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The at tacks of Sep tem ber 11 2001, aroused an emo tional shock of the kind we
rarely see.  Their odi ous na ture and their broad cast and re play on na tional tele vi -
sion struck at the very heart of Ameri can power. All of this con trib uted to mak ing
the event un par al leled. It will con sti tute an im por tant mo ment in the world of in ter -
na tional re la tions even if it is im pru dent to see it as the har bin ger of the Third
World War or even as the be gin ning of a new era in in ter na tional re la tions, as cer -
tain com men ta tors have an nounced, un doubt edly a bit pre cipi tously. Nev er the -
less, sev eral les sons can be taken from the at tacks.

Have we en tered a com pletely new phase in in ter na tional re la tions?

The reve la tion of the Ameri can su per pow er’s vul ner abil ity is ob vi ously a new and
highly im por tant fac tor.  In spite of this, the global force pro por tions among the
great pow ers have only mod er ately evolved.  The rela tive places oc cu pied by
China, Europe, Rus sia or Ja pan have changed lit tle and in a very weak man ner.
Thus, even vul ner able, the United States still knows no ri val in its ca pa bili ties and
has not seen its trump cards truly chal lenged.  The es sen tial prob lems, such as
deal ing with the Mid dle East peace pro cess, the strug gle against eco nomic ine -
qual ity, en vi ron mental pro tec tion, civil wars in Af rica, etc., have been nei ther com -
pletely changed nor re solved.  Ter ror ism ex isted be fore Sep tem ber 11 2001 (even
if it had never been so spec tacu larly deadly), and in tra state ac tors had al ready
played an im por tant role be fore that date.  There fore it is ex ag ger ated to con sider
Sep tem ber 11 the de but of a to tally dif fer ent era from the one we knew be fore.
The event does not have the same sig nifi cance as the fall of the Ber lin Wall, for ex -
am ple, which truly opened up a com pletely dif fer ent world.  But even if it does not
con sti tute an his toric rup ture, it is ob vi ous that Sep tem ber 11 2001 al ready con sti -
tutes an im por tant date in the field of in ter na tional re la tions.
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Is this the be gin ning of a Third World War or a war of civi li sa tions?

The an swer to these two ques tions is cer tainly not. 
Sam uel Hunting ton’s the sis, de vel oped in 1993, has long been criti cised by

the large ma jor ity of com men ta tors for its pre de ter mined and fal la cious char ac -
ter.  In the cur rent cri sis, it is strik ing to note that, ex cept for a few ex trem ists, all
the West ern and Mus lim po liti cal lead ers were care ful to take the op po site view.1

But the the sis has nev er the less re mained in the stra te gic de bate since 1993 and
has re gained con sid er able sup port since the at tacks. It has the ad van tage of fur -
nish ing a way of read ing re cent events that is at the same time sim ple and
in tel lec tu al ised.  The irony re sides in the fact that, at the be gin ning of the 1990s,
this the sis cor re sponded more to the vi sion of Sad dam Hussein than to that of the 
coa li tion that de feated him (which con sisted of West ern and Mus lim states).  In
fact, to day, it cor re sponds more to the vi sion and wishes of Osama Bin Laden
than to cur rent re al ity.  One can imag ine that Bin Laden would have ap pre ci ated
it if the United States had let loose an in dis crimi nate ri poste, which could have
been viewed as a gen er al ised at tack on the Mus lim world.  There has been noth -
ing like it but the risk re mains that this false the ory, once evoked, could prove
self- fulfilling.

The United States is not in vul ner able

For the first time since 1812,2 the United States has been struck on its con ti nen -
tal ter ri tory by an ex ter nal en emy. The hu man losses suf fered in a sin gle day rep -
re sent the equiva lent of three Pearl Har bors or an eighth of the to tal dur ing the
Viet nam War. The at tacks were aimed, sur pris ingly, at citi zens at work.  They
touched the two sym bols of Ameri can power: mili tary power with the Pen ta gon,
eco nomic power with the World Trade Cen ter.  Had it not been for the cour age of
the pas sen gers of United Air lines flight 93, who strug gled against the hi jack ers
and made the plane crash out side of in hab ited ar eas, they could have reached
the White House, the ac tual cen tre of power, as much na tional as in ter na tional.
This at tack was brought against the US at a mo ment when the ma jor de bate in in -
ter na tional re la tions was fo cused on the uni po lar ity of the world, en gen dered by
Ameri ca’s hy per power which sur passes, by far, all oth ers.  The new ad mini stra -
tion wanted to ques tion nu mer ous mul ti lat eral and bi lat eral en gage ments and re -
fused to con sent to new ones be cause, it said, they did not take this new force
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1 With the un for tu nate ex cep tion of Sil vio Ber lus coni, Ital ian prime min is ter, who did not hesi tate to
de clare on Sep tem ber 27 2001: “One can not place all civi li sa tions on the same plane.  One must be 
con scious of our su prem acy, of the su pe ri or ity of West ern civi li sa tion.  The West will con tinue to
west ern ise and to im pose it self on other peo ples.  This has al ready suc ceeded with the Com m u nist
world and with the Is lamic world. […] We should be con scious of the su pe ri or ity of our civi l i sa tion, a
sys tem of val ues that has brought great pros per ity and that guar an tees the re spect of hu man rights
and re lig ious lib er ties.” Le Fi garo, Sep tem ber  28 2001

2 When Great Brit ain in vaded Wash ing ton.



dis tri bu tion into ac count. 3  Wash ing ton and New York were struck while the United
States pos sessed a mili tary ap pa ra tus that sur passes that of all other na tions to
an ex tent une qualled in his tory.  Yet, the United States dis cov ered that, even with
40 per cent of global mili tary spend ing, it is vul ner able.  This can not but change its
re la tions with the world.

This is not the first time since the end of the Sec ond World War that the United 
States finds it self in a po si tion of vul ner abil ity.  It al ready ex pe ri enced this situa -
tion dur ing the Cold War, as of 1957, when the So vi ets ac quired in ter con ti nen tal
mis sile tech nol ogy.  This led the Ameri cans to re vise their nu clear strat egy: be -
cause of the threat of mu tu ally as sured de struc tion, they en tered into a stra te gic
dia logue with the So viet Un ion which led to dé tente and the pol icy of arms con trol.
Yet, one can hardly en vis age what equiva lent could be achieved with the new ad -
ver sary, whose wish is to de stroy rather than to share power at world level.  It is
dif fi cult to imag ine start ing up a dia logue be tween Wash ing ton and the mas ter -
minds of the at tacks, given the in com pati bil ity of their ob jec tives.

Dis cov ery of this vul ner abil ity will have a ma jor im pact on US pol icy

The United States knows hence forth that its ter ri tory is not “de global ised”, that
globali sa tion has stra te gic and also tragic con se quences, in clud ing for Ameri cans. 
This is the end of the ex cep tion al ism that has char ac ter ised the United States un til 
now and that was be hind the de sire to go ahead with the im ple men ta tion of Na -
tional Mis sile De fense (NMD).  Con fronted with this new situa tion, the United
States can adopt one of two at ti tudes.  It can con clude  that, since the world is
even more dan ger ous than it thought, it is im por tant to pro tect it self bet ter.  There -
fore it will de velop mili tary means, ac cel er ate its NMD pro gram, hesi tate to in volve 
it self in the “hot top ics” that seem to be in ex tri ca ble at the global level and re in -
force its uni lat er al ism.  It can give pri or ity to a purely pa tri otic re ac tion and prin ci -
pally cele brate its own val ues in aveng ing the at tack.  It can re peat emu lously that
its sys tem is su pe rior and that even such an im por tant shock can not truly de sta bi -
lise it. But com mon sense dic tates that this re ac tion would not lead out of the im -
passe, but to a deep en ing of the cri sis.

On the other hand, the US could re al ise that its re vealed vul ner abil ity makes
it im por tant to take bet ter ac count of cri tiques from abroad, to make an ef fort to un -
der stand the as pi ra tions of oth ers, to dis tin guish be tween its dis course and its
prac tices and to see the way in which it is per ceived from out side. 

Fi nally, the US should not give new pri or ity to its “hard power” (mili tary, eco -
nomic and tech ni cal), but rather to its “soft power” (ca pac ity for in flu ence,
at trac tion and popu lar ity).  A vul ner able na tion must be come more pru dent than a
power that thinks it has noth ing to fear.  This ter ri ble event could have bene fi cial
re per cus sions on US pol icy in ren der ing it more sen si  t ive to the out side
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en vi ron ment: Pearl Har bor re minded us that iso la tion ism is a chi mera; the World
Trade Cen ter proves that uni lat er al ism is a dead end.

Fi nally, if bio logi cal weap ons rep re sent an im por tant threat, would it not be
bet ter to in tro duce a veri fi ca tion clause to re in force the 1972 pro hi bi tion treaty?  If
ter ror ism lives on laun dered money and one of the ways to fight it is to dry up these 
funds, would it not be of value to bat tle against fis cal para dises?  If the West does
not des ig nate Is lam as the en emy and in tends to build a vast in ter na tional coa li tion 
against ter ror ism, should not the United Na tions (UN) be in volved in this? In form -
ing the larg est pos si ble coa li tion, would it not be bet ter to open up a dia logue with
other na tions to con vince them rather than im pose con di tions?  And if the Mid dle
East con flict re mains a ma jor source of Arab frus tra tions, would it not be time to
ex ert some pres sure on Is rael?

Con fronted with this drama, the United States has for the mo ment re acted
with as much dig nity as po liti cal in tel li gence.  It con sults, takes ac count of the stra -
te gic com plexi ties and is con scious that it can not, through its power alone, im pose 
its so lu tions on the rest of the world.  In short, it has put aside the “bull in a china
shop” be hav iour that char ac ter ised it.  If this change should prove last ing, then ef -
fec tively, one could ad vance the idea that we have en tered a new world.

Power can be come a fac tor of weak ness if it is per ceived as an ex cess

The events oc cur ring in Af ghani stan, a re mote coun try, poor and dis tant, have had 
re per cus sions on the heart of the Ameri can em pire.  Globali sa tion has reached a
tragic stage and ap plies just as eas ily – how could it be oth er wise? – to ques tions
of se cu rity.  There can be no at oll of peace and pros per ity in an ocean of mis ery
and vio lence.  The walls of money and tech nol ogy are less im per me able than the
Iron Cur tain.

Power no longer seems to pro tect against the out side world, but on the con -
trary, it seems to at tract – rightly or wrongly – ran cour, jeal ousy, frus tra tion and
even hate.  Be cause power en gen ders as many ob li ga tions as it does rights, the
out side world is more de mand ing of a great power than of a lesser one, and is less
will ing to ac cept that its power be used ego is ti cally – against the com mon in ter est
– rather than in the serv ice of a gen eral cause. 

Some have avowed that the at tacks could just as eas ily have taken place in
Europe.  It is ob vi ous that this is not the case.  There is a strong anti- American sen -
ti ment that does not have an equiva lent for Europe.  The most radi cal chal leng ers
of the world or der con cen trate their re proach on the US, not on Europe, which is
judged as be ing both less pow er ful and more sen si tive to the as pi ra tions of other
na tions.  This does not mean, ob vi ously, the Europe is im mune to ter ror ism, but
this at tack, by its mag ni tude, its ele ment of sur prise and its mes sage, clearly tar -
geted the United States.
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In this global vil lage, not eve ry one re acts in the same way

The emo tion, the con dem na tion and the dis gust pro voked by these at tacks were
unani mous in the rich and de vel oped world.  The gen eral sen ti ment was an im me -
di ate and non- negotiable soli dar ity with the Ameri cans, al though that does not
mean go ing along with all the de ci sions of the Ameri can authori ties.

One must be con scious that the emo tion cre ated by the at tacks has not been
uni form the world round.  It is ex tremely strong in all the de vel oped demo cratic na -
tions be cause they iden tify eas ily with the Ameri can citi zens who were af fected.  It
seems nev er the less to have made sev eral cleav ages ap par ent, in clud ing in the
heart of West ern coun tries.  The sub urbs were less sen si tive to the Ameri can mis -
for tune than richer city cen tres.  The elites in toned the phrase “We are all
Ameri cans” more of ten than the rest of the popu la tion.  In the same way, this emo -
tion re vealed it self to be less im por tant in the south ern coun tries, where the
popu la tions have ex pe ri enced di verse hard ships (fam ine, un der de vel op ment,
natu ral dis as ters, civil wars and in ef fec tive, cor rupt and bru tal re gimes) with out
the West tak ing any ac tion, or at least, with out tak ing suf fi cient ac tion to mod ify
this state of af fairs. The rela tive in dif fer ence, or lesser emo tion of south ern coun -
tries could shock a part of West ern opin ion; how ever, it is a fact.  The dif fer ence is
even greater in the Arab and Mus lim world.  Though only the Iraqi re gime de cided
not to con demn the at tacks, the popu la tions of the Mus lim na tions are not par ticu -
larly pained by Ameri can hard ships.

We ab so lutely must, be yond the con dem na tion of this at ti tude, suc ceed in un -
der stand ing the mo ti va tions.  How do we ex plain the frus tra tions of the Arab
world?  Why do the ma jor ity of the peo ple there ac cuse the West ern world, and
chiefly the United States, of hy poc risy and of adopt ing a double- standard pol icy?
Are we still equal to the im age that we have of our selves?  Are the ac cu sa tions of
ar ro gance al ways un founded?

Emo tion and soli dar ity must not pre vent re flec tion

We must un der stand these events.  To un der stand does not mean to ex cuse or ac -
cord ex tenu at ing cir cum stances to those who com mit ted these crimes.  Those re -
spon si ble – and their ac com plices – must re ceive a pun ish ment equal to their
crimes and be pre vented from harm ing again.  To un der stand means that in or der
to avoid other events like that of the World Trade Cen ter and to fight ter ror ism, the
un der ly ing mecha nisms must be dis man tled.  Emo tion, as le giti mate as it is,
should not con sti tute the only re sponse to these at tacks.

We must not shy away from plac ing the event in its con text. Ter ror ism is not
spon ta ne ous; it is the ab ject and bit ter fruit of po liti cal phe nom ena. One is not born 
a ter ror ist, as some would have us be lieve; one be comes one.  Ter ror ism is not a
spon ta ne ous phe nome non com ing straight from hell.

It is equally wrong to say that the Israeli- Palestinian con flict had noth ing to do 
with the at tacks (end lessly re peat ing that the first at tack on the World Trade Cen -
ter was com mit ted at the be gin ning of the Oslo pro cess) as if is to say that its
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reso lu tion will make ter ror ism dis ap pear.  The situa tion of the Pal es tini ans is one
of the causes – not the only one – that nour ish ter ror ism.

Those re spon si ble must be pun ished, but again it is nec es sary that they be
clearly iden ti fied.  We must not err in choos ing our tar gets.  Ameri can poli cy mak -
ers adopted the right at ti tude in that the in flexi ble and le giti mate will to avenge has 
not led to haste in prac tice.  Yet mili tary safe guards, though nec es sary, are not
suf fi cient in and of them selves.  Pun ish ing the guilty must not make us for get that
we have to en sure that oth ers do not take their place in the fu ture.  It is cer tainly
nec es sary to pun ish the ter ror ists, but above all else, we must work to eradi cate
the en vi ron ment in which they de velop.  In prac tice, it can not but be a long- term
po liti cal un der tak ing.

All of  this must lead to the re ha bili ta tion of pol icy

This could take sev eral forms.  First of all, poli tics are global and can not be pur -
sued in the func tion of in di vid ual and un con nected goals.  It was cer tainly nec es -
sary to com bat the So viet Un ion and its pres ence in Af ghani stan, but per haps the
meth ods used then proved to be coun ter pro duc tive in the end: the en emy of my
en emy is not al ways my friend, or at least does not al ways re main that way for very 
long.  Did not the pri or ity given to by pass ing Iran in the oil trade lead us to close
our eyes to the na ture of the Tali ban re gime? It may have brought a cer tain form of
power to Af ghani stan, but it did not really es tab lish the sought- after sta bil ity.  Like -
wise, just be cause one power has been chal lenged by an other in the past does not 
mean that any evo lu tion in the lat ter should be ig nored.  In this re spect, US pol icy
re gard ing Iran or Iraq does not seem to be very clair voy ant.  

This is also the de feat of an all- military or all- technology pol icy.  De spite its
lis ten ing and in ter cep tion sys tems, the United States was un able to pre vent the at -
tacks.  Were they pre dict able?  Per haps not! But, in any case, would it not have
been a bet ter idea, per haps, to sac ri fice less to the search for tech no logi cal su pe -
ri or ity and as sign more not just to hu man in tel li gence, but also to pre ven tion and
soli dar ity rather than to means of pun ish ment.

One can eas ily see that in or der to eradi cate the causes of frus tra tion, the ine -
quali ties, or the di verse views of in jus tice held by other popu la tions, what we need
are not a “force field” or purely mili tary re ac tions, but po liti cal re sponses.  If there
is a les son to be taken from the trag edy in the United States, it is that the so lu tion
to this type of prob lem is not tech no logi cal, it is not mili ta ris tic, it is above all
po liti cal.

Europe showed it self uni fied in two im por tant ways

Europe was uni fied in its soli dar ity with the United States, but there was also unity
among the Fif teen.  There were no di ver gent po si tions among the Euro pean lead -
ers, who made the same analy sis of the event and took from it the same con clu -
sions. It is para doxi cal that Ar ti cle 5 of the North At lan tic Treaty Or gani sa tion
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(NATO) was in voked for the first time in his tory in fa vour of the United States.
How ever there is logic in the Euro pean po si tions: soli dar ity with the United States
when it is at tacked, but, at the same time, the wish not to fol low it blindly into eve -
ry thing it does or what ever kind of re sponse it may have.  There is a Euro pean de -
sire for this re sponse not to be car ried out in an in dis crimi nate man ner against
ci vil ian popu la tions.

In ex change for this soli dar ity, Europe waits for a con certed ef fort on the part
of the United States.  Europe is even more uni fied be cause it sees it self as hav ing
a role to play in the post- September 11 world.  It sees its pol icy to wards the Arab
world and the Mid dle East no ta bly jus ti fied by events.  Three days af ter the at -
tacks, the for eign min is ters of the Fif teen adopted a veri ta ble bat tle plan against
ter ror ism, in clud ing both ju di cial and po lic ing meas ures and a po liti cal pro gram to
“fa vour the in te gra tion of all na tions in a global sys tem of se cu rity and pros per ity”,
aimed at at tack ing not only the ef fects but also the causes of ter ror ism.

In and of themselves, the events of the World Trade Center do not constitute
an historic break, despite their undeniable importance.  But, according to the
conclusions that will be drawn from them and the modifications in political
orientations, fundamental changes could ensue.  If a lasting political will emerges
at the global level, in an attempt to treat the problems long left unresolved because 
it was naively believed that their dramatic repercussions were geographically
l imi ted,  then we could wi tness a profound st rategic modi f icat ion of  the
interpretation of the attacks.  The lessons that must be taken from them are
therefore much more important than the event itself.
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