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This book is dedicated to the heroes of Flight 93. When duty called, they rose to the task and fought for control of an airplane, saving countless people in Washington, D.C.—including, perhaps, me. They said, “Let’s roll,” and they made concrete the meaning of courage and citizenship.






INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

BLAMING AMERICA FIRST

THE THEMES AND IDEAS I WROTE ABOUT when this book was first published in April 20021 have surfaced, once again, in the debate over a prospective military campaign in Iraq—a campaign for regime change, a campaign for the liberation of the Iraqi people from the grip of a vicious madman, and a campaign to eliminate the weapons of mass destruction in that madman’s hands. We have engaged in this great debate because we are the only nation that can lead such a campaign, and because we unfortunately did not complete the job of bringing freedom to the Iraqi people eleven years ago, during the liberation of Kuwait. It is a remarkable place to  be: A war has to be fought, and we are the only ones who can lead it.

A year ago, as I was putting the final touches on the original manuscript of this book and initiating a project called Americans for Victory Over Terrorism (www.avot.org), I predicted that an antiwar movement would arise in our country, and that it would be animated not only by reasonable arguments about the proper use of force but also, more perniciously, by a jejune pacifism and a reflexive anti-Americanism. Some critics immediately responded that I was erecting a straw man—that no dissent from American policy was on the horizon. “[T]hese days, there is no anti-war ferment in America,” wrote Walter Shapiro of USA Today, “aside from a handful of college students who naively believe that world peace can be achieved through sugar-free bake sales.” To clinch the point, Shapiro cited poll data: “91% of Americans approve of our military action against terrorism.”

My argument, however, was that this support would weaken over time—especially as the pseudo-sophisticates and the pacifists tested, honed, and marshaled their positions and their resources, and as the war against terrorism began to take on larger and costlier dimensions. And now, one year later, something very much like an intense antiwar movement is indeed strong and growing—and it is not restricted to “a handful of college students.”

Late last spring, a group called Not in Our Name, whose signatories include popular entertainers and intellectuals like Ed Asner, Noam Chomsky, Ossie Davis, Casey Kasem, Martin Luther King III, Barbara Kingsolver, Rabbi Michael Lerner,  Gloria Steinem, Alice Walker, and others, publicized a “Statement of Conscience.” It declared, among other things: “We believe that people of conscience must take responsibility for what their own governments do—we must first of all oppose the injustice that is done in our own name. Thus we call on all Americans to resist the war and repression that has been loosed on the world by the Bush administration. It is unjust, immoral, and illegitimate.”

This was written in June 2002. On October 6, the organization, apparently undeterred by the “repression” imposed by the Bush administration, sponsored a rally in New York City that attracted upwards of twenty thousand people.

On a number of college campuses, antiwar sentiments have focused specifically against Israel, America’s stalwart friend and principal ally in the Middle East. In a conscious echo of the campaigns in the early 1980s against the apartheid regime of South Africa, universities are being petitioned to “disinvest” from Israel—as if that vibrantly democratic and sorely beset land were the incarnation of racist evil instead of a country where any citizen of any race or religion can vote, can serve in elected office, and can speak out in perfect freedom. These antiwar professors and students campaign against Israel, but utter not a peep of protest against Middle Eastern regimes where Jews are not even permitted to hold citizenship or own property. Nor do these anti-Israel students and professors condemn the routine torture of dissidents in countries like Jordan and Egypt, let alone against the horror that is Iraq. The antiwar, anti-Israel movement has little to do with peace and democracy. It has everything to do with blaming America and America’s allies first. 

Here is another manifestation of the “antiwar ferment” that I was assured did not and would not exist: according to an October 13 story in the Washington Post, “The Institute for Policy Studies, a liberal Washington think tank, had compiled a list of more than 250 anti-war events planned throughout the country over the next two weeks, only to discover it had missed at least 150 others. ‘People are organizing at all levels,’ said Amy Quinn, co-director of the institute. ‘I’m hearing from the older generations that there was nowhere near this level of activism at this stage in the Vietnam war. I’m not surprised that people are coming out against the war. I am surprised at how organized and vocal people are.’”

David Corn, the respected Washington editor of the left-wing Nation magazine, authored a November article in the LA Weekly detailing a major rally in Washington, D.C., under the auspices of an organization called ANSWER (Act Now to Stop War and End Racism). As Corn himself observed, “war” was only an excuse for this rally—which featured speeches to free H. Rap Brown2 and Leonard Peltier3—and was assembled, among other things, to “fight against Zionism.” The ANSWER rally, as Corn put it, “was essentially organized by the Workers World Party, a small political sect that years ago split from the Socialist Workers Party to support the Soviet invasion of  Hungary in 1956.” In other words, this Washington rally was an occasion for reviving the fortunes of a group of erstwhile sympathizers of the Soviet Union—the scourge of another era—and of haters of democracy. And yet it attracted a crowd of “tens of thousands” and respectful coverage in the press.

Even some elements of the business community have joined in. In a full-page advertisement in the New York Times, the name of Ben Cohen of Ben & Jerry’s led off a long list of signatories affiliated with well-known companies like Warner Brothers, Simon & Schuster, Rockport, A. G. Edwards & Sons, and others. This congeries of accomplished and successful captains of industry and free enterprise, speaking as “seasoned business people,” asked the president of the United States, “How can blowing up buildings and killing people be good for business, unless it’s the body-bag business?” Although these people had presumably neglected to poll the tens of millions suffering under the heel of the Iraqi dictator, they further asserted, in words taken from our own Declaration of Independence, that “Far from showing a ‘decent respect for the opinions of mankind . . . the President is showing his contempt.”

It is interesting—it is instructive—that whenever and wherever oppressed people risk their lives for freedom, as we saw most memorably in Tiananmen Square in China, they carry copies of the Declaration of Independence and homemade Statues of Liberty. Such people look desperately to America for support and help. Is it out of “contempt” for their opinions that in the war on terror we propose to unshackle the people of Iraq—as we did the people of Afghanistan—through the exercise of American power? Can “seasoned business people”  really believe that such an exercise would be undertaken solely for the good of the “body-bag business”? Or is this grotesque idea a means of attracting customers to another business altogether—the hate-America business—which seems to be thriving among us once again?

Pacifists are wont to cite Benjamin Franklin’s dictum that “There never was a good war or a bad peace.” But Franklin wrote these words even as he was marshaling support for our own war of independence. Peter Beinart, the editor of the New Republic, formulated a better, and contemporary, version of Franklin’s thought on CNN as his closing message for the year 2001: “There are some peaces that are worse than war. There are some things that are worth fighting for. There are some wars that you need to fight to have a just peace in the end.”

This lesson has not been widely taught among us in a very long time, and in blame-America-first precincts it has not been heard in an even longer time. As the United States routed the Taliban and al-Qaeda forces from Afghanistan—“bombing a country back out of the Stone Age,” as Christopher Hitchens well put it—the antiwar movement predicted a Vietnam-like quagmire or an American defeat on the model of the Russian experience in Afghanistan decades earlier. As the United States hunted down terrorist cells around the world, the self-described “peace movement” responded with protests and marches. And as President Bush and his national-security team highlighted the incorrigible menace of Saddam Hussein, the blame-America-firsters collected signatures and published advertising copy against removing the tyrannical regime from Iraq.

One reads the statements of the blame-America-firsters, and listens to their chants, and one wonders if they have ever absorbed a single fact about the despicable character of Saddam Hussein, or about the murder, rape, and pillage that he has inflicted on his own and neighboring peoples. If some of them have indeed perused the voluminous and scrupulously documented materials prepared by governments as well as by human-rights and intelligence organizations, and if they yet continue to hold to their position, one can only conclude that, in their view, it is better that innocent people suffer, and that a dictator amass and threaten to use horrific weapons of destruction, than that we act against such evils. For them, slavery is preferable to freedom, if that freedom comes at the price of military action by the United States.

There is a name for this attitude, and the name, once again, is anti-Americanism. In today’s circumstances, in the face of an evil that only the United States can defeat, to hold this attitude is worse than irresponsible; it is a species of deep perversity. From the rest of us it requires a renewed response, one based on a true knowledge of our enemies and, especially, on a true knowledge of ourselves. This book is intended as a contribution to such knowledge.

—New Year’s Day, 2003






INTRODUCTION

A MOMENT OF CLARITY

IN THE CITY WHERE I LIVE, Washington, D.C., the cleanup was well underway by late September 2001, scant weeks after that bright Tuesday morning when men whom none of us had ever heard of hurled airliners into the twin towers of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and jolted us into a new and violent reality. The president of the United States had found his voice, speaking eloquently and compellingly, bringing the nation together to mourn, but also to fight. The secretary of defense was directing the preparation for that fight, readying our armed forces to strike back at those who had attacked us. Meanwhile, in New York City, the cleanup at the World Trade Center remained a daunting task; firemen, police officers, and volunteers from around the country had  formed a powerful team, working together under the leadership of Mayor Rudy Giuliani to repair and rebuild the greatest city in the world.

And elsewhere? Across the nation, patriotic ardor burned bright. Suddenly flags were flying everywhere, and everywhere we were singing the national anthem and “America, the Beautiful.” Charitable donations and volunteerism were only the outward, visible signs of an inward wave of sympathy and solace for those who had lost loved ones on September 11. Righteous anger and resolve had joined in support of our leaders, our armed forces, our country. For the first time in a long while there was a palpable, shared sense that this was indeed our country, and that it was a country worth fighting for.

In the wake of September 11, the doubts and questions that had only recently plagued Americans about their nation seemed to fade into insignificance. Good was distinguished from evil, truth from falsehood. We were firm, dedicated, unified. It was, in short, a moment of moral clarity—a moment when we began to rediscover ourselves as one people even as we began to gird for battle with a not yet fully defined foe.

As someone who had done his share of worrying about the moral disposition of the American people in the 1990s, I was encouraged by what I was witnessing. But moments of moral clarity are rare in life, and they are exceedingly precious. They usually follow upon hours—years—of moral confusion; they seldom arrive all at once or definitively; and they are never accompanied by a lifetime guarantee. Could  this one be trusted? It seemed we had truly begun to rediscover ourselves. But given where we were coming from, the voyage was bound to be lengthy and arduous, the route strewn with false turnings.

As if to remind myself of the dangers, I picked up the paper one morning and read how, in New York City, a journalist had approached a cluster of young people lounging in the sunshine in Washington Square Park, many of them students at New York University. They were within walking distance of the still-smoking ruins of the World Trade Center. Asked by the reporter whether they would consider taking up arms to defend their country and their civilization against those who, only two and a half weeks earlier, had incinerated to death thousands of their fellow Americans, each, in his or her own way, demurred. One said he was unwilling to endanger his personal hopes of becoming a filmmaker: “There are,” he opined, plenty of “people who are more willing to fight, who have the mind-set of killing.” Another objected that “we’re not about causes here. We’re about individualism.” A third, trumping the other two, offered: “This is all [America’s] fault anyway.”

I’ll admit that it made me a little angry, and the worst of it, as I well knew, was that this was hardly the only example of its kind. In the pages of newspapers, on television talk shows and call-in radio, in Internet chat rooms, in the weekly opinion magazines, in the intellectual journals, in the United States and in Europe and around the world, what happened on September 11, 2001, why it happened, and what should be done about it were the stuff of endless discussion. And in that discussion, individuals expressing views like those of the young people in Washington Square Park, and many more voicing attitudes and arguments along similar lines, with greater or lesser sophistication, occupied one highly visible corner. However genuine might be their feelings of sympathy for the victims, however appalled they might be by what occurred that day, however persuaded that “justice” needed to be served, their response was nevertheless conditioned by the fact that they were, more or less habitually, skeptical if not disdainful of American purposes in the world and reflexively unprepared to rally to America’s side.

Some of them were filled with love, some of them were filled with hate, and some were merely confused:Force will get us nowhere. It is reparations that are owing, not retribution.

 

I firmly believe the only punishment that works is love.

 

Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a “cowardly” attack on “civilization” or “liberty” or “humanity” or “the free world” but an attack on the world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American alliances and actions? How many citizens are aware of the ongoing American bombing of Iraq? And if the word cowardly is to be used, it might be more aptly applied to those [Americans] who kill from beyond the range of retaliation, high in the sky, than to those willing to die themselves in order to kill others.

 

We all know that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.

 

America, America. What did you do—either intentionally or unintentionally—in the world order, in Central America, in Africa where bombs are still blasting?

 

U.S. foreign policy is soaked in blood.

 

What is Osama bin Laden? He’s America’s family secret. . . . The savage twin of all that purports to be beautiful and civilized. . . . Now that the family secret has been spilled, the twins are blurring into one another and becoming interchangeable.

 

The World Trade Center disaster is a globalized version of the Columbine High School disaster. When you bully people long enough, they are going to strike back.

 

How we dare even prate about democracy is beyond me.





And so forth and so on. Of course, getting angry was no answer. Nor was it a sufficient response to mock the pretensions of such people, though I was sorely tempted to do so. After all, were it not for the vigilant exercise of American power, and the readiness of Americans to fight and die for liberty, the “individualism” cherished by those New York City college students would be as dead a letter in Washington Square Park as it was in Kabul under the Taliban. Now here  they were, basking in a moral luxury bought and paid for by the object of their contempt. That America’s critics everywhere in the democratic West could speak of its faults without fear and without check—was this not itself a function, an artifact, of rights won and secured by America, of safety underwritten by America, of consciences set at ease by the beneficence of America?

But the real issue was how widespread such views were, and how connected they were with the feelings of other Americans, and what effect they could be expected to have on our newfound moral clarity. To judge from one perspective—the public-opinion polls supporting the president and the war effort, the flags, the anthems—they were not widespread at all. But influence was another matter. Yes, the majority of Americans had achieved, or perhaps never entirely lost, moral clarity about our nation. But how secure was it? And would it last?

 

 

THESE WERE NOT IDLE QUESTIONS. For the truth is that we were all caught unprepared by September 11.

By “we” I do not mean our government, our military, or our diplomats. Of course, they, too, had been caught unprepared. Much would soon be written about their terrible omissions, ranging from severe defects in intelligence-gathering and evaluation to our overly permissive immigration procedures, faulty policing, and the indulgent and self-deceiving posture we had assumed toward the world, particularly those who hated us, in the decade after the collapse of  Soviet communism and the end of the cold war. On the issue of our physical vulnerability, I was reminded in those days of the prescient words of James Madison, warning in Federalist 41 about the “terrors of conflagration” and in particular about the dangerously exposed situation of the island of Manhattan, a “great reservoir of . . . wealth” that might be regarded “as a hostage for ignominious compliances with the dictates of a foreign enemy or even with the rapacious demands of pirates and barbarians.”

All of this was highly relevant to our present situation. But when I say “we,” I have in mind not so much the institutions of government as the rest of us: we, the citizens of the United States. And when I say that we were unprepared I am speaking not of physical unpreparedness but of intellectual and moral unpreparedness.

How was it that, in the wake of the bloodiest and most devastating attack on American citizens in our history, sensible and patriotic people could ask, “Did we bring this on ourselves, by the way we have behaved in the world?” Or, “If we go to war against them, does that make us as bad as they are?” Or, “Shouldn’t we work on getting rid of the poverty and oppression that are the root causes of terrorism, instead of just adding to the killing?”

Such questions were hardly unanswerable; indeed, I mean to answer them in the course of this book. But that they could have been asked in all innocence, and that they should have been the first questions some of us asked, bespoke a deep ignorance not only about the rest of the world but more urgently and much more disturbingly about  America. And it bespoke an even deeper want of clarity about the difference between good and evil. September 11 had seemed to dispel this lack of clarity, or at least so I wanted to believe. But even those of us who were singing the loudest were asking such questions, the answers to which had been lost in the moral murkiness of, so to speak, September 10.

How had this lack of clarity come about in the first place? In many cases it reflected, in blander and more acceptable form, a well-developed, well-entrenched judgment about our country, and about the democratic West in general, that had come to dominate virtually every one of our major cultural and educational institutions. In time, this same adverse judgment had made itself felt in the opinions expressed in our leading newspapers, in the sermons preached in our churches and synagogues, in the causes supported by our major philanthropic institutions, in the positions on public issues espoused by the heads of our largest corporations, and everywhere in our politics.

I have called this judgment adverse. It was also perverse. For forty years, leading educators and intellectuals had been saying and writing and teaching that the United States was no better and might even be worse than its enemies; that Western “civilization,” sometimes mockingly put in quotation marks, was a mask under which one perfidy after another had been visited upon the poorer nations of the world; that good and evil themselves were matters of perspective, if not of mere opinion. Some of the noblest ideas ever framed by the mind of man, including democracy, patriotism, honor, and freedom, had been systematically drained of  meaning; to some younger Americans, they were now without content altogether.

The result, I would argue, was to sow a truly widespread and debilitating confusion as to our most basic national purposes, a confusion that was expressed in various forms in the wake of September 11. It was expressed by public figures who tended automatically to categorize the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon not as acts of war but as a species of natural disaster, requiring unstinting generosity toward the victims, perhaps even some limited police action abroad, but not any arousal of the American national will. It was expressed by other college students—we will meet them, too, in the pages of this book—who actually wanted to show solidarity with their country but found themselves inhibited to the point of speechlessness by what they had been taught about its fundamental inequities and flaws. And it was expressed to perfection in the innocent questions I cited just a moment ago about our very legitimacy.

Why, I wondered, were not more of us angry? Why did so many, especially in the country’s elite, seem to back away from any hint of righteous anger as if it were some kind of poisonous snake? In the national media, anger was discouraged, denigrated, even mocked. God forbid we should act out of anger, or express a sense of righteous indignation. This raised a question in my own mind: How had such a vocal and influential minority of Americans come to believe that, to be moral, we must disavow and rise above our anger? Why wasn’t anger itself considered a moral response to unprovoked attack? And why did so many people who really were  angry hesitate to say so, as if it were something shameful?

That inhibition was well exploited by those whose characteristic response to the events of September 11 could be captured in the disabling phrase “Yes, but . . .” Yes, they would concede, what happened on September 11 was to be condemned in no uncertain terms, but (to quote the director of a center for constitutional rights) “people feel that there must be an alternative policy, that war cannot be the only answer.” Yes, we had been attacked, but any classroom discussion of those attacks (according to a curriculum guide at Brown University) must include a call “for understanding why people resent the United States.” Yes, terrorism should be eliminated, but the way to combat it (declared a scholar of international law) was by “arrest[ing] the criminals with the goal of achieving justice, not revenge,” and by working to ameliorate the “cultures of poverty, oppression, and ignorance” in which terrorist impulses are supposedly bred. Yes, we had to do something, but in beginning to act (wrote an op-ed columnist) we were inciting jingoism, trampling civil liberties, and encouraging a “nationalist undertow that is culturally conformist, ethnically exclusive, and belligerently militaristic”—becoming, in short, just like our declared enemies. Yes, a terrible wound was inflicted upon us, but (according to a concerned citizen writing to a local paper) the courage we needed was not the courage to avenge the wound but “the courage and honesty to search our souls and recognize our [own] wrongdoings.”

Why do they hate us? This was the earnest and finally irrelevant question many of us put to ourselves after  September 11. For a while it seemed to emblazon itself on the cover of every newsweekly, to occupy every nightly discussion on television. Why do they hate us? As if, by sympathetically attempting to see things from their point of view, we might figure out some way to satisfy their grievances, or assuage them with an apology. For if they hate us, the reasoning went, it must be—mustn’t it?—because of something we had done to them.

I shall have more to say about this peculiarly damaging habit of mind, in which self-abasement and deference to the viewpoint of the “other” mixed unpleasantly with a new and deadly form of American hubris. Here let me just observe that if the “they” in question were extremist Muslims of the Osama bin Laden type, it was really not very hard to understand why they hated us. They had been more than forthcoming about their sentiments for a very long time, and after September 11, bin Laden himself was permitted to expound the theme at length on our home screens. Their vicious rage was not obscure; neither, as they had made spectacularly clear by their self-immolating actions, was it to be appeased.

For some of us, at any rate, it seemed to have become a harder task to extend to our values and our purposes the same degree of open-minded sympathy we were ready to extend to theirs. It was harder still, evidently, to muster a stouthearted response to their implacable intentions. “Don’t let hate grow in our hearts” read a sign a friend of mine noticed in a hardware store soon after September 11. It made a perfect counterpart to “Why do they hate us?” In both there was the same unwillingness to credit the objective reality of our situation,  the same wishful notion that the problem we faced lay wholly within ourselves, in our emotions and attitudes, and that the solution therefore lay in an adjustment of those attitudes.

Well, I had not seen much hate in American hearts—a bit, very copiously documented in the press in the form of scattered bias incidents against Muslim Americans, but not much. What I was seeing instead was either a reluctance or an inability to find words, ideas, arguments, rhetoric, or models adequate to the gravity of the crisis and to the heroic scale of commitment that was needed to face and overcome it.

Of one thing I was sure: The critics of American purposes would not cease their work. I was also sure of something else: Their sentiments, when framed as criticisms of American purposes, were not shared by large numbers of people. But neither were those sentiments being answered, either because the answers to them had been forgotten or because the answers had never been learned in the first place. I sensed in my bones that if we could not find a way to justify our patriotic instincts, and to answer the arguments of those who did not share them, we would be undone.

And that is when I resolved to write this book. Why We Fight is my effort to answer the questions being asked about this war—not only in the immediate aftermath of September 11 but as our counterattack got underway and to this very day—questions that can only intensify in the coming period as the battle widens and opposition to it grows and becomes more articulate. Were we justified in replying to force with force, or should we have pursued another route, especially the route of international law? Is our culture “better” than others,  and on what moral and intellectual grounds can it be defended? Why do they hate us—and who exactly are “they,” whom do they represent, and what do they stand for? Were we dragged into this war by our “one-sided” support for Israel, and what is the rationale behind our friendship with that country? Is there something suspect—something jingoistic—about plain old-fashioned patriotism?

Moral questions all, and my answers are likewise framed largely in moral terms. This is not, in other words, a book about policy. I have not tackled the issue of our military strategy, though anyone attending to my arguments can readily deduce that I wholeheartedly advocate pursuing this war to final victory. Nor do I say anything about what our immigration policy should be, though it is well known that in general I am both pro-immigrant and fully in favor of strong steps to control our borders. I touch only lightly on issues of civil liberties, though I would defend both the idea of military tribunals for terrorists accused of war crimes and the detention of suspects within our own borders for questioning. The matters dealt with here are mostly of a different order; their connection with policy is implicit, not explicit, and I have deliberately refrained from making concrete recommendations.

Throughout this book I have tried to differentiate between the doubts held by well-meaning Americans and the arguments of the critics who feed those doubts. To the latter I have tried to respond fairly, and at their strongest rather than at their weakest points. I also hope that I have not ceded any ground. For there is, in truth, much to be angry about in the positions some of these critics espouse: much that is  meretricious, much that is inspired less by reason or evidence than by simple ideology and, yes, moral perversity. They have caused damage, and they need to be held to account.

The damage is to be measured in our loss of memory. In one way or another, there has been a great forgetting, and the result has been a kind of unilateral disarmament. Now we have been caught with our defenses down—our intellectual and moral defenses as much as our physical ones. Many of us have allowed ourselves to forget what we once knew about this country, which Lincoln called the “last, best hope of earth,” and we have forgotten why he was right to call it that. Many of us have forgotten what we once knew about our unique institutions of government, and we have neglected to implant in the hearts of our young people the never-ending duty to preserve and protect them. Many of us have forgotten what we once knew about our freedoms and our decencies, and we have forgotten why, time and time again, we have had to rally ourselves to the point of ultimate sacrifice to defend them. Many of us have forgotten the truth we once knew about the heritage of our Western civilization, and we have all but forgotten where we put the key to that truth, or whether we have a right to reclaim it.

The time has come to begin remembering, and to rearm.

—New Year’s Day, 2002






CHAPTER 1

THE MORALITY OF ANGER

THE RUINS OF THE WORLD TRADE Center were still smoking, ash and soot lingered in the air, the odor of death lay everywhere. It was early October 2001, and one army—an army of police and firefighters and rescue workers and volunteers of every stripe—was hard at work clearing, searching, burying, shifting mortar, ministering to mortals. Another army, under the direction of the president and the secretary of defense, was readying itself to move against our attackers. The land was full of grief and full of anger, and full of opinion.

What had happened to us? What could we do about it? What should we do about it?

We were not the only ones asking. In the days after September 11, the whole world caught its breath, waiting to see how we would respond. Ordinary people everywhere  shared our shock and astonishment, sympathized with our grief, understood our anger, were moved by our unity and solidarity. But both at home and abroad there was also uncertainty, even apprehension, as to what we were going to do about this assault. Would our response be measured and appropriate, or would we strike out blindly, thereby confirming the lowest expectations of both foreign and domestic elite opinion? Long before we responded, the nature of our response had become, for many, a test of our national character.

From where I sat, the quality of both the grief and the anger—fierce, aroused, yet deeply thoughtful—was a sign of everything that is instinctually grand about the American national character. I had agonized for years about what was happening to this American character as our educational standards spiraled ever downward, our elites presided over an unprecedented coarsening of our culture, and our people seemed to be showing clear signs of self-doubt and moral confusion. The truth is that I would rather have gone on agonizing forever than have had my questions answered by a national calamity, but when that calamity occurred on September 11, the overwhelming and immediate reaction of our people—not the grief and anger in themselves but the quality of the grief and the anger—certainly helped to answer them.

As for the quality of post–September 11 opinion, on the whole it, too, bespoke the settled maturity of the American people, tending as it did to coalesce around a consensus view that retaliation had to be swift and uncompromising, adequate to the outrage, and in keeping with the dictates of our  moral and political traditions. But there were other opinions as well, motivated, primarily, by the fear that we would overreact, that September 11 would trigger our supposed tendency to blind rage and rash action. Suddenly the name of Curtis LeMay, the American general who was alleged to have recommended that we “bomb Vietnam back to the Stone Age,” was in the air again, a code word for what was assumed to be the “default” mode of American military thinking.

In fact, those among us who espoused the LeMay position were scarcely to be heard from. By contrast, what might be called the Gandhi position—the position of nonviolence—was articulated in many places, was treated with exceptional seriousness by the media, and was amplified accordingly. It was also amazingly quick to materialize. Indeed, the operations of our domestic “peace party” gave fresh meaning to the Coast Guard motto Semper Paratus. Without benefit of a central command, without training manuals, without field exercises, it was able to deploy its forces with lightning speed, to seize the attention of the press, and to read from a single script. Its tactics—and its instincts—were models of rapid mobilization.

“I don’t think the solution to violence is more violence,” opined a Columbia University sophomore to a reporter as she held up a sign—“Amerika! Get a Clue!”—at an antiwar rally in Washington in late September. Said a mother in Kennebunk, Maine, around the same time: “Killing people won’t prove anything. It’s just more of the same.” At a protest demonstration in early October in New York City, just blocks from the smoldering ruins of the World Trade Center, Ronald  Daniels of the Center for Constitutional Rights asserted with confidence that “war cannot be the only answer” and pleaded for “an alternative policy.” In San Francisco, an advocate of women’s rights blamed the media for “whipp[ing] up to a great extent the call for vengeance or the call for war.” In Wisconsin, a protestor lamented “all the flags out supporting the slaughter.”

Most of these events were held long prior to anything we had done or even talked about doing in response to September 11. They reflected, rather, a deeply held prejudice about the proper way to deal with conflict and aggression, and an equally deep mistrust of the good faith of the American government.

Some in the peace party were already going farther, shifting the subject away from the attack itself and toward the behavior—past, present, or future—of the United States. At the New York City demonstration, a representative of Vietnam Veterans Against War told the crowd he did not “want to see more Americans die because of a militarist cowboy”—the militarist he had in mind being not Osama bin Laden but the president of the United States. A professor at Brown University instructed his audience that if “what happened on September 11 was terrorism,” what America had done “during the Gulf War was also terrorism.” Such sentiments were echoed around the world, in places as diverse as Canada (“shut down the American war machine”) and Athens, Greece, where four thousand people marched in opposition to an “imperialist war” started by “Americans, murderers of peoples.”

As the weeks wore on, admittedly, pronouncements of this kind did tend to wane in intensity. How could they not? The military campaign in Afghanistan was planned so scrupulously and conducted with such care, achieved such a stunning success so quickly, with so little loss of innocent life, and to such unmixed joy among the Afghan people, that the edge of protest was blunted. Even on university campuses, antiwar sentiment faded and pro-war and pro-American sentiment became tolerable if perhaps not yet fully respectable. Many students, though many fewer professors, actually discovered the morality of military action.

If, then, the nature of our response was a test of our national character, it was one we would seem to have passed with flying colors. Or so things stood at the turn of the year 2002. But even then, in the interlude after the fall of the Taliban, it was clear that all this could change once more. For the larger, global war against terrorism was far from over, and from here on in, things were only likely to get more complicated. India and Pakistan, two of our partners, were already at each other’s throats. The great question of whether we were going to go after Saddam Hussein hung before us. No solution to the Israel-Palestinian conflict seemed in sight, and to some it was beginning to seem that Yasir Arafat’s Palestinian Authority should itself be placed on the list of terror suspects.

In short, military campaigns were almost certainly bound to become tougher and more protracted in the period ahead. This in turn suggested that coalition partners might break away, and world opinion might shift. American forces  could begin to take significant casualties; there might be mounting concerns about civil liberties at home; the domestic consensus might weaken, thus endangering success in the war.

Weakening that consensus, sowing and reinforcing doubt about our purposes and our methods, was in fact the goal of the peace party. Its favored means: casting a shadow of moral doubt over our righteous and justified anger, promoting the idea that our tendency to jingoistic aggression could only be checked by a countercommitment to nonviolence. The celerity with which the peace party proved able to mobilize and make itself felt, in the face of an unambiguous and monstrous aggression on our soil, suggests not only the deep-rootedness of its own attitudes but the potentially wider effect those attitudes might yet have on national morale.

In later chapters we will deal with the workings of some of these same attitudes in relation to such issues as cultural confidence and love of country. Here I want to focus more narrowly on war and peace, force and pacifism. By looking at the national debate over these matters in the early days of phase one of our war, we can learn important lessons for phase two and all the phases to come. For the arguments are not going to go away.

 

 

I MENTIONED THE WORD pacifism, and right away I need to make a distinction. There is such a thing as a genuine predisposition against violence in human affairs, and it has roots in very old traditions of thought. There is also a particular version of this orientation that has its origins in more recent doctrines, including certain psychological theories about the role of “aggression” in men and boys. And then there is a form of pacifism that is disposed not so much against the use of military force in general as against the use of military force by one particular actor, the United States of America. This last-named type of pacifism derives from a negative view of the ends for which American force has allegedly been exercised in the past, or from a more free-floating hostility to America as a society—or both.

The strands are also often conjoined, with a seemingly principled pacifism serving as a “cover” for anti-Americanism. Thus, the Columbia University student who declared that violence is no solution was holding a sign on which the sixties-style spelling “Amerika” was meant to suggest a parallel between this country and Nazi Germany. Or take the instruction imparted to its young charges by the Mount Rainier Elementary School just outside Washington, D.C., which sees its “most important responsibility,” according to a report in the Washington Post, as ensuring that there will be “no fighting.” Here is the catechism as filtered through the sensibility of one eleven-year-old boy: “I believe in peace—in not fighting and treating people with respect. . . . We learned in our class that if you believe in peace, you can stay alive. We learned that you should always find a peaceful way to solve your problems because you should never be violent.”

Why do you suppose this boy’s teachers sought to drive home their dreamy message after September 11? Certainly, in  my view, not in order to chastise the violent men who sought to solve their “problems” by massacring our civilians. Rather, I suspect, they were seeking to deliver a preemptive judgment against the president, to prevent another generation of young people from learning the proper uses of righteous anger, and to throw dust in the eyes of the American people.

I will return to the lessons being taught by schools like this one, but first I want to take up the older and politically untainted traditions of pacifist thought to which I alluded, and try to give them their due. I have in mind the traditions connected with religious teachings, and specifically with Christianity. In the West, Judaism has produced its own rich writings on violence and war, but in contrast with Christianity or at least with Catholicism, religious authority in Judaism has never resided in a central body, and there is nothing in it corresponding to Church dogma; besides, the two-thousand-year historical experience of the Jewish people from the end of the biblical period to the founding of the state of Israel was the experience of a minority lacking sovereign power or the means to deploy military force. Islam, by contrast, was a religion connected with power and conquest from the beginning, and as we shall see in Chapter 3, pacifism in the usual sense is quite alien to it.

Christianity, too, developed in relation to earthly power, but that relation, at least in the early centuries, was oppositional; Christians were but a small persecuted sect on the fringes of the Roman Empire. Yet even after this ceased to be the case and Christianity became the official religion of the empire, the influence of certain seminal passages about  peace in the teachings of Jesus never waned. So it is no surprise that perhaps the most eloquent and passionate defenders of pacifism today are those Christians who, appealing to the New Testament, hold that violence is never justified or justifiable, and that the injunction to turn the other cheek admits of no exceptions.

These people—they include such groups as Anabaptists, Mennonites, Quakers, the Amish, but also individuals and organizations from more mainstream denominations, both Protestant and Catholic—believe quite sincerely in the principles of nonviolence. The integrity with which they have striven to maintain those principles is admirable. Although they received relatively little attention in the post–September 11 period, they have hardly flinched from making known their convictions—and, in some cases, their honest struggles with those convictions.

Thus, to the Reverend Graylan Hagler of the Plymouth Congregational Church in Washington, D.C., it was a given that our response to violence must not be a military one—for, as Jesus taught, “Blessed are the peacemakers” (Matthew 5:9). If we were to choose the road of violence, warned the Reverend Hagler, “the reaction [would] only be [more] violence. . . . In a world of an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, the world ends up blind and toothless.” Similarly, to Ed Crayton, a black man who grew up in the Baptist and Lutheran churches, “There’s nothing in the Bible that talks about . . . Jesus giving us a chance to wage war.” A letter writer contributed this to the Washington Post: “The message of Jesus Christ is the ultimate solution to the conflagration. 

. . . We must categorically renounce violence as an instrument of international activity.” Remember, admonished a reader of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, “Christ was an absolute pacifist.”

Others were more troubled, clearly caught in an inner struggle between their religious conscience and their instinct for justice. Tom Robert in the National Catholic Reporter wrote of “trying like crazy to wiggle out from under . . . the difficult sayings about non-violence that keep creeping out of the story of Jesus of Nazareth.” To Julie Ryan of the Dallas Peace Center, the “ultimate challenge” at this moment was to hew to the teaching of Jesus to “love our enemies.” Father Matthew Ruhl, a Jesuit pastor in Kansas City, identified the injunction to turn the other cheek as “one of the most distressing teachings of Jesus for me.” But in the end, these, too, accepted pacifism as a defining tenet of Christian faith.

Once again, sentiments like these tended to fade as the campaign in Afghanistan got underway, and especially as it became clear that we were taking extraordinary steps to avoid civilian casualties. Still, in mid-December, an ad hoc coalition of sixty-eight Catholic organizations and individuals called on the Catholic Church to denounce the war in Afghanistan as immoral and in violation of religious doctrine. In so doing, they were defying the position of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, which shortly after September 11 had declared forthrightly in a letter to President Bush that “our nation . . . has a moral right and a grave obligation to defend the common good against such terrorist attacks.” Whether or not this new dissent from the  Church’s position was a portent of things to come, it raised in stark form the question of whether the Christian tradition does in fact pose a principled objection to war, and in particular to this war, that we must take seriously.

 

 

LET US GO BACK TO THE PHRASE “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” It comes from the book of Exodus, and it was indeed an idea to which Jesus took explicit and quite radical exception. Going beyond the by-then conventional understanding of the rabbis, which taught that the phrase was not to be taken literally but as a demand for appropriate monetary compensation (and no more than appropriate monetary compensation), Jesus negated the idea of compensation altogether, let alone retribution: “I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.” More: “I say to you, Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.” In the garden of Gethsemane, according to Matthew, Jesus even rebuked Peter for drawing his sword and striking a slave of the high priest in an attempt to prevent the arrest of Jesus: “Put your sword back into its place, for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.”

These famous texts are straightforward enough, and in their unequivocal aversion to the use of force they have resonated down the centuries with a clarion purity. But as with so much else in the Bible, they are not the only or the last word on the matter; they are not even Jesus’ own last words on the matter. In one of his few unmixed utterances of praise,  for example, Jesus lauded the faith of a Roman centurion, a soldier and a man of violence, who, shortly after the Sermon on the Mount, approached him to heal an ailing servant; clearly, then, Jesus did not regard a belief in his own teachings, or indeed in himself, as by definition inconsistent with taking up arms.

Then there is the no less famous passage in which Jesus, though obviously speaking metaphorically, warns his disciples that he has not come to bring peace to the earth but “a sword. For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother . . . ; and one’s foes will be members of one’s own household.” And let us not forget the account (in the Gospel of John) of Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple in a fit of violent “zeal.” (“Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out,” shouting, “‘Take these things out of here! Stop making my father’s house into a marketplace!’”)

Even the story of Gethsemane is not so clear-cut as is often claimed. In the version given in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus not only refrains from rebuking Peter but actually urges his apostles to equip themselves with weapons. (“The one who has no sword must sell his cloak and buy one.”) A still weightier complication is introduced in the Gospel of John, where Peter’s infraction is defined differently. There, he is admonished not for the use of force per se but for interfering with the necessary unfolding of the divine plan: “Put your sword back into its sheath,” Jesus says to Peter. “Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has given me?”

This brings us to Paul and the beginnings of the formal development of Church doctrine. Here again we encounter a  somewhat mixed message. “Bless those who persecute you,” the apostle writes in Romans, echoing the words of Jesus. “Do not repay evil for evil, but take thought of what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, live peaceably with all. Believers, never avenge yourselves.” This sounds positively Gandhian in its view of violence as evil, no matter why or by whom it is committed. But immediately thereafter, Paul adjures the fledgling Church to accept and “be subject to” earthly authorities and their coercive powers, for “those authorities that exist have been instituted by God,” and “the authority does not bear the sword in vain” but is rather “the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer.” The same thought is repeated and embellished in the first letter of Peter, where that disciple reminds his recipients that human institutions are “sent by [God] to punish those who do wrong and praise those who do right.”

Nowhere in the New Testament do we find force itself held up for explicit praise—that would be all but unthinkable. But neither are the Gospel writers so unworldly as to posit that the answer to every human conflict is to turn the other cheek; in certain circumstances and for certain purposes, force would seem to be forbidden, in other cases allowed (even if never encouraged for its own sake). Indeed, it was to elaborate the why and how and wherefore of the latter case that the Church, over the centuries, developed the doctrine of “just war,” a theory that received its first extended treatment in the late fourth century at the hands of St. Augustine and was significantly modified nine centuries later by St. Thomas Aquinas.

“A great deal,” Augustine wrote in Contra Faustum, “depends on the causes for which men undertake wars, and on the authority they have for doing so.” Aquinas, specifying, named three main criteria for determining if one could initiate war. (This part of just-war doctrine was called by the medieval scholastics jus ad bellum, the right to go to war, as distinct from jus in bello, the proper conduct of war.) The three were: whether war is declared by a legitimate sovereign; whether it is for a just cause—that is, a cause that avenges wrongs or rights an injustice; and whether the belligerents “intend the advancement of good, or the avoidance of evil.” To those who argued that Christians should always seek peace, Aquinas responded that those who wage war justly do, in fact, aim at true peace, being opposed only to an “evil peace.” Indeed, Christians would be shirking their religious duty were they not to struggle against an unjust peace, including by taking up arms.

 

 

DID AMERICAN MILITARY ACTION in the wake of September 11 satisfy these three criteria? That it was waged by a legitimate authority is patent: that authority being the duly elected and sworn president, acting with the virtually unanimous approval of the elected representatives of the American people. Likewise, it was clearly waged in a just cause, against terrorists who sought and still seek to destroy us, as well as to avoid future evil.

True, even when a war is waged by a legitimate authority, for a legitimate reason, and for a legitimate end, other factors must weigh heavily. Implicitly referring to the tradition of jus in bello, the letter of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops to the president warned: “Any military response must be in accord with sound moral principles, . . . such as probability of success, civilian immunity, and proportionality.” Although war is certainly hell (in the pithy observation of General William Sherman), our conduct of it must nevertheless be appropriate. We may be unable to avoid injuring innocent civilians in the course of fighting, but we must not target them. Likewise, we must not kill or mistreat prisoners of war. And we must always be wary of producing, even unintentionally, evils commensurate with those we are seeking to eliminate.

Obviously there is a fine moral line here. As the scholar Jean Bethke Elshtain has pointed out, Augustine, in developing the idea of the just war, struggled with the fact that the weight of Scripture challenges the use of force. But he recognized, as most Christians have, that there are times when not resorting to force leads to evils far greater than the one we oppose. And as for whether we have fought a war justly (in contrast to fighting a just war), any proper assessment requires careful analysis based on specific facts—and often on the outcome of the hostilities themselves. To quote the Anglican theologian Patrick Comerford, “It is only long after a war is over that we have the time and the luxury to determine whether all conditions [of a just war] have been met.”

By all these standards, both the military campaign in Afghanistan and our conduct of that campaign qualify unreservedly as just. In light of its aims and its achievements, in  consideration of our extraordinary sensitivity to the avoidance of civilian casualties, and in light of our vast efforts of humanitarian relief for the suffering people of Afghanistan, I would not be surprised if, in historical retrospect, the Afghanistan campaign were to qualify as one of the most just wars ever fought.

 

 

THE FACT THAT WAR IS ALWAYS tragic does not permit us to compound the tragedy. But neither must it be allowed to undo our moral compass. Even some of the most principled advocates of religious pacifism have come to grips with the irreducible facts of human evil and the need to oppose it by force. One of them in the aftermath of September 11 was Scott Simon, the well-known commentator on National Public Radio. A Quaker himself, Simon wrote in the Wall Street Journal that “about half of all draft-age Quakers enlisted in World War II, believing that whatever wisdom pacifism had to give the world, it could not defeat the murderous schemes of Adolf Hitler and his cohorts.” In the present instance, Simon concluded, if we did not defend ourselves and punish those who meant to destroy us, then we ourselves would be destroyed. For pacifists, he wrote, it was better “to sacrifice our ideals than to expect others to die for them.”

Perhaps no Christian thinker is more qualified to speak to this matter than Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who did indeed sacrifice his ideals, and his life, to fight absolute evil. A Lutheran minister in Germany, Bonhoeffer was teaching at Union  Theological Seminary in New York when World War II broke out in 1939. He promptly returned to Germany, where in time he joined a plot to assassinate Hitler. He was captured and hanged in a concentration camp in 1945.

Bonhoeffer knew the cost of Christian witness, and was prepared to pay it. His friend Reinhold Niebuhr, the American theologian and the great expositor of Christian realism, said of Bonhoeffer: “His life became for many of us a contemporary moral challenge—we looked up to him as if he’d been sent to inspire us, to serve as a reminder of what truly matters.” These words should be taken to heart by every pacifist who appeals for authority to the Christian tradition.

 

 

IF I SEEM TO HAVE SPENT AN inordinate amount of time answering the points raised by religiously motivated pacifists, it is not because they are numerous among us or truly influential. Rather it is because they strike me as sincere in their beliefs, however partial or selective I find the arguments supporting those beliefs. Moreover, the arguments of principled pacifists are often invoked by those who seek to use them in support of something else. Among the latter, I am afraid, are many churchmen and -women.

The letter of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops to President Bush was exactly what should be expected in a national emergency like the one we were facing. But it would be a mistake to conclude that most spokesmen of faith were suffused with the martial spirit that was once routinely associated with American Christianity. As J. Bottum reported in  the Weekly Standard in early October, Americans who flocked to church in record numbers on the Sunday after the attacks were less likely to hear a righteous call to arms than “admonitions not to indulge in racist feelings against Arabs or to give in to the angry lust for revenge.” From his observation, Bottum added, neither of these seemed to present much of a temptation: Among churchgoers, “righteousness has come to seem the equivalent of self-righteousness, and hardly anyone believes in genuinely righteous anger anymore.”

This is another way of saying that many establishment churches have in effect become departments of our secular liberal culture, and to that culture we may therefore now turn.

One route to pacifism, as I mentioned earlier, runs by way of current psychological doctrine. Generations of American children have by now been raised on the principle that violence is always wrong, and that every difference can be negotiated through “dialogue.” Likewise, generations of American businessmen and executives have been trained in the principles of conflict resolution and anger management. Generations of American diplomats and negotiators have been instructed in the art of “getting to yes.”

What is wrong with that? Nothing—as long as the parties to a dispute are playing by the same procedural rules, as long as the matters under dispute are truly negotiable, and as long as each side can be trusted to abide by the settlement. In other circumstances, and especially in war, anger management is at best irrelevant. “Don’t hit!” is easy advice; “Don’t hit back!” is more fraught with complexity.

But why must we accept the premise that anger is itself a suspect quality and always in need of “management”? To the contrary, as the ancients recognized, anger is a necessary power of the soul, intimately connected with the passion for justice. The appeal to stifle our anger and negotiate our differences with extremists bent on nullifying our existence was thus not only irrelevant, it was immoral; it amounted to a counsel of unilateral disarmament and a denial of justice.

A subset of this discussion concerns the question of whether September 11 was an act of war or a crime; if it could be defined as the latter, might we not obviate the need for a violent response altogether? Our “dispute” with the perpetrators of September 11 would then be conceived in legal terms, and they themselves might be arrested and (in the words of Alan Mattlage, the organizer of the Washington protests) “tried before an international tribunal.” A letter signed by Rosa Parks, the legendary heroine of the American civil rights movement, as well as by such entertainers as Harry Belafonte and Danny Glover, similarly urged that “our best chance of preventing [further] devastating attacks is to act decisively and cooperatively as part of a community of nations within the framework of international law.” Once the war began, the same solicitude extended to the “rights” of Osama bin Laden was then extended by others to further potential malefactors like Saddam Hussein. All of these miscreants, it was said, belonged not in Hades but in The Hague.

In this automatic reaching for the courts and the law-books, and especially for the cloak of “international” jurisdiction, it seemed that matters of fundamental right and  wrong were once again being elided. Mass murderers were treated like storekeepers arguing with suppliers over a shipment of mislabeled goods, and “the law” as interpreted by the United Nations was invoked as some magisterial and transcendent standard of arbitration. One would hardly know from such pious declarations that September 11 was the single most violent day in American civilian history. To reduce this mass atrocity to a “crime” against “international law” was to trivialize it beyond recognition.

 

 

IT NEVER CEASES TO AMAZE me that people who are quick to condemn their fellow Americans for cultural “chauvinism,” or for failing to appreciate the sensibilities of others, should evince such narrow-minded narcissism on this point, blithely assuming that everyone else in the world accepts their idea of the best way to resolve differences. Still, I suppose I have no cause for amazement. As the history of the last years has amply demonstrated, the getting-to-yes syndrome has infected everything from our most casual domestic transactions to our conduct of foreign policy, leading us time and again to misread the malign intentions of our enemies and making us an even more inviting target for terrorists and other aggressors. It feeds into, and off of, a larger bias to which I also alluded earlier: the bias against the employment of force by the United States of America in pursuit of its interests or its national honor.

One saw this bias at work, for example, in the insistence that the war against terrorism be prosecuted by means of an  international coalition and not by the United States alone. Of course, there were sound strategic reasons for securing the active cooperation of others, as we did from the start. Morally, too, there is always something to be said for having an explicit seal of approval from the global community. Something, but not everything. To make such international approval a requirement of action, as if otherwise we lacked warrant to defend ourselves, was not morally sound but morally repugnant, springing from a hostility to America that had little to do with pacifism and everything to do with the larger political and ideological agenda of the “peace party.” The idea behind it was that we could not be trusted to restrain ourselves—an idea that no amount of evidence to the contrary could dislodge from the minds of those holding it.

For some on the Left, even the coalition so painstakingly assembled by President Bush was corrupted by the very fact that we had assembled it and were leading it. “What we are seeing,” wrote the antiglobalist activist Naomi Klein, “is not a global response to terrorism but the internationalization of one country’s foreign-policy objectives.” Not only was stopping terrorism alleged to be a mere “interest” of the United States—and of the United States alone—but our pursuit of that interest was implicitly characterized as more pernicious than terrorism itself. Here, even the right to self-defense, let alone the legitimacy of acting in our national interest, was taken from us.

Softer versions of this hateful charge abounded on the Left. For Jonathan Schell, writing in the Nation, the fight against terrorism should have been undertaken as a highly  specific “police action,” with “military action play[ing] a merely supporting role—in the form, perhaps, of the occasional commando raid.” The major part of our response, in Schell’s judgment, should have been “a comprehensive global effort to rid the world of weapons of mass destruction,” led by the “readiness of the great powers”—that is, us—“to disarm.” Also in the Nation, Professor Richard Falk, positioning himself between two fallacies of ostensibly equal but in fact unequal weight, the “pacifist fallacy” and the “militarist fallacy,” imposed so many preconditions on American military action as to render us altogether impotent.

For still others, the pacifist response hinged on a secular variant of the jus in bello argument: the certain knowledge that American military action would result in the death of innocents. “Killing people won’t prove anything,” said that mother in Maine. “It’s just more of the same.” Andrew Greeley, a Catholic priest and writer, added that America was “organizing its own jihad.”

More of the same? Terrorists target innocent civilians by definition; they seek the destruction of innocent life. Military action to combat terrorism seeks to avoid noncombatant casualties. It is not more of the same, it is the opposite of the same. It was ludicrous to suggest that morally we would be as culpable for civilian casualties resulting from our use of force in Afghanistan as were the terrorists for the deaths of those on the planes, at the Pentagon, and in the World Trade Center. Besides, although it was unfortunately true that innocent people would die as a consequence of our action—in Afghanistan, to say it again, such casualties never approached  a fraction of what was being foretold—without that action many more innocent people would certainly die. Moral delicacy untethered from the recognition of facts and circumstances is a form of moral idiocy.

 

 

WHAT DO WE OWE TO OUR COUNTRY, and can we allow our moral delicacy to decide that? One often overlooked element in the pacifist stance is its moral luxury—the fact that it is made possible, and protected, only by the willingness of others to use force. As George Orwell put it, speaking of pacifists in World War II, “Those who ‘abjure’ violence can only do so because others are committing violence on their behalf.”

This point can be extended: In the democratic societies of the West, the critique of violence depends entirely on the continued vigilance of those who are often the prime targets of that critique, notably the armed forces. It also depends on the maintenance of a common set of expectations, too often taken for granted, regarding the norms of civilized life. In the words of the novelist and Nobel laureate V. S. Naipaul, writing about the lyrics of Joan Baez, “You couldn’t listen to the sweet songs about injustice unless you expected justice and received it much of the time. You couldn’t sing about the end of the world unless you felt that the world was going on and on and you were safe in it.”

The same point is also relevant to the few cases in which nonviolence has actually succeeded: The obvious examples are Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. For Gandhi was appealing, shrewdly, to the British devotion to law and fair  play, as well as to British humanitarian sentiment; were he to have adopted a similar tactic in Nazi Germany, his movement would have been brutally extinguished and his own fate would have been death. King also based his entire campaign on the well-founded certainty that most Americans were not only appalled by segregation but were unalterably committed to the universal extension of the rights and guarantees enshrined in the Constitution. In countries that respect human rights, in countries that exhibit a conscience, nonviolent protest can succeed. The idea of its succeeding with our enemies today is laughable.

It goes without saying that Islamic extremism of the kind practiced by the Taliban and espoused or nourished by others around the world leaves no room for the dissent that our democracy affords, let alone for pacifism. It also goes without saying that pacifists would not wish to live under such regimes. But their arguments, taken seriously, would prevent them—or anyone else—from doing what might be necessary to stop such regimes from arising, and would certainly save no one—including pacifists—from becoming their victims. Is that moral, or is it actually immoral? I agree with the late philosopher Sidney Hook, who wrote that absolute adherence to pacifism “makes the pacifist morally responsible for the evils that an intelligent use of force may sometimes prevent.”

Today’s pacifists owe their very lives to the America that stopped Hitler—nonpacifically. Were we to have accepted their moral reasoning now, we would have laid ourselves open to more grievous attack and, quite possibly, to the  prospect of a world in which people holding nonviolent beliefs would be exterminated. In this sense, as C. S. Lewis prophesied, pacifism means “taking the straight road to a world in which there will be no pacifists.”

 

 

WHY HAS THE CRITIQUE OF VIOLENCE taken such hold among us, and why does it exercise such influence? The answer is paradoxical. Contrary to the myth of our nation as violence-prone, Americans are in fact a peaceful people, averse to conflict. That is the larger truth about us. Our habits are the habits of a commercial society, resting on rich deposits of social trust and on laws that regulate and protect transactions of every kind. Our outlook is the outlook of a democratic polity, guided by the spirit of accommodation and compromise, superintended by guarantees of due process and judicial review.

It is exactly these same habits and this same outlook, I believe, that make so many of us susceptible to arguments of the give-peace-a-chance kind. I don’t mean that we necessarily buy those arguments, but something in them appeals to something good in our nature, and though we may know they are wrong we often do not know quite how to answer them. That is precisely why I have been at such pains to take them seriously on their own terms. But I also want to be clear about where they come from.

It is theoretically true that one can espouse nonviolence and support the war effort. As Scott Simon reminds us, some genuine pacifists and conscientious objectors have done just  that in past conflicts. The trouble with many of today’s pacifists is that, in the name of the higher morality of nonviolence, they have not only declined to support the war effort but have actively tried to hamper it, loudly warning about cycles of violence, accusing us of an unseemly lust for vengeance, invoking the supposedly dark record of our past, sowing doubts about our intentions, impugning our right to defend ourselves.

In short, many in the “peace party” who cloak their arguments in moral objections to war are really expressing their hostility to America, and it does the cause of clarity no good to pretend otherwise. That hostility—in more than a few cases, hatred is a more accurate word—is many-sided and has a long history, and we shall be encountering facets of it in our discussion. But where armed conflict is concerned, the arguments of today’s “peace party” are basically rooted in the period of the Vietnam war and its aftermath. It was then that the critique of the United States as an imperialist or “colonialist” power, wreaking its evil will on the hapless peoples of the third world, became a kind of slogan on the Left. This same critique would, in due course, find a home in certain precincts of the Democratic party and, in more diluted form, would inform the policy preferences of the Carter and Clinton administrations, and it is with us still.

It is especially prevalent in our institutions of higher learning. At a teach-in at the University of North Carolina immediately after the attack, one speaker remarked that, were he the president of the United States, his first act would be not to avenge the infamy but to apologize to “the widows  and orphans, the tortured and impoverished, and all the millions of other victims of American imperialism.” For a professor at Rutgers, whatever the “proximate cause” of September 11, “its ultimate cause is the fascism of U.S. foreign policy over the past decades.” Like the character in Molière’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme who was astonished to learn that he had been speaking prose all his life, these two seemed unconscious of the fact that they were speaking clichés, and clichés with a certain identifiable provenance.

Allied to the political critique of America that developed in the 1960s and 1970s was a cultural and psychological critique. Not just imperial ambition but a sort of deranged, Wild West machismo was said to be driving our activities abroad, impelling us to drop bombs on innocent people and/or to force upon them our uniquely rapacious model of economic activity. At home, this same derangement was said to lie behind everything from our alleged obsession with guns to our alleged obsession with order and the perverse way in which we brought up our children, especially our boys. Out of this critique there arose the by-now standard counterwisdom that I have already discussed: that conflict is always a product of misunderstanding, and that violence is always wrong.

In the past decades, since Vietnam and especially since our defeat there, our culture has undergone a process that one observer has aptly termed debellicization. Military virtues have been devalued and shunned, and along with them the very idea that war solves anything or is ever justified. Generations of schoolchildren have been taught that conflict  is something to be avoided. Parents and teachers have been cautioned by psychologists and feminists alike that male aggression is a wild and malignant force that needs to be repressed or medicated lest it burst out, as it is always on the verge of doing, in murderous behavior. The 1999 shooting spree by two teenagers at Columbine High School in Colorado is taken to be all too horridly typical; in the meantime, the Boy Scouts of America, an irreplaceable institution that has always known how to channel the healthy impulses of male aggression, and to inspire male idealism, is derided as irrelevant, “patriarchal,” and bigoted.

What you get in the end is that eleven-year-old schoolboy, dutifully repeating his mantra: “We learned that you should always find a peaceful way to solve your problems because you should never be violent.”

 

 

“YOU SHOULD NEVER BE VIOLENT.” In this world, a world in which, to the best of my knowledge, the lion has yet to lie down with the lamb, teaching children this lesson does an unforgivable injury both to them and to the adult community of which they are about to become a part. It renders them vulnerable to abuse and injury, and leaves them without moral or intellectual recourse when abuse and injury are inflicted upon them. If no distinction is made among kinds of “peace,” children are deprived of the tools they require to distinguish a just from an unjust peace, peace with honor from the peace of the grave. They are robbed of the oldest and most necessary wisdom of the race, which is that some things are worth fighting and dying for.

Are we to tell our children that, because “you should always find a peaceful way to solve your problems,” the brave men who fought in the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, the two World Wars, and every other conflict in our history were acting immorally? That way lies a generation prepared only for accommodation, appeasement, and surrender. If, heaven forbid, they should ever be faced in their turn with the need to respond to aggression and evil, better by far for them to have learned, understood, and taken to heart the words of John Stuart Mill:War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things. The decayed and degraded state of a moral and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse. A man who has nothing for which he is willing to fight—nothing he cares about more than his own safety—is a miserable creature who has no chance of being free, unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.





What term shall we reserve for those who in the current instance have preached to us that, given who we are, and what we have done in the world, nothing of ours is worth fighting for? “Much of what is passing for pacifism,” wrote the characteristically blunt columnist Michael Kelly, “is not pacifism at all but only the latest manifestation of a well-known pre-existing condition.” That condition, that plague, is anti-Americanism.
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