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A Saudi prince presented Mayor Giuliani of New York City with a check for over one million US dollars to help relieve the suffering that followed the September 11 attack.  While the two men gazed out over the rubble where once the Twin Towers stood, the Prince added (perhaps not judiciously but sincerely) that he hoped the US would soon come to have a more even-handed approach to the Palestinian question.  The remark so enraged Giuliani that he publicly rejected the donation on the spot!

--Ralph Summy, 12 

 Introduction:

How to respond to terrorism has become the principal social issue the United States is currently grappling with.  While terrorism has always been a problem, the attacks of September 11 made it the cardinal concern facing the country.  Terrorism is one of the most difficult and complicated issues to understand.  When and how a terrorist group decides to attack is nearly impossible to predict.  It is hard to fathom the real objectives behind the flood of rhetoric.  Even the definition of terrorism is in dispute, and the lack of agreement has been a major obstacle to meaningful international countermeasures.  Cynics have often commented that “one state’s terrorist is another state’s freedom fighter” (UN 3).  Trying to determine a definition that transcends cultures is daunting, but for this paper I will be using the academic definition that the United Nations espouses: “Terrorism is an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed by an individual, group or state actors, for idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons, whereby – in contrast to assassination – the direct targets of violence are not the main targets” (UN 4).

In this paper I will outline four main points why our current governmental response does not satisfy the principles of “just war theory.”  The United States could  have pursued other less costly and more humane approaches.  First, I will describe the military response in light of just war theory; second, the dangers of an expanding war against terrorism; third, the focus on violence as the principal means of combating terrorism; fourth, the moral problem of failing to examine our own responsibilities for conflict.  Because of our exclusive reliance on military solutions, our careless expansion of anti-terrorist actions to diverse groups and countries, and our lack of interest in the root causes of terrorism, we failed to take steps toward reconciliation with the Muslim world. 

Moral Problems With the US Military Response:

There are two crucial tenets of just war theory that the US has violated in its response to September 11.  The first of these deals with the rule of proportionality.  Michael Waltzer in Just and Unjust Wars states:  “The backward-looking character of reprisals is confirmed by the rule of proportionality that restrains them” (Waltzer 211).  Thus, assuming that the United States in every other regard is justified in bombing Afghanistan, it is not allowed to exceed the total death toll of the World Trade Center massacre.  Significantly, “The UN reports that more innocent Afghans have died from American bombing than Americans on September 11” (Summy 6).

Some might argue that the greater death toll in Afghanistan can be justified because the terrorists may attack again, killing more U.S. citizens.  But one of the conditions defining proportionality is: “Reprisals are limited with reference to previous crimes, not with reference to the crimes they are designed to deter” (Waltzer 211).  In just war doctrine a country can only retaliate for crimes committed against them that have already taken place.
Another rule of just war theory is “double effect.”  In essence “double effect is a way of reconciling the absolute prohibition against attacking non-combatants with the legitimate conduct of military activity” (Waltzer 153).  Because modern warfare inevitably results in the killing of innocents, just war theorists had to find a way of reconciling this tragedy without banning all warfare.  Considering double effect, the soldier “aware of the evil involved, [he] seeks to minimize it, accepting costs to himself” (Waltzer 155).  Thus innocents are “allowed” to be killed in warfare if they are not the intended target and everything possible was done to prevent their death, even if this means the soldier increases his or her personal risk of death.

With technological advancements in military weapons, the danger to armed forces, especially in the air, has been greatly reduced.  The Taliban was certainly accessory to the horrific events that occurred on September 11, but not the civilian population of Afghanistan.  Nevertheless, the United States has developed a policy of “bombing a wide section of people in order to wipe out a select band of outlaws who are scattered throughout the general population” (Summy 6).  The U.S. uses precision guided missiles to hit targets that are believed to contain Taliban members.  This leads to many more civilian casualties than if ground troops were sent in to search and destroy enemy combatants.  The U.S. violates the rule of double effect by not taking on more risk to its own soldier’s lives, thereby allowing more innocent Afghans to die than is necessary.  I am left with the inevitable question: are some lives more expendable than others?
Moral Problems With Expanding the Military War on Terrorism:

In this section I will describe four problems with an American expansion of the US war on terrorism.  Only nine days after September 11, President Bush “declared war on global terrorism and announced his intent to deploy “every resource at our command” to defeat terrorist networks and to treat states that harbor and support terrorism as “hostile regimes” (Steinberg 1).  Bush included in his list every terrorist organization and a number of countries that the United States would be justified in attacking.  The war on terrorism, as one author put it, is “expanding like the blob” (Pena 1).  The fear is that in the end this expanded war will do more harm than good.

The first problem with the expansion of our war on terrorism is just that, it is our war.  The US has become a unilateral player in a multi-player political arena, which can only end disastrously.  As one author notes: “as we have learned from the Balkans and in Afghanistan, there are many tasks that the United States doesn’t want to take on alone.  Organizations like the UN or the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe can provide an important alternative” (Steinberg 5).  For moral justification to be acceptable to the world at large, it must be derived from a consensus, not an individual player.  Unilateral military response breeds anti-Americanism, especially amongst Arabs and other Muslims who in the face of Western dominance experience a great sense of impotence” (Summy 9).  What the international community sees as being moral and just in this case is important, and the US needs to listen to what others are saying.  Finally, “the fight against global terrorism is one that the United States cannot win on its own” (Daadler 405).  If a wide-ranging response is essential, then the US needs to have world support so that objectives are fulfilled in a just and fair way.  Unilateral action by the US will isolate it from other countries that could help devise a more ethical and more effective response.

To prevent a war against terrorism being seen as a war against Islam, it is important to “make the distinction between retaliation against those specifically responsible for the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks versus a war on terrorism” (Pena 1).  If we do decide to attack all terrorist groups “the backlash against a more widespread US response could be a swelling of ranks within the more radical [Islamic] factions.  With over one billion Muslims in the world, these potential effects are not insignificant.” (Pena 1).  Instead of diminishing hostility, the result will be to aggravate it, leading us further into the morally ambiguous role of a unilateral police force in the international arena, discussed earlier.

Another serious problem associated with an expanding war on terrorism is that funds that could go to other endeavors are now being allocated to US defense and weapons production.  As one author notes: “The devastation caused by the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon has given rise to a cry by many for a significant increase in the defense budget” (Pena 1)—at this writing, some 87 billion dollars.  A permanently enlarged military force committed to policing for ever longer periods in ever wider areas paid for by ever larger appropriations is a frightening prospect for a long-term solution to dealing with terrorism.  Further the United States already “spends over $340 billion on national defense, accounting for about one third of the world’s military spending” (Pena 1).  This should be sufficient for defense.  Enlarging the scope of the war “would be far from what the American people have contemplated” (Carpenter 1).  The funds expended take money away from more achievable social goals.

Finally, what is being done is unprecedented in American history.  Never before has a president been so brash as to speak of a war that spans the globe in such a general sense.  It is important to be aware of history.  Those who believe that America is justified in expanding the war beyond bringing to justice those responsible for September 11 need to think about WW II.  The United States “declared war on Japan and Germany; it did not declare war on dictatorship.  Indeed, America did not even declare war on fascism” (Carpenter 2).  America should not delve into uncharted territories, which could bring about more animosity and more unnecessary hatred.  It appears that a more limited response against those that attacked us on September 11 is wiser, and more moral.

Moral Problem of Focusing Exclusively on Violence to Combat Terrorism:

There are two problems with America’s one-track strategy of violence to stop terrorism. The first is that, as history amply attests, this will increase the likelihood of retaliatory violence, leading to additional suffering and death. Terrorism is a complex phenomenon, difficult to understand, much less overcome.  Regarded as “evil” and abhorrent by us, millions of people in the Muslim world regard it as a continuation of guerilla warfare against colonialism.  Suicide bombing is not considered cowardly but the only weapon available to impoverished people.  Killing innocent civilians is excused as “collateral damage” accompanying a legitimate attack on the enemies centers of power, which in their eyes includes Wall Street as much as the Pentagon.  Not that these self-serving exculpations are sound, but that their adherents believe them and with perfect faith and sincerity consider Allah to be on their side. 

What to do?  There is “no single approach that will fit all circumstances.  Different terrorist groups pose different challenges and require different tools, even as we categorically condemn their methods” (Steinberg 5).  A simplistic violent strategy will not work against all terrorists because of the many types that exist.  Further, “in the age of catastrophic terrorism, an extended defense perimeter and repeated interference in the affairs of other nations could reduce US security, rather than enhance it” (Eland 1).  Trying to stop all terrorists with violence will inevitably create more terrorism targeted against the United States.  Other tactics might lessen the hostility against the US.  A study on Palestinian attacks on Israel states: “Whatever effect reprisals may have in deterring future attacks…is but a short term phenomenon lasting no more than nine months, in the case of Israel” (Baermann 1). 

The other issue that arises with a one-dimensional strategy for dealing with terrorism is that it severely limits the benefits that could be derived by educating, giving humanitarian aid technological help.  The US is “the richest country in the world by many measures, yet the United States lags behind all other industrialized countries in terms of the share of gross national product going to official development assistance” (Graham 1).  Using violence alone will inevitably fall short of stopping terrorism in the long run.  What is needed is “helping to build stable, prosperous, democratic societies in countries that have seen too little of all three” (Steinberg 5).  By going about other ways of combating terrorism the US will help others in need, providing education, food and other necessary items, and will reduce the immoral killing we are currently participating in.  It has been shown that in the long term “foreign aid given selectively and not saddled with myriad objectives, can encourage economic development and reduce poverty and therefore improve the lives of millions of people.  In the end that will make the world a better place and, it is hoped, one less likely to breed the violence and fanaticism we saw on September 11” (Graham 6).  The US must realize that there are numerous other ways to combat terrorism that are more moral than simply lobbing missiles on another country.  Summing up, “America must recognize that military force alone is not enough; pretending that it is takes us down a dangerous road” (Daadler 408).

Moral Problems due to Lack of Self-Reflection:

The story of Mayor Giuliani and the Saudi prince that I began this paper with is quite telling of the larger political and social stance the United Sates has taken in response to September 11.  The first problem that this closed mindedness to other people’s values does not allow the US to get at the root causes of terrorism.  Mayor Giuliani was unable to listen to anything that seemed the least bit un-American, even coming from an Eastern prince who was donating money to help victims and their families in the aftermath of September 11.  I believe that until the United States takes a step down from the pedestal of being the greatest, our nation will not be able to learn why terrorism occurs, or take the first step to end or mitigate it effectively.

If we would pause to listen, I believe there are important lessons that would help guide foreign policy in the future.  The first is that military intervention from the outside strongly correlates with increased terrorism.  The Defense Science Board in 1997 claimed “Historical data shows a strong correlation between US involvement in international situations and an increase in terrorist attacks against the United States” (Eland 2).  Thus, expanding our military presence seems to have the opposite effect of increasing rather than quelling terrorism.  Surprisingly, in spite of a multitude of data “the US foreign policy establishment refuses to acknowledge that US interventions have led to almost fifty percent of the world’s terrorist attacks being directed against US targets” (Eland 2).  To outsiders it is obvious why terrorism is directed at the United States more than any other country, but for some reason we are unable to look within and see the connection ourselves.

Further, some will argue that the US is targeted simply because of “who we are”--i.e. a strong capitalist country.  But one must keep in mind that “many other Western nations are wealthy; export their culture along with their products and services; and believe in religious freedom, economic opportunity, and respect for the rights of the individual.  Yet those nations, Switzerland and Australia for example, seem to have much less of a problem with worldwide terrorism than does the United States” (Eland 4). The difference between these nations and the US is that “the Untied States is the only nation in the world that intervenes regularly outside its own region” (Eland 5).  If this is the case than not taking time to reflect on what we do in other countries will never allow us to gain a better understanding of terrorism and its sources.
In the case of September 11th I believe that there are few Americans who understand the motivations behind the terrorist attacks.  The US does not inform the public of the politics that are involved, even if they themselves know.  Two of the main reasons for Osama Bin Laden’s terrorist acts against the US are “1) the US military presence in Saudi Arabia, which he believes desecrates the holy sites of Islam within its borders, and 2) US support for what he believes is the corrupt and apostate Saudi Arabian government” (Eland 2).  The US should reconsider our positions on these two issues.  Ironically not once did I hear a discussion during all the media coverage of September 11 that gave a fair portrayal of why the attack occurred.  While the means used by Osama Bin Laden were unjust and cruel, it is possible that the motivation is just, and thus it must be examined objectively and dispassionately.
The response of the United States has been almost been exclusively military.  It came so quickly after September 11 there was never time to reflect on the most important question: why this took place.  While this approach may “feed upon our need to strike back at those who attacked us, it does not address the core problem posed by terrorism.” (Pena 2).  Before taking action considered judgment accompanied by self-reflection is required.  What, objectively, happened?  Who is responsible?  What was the motive?  What should be done to arrest the perpetrators?  What should be done to prevent future crimes?  And above all how to neutralize the hornets without stirring up the entire nest.

The only way to find long term solutions is to change policy to accommodate more than our narrow self-interest.  One analyst stated: “Instead of a hysterical rush to expand the military, we need to step back and calmly assess what we could have done better and what we need to do differently” (Pena 2).  Unless this is done, terrorism will continue to plague America in the long run, and no single military solution will ever work.

Conclusion:
The way in which America has decided to respond to terrorism is unjust in many cases and ill-suited to such a multifaceted issue.  The attacks that occurred on September               11 were unjustified, but that does not justify whatever response we think best.  The motivations behind the attacks will not disappear if the entire Al Qaeda network is destroyed.  Terrorism will always exist while the root causes of terrorism are nurtured by    dictatorial and exploitive regimes.  The challenge that I pose to the United States is for us to educate ourselves about other people’s different perspectives and try to understand before condemning.  The surgeon does not call the tumor “evil,” but without being blinded by hate considers the matter carefully before deciding on the best way to cut the cancer out with minimum damage to the patient.
