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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
TUESDAY, AND AFTER

he catastrophe that turned the foot

of Manhattan into the mouth of

Hell on the morning of September 11,
2001, unfolded in four paroxysms. At a
little before nine, a smoldering scar on
the face of the north tower of the World
Trade Center (an awful accident, like
the collision of a B-25 bomber with
the Empire State Building on July 28,
19452); eighteen minutes later, the or-
ange and gray blossoming of the second
explosion, in the south tower; finally, ata
minute before ten and then at not quite
ten-thirty, the sickening slide of the two
towers, collapsing one after the other.
For those in the immediate vicinity, the
horrorwas of course immediate and un-
mistakable; it occurred in what we have
learned to call real time, and in real
space. For those farther away—whether
a few dozen blocks or halfway around
the world—who were made witnesses
by the long lens of television, the events
g were seen as through a glass, brightly.
& Their reality was visible but not palpable.
2 It took hours to begin to comprehend
& their magnitude; it is taking days for the
2 defensive numbness they induced to
2 wear off; it will take months—or years—
£ to measure their impact and meaning,
2 New York is a city where, however

much strangers meet and mix on the
streets and in the subways, circles of
friends are usually demarcated by work
and family, The missing and presumed
dead—their number is in the thou-
sands—come primarily from the fi-
nance, international trade, and govern-
ment service workers in the doomed
buildings, and from the ranks of fire-
fighters and police officers drawn there
by duty and courage. The umbra of per-
sonal grief already encompasses scores or
even hundreds of thousands of people;a
week or two from now, when the word
has spread from friend to colleague to
relative to acquaintance, the penumbra
will cover millions. The city has never
suffered a more shocking calamity from
any act of God or man.

The calamity, of course, goes well
beyond the damage to our city and to
its similarly bereaved rival and brother
Washington. Tt is national; it is inter-
national; it is civilizational. In the dec-
ade since the end of the Cold War, the
human race has become, with increasing
rapidity, a single organism. Every kind
of barrier to the free and rapid move-
ment of goods, information, and people
has been lowered. The organism relies
increasingly ona kind of trust—the un-
sentimental expectation thart people, in-
dividually and collectively, will behave
more or less in their rational self~interest.
(Even the anti-globalizers of the West
mostly embrace the underlying prem-
ises of the new dispensation; their de-
mand is for global democratic institu-
tions to mitigate the cruelties of the

global market.) The terrorists made use
of that trust. They rode the flow of the
world’s aerial circulatory system like le-
thal viruses.

With growing ferocity, officials from
the President on down have described
the bloody deeds as acts of war. But, un-
less a foreign government turns out to
have directed the operation (or at least, to
have known and approved its scope in
detail and in advance), that is a category
mistake, The metaphor of war—and itis
more metaphor than description—as-
cribes to the perpetrators a dignity they
do not merit, a status they cannot claim,
and a strength they do not possess.
Worse, it points toward a set of responses
that could prove futile or counterproduc-
tive. Though the death and destruction
these acts caused were on the scale of
war, the acts themselves were acts of ter-
rorism, albeit on a wholly unprecedented
level. From 1983 unti! last week, accord-
ing to the 7imes, ten outrages had each
claimed the lives of more than a hundred
people. The worst—the destruction of
an Air-India 747 in 1985—%killed three
hundred and twenty-nine people; the
Oklahoma City bombing, which killed a
hundred and sixty-cight, was the seventh
worst. Last week’s carnage surpassed that
of any of these by an order of magnitude.
It was also the largest violent taking of
life on American soil on any day since the
Civil War, including December 7, 1941.
And in New York and Washington, un-
like at Pearl Harbor, the killed and
maimed were overwhelmingly civilians.

The tactics of the terrorists were as
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brilliant as they were depraved. The nature
of those tactics and their success—and
there is no use denying that what they did
was, on its own terms, successful-—points
up the weakness of the war metaphor.
Authorities estimated last week that “as
many as” fifty people may have been in-
volved. The terrorists brought with them
nothing but knives and the ability to fly
a jumbo jet already in the air. How do
you take “massive military action” against
the infrastructure of a stateless, compart-
mentalized “army” of fifty, or ten times
fifty, whose weapons are rental cars, credit
cards, and airline tickets?

The scale of the damage notwith-
standing, a more useful metaphor than
war is crime. The terrorists of Septem-
ber 11th are outlaws within a global
polity. They may enjoy the corrupt pro-
tection of a state (and corruption, like
crime, can be ideological or spiritual as
well as pecuniary in motive). But they do
not constitute or control a state and do
not even appear to aspire to control one.

Their status and numbers are such that
the task of dealing with them should be
viewed as a police matter, of the most ur-
gent kind. As with all eriminal fugitives,
the essential job is to find out who and
where they are. The goal of foreign and
military policy must be to induce recal-
citrant governments to cogperate, a goal
whose attainment may or may not entail
the use of force but cannot usefully entail
making general war on the peoples such
governments rule and in some cases (that
of Afghanistan, for example) oppress.
Just four months ago, at a time when the
whole world was aware both of the gen-
eral intentions of the terrorist Osama bin
Laden and of the fact that the Afghan
government was harboring him, the
United States gave the Taliban a forty-
three-million-dollar grant for banning
poppy cultivation. The United States
understands that on September 11th
the line between the permissible and the
impermissible shifted. The Taliban must
be made to understand that, too.

As for Americas friends, they have
rallied around us with alacrity. On
Wednesday, the NATO allies, for the first
time ever, invoked the mutual-defense
clause of the alliance’s founding treary,
formally declaring that “an armed at-
tack” against one—and what happened
on September 11th, whether you call it
terrorism or war, was certainly an armed
attack—constitutes an attack against all.
This gesture of solidarity puts to shame
the contempt the Bush Administration
has consistently shown for international
treaties and instruments, including those
in areas relevant to the fight against
terrorism, such as small-arms control,
criminal justice, and nuclear prolifera-
tion. By now, it ought to be clear to even
the most committed ideologues of the
Bush Administration that the unilater-
alist approach it was pursuing as of last
Tuesday is in urgent need of reévalua-
tion. The world will be policed collec-
tively or it will not be policed at all.

—Hendrik Hertzberg
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