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S e p t e m b e r  I I ,  2 0 0 1  

W il l ions  of w o r d s  have  a l r e a d y  been  s p o k e n  a n d  wr i t t en  a b o u t  the  
S e p t e m b e r  11 te r ro r i s t  a t tack  on N e w  York Ci ty  and  the Pen tagon ,  
an  a t t ack  tha t  d e s t r o y e d  the l l 0 - s t o r y  t w i n  t o w e r s  of the  W o r l d  
Trade  Cen te r  t a k i n g  the u n i m a g i n a b l e  to l l  of m o r e  than  five thou-  

s and  innocen t  l ives.  W h a t  m o r e  can use fu l ly  be sa id  a b o u t  the  c rue l ty  a n d  fa- 
na t ic i sm of the su ic ide  bomber s ,  the  horrif ic  pa thos  of the  last  minu te s  of those  
t r a p p e d  on the h i j acked  p l a n e s  a n d  in the  t a r g e t e d  b u i l d i n g s ,  or the  ex t raor -  
d i n a r y  d i g n i t y  and  h e r o i s m  of  the  s u r v i v o r s  a n d  al l  t hose  w h o  came  to the i r  
a id?  A m e r i c a ,  a n d  N e w  York  C i t y  in p a r t i c u l a r ,  can  be a ha r sh ,  a c q u i s i t i v e  
p lace .  But the  r e sponse  of N e w  Yorkers  and  the n a t i o n  as  a w h o l e  to this  ter-  
r ible  t r a g e d y  has  r evea led  once aga in  that  the sur face  of m o d e r n  A m e r i c a n  life 
is no t  the  w h o l e  of A m e r i c a n  life, and  tha t  the  "be t t e r  ange l s  of ou r  n a t u r e "  
a re  the re  if w e  have  the c o u r a g e  to s u m m o n  them.  

P r e s i d e n t  G e o r g e  W. Bush a n d  o the r s  have  d e s c r i b e d  the b o m b i n g s  as an 
"ac t  of  w a r . "  C o n g r e s s  m o v e d  swi f t ly  to join the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  in p r o m i s i n g  
a " d e v a s t a t i n g "  mi l i t a ry  r ep r i s a l  aga ins t  those  r e spons ib le .  The na t ions  of Eu- 
rope  a n d  m u c h  of the rest  of the  w o r l d  have  vo iced  the i r  s u p p o r t  for the  Uni t -  
ed  Sta tes  a n d  for the effort  to t r ack  d o w n  and  p u n i s h  the  te r ror i s t s  and  the i r  
sponsors .  Few d i s p u t e  the  r igh t  a n d  the just ice of f igh t ing  a "war"  aga ins t  ter-  
ro r i sm,  e spec ia l ly  a t e r ro r i sm  w h o s e  u t te r  d i s r e g a r d  of  h u m a n  life sugges t s  it  
is ea s i ly  c a p a b l e  of u s ing  b io log ica l  or  even  nuc l ea r  w e a p o n s  next  t ime.  

W h o m  the Uni ted  States shou ld  pun i sh  and how that  shou ld  be done  is much  
less  c lear ,  h o w e v e r .  N o  g r o u p  has  c l a i m e d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  for the b o m b i n g s .  
Ear ly  ind ica t ions  are  tha t  the  t e r ror i s t s  come f rom m a n y  d i f fe ren t  M i d d l e  East  
coun t r i e s  a n d  canno t  be sa id  to be  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of any  one na t ion-s ta te .  
A f g h a n i s t a n  is f r equen t ly  m e n t i o n e d  as the  h a v e n  o r  s t a g i n g  area  for O s a m a  
b i n  L a d e n ,  the  a l l e g e d  m a s t e r m i n d  of  t he  p l o t .  But  h o w  a U.S. a t t a c k  o n  
A f g h a n i s t a n  w o u l d  e i ther  p u n i s h  b in  L a d e n  or s ign i f i can t ly  d i s r u p t  his in ter -  
n a t i o n a l  n e t w o r k  is not  r e a d i l y  a p p a r e n t .  O n l y  the  m o s t  carefu l  d e l i b e r a t i o n  
on  the  p a r t  of P r e s i d e n t  Bush  a n d  his  a d v i s e r s  is l i ke ly  to resu l t  in a p l a n  of 
act ion that  wi l l  b r ing  this c o n f o u n d i n g  new threat  to the na t ion ' s  secur i ty  u n d e r  
control .  A d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  s h o w  of force that  ki l ls  i nnocen t s  ye t  fails  to c r ip-  
p le  an e lu s ive  e n e m y  wil l  on ly  s t r e n g t h e n  the t e r ro r i s t s '  hand .  

N e w  th ink ing  is n e e d e d ,  b u t  Bush ' s  u n s t e a d y  p e r f o r m a n c e  in the  a f t e rma th  
of the  b o m b i n g s  has  d o n e  l i t t le  to c rea te  g rea t e r  c o n f i d e n c e  in his  j u d g m e n t  
and  leadersh ip .  Cer ta in ly  this  admin i s t r a t i on ' s  boas t fu l  un i l a te ra l i sm and  na ive  
i s o l a t i o n i s m  n o w  s t and  e x p o s e d  as  folly.  The a p p a r e n t  s ize and  c o m p l e x i t y  of 
the  t e r ro r i s t  p l an  has  a lso  r e v e a l e d  a mas s ive  fa i lu re  in U.S. in te l l igence  ga th-  
e r i n g  a n d  ana lys i s .  That  f a i lu re  s h o u l d  no t  n o w  be  c o m p o u n d e d  b y  a fa i lu re  
to th ink  t h r o u g h  h o w  the U.S. can  bes t  de f end  itself .  The  m o r a l  l eg i t imacy  of  
u s i n g  m i l i t a r y  force  is no t  in  ques t i on ;  i ts e f fec t ive  a n d  p r o p o r t i o n a l  use  is. 
"The  v io lence  to the spir i t ,  the  d e a t h  and  the d e s t r u c t i o n  of  men,  i n s t i t u t ions  
and  r e sou rces  tha t  infl icts  a n d  i m p e n d s  over  our  p e o p l e  and  the w o r l d  m a k e s  
e v e r y  a t t e m p t  at  coo le r  a n a l y s i s  feel  l ike  an i n d i g n i t y , "  the  e d i t o r s  of Com- 
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monweal wrote  immedia te ly  after  the bombing  of Pearl 
Harbor  and the declaration of war  on Japan and Germany.  
"We must  try to distinguish between using the organized 
energies of the war  to build a posit ive peace f rom mere-  
ly dissipating those energies in destroying the symptoms  
and symbols  of the forces fighting against us." 

We are sixty years and a wor ld  away from that gener- 
a t ion-defining crisis, but  our moral  condition is largely 
unchanged.  However  ruthless our enemy may  be, our re- 
sponsibili ty is still, as Commonweal's editors noted, to re- 
spect "the h u m a n  and Chris t ian precept  that man  mus t  
regard the good or evil of his act and leave the resolution 
of his life and history to God alone. . .We are accountable 
for the means  we use." Pres ident  Bush has not been  is- 
sued a "blank check" of any sort to combat this great evil. 
The mora l  out rage  with  which  we honor  the dead  and  
seek to hold the terrorists accountable must  be the same 
measure  by which we judge our own actions. 

The challenge facing us is daunting, but we are not with- 
out  gu idance .  Those who  re jected n ih i l i sm and s tood  
agains t  evil  in the past  lead the way.  In "Sep tember  1, 
1939," W.H. Auden ' s  famous  p o e m  on the Nazi invasion 
of Poland,  he wrote  (most evocat ively  for New Yorkers 
today)  of s i t t ing "in one of the d i v e s / O n  Fi f ty-second 
St ree t /Uncer ta in  and af ra id"  and  of how "The u n m e n -  
t ionable  odor  of d e a t h / O f f e n d s  the September  n ight ."  
A u d e n  wen t  on to con templa te  the majestic N e w  York 
skyline, a monument and a symbol of humankind's achieve- 
ment ,  an achievement  s h a d o w e d  by h u m a n  vani ty  and  
the mys te ry  of evil: 

Into this neutral  air 
Where  blind skyscrapers  use 
Their full height to procla im 
The strength of Collective Man, 
Each language pours  its vain 
Compet i t ive  excuse... 

As we have witnessed during these unforgettable days, 
the s t rength of collective m a n  is used both to bui ld and 
to destroy.  All monuments  to h u m a n  genius are perish-  
able. But the h u m a n  spirit, as the response to this mon-  
strous crime has shown, is made  of less perishable mate-  
rial than skyscrapers.  Auden  ended his poem about  the 
nature  of evil in the modern  wor ld  by looking hopeful ly  
to "the Just" and offering a prayerful  petition: 

May I, composed like them 
Of Eros and of dust, 
Beleaguered by the same 
Negat ion and despair,  
Show an affirming flame. 

This city and this nation have shown an affirming flame 
to the wor ld  dur ing  these d readfu l  September  days.  It 
mus t  be kept  lit. 

H O W  IT FELT 
A report from Manhattan 

ike most  people, I had no idea as I walked to 
work September 11 that four planes had been 
hijacked and one of them had slammed into the 
north tower of the World Trade Center. When 

Quanda Williams, Commonweal's administrative assistant, 
asked me as I passed her desk if I 'd  heard about the plane 
that hit the World Trade Center, I dismissed the incident as 
a tragic accident. Maybe a small plane had clipped one of 
the towers. That was 9 A.M. As is routine for me, I sat down 
in front of my computer,  opened the New York Times Web 
page, and sipped coffee. The page took longer than usual to 
load. Something was amiss. 

By the time the page loaded, United Flight 175 had al- 
ready been dr iven through the south tower. Looking for 
news, I frantically went  from site to site, trying to get video 
of the events. CNN, no. MSNBC, nothing. Paul Kane, our 
business manager, suggested the BBC. Bingo. They had live 
coverage. As the office gathered around the computer screen, 
the horrors unfolded. "They hit the Pentagon." "The south 
tower just collapsed." The rumors  proliferated.  "A third 
unidentified plane circling New York. They can't  find it." 
All of us in the office stood watching the monitor, the video 
of the south tower's collapse played again and again. Hands 
covered mouths. Then the other tower went. At low reso- 
lution we saw the building fall. 

The phones were useless for much of the day, but as the 
hours passed more information came. A terrorist attack, for 
sure. No third plane circling Manhattan. Everything closed: 
subways,  commute r  rail, bridges and tunnels, highways. 
The island went  on lockdown. By the end of the workday, 
almost everyone had left. Staff members  who live outside 
Manhattan had an uncertain journey ahead of them after 
limited outbound transit resumed. I was nervous about leav- 
ing, feeling decidedly agoraphobic. 

The walk home, thirteen blocks away, like so much that 
day, was surreal.  I had  never  heard  Broadway  so quiet. 
Downtown  traffic was  sparse. Pedestr ian traffic was di- 
minished. Many people huddled around television sets in 
restaurants and bars. Several people cried openly, on other 
people 's  shoulders,  into cupped hands. Everyone was in 
shock, watching the ground as they walked more slowly 
than usual. I needed to stop at an ATM, and hated having 
to do so. The triviality of the act left me feeling cheap and 
disconnected. Once I reached my block, I ducked into church, 
slouching into a pew in the back comer. I knelt, tried to pray, 
but found I couldn't. Four others were present with me. We 
wept together. 

When my cellular phone finally came back up at 8 P.M., I 
had fifteen voice-mail messages. The first was from a good 
friend. "Grant, this is Izzy Casaletto. It 's like nine [A.M.] or 
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