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With the end of the Cold War resulting in the United States remaining as the only viable military 
superpower on earth, one could perhaps say that what happened in New York on Sept. 11, 2001, 
was inevitable.  An interventionist foreign policy had led the country to step into conflicts around
the world, and however well-meaning its intentions, the country incurred the wrath of groups that
saw the flexing of U.S. muscle as an attempt to impose its culture, beliefs and religion on other 
countries.

That power also brought with it a sense of hubris, a belief that American size and power made 
the country somehow invulnerable to attack. There was abundant belief that no one “in their right
mind” would launch an attack that would make them the target of U.S. reprisal.  The bombing of 
the USS Cole in Yemen was a big crack in that armour.  While some arrests were made, and 
some very showy trials took place, the motivating parties behind the act slipped away into the 
shadows.

Americans like to believe that the “War on Terror” began either with the bombing of the Beirut 
Marine barracks, the attack on the Cole or with the WTC attack, but the fact is that terrorism is 
hardly a new concept.  As long as there have been organized human governments, there have 
been those who have used violence to show their disagreement with those governments. Those 
people have been labeled terrorists unless they managed to overthrow the governments against 
which they fought, in which case they usually end up as either liberators or tyrants, depending on
how things sort out.

The countries of Europe and Asia had dealt with terror threats on their own soil for years, from 
the Red Brigades and IRA to countless others.  Their police and military were accustomed to 
responding to bomb threats, isolated attacks and the sort of hit-and-run warfare which guerrillas 
worldwide practice.  The U.S., however, was a comparative babe in the woods.  The Oklahoma 
City bombing, carried out by two disturbed men against a government building and resulting in 
dozens of deaths and casualties, was a home-grown affair and considered “domestic” terrorism 
(as if that somehow made it different or less menacing).

When the first plane hit the North Tower of the World Trade Center at just before 9 am., the first 
thought almost universally was that it was some horrible accident.  Then the second plane hit, 
then the Pentagon was struck and the public learned about a fourth plane that had apparently 
been brought down by counterattacking passengers.  Over the next day, as the towers collapsed, 
the body count was totaled and the culprits sought, the shock and fear turned to rage, and the 
U.S. military machine was fueled and given its marching orders.



Concomitant with the projection of military force was a change of heart on U.S. soil.  A package 
of laws dubbed, in the best Orwellian fashion, The Patriot Act was rushed through both houses of
the American Congress and signed into law by President George W. Bush, who had become 
something of a folk hero with his press conferences delivered atop piles of wreckage in New 
York and at the Pentagon.

Like golfers fleeing lighting on the links, American citizens fled into the first place they thought 
was safe, and the Patriot Act (and the powers behind it) promised to take all the steps necessary 
to ensure that nothing like 9/11 would ever happen again.  What was left largely unsaid was that 
the Act contained in it provisions that allowed the government to intrude upon the lives and 
business of private citizens in ways that, had they been proposed in calmer, more rational times, 
would have been shouted down as fascist or worse.

Suddenly, the government was given the power to monitor private citizens’ bank and email 
accounts, phone calls and personal friendships.  In many cases, no warrant was needed. In others,
the warrants were issued but remained sealed, giving those doing the enforcement the only 
access to the documents granting their powers.  This is somewhat akin to allowing a bartender 
sole control over what constitutes a cocktail. You may order a scotch and soda and end up served 
a margarita and have no recourse.

Abroad, a coalition of international forces poured into Afghanistan in search of Osama bin Laden
and al-Qaida, treading on soil the Soviets had learned was not easily subdued during their 
disastrous attempt at conquest in the 1980s.  The weapons the Americans had sold to the 
mujahedin for use against the Soviets were suddenly turned against the NATO troops, and the 
mountains that had been the downfall of thousands of Red Army foot-soldiers began to claim 
more lives.

Bin Laden, almost captured in the caves of Tora Bora, on the Pakistan/Afghanistan border, 
slipped away among the friendly tribes in Pakistan, and soon President Bush declared “Mission 
Accomplished” in speech given on the deck of an aircraft carrier that may yet go down as the 
most over-reaching, poorly thought-out publicity gesture in history.

The mission, which was not actually clearly defined beyond killing bin Laden, was most 
certainly not “accomplished.”  The U.S.-led coalition went next to Iraq, toppling Saddam 
Hussein in a quest to seize and destroy weapons of mass destruction that, as it turned out, had 
quite likely never existed in the first place.  A new cadre of terrorist threats was spawned with the
Iraq War, as again the West was seen as attempting to impose its will on a culture alien to it.

With shadowy funding sources and a seemingly endless supply of weapons provided by cash-
strapped Russian suppliers, Chinese manufacturers operating blissfully free of world oversight 
and other arms makers working through third parties, al-Qaida and innumerable similar groups 
began pursuing their own agendas, from Somali pirates boarding cargo ships to hostage takers in 
Mexico and South America operating as much for profit as political motive.



Now, the War on Terror has become a catchall phrase, almost a slogan used to justify and explain
any military action, covert or otherwise, against those who are seen to mean countries in the West
harm.  Whether it takes the form of intelligence agents infiltrating a gun club in the U.S. or 
French soldiers going on the offensive in Africa, the war is very much alive and kicking.

To again invoke Orwell: We have reached the state where Oceania is forever at war with 
Eastasia.  Since terrorism has such a broad definition, it is left to those who fire the guns and 
drop the bombs to make the final call on what fits.  As long as there are different cultures on 
earth, as long as there are different religious and political beliefs, there will be the friction that 
causes the fire that becomes defined as “terrorism” by those who lose lives.

Thus, it is a Sisyphean task.  The boulder will never reach the top of the hill. The war will never 
be won.  Every time a U.S.-controlled Predator drone launches a missile and takes out another al-
Qaida bigwig, another rank and file member will step up to take his job.  Now, al-Qaida has 
become the McDonald’s of terrorism, with “franchises” of fighters around Africa and Asia taking
the name of the organization and receiving training, funding and arms from the parent 
organization.

In a way, it’s not too different from the way of the world during the Cold War. Both the Soviets 
and Americans funded rebel groups in various countries, fighting each other without actually 
going toe-to-toe.

We have created a state of never-ending war.  Unless the “one world government” that 
conspiracy theorists the world over fear and dread comes to pass, unless some evolution of the 
human psyche magically grants us the will to settle differences without the use of high 
explosives, it’s going to be a very long night indeed.


