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Describing the Terrorists 

Now we are similarly confronting another enemy that seems so alien it might as well not be considered human.

…suicide bombings have become a worldwide daily occurrence, producing an unimaginable slaughter of the innocent. The Muslim world seems to have gone nuts.

Of course, it is not the entire Muslim world we are speaking of, just a portion of it and just a tiny percentage of worldwide Muslims. But the figures for Iraq alone are appalling -- about 400 suicide bombings since the U.S. invasion in March 2003. Even if the number includes a preponderance of foreigners -- Saudis in particular -- it would have
been hard at one time to conceive that there were so many people willing to end their own lives, not to mention those of others, particularly children.

In the Western world, suicide is anathema. We often attribute suicide to mental illness -- profound depression, for instance -- and try to deny it even to the terminally ill. And in the Western world, particularly in America, we are wont to attribute our beliefs to others. Everyone wants democracy. Everyone wants jeans and rock music. Everyone values life, particularly one's own. Once again we have learned the hard way that our beliefs are not universally shared.

The London bombings are a particularly frightening reminder that the last frontier for the cultural geographer is the human mind. The alleged suicide bombers were not smuggled into the country from the Islamic world; three of the four had been born in Britain and one on the Caribbean island of Jamaica. Two had infant children. None of the bombers fit a profile. Now, however, they do: the European Muslim. There are 15 million to 20 million of them, about 5 percent of Europe's population, 10 percent of France's. There are bad days coming.

Somewhere, in Europe or the United States, suicide bombers are making their plans. We cannot afford to believe otherwise. They have already struck in New York, Washington, London, Madrid, over and over again in Israel and virtually daily in Iraq. They are all Muslims, and they
seem to most of us to have lost their humanity. Maybe so. But it will only benefit the suicide bombers if we lose ours in return.

What scares us now, what terrorizes us and just plain mystifies us, is that 19 men did see America, did live among us, did have a house in the 'burbs, did shop at the supermarket, did work out at the gym, did go about their business without surveillance, did live where they pleased and not in some ethnic ghetto -- did do all that and yet, in the end, acted no differently from the way that someone who had never seen America, and hated it out of ignorance, would have acted. 

In fact, it is impossible not to conclude that the terrorists absolutely loathed what they saw -- and, if a guess is permitted -- hated themselves for occasionally availing themselves of America's goodies, maybe a forbidden taste of liquor, maybe something raunchy on a cable channel. They remind me in this regard of men who pick up someone for sex -- and then beat that person up afterward. It is as if they are cleansed by violence.

The Terrorists and Israel

I am not about to argue that Israel and its policies are extraneous to what has just happened in New York and at the Pentagon. But I am going to argue that if you think that had Israel moderated its policies the terrorists would have packed their bags and gone home, you are probably wrong. Extremists do not respect moderation. When it comes to Israel, the only plan that will satisfy the likes of Osama bin Laden is one that entails the obliteration of the Jewish state. On the issue of Jerusalem alone, the bin Ladens of the world will not give an inch.

Why do they Hate US

Something else needs to be said, and President Bush ought to say it. America was not, as he maintains, "targeted for attack because we're the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the world," but because it has repeatedly inserted itself into the Middle East. 

Whether the cause is oil, Israel or the principle of resisting aggressors (our response to Iraq's conquest of Kuwait), we have taken the lives of Muslims, and some of them will not forgive us. Our ally, Israel, controls Jerusalem's Islamic holy places. We have troops stationed in Saudi Arabia, too close, apparently, to holy Mecca. We have imposed an embargo on Iraq, and so we are accused -- falsely, but so what? -- of killing babies. And everywhere we go in the region and even from outside it, we exude a noxious modernity -- the music, the clothing, the contempt for tradition and authority. We are a dangerous people.

History of Terrorism

I know that there is nothing new under the sun. Terrorism has been around since time immemorial and, yes, one man's terrorist is another's freedom fighter. As for bioterrorism, it's not new, either. Europeans inadvertently introduced smallpox to the New World and, when they saw the wonders it produced, purposely used it as a way to decimate the Indians.

The War on Terror

Paradoxically, while the events of Sept. 11 may have provided the political will to take on Iraq, they also have made it harder. Our first order of business has to be the destruction of Osama bin Laden's al Qaeda terrorist network. To strike simultaneously at al Qaeda and Iraq would indeed seem like a war against the Islamic world.

But a darker future awaits if we do nothing. We now know the stakes. We should also know the cost. A fight against bioterrorism will entail the deaths of many Americans and possibly destabilize the Arab world. Nonetheless, if this is the "war" President Bush says it is, then we cannot stop with bin Laden and al Qaeda. Saddam Hussein has to be sent a message: Either get rid of your weapons of mass destruction or Uncle Sam is going to get rid of you.

The War on Terror: A Very Long War

So this "war" that Bush keeps mentioning did not begin this week and it will not end soon. It began even before 241 American Marines were killed in Lebanon in 1983 and it will not stop when Osama bin Laden himself is stopped. This is a continuing war with a mind-set, a culture. The short term will be very long indeed.

WMD

After all, a single man -- infected by hate and sustained by general indifference -- is the most potent biological weapon of all.
  

Racial Profiling

In one sense, this national second-guessing is commendable. After all, when it comes to race, our record is dismal. But in another sense, we have become driveling idiots on matters of race and ethnicity. One hundred percent of the terrorists involved in the Sept. 11 mass murder were Arabs. Their accomplices, if any, were probably Arabs, too -- at least Muslims. Ethnicity and religion are the very basis of their movement. It hardly makes sense, therefore, to ignore that fact and, say, give Swedish au pair girls heading to the United States the same scrutiny as Arab men coming from the Middle East.

The Arab World

The Arab world is the last bastion of unbridled, unashamed, unhidden and unbelievable anti-Semitism. Hitlerian myths get published in the popular press as incontrovertible truths. The Holocaust either gets minimized or denied…

But it is sad in another way as well. One reason Gemeaha thinks that Jews, not Arabs, were responsible for the Sept. 11 attacks is "they are the only ones capable of planning such acts." Certainly not "Osama bin Laden or any other Islamic organization or intelligence apparatus." 

This startling display of total no-confidence in his fellow Muslims is, in its own way, at the very core of anti-Semitism. It's really not about Jews at all. If you cut through the inconsistencies -- Jews are all-powerful but were so weak they were killed in the millions by Hitler -- what you find in Gemeaha's remarks is an admission of impotence, the belief that an "other," in this case Jews, is in control. 

That, of course, is the essence of anti-Semitism and why the Middle East has proved so fertile for its growth. It testifies in the ugliest terms to the cultural vertigo that afflicts the region -- a dizziness produced by the clash of modernity with both tradition and unyielding autocratic governments.
 


Japanese Culture and the A-Bomb

There were, I think, good and sufficient reasons to use the bomb -- some of them based on what, for lack of a better phrase, I'd call Japanese culture. The use of kamikaze pilots who purposely crashed their planes into U.S. warships unnerved Americans. So did the Japanese military ethic of never surrendering, fighting almost literally to the last man.
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