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The attacks of September 11 2001, aroused an emotional shock of the kind we
rarely see. Their odi ous nature and their broad castand re play on national tele vi-
sion struck at the very heart of Ameri can power. All of this con trib uted to mak ing
the eventun par alleled. It will con stitute anim por tantmo mentin the world of in ter-
national relations even if it is imprudent to see it as the harbinger of the Third
World War or even as the be gin ning of anew erainin ter national re lations, as cer-
tain commentators have announced, undoubtedly a bit precipitously. Neverthe
less, several lessons can be taken from the attacks.

Haveweenteredacompletelynewphaseininternationalrelations?

Therevelationofthe Americansuperpower’'svulnerabilityisobviouslyanewand
highly important factor. In spite of this, the global force proportions among the
great powers have only moderately evolved. The relative places occupied 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 norival inits ca pa bili ties and
has not seen its trump cards truly challenged. The essential problems, such as
dealing with the Middle East peace process, the struggle against economic ine-
qguality, environ mental protection, civilwarsin Africa, etc., have been neithercom-
pletely changed norre solved. Terrorismexisted be fore September 112001 (even
if it had never been so spectacularly deadly), and intrastate actors had already
played animportantrole be forethatdate. Thereforeitisexaggeratedtoconsider
September 11 the debut of a totally different era from the one we knew before.
The eventdoes 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 evenifitdoes not
constitutean historicrupture,itisobviousthatSeptember112001alreadycon stk
tutes an important date in the field of internationalrelations.
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IsthisthebeginningofaThird World War orawar of civilisations?

The an swer to these two ques tions is cer tainly not.

Samuel Hunting ton’s the sis, de vel oped in 1993, has long been criti cised by
the large majority of commentatorsforitspredeterminedandfallaciouscharac-
ter. Inthe currentcrisis, itis striking to note that, ex cept for a few ex trem ists, all
the Westernand Muslim po liti cal lead ers were care ful to take the op po site view."
Butthe the sishasneverthelessre mainedinthe strate gic de bate since 1993 and
hasre gainedconsiderable sup portsince the attacks. It has the ad vantage of fur-
nishing a way of reading recent events that is at the same time simple and
intellectualised. Theironyresidesinthe factthat, atthe be gin ning of the 1990s,
this the sis corre sponded moretothe vision 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, today, it corresponds more to the vision and wishes of Osama Bin Laden
thantocurrentre ality. One canimag ine that Bin Laden would have ap pre ci ated
it if the United States had let loose an indiscriminate ri poste, which could have
beenviewed asageneralisedattack onthe Mus lim world. There has been noth-
ing like it but the risk remains that this false theory, once evoked, could prove
self-fulfilling.

The United States is not invulnerable

For the first time since 1812 % the United States has been struck on its con ti nen-
talterritorybyanexternalenemy. The humanlossessufferedinasingle dayrep-
resent the equivalent of three Pearl Harbors or an eighth of the totalduringthe
Vietham War. The attacks were aimed, surprisingly, at citizens at work. They
touched the two sym bols of Ameri can power: mili tary power with the Pen tagon,
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 outside of inhabited areas, they could have reached
the White House, the ac tual cen tre of power, as much national as in ter national.
This attack was brought againstthe US at a mo mentwhen the major de bate inin-
ternationalrelationswas focused onthe unipolarity ofthe world, engendered by
America’s hy per power which sur passes, by far, all oth ers. The new ad mini stra-
tionwantedtoquestionnumerous multilateralandbilateralengage mentsandre-
fused to consent to new ones be cause, it said, they did not take this new force

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 ernise and to im pose it self on other peo ples. This has al ready suc ceeded with the Com m unist
world and with the Is lamic world. [...] We should be con scious of the su pe ri or ity of our civil isation,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
andreligiousliberties.” Le Figaro, Sep tem ber 28 2001

2 When Great Britain in vaded Wash ing ton.
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distribution into ac count.® Wash ing ton and New York were struck while the United
States possessed a militaryapparatus that surpasses that of all other nationsto
an extentune qualledin his tory. Yet, the United States dis cov ered that, even with
40 per cent of global military spend ing, itis vul ner able. This can not but change its
re lations with the world.

This is not the first time since the end of the Sec ond World War that the United
States finds itselfinapo sition of vul ner abil ity. Italready ex perienced this situa-
tionduring the Cold War, as of 1957, when the So viets ac quiredintercontinental
missile technology. This led the Americans to revise their nuclear strategy: be-
cause of the threat of mutually assureddestruction,theyenteredintoastrategic
dialogue withthe Soviet Union which led to dé tente and the policy of arms con trol.
Yet, one can hardly en vis age what equiva lent could be achieved with the new ad-
versary, whose wish is to destroy rather than to share power at world level. Itis
difficult to imagine starting up a dialogue between Washington and the master
minds of the attacks, giventheincom patibility oftheirobjectives.

DiscoveryofthisvulnerabilitywillhaveamajorimpactonUSpolicy

The United States knows henceforth that its territory is not “deglobalised”, that
globalisationhasstrategicandalsotragicconsequences,includingfor Americans.
Thisistheend ofthe exceptionalismthathascharacterisedthe United States until
now and that was behind the desire to go ahead with the implementation of Na-
tional Missile Defense (NMD). Confronted with this new situation, the United
States can adopt one of two attitudes. It can conclude that, since the world is
even more dan ger ous thanitthought, itisim portantto protectit self better. There-
foreitwillde velop military means, ac celerateits NMD pro gram, hesitatetoinvolve
itself in the “hot topics” that seem to be inextricable atthe global level and re in-
forceitsunilateralism. Itcangive prioritytoapurely patrioticre action and prin ci-
pally cele brate its own valuesinavengingthe attack. Itcanre peatemu lously that
its systemis su periorandthateven such anim portantshock can nottruly 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 deepening of the crisis.

Onthe other hand, the US could re al ise thatits re vealed vul ner abil ity makes
itim portanttotake betterac countof critiques from abroad, to make an ef fortto un-
derstand the aspirations of others, to distinguish between its discourse 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 technical), but rather to its “soft power” (capacity for influence,
attractionand popularity). Avulnerable nation mustbe come more prudentthana
power that thinks it has nothing to fear. This terrible eventcould have beneficial
repercussions on US policy in rendering it more sensitive to the outside

3 See IRIS, “Le renforcement de l'unilatéralisme et le déclin du soft power américain”, L'Année
Straté gique 2002 (Paris : IRIS- L'Etudiant, 2001) p. 23-9.
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environment: Pearl Har borre minded us thatiso lationismis a chi mera; the World
Trade Cen ter proves thatunilateralismis adead end.

Finally, if biological weap ons rep re sentan im por tant threat, would it not be
bettertointroduce averificationclausetoreinforcethe 1972 prohibitiontreaty? If
terrorismlives onlaun dered money and one of the ways to fightitis to dry up these
funds, would it not be of value to bat tle against fis cal para dises? If the West does
notdesignatelslamastheenemyandintendstobuildavastinternationalcoalition
againstterrorism, should not the United Na tions (UN) be in volved in this? In form-
ing the larg est pos sible coalition, would itnotbe bettertoopenupadialogue with
other nationsto convince them rather thanim pose con ditions? And if the Mid dle
East conflict remains a ma jor source of Arab frus tra tions, would it not be time to
ex ert some pres sure on Israel?

Confronted with this drama, the United States has for the moment reacted
with as much dig nity as po liticalintelligence. Itconsults, takes ac count of the stra-
te gic com plexities andis 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 haviourthat characterisedit. If thischange should prove lasting, then ef-
fec tively, one could ad vance the idea that we have en tered a new world.

Powercanbecomeafactorofweaknessifitisperceivedasanexcess

The eventsoccurring in Afghanistan, are mote country, poor and dis tant, have had
re per cus sions on the heart of the Ameri can em pire. Globali sation hasreacheda
tragic stage and ap plies just as eas ily —how could it be oth er wise? — to ques tions
of se curity. 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 Curtain.

Power no longer seems to pro tect against the out side world, but on the con-
trary, it seems to attract — rightly or wrongly — rancour, jealousy, frustration and
even hate. Because power engenders as manyobligations asitdoesrights, the
out side world is more de mand ing of a great power than of alesser one, and is less
willing to ac ceptthatits power be used egois ti cally —againstthe com monin ter est
—rather than in the serv ice of a gen eral cause.

Some have avowed that the attacks could just as eas ily have taken place in
Europe. Itisobviousthatthisis notthe case. Thereis a strong anti- American sen-
ti ment that does not have an equiva lent for Europe. The mostradi 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 sitive to the as pirations of other
nations. This does not mean, ob vi ously, the Europe isim 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 village, not everyone re acts in the same way

The emo tion, the con dem nation and the dis gust pro voked by these at tacks were
unani mous intherich and de vel opedworld. The generalsentimentwasanimme-
diate and non-negotiable solidarity with the Americans, although 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
uniformthe world round. Itisextremely strongin all the de vel oped demo cratic na-
tions be cause theyidentify easily with the Ameri can citizens who were af fected. It
seems nevertheless to have made several cleavages apparent, including in the
heart of West ern countries. The sub urbs were less sen sitive to the Ameri can mis-
fortune than richer city centres. The elites intoned the phrase “We are all
Americans” more of ten than the rest of the popu lation. Inthe same way, this emo-
tion revealed itself to be less important in the southern countries, where the
populations have experienced diverse hardships (famine, underdevelopment,
natural disasters, civil wars and ineffective, corrupt and brutal regimes) without
the West taking any action, or at least, with out tak ing suf fi cient ac tion to mod ify
this state of af fairs. The relative in dif fer ence, or lesser emo tion of south ern coun-
tries could shock a part of West ern opinion; how ever, itis afact. The dif ference is
even greater in the Arab and Mus lim world. Though only the Iraqi re gime de cided
notto con demn the at tacks, the popu lations of the Mus lim nations are not par ticu-
larly pained by American hardships.

We ab solutely must, beyondthe condem nationofthis attitude, succeedinun-
derstanding the motivations. How do we explain the frustrations of the Arab
world? Why do the majority of the people there accuse the West ern world, and
chiefly the United States, of hy pocrisy and of adopting a double- standard pol icy?
Are we still equal to the im age that we have of our selves? Are the ac cu sations of
arrogancealwaysunfounded?

Emotion and solidarity must not prevent reflection

We must un der stand these events. To un der stand does not mean to ex cuse or ac-
cord extenuating cir cum stances to those who com mit ted these crimes. Those re-
sponsible — and their accomplices — must receive a punishment equal to their
crimes and be pre vented from harm ing again. To un der stand means thatin or der
to avoid other events like that of the World Trade Cen ter and to fight ter rorism, the
underlying mechanisms must be dismantled. Emotion, as legitimate 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 eventin its con text. Terrorismis not
spontaneous;itistheabjectand bitter fruitof politicalphe nomena. Oneisnotborn
aterrorist, as some would have us be lieve; one be comes one. Terrorismis nota
spontaneous phe nome noncoming straight from hell.

Itis equally wrong to say that the Israeli- Palestinian con flict had noth ing to do
with the at tacks (end lessly re peating that the first at tack on the World Trade Cen-
ter was committed at the beginning of the Oslo process) as if is to say that its ==
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resolutionwillmaketerrorismdisap pear. The situation ofthe Palestiniansisone
of the causes — not the only one — that nourishterrorism.

Those re spon si ble must be punished, but againitis nec es sary that they be
clearly iden tified. We must not errin choos ing our tar gets. Ameri can poli cy mak-
ersadoptedtherightattitudeinthatthe inflexible and le giti mate will to avenge has
not led to haste in practice. Yet military safeguards, though necessary, are not
sufficientin and of them selves. Punishing 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. Itis cer tainly
necessary to punish the ter rorists, but above all else, we must work to eradi cate
the environ mentin which they de velop. In prac tice, it can not but be along- term
politicalundertaking.

All of this must lead to the rehabilitation of policy

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 batthe SovietUnion and its pres ence in Af ghani stan, but per haps the
methods used then proved to be counterproductive in the end: the enemy of my
enemy is notalways my friend, or atleast 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 nature ofthe Tali banre gime? It may have brought a cer tain form of
power to Af ghani stan, butitdid notreally estab 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. Inthisre spect, US policy
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 policy. De spite its
listeningandinterceptionsystems, the United States was un ableto preventthe at
tacks. Were they pre dict able? Per haps not! But, in any case, would it not have
beenabetteridea, perhaps,tosacrificelesstothe searchfortech nological supe-
riority and as sign more notjustto humanintelligence, butalso to pre vention and
soli dar ity rather than to means of pun ish ment.

Onecaneasily seethatinorderto eradicate the causes of frustration, the ine-
qualities, orthe diverse views ofin justice held by other populations, what we need
are not a “force field” or purely mili tary re ac tions, but po liti cal re sponses. If there
isales sontobetaken fromthe trag edy in the United States, itis that the so lu tion
to this type of problem is not technological, it is not militaristic, it is above all
political.

Europe showed itselfunifiedintwoim portantways

Europe was unified inits soli dar ity with the United States, but there was also unity
among the Fifteen. There were no diver gent po sitions among the Euro pean lead-
ers, who made the same analy sis of the event and took from it the same conclu-
sions. It is paradoxical that Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
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(NATO) was invoked for the first time in history in favour of the United States.
How everthereislogicinthe Euro pean po sitions: solidar ity with the United States
when itis 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 response not to be carried out in an indiscriminate manner against
civilianpopulations.

In ex change for this soli dar ity, Europe waits for a con certed ef fort on the part
of the United States. Europeis even more unified be cause it sees it selfas having
arole to play in the post- September 11 world. It sees its policy to wards the Arab
world and the Middle East notably justified by events. Three days after the at-
tacks, the foreign ministers of the Fif teen adopted a veri ta ble bat tle plan against
terrorism,includingbothjudicialand policingmeasuresandapoliticalprogramto
“favourtheintegrationofallnationsinaglobal systemofsecurity and pros perity”,
aimed at attacking notonly 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
limited, then we could witness a profound strategic modification 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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