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It is essential to condemn what must be condemned, but swiftly and firmly. On the other hand, one should praise at length what still deserves to be praised. After all, that is why I am an artist, because even work that negates still affirms something and does homage to the wretched and magnificent life that is ours.

 

—ALBERT CAMUS, RESISTANCE, REBELLION, AND DEATH

 

 

 

Now when victory goes to those who were fighting for the juster cause, can anyone doubt that the victory is a matter for rejoicing and the resulting peace is something to be desired?

—ST. AUGUSTINE, THE CITY OF GOD

 

 

 

. . . It is hard for those who live near a Bank
 To doubt the security of their money.
 It is hard for those who live near a Police Station
 To believe in the triumph of violence.
 Do you think that the Faith has conquered the World
 And that Lions no longer need keepers? . . .

 

—T. S. ELIOT,  CHORUSES FROM “THE ROCK”
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INTRODUCTION

“Politics Is Not the Nursery”

IN ALBERT CAMUS’S NOVEL The Plague, an allegory on the coming of totalitarian terror, one of the protagonists comments acerbically on the naive reactions in a time of crisis of those he calls the “humanists,” people who see themselves as living in a reasonable world in which everything is up for negotiation. They believe there is a utilitarian calculus by which to gauge all human purposes and actions. Walking down the streets of Oran (the city in which the novel is set), “humanists” may smash underfoot a rat carrying the plague bacillus but claim, “There are no rats in Oran.” Why? Because there cannot be. That sort of thing does not happen anymore. In modernity, it simply must be the case that all human purposes and the means deployed to achieve them are open to adjudication and argument. Just get the aggrieved parties to really talk to one another, because that is the way reasonable people do things. The thinking of the “reasonable,” Camus’s narrator suggests, is dominated by their own internal preferences, rather than the concrete realities of the situation.

Camus’s “humanists” are unwilling or unable to peer into the heart of darkness. They have banished the word evil from their vocabularies. Evil refers to something so unreasonable, after all! Therefore, it cannot  really exist. Confronted by people who mean to kill them and to destroy their society, these well-meaning persons deny the enormity of what is going on.

To such arguments the late political theorist Hannah Arendt would have had a sharp retort. “Politics is not the nursery,” she liked to say. Practicing a reasonableness based on the calculations of the “humanist” world of infinite negotiation and “logical” explanation is often of little use in helping us to face harsh evidence unfolding before our eyes. Moreover, naivete—including the conviction that horrific events are momentary setbacks and will surely be brought to heel by “reasonable” persons (who shrink from speaking of evil)—can get thousands of innocents killed.

Certain critical events in the past remind us of this mordant fact. Looking back on twentieth-century fascism, we do not wring our hands and blame everyone but the Nazis for their murderous policies. Of course, it is important for historians and political analysts to take account of the political, social, and economic milieu out of which National Socialism emerged. But the difficulty and desperation of post-World War I conditions—runaway inflation, a war-torn economy, and war reparations, all of which Germany faced—do not add up to the inevitability of the evil that was Nazism. To claim such is to set in motion an exculpatory strategy that, whether intentionally or inadvertently, rationalizes political pathology. The overriding truth and most salient fact of National Socialism is simply stated: A group of people took over state power, aimed to expand an Aryan Empire through ruthless force, and, as dictated by their ideology of biological racism, murdered whole categories of people not because of anything they had done but because of who they were.

Why, then, in the context of America’s war against terrorism, do so many tick off a list of American “failures” or even insist that America brought the horrors of September 11, 2001, on herself? Let me be clear that I exempt from this mode of argument the ludicrous claims that have arisen since that day, such as the slander that Israel carried out the attacks after having first warned Jews who worked in New York’s World Trade Center towers to stay home that day, or the preposterous charge that American officials, up to and including the president of the United States, engineered the attacks to bolster their popularity. This sort of inflammatory  madness exists outside the boundary of political debate and festers instead in the fever swamps of conspiracy theory.

Conducted within the boundary of reasonable political debate, however, are those arguments that an international “war on poverty and despair,” or a change in the direction of U.S. Middle Eastern policy, or a different U.S. policy toward Iraq will stay the hands of murderous terrorists in the future. Certainly these arguments deserve a hearing. Pushing more programs that deal with poverty and despair or rethinking American foreign policy, including our approach to Iraq, may have desirable outcomes. But no such change, either singly or together, will deter Osama bin Laden and those like him. To believe such is to plunge head-first into the strategy of denial characteristic of the citizens of Oran in Camus’s novel. We could do everything demanded of us by those who are critical of America, both inside and outside our boundaries, but Islamist fundamentalism and the threat it poses would not be deterred.

As do most contemporary commentators, I reserve the terms “Islamist fundamentalism” and “Islamicism” for those who believe in a literal understanding of the Qur’an and condemn all who disagree, Muslim and non-Muslim alike; who have hijacked Islam, in the view of many devout Muslims here and abroad, for their own intolerant purposes; who advocate militant theocracy; and who insist that there can be no distinction between civil law and the strict, fundamentalist Shari’a law, the ancient Islamic holy law.

When I claim that changes in our policies would not satisfy Islamists, the reason is quite basic: They loathe us because of who we are and what our society represents. Of course, these radicals indict specific U.S. actions, both now and in the past. For example, in his 1998 declaration of war against America, “Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders,” Osama bin Laden denounces our occupation of the “lands of Islam . . . in the Arabian peninsula.” However, we are also “pagans” in his eyes, finally and irrevocably, and that is why he calls “on every Muslim who believes in Allah and wishes to be rewarded to comply with Allah’s order to kill the Americans and plunder their money wherever and whenever they find it.”1 We are so unused to such language that we have a hard time taking it at face value.

We had better get used to it, however, because bin Laden and his followers mean it when they call us “infidels.” To Islamists, infidels are  those who believe in separation of church and state. Infidels profess the wrong religion, or the wrong version of a religion, or no religion at all. Infidels believe in civic and personal freedom. Infidels educate women and give them a public presence and role. Infidels intermarry across lines of religion. Infidels believe that all people have human rights. Whatever else the United States might do on the world scene to allay the concerns of its opponents, it cannot repeal its founding constitutional principles, which condemn it in the eyes of such fundamentalists.

Osama bin Laden insists that the mere presence of infidels in the land of Saudi Arabia is a blight on the holiest of places for the Islamic faithful: Mecca and Medina. The United States could remove all military personnel from the Arabian Peninsula—something our Arab allies do not want us to do—but American civilians would still live and work there. Suppose we went a step further and violated our own norms of personal freedom by compelling all Americans, including those married to Saudis, to leave the Arabian Peninsula. Can anyone seriously believe that the radical Islamists would then be appeased? Their hatred of America runs much too deep to be assuaged by any such policy change.

There are those in the academy who respond with the charge of “essentialism” to my claim that we are hated because of who we are and what our society represents. To this I have two replies. First, in bin Laden’s 1998 fatwa, he invoked the Prophet Muhammad: “I have been sent with the sword between my hands to ensure that no one but Allah is worshiped, Allah who put my livelihood under the shadow of my spear and who inflicts humiliation and scorn on those who disobey my orders.”2 Bin Laden’s gloating about the deaths of three thousand people whose only crime was to go to work on September 11, 2001, is understandable as the vindication of a violent interpretation of a prophetic stance. Those killed were infidels and deserved to perish—hence his joy when both towers of the World Trade Center collapsed, for this represented maximum destruction of “the enemy.”3

Every civilian death is a tragedy, but not every civilian death is a crime. The deaths on September 11 in New York City, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania were both tragic and criminal. Contrast the gleeful reaction of bin Laden and his cohorts to the collapse of the twin towers with the widely broadcast apologies of America’s top military leaders, including, on occasion, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of  Staff, for errant American bombs, whether in Afghanistan or elsewhere, and for any and all unintended civilian deaths. These military men understand that civilian deaths are to be avoided if at all possible and that each and every civilian death is an occasion for moral regret and a reexamination of strategy and tactics.

Second, to those who believe that if we change our policies the terror will cease, the answer is straightforward: We can change, through the political process, what we do and how we do it in the realm of domestic and foreign politics, but we cannot repeal our commitment to personal freedom. We cannot negate the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which guarantees the free exercise of religion—any religion. It is an official religion that radical Islamists want, and they would impose that official religion everywhere they can, through terror if necessary. Free people argue about the meaning of freedom, but they can do this only because freedom is part of the air they breathe. Those who despise our freedom as the mark of wickedness are not interested in our own ongoing debate about the good and ill uses of freedom. It is freedom itself that they despise.

An irony of our post-September 11 world is that some icons of the popular culture whose perceptions many of our own moralists would disdain appear to understand full well what is at stake in this struggle—for example, Neil Young with his song “Let’s Roll,” or Bruce Springsteen with his haunting, elegiac songs on The Rising. Written in solidarity with America and in sympathy with the victims of 9/11, Paul McCartney’s anthem “Freedom” appreciates that those who believe in freedom must sometimes “fight for the right to live in freedom.”4 This recognition from so many in popular culture adds piquancy to the disappointing words from many of our intellectuals, academics, and religious leaders: like Camus’s “humanists,” they fail to take the measure of the terrible and difficult threats our society faces.

In bin Laden’s declaration of war against America, he disdains any distinction between Americans in uniform and those going about daily civilian life. His claim is that to “kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and military—is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam, defeated  and unable to threaten any Muslim.” “God willing,” he tells us, “America’s end is near.”5

To some, as I have already indicated, bin Laden’s demands suggest that if America withdrew all Americans, civilian and military, from the Arabian Peninsula, terrorist attacks against us would cease. This possibility was put forth in a letter signed by 120 Saudi intellectuals and published in May 2002. It was written in response to a statement, “What We’re Fighting For,” of which I was one of the principal authors as well as one of sixty signatories. In their response, the Saudis argued not only that “there was a causative relationship . . . between American policy” and the terrorist attacks of September 11, but that only “if the United States sought to withdraw from the world outside its borders, and removed its hand from inflammatory issues” would Muslims “not be bothered whether or not it is a progressive, democratic, or secular nation.”  6 In other words, if the United States becomes isolationist, then what the Saudis call “the Muslim world” (assuming that they, or bin Laden, speak for all Muslims everywhere) will stop being “bothered” by American freedom. If we do not withdraw, we are fair game.

This, of course, we cannot do. The fight against German fascism and Japanese militarism put us in the world to stay. With our great power comes an even greater responsibility. One of our ongoing responsibilities is to respond to the cries of the aggrieved. Victims of genocide, for example, have a reasonable expectation that powerful nations devoted to human rights will attempt to stay the hands of their murderers. We have sometimes responded to such legitimate cries for help in the past, but sadly, we have failed to respond as often as we might have. This wider understanding of America’s role in the world, and of why we cannot withdraw from the world simply because the terrorists would have it so, is a necessary feature of any analysis of the war against terrorism.

The burden of the argument in the pages to follow is that we must and will fight—not in order to conquer any countries or to destroy peoples or religions, but to defend who we are and what we, at our best, represent. We are not obliged to defend everything we have done, or are doing, as a country. But we do bear an obligation to defend the ideal of free citizens in a polity whose ordering principles make civic freedom and the free exercise of religion available to all. Moreover, international civic peace vitally depends on America’s ability to stay true to its own  principles, for without American power and resolve, the international civic stability necessary to forestall the spread of terrorism can be neither attained nor sustained.

I wrote this book because I have been provoked by much of what has been written and said about terrorism and our response to it; because September 11, 2001, reminded me of what it means to be an American citizen; because I come from a small people, Volga Germans, who would have been murdered or exiled to the Soviet Union’s farthest provinces by Joseph Stalin had they remained in Russia rather than making the wrenching journey to America in the waning years of the nineteenth century; because I am a woman who believes women must have scope to exercise their educated powers to the fullest; because I have grandchildren who deserve to grow up in a world of civic peace, as do all of the world’s children; because I am a believer who believes that other believers have the same rights I do because we are all equal before God; because I also believe that with our rights come responsibilities, including the responsibility to reflect on the use of force and whether it can ever be used to promote justice; and because I share the commitment of my late friend, Christopher Lasch, to a robust culture of democratic argument.

As I pen these words, September 11 is a year behind us. By the time this book appears in print, the second anniversary of the attacks will be approaching and we may be embarked upon the perilous course of a war against Iraq in order to force a murderous regime to disarm. Other events may have crowded out our memories of that horrible day in 2001, and the waters may have started to close over. Some of us may be forgetting what it was really like. We shouldn’t. It was just as bad as we remember it. Our emotions at the time were not extreme: They were appropriate to the horror. Anger remains an appropriate feeling.

Looking back, what I find remarkable is how few cries for vengeance one heard among the American people. Mostly there was sorrow and a desire for justice to be done. The critics who claim that America the cowboy nation immediately went on a rampage are proven wrong by the facts. America did no such thing. America waited and considered carefully what a measured response would be. As the war against terrorism continues, we should recall all those walls lined with handmade signs imploring, “Has anyone seen . . . ,” and the people on television describing  sons, daughters, mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, children, grandchildren, fiancés, colleagues—the gallery of grief.

An image that crowds out many others in my mind is that of tens of thousands fleeing New York City by foot. As I watched and wept, I recalled something I had said many times in my classes on war: “Americans don’t have living memories of what it means to flee a city in flames. Americans have not been horrified by refugees fleeing burning cities.”

No more. Now we know.






1

WHAT HAPPENED ON SEPTEMBER 11?

MANY RECALL A MEMORABLE line associated with Sergeant Joe Friday of the classic television series Dragnet. At some point in his interrogation of a witness or a suspect, the stony-faced Friday would stare the person in the eye and intone flatly: “Only the facts, ma’am,” or, “Just give us the facts, sir.” There is no substitute for the facts. If we get our descriptions of events wrong, our analyses and our ethics will be wrong too. The words we use and our evaluations of events are imbedded with important moral principles. Even though ethicists and moral philosophers engage in heated debate about this and related matters, most of us intuitively understand what is at stake. When Pope John Paul II described the attacks of September 11, 2001, as an “unspeakable horror,” we nodded our heads: Yes, that seemed right.

Those attacks would have been an “unspeakable horror” whether they happened in New York City or Moscow or Tokyo or Delhi or Karachi or Riyadh. But they happened here, and we bear a special burden to pay attention and get the facts about them right. Our depiction of the event carries our moral evaluation of it. “Unspeakable horror” is not a neutral description of September 11. The pontiff’s words convey  the ghastly, almost unimaginable viciousness of the perpetrators and the miserable fruits of their labor.

By contrast, the ideological fanatic who sees the events of September 11 as a “glorious deed” begins by misdescribing what happened. His words aim to draw our attention away from the desperate office workers plunging like birds with broken wings to their deaths, trying to escape a more horrible death by fire or from buildings imploding and shattering thousands of human beings into minute bits of rubble and dust. The fanatic does not represent the innocent civilians as what they were on September 11: workers from more than eighty-six countries doing their jobs in the World Trade Center towers and at the Pentagon, four planeloads of businesspeople and retirees, children and grandparents, traveling coast to coast. Instead, he represents these civilians as “infidels” and delights in their destruction. He strips them of their status as noncombatants and denies them the protection against intentional targeting and assault afforded anyone of that status by the laws of war.

One description condemns an intentional attack using instruments of peaceful travel—commercial airliners—against buildings in which commerce was conducted and people worked to support their families, and the other revels in it. Labeling their victims—calling them “infidels,” the Islamist term for non-Muslims or Muslims who do not share their hatred; “bacilli,” a Nazi term for Jews; or “bourgeois reactionaries,” a Communist term for any who opposed their violent revolution—is but one way in which some human beings strip others of their protected status as noncombatants or, even more radically, of their very human-ness. Such rhetoric is endemic to terror that knows no limit and traffics in strategies of exculpation and denial. Islamist fanatics tell themselves that the infidel is a lower order of being and a menace, and they are doing a good deed by eliminating a threat to the purity of their faith and all the faithful.

How we describe the attack is closely related to how we speak about the attackers. How should we describe the hijackers? Were they martyrs to their faith, as some claim? A martyr is generally recognized as one who dies for his or her faith. Even if he kills himself in the process, however,  a person who murders is not a martyr but a murderer. To glorify as martyrs those whose primary aim is to murder civilians because they deem the end glorious is to perpetuate a distorted view of the world. The Oxford English  Dictionary provides the original definition of a martyr as one who “voluntarily undergoes the penalty of death for refusing to renounce the Christian faith or any article of it.” A martyr, it follows, is one who suffers death “in behalf of any religious or other belief or cause.” Nowhere is a martyr defined as one who “tries to kill as many unarmed civilians as possible and, in the process, meets his or her own end.”

Why should we accept a radical redefinition of an old and noble term? When we think of a martyr, we picture an unarmed individual who meets death bravely because he or she refuses to recant the faith. If we extend this idea of unearned suffering to encompass perpetrators of mass murder, we traffic in distortions of language that lead to contortions of moral meaning. Muslim scholars have pointed out that Islam looks upon suicide as an “unpardonable sin,” not a glorious deed. As was true of the early Christians, an Islamic martyr is also a witness for the faith. But naming a martyr is the business of Allah, the scholar Amir Taheri reminds us, not of those “in pursuit of political goals. . . . Muslims who implicitly condone terror know they cannot smuggle a new concept into Islamic ethics.” Taheri argues that “not a single reputable theologian anywhere” endorses the new trick word that has been added to the Islamic lexicon by those who are trying to get around restrictions against suicide bombing.1 In other words, those who describe suicide bombers and other mass murderers as “martyrs” knowingly get the description wrong in order to justify and glorify what cannot be justified and should not be glorified.




POLITICS AND THE CAPACITY FOR JUDGMENT 

In a talk at Columbia University in 1946, Albert Camus characterized the crisis “in human consciousness” that had been forced upon humanity by World War II. He illustrated that crisis through four vignettes, spare descriptions of events, one of which went like this:In Greece, after an action by the underground forces, a German officer is preparing to shoot three brothers he has taken as hostages. The old mother of the three begs for mercy and he consents to spare one of  her sons, but on the condition that she herself designate which one. When she is unable to decide, the soldiers get ready to fire. At last she chooses the eldest, because he has a family dependent on him, but by the same token she condemns the two other sons, as the German officer intends.2





In a story that displays with admirable economy an act of despicable cruelty, Camus locates us in the heart of darkness. This is not an abstract “discursive experience” that we can treat as something removed from the real world. No, this heart of darkness is an ever-present possibility.

Camus laid the responsibility for the crisis he described on the doorstep of an unchecked will to power. From an urge to dominate flows the notion that one can remake the world in precisely the way one wants, purging it of all that is undesirable in one’s own eyes, cleansing it and reconstituting it. Camus forces us to look evil in the eye and not to deflect our gaze. Given his deep and abiding moral concerns, Camus would have resisted with all his might any description of this World War II event that would attempt to make the horror look good, or exemplary, or a fine day’s work. He would have gone further and said that we  cannot make such an event, a mother being forced to make so terrible a choice, look good.

There are those who disagree, claiming that no one can ever get it right because all of us all of the time are simply expressing our own subjective opinions when we claim to be stating the truth of the matter. It follows that John Paul II’s “unspeakable horror” and Osama bin Laden’s “glorious deed” are both descriptions of what happened on September 11. We just happen to agree with the former and to repudiate the latter. The pope and bin Laden are describing September 11 from their respective points of view, according to this argument, and there is no compelling way to distinguish between them, no ground of truth on which to stand in such matters.

Thus, the philosopher Richard Rorty, a leader of a dominant strain in contemporary thought that claims that our descriptions are arbitrary acts of self-justification, insists that one can describe the German officer in Camus’s vignette in ways that make his brutal actions look not only acceptable but heroic. Rorty imagines that the German officer and his friends were college students before the war who had learned to “rise  above slave morality” and to “outdo each other in scorn for the weak” and who shared “a concomitant contempt for everything stemming from Platonism and Christianity. Home on leave, the officer tells his friends the story of how he broke a Greek mother’s heart. . . . His friends, hearing his story, are envious of the robustness of his moral stance. . . . They swear to themselves that, when they return to their posts, they will imitate the good example their friend has set.” Everybody, Rorty continues, “tries to whip up a story according to which he or she did the right thing,” and nobody “knowingly does evil” (a bit of truth derived, Rorty says, from Socrates, with whom he otherwise disagrees).3

Let’s grant Rorty one of his points: Many people do try to “whip up” stories according to which they did the right thing. But surely we are obliged to call them on it when they do; otherwise, we are in a world in which nothing can be definitively distinguished from anything else. Let’s take this one step further and ask: What are the implications when we say that Camus’s description of that horrid event from World War II and the imagined postscript in which a German officer tells friends that he did a noble day’s work are but two different descriptions of the same event?

This claim treats a Nazi fanatic and Albert Camus as equally reliable describers of the world. Each is self-interested, whipping up stories to make himself or a cause look good. It assumes further that we have no nonarbitrary way to distinguish between competing descriptions with their attendant evaluations. So which way of telling the story will prevail? Not the version that is most apt and least distorted, Rorty and his cohorts would argue, but the version told by whoever has the biggest guns or the most clout. There is no way to get the story right, for all of us arbitrarily pick and choose details as we see fit in order to make ourselves or our cause look good. The literary scholar and academic gadfly Stanley Fish illustrates this point nicely, if chillingly: “The moral vision of Hitler is a moral vision. We have to distinguish between moralities we approve and moralities we despise. A morality simply means that someone who has one has a world view in which certain kinds of outcomes are desired and certain kinds of strategies are necessary.”4

As the legal scholar Stephen Carter put it in asking whether African Americans can blame “white racism” for everything that goes wrong in the black community, “a pile of garbage” lies at the end of this line of thinking:We must never lose the capacity for judgment, especially the capacity to judge ourselves and our people. . . . Standards of morality matter no less than standards of excellence. There are black people who commit heinous crimes, and not all of them are driven by hunger and neglect. Not all of them turn to crime because they are victims of racist social policy. . . . To understand all may indeed be to forgive all, but no civilization can survive when the capacity for understanding is allowed to supersede the capacity for judgment. Otherwise, at the end of the line lies a pile of garbage: Hitler wasn’t evil, just insane.5





The exculpatory strategy that Rorty suggests for the German officer and that Carter criticizes so sternly was taken to a preposterous extreme by Robert Fisk, a British journalist in Afghanistan who was badly beaten by an Afghan mob shouting “Infidel!” as they attacked him. He writes:A small boy tried to grab my bag. Then another. Then someone punched me in the back. Then young men broke my glasses, began smashing stones into my face and head. I couldn’t see for the blood pouring down my forehead and swamping my eyes. And even then, I understood. I couldn’t blame them for what they were doing. In fact, if I were the Afghan refugees of Kila Abdullah, close to the Afghan-Pakistan border, I would have done just the same to Robert Fisk. Or any other Westerner I could find.6





The journalist Andrew Sullivan comments that there is a word for Fisk’s casual claim: racism. For Fisk “believes that the color of a person’s skin condemns him automatically and justifies violence against him,” that his own skin color and ethnicity exonerated or at least nullified the responsibility of the mob who beat him up, leaving him smashed and bleeding. “Alleged victimization,” Sullivan concludes, “sanctifies any evil perpetrated by the oppressed race.”7

The important point here is that the cynical but very common notion that all of us arbitrarily describe events to our self-advantage and then decide which, if any, morality applies, is invalid. Not only is a moral evaluation imbedded in the description itself, but any description of an evil act as good is false to the facts. Think of how we would react to an attempt  to make a death camp or a gulag look good. Telling it straight, on the other hand, evokes the horror. As the theologian Robin Lovin puts it:To say that a person or a state of affairs is morally good, to conclude that an action is the right thing to do, to identify a goal as better than the existing conditions—all these moral statements express our understanding that a particular constellation of facts links aspirations and limitations in that peculiarly satisfying way that we call “good.” If we get the facts wrong, we will be wrong about the ethics, too; for the reality to which moral realism refers is not a separate realm of moral ideas, independent of the facts. Moral realities are facts about the world, properties that we judge persons, actions, and situations to have precisely because they have identifiable factual characteristics that link up in appropriate ways with other sets of facts and possibilities. (emphasis mine)8





Let me offer one final example to clarify the moral nature of the factual world before we turn to the hotly contested question of what it means to call someone a terrorist. Imagine that a group of people have gathered to listen to a description of an event in which young children were tortured systematically by sadistic adults. The account is replete with details of the desperate pleas of the children and the imperious cruelty of their torturers. One listener, who believes there is no relationship between a descriptions of events and our evaluation of them, insists, when the speaker is finished, that he tell the group whether he is sympathetic to the plight of the children or to the actions of the torturers.

Does this demand make any sense? The speaker has already characterized the situation on the basis of those features that are most relevant. These include the details of the suffering of the children at the hands of torturers, and the listeners know from the simple recounting of what happened that these persons were remorseless, brutal, and sadistic. Imbedded in the description of events is a moral claim. A person devoid of a moral compass would have described the torture of the children in another, and wildly incorrect, way. Or, enchanted perhaps by the supposed arbitrariness of our descriptions, he would have said, “Of course, I don’t want children to be tortured. But a sadist would describe this differently, so we can’t go by my description.” Again, would this caveat  make sense? As in Rorty’s imagined outcome to the tale of the Nazi forcing a mother to consign two of her sons to death, this narrator makes a sadist an interlocutor of equivalent moral weight. Why would one do that?

Our evaluations of what is going on depend on the testimony of others. We cannot be everywhere and see everything for ourselves. That is why a person’s past deeds and characteristics, if we have knowledge of such, enter into our determination as to whether we find a description trustworthy. I am going to discount a good portion of what is said by a friend who specializes in hyperbole. I am going to discount everything said by an acquaintance who is an inveterate liar. Whose description of September 11 am I going to trust? That of a person who disdains any distinction between combatants and noncombatants and who believes Americans are infidels who deserve to be killed, or that of John Paul II, an ecumenist who has opened up a dialogue between Christianity and Islam and a near-pacifist who has often criticized U.S. military action? The pope calls September 11 an “unspeakable horror”—based on the facts of the case—and when I add to that description what I witnessed with my own eyes, heard with my own ears, and read in dozens of magazines and newspapers, here and abroad, an unspeakable horror it is.




THE CORROSIVE EFFECTS OF MISDESCRIPTION 

Why belabor our attempts to get our description of September 11 right? These efforts are important for the simple reason that there are many among us who resist calling things by their right names and who systematically misdescribe moral and political reality in the interest of furthering an ideology. Ideology, by which I mean a totalizing and closed system that discounts or dismisses whatever does not “fit” within it, has very little use for accurate descriptions of what is going on.

For example, during the Cold War some commentators proclaimed a moral equivalence between the United States and the Soviet Union, based on wildly inaccurate characterizations of the two systems. This sentiment was not shared by the brave dissidents in the Soviet Union  and the occupied satellite states of Central Europe. On my pre-1989 trips to the region, I was struck by the fact that none of the dissidents I spoke with had a problem with President Ronald Reagan’s characterization of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire.” Of course, they knew about America’s racial problems and the debacle in Vietnam. They also knew that democratic protest against Jim Crow had led to the 1964 Civil Rights Act and a profoundly altered American social and political system. They knew that American political leaders had to take the language of rights seriously because that is the lingua franca of American political culture. Seeing that Americans had a way to put things right, these dissidents were astonished at the vitriol that visiting Americans frequently expressed about their own country.

In a 1985 essay, “Anatomy of a Reticence,” Václav Havel, the Czech dissident, playwright, and first post-1989 president of the Czech Republic, noted how ironic it was that representatives of Western peace groups who visited his part of the world were often suspicious of dissidents like himself. Havel and other dissidents and human rights advocates had paid the price for their protests against an authoritarian regime through jail sentences, beatings, or worse. But they found themselves being viewed as “suspiciously prejudiced against the realities of socialism, insufficiently critical of Western democracy and perhaps even sympathizing . . . with those detested Western armaments. In short, for [the peace group representatives] the dissidents tend to appear as a fifth column of Western establishments east of the Yalta line.”9

The Western visitors were unmoved when Havel tried to explain that even the word peace had been drained of its meaning given its overuse in empty, official slogans like “the struggle for peace” against “Western imperialists.” The dissident, “unable to protect himself or his children, suspicious of an ideological mentality, and knowing firsthand where appeasement can lead,” had positioned himself against “the loss of meaning,” including a diminution in the meaning and power of words. Draining words of meaning is a mark of what Havel calls “pseudoideological thinking,” which separates the words we use from the realities they purport to describe.10 What Havel calls “evasive language” has “separated thought from its immediate contact with reality,” as I noted in a 1993 article, citing Havel, “and crippled its capacity to intervene in that reality effectively.”11




WHAT IS A TERRORIST? 

This line of reasoning pertains directly to how we talk about terror and terrorists.  Just as the words martyr and martyrdom are distorted, whether in the Western or the Islamic tradition, when applied not to those prepared to die as witnesses to their faith but instead to those who commit suicide while killing as many civilians as possible, so terrorist is twisted beyond recognition if it is used to designate anyone anywhere fighting for a cause.

Terrorists are those who kill people they consider their “objective enemy,” no matter what those people may or may not have done. Terrorist  and terrorism entered ordinary language to designate a specific phenomenon: killing directed against all ideological enemies indiscriminately and outside the context of a war between combatants. According to the logic of terrorism, enemies can legitimately be killed no matter what they are doing, where they are, or how old they are.

The word terror first entered the political vocabulary of the West during the French Revolution. Those who guillotined thousands in the Place de la Concorde in Paris were pleased to speak of revolutionary terror as a form of justice.12 Since the era of the French Revolution, a complex, subtle, and generally accepted international language has emerged to make critical distinctions between different kinds of violent acts. Combatants are distinguished from noncombatants. A massacre is different from a battle. An ambush is different from a firefight. When Americans look back with sadness and even shame at the Vietnam War, it is horrors like the My Lai massacre they have in mind. Those who called the slaughter of more than four hundred unarmed men, women, and children a battle were regarded as having taken leave of their senses, perhaps because they were so determined to justify anything that Americans did in the Vietnam War that they had lost their moral moorings.13

A terrorist is one who sows terror. Terror subjects its victims or would-be victims to paralyzing fear. In the words of the political theorist Michael Walzer, terrorism’s “purpose is to destroy the morale of a nation or a class, to undercut its solidarity; its method is the random murder of innocent people. Randomness is the crucial feature of terrorist activity. If one wishes fear to spread and intensify over time, it is not desirable to kill specific people identified in some particular way with a regime, a party, or a policy. Death must come by chance.”14 Terrorism is “the random murder  of innocent people.” The reference is not to moral innocence, for none among us are innocent in that way, but to our inability to defend ourselves from murderous attacks as we go to work, take a trip, shop, or ride a bus. In other words, civilians are not combatants.

Terrorists are not interested in the subtleties of diplomacy or in compromise solutions. They have taken leave of politics. Sometimes elements of movements that resort to terrorism—say, the Irish Republican Army—may also develop a political arm and begin negotiating a political solution. No political solution is possible, however, when the terrorism is aimed at the destruction of innocent civilians—when that itself is the goal.




THE IMPORTANCE OF MAKING THE RIGHT DISTINCTIONS 

The designation of terrorism becomes contested because terrorists and their apologists would prefer not to be depicted accurately. It is important to distinguish between two cases here. In some hotly contested political situations, it may be in the interest of one side to try to label its opponents as “terrorists” rather than “combatants” or “soldiers” or “fighters.” We must ask who such men (and women) are attacking. Do they target soldiers at outposts or in the field? Do they try to disable military equipment, killing soldiers in the process? As they carry out such operations, are they open to negotiation and diplomacy at the same time? If so, it seems reasonable to resist any blanket label of “terrorism” for what they are up to.

In a situation in which noncombatants are deliberately targeted and the murder of the maximum number of noncombatants is the explicit  aim, using terms like “fighter” or “soldier” or “noble warrior” is not only beside the point but pernicious. Such language collapses the distance between those who plant bombs in cafés or fly civilian aircraft into office buildings and those who fight other combatants, taking the risks attendant upon military forms of fighting. There is a nihilistic edge to terrorism: It aims to destroy, most often in the service of wild and utopian goals that make no sense at all in the usual political ways.

The distinction between terrorism, domestic criminality, and what we might call “normal” or “legitimate” war is vital to observe. It helps us to assess what is happening when force is used. This distinction, marked in historic moral and political discourses about war and in the norms of international law, seems lost on those who call the attacks of September 11 acts of “mass murder” rather than terrorism and an act of war under international law, and who go on to claim that the United States has also engaged in “mass murder” in its legally authorized counteroffensive that removed the Taliban and disrupted the Al Qaeda network and its terrorist training camps in Afghanistan. This argument perpetrates a moral equivalence that amounts to the “pile of garbage” that Stephen Carter noted.15 If we could not distinguish between an accidental death resulting from a car accident and an intentional murder, our criminal justice system would fall apart.

And if we cannot distinguish the killing of combatants from the intended targeting of peaceable civilians and the deliberate and indiscriminate sowing of terror among civilians, we live in a world of moral nihilism. In such a world, everything reduces to the same shade of gray and we cannot make distinctions that help us take our political and moral bearings. The victims of September 11 deserve more from us.




THE IMPORTANCE OF DISTINCTIONS TO DEMOCRATIC ARGUMENT 

A robust politics of democratic argument turns on making the right distinctions. America’s war against terrorism would collapse into a horror were we to fail to distinguish between combatants and noncombatants in our response. It is thus both strange and disheartening to read the words of those distinction-obliterators for whom, crudely, a dead body is a dead body and never mind how it got that way. Many of these same individuals would, of course, protest vehemently, and correctly, were commentators, critics, and political actors to fail to distinguish between the great world religion that is Islam and the terrorists who perpetrated the events of September 11. One cannot have it both ways, however, by insisting on the distinctions one likes and heaping  scorn on those that put pressure on one’s own ideological and political commitments.

For example, those of us who locate ourselves within a tradition that insists on critically assessing the policies of our own government, past and present, by deploying criteria that help us to determine whether a resort to war is or is not justified, cannot simply abandon those criteria when we feel like it. This tradition—called “just war”—requires that we apply distinctions and limitations to our own side as well as to the other side in any conflict. I will unpack the just war tradition in detail in chapter 3, but for now it is important to emphasize that if the United States was training its combatants to be terrorists rather than soldiers fighting under strict rules of engagement, the just war analyst would have to say so and in no uncertain terms. Those of us who have studied this matter in detail, however, know that a basic norm of U.S. military training is the combatant-noncombatant distinction—the principle of discrimination. We know that American soldiers are trained to refuse to obey illegal orders under the code of restraints called the “laws of war,” derived in large measure from the historic evolution of the just war tradition and its spin-offs as encoded in international conventions and arrangements.

U.S. military training films include generous helpings of “what went wrong” in various operations. “Wrong” refers not only to U.S. military losses but also to operations that led to the unintentional loss of civilian life. These films ask: How can such losses be prevented in the future in a theater of war? No one is encouraged, or even allowed, to call the killing of civilians “God’s will” or, even worse, an act carried out in God’s name.

Consider, by contrast, a training video now being used to recruit Islamist radicals. An analyst for the British newspaper The Observer,  which obtained a copy of this training video, found it “worse than anything expected.” It emanated from the Groupe Salafiste pour Predication et Combat (Salafist Group for Preaching and Fighting, or GSPC), “the most radical of Islamic terrorist groups who have been fighting the Algerian government for more than ten years.”16 This film has been screened in various sites but is routine fare in a particular mosque in Finsbury Park, North London, where young men who come for spiritual guidance are subjected to a course in radical terror instead. (This is the mosque through which Richard Reed, the would-be “shoe-bomber,”  passed and where Zacarias Moussaoui, the so-called twentieth hijacker, used to worship.)

The video shows enemies being decapitated with knives after they are disarmed—something strictly forbidden by the laws of war. The film’s narrator intones: “You have to kill in the name of Allah until you are killed. Then you will win your place forever in Paradise. The whole Islamic world should rise up to fight all the sick unbelievers. The flag of Jihad will be forever held high. Our enemies are fighting in the name of Satan. You are fighting in the name of God.”

The viewer is subjected to “excited shouting as the militants notice that one soldier is still alive. ‘He is moving, he is moving,’ calls out a fighter. A militant calmly bends down and runs a knife across the wounded conscript’s throat. The image of the blood pumping from his severed carotid artery is shown five times during the video.” Another scene shows “ordinary young men doing their national service” being killed. These Algerian soldiers are tarred with the same brush as all “enemies of Islam,” including the “Jews and the Christians.”17  Some, reading this description, will say, “But this is extreme.” Yes, it is. That is the point. Terrorism is extremism. And Islamist fundamentalism is an extreme repudiation of modernity itself—another reason why it is impossible to negotiate and split the differences between its adherents and those immersed in the Western politics of negotiation and compromise.

Without in any way claiming that there is something intrinsic to Islam that “makes it hostile to modernity,” Francis Fukayama, writing in  Newsweek, takes note of the basic facts as gleaned from the first-person accounts, the reports, the fatwas, and the manuals of Islamist extremists:These groups celebrated September 11 because it humbled a society that they believed was at its base corrupt. This corruption was not just a matter of sexual permissiveness, homosexuality and women’s rights as they exist in the West, but stemmed in their view from secularism itself. What they hate is that the state in Western societies should be dedicated to religious tolerance and pluralism, rather than trying to serve religious truth. . . . So this is not simply a “war” against terrorists, as the American government understandably portrays it. Nor, as many Muslims argue, is the real issue American foreign policy in Palestine  or toward Iraq. Unfortunately, the basic conflict we face is much broader.18





This brand of Islamist ideology is promoted in textbooks, “including one mandated for use in Saudi tenth-grade classes” that declares it compulsory for Muslims “to consider the infidels their enemies.”19 That is why I argue that such persons hate us for what we are and what we represent and not for anything in particular that we have done. How could we respond to their demands? By refusing to educate girls and women? By repealing the franchise? By establishing a theocracy run by radicals? As an editorial in The Economist insists, “Militant Islam despises the West not for what it does but for what it is.”20

To be sure, there are those who oppose U.S. foreign policy in specific ways and say so, often vehemently. That is different from promoting indiscriminate slaughter. One can argue with such critics. One may even come to agree with them on some points. But one fights back against those who have declared you a mortal enemy unfit to share our beautiful earth. The terrorist commits himself to violence without limits. Those fighting under a set of established restraints fight back by observing limits, most importantly between combatants and noncombatants. It is reasonable to argue that certain changes in U.S. foreign policy might reduce the attraction of radical Islamism to many young men. It is unreasonable to assume that changes in U.S. foreign policy would disarm radical Islamism.




JUSTICE, NOT REVENGE 

One final distinction is vital to this discussion: the distinction between justice  and revenge. They are not the same, and any attempt to equate them only adds to the disastrous line of reasoning of which Stephen Carter writes. In President George W. Bush’s speech to the nation on September 20, 2001, announcing the war against terrorism, there was not a word, a phrase, or a paragraph that could be reasonably characterized as a call for revenge. He distinguished carefully between Islam as a great world religion and terrorists who are “trying, in effect, to hijack Islam itself.” He  pointed out, rightly, that we are hated because of our freedoms and our rights. The fight would be engaged in behalf of “all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom.”21 One could argue that the president’s call for a war against terrorism and those who harbor terrorism does not articulate sufficiently the limits to be observed in such an effort, although these were imbedded, at least in part, in the care he took to distinguish combatants from noncombatants as legitimate targets.

The distinction between revenge and justice is as clear as the distinction between the actions of a lynch mob and a conviction by a jury in a first-degree murder case arrived at after a fair trial and hours of careful deliberation. If a trial for murder is not fair, it may result in revenge by default, if not intent. But an open and fair verdict rendered under the best judgment of fellow citizens cannot be equated to a group of inflamed persons running amok and stringing someone up without a trial. With this distinction in mind, I find that there is no justification for calling President Bush’s speech a cry for revenge.

Revenge stems from a desire to inflict harm for a real or imagined harm one has sustained. Revenge does not involve deliberation or care, and it often recognizes no limits. The vengeful spirit knows no rest until harm has been exacted to the ultimate degree. The protagonist William Munney, at the conclusion of Clint Eastwood’s great film Unforgiven,  promises to return and to kill all of the “sons of bitches” in the town of Big Whiskey should they leave his best friend, who has been murdered and put on display, unburied. That is vengeance and revenge.

Justice, by contrast, is measured. Iconographically represented as a blindfolded figure holding balanced scales, justice has to do with equity, with putting things right when an injustice has been committed. We contrast justice to injustice and ask what might be done to right the balance and restore the scales of justice. But what is the contrast to revenge? It is hard to think of one. Perhaps one reason revenge tends to run riot is that it is not framed by a recognition of some alternative. Revenge attaches to no scale of political concepts, values, or virtues.

Can justice slide over into revenge? Yes, it can, and that is why caution is always in order. But to do nothing as people are slaughtered makes one complicit in injustice. The anti-Nazi theologian and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer, for example, writing as one dedicated to overthrowing Hitler, judged harshly those who retreated into the “sanctuary  of private virtuousness” when confronted with hideous injustice. “Anyone who does this must shut his mouth and his eyes to the injustice around him,” Bonhoeffer writes. “Responsible action” involves contamination—one cannot altogether avoid getting “dirty hands” when acting in the political world in a responsible way.22 Bonhoeffer also criticized a “naive lack of realism” on the part of the “reasonable” people whose failure, he argued, “is obvious,” since they believe, with “the best of intentions . . . that with a little reason they can bend back into position the framework that has got out of joint.”23

Bonhoeffer charted a course between corrupt inaction and action motivated by revenge rather than a call to responsibility, a distinction that reminds us again of the difference between justice and revenge. No one speaks of responsible revenge. That would be a ludicrous oxy-moron, for the definition of the word revenge precludes the modifying word responsible. But the responsible enactor of justice makes a great deal of sense. Justice implies responsibility.

What is our responsibility when we have sustained a violent attack and egregious harm? What is at stake? How do we assess the central issues in a measured way? That is the subject to which I now turn.
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WHAT IS AT STAKE?

ON FEBRUARY 3, 1943, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt issued a wartime proclamation assaying the difference between the United States and those we were fighting. “Americanism,” he said, “is not, and never was, a matter of race or ancestry. . . . The principle on which the country was founded and by which it has been governed is that Americanism is a matter of the mind and heart.”1 FDR, a student of history, knew of course about slavery and racial discrimination and the decades of controversy leading up to women gaining the right to vote. But he appreciated the critical distinction between a practice  and a principle, and it was foundational principles to which FDR referred in his proclamation.




MORAL EQUALITY 

Several of these principles are critical to appreciating what is at stake between us and those who regard the United States as a godless society fit only for destruction. The first American foundational principle is moral  equality: All human beings are created equal and are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights. To be sure, the Declaration of Independence referred to “men,” not “human beings,” but “men” was the universal “we” in that time and place, and women were by no means considered exempt from moral equality. Those who would later press the cause of women did not have to argue that the Declaration of Independence should be abandoned or ignored but rather that it should be honored: They used a founding principle to defeat practices that violated that principle.2

Although it is disparate views of women’s place in society that most dramatically separate us from radical Islamism, some among our critics point to America’s checkered racial history and argue that we have no right to criticize others for their inegalitarianism. This claim is tendentious. The critical question is not whether Americans behaved badly on the basis of race in the past. Instead, we should ask: What was it in the Western (and American) tradition that permitted or even required its citizens over time to examine their practices in light of basic founding principles and beliefs? In the West it has long been a basic view, at least since the inception of Christianity, that all human beings are created in God’s image and possess thereby a dignity that states do not confer and that states cannot withdraw. Commitment to this view took shape over time in the language of natural law, natural rights, and moral equality. The principle of moral equality was secured in revealed and natural theology and philosophy alike. The American founders, including the author of the Declaration, Thomas Jefferson, certainly knew that slavery could not be squared with the principle of moral equality, but they believed that it was politically expedient to do nothing to dislodge slavery at the inception of the republic in order to gain the support of representatives from the slave-holding states for the Constitution.

But, as Abraham Lincoln was to put it later, no nation can long exist half slave and half free. Lincoln deployed the Declaration of Independence, with its commitment to moral equality, to argue against the Dred Scott case, which, in 1857, had in effect upheld the notorious Fugitive Slave Act.3 The Supreme Court, Lincoln claimed, was “blowing out the moral lights among us.” There was a higher law by which statutory law could be judged and found wanting. This higher law was not extraconstitutional but basic to “a new nation conceived in liberty and dedicated  to the proposition that all men are created equal.” Lincoln could not have made such a claim if he had lacked the principles from which to challenge the abhorrent practice he condemned. Slavery was not a founding American principle. It was a repulsive practice that clashed with our principles and was therefore doomed.

As we fought against racially based totalitarianism during World War II, our commitment to the universal principle that defined our particular polity—that all persons are created equal—set in motion developments that helped bring about the end of the Jim Crow system of racial segregation after the war. The first American institution to be desegregated was the U.S. military. The ability of the American polity to use its own tradition’s commitments to eliminate abhorrent practices tells us something basic: In a decent polity, our prejudices should be challenged rather than reinforced by our principles.

Most American citizens understand this. No one could criticize a practice using American constitutional and ethical norms and precepts if such norms and precepts did not exist. The history of American politics is unintelligible without an account of ongoing attempts to bring our practices and our principles closer together. Of course, not all American citizens agree on what that means, or on what it is that they and their polity are required to do. There is deep disagreement about a range of issues between people who agree on basic principles but disagree on how best to realize them in practice. Democracy is defined by such contests. Thinking politically requires looking at both principles and practices and considering how they do, or do not, conform to one another.




THE SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE 

It is also necessary to think historically in order to evaluate what is at stake in the current struggle between us and radical Islamism. This brings us to another feature of our political culture that separates the American polity from those who have declared war on it, namely, the separation of church and state. Article 1 of the Bill of Rights prohibits the establishment of religion and guarantees the free exercise of religion. Between those who believe they are under divine command to set up theocracies  and those who begin with that fateful moment when Jesus of Nazareth picked up a coin, examined it, and told his followers to “render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s and unto God that which is God’s” (Luke 20:24-25), there is a gulf as wide as any political, legal, or religious gulf can be. Is it two (church and state) or one (no distinction as church and state are fused into a powerful monistic structure)?

When those who have declared themselves our enemies call Americans “infidels,” they are condemning us on at least two counts. First, most Americans are condemned a priori in the eyes of Osama bin Laden and his followers for following a religion that is not Islamist fundamentalism. And second, Americans accept on principle a constitutional order that keeps church and state separate even as, on the level of political culture and civil society, religion and politics commingle in many and diverse ways. Thus, our opponents disdain our principles, not simply our practices. They are not telling us to live up to our own principles but rather to abandon them—or, better yet, to convert to a theocratic doctrine.

Despite a history of official state religions in certain times and places, the West has not been hospitable to theocracy. The offices of pope and emperor, of bishop and king, have always been kept separate, even when, at particular historic moments, throne and altar were closely allied. What we now call “church” and “state” were never fused in such a way that no distinction between them could be made. Indeed, Western politics and culture have been formed in large part by the centuries-long struggle demarcating the appropriate and legitimate realms of religious and political authority. Civil law and canon law have also been kept distinct in the historical struggles to determine which law should be applied to different areas of human life and activity and to different offices and persons.

Christianity, not being a law-based religion, never presented a comprehensive, all-encompassing law good for all societies and covering every aspect of human existence. Islam, by contrast, is a law-based faith. In extreme forms, as in Taliban-dominated Afghanistan, all aspects of life were governed by a theocracy based on one law, a severe version of Shari’a, the traditional Islamic holy law. The debate within Islam on the fanatical, literalist application of Shari’a goes forward, and some traditions of legal interpretation within Islam offer alternatives to Taliban-type oppression and repression. At the same time, however,  the history of Islam shows an affinity for theocracy that never took root in the West.

Why are there no theocracies in the modern West? The distinguished historian and student of Islam Bernard Lewis posits that “secularism in the modern political meaning—the idea that religion and political authority, church and state are different, and can or should be separated—is, in a profound sense, Christian.” The origins of the separation of church and state, he continues, “may be traced to the teachings of Christ, confirmed by the experience of the first Christians; its later development was shaped and, in a sense, imposed by the subsequent history of Christendom.”4

What are those Christian teachings that have sprouted the seeds of secularism in Western society? The Christian Savior proclaims that his Kingdom is not of this world. He eschews earthly dominion when it is offered to him as a temptation by the devil. Most important, Jesus tells his followers to render unto Caesar only that which is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s. What is Caesar’s is limited: One does not owe Caesar or any earthly power one’s life or one’s uncritical loyalty. And one does not owe Caesar worship: That would be idolatry. If the demands of Caesar and the worship of the true God conflict, it is Caesar who must be rejected, even if the price is martyrdom—dying for one’s faith, not killing for it.

The progress of Christian pilgrims has been measured in their perseverance against sin and temptation and their commitment to living out their lives within the framework of a community that cares for its neighbors and lives in hope of eternal life. The Christian community is not territorial, that is, it is not tied to a specific place and space. From the beginning, Christians have been a pilgrim people, living within historic time and moving across earthly space. As pilgrims, they are not defined by their territorial location or identity. God is not confined to a geographic place. Peter Brown, one of the most distinguished historians of the late antique world, writes:Christianity emerged as an unusually democratic and potentially wide-reaching movement. It takes some leap of the modern imagination (saturated as it is by later centuries of Christian language) to understand  the novelty of seeing every human being as subject to the same universal law of God and as equally capable of salvation through the triumphant or the studious conquest of sin, brought about through permanent and exclusive membership of a unique religious group. . . . [A] commitment to truth and moral improvement were held to be binding on all believers, irrespective of their class or level of culture.5





Even as Jesus preached that he came to fulfill the law and the prophets, he challenged the strictures of traditional Jewish law, with its detailed regulations: He harvested grain and healed the sick on the Sabbath; he ate with publicans and sinners; he told a parable about a good  Samaritan whose act of mercy saved a Jew, despite the fact that Samaritans and Jews at the time disdained one another; he stopped a crowd from stoning to death a woman taken in adultery. Repeatedly, Jesus challenged ancient notions of taboo, impurity, and taint. The Apostle Paul stretched the boundaries even further with his famous sermon proclaiming that in the kerygma, the good news of this new faith, there is neither Jew nor Greek, male nor female, free nor slave, but all are one. Old distinctions were downplayed; new identities were forged.




HOW THE CHURCH-STATE DISTINCTION FARED IN THE WEST 

For two centuries Christians were persecuted by the great empire of the ancient world, Rome. With the collapse of the Roman Empire and its subsequent “Christianization,” tight alliances between throne and altar emerged, beginning with the fourth-century conversion of the Emperor Constantine. Christianity was proclaimed the official religion of the empire, but the Caesar-God distinction continued to haunt Christianity. Centuries of tension and open struggle between regnum (political dominion or rule) and sacerdotium (sacred authority) lay ahead. Emperors might be Christian, but they were not the final de jure authority in the Church. Following several centuries of wrestling with the remnants of Roman rule, the barbarian incursions, and the complexities of East-West relationships,  the bishop of Rome emerged as the key figure, in tandem with various configurations of bishops and church councils.6 The head of the church, or a singularly powerful bishop, could—and sometimes did—take the head of the state to task.

When the imperial capital was shifted to Byzantium, the so-called Theodosian settlement became official imperial law. The Emperor Theodosius II (408-50) issued edicts against heretics under the Theodosian Code, promulgated in 425 A.D. as one part of a grand reorganization of empire and restoration of political stability. East and West drifted apart. In the East, later known as the Byzantine Empire, the rise of Caesaro-papism would consolidate political and ecclesiastical power in the emperor. As a result of this fusion of political dominion and sacramental function, the patriarch of Constantinople never played an autonomous authoritative role in the East in the manner the bishop of Rome did in the West.

Although most Western churchmen had no problem with the Theodosian settlement, the greatest among them did. The bishop of Hippo, known to us as St. Augustine (354-430), rejected the notion of an official Christian empire. To him, this violated the message of Jesus of Nazareth and the story of a pilgrim people wending their way along the pathways of the earth’s various political configurations. The Augustine scholar Robert Markus writes that Augustine regarded the “Christianization of the empire as illusory”; having initially succumbed to the notion, he “managed to break the spell.”7 Earthly institutions have a real claim on us, Augustine insisted, but that claim is not and cannot legitimately aspire to the absolute. Centuries of fruitful struggle would follow as the West debated the relative positions and power of what we routinely call church and state.

The church-state distinction and the struggle between them was represented by the so-called two swords doctrine, articulated by Pope Gelasius I, who occupied the throne of Peter from 492 to 496. This doctrine held that the Church received the spiritual sword directly from God and was superior within its own sphere. The emperor received the secular sword from God, but the spiritual sword was of a higher dignity than the secular sword. The upshot was a blurring of the lines between church and state; there was no tidy separation of the two in either reality or theory. But the distinction was never lost. At times the papacy  claimed supremacy for the spiritual sword; at other times the emperor proclaimed the dominance of the temporal sword.

By the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries, the West was transfixed by the investiture struggle, a contest over the symbols of spiritual and secular authority as well as an actual test of the relative power of church and empire to intervene regularly in one another’s spheres. There are a number of striking events that illustrate this theme. Pope Gregory VII deposed and excommunicated the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV. Henry journeyed to Canossa, where Gregory VII was staying, and offered himself as a penitent, kneeling in the snow for three days until his repentance was accepted. This drama unfolded in 1077 and is usually considered one of the high-water marks of papal intervention in imperial politics.

It is important to note that, although Gregory VII claimed he could judge monarchs, he did not claim supremacy in temporal as well as spiritual affairs. Instead, he argued that, because of his spiritual position, he could intervene in secular affairs when matters of sin and spiritual doctrine were involved. Even so, Pope Gregory, one of the most powerful of medieval popes, seems to have been singularly ambivalent about his authority; hence, his deposition of Henry IV was circumscribed to mean that Henry could no longer claim to be a Christian king. Ecclesiastical sanctions were removed from his exercise of power, but he was not removed from the temporal throne: Henry remained legitimate where the secular sword was concerned. Such distinctions do not exist in theocracies.

The Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, in 1157, fought back by declaring that kingdom and empire received power directly from God and the intermediary of the Church was not required. He still acknowledged that there were two swords but insisted that the temporal sword was conferred directly on the empire, not proffered to him by the bishop of Rome. Powerful popes would resist such strong assertions of complete temporal independence. A “plenitude” of declared papal power in temporal affairs is associated with the pontificate of Pope Boniface VIII (1294-1303), who issued a spate of bulls on papal supremacy over the secular realm in which he asserted that the two swords were to be wielded by one person: the bishop of Rome. Ironically, however, this articulation of a doctrine that blurred a fundamental distinction central to  Western history coincided with an actual decline in papal power and authority. Soon national monarchs would challenge imperial unity, and the Reformation would challenge church unity.




WHOSE LAW GOVERNS WHAT? 

Church-state struggles in Western Christendom often centered on the law. What law governed what institutions and relationships? How far did the writ of the emperor—or later, the king—run? Did Church law extend beyond Church matters? Indeed, how did one determine what was a church matter as opposed to a civil matter in an epoch in which religion saturated all institutions, relationships, and cultural habits? Christianity never offered up a comprehensive holy law to reign over all aspects of life, both sacral and civil. A few of the legal struggles sorting out which law prevailed, when, and where, took on emblematic and symbolic status.

Thomas à Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, claimed that clerics could not be tried and sentenced in secular courts but fell instead under the writ of church law or canon law exclusively. King Henry II parried with the Constitutions of Clarendon, his 1164 proclamation that the “king’s justice shall send to the court of the holy church to see in what manner the matter [of a charge against a cleric] will be treated there. And if the cleric shall be convicted or shall confess, the church ought not to examine him as for the remainder.” He warned that “if the archbishop fails to deliver justice, they must come finally to the lord king, in order that by his command the argument may be ended in the court of the archbishop, thus it must not proceed further without the assent of the lord king.”8

The importance of what might at first glance appear to be a musty, even arcane, twelfth-century dispute is that no territory save those directly under the control of the papacy was governed solely, strictly, and exclusively by canon law in the centuries we call Christendom in the West. Throughout the twelfth century in England, for example, justices were regularly appointed, juries existed, and some regularity in legal norms and punishments was established. The king might have had the final say in many matters (an appeal to Rome could always be thrown  down as a trump card), but imperial arbitrariness was slowly stripped away. Also, the institutionalization of the Church contributed to the relative autonomy not only of the Church but of the state. Because the Church was not the seat of ultimate authority, it was compelled to develop a coherent stance toward the secular realm. The same necessity pertained in the other direction. A patchwork set of laws emerged with no single holy law (or any other law) triumphing over all.

Perhaps most important, earthly rule was limited in a variety of ways. There was always the counterpressure of the institutionalized Church. Notions of a higher law—a law not reducible to the statutory laws of any particular kingdom—took hold and eventually yielded a heritage of principles of natural law and natural right that would play a central role in the founding of the American republic. The same principles were central to the most significant American political struggles, from the fight for women’s suffrage to the civil rights movement. In this natural law or higher law tradition, aggrieved persons can “appeal to heaven,” in John Locke’s phrase, even up to the point of revolution, in order to overturn an oppressive regime that is destroying natural law and rights.

As early as the twelfth century, John of Salisbury, in his treatise Policraticus,  articulated a distinction between the tyrant and the king that was to play a role in Western notions of legitimate rule and the limits of temporal power. The king must himself obey the law. He is not above the law and superior to it. He should see himself as a servant of his people. The good prince loves justice and prefers the good of the whole, refusing to submerge that good to his own private will. Such a prince desires “to be loved rather than feared, and [to] show himself to them [his people] as such a man that they will out of devotion prefer his life to their own.” The tyrant, by contrast, “oppresses the people by rulership based upon force, while he who rules in accordance with the law is a prince. . . . The origin of tyranny is iniquity, and springing from a poisonous root, it is a tree which grows and sprouts into a baleful pestilent growth, and to which the axe must by all means be laid.”9 Indeed, the tyrant may even be killed. These radical notions set in motion the ideal of principled revolt against tyranny as not an anarchic activity but a commitment to law and justice. As discussed in chapter 3, justice-based norms also came to prevail in the long tradition of Western thinking on war and peace.

The ability to challenge kings, tyrants, and popes, depending on the nature of the issue involved, was made possible in part by the interpretive freedom central to Western Christianity. St. Augustine, writing in the fourth century, consistently offers allegorical interpretations of scriptural passages. At times he even throws up his hands and says, in effect, “I’m not sure what this means. There are a number of possible coherent meanings. Take your pick.” We must always distinguish between literal, allegorical, and figurative meanings when we read and interpret texts. Truth may be singular, Augustine argues, but meaning is multiple. How can it possibly bring harm “if I understand the writer’s meaning in a different sense from that in which another understands it? All of us who read his words do our best to discover and understand what he had in mind, and since we believe that he wrote the truth, we are not so rash as to suppose that he wrote anything which we know or think to be false.”10

The text in question is scripture, so the principle of interpretive freedom is particularly exigent. Augustine acknowledges that two sorts of disagreements may arise where interpretation is concerned: disagreement concerning the truth of the message, and disagreement concerning the meaning of the message. We can never know exactly and with absolute certainty what was in an author’s mind. The realm of immutable truth gives birth to many meanings, and these multiple meanings may all be acceptable. Professing to God, Augustine writes, “I see nothing to prevent me from interpreting the words of your Scriptures in this figurative sense.”11 This interpretive flexibility is fundamental. It helps to underwrite an elasticity to law and governance that exists, not in opposition to truth and justice, but as part and parcel of it, something that hard-line theocrats of any stripe must fail to understand.




RELIGION AND POLITICS IN AMERICAN CULTURE 

How did the distinction between church and state, between the temporal and spiritual realms, fare on America’s shores? The answer to this question reveals the fault line between us and those who have declared themselves  our enemies. Declaring our religious freedom anathema, they want to establish regimes that fuse political and official religious power. How do we negotiate with ideological extremists taking that position? The answer, of course, is that we do not. Religious freedom or no religious freedom is a distinction that is fundamental to disparate ways of life, not a set of alternative positions that two parties can negotiate about and yet retain their way of life. It must also be observed that a struggle against radical Islamist theocracy goes on within the Islamic world as well as between Islamicism and the nontheocratic West, although the historic and textual resources drawn upon to make the antitheocratic case within Islam are quite different from the resources used by the West, and not nearly so foundational to the faith as they are in Christianity.

Those who have declared themselves our enemies assume that a secular state necessarily equates to a secular society, hostile or indifferent to religion. This is wrong. It is odd for an American to hear our country depicted as “godless.” We are the most religious among the Western democracies. Americans speak “God talk” at least as much as “rights talk,” and American politics is indecipherable if severed from the panoply and interplay of America’s religions. Much of our political ferment, both now and in the past, flows from religious commitments. The majority of Americans have long believed that our history of religious liberty—free exercise coupled with disestablishment—is what distinguishes America from so many other polities. Currently over 90 percent of Americans claim to believe in God, and fully 70 percent claim membership in a church, synagogue, or mosque. What these figures signify is in need of interpretation, but it can certainly be said that our embrace of faith as a grounding of human meaning, purpose, and identity and as a distinguishing feature of our culture builds a variety of tensions and conflicts into the tissue of American life.12

That tension is our variation on the God and Caesar themes assayed earlier. The history of the postmedieval West is the story of the various unions and subsequent separations of church and state. But religion and politics in the United States have interacted in another important way: Religion has played a central role in the cultivation of what the great French observer of the American democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville, called the “habits of the heart” that are the true core of any political culture. In his classic Democracy in America, Tocqueville argues that the  great movement toward equality was unintelligible without the Christian insistence that all human beings are equal in the eyes of God.

Ideas about the dignity of the human person are central to American democracy because they flow directly from the religiously shaped commitments of Americans. These ideas engender energetic debates in our politics about whether this fundamental dignity is or is not compatible with abortion on demand, or capital punishment, or many other practices. We can have such debates only because we are committed to the principle.  Otherwise, there would be nothing to debate about. If separation of church and state distinguishes us from Islamist fundamentalism, so too does a whole range of practices related to gender that are drawn from the principle of moral equality. These differences are deep and striking, as we shall learn.




GENDER PRACTICES: POLITICAL EQUALITY OR PURDAH 

It is not just the free exercise and nonestablishment of religion in the West that contrasts strikingly with Islamist theocracy. There is also a huge gulf between American culture and radical Islamicism in gender practices. We underestimate the centrality of the gender question at our peril.

The political equality of women in the West, deriving from a commitment to moral equality, contrasts sharply with traditional purdah, the confinement of women, as resurrected by the Taliban and advocated by Islamist radicals, for whom women (in the words of the hijacker Mohammed Atta) are “unclean.” Most Americans learned about purdah during the coverage of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. There are no contemporary Western analogues to this practice. Neither is purdah similar to the historic civic disenfranchisement of women in Western constitutional regimes—a practice that did not prevent women from playing central and very public social roles in culture. Women’s suffrage, of course, was not in practice anywhere when the American republic was established. It took time for the argument to prevail that the practice of women’s suffrage flows directly from our basic constitutional principles, and that, indeed, refusing to grant women the vote was a  practice in opposition to these principles. As the American experiment in self-government went forward, women asked: What about us?

The great Jane Addams, founder of Hull-House in Chicago, is just one of many examples of American women who played a major public role in America long before they could vote. Addams received a college education, chose not to marry, and was followed everywhere she went by controversy, but she was not barred from taking an active role in political life or forced to remove herself from the glare of public scrutiny. She was what purdah does not allow women to be: a public woman.

In the early centuries of Christianity, there were churchmen, including St. Augustine and Martin Luther, who condemned contempt for women—including the contempt sometimes voiced by other churchmen. Augustine insisted that women are fully human, rational beings with immortal souls, although there might, he averred, be certain physical weaknesses associated with the sex. This presumption of moral equality yielded political fruit over the centuries. There is no doubt that theologians and philosophers in the West often acquiesced in the practices of their respective eras that militated against equal dignity for women, or even articulated views that justified such practices. But St. Augustine in the fourth century criticized men who cherish their own manhood, as he put it, and want everyone in the household at their beck and call. He chided men who despise women and attacked an imperial law that forbade the appointment of a woman, even an only daughter, as an heir: “I cannot cite, or even imagine, a more inequitable law.”13 He often took aim against the false pride of the Roman Empire that dictated as a cultural norm that it was honorable for women who were raped in war to kill themselves from shame. The shame, Augustine insisted, was that of their attackers, not the women, the victims.

Within radical Islamism, women are unclean persons who must be kept hidden, covered entirely, and made subordinate. Whatever the Qur’an and subsequent Islamic teaching requires or claims where women are concerned—and certainly Islam is compatible with a variety of gender practices—there is no doubt that where Islamist fundamentalism prevails, the status and well-being of women plummet. Under the Taliban, women were executed for alleged infidelity. They could be beaten on the streets for displaying a limb or going out of doors unsupervised. Although pre-Taliban Afghanistan, a Muslim society, had included a significant number  of professional women, women were forced under Taliban rule to withdraw from law, government, and teaching. These practices show us that gender practices are not a sidebar to the war against terrorism as a cultural struggle, but a central issue.

Bernard Lewis writes:The emancipation of women, more than any other single issue, is the touchstone of difference between modernization and Westernization. . . . The emancipation of women is Westernization; both for traditional conservatives and radical fundamentalists it is neither necessary nor useful, but noxious, a betrayal of true Islamic values. It must be kept from entering the body of Islam, and where it has already entered, it must be ruthlessly excised.14





Harsh abuse of women was characteristic of the Taliban from the beginning. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright declared in 1997: “I think it is very clear we are opposed to the Taliban because of their despicable treatment of women and children, and their general lack of respect for human dignity.”15 Among the most startling scenes that Americans witnessed were covertly filmed incidents in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan showing men—any man could do so—using special sticks and rods supplied for the purpose to beat women who were in alleged violation of any one of the minute laws regulating their behavior. This was done under the auspices of the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice. As Peter Bergen notes, “Such policies reached their apogee of absurdity in an ordinance ordering homeowners to paint their windows black so that no one might accidentally see the faces of women inside.”  16 This practice was in line with a proverb common among one ethnic group, the Pathan, who formed the top leadership of the Taliban movement: “Women belong in the house or the grave.”17

The words and regulations of the Taliban were part and parcel of a rigid interpretation of purdah, the practice of covering and isolating women, refusing them a role in public life, and, in its most extreme forms, keeping them illiterate and making them subject to arbitrary male brutality. The New York Times reported on the horror of so-called honor killings—in this case in Pakistan—in which women who have “shamed” their families are killed by outraged male relatives, whether fathers or  brothers, and on the almost impossible situation faced by women who are raped in a society governed by strict Shari’a regulations. The entire culture discourages women from accusing men of rape when they have been attacked because of the value put on “woman’s honor and chastity,” which evaporates “as soon as she accuses someone of rape. Moreover, some 60 percent of women who lodge complaints of rape—which requires two witnesses for a conviction—are later charged themselves under Pakistan’s Islamic-based laws, with having had sex outside of marriage.”18

We want to blame such practices on ignorance, and there is something to this notion. Illiteracy is an enormous problem in overwhelmingly Muslim Arab countries. According to a warning issued in a report of the Arab League, an estimated 68 million people in the twenty-two member countries are illiterate, or more than one-fifth of their total population.19 (The Afghanis are not Arabs, of course, but the years of Taliban rule give an indication not only of how women—and indeed all persons where alarming rates of illiteracy are concerned—fared in those years but of the fate that lay in store had the Taliban not been displaced.) Nevertheless, the sad social fact of illiteracy is not adequate to account for an officially sanctioned mandate that women are to remain uneducated as a norm, not an aberration.

It is unfair to moderate Muslims and to the brave Muslim women fighting for democratic reform to refuse to criticize radical Islamicism’s severe gender practices by burying them under the label “cultural diversity.” Such “tolerance” is wrongheaded at best. It is not diversity we are talking about but systematic, legally mandated cruelty that goes so far as to threaten the lives of women and even to destroy their lives capriciously should they violate a draconian directive about the consequences of their “sinful” behavior.

Some sins are most assuredly crimes and rightfully fall under the censure and punishment of civil authority. But others are not. One mark of modern constitutional orders is that this distinction is fundamental, and one mark of religions that gave up centuries ago the aspiration to a monolithic fusion of church and state is that they agree. When Jesus confronted the crowd and the terrified woman, “taken in adultery,” he recognized her sin. A sin, surely, he said, but who among us is without sin? The crowd quietly put down their stones and withdrew.

In a theocratic order there is no distinction between a sin and a crime. The fusion of the two invites an all-encompassing, punitive order. Most persons  with religious convictions agree that infidelity in marriage is a sin. But we are horrified at the thought that a woman caught in adultery should be shot in the back of the head in a stadium or stoned to death.

There are many signs of what happens when the heavy hand of a wicked regime is removed. In post-Taliban Afghanistan, girls are flocking back to school and women are openly teaching again. One young woman, twenty-year-old Tuiba Habib Rasolle, “who wants to follow her father into the practice of medicine,” commented that “if the Taliban had not come here, I would be in my third year of college.” She is returning to school as an eleventh-grader, the grade level she was in when the Taliban took over Afghanistan in 1996. Her school was once a “thriving academic center for 4,800 girls. Under the Taliban, it became a place of strict religious instruction for a dwindling number of boys befuddled by the radical curriculum.” The vice principal of the school, a determined woman who continued to educate women underground (and would have paid severely if discovered), states: “I can’t say how happy I am. . . . The Taliban thought they would be here forever. But now they are gone.”20 These Afghani girls and women can go to school and teach because of the use of force by America and its allies to roll back the Taliban and rout Al Qaeda from its hiding places.

The rough road faced by Afghan women, now and in the future, is clear. They live in a land decimated by six years of brutality and the destruction of the civic infrastructure. Although some women continue to wear the burqa out of conviction, many women do so out of fear of showing their faces in public because men, addicted to their lust to dominate, may threaten unofficial punishment even without official legal sanction. As report after report has noted, the journey of women from isolation to public life will be difficult. The return of many educated Afghan women from exile should help.

Evidence continues to mount concerning Taliban cruelty and excesses in enforcing the draconian regulations allegedly instituted out of respect for women and for their protection. The actual behavior of the Taliban, Tim McGirk and Shomali Plain reported in Time, made a mockery of that claim. . . . Now it is clear from the testimony of witnesses and officials of the new government that the ruling clerics systematically abducted women from the Tajik, Uzbek, Hazara, and  other ethnic minorities they defeated. Stolen women were a reward for a victorious battle. And in the cities of Kabul, Mazar-I-Sharif, Jalalbad and Khost, women victims tell of being forced to wed Taliban soldiers and Pakistani and Arab fighters of Osama bin Laden’s Al Qaeda network, who later abandoned them. These marriages were tantamount to legalized rape.21





Hundreds of women simply disappeared in the wake of Taliban offenses, having been used as “comfort women” for Taliban and Al Qaeda fighters and then discarded. Some committed suicide from shame. British Prime Minister Tony Blair did not mince words: “Women are treated in a way almost too revolting to be credible. First driven out of university, girls are not allowed to go to school; no legal rights; unable to go out of doors without a man. Those that disobey are stoned. There is now no contact permitted with Western agencies, even those delivering food.”22

Lest any reader harbor the lingering conviction that Taliban practices were somehow an aberration violating legal principles rather than enforcing them, consider a few of the decrees relating to women. The decrees inhibiting health care for women were directly life-threatening. Women had to remain veiled during a medical examination. They were enjoined to see female physicians only. Women were allowed to remain in medicine for the express purpose of dealing with female patients, who were not permitted a male physician unless dire necessity dictated such. If a woman had to see a male physician, he was hampered in his ability to give adequate medical care because he was not allowed to “touch or see the other parts of female patients except for the affected part.” Sitting and speaking “between male and female doctors are not allowed.” And “the Religious Police are allowed to go for control at any time and nobody can prevent them.”23

And yet, in a rather salacious depiction of paradise—this common feature in popular Islamist cultural lore was referred to in testaments by the September 11 hijackers—the martyr who kills for the faith and perishes in the process is given seventy-two black-eyed women to serve him. His reward will come ten minutes after his “martyrdom.” This simplistic picture is challenged by many experts on Islam, including Georgetown University Professor Yvonne Haddad, who has stated that such concepts are “nowhere to be found in Islamic writings.”24

It takes a seriously distorted imagination to see respect for women or anyone else in these measures. Indeed, there seems little doubt that many classical Islamic jurists are appalled by Taliban excesses. The fact that the new Afghan government moved immediately to rescind Taliban measures without in any way labeling postwar Afghanistan as anything other than a Muslim country and culture is evidence that the abuse of women and their harsh treatment are not necessary concomitants of an Islamic culture and governance. The question of women’s political and social equality, however, remains an issue. In Time magazine, Lisa Beyer wrote thatnowhere in the Muslim world are women treated as equals. . . . Part of the problem dates to Muhammad. Even as he proclaimed new rights for women, he enshrined their inequality in immutable law, passed down as God’s commandments and eventually recorded in Scripture. The Qur’an allots daughters half the inheritance of sons. [A Roman practice, even disallowing daughters to inherit at all, that Augustine blasted as inequitous in the fourth century!] . . . Under Shari’a, or Muslim law, compensation for the murder of a woman is half the going rate for men. In many Muslim countries, these directives are incorporated into contemporary law.25





This presents enormous challenges to reformers.




THE CRISIS WITHIN ISLAM 

What are the sources within the Qur’an that support or sustain moral equality between men and women? How have these been drawn upon to support more equitable practices? Or do equitable practices emerge in some Muslim countries despite rather than from Islamic principles? These questions need clarifying in light of the long-standing and quite dramatic differences between Western culture and Islam in the matter of gender. That cultural dialogue can go forward, however, only if Islamist extremism is defeated, for its ideological rigidity prevents cultural dialogue even as it seeks to quash internal cultural debates.

There is a “crisis within Islam,” as one scholar of Islam after another has put it in the wake of September 11. Who speaks in the name of Islam? Who governs in the name of Islam? It is no exaggeration to say that the future of humanity turns importantly on the answers to these questions, particularly in light of the fact that, in “an Islamic state, there is in principle no law other than the shari’a, the Holy Law of Islam.” Women’s rights have suffered “the most serious reverses in countries where fundamentalists of various types have influence or where . . . they rule. Indeed, . . . the emancipation of women by modernizing rulers was one of the main grievances of the radical fundamentalists, and the reversal of this trend is in the forefront of their agenda.”26 We cannot treat the violation of women’s rights as a minor peccadillo when respect for women’s rights is a key reason America is number one on the enemies list of radical Islamists.

Authentic cultural dialogue can go forward only when the threat of terror is removed. Much of this dialogue will clarify our differences. Perhaps we will also come to see our commonalities. In the meantime, those who use their religion to underwrite the brutal treatment of women as a mandated cultural practice and who despise the free exercise of religion cannot as a matter of principle find common ground with those who abhor abuse and second-class citizenship (or no citizenship at all) based on gender and who embrace religious and political liberty. It is naive folly to assume that rational grievances in reaction to American policy or even American perfidy lie at the root of the terrorist threat. Whatever America’s sins and shortcomings, Islamist fundamentalism requires none of these to turn people into ideological fundamentalists with whom dialogue is impossible—as a matter of principle, not merely prudence—and who are not content to “live and let live.”

There is a great deal at stake in the current struggle, and there are worthy values worth defending. But the matter of how we choose to defend these values is all important, for in fighting terror that knows no limits, there are limits we ourselves must observe.
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