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‘High Impact

In any overview of the ideas of
2001, the massacre of Sept. 11 is
unavoidable. However evil, it was
an idea.

The idea was twofold: to bloody
the West and to do so by using the
West's own tools. The weapons
were made by us: our airplanes,
our fuel, our civilians. The propa-
ganda coup was made possible by
us as well: the hand-held video
cameras that recorded the horror;
the round-the-clock coverage on
television stations across
the world. As an exam-
ple of asymmetrical war-
fare, it was hard to beat.

It isn't hard to see the
conceptual elegance of
this idea, or to see that
this was part of the mes-
sage: were ruthless but
were also intelligent.
Many  commentators,
though horrified, were
nonetheless impressed. "
We had to recognize,”

served, "that the people
that did this were bril-
liant.”

But do we? In retro—
spect, the idea of Sept.
11 seems highly overrated. Like
many foolish notions, it may have
the allure of superficial intelli-
gence, but it was, in fact, deeply
unoriginal and profoundly miscon-
ceived. :

To begin with, very little about
this idea was new. Suicide bom-
bing and hijacking were -estab-
lished techniques. The target was
a familiar one-similar thugs tar-
geted the same buildings only eight

" years before. Diving an airplane

into a landmark had been contem-
plated-in a thwarted strike at the
Eiffel Tower. Even the teenage ni-
hilists of columbine High school
had thought of crashing a plane in—
to the twin towers.

And Al Qaeda clearly miscalcu-
lated. By committing such a vast
atrocity, they all but guaranteed
an overwhelming response, one
that would cripple the network's fi-
nances and military bases. Imagine
if Al Qaeda had set off several
suicide bombs across America,
killing a few dozen people. They
would have made a point, instilled
fear-and quite possibly have gotten
away with it, as they did when

they blew up the U.S.S. Cole in
Yemen. Instead, the terrorists de-
cided to ratchet up the stakes. It
was 2 fools — pr a fanatics =
choice.

In some ways, then, Sept. 11
really was a suicide mission- for Al
Qaeda as a whole. It didn't just kill
the terrorists involved; it sealed
the fate of their superiors as well.
It wrenched the Taliban from
power and imprisoned dozens of Al
Qaeda operatives across the globe.

It is hard to see how that can be
construed as a victory - or even
as a vaguely intelligent idea.

So what was new on Sept. 11
was not so much a matter of intel-
ligent conceptual design or clever
tactics. What was new was the
conflation of terrorism and war,
the perpetration, by individuals, of
monumental destruction against a
target populated exclusively by
civilians. Yes, the world had seen
massive civilian casualties-even
deliberate civilian casualties. The
carpet bombing of Coventry: the
annihilation of Dresden or Nagasa-
ki. But these were different: they
were regrettable, in some cases in-
defensible, but they were acts by
states in formal conflicts in which
war had been declared. They
werent massacres of civilians
without warning or outside a con-
ventional conflict between states.

In contrast, on Sept. 11, we
were initiated into the concept of
mass civilian slaughter outside the
bounds of declared war. The worst
suicide bombings we had previous—
ly had to face were minuscule by

comparison. They were designed -

-0 create maximal terror with
minimal bloodshed. The attacks of
Sept. 11 were designed to create
maximal terror with maximal
bloodshed: military-scale devasta-
tion, without any official military
involvement. :

Those who blame americans for
not foreseeing either even have an
obvious point. In the 1990's, we
were warned again and again of the
possibility: of mass terrorist
destruction in the homeland. We
: preferred not to listen.
The cover folder of the
1998 National commis-
sion on Terrorism even
had a picture of the
World Trade Center on
it, with cross hairs su-
perimposed on the up-
per floors. You can't
get more direct than
that.

Yet blaming our-
selves for naivete
misses an essential
point. Part of what
makes a civilization
civilized is a natural
reluctance to believe
unconscionable evil un—
til it is realized in front
of us. This is not a failing. It is an
achievement. Part of the essence
of civilization is the slow accretion
of social and civic trust that en-
ables us to live together in highly
complex and interdependent ways.
That achievement was severely
dented on Sept. 11, and our civil-
ization is less civilized as a result.
But it is also more mobilized, more
conscious and therefore more
alive. If our response to Sept. 11
shows anything - the heroism of
the rescue workers, the patriotism
of millions, the prosecution of a
tenacious and unrelenting war on
terrorism - it is that civilization,
though wounded, is far from over.
In fact, the one incontrovertible
fact of post-Sept. 11 America is
that civilization can clearly, ruth-
lessly defend itself. Call that the
reverse idea of the World Trade
Center massacre: the idea that,
when mortally threatened, freedom
can fight back. And that's an idea
that will last much longer than the
dark ‘brilliance” of Osama bin
Laden (by ANDREW SUL-
LIVAN, #EelA oj71A, 12-9-01
oA JAW). -
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