been me. I wanted nothing now except to end the war, to end it now.” 
 Ayers strongly believes that “people make history,” and that “tomorrow will only be what the people make it.” 
 He wanted to be a part of that.

Rudd also has vivid memories of his first notice of the American involvement in Vietnam, and more importantly his realization that the war was unjust: “The thing that really got my attention first was the Buddhist Monks who burned themselves in ’62 and ’63 in protest to the Diem regime, which was extremely repressive. So that was really what got my attention. I didn’t know a lot about the war, but I just had a sense there was something wrong.” 

Soon the violence and constant killing in Vietnam became so consuming for Ayers and many others in the Weather Underground that they could no longer sit idly by while it continued – so they thrust themselves deeper into the movement. It made them “crazy,” as some describe, and they decided that to do nothing would be indifferent and its own form of violence. 
 Former member, Brian Flanagan, explains the devastating context of the time: “The Vietnam War made us all a little bit crazy, that’s the only way I can explain it.” 

In 1969, the Students for a Democratic Society was a non-violent, anti-war organization with roots in the civil rights movement as early as 1960. However, it started for reasons much different than history has defined it. When Tom Hayden drafted and delivered the Port Huron Statement of SDS in 1962, it was a crucial moment for the group. It began as mostly a reaction to the ever-growing problems in the Cold War but, moreover, these university students were determined to change the United States’ position in the world and the conditions under which many Americans suffered within the United States. The early SDS reliance on university academia put colleges and mostly those of college age at the forefront of its recruitment. It didn’t easily allow for groups outside wealthy universities to join the movement, so there wasn’t much recruitment early on for members outside that framework. This bourgeois approach to achieving social change in the United States is exactly what divided the group once the war in Vietnam erupted. The language of the Port Huron Statement shows clearly just how steeped in intellectual thought the organization was in its early years. For example, one portion of the statement reads: 

A first task of any social movement is to convince people that the search for orienting theories and the creation of human values is complex but worthwhile. We are aware that to avoid platitudes we must analyze the concrete conditions of social order. But to direct such an analysis we must use the guideposts of basic principles. Our own social values involve conceptions of human beings, human relationships, and social systems. 

This type of language was not something most people could grasp, and therefore the response to it was limited. By its very nature it was exclusively addressed to university students and faculty. At the time of the Port Huron Statement, SDS had only a few hundred members and very idealistic goals, but as the group grew it successfully changed its approach to include a more diverse membership. It made modest changes such as adopting the slogan “let the people decide,” replacing the earlier concept of “participatory democracy.” But more boldly, in 1964 the group became one of the first organizations to oppose the war in Vietnam. Membership skyrocketed once the group’s resources and recruitment quickly shifted to ending the war in Vietnam and opposing the draft. 

By 1968 there was a dramatic shift in public opinion with an overwhelming majority now opposing the war – SDS membership rose to more than 100,000. The members of SDS that later formed the Weather Underground believed that turmoil in American society at the time was lock-in-step with a developing revolution against imperialism. Most importantly, a revolution mirrored on the successful Vietnamese resistance to the United States.

The Vietnamese struggle is the most significant political event of our generation. Understanding the history of the Vietnam War is a key to understand the present world situation, the present U.S. governmental crisis, the present possibilities for the revolutionary movement here, and a correct anti-imperialist perspective. This is the era of national liberation, and for most of the past fifteen years, Vietnam has been the leading force in this struggle. 

Moreover, it was specifically the length and brutality of the United States intervention in Vietnam that taught the Weather Underground about the nature of imperialism: “The relentless barbarity and length of the U.S. aggression became a crucible within which our generation learned about U.S. society. We were forced to see the horror of empire and the real nature of the monster we live in: we ‘discovered’ imperialism,” 
 the group writes in one of its early communiqués. To combat imperialism, the Weather Underground envisioned itself as a white-fighting force that would join hands with all others who were oppressed, especially blacks. Leading up to the group’s split from SDS, the struggle for power and leadership within the organization was increasing. SDS was an umbrella organization for groups with common goals, but their growing differences eventually caused its demise. Although the group’s members may all have been against the war in Vietnam and wanted serious changes in society, each had a different set of priorities and methods to achieve those goals.

One of the largest groups within SDS, the Progressive Labor Party (PL), had begun advocating for a refined ideology for SDS. It wanted to rely heavily on working class involvement and go against the emerging, more confrontational strategies being employed by the Black Panther Party and others. In his study of SDS, Alan Adelson writes: “[Progressive Labor] didn’t like drugs and long hair and Ho Chi Minh and the Black Panthers. For some that seemed like plenty of reason not to like PL.” 
 The Black Panther Party was a member of SDS and PL’s opposition to it was largely responsible for causing the fray.

At the opening of the SDS National Convention in 1969, the Revolutionary Youth Movement (RYM) was in control of SDS’ leadership and recognized that PL’s majority faction was threatening their power base. 
 As RYM focused on heading off PL, the Weather Underground began to slowly form. Borrowing a line from Bob Dylan’s song, “Subterranean Homesick Blues,” the group began calling themselves the Weathermen. The lead and title to their first manifesto, “You don’t need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows,” 
 was borrowed from that song. 

As the power struggle blew up into a shouting match on all sides, one of the Weathermen’s founding members, Bernadine Dohrn, grabbed the microphone and shouted: “Some of us are going to have to decide whether our political principles allow us to remain in the same organization as people who hate the Black Panthers and deny the right of self-determination to the oppressed. Anyone who wants to discuss that, follow me.” 
 With that, she marched out of the hall, calling for a split in SDS. The exodus following her grew to about 500 people, while about two-thirds of the convention stayed. 
 

Dohrn returned the following day – empowered by those she had walked out with – to expel PL from SDS and outline the Weathermen’s founding principles: “We support anyone who takes up the gun against American imperialism… We declare that all members of [PL], and anyone else who does not support these principles, are objectively racist and counter-revolutionary. We declare that they are no longer members of SDS!” 
 Adelson writes: “The defeated RYM faction had come back to declare that it, the minority, was ousting the majority.” 

Ayers recalls the decisive split as a reaction to PL’s power:

By the late 1960s, as the war became more serious, more embedded, SDS began to draw up into different factions and frankly, the Weathermen were a reaction to the takeover of SDS by the Progressive Labor Party, which was a Maoist-Communist party. And we didn’t know how to fight their involvement in SDS except to become more ideological ourselves. I think that was a mistake, but it wasn’t that the Weathermen decided to split SDS. The truth is that in the summer of 1969, Progressive Labor had the votes to takeover SDS and they essentially did takeover SDS. 

Prior to the split, however, the Weather Underground’s plans were very clear. “Our intention in our battles within SDS before the split in the summer of ’69 was to create a more militant, a more determined, a more fierce resistance to the war.” 
 Dohrn and others had decided that in order to “bring the war home,” SDS had to make the transition from a student movement to a revolutionary movement. In a documentary film about the Weather Underground, Dohrn said that most people in SDS were intellectually inadequate to make that transition into a revolutionary movement. “Being willing to fight was a shocking idea and it didn’t come naturally at all,” she said. But to not act, she thought, would be as violent: “The only path to the final defeat of imperialism and the building of socialism is revolutionary war. Revolution is the most powerful resource of the people. To wait, to not prepare for the fight, is to seriously mislead about what kind of fierce struggle lies ahead.”  
 She explained that America is a “violent, bloody country. The peoples’ violence is a tiny part of that.” 

Many in the anti-war movement, including Ayers, thought the war had ended with President Lyndon Johnson’s announcement that he wouldn’t be running for re-election in 1968. But instead, disillusionment reigned throughout that year, and Ayers was quickly convinced that the war was far from over:

When Johnson announced that he wasn’t going to run, and we felt jubilant for a day: five days later, [Martin Luther] King was killed; a few months later, [Robert] Kennedy was killed and a few months after that it was clear that war would not end, and that rather that the war would go on. And everyday that the war went on, an estimated 2,000 innocent people would be killed. That’s an important thing to remember. Not every week, not every month, not once in a blue moon, not like the World Trade Center, but every single day that the war went on 2,000 innocent people would be slaughtered by our government. So what do you do? Well, our determination was to be more serious in our opposition. 

Considering the turbulent events of 1968, it is no surprise that the anti-war movement gained such massive support from the public during that time:

The year 1968 was a high point and a turning point. It is not surprising that the maturing of the movement took place at a time when the world was in flames. 500,000 U.S. troops were dealt a staggering blow by the Vietnamese popular forces during Tet. Armed struggle raged throughout Latin America and the Palestinian liberation forces emerged in the Mideast. 

The Weathermen’s goals included black liberation and ending the war in Vietnam, but most of all, it wanted an all out revolution against U.S. imperialism. The group’s members became entrenched in revolutionary literature and strategy, most notably Che Guevara’s Guerrilla Warfare and Regis Debray’s Revolution in the Revolution. In Guerrilla Warfare, Guevara writes: “It is important to emphasize that guerrilla warfare is a war of the masses, a war of the people. The guerrilla band is an armed nucleus, the fighting vanguard of the people. It draws its great force from the mass of the people themselves.” 
 

And while the Weather Underground did chose to carry out an armed struggle, it was determined to not take the life of any innocent victim. Of this, Guevara writes: 

It is necessary to distinguish clearly between sabotage, a revolutionary and highly effective method of warfare, and terrorism, a measure that is generally ineffective and indiscriminate in its results, since it often makes victims of innocent people and destroys a large number of lives that would be valuable to the revolution. Terrorism should be considered a valuable tactic when it is used to put to death some noted leader of the oppressing forces well known for his cruelty, his efficiency in repression, or other quality that makes his elimination useful. But the killing of persons of small importance is never advisable, since it brings on an increase in reprisals, including deaths. 

The Weather Underground determined that those who were not committed to destroying imperialism were counter-revolutionary, and in effect, “racist, pro-war, incapable of recognizing its own oppression, and the enemy of the anti-imperialist cause.” 

Former Weather Underground leader, Mark Rudd, became emboldened by Guevara and the revolutions in Latin America. After visiting Cuba, during the Tet Offensive in 1968, and learning about the guerilla tactics that the Vietnamese were using to beat the Americans, Rudd was determined to follow foco theory 
 and was convinced that armed struggle was necessary: 

I got all fired up. I also got fired with the cult of Che, and part of the cult of Che was the duty of a revolutionary is to make the revolution. Well that seems totally logical. What it’s really saying is: you don’t just talk about it, you do it. And you do it by actually beginning the revolution with arms. So, I came back really fired up to begin it. 

He described foco theory through its employed successes in the Cuban Revolution starting in 1959: “The thesis was that the Cuban revolution had occurred, not because of long-time organizing among the proletariat, but rather because a small band of revolutionaries had begun armed struggle and the peasants and the workers naturally joined. This had a name, it was called the foco theory.” 

Rudd grew up with the Vietnam War as a backdrop and he based much of his knowledge of imperialism on what was happening in Vietnam:

The Vietnam War taught us about the nature of this system. It taught us about militarism, it taught us about racism within foreign wars. It taught us the nature of the United States’ aims, which were occupation and domination. It also taught us about peoples’ war, which was what the Vietnamese were carrying out against the United States and winning.

It was at that point that armed struggle became imminent for Rudd. “It was not only a legitimate option, it was the legitimate option.” 

In his study of the Weather Underground, Ron Jacobs explains the resulting isolation caused by the group’s principles: “Weathermen’s insistence on revolutionary purity – or, as [their manifesto] put it, ‘someone not for revolution is not actually for defeating imperialism either’ – created a situation which, in the long run, made it virtually impossible to organize anyone but the already converted.” 
 In contrast, in his study of SDS, Kirkpatrick Sale argues that the Weathermen’s path to violence was typical for that time period: 

The Weatherman decision to turn to underground political warfare was perfectly consistent with the evolution of violence on the left in the decade of the sixties as we have seen it so far: from sit-ins and pickets, to marches and teach-ins, to confrontations and disruptions, to rock-throwing and trashing, and ultimately to bombings and arson. 

Soon, the newly formed Weathermen met clandestinely in Flint, Michigan, to hold its first and only “War Council,” before venturing underground during Christmas of 1970. At least 400 people attended, and some of the group’s leaders performed raps, explaining their rather violent thoughts at the time. According to a witness’s recollection of the council, Rudd at one point said, “It’s a wonderful feeling to hit a pig. It must be a really wonderful feeling to kill a pig or blow up a building.” Some personal accounts of the meeting even claim that an abstract debate was held about whether killing white babies is correct. 
 

At the conclusion of the meeting the group printed its parting statement, drawing the line between state-sanctioned violence and the revolutionary violence it advocated: 

We have to answer all the pig sounds about sabotage and terrorism being terrible, suicidal, and adventurous with what we have learned from the Vietnamese and from Black revolutionists: Any kind of action that fucks up the pigs’ war and helps the people to win is a good kind of action. Everyone talks about the weather… Armed struggle starts when someone starts it. International revolutionary war is reality… 

While the Weather Underground was convinced that the anti-war movement was making progress and largely responsible for changing American public opinion about the war, it decided that non-violent means were no longer a reasonable reaction to the violence being carried out by the U.S. government. It was the Weather Underground’s strategy that only violence met with violence would bring the kind of change that it desired. This perception was reinforced by the U.S. government’s illegal invasion of Cambodia and then later, Laos. 
 It was during this time, in the spring of 1970, that the Weather Underground chose to cross the line from political activity into armed resistance and became a terrorist organization at war with the U.S. government.

Reflecting on the decision to take up armed resistance, Ayers compares his situation at the time to the violent relationship between a slave and his or her master:

The slave is the object of violence, the master is the perpetrator of violence, and violence in the essential character and the absolute core of the relationship. No matter what happens—if the slave petitions for freedom, or if the slave breaks the booted foot, or even if the slave cooperates completely—the relationship is already violent through and through. Only when the relationship is ended, only when the slave is freed, will the cause and the nature of the violence be removed. Then the possibility of peace, of non-violence, and even of equality might become real. 

As the anti-war movement grew even larger in the early ‘70s, the violence from the United States just got worse. Reacting to that violence and oppression throughout the world, movements very similar to the Weather Underground were beginning to form in Europe. The most notorious and popular of the armed movements were the Red Army Fraktion in Germany and the Red Brigades in Italy. 
 

Both of these groups, unlike the Weather Underground, had significant public support as well. 
 The Weather Underground’s violent means essentially undermined its potential for large scale American public support. It is unclear why the armed movements in Europe during this time were more popular. Perhaps, as Rudd argues, Americans are least likely to condone violence unless it is sanctioned by the state, because they are taught over and over that “all violence which is not sanctioned by the U.S. government is criminal or mentally ill.” 
 Nonetheless, for the Weather Underground these movements and the growing number of people willing to resist were case-in-point that a revolution was coming. Former member, Naomi Jaffe recalls thinking exactly that. “It seemed to me we were entering an incredible era of revolution and I didn’t want to miss it. I wanted to be a part of it.” 

But, before going underground, the Weather Underground went through a divisive debate that ended with three of its own dead. A New York City townhouse that was being used to build a bomb by some of the group’s more violent members exploded when the charge accidentally went off. Ted Gold, Terry Robbins and Diana Oughton lost their lives in that townhouse explosion on March 7, 1970. With their death, the debate over tactics ended. All members of the Weather Underground were committed to armed struggle because they felt it was the only way to end the war and American imperialism, however, a split occurred between those who advocated attacks on property and symbols, and those who wanted chaos, disorder, and innocent slaughter. In an interview a few years after the explosion, Ayers said, “mistakes were made, but we don’t think it should be a repudiation of the necessity for armed struggle.” 
 So, while the unified course of the organization was the use of armed struggle, there was considerable disagreement over what or whose property should be chosen as the target of that violence.

Ayers explains:

The people in the townhouse, the people who were leading that effort in the townhouse, were on the side of the debate that we were then in. They were on the side of the debate that said, ‘the bigger the mess the better; you could cause havoc, it doesn’t matter. That side of the debate lost at the townhouse internally. And immediately we had a meeting, people were expelled from the organization; the course was set. So, what we disagreed about was terrorism, what we didn’t disagree about was building the capacity to survive what we thought was an impending American fascism.

An opposition to terrorism lies at the heart of the matter for Ayers. He defines terrorism as “the destruction of human beings and/or their property, their livelihood, their homes, for the purpose of exacting a political agenda; And it’s the indiscriminate destruction of innocent people to enact a political agenda.” 
 He argues that the Weather Underground’s commitment to only destroy property and not human beings puts them in a class very distant from terrorists: “What we did was never terrorism, although we contemplated it, we thought about it, we might have done it, but we never did,” 
 he continues. 

We made a decision that we would destroy property in order to raise a screaming alarm about the murders that were going on. We debated whether to kill people, and terrorism was definitely a debate we had. But, the debate was resolved in early 1970 by the fact that we killed ourselves and those who had been advocating a non-terrorist position won. 

Although the group, for the most part, still felt right in its direction and cause, life underground quickly took a toll on many of the members. Things changed rapidly after the townhouse explosion. Rudd separated from the organization by the end of 1970 (although he utilized the underground structure it had developed until turning himself in to law enforcement in 1976). He felt the strategy was wrong soon after three of his comrades lost their lives in the townhouse explosion, and says he was never convinced that the bombings would create the revolution that the Weather Underground wanted: 
 “It’s very hard to break with your old ideas. I was very loyal to my ideas and very loyal to my comrades. And so I experienced my intellectual defection – or my change of heart – more as a weakness on my part; that I couldn’t be the revolutionary that I was pretending to be,” 
 he said in retrospect. “I couldn’t be the revolutionary that was needed.” 

I think we developed an ideology that believed that being anti-war wasn’t enough; that, we needed to become anti-imperialists and revolutionary, and to begin the revolution. And I think that that was a big mistake. What we should have done at the time was work as hard as we could to unite as many people as possible within the anti-war movement, and also to push an anti-imperialist analysis. But, instead we split the anti-war movement — it was terrible. In the name of revolution, we were doing the work of the F.B.I. for them. I think it’s a real cautionary tale. 

Suffering the tortures of life underground, Dohrn announced a “change in the weather,” making public the divisiveness that plagued the group from within early on:

[The Weather Underground] believed and acted as if only those who die are proven revolutionaries. Many people had been argued into doing something they did not believe in, many had not slept for days. Personal relationships were full of guilt and fear. The group had spent so much time willing themselves to act that they had not dealt with the basic technological consideration of [bomb] safety. The townhouse accident forever destroyed our belief that armed struggle is the only really revolutionary struggle. It is time for the movement to go out into the air, to organize, to risk calling rallies and demonstrations, to convince that mass actions against the war and in support of rebellions do make a difference … a group of outlaws who are isolated from the youth community do not have a sense of what is going on, can not develop strategies that grow to include large numbers of people. … People become revolutionaries in the schools, in the army, in communes, and on the streets. Not in an underground cell. 

To this realization, Adelson comments: “History had been upheld again. Like every other terrorist group before them, the Weathermen had discovered you can’t accomplish anything without tremendous support from the people.” 
 The group’s targets were often machines of war, or the resources the U.S. government relied on to continue the war. And it’s because of the group’s focused targets rather than irrational, indiscriminate violence, that Ayers can justify his actions:

We never killed anyone. We destroyed property. We destroyed B-52s that were going to take off and go to Vietnam and drop tons and tons of bombs on Vietnamese civilians. We disabled those B-52s. Am I ashamed of that? No. Do I think that we crossed some incredible moral line at that point? I don’t, I really don’t. If we had been killing people, then I think, absolutely. It would have been a moral line that would be very hard to justify. Having said all that, I’m not sure that I can completely justify what we did. 

Gayle Olson-Raymer, a historian that has studied terrorism for more than 20 years, disagrees with Ayers’ analysis of his actions. Although she concludes that the majority of terrorism is committed from above (by governments and the empowered), Ayers and the Weather Underground plainly fall into the category of terrorism from below, albeit not the classic case of oppressed versus oppressor. By her definition of terrorism, the Weather Underground was clearly a terrorist organization dedicated to the use of violence to enact its political agenda. Olson-Raymer defines terrorism as a “type of political extremism,” which “occurs when a political belief is taken to its extreme limits with the intention of achieving a political goal that aims to confront, diminish, and/or eliminate the opposition, and when such goals are pursued in an uncompromising, authoritative, belligerent, and/or bullying manner.” 
 Olson-Raymer writes: 

Terrorism occurs when persons use, or threaten to use, political violence, which is intended to instill terror within a targeted population and to achieve a political goal. Such a goal is motivated by political, social, economic, religious, or ideological beliefs that may be emotionally influenced by fear, hate, and intolerance. Terrorists rely upon actions that intentionally cause terror, as well as actions that unintentionally cause terror, but are not discontinued if the consequences become known. 

Rudd analyzes and judges terrorism in much the same way as Olson-Raymer. “I am a pacifist,” he says. “I recognize the legitimacy of peoples’ war and I do draw a distinction between peoples’ war and the use of isolated terror, like say, Sept. 11, but I also have become more aware that the use of even peoples’ war leads to totalitarian rule afterwards. So, It’s something I haven’t quite figured out. I oppose all violence in all forms.”  

During its years of bombing – when dozens of locations were attacked – the Weather Underground carefully chose targets that would both symbolize and project its grievances with the U.S. government, while systematically choosing other targets that were directly responsible for atrocities in Indochina. The group gained its highest amount of media attention, publicity, and government scrutiny when it bombed the Pentagon in May 1972 as a reaction to the American bombing of Hanoi and the mining of harbors in North Vietnam. This came just one year after it bombed the U.S. Capitol in response to the invasion of Laos. 

In his memoir of the event, written just shy of its 30-year anniversary, Ayers begins: “Everything was absolutely ideal on the day I bombed the Pentagon. The sky was blue. The birds were singing. And the bastards were finally going to get what was coming to them.” 
 He continues, “Even all these years later I look at it – a bomb inside the Pentagon – and my breath catches, I tremble a bit.” 
 Ayers is rather unapologetic for these acts and although the Weather Underground were often labeled as terrorists, he justifies it as something much different than terrorism:

We’re not terrorists, I thought, no matter how many times they repeat the charge. We came close, it’s true – whenever there are guns and bombs, the line narrows between politics and terror, between rebellion and gangsterism. We were part of a movement, and then of a tendency toward armed struggle. We crossed the line and came back. Everyone wasn’t so lucky. I hoped we’d learned some things. To me the distinction was huge. Terrorists terrorize, they kill innocent civilians, while we organized and agitated. Terrorists destroy randomly, while our actions bore, we hoped, the precise stamp of a cut diamond. Terrorists intimidate, while we aimed only to educate. No, we’re not terrorists. 

Ayers still defends the group’s bombing of the Pentagon more than thirty years later. He makes a point to include the fact that no one was injured in the blast and that careful planning was done to insure that.  

And frankly, from my point of view, in that crisis situation, as in the crisis situation of slavery 100 years earlier, to put a bomb in the Pentagon was not only not an act of terrorism, it was absolutely defensible. It was defensible morally; it was defensible politically. We didn’t hurt anybody. All we did was cause a couple million dollars worth of damage. So what? Meanwhile that day when we did that, not only were 2,000 people murdered, but a group of American G.I.’s walked into a village and slaughtered men, women and children. And so, who were the terrorists? Who were the terrorists on that day? 

Their decision to become involved in a violent struggle against the United States led members of the Weather Underground to many personal conclusions and justifications. In these reflections, it is clear that some members of the Weather Underground still struggle with their decision, while others put it in the context of the time. Ayers writes: “Democracy permits opposition and encourages spirited disagreement. But what happens, even in a democracy, when a human catastrophe is underway and no amount of protest or resistance ends it? What if opposition is discouraged, repressed, and eventually ‘neutralized’ by the state? What then?” 
 “Anyone or any group that tries to bring about fundamental change will inevitably face the powers of the status quo and all the tools of institutionally sanctioned violence.” 

Explaining the group’s targeting of the Pentagon, Ayers writes, “I’d marched on the Pentagon more than once, scaled its walls, confronted armed troops there, and even peed on its side. If I could have, I’d have duct-taped it shut, or put it in a trash compactor, but the closest I could come was a tiny bomb in a toilet drain.” 
 The Weather Underground viewed the Pentagon as the “nerve center of American military might, the most hated symbol throughout the world, [it] thought, of America’s bloody global mission.” Although the group collectively decided to use a small explosive, Ayers admits “some of us wanted to flatten the place outright, sick of our restraint until now.” 

He justifies his actions in the context of the violence being carried out by the U.S. government: 

I never thought of myself as a violent person. I am an un-violent person. I’m not a non-violent person in the sense that I’m not ideologically committed to defending the status quo and the monopoly of violence in the hands of vicious people. I’m not committed to that and I think it’s a foolish position. 

In Ayers’ experience he has found that too many pacifists are unwilling to act, and because of that choice, or inaction, do little to actually end violence and wars. “You have to go out and put your body somewhere in order to have any claim at all to being a moral person in an immoral society,” 
 he said. Very few people take an absolute stance against violence in all it forms, but one person that did was Mahatma Gandhi: 

Now, Gandhi was non-violent ideologically and Gandhi answered the question that very few Western pacifists want to answer. And the question is: what would you do about the holocaust in Germany? You know what Gandhi said in 1948? 
 Gandhi said the Jews should have lined up in Europe by the millions and committed suicide. I think that’s unacceptable. I don’t think that’s a reasonable position for an ordinary human being to take. I rather think that the Warsaw ghetto made more sense. 

In fact, George Orwell addressed this rather telling stance taken by Gandhi and tracked down the source of Gandhi’s response in an essay he wrote in 1949. Orwell commends Gandhi for not specializing – like most Western pacifists – “in avoiding awkward questions.” 
 He came across Gandhi’s rather dramatic answer in Louis Fischer’s book, Gandhi and Stalin. The pacifism that Gandhi advocated, a religious principle known as Satyagraha, 
 differs significantly from that of Westerners. Through this religiously motivated technique, Gandhi believed that the only worthwhile action for the German Jews to take was a collective suicide because it “would have aroused the world and the people of Germany to Hitler’s violence.” 
 Analyzing Gandhi’s response, Orwell writes:

After the war he justified himself: the Jews had been killed anyway, and might as well have died significantly. One has the impression that this attitude staggered even so warm an admirer as Mr. Fischer, but Gandhi was merely being honest. If you are not prepared to take life, you must often be prepared for lives to be lost in some other way. When, in 1942, he urged non-violent resistance against a Japanese invasion, he was ready to admit that it might cost several million deaths. 

Orwell comments that Gandhi “believed in ‘arousing the world,’ which is only possible if the world gets a chance to hear what you are doing.” 
 He added, “let it be granted that non-violent resistance can be effective against one’s own government, or against an occupying power: even so, how does one put it into practice internationally? Gandhi’s various conflicting statements on the late war [World War II] seem to show that he felt the difficulty of this.” 
 

Ayers and Orwell agree that at certain junctures, such as World War II, pacifism must either stop being absolutely non-violent or it inevitably becomes an appeasement to the enemy, which will never produce the desired political results. And Ayers will never label the violence of the Weather Underground as terrorism so long as the term isn’t applied to governments. “Every state that you could name uses terror,” he says. It is obvious that acts of violence pursued by governments are tremendously more devastating, and by their very nature (due largely to resources) cause much more terror than small organizations, such as the Weather Underground, could ever pull off. So it is precisely because governments are rarely considered a candidate for the terrorist label that Ayers refuses to consider his actions terrorist by any means. He explains that “militancy activism, in of itself, has no moral frame. The moral frame is always about the rightness of the claim.” 
 So, just like the U.S. government, Ayers believed that what he was doing was right, and rather than calling what he did and what the government did terrorism, he only called what the government and other organizations did terrorism. 

The group’s dedication to a peoples’ revolution was clearly reliant on the continuing war in Vietnam. It is obvious that the only thing holding the group together during all its years underground was its overwhelming opposition to the war in Vietnam. Gleaning from the comments that some of the members now make in hindsight, it is clear that the Vietnam War was the major catalyst for the group’s formation as well as its end. The group’s activity seems to be synchronized almost chronologically in line with events during the war in Vietnam. Once the Americans began retreating from their decades-long occupation of Vietnam, the Weather Underground’s members began giving up life underground and started to resurface. The group had already put an end to the bombings. “When the war in Vietnam ended all of that unity began to unravel,” 
 Ayers said. Admitting that the group didn’t understand this at the time, Ayers said, “Our unity was really based on opposition to the war.” Once the war ended, “It certainly wasn’t as clear” for Ayers. “This organization was coming apart at the seams.” 

Meanwhile, Ayers and Rudd still argue that the Weather Underground was not a reaction to the lack of success in the anti-war movement. They both praise the anti-war movement for the many accomplishments it made; however, Rudd argues that the group was not a reaction to the fact that the anti-war movement was not stopping the war. “We were ideologues. We were not just merely well meaning kids who were frustrated that we had been demonstrating for years.” 
 But they had been demonstrating for years, and at some point, something triggered inside them that caused them to take up armed struggle and employ the use of violence. Because of this, it seems reasonable to suppose that if the war had ended by peaceful means and the anti-war movement had been taken seriously by American leaders, the Weather Underground would never have formed. So, to say that the group’s formation had nothing to do with these events is a little ingenuous.  

The group’s members, especially those that don’t berate much, insist that their actions be put into the context of the time – and the context of that time is one of rather significant political upheaval. It seems almost self-glorifying and negligent of those factors to argue that the group’s decision to become violent was based on intellectual thought and ambiguous grievances with “the establishment” as a whole. People must experience something rather significant, and traumatizing, to take such a radical stance and react in such a way as the Weather Underground did. It didn’t merely happen by chance, or because of the United States long history of support for racism and imperialist ventures. No, specific incidents caused the Weather Underground to become violent. In fact, each of the group’s attacks were admittedly in direct response to something they perceived as oppressive, so it isn’t a stretch to say that its foundation was largely based on that same logic.

In contrast to what its members state, I argue that because the anti-war movement was making no immediate progress toward stopping the war, the Weather Underground decided, upon years of evidence and experience, that the tactics used by the non-violent arm of anti-war movement were ineffective. Although the group is quick to praise the anti-war movement for its largeness and stoic presence during that time, if the Weather Underground truly believed that the anti-war movement was successfully ending the war it would have had no reason to become violent. After all, that was always the primary goal of the anti-war movement – to end war. This doesn’t by any means place blame for the war’s continuance squarely on the shoulders of the anti-war movement, but it does recognize that it wasn’t creating the climate that would actually force the U.S. government to withdraw. It may be comforting, in retrospect, to say that the anti-war movement was eventually successful in ending the war, but a movement to stop war cannot be considered a success if it takes more than a decade to attain its goal. Yes, progress takes time, but like Ayers said, “your government is killing 2,000 people a day,” so is it really acceptable to sustain that kind of devastation for more than a decade? I don’t think so, and neither did the Weather Underground. That is precisely why they decided to “bring the war home,” and commit armed struggle with the U.S. government.

Some former Weather Underground members, such as Flanagan, seem to be quite regretful of their decision to become violent. He compares his mindset at the time to that of the Islamic fundamentalist terrorists that attacked the World Trade Center in 2001: 
 “When you feel you have right on your side, you can do some horrific things. That is the dangerous ethical position that we fell into.” 
 Rudd reflects on his decision to become violent quite similarly:

I think it was totally a mistaken decision. First of all, I think that violence is self-defeating; it will never even work from a pragmatic point of view, not to mention all the moral issues. It just defeated our own goals, certainly the goal of building a movement against the war in Vietnam. I’m ashamed of that decision. On the other hand, I understand why we did it, but I still think it was a mistake. 

Now with years of reflection on his side, Rudd is less hopeful than he was when actively participating in the Weather Underground. He says the group was hopelessly optimistic. “We vastly underestimated what it would take to destroy imperialism … I don’t think imperialism is going to be overthrown in our lifetime or our children’s’ lifetime. It’s 500 years going now. It’s much bigger than us.” 
 To this day he remains regretful for his decision to become violent: “All Americans were legitimate for attack… I was overwhelmed by hate, I cherished my hate as a badge of moral superiority.” 
 Rudd explains: “It was the knowledge we couldn’t handle. It was too big; we didn’t know what to do. In a way, I still don’t know what to do… It’s eating away at me just as it did 30 years ago.” 
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