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America and the World

Jim Garrison

THE UNITED STATES HAS BECOME what it was founded not to be.
Established as a haven for those fleeing the abuse of power, it has attained and now
wields nearly absolute power. It has become an empire. This is meant as a statement of
fact, not a judgment of national character. It is a way of understanding America, not an
indictment against American policy. Indeed, by opening up the possibility of viewing the
United States as an empire, one opens up a far larger frame of reference to understand
America's history, role in the world, and future responsibilities.

WHAT IS AN EMPIRE? According to the Oxford Dictionary, an empire is "a
group of countries ruled by a single supreme authority. The word itself comes from the
old French word empire, meaning imperial rule. It is derived from the Latin term
imperium, meaning to rule, to command. The historian Alexander Motyl defines empire
as "a hierarchically organized political system with a hublike structure—a rimless
wheel—within which a core elite and state dominate peripheral elites and societies by
serving as intermediaries for their significant interactions and by channeling resource

flows from the periphery to the core and back to the periphery." The historian Michael
Doyle provides a more behavioristic definition: "Effective control, whether formal or
informal, of a subordinated society by an imperial society."

Empires are thus relationships of influence and control by one state over a
group of lesser states. This can take a variety of forms, ranging from territorial
annexation and direct political rule to economic domination and diplomatic oversight.
Empires are as old as history itself and characterize the earliest stages of human
development. For reasons deeply buried in the human psyche and soul, human beings

have always competed against one another, and the victors have invariably established

dominion over the vanquished and exploited that relationship to their own benefit.
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Almost all peoples on earth have at some point expanded and conquered or contracted
and been conquered—often many times over and in a variety of combinations.

Of all governing institutions, empires are the most complex and extensive.
Empire stands at the apex of the social, economic, and political pyramid, integrating all
the peoples, nations, and institutions within it into a unified order. An empire well run is
the greatest accolade a nation can receive. An empire squandered is the most damning
legacy it can leave behind.

FROM THE FALL OF THE BERLIN WALL TO THE FALL OF THE TWIN
TOWERS Policy analyst Michael Ignatieff states in his article "American Empire" in the
New York Times Sunday Magazine that the United States "is the only nation that polices
the world through five global military commands; maintains more than a million men and
women at arms on four continents; deploys carrier battle groups on watch in every
ocean; guarantees the survival of countries from Israel to South Korea; drives the wheels
of global trade and commerce; and fills the hearts and minds of an entire planet with its
dreams and desires."

Surprisingly, the inordinate and unique power of the United States was not
immediately recognized when the Berlin Wall came down in 1989 and the Soviet Union
disintegrated. While a few observers recognized that America had entered what
columnist Charles Krauthammer called a unipolar moment, most commentators
predicted that the demise of the Soviet Union and end of the Cold War would lead to a
return to the age-old balance of powers.

Such a view was completely understandable. The last fifteen hundred years
of European history have been essentially multipolar. The major European powers
incessantly competed against one another without any single power ever gaining undue
advantage, whether during the medieval era of city-states or the modern era of nation-
states. Even Britain at its prime during the nineteenth century was constrained by
France, Russia, Spain, and Germany. During the reign of Queen Victoria, from 1837 to
1901, which marked the apex of British imperial power, Britain had to fight seventy-two

separate military campaigns to keep its rivals at bay and its colonial holdings intact. The
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very notion of realpolitik is predicated upon the assumption of a balance of power
between major states.

That the United States broke out of this multipolar framework to attain
unipolar global dominance is an extraordinary achievement in the annals of history, not
attained by any power since Rome two thousand years ago. Because the world had
gotten so used to thinking in multilateral and multipolar terms, it took some time for the
novelty of the historical situation to sink in.

In his book The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, published in 1988, Yale
historian Paul Kennedy went so far as to predict the relative decline of the United States
due to "imperial overstretch." Talk of American weakness dominated the 1992 U.S.
presidential elections, with the ultimate victor, Bill Clinton, focusing on fixing the ailing
American economy while his rival for the Democratic nomination, Paul Tsongas,
repeatedly declared, "The Cold War is over and Japan won."

Margaret Thatcher expressed the commonly held view that the world would
evolve into three regional groups: one based on the dollar, one on the mark, one on the
yen. Henry Kissinger solemnly predicted the emergence of a multipolar world. Asians,
along with some American Asian enthusiasts such as James Fallows, spoke exuberantly
of the rise of a "Pacific century."

The Clinton administration (1993 to 2001) was essentially a transitional
period when the United States was emerging as what French Foreign Minister Hubert
Vedrine called a "hyperpower," but was still essentially multilateralist and collaborative in
its mentality and behavior. The title of Richard Haass's book, The Reluctant Sheriff,
published in 1998, summarized in advance the legacy Clinton was to leave behind.
Clinton's main focus was the integration of the global economy under American
hegemony, but he seldom used the power America had at its disposal, seeking rather to
work collegially with American allies on issues of common concern.

While believing that the United States was the "indispensable power," as
then-Secretary of State Madeleine Albright was fond of putting it, Clinton exercised this

indispensability with discretion. He initiated limited military actions against Irag and the
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Sudan and led the European coalition in Kosovo, but by and large he remained
committed to multilateralism and to upholding the international treaties negotiated by his
predecessors. These included the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and the
Antiballistic Missile Treaty, signed by Presidents Kennedy and Nixon, to limit America's
nuclear capabilities. Clinton also negotiated and signed the Kyoto Protocol on Global
Warming that would constrain the emission of hydrofluorocarbons into the atmosphere.
All these treaties framed U.S. strategic interests in the context of collective security
considerations.

In general, the 1990s were marked by a strong commitment to international
law, working within the context of the U.N. system, and upholding preexistent treaty
obligations. America was certainly the senior partner in all deliberations but the
emphasis by Americans and the larger world community was on the importance of
partnership as much as on American seniority.

Then came the events of September 11, 2001. The response by the new
Bush administration dramatically altered the former equilibrium by heightening
asymmetries already there but unobserved because unexercised. Right at the point it
was emerging as the undisputed superpower, the United States was attacked
unexpectedly and with devastating impact by nonstate actors virtually invisible to the
American intelligence apparatus. In one of the strangest incidents of modern history, a
nation that thought itself invulnerable was made, without warning, completely
vulnerable. Its response was to strike back with an overwhelming application of military
power in Afghanistan and Irag, making it clear to friend and foe alike that there is one
undisputed military power in the world: the United States of America.

Since September 11, the United States has emphasized national security
concerns and preemptive military responses in a war on terrorism that President Bush
declared the highest priority for American domestic and foreign policy. Multilateralism,
where the coalition defines the mission, has been replaced by unilateralism, where the

mission defines the coalition. Deterrence, where there is an assumed balance of power,
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has been superceded by preemptive strikes, where the United States hits first against
potential adversaries.

THE INVASION OF IRAQ The events of 9/11 reframed global affairs within
the context of national security and the war on terrorism. The invasion of Irag reframed
global affairs yet again within the reality of overwhelming American military might. What
is extraordinary is that the United States exercised its strength and global reach by
seizing the most strategic area in the Middle East.

U.S. military forces now occupy the area along the Tigris- Euphrates river
basin. This is where the Neolithic revolution and the domestication of plants and animals
began ten thousand years ago. This is where the first human civilization at Sumer, in the
environs of present-day Baghdad, developed six thousand years ago, and where the
first empire under Sargon the Great, also around Baghdad, held sway five thousand
years ago. This is where Abraham was born. It is where, closely to the west, Judaism
and Christianity had their origins, with Islam originating just to the south. Zoroastrianism
and Baha'i arose to the east. The Tigris- Euphrates river basin is the cradle of Arab
civilization and the site of the early Muslim Abbassid dynasty. The armies of Alexander
the Great marched here, as did the Roman legions and the hordes of Genghis Khan.

There is no place in the entire world more steeped in history, more complex
in its politics, more charged in its religious fervor than the Tigris-Euphrates river basin.
For the United States to take control of this region at America's moment of vulnerability
and power is utterly profound. America reacted to a blow and demonstrated world
dominion by seizing the most sacred and fought over sail in the history of the world.

What disturbed the world most about the U.S. invasion of Iraqg was the
manner in which it was done. There was none of the finesse with which President Bush,
Sr., had mobilized an international coalition and utilized the resources and legitimacy of
the United Nations during the earlier Iragi operation, Desert Storm, in 1991. Instead,
George W. Bush went into Irag belligerently, threatening and then marginalizing the
United Nations, invading essentially alone with the British, despite widespread

international public opposition.
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The vindictive and highly militarized response by President Bush to 9/11
provided the world with an experience of America that was aggressive, ruthless,
cynical, and dogmatic. In his book Special Providence, policy analyst Walter Russell
Mead calls this the "Jacksonian" tradition of American history, named after President
Andrew Jackson, whose administration was characterized by fighting the Indians and
taming the West during the 1830s. It was a time when the world was cast in black and
white and the aim was to defeat the enemy without mercy, giving no quarter. The
Jacksonian tradition is one of "us against them," and is infused by patriotic fervor, a
culture of honor, and military pride.

Mead also notes other traditions: the "Hamiltonian," named after Alexander
Hamilton, the first U.S. secretary of the treasury, representing the American interest in
developing commerce and trade; the "Jeffersonian," named after President Thomas
Jefferson, deeply concerned with protecting democracy and human rights; and the
"Wilsonian," named after President Woodrow Wilson, heralding world-changing political
ideals. All of these traditions conjoin to produce the totality of the American political
expression, in terms of both its domestic and its foreign policy.

Prior to 9/11, the United States was in a classic Hamiltonian phase.
President Clinton focused his entire administration on the economy: balancing the
budget, eliminating the deficit, forging free trade agreements, and presiding over robust
economic growth. The U.S. economy was better tended during his watch than perhaps
at any time in modern American history, even considering the collapse of the high-
technology economy and the stock market at the end of his administration in 2000.
Americans were generally positive about the world, optimistic about the future and
content with the multilateral framework of international relations in which America
operated.

In the aftermath of 9/11, America experienced a fundamental reversal of
emotions and perceptions. Almost overnight, the Jacksoninan impulse gripped the
president, and under his leadership, the American public. What had been a world-

centric orientation was radically replaced by nation-centric tribalism. Multilateralism was
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replaced by unilateralism, global diplomacy by military force, and congeniality with
confrontation.

While the starkness of this transformation startled the world, it was actually a
very natural response. Under the impact of a trauma, psychologists have long observed
that people and groups can experience a radical reversal of values. After major
disasters such as earthquakes, floods, civil unrest, or wars, for instance, there is
generally a heightened commitment to the community as well as excesses of looting.
Normally law-abiding citizens are capable of extraordinary acts of sacrifice and heroism
as well as egregious acts of lawlessness. There is something about experiencing
trauma, especially among large numbers of people, which activates our altruistic as well
as our aggressive impulses.

Both heroism and widespread looting took place in the aftermath of the fall
of Baghdad during the U.S. invasion of Irag. It also occurred in the aftermath of the
Loma Prieta earthquake south of San Francisco in 1989, and in the aftermath of the
Northridge earthquake in Los Angeles in 1994. It is also a pattern found in antiquity, and
was chronicled by the historian Thucydides in Athens after a major outbreak of plague
during the fourth century B.C.

If one considers the magnitude of the trauma inflicted on the American
psyche by the attack of 9/11, coupled with the fact that it was in its essence a military
attack against the United States, it is both normal and predictable that the initial
response was to come together with a heightened sense of community as well as to
respond with belligerence. There were acts of heroism by the police and firefighters at
the World Trade Center. There was also some looting. Patriotic fervor soared across
America and the nation came together in mutual support and solidarity not seen since
the Second World War. This communal feeling coalesced around healing the nation,
rebuilding New York, and getting back at the perpetrators. An overwhelming number of
Americans felt the need to come together as a nation and to strike back. President Bush

molded this emotion with his declaration of a war against terrorism.
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The United States then proceeded to break out of the norms of international
law and procedures and conduct its own retribution. President Bush often referred to
himself as a sheriff heading up a posse. At some level, it felt good for Americans to
brush the United Nations aside and go into the Arab world and "kick ass."

In this sense, Saddam Hussein was the occasion, not the reason for the
invasion of Irag. This point was noted by Thomas Friedman in his column in the New
York Times. He observed that the attack of September 11 was the "real reason" the
United States invaded. As Friedman put it, removing the Taliban from Afghanistan was
not enough. America needed to go out into the Arab world and clobber somebody else,
and Saddam was it. "Smashing Saudi Arabia or Syria would have been fine. But we hit
Saddam for one simple reason: because we could, and because he deserved it, and

because he was right in the heart of that world." All other reasons were of secondary
importance, including the issue of weapons of mass destruction and the alleged link
between Irag and al-Qaeda.

What came together in the aftermath of 9/11 was the psycho- emotional
need for vengeance with the geostrategic opportunity to demonstrate to the world the
overwhelming military might of the United States. Understanding and responding to this,
the Bush administration hit the Arab world with power, precision, and decisiveness,
seizing control of a region that had been a thorn in the side of the United States for
decades.

The effects of this attitude and this action reverberated around the world. At
one level, there was mimicry. The Russians renewed their efforts to crush Chechnya, the
Indonesians invaded Acheh, Israel increased military pressure on the Palestinians, and
India mobilized against Pakistan, all of them citing the U.S. war on terrorism as a
legitimating model for their own behavior.

At another level, world public opinion reacted sharply to the aggressiveness
of the Bush administration and dramatically questioned the integrity of America's
leadership. The invasion of Iraq in defiance of overwhelming opposition indicated to

many that America, the global leader, had become America, the rogue imperium. Since
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the war, anti-American sentiment continues to rise virtually all over the world, including
in Europe, traditionally America's strongest ally.

QUESTIONS OF EMPIRE At the core of the current dialectic between
America and the world is the issue of where the center of gravity for international affairs
should be: the United States or the United Nations. This presents America and the world
with a fundamental choice: Should the world be ruled by an empire or by the community
of nations?

At the end of World War Il, the United States established the United Nations
out of self-interest. Today, the United States disregards the United Nations out of a very
different notion of self- interest. The United States founded the United Nations to help
prevent war among the nations. The United States now considers the United Nations to
be weak, corrupt, inefficient, and bureaucratic, unable to exert leadership in critical
issues pertaining to international security and rogue states. The United States has thus
marginalized the United Nations and has assumed the role of arbiter and enforcer in the
international security domain.

At the same time, the United Nations represents to most people—including
most Americans—the desire for a community of nations, governed by the sanctity of
international law and cooperating through dialogue and consensus. Whatever its flaws,
it is the carrier of the deep human aspiration for peace. U.S. disparagement of the
United Nations and its willingness to act alone in spite of it are thus of deep concern to
the international public.

But what the United Nations and the larger world community must come to
grips with is the reality that the United States is no longer a nation among nations. It is
an empire among nations, an absolutely key concept in understanding why America is
acting the way it is and why the international community is so concerned. America has
emerged as an unchallenged superpower, controlling countries and institutions all
around the world. As such, it can and will assume certain imperial prerogatives,
particularly in the immediate aftermath of September 11. and because there is now no

countervailing power to challenge it.
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Empires invariably reserve the right to act in their own interests, precisely
because, from an imperial point of view, might makes right. In assessing American
actions, the world must remember that military power is the beginning and the end of
empire and that empires seek to weaken international law and multilateral institutions in
order to maximize maneuverability and maintain dominion. The master strategy of
empire is to divide and conquer.

The confusion and resentment toward the United States are due in part to
the fact that many in the secular world were lulled into believing, with philosopher
Francis Fukuyama, that when the Cold War ended we had somehow reached the "end
of history," and empires and other nasty things would no longer occur. But with the
highly militarized foreign policy formation of the Bush administration, to say nothing
about the general crisis of the world situation, we have been shocked to discover that
here history is again, and it has been its lack of preparedness for this that constitutes a
major part of the world's predicament.

This is another reason for asserting that the United States is an empire: it is a
continuation of history as we have known it. Through its own sheer force and through
mediating institutions such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, along
with numerous other bilateral and multilateral institutions, the United States now controls
more nations in more ways than any nation in history.

Paradoxically, while the American empire is a continuation of history, history
itself is moving beyond empire. It is actually in the penultimate stage of development
before full global integration. This is the critical concept in understanding why the
United States needs to consider itself as a transitional empire. It will be the final empire
by choice or as victim. What history demands, even empires must address, or they are
consumed.

Why will it be the final empire? Because the world is rapidly becoming an
integrated system under the impact of economic globalization and the technology of
instantaneous communication. In an integrated system, it is the system itself, not a

particular part of it, that is of crucial importance. The United States is strong now
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because the global system has not yet been fully built. Once it has been, U.S. power will
be absorbed within the larger whole. It is America's historic challenge to lead in building
the very system that will replace it.

In an integrating world, leadership must change from domination to
stewardship. Cultural nuances and social disparities matter far more than military might,
and issues of ethnicity and religion go far deeper than the power of the state.
Governance cannot be exercised successfully simply by the application of precision
warfare. Brute force does not make friends and cannot change a person's mind.

There is increasingly a civilizational context for governance that needs to be
taken into account. The international community requires leadership that is sensitive to
societal and cultural differences as well as to political and economic conditions. It
needs leadership that will foster the integrating institutions necessary to bring these
complex factors together for the equitable management of the global system. Diversity
can only be integrated with patience and compromise. All voices must be honored and
consensus built in the context of mutual respect and international norms and
procedures. Leadership in this context is successful more through influence than by
coercion, more through empowerment of others than by exerting power over others.

The interplay between America's power—unsurpassed, militarily oriented,
and unilaterally directed—and the needs of an integrating world—highly diverse,
culturally conditioned, and requiring a spirit of stewardship in order to be governed
effectively—is the framework in which the American empire will live out its unique
destiny. Both America and the world, for better or for worse, will be shaped by how this
destiny unfolds.

In all probability, the United States will dominate the twenty- first century as
Rome dominated the first. The critical question is not whether it will do this but whether it
will acknowledge that this is what it is doing. Only if it consciously takes up the mantle of
leadership will it be able to determine the kind of empire it will be. This decision will

determine its own fate as well as the fate of the earth for decades to come. To the
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degree to which it remains faithful to its founding vision and is informed by the lessons
that can be gleaned from the experiences of earlier imperial powers, it will endure.
America at its moment of power, the world at its moment of integration. How
will they come together? Will the world experience pax Americana, the American
peace? Or pox Americana, the American plague? Will imperial America be remembered
as the architect of the world's first global order or as a tragedy of epic proportions?

These are the great questions of our time and the exploration of this book.
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America at the Choice Point

Jim Garrison

IT IS AGAINST THE BACKGROUND of the history of empire and the
greatness of Rome that it must be noted that the decisions being made by the Bush
administration are almost all with specific reference to a very finite event: the trauma of
September 11, 2001. Both the attack and the subsequent war on terrorism characterize
the present American moment and predominant focus of the U.S. government. Historical
legacies and global complexities are being viewed through the very narrow lens
provided by a single experience.

Is there any way that this occasion can be a gateway to the larger issues?
This is a difficult task because the wounds of September 11 continue to be quite raw,
particularly in the American psyche. The initial American response, still with us, has
been bewilderment and hurt that anyone would want to do such a thing to the United
States. These notions were combined with the demand for vengeance. The U.S.
government marched onto the world stage, overthrew the Taliban in Afghanistan with
international support, and then invaded Irag without it. Few acknowledged that the
nation was in the grip of a Jacksonian act of vengeance or that it might be affected by a
form of post-traumatic stress disorder.

In the discussion of 9/11 in chapter 1, the point was made that in the
aftermath of trauma there is often a bifurcation in the affected group between
community and lawlessness. This means that there is always a choice between
compassion and aggression when one responds to a hurt. How the U.S. government
reacted was the result of specific choices made by President Bush and his
administration, which in turn had a major effect on how the American people interpreted
and responded to the experience.

Mary Robinson, then U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights and now
the director of the Ethical Globalization Initiative, suggested immediately after the attack

that it should have been defined not as an act of terrorism but as a crime against
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humanity. Defining the attack as terrorism and then declaring a war on terrorism, she
maintained, did two things: it gave mere criminals the status of soldiers, and it set the
entire aftermath of 9 /11 within the context of conflict.

Defining the events as crimes against humanity would have relegated
Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda to the status of common criminals and mass
murderers, and it would have generated a human rights and humanitarian context for
both American and international reactions. This would have enabled the Americans
certainly to conduct military reprisals but it would have also allowed for a more
comprehensive exploration of some of the underlying social and human rights issues
involved.

The war on terrorism was a choice, it was not an inevitability. President Bush
chose war. He divided the world starkly into good and evil, vowing to lead the forces of
light to triumph over the forces of darkness. There was great power in this simple vision,
because the light motif is so deeply embedded in American history and self-perception
and because the need for revenge was so strongly felt.

Not for an instant did the president or even most Americans consider the
possibility that the attack had something to do with how the United States was
comporting itself in the world. To the contrary. "They hate our freedoms," Bush said
repeatedly. Like generations of Americans before him, he fused America's self- interest
with America's ideals. To attack the one was to attack the other. To damage American
commercial assets was to violate American liberty. This logic led to the war on terrorism
and the administration's demand that the entire world take sides.

Because the president saw it as a referendum on American primacy, he
challenged nations either to support the war on terrorism or risk sharing the same fate
as the terrorists. This referendum took place over the crisis with Irag. What the United
States saw was that, if forced to choose, most of the world stood against America, or at
least chose to abstain from overt collaboration with it.

In defining the American response to 9 /11 as a war, the Bush administration

was able to use the occasion to refine American foreign policy and enunciate the Bush
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doctrine: henceforth, the United States will engage in "anticipatory self-defense" and
"oreemptive deterrence” in order to combat the evils of terrorism. It will use any force
necessary to ensure that no other power even attempts to challenge its military
dominance. In this sense, 9 /11 provided both a cause and an opportunity. It was the
cause of the war on terrorism and it was the opportunity to expand American military
power massively around the world. As Secretary of State Colin Powell stated, "Not only
is the Cold War over, the post—Cold War period is also over."

In this new era, President Bush stated, "America will lead the world to
peace." Under his watch, he asserts, the U.S. government intends to persevere in its
historic mission to shape the international order in line with both American ideals and
American interests. In the view of the president, America will seek a free but orderly
world, employing for that purpose the military and economic power America has
aggregated over the past two centuries of imperial climb. The president has made it
clear to the world that the United States has no intention of relinquishing the power it has
gained.

Although these choices, policies, and actions may be natural responses for
a nation that suffered such an enormous blow so soon after reaching global
preeminence, they are based on an extremely simplified worldview. The reality that gave
rise to 9/11is far more multifaceted. Great events, particularly when viewed from a
distance, are invariably composed of light and dark dimensions that combine into subtle
hues that change over time. Mary Robinson was getting at some of the deeper issues,
and there are other aspects to explore as well.

Before exploring them, however, it must be said that any wisdom gained in
trying to understand momentous events, particularly those in which one is actually
involved, is often elusive. As T. S. Eliot said, people often "have the experience but miss
the meaning." Invariably, understanding comes slowly, painfully, and only after deep
reflection. In other words, our thoughts change as our subjective interactions with the
event deepens, as they will in this case with the passage of time and America's own

maturation in the ebb and flow of world events. In ten years, and certainly in a hundred
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years, America and the world will look back on September 11. and view it completely
differently than those of us who lived through the events do today.

What we can say with reasonable confidence now is that the Jacksonian
response of the U.S. government to the tragedy of 9/11 has temporarily cut America off
from the world. This chapter will explore other ways of interpreting the event, in the
hopes that America can be opened to the world again and find the gateway to the kind
of global leadership the world needs it to exercise.

UNDERSTANDING THE ROOTS OF TERRORISM Ironically, while 9/11 is
considered an American tragedy, nearly as many non- Americans as Americans died
when the Twin Towers came crashing down. The World Trade Center exemplified
globalization as few buildings did, with people from literally all over the world coming
together there to further global commerce. In an act watched live by millions of people
worldwide, the international community was given the opportunity to mourn its dead and
to reflect on humanity's incapacity to be consistently humane.

As painful as it was, what America suffered on 9h i is what others
throughout the world have already experienced, sometimes with even more devastating
impact and sometimes at the hands of Americans. In the aftermath of the traumas the
United States has caused them, they have felt the same need to hit back as the
Americans did after 9 /11. From the point of view of their enemies, Americans are guilty
of major crimes against them, thus their hatred and violence against the United States.
The Indian author Arundhati Roy spoke for many, particularly in the global south, when
she wrote immediately after 9 /11:

Who is Osama bin Laden? He is America's family secret. He is the American
president's dark doppelganger, the savage twin of all that purports to be beautiful and
civilized. He has been sculpted from the spare rib of a world laid to waste by America's
foreign policy: its gunboat diplomacy, its nuclear arsenal, its vulgarly stated policy of
"full spectrum dominance," its chilling disregard for non-American lives, its barbarous
military interventions, its support for despotic and dictatorial regimes, its merciless

economic agenda that has munched through the economies of poor countries like a
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cloud of locusts, and its marauding multinationals who are taking over the air we
breathe, the ground we stand on, the water we drink, the thoughts we think.

Osama bin Laden did to the United States what many around the world
wanted to see happen. For many, the attacks of 9 /11 meant that America was finally
getting its due. In its more than two centuries of imperial climb, the United States has
gained much power but has also made many enemies. Every time it has won, someone
else has lost. Especially during the Cold War, when the United States supported
authoritarian and corrupt military regimes throughout the global south while U.S.
corporations ruthlessly pursued markets and economic advantage, America created a
pervasive antipathy against its power.

In the Middle East in particular, the one-sided support of the United States
for the state of Israel against the Arabs and the Palestinians generated ever-deepening
hostility. Israel was established, expanded, and protected with massive and continuous
American aid. The pervasive resentment of Arabs for the United States is deeply
embedded in their resistance to Israel.

Osama bin Laden and his followers, therefore, are not an isolated cult like
the Branch Davidians or alienated loners like Timothy McVeigh or the Unabomber. They
come out of a whole culture that reinforces their hostility and distrust of the West
generally and of America in particular. To say that al-Qaeda is an isolated network may
be reassuring, but it is false.

Palestinians danced in the streets of the West Bank when they heard the
news of 9/11. The Arab press was replete with nuanced but unambiguous expressions
of admiration for bin Laden. For them, September 11 was not mindless terrorism for
terrorism's sake. It was retribution and revenge.

The reality is that Osama bin Laden is acting with the support of millions of
people across the Islamic world and throughout the global south. He has become
almost a Robin Hood-like figure, hitting out against the bad Sheriff of Nottingham and
then disappearing into Sherwood Forest, only to reappear again when least expected. It

is because of their widespread support that bin Laden and most of his leadership were
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able to melt back into the communities out of which they originally came and elude
American capture. It is also the reason why, even after the collapse of the Taliban in
Afghanistan and the invasion of Iraqg, al-Qaeda was able to launch coordinated assaults
on symbols of American power throughout the Middle East. Even many of those working
with the Americans in their war on terrorism are secretly supporting bin Laden,
something especially true in Saudi Arabia. Hatred against America is not something bin
Laden generated. It is something produced by America itself through its protection of
Israel and the consolidation of its own imperial power in the region, with bases in Saudi
Arabia, Afghanistan, Kuwait, Qatar, and now Irag.

Isolated madmen bent on random destruction do not plan acts like those of
September 11, which needed a high degree of sophistication and precision. Those acts
were deliberatively conceived, meticulously planned, and methodically executed by
people of such deep conviction that they were willing to give their very lives to achieve
the success of their mission.

It is a level of commitment and depth few of us can even imagine. The only
modern equivalent is the Japanese kamikaze pilots of World War I, more than four
thousand of whom flew to their certain deaths. From October 25, 1944 until the end of
the war, they carried out aerial suicide missions against incredulous Americans for
whom such acts of self-sacrifice were completely incomprehensible. This marked the
first time in history that suicide missions were organized on a sustained and massive
scale. What is astonishing is that the Japanese ran out of planes long before they ran
out of volunteers. Furthermore, until the very end, they flew their missions with the
fervent support of the entire population of Japan.

THE ROLE OF RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM What deepens Osama bin
Laden's power and appeal is that he is dedicated to more than merely war. From his
perspective, he is not engaging in mere terrorism, defined as the wanton destruction of
civilians. He is leading a jihad, a holy war, against the United States and lIsrael. In so
doing, he is tapping into the deepest roots of Islamic civilization and history. From the

very genesis of Islam, the prophet Muhammad divided the world into believers and
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nonbelievers, an image the psychologist Elias Canetti captures powerfully in his book
Crowds and Power:

When the trumpet of the Last Judgment sounds the dead all rise from their
graves and rush to the Field of Judgment "like men rallying to a Standard." There they
take up their station before God, in two mighty crowds separated from each other, the
faithful on one side and the unbelieving on the other; and each individual is judged by
God. The bi-partition of the crowd in Islam is unconditional. The faithful and the
unbelieving are fated to be separate forever and to fight each other. The war of religion
is a sacred duty and thus, though in a less comprehensive form, the double crowd of
the Last Judgment is prefigured in every earthly battle.'

This image is, of course, very similar to that of the Jewish and Christian
apocalyptic traditions. The fundamentalists of all three monotheistic religions hold
essentially the same views, albeit with different details and emphases. The world is
divided into believers and nonbelievers. God is on "our" side, and in the end, will destroy
the infidels.

For millions of evangelical Christian believers across America, for example,
the return of the Jews to Palestine and the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948
marked the beginning of the last generation on earth before Jesus comes again and the
world is destroyed at the hands of an angry God.

According to a Times/CNN poll released by Time magazine in its cover story
on the subject in July 2002, 36 percent of all Americans believe that the Bible is the
word of God and to be interpreted literally. Fifty-nine percent believe that the prophecies
of the Book of Revelation will come true. Seventeen percent believe that the end of the
world will take place in their lifetime. Thirty-six percent support Israel because they
believe in biblical prophecies that the Jews must control all of Jerusalem, including the
Temple Mount, before Jesus will come again.

Books and Web sites abound that interpret current events in the context of
expectations that our generation will see the end of the world. The Late Great Planet

Earth by Hal Lindsay was the biggest-selling book of the 1970s. The Left Behind series
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by Tim LeHaye and Jerry Jenkins was second only to the Harry Potter books as the
biggest-sellers of the 1990s. The ninth book in the series, Desecration, was the best-
selling book of 2001, with 3.1 million copies sold. The tenth book, The Remnant, was the
biggest selling book of 2002, with an initial print run of 2.75 million in hard cover.

One Web site —raptureready.com —has a "Rapture Index" that tracks
indicators that contribute to worldwide instability and turbulence, from earthquakes,
floods, plagues, and wars to civil unrest and unemployment. A reading over 154 means
that the end could come at any time. The index hit an all-time high on September 24,
2001, when it reached 182.

The theology expressed in the Left Behind series and the Rapture Index,
which is preached from thousands of pulpits throughout evangelical America, is based
on a very specific interpretation of the Bible, especially the Book of Revelation but also
including the Gospels and the prophetic books of the Old Testament such as Daniel,
Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah. The basic belief is that God created the world and will
end the world. As already noted, the return of the Jews to Palestine and the
establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 were the key indicators that the end is near.
These events mark the beginning of the last generation before the apocalyptic
destruction of the world. As the final drama of history unfolds, according to this view, the
planetary ecology will become increasingly turbulent and human affairs increasingly
destructive.

In the midst of this planetary turmoil, Jesus Christ will return from heaven
and in a great "rapture," will snatch up all Christians and take them back to heaven with
him. Then will begin a seven- year period of "tribulation," during which an Antichrist
figure will emerge who promises peace but delivers war. God will pour out the vials of
divine wrath all over the world, creating unprecedented environmental dislocation and
societal havoc. At the end of the seven years, Jesus will return a second time and
establish a thousand-year reign of peace. A new heaven and a new earth will be
created for believers. Satan and his angels, along with the disbelievers, will be thrown

into a bottomless pit where they will burn in fire and brimstone forever.
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The political ideology fostered by this apocalyptic theology combines a
radical pessimism about human nature and current events with an equally radical
optimism about God's plan for the elect. Quite literally, the worse the world situation
becomes, the more expectant these believers become because they believe they are
getting closer to Jesus's coming again and taking them to heaven. They have little
regard for the environment because they believe the environment will be destroyed
anyway. They have little sympathy for the poor and the dispossessed because they
believe that economic dislocation and civil unrest are indicators of human depravity and
a signal that the end is nigh. They have little support for the protection of civil liberties
because they believe that strong action must be taken against the infidels and potential
terrorists.

A central part of the politics of evangelical apocalyptic belief is radical
support for Israel. In the Times/CNN poll, 42 percent of all Americans support Israel
because they believe that the Jews are God's chosen people. They believe that Israel is
destined to take over all the land of "Greater lIsrael," which extends into Syria and
includes all of the West Bank. They believe that Israel will some day soon build a replica
of Solomon's temple on the Dome of the Rock, where the al-Agsa Mosque—considered
holy by the Muslims —currently stands.

American Christian evangelical politics is also characterized by a deep
suspicion and mistrust of the United Nations. In the Left Behind books, the Antichrist is a
Russian diplomat who is elected as secretary-general of the United Nations. He is
depicted as the epitome of cunning, manipulation, and evil. The establishment of the
European Union, in particular the adoption of the euro as the single currency of Europe,
is taken as one of the signs of the end.

Evangelical theology and its political agenda are particularly significant
because President Bush himself is a born-again Christian with deep sympathy for the
evangelical tradition. Several of his cabinet members are similarly oriented, especially

Donald Evans, the secretary of commerce, who was instrumental in Bush's actual



31

conversion to evangelical Christianity and remains one of his closest friends and
advisers.

Religious fundamentalism has always played an important role in American
politics. From the Puritans in colonial America, to the abolitionists and the missionaries
of the 1800s, and the Moral Majority and the Christian Coalition of the 1980s, religion
has been a potent political instrument in American domestic and foreign affairs. During
the Reagan administration, the president, Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger, and
Secretary of the Interior James Watt all spoke publicly of their resonance with
evangelical Christianity and apocalyptic theology. Reagan's famous "evil empire"
speech about the Soviet Union was made before the National Association of
Evangelicals.

The degree of influence and power of the Christian right on specific policy
formations and actions of the Bush administration is difficult to determine. But the fact
that there is a potent evangelical Christian political constituency with dark visions of
apocalyptic belief is very important to note. Both Americans and the larger world
community should be aware of it, because it is unquestionably contributing to the Bush
administration's policies in the Middle East.

The power of religious fundamentalism in the United States is mirrored in the
Middle East. In Israel, religious fundamentalists have a lock on the conservative Likud
Party and have actively participated in most of the governing coalitions, whether led by
Likud or the more liberal Labor Party. They dominate the social, political, and security
debate with the same dogmatic clarity as the fundamentalists in Washington. They
believe that the Jews have a divine right to the entire territory controlled by King David
in ancient Israel, that Israel's national security is paramount and can only be maintained
by overwhelming force, and that God is on the side of Israel as much now as in
antiquity. Even more powerful than they are in the United States, religious
fundamentalists in Israel have succeeded in forcing through laws that have ensured that

Israel became and remains a religious as opposed to a secular state.
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In turn, Islamic fundamentalism has its own version of dogmatic certainty,
mostly around the strict application of sharia law in everyday life and the subordination
and seclusion of women. What is uniquely powerful in Islam is the concept of holy war
as a virtue. Holy war is elevated to a sacred calling, often placed along with the five
"pillars of Islam" established by Muhammad: praying five times a day toward Mecca,
giving alms to the poor, making the pilgrimage to Mecca, keeping the fast of Ramadan,
and making the Islamic declaration of faith, "There is no God but God and Muhammad
is his prophet."

In fact, if we take a look back at the history of Islam, we can trace the
spiritual ancestry of Osama bin Laden to thirteenth- century Turkey and the religious
leader Taqgi al-Din ibn Taymiyya, who developed a very specific understanding of Islam
and the role that jihad plays in the behavior of believers. Taymiyya believed that Islam
required purification from the heresies and corruptions that had crept into it over the six
centuries that had elapsed since the death of Muhammad in 632. Jihad needed to be
made externally against the infidels persecuting Muslims, as well as internally against
Muslim rulers who were not sufficiently pure. Basic to his notion of holy war was the
belief that only a purified Islam could withstand the power of the nonbelievers.

This was not just an academic exercise for Taymiyya; it was a matter of life
and death. At the age of six he had been forced to flee with his family to Damascus in
the face of one of the Mongol invasions that swept through the Islamic world in the
thirteenth century. These invaders were so cruel and barbaric that no one could
withstand them. In 1258, the Mongol commander, a nephew of Genghis Khan, moved
against the Abbasid capital of Baghdad, and in a single operation completely razed to
the ground one of the finest cities in the civilized world, slaughtering over eight hundred
thousand men, women, and children. He took the caliph and his sons out of the city,
rolled them inside carpets, and had his horses trample them to death. For Taymiyya, the
nonbelievers were literal enemies and the purity of Islam the only real bulwark against

them.
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The humiliation of Islam at the hands of the Mongols was reinforced by
humiliation and defeat at the hands of the Europeans. The Crusades during the tenth to
the twelfth centuries were brutal and cruel, leaving deep wounds and abiding
antagonisms. After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire at the gates of Vienna in 1683,
European power surged around the world. Islamic civilization, which had peaked during
Europe's Dark Ages, was now superceded by a superior military, cultural, political, and
economic force that was just as overwhelming as that of the Mongols, if less barbaric.
The Islamic world could only stand by and watch as the Europeans slowly dismembered
the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century, with the British and the French
finishing it off at the end of World War 1.

The crowning insult came in 1948 when the state of Israel was established
by Western fiat and European Jews were given Arab land in Palestine. As Zbigniew
Brzezinski observes, "American involvement in the Middle East is clearly the main
impulse of the hatred that has been directed at America. There is no escaping the fact
that Arab political emotions have been shaped by the region's encounter with French
and British colonialism, by the defeat of the Arab effort to prevent the existence of Israel,
and by the subsequent American support for Israel and its treatment of the Palestinians,
as well as by the direct injection of American power in the region."

Deep in the history of Islam, therefore, is a complex admixture of theology
and humiliation at the hands of the infidel so deep that only a holy war against the
infidel, combined with a holy war against impurities within Islam itself, will suffice to
provide the redemption that the believers know is their just reward. If this were not true,
why believe? As the credo of the Muslim Brotherhood states: "God is our objective; the
Quran is our constitution; the Prophet is our leader; struggle is our way; and death for
the sake of God is the highest of our aspirations."

Coming out of this tradition, and understanding that in a globalizing world
networks can be as powerful as nations, Osama bin Laden has been building his army
and his tactics for decades with an absolutism that only elevating war to the realm of the

holy can instill. He will Kkill the infidel until he himself is killed. And then, in his place,
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myriad new Osama bin Ladens will arise, equally committed, equally impassioned,
equally ruthless. When you fight fire with fire, the fire is not always vanquished. It can
lead instead to a conflagration that burns beyond any borders, particularly if you are
fighting a fire that is considered holy and doing so in a world without boundaries.

If we consider that confronting the fundamentalism of bin Laden is the
fundamentalism of Hasidism in Israel and the fundamentalism of the Christian right in
the United States, and that these strands of religious zeal are replicated throughout
these societies in secular displays of patriotism and militarism, it is not easy to be
optimistic. For each of these parties, war is both the logical conclusion and the divine
affirmation of their dogmatic certainties. If left unbroken, this mutually reinforcing
fundamentalism will condemn the Middle East, and elsewhere, to endless cycles of

violence and despair.
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10. nsudalszlam “There is something about experiencing trauma, especially among
large numbers of people, which activates our altruistic as well as our aggressive
impulses.” wuunsasaazinlin satuwlaldidusssugni 1Wiesann “There is something
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