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Like all Americans, I can’t stop thinking about the outrageous and heinous act of cowardice perpetrated against the United States yesterday.


First and foremost, I join the rest of America, and indeed, the world, in sending my prayers to those innocent souls whose lives ended needlessly yesterday and to and their loved ones who must try to make sense of a senseless act. 


And I’m thinking of what it is to be an American, and what this tragedy means to our nation.


There aren’t many events in the life of a nation that single-handedly change the course of history.  Yesterday likely is one, however.  Of course, it’s too early to tell, but I’m going to guess about some of the ramifications of yesterday’s tragic events.

Can we draw an analogy to Pearl harbor?  I don’t think so.  At least, not easily.  Yesterday’s attack was executed by a radical gang of sleazy cowards who hide from society plotting sneak attacks on innocent people.  They hang out on the fringe of society never making even an attempt to understand what it means to be part of civilization.  This is not to apologize for Japan or Germany during World War II, but the nature of the enemy is different this time. 

In one way, however, there is a similarity to Pearl Harbor.  As Yamomoto said that fateful day in the Pacific 60 years ago, they have succeeded in waking a sleeping giant.  Yesterday marks the beginning of a new chapter on the war on terrorism, one in which the U.S. will play a lead role.

President Bush will have nearly carte blanche political authority to track down and eliminate anyone harboring terrorism.  Unfortunately, there are no easy options here for the President.  On the one hand, he can, and should, find who is responsible for yesterday’s tragedy, and take swift forceful action.  And we should continue to put counter-terrorism at the top of our nation’s national security interests.  But retaliation likely begets escalation.  The rats have scattered, only to regroup to plot another cowardly act.  The more we engage, the more we get engaged.  But haven’t we already embarked down this road anyway, thanks to yesterday’s invasion of our innocence?  

Not doing anything is just as bad, or worse.  We can’t send a signal to the terrorists that their methods can be condoned, that they will influence us—other than by strengthening our resolve.

It’s ironic that if the terrorists believe they will weaken us, they have accomplished the opposite.  If the terrorists turn out to be Arab sympathizers with political goals in the Middle East, they have done themselves and their cause a great disservice.  Any hope of forcing the U.S. into taking a more balanced approach to the Middle East standoff is dashed.  And it’s probably too naive to think that the U.S., Israel, and Arab states can work together to root out the evil elements that prevent rational consensus from developing.

Back in the U.S., we’re already seeing signs of political posturing on spending priorities.  Watch out for increased spending, or at least diversion of current defense and intelligence funds toward anti-terrorism activities.  This is both good and bad.  It probably makes more sense to focus on counter-terrorism than on a missile shield that doesn’t work.  Of course, spending all the money in the world on counter-terrorism doesn’t guarantee 100 percent security, either.

We should be vigilant, however, that in our efforts to increase internal security, we don’t sacrifice civil liberty.  It’s likely we will never again see the days open access to government buildings and other public places.  But I sure hope this doesn’t mean that we say good-bye to civil liberties, as we know them.   If history is any lesson, the FBI and others will capitalize on the current political situation and try grabbing more power to snoop on our private lives, civil rights notwithstanding.  

We may see economic ramifications from yesterday’s tragedy, too.  For example, will we continue to build huge edifices in our cities that serve to concentrate people, and attention, in single locations?

And speaking of concentration, it may be time to take a look at disaggregating large institutions.  America’s financial markets no longer need to be concentrated in a few city blocks in Lower Manhattan.  And for that matter, there no longer is a compelling argument for concentrating the leadership of America’s military forces in a single building in Washington D.C.  In fact, the Internet was created by the Department of Defense as a model of distributed disaggregation.  Independent communications networks are connected over a network of links.  If any of the links is taken down, the network finds alternative links.  Using today’s communications technologies, Wall Street’s or the Pentagon’s activities can be conducted just as easily on Main Street.

Yesterday was a turning point for Americans.  Our politics and our economy will be changed in ways we only now are beginning to contemplate.  Our children will likely grow up in a different atmosphere, one with less trust, more security, less innocence.  Terrorism has been a way of life in most of the world.  It has now come to our shores.

But in many ways, the most important aspects of America are unchanged.  We will forever remain the land of the free and home of the brave.  We’ll go forth, strong, proud, generous as Americans, as only we can.

