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September 11: Masculinity, Justice, and the Politics of Empathy

Vaheed Ramazani

America’s immediate response to the shocking events of
September 11 has been a near caricature, on a national scale,
of the Freudian account of traumatic neurosis. In reaction to
the breach of the mental apparatus’ “protective shield” by an
unexpected and overwhelmingly intense stimulation, the col-
lective psyche has rushed to bind and deflect the influx of
dangerous energies—“endeavouring,” in Freud’s words, “to
master the stimulus retrospectively, by developing the anxiety
whose omission was the cause of the traumatic neurosis.”1

Like the child who repeats his unpleasurable experience in
play, we, as a people, cling to the instinct for mastery, to a
compensatory fantasy of control and revenge.2 And lest we
forget too soon our outrage and our fear, the government and
the media have kept us on high alert, through a concerted
campaign to incite compulsive aggression—repetitive “acting
out” instead of mourning or “working through.”3

What seems to me to have provoked far too little sur-
prise, in the current climate of born-again patriotism, is the
easy cohabitation of theology and machismo in the hortatory
public discourse of our commentators and leaders. In a cul-
ture that prides itself on being secular, democratic, and sexu-
ally egalitarian—particularly, I should add, when it is by in-
voking their modern political liberalism that some Americans
assert the superiority of their “open” society over the
“closed” and oppressive society of their opponents—it ought
to be of considerable concern to us as a nation, I think, that
our official rhetoric of apocalyptic justice is in many ways the
near echo of bin Laden’s call to holy war against evil, effemi-
nacy, and sexual defilement.4 Indeed, despite the renewed
credibility that the events of September 11 would seem to
lend, if only superficially, to the problematic notion of a
“clash of civilizations,”5 it is remarkable that one important
way in which the supposedly distinct civilizations of East and
West clearly do not clash is in their spontaneous articulation of
a volatile blend of millenialist themes with traditional (East-
ern? Western?) signifiers of masculine virtue (“courage,” “re-
solve,” “duty,” and so on). It is as if, immediately after the
September attacks, George W. Bush were irresistibly com-
pelled by some universal law of homosocial diplomacy to join
his presumed antagonist (reified as “The Evil One”) in a
transglobal ritual of competitive male bonding. A shared dis-
cursive ground became, paradoxically, a key catalyst in the
United States’ rush to armed conflict—to a judgment-day
showdown pitting good against evil, civilization against sav
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agery, the “masculine” qualities of self-discipline and strength
against the “feminine” qualities of weakness and fear.

Whether or not one wishes to accord any significance to
the phallic iconicity of the World Trade Center, it is obvious
from the administration’s pronouncements following the at-
tacks that the collapse of the Towers was experienced as
emasculating, although “humiliating” is the term that the
press prefers to use to describe the sudden wound to our na-

tional pride. To say this is not to trivialize the very real horror
of the loss of nearly 3000 civilian lives; nor is it to reduce to a
psychoanalytic master-narrative the referential opacity of the
atrocity itself, the intended political meaning of which re-
mains to this day at once glaringly obvious and deeply am-
biguous; it is instead to acknowledge the presence of “pri-
vate” fantasy at the center of our “public” political speech
and in doing so to raise the question of the relation of such
fantasy to our ability—or willingness—to care about suffer-
ing—to care responsibly about the suffering of others. And it is
important to note here that the “others” I have in mind are
not just the inhabitants of remote and foreign lands, but
those—including the victims of September 11—who live and
die daily on American soil.

I shall not, therefore, suggest that the discourse of ma-
chismo blocks automatically our capacity for empathy; indeed,
its considerable power to inflame collective passions springs
from its cloying sentimentality. I shall argue instead that this
manly manichaeism prevents us from empathizing fully and
thoughtfully, by which I mean equitably rather than selfishly,
justly and humanely rather than vengefully. And I offer this
claim despite, or indeed, because of, the inherently vexed na-
ture of any concept of justice—the historical contexts and
cultural contingencies by which it is produced, constrained,
and transformed.

The first and, for that reason perhaps, also the most re-
vealing name given by the White House to its retaliatory op-
eration was, it will be recalled, “Infinite Justice.” The name
was quickly withdrawn on the pretext that it might be offen-
sive to Muslims (for whom, we were told, only Allah can ad-
minister infinite justice). But the name’s inadvertently patent
messianic implications were in fact compatible with any of
the major monotheistic religions and suggested, accordingly,
that America’s Christian God was about to give a good
thrashing to the God of the Prophet. So, despite official dis-
claimers that Islam and its peaceful practitioners were not the
intended targets of the American reprisal, the counteroffen-
sive took on instantly the tone of a crusade on behalf of
“our” Christian God’s moral absolutes. Said President Bush,
in his newfound capacity as Augur in Chief: “The course of
this conflict is not known, yet its outcome is certain. Freedom
and fear, justice and cruelty, have always been at war, and we
know that God is not neutral between them.”6

One needs only glance at Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of
Morals to recall the history of collusion (not the timeless
“war”) between justice and cruelty, or the extent to which
freedom has consistently implied the right to violence and the
will to power. Indeed, when Bush assures us that terrorism
will not go “unpunished” (20 September), or that the Taliban
“will pay a price,”7 he blithely exhibits what Nietzsche de-
scribes as a primitive form of barter mentality, a mode of
cognition directly derived from “buying, selling, barter, trade,
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and traffic,” the cornerstone of which is the contract between
creditor and debtor. For Nietzsche, the implication of this
commercial logic for the concept of justice is that “every in-
jury has its equivalent and can actually be paid back, even if
only through the pain of the culprit.”8 But “how can making
suffer constitute a compensation?”

[T]o what extent can suffering balance debts or guilt? To
the extent that to make suffer was in the highest degree
pleasurable, to the extent that the injured party ex-
changed for the loss he had sustained, including the dis-
pleasure caused by the loss, an extraordinary counterbal-
ancing pleasure: that of making suffer—a genuine festival.9

Complete with flags, bumper stickers, and hype from Holly-
wood stars; patriotic rock concerts and cheerleaders to regale
our troops, the American festival of destruction has begun.

In a sense, however, this festival of violence was already
well under way. There is terrible irony in newscasters’ com-
ments that the collapse of the Twin Towers was uncannily
movie-like, or in the revelation that a chief operative of the
al-Qaeda network was an ardent fan of Clint Eastwood
films.10 In a twist of fate not unlike that of America now
fighting the jihad it created, the U.S. was primed for war—and
had similarly primed its own antagonist—partly through the
media’s knack for storytelling, for producing the world’s
foremost “action” entertainment. And how do we “control”
the global taste for violence that we ourselves have tirelessly
produced and purveyed? By manufacturing further scenarios
of violence—not just for the big screen and popular con-
sumption, but for virtual-reality training for the army, as tech
nology and ideas circulate busily among screenwriters, scien-
tists, and political advisers.11

A close relative, then, of the Hollywood revenge plot, in-
finite justice is essentially retributive. It is also oxymoronic.
For to the extent that justice implies an equivalence—of
crime and punishment in retributive justice, injury and redress
in compensatory justice—no form of justice can in fact be
“infinite”—immeasurable, proportionless, unlimited in scope
and purpose. This may well be why Operation Infinite Justice
and its nominal successor, Enduring Freedom, have been,
both in theory and in actual practice, infinitely vague and en-
duringly free of clearly defined military and political objec-
tives. If the goal is to stamp out “every terrorist group of
global reach” (20 September), does that include separatists in
Northern Ireland and militant right-wing fundamentalists in
America? Would American military sanctions not also have to
apply to Russian atrocities in Chechnya, to Chinese oppres-
sion in Tibet and Xinjiang, and to brutal government crack
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downs against rebels in Indonesia? Would America not in
principle have to find a suitable remedy for the hundreds of
thousands of children who have died as a result of the eco-
nomic sanctions it has levied on Iraq?12 Is the United States in
no way complicit with the war crimes committed by its allies,
the Northern Alliance, in Mazar-i-Sharif and Kunduz?1 3

Should the U.S. go unpunished for having armed, trained, and
bankrolled dictators and genocidists in Africa and Central
America? For allowing Israel’s illegal settlements, political
assassinations, as well as torture and killing of Palestinian
civilians? And didn’t the hijackers, on September 11, think of
themselves as fighting for freedom—“enduring freedom”
from repressive regimes propped up by America’s appetite for
oil?

If the fuzzy logic of Infinite Justice cannot even begin to
address such questions, it is because they raise complex legal
and ethical issues concerning, for example, the definition of
pertinent evidence, the range of causation, the relation of
intention to action and consequence,14 and the quantifiability
of loss and recovery, responsibility and redress. It is not that
such issues can ever be fully resolved, but that Bush’s rhetoric
of justice avoids them altogether. It lifts us out of the world
of inconvenient facts and embarrassing contradictions and
transports us into a paradise of transcendental truth. And it is
here, in the realm of moral dichotomies, that gendered
euphemism lends a helping hand, by naturalizing as substan-
tive, objective, or inevitable the abstract and disembodied
categories of justice. For to the extent that the familiar tax-
onomies of gender seem self-evident, universal, derived from
the laws of nature, they may camouflage as eternal and un-
problematically referential a system of values the structure of
which is symbolic—not fixed, absolute, or sanctioned by
God, but situated, interpretive, and therefore provisional.

The bombing of Afghanistan cannot bring back to life
those who died suddenly on September 11, but it can—so our
politicians and pundits seem to think—restore our nation’s
body to its former integrity, its “masculine” health, purity, and
strength. Implicitly, then, the body of Woman is the site both
of repair and of reparation, as its porous boundaries and
unclean surfaces—its lack, incontinence, pain, and mortal-
ity15—are reversed into order and phallic totality through
“tighter” immigration laws and airport security, frozen bank
accounts and homeland defense, “clean” missile strikes and
spot commando raids. That the association of women with
corruptibility and waste, mutilation and loss may have its his-
torical roots in perceptions of childbirth (our “primal castra-
tion,” as Otto Rank called it)16 only sharpens the irony of
recent reports that Afghanistan, thanks to America, is a nation
“reborn.”17 Prosecuted from the air at a safe and god-like
distance, this war is unencumbered by the messy details nor-
mally incident to warring/birthing bodies, as our sleek, state-
of-the-art military technology (with the assistance of a com-
pliant, self-censoring press)18 protects us from the knowledge
of our hideous violence, turning injured bodies into game-like
labels (“friendly fire,” “systems malfunction,” “collateral dam-
age,” and so on).19

The rebirth of Afghanistan presupposes, of course, a
similar rebirth of the U.S. itself, a similarly rationalized labor
and delivery in which the trauma of birthgiving and the
trauma of being born—the reality of the pain of September
11—is recuperated by a narrative of national unity. Morally
reductive and logically circular, this narrative tells us, in our
president’s words, “adversity introduces us to ourselves”—not
to an understanding of the anger and despair of those whom
our policies may have similarly afflicted, but to the courage
and compassion that define “our national character,” the
“love” and “deep commitment” that we have for “one an-
other.”20 Marked by disavowal instead of comprehension, self-
replication instead of real change, this narcissistic rebirth is
no birth at all, but a wishful return to prenatal security, a des-
perate belief in the false insularity that preceded our fall into
the clutches of the real. Indeed, the symbolic apotheosis of
this fantasy of omnipotence may be the mythical tegument of
the Missile Defense System,21 where the attempt to inscribe an
impenetrable boundary between “us” and “them,” inside and
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outside, ignores the hard lesson of September 11—that the
dangerous outside is already inside us, that globalization means
vulnerability, the interdependence of “First” and “Third”
Worlds.

In her 17 November radio address to the nation, Laura
Bush “kick[ed] off” (hurray!) what she immodestly billed as “a
world-wide effort to focus on the brutality against women
and children by the al-Qaeda terrorist network and…the Tali-
ban.”22 “Long before the current war began,” said Mrs. Bush,
“the Taliban and its terrorist allies were making the lives of
children and women in Afghanistan miserable. Seventy per-
cent of the Afghan people are malnourished. One in every
four children won’t live past the age of five because health
care is not available.” “The fight against terrorism,” she
gravely concluded, “is also a fight for the rights and dignity of
women.” Leaving aside the grotesque hypocrisy of this sud-
den concern over the “brutal oppression of women” by a
regime that we ourselves had armed, trained, and funded
(“freedom fighters,” we used to call them); and ignoring the
First Lady’s tendentious suggestion that, in Afghanistan, pov
erty, illiteracy, and infant mortality are directly and exclusively
attributable to the Taliban,23 I want to look closely at the trope
of “women and children” as it serves competing claims to a
just and moral war. For there is rarely a clearer instance of the
oppression of women than in the discourse that pretends to
revere and protect them—not so much as women but as
nurturing mothers, the real or potential mothers of innocent
children.

Mrs. Bush’s radio address offers a potent mix of the
time-honored ingredients of classical tragedy: terror, on the
one hand, pity on the other. “Civilized people throughout the
world are speaking out in horror—not only because our
hearts break for the women and children in Afghanistan, but
also because in Afghanistan, we see the world the terrorists
would like to impose on the rest of us” (14 September). I
have no quarrel with the idea presented here that sympathy
and alarm are appropriate responses to the plight of Afghani-
stan’s women and children; I do think, however, that it is vital
to understand exactly what interests are served by such a
statement, particularly by its historically decontextualized af-
fect. There can be little doubt that, as Mrs. Bush puts it
(though the grammatical lapse here is startlingly revealing),
“parents the world over love our children” (14 September).
But what this broad and seemingly indisputable claim natu-
ralizes is the inference that we are immediately asked to draw
from it, that “our recent military gains in much of Afghani-
stan” (14 September) are likewise incontrovertibly just and
humane.

Of course, it was the president himself who, in earlier
speeches, had finessed away the difference between punish-
ment and self-defense, there too by recourse to the theme of
parenthood: “We defend not only our precious freedoms, but
also the freedom of people everywhere to live and raise their
children free from fear” (7 October). “Americans are asking:
What is expected of us? I ask you to live your lives, and hug
your children” (20 September). The desire to retaliate is, it
would seem, at one and the same time civilized24 and natu-
ral—as natural, necessary, and decent an impulse as the wish
to protect one’s innocent young. Terrorists must be punished
because they—unlike us!—fail to obey this natural law: “they
make no distinction among military and civilians, including

women and children” (20 September).25 What more powerful
emblem, then, of the sacrifice that all Americans are called
upon to make, than the police shield of a man who, on Sep-
tember 11, gave his life in the attempt to save civilians? The
shield, says Bush, “was given to me by his mom…as a proud
memorial to her son” (20 September). The strategic use of
“mom” is deliberately infantilizing: it equates the son’s hero-
ism with a childlike innocence, reminding us simultaneously
of virtue’s vulnerability and of the necessity of defending it
even unto death. In this way, too, the “mom”—the Mother,
the repressed but threatening symbol of our earliest pain and
loss—is herself reborn, redeemed by her pain, as a public alle-
gory of patriotic pleasure. It is not, then, in giving birth that a
mother becomes proud (or worthy of mention in a presiden-
tial speech) but in masochistically turning her personal grief
into a state memorial to righteous revenge.

In his call to national sacrifice, President Bush is careful
to note that it is not just our sons whom he sends into battle,
but “America’s sons and daughters”—”all the men and
women in our military,” he says (7 October). But the sexism
of Bush’s language is not significantly altered here by the lip
service paid to female combatants, whose identities as women
are forthwith subsumed to a litany of traditionally masculine
tags: “every sailor, every soldier, every airman, every coast-
guardsman, every Marine” (7 October), Bush declares, must
promptly answer “the calling of our time” (14 September), a
calling that is based on “the commitment of our fathers” (14
September) and sanctioned higher up by the almighty Father
(“May He comfort our own. And may He always guide our
country” [14 September]).

There is a chilling logic to the concluding anecdote of
the presidential address of 7 October, in which President
Bush notes having received “a touching letter…from a 4th-
grade girl, with a father in the military: ‘As much as I don’t
want my Dad to fight,’ she wrote, ‘I’m willing to give him to
you’” (7 October). “This young girl,” the President exults,
“knows what America is all about” (7 October). She does
indeed, for, in giving up her father, she rehearses, preco-
ciously, her duty as a mother, anticipating the day she might
give her sons to war. Having understood so well what Amer-
ica is all about, this little girl is a model of successful sociali-
zation; but it is not the naïveté of her “willing” social subjec-
tion that we are being asked to notice in this heartwarming
story. What we are supposed to see in this patronizing tale is
neither the cooptation of an innocent mind nor the cynical
use of adult love of children as a pretext for killing many
children abroad, but a nostalgic sign of our true, inner selves,
our innate and spontaneous loyalty to the nation. Citizenship,
on this view, originates in the womb, prior, somehow, to class
and sexual hierarchy, to political affiliation or to racial-ethnic
identity. Pure, unquestioning, and unquestionably authentic,
this infantile citizen is who we “really” are, a primordial and
unchanging national essence that we need to rediscover in this
time of upheaval. Existing beyond sin and social contradic-
tion, financial motivation and the will to power, this little girl
stands in for the innocent fetus—that “supernatural sign,” as
Lauren Berlant calls it, that utopian “cipher of…national
identity”26 that must be saved, whatever the cost, protected, if
need be, by homegrown terror. Like the white, upper-middle-
class, heterosexual male whose belligerent agenda she is made
to serve here, Bush’s “young girl,” and, behind her, the fetus,
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is a theological and ideological icon—a fetish—masquerading
as a self-evident and universal value.

What we might call the implied author of Bush’s narra-
tive is an imaginary construct that exceeds the immediate text
and permeates the discourse of our culture at large. Mascu-
line-gendered and misogynistic, “pro-life” and yet pro-war,
this invisibly normative narrative persona is equally available
to women and men. Our women-in-uniform, Newsweek
proudly reports, are assertive, competitive, masculinized war-
riors, Amazons who say pithy things like “Get out of my
way.”27 Terrorists, on the other hand, are feminine-gendered,28

“cowards” who go after “soft,” not “hardened,” targets.
“When we perceive a threat to locations we can protect,” says
one impressively hard marine brigadier general, “we are there
with increased vigilance and a really bad attitude.”29 What this
kind of threat display is intended to do is not only to estab-
lish, once and for all, which country is in the position of
global alpha-male, but also to restore to health and security
the mutilated body of that reigning superpower. “Our
wounds as a people,” says President Bush, “are recent and
unhealed” (14 September). “I will not,” he insists, “forget this
wound to our country” (20 September). And therein lies the
magic of the fetish: we remember our wounds to heal our
wounds; we keep our wounds open not the better to remem-
ber the similar wounds we inflict around the world, but the
better to forget, belittle, or ignore them. The president’s re-
frain, “We will come together” (20 September), performs
rhetorically this collective “healing,” transforming the incom-
plete body of the nation—a cracked and bleeding female
form—into a sturdy and purposeful masculine agent. “[T]his
country will define our times, not be defined by them” (20
September). With these words, too, the president turns the
nation-state from the passive (female) recipient of a violating
aggression into the virile progenitor of world solidarity.
Healing requires a sex-change operation.

This change does not merely compensate for feminine
lack, shoring up an unsound and effluent surface; it fulfills, in
the process, a hygienic function, purging the body politic of
foreign impurities. The tight fit between normative gender
stereotypes and the American fantasy of moral and physical
purity is cogently summarized by a navy photograph showing
antigay graffiti on one of the many bombs destined to fall on
the Taliban “fags.”30 These bombs may initially, the president
warns, cause the verminous or rodent-like terrorists to “bur-
row deeper into caves and other entrenched hiding places” (7
October).31 But terrorists, like weeds, will be mercilessly
“rooted out”; like household pests, they will be exterminated
as we “rid the world of evil” (14 September). Like metasta-
sizing cancer cells or a deadly contagion from which, we sud-
denly realize, “we are not immune” (20 September), the
“enemies of freedom” (20 September) are a subhuman life
form, devoid, by definition, of the capacity to reason. Terror-
ists are not people with political grievances, and terrorism is
not a symptom of anything but itself (“terrorism is terror-
ism,” quips President Bush); it is best treated, then, by radical
surgery, by technologically antiseptic military “operations.”

This kind of pathologizing, dehumanizing rhetoric fa-
cilitates escalation rather than understanding, sweeping ulti-
matum rather than “patient justice”: “These demands are not
open to negotiation or discussion. … Every nation, every
region, now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or

you are with the terrorists” (20 September). This is the lan-
guage of “conflict dissolution,” which Wai Chee Dimock, in
discussing the concept of rights, counterpoises as follows to
“conflict resolution”:

This conflict dissolution, the reduction of every conflict
to a nonconflict, the reduction of every opposing claim
to a nonclaim,…confers on the concept of rights not just
a coercive authority but what appears to be a moral author-
ity, making it ‘morally legitimate for one human being to
determine by his choice how another should act.’ The
triumph of rights is, above all, an epistemological tri-
umph, one that confers reality on one claim, one body of
evidence and one line of reasoning, over that of its op-
ponent. And the undoing of the losing claim, the erasure
of its evidence and the dismissal of its reasoning, is per-
haps the necessary basis for the authority granted the
right holder, an authority which, to be seen as moral
authority, must appear to issue not from the successful
demolition of its opponent, but from a Reason immanent
in the nature of things.32

Bush and Rumsfeld like to tout their clear-sighted, no-
nonsense, “real-world” politics; yet, in their comic-book vi-
sion of global relations, America can rest “assured of the
rightness of our cause, and confident of the victories to
come” (20 September) because—conveniently enough, for
the world’s remaining superpower—superior reasoning and
superior virtue are entirely synonymous with superior
strength. On this view, people lose wars not because they have
inferior military capability and not because they reach, more
quickly than their opponents, their particular threshold of
tolerance for pain,33 but because they lack reason and courage,
morality and morale.34 Courage, as Susan Sontag notes, is “a
morally neutral virtue”;35 but, by the terms of America’s zero-
sum adversarial economy, to lose a war is not only to concede
defeat; it is to forfeit all right to legal and moral grievance and,
along with that right, any claim to “deserve” understanding.

There is violence, then, and considerable injustice, in our
wartime language of rights and reason. It is a violence com-
mitted in the name of absolutes, truths deemed freestanding,
self-adequating, and objective. There is violence and injustice
in our president’s refiguring of feminine lack as manly pleni-
tude, in his “chivalrous” appropriation of the experience of
women and children as a pretext for his bloody military cam-
paign, and there is, it must be said, violence and injustice in
Bush’s political hijacking of September 11’s victims—his pre-
sumptuous translation of their shattered lives and bodies into
the metaphysical logos of national unity. Whether they hap-
pen to like it or not, the victims’ families have had their per-
sonal tragedy interpreted for them by the makers of public
opinion.36 Whatever their nationality or religious belief, their
gender identity or political allegiance, the dead have been spo-
ken for—officiously “redeemed”—by a purportedly apolitical,
panhuman discourse, a discourse that extols freedom, equality,
and compassion while insidiously exploiting social and sexual
phobias.

The point here is not that Bush is “wrong” and bin
Laden is “right.” Bin Laden’s rhetoric of justice is similarly
retributive; similarly, if more overtly, macho and gynophobic;
similarly rife with metaphors of animalism and sickness.37

And it is, above all, similarly marked by a resolutely selective
capacity for empathy. Seeing this might have led us to reflect



122 Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, Vol. XXI Nos. 1&2 (2001)

on history’s ironies. Instead of proclaiming irony dead after
September 11, we might have felt more keenly our nation’s
contradictions.38 We might have recognized that a self-
questioning irony is not incompatible with serious issues, that
it is the overweening seriousness of a chauvinistic sublime
that motivates the endless spiral of like-for-like violence.

Are the changes we have brought about in Afghanistan
good ones? I want to say that only time will tell. But by what
universal standard, what objective calculus of The Good, will
this allegorical persona, Time, enlighten us? Wars, after all, are
never definitively won or lost; that is, the “loser” is never ut-
terly incapacitated, absolutely incapable of renewing military
hostilities.39 And just as the outcome of any particular war is
never really incontestable militarily or politically, so the human
and social effects of war cannot be contained within neatly
defined temporal and geographic boundaries.40 Our leaders
have been so busy speculating about fresh military campaigns
“after Afghanistan” (directed against the arbitrarily conceived
“Axis of Evil”) that they seem not to have noticed the many
holes in their alleged victory—the elusiveness of bin Laden,
the resilience of Taliban and Al Qaeda forces in eastern Af-
ghanistan, the continued feuding among Afghan warlords, the
risk of political instability in Pakistan, the widespread popular
resentment over civilian casualties, and the diffuseness, mo-
bility, and infinite regeneracy of a transnational enemy vaguely
defined as “terrorism.”

To return, with Nietzsche, to the language of exchange
value: has our intervention in Afghanistan been “worth” the
“cost” in, say, the lives of innocent Afghan civilians, or the
restriction of civil liberties both at home and abroad,41 or in
the growing international uneasiness over our gunboat diplo-
macy? I do not pretend to have answers to these questions,
but, in the current political climate, asking them is a task as
vital as it is difficult. Bush asserted plaintively, in a news con-
ference on 11 October, “we are a nation that appreciates the
value of life.” But that is precisely the problem: what is the
value of life (and of whose life, exactly) for our “peaceful,”
“generous,” and “compassionate” nation?42 By what equation
of justice does one weigh killing, as a means, against its real or
perceived political end? To the extent that the idea of justice
inevitably turns on some notion of equivalence, symmetry, or
analogy, it lays bare, if we follow it to its logical inconclusion,
not only our international inequities and disavowals but our
everyday perceptual and affective lacunae. Why, ask the fami-
lies of victims of terrorism in Oklahoma, Kenya, Tanzania,
and elsewhere, are the victims of September 11 worth more
monetarily—more on the market of compassion and restitu-
tion—than other victims of similar attacks?43 And what about
our everyday victims of intentional human cruelty such as
battery, rape, or identity theft; are they not, ask their repre-
sentatives, equally entitled to equally generous government
compensation for their equally tragic trauma and loss?4 4

Why—by what measure of emotional responsibility or ethical
jurisdiction—does September 11 move us to feel vulnerable
and angry when mass slaughter on our highways simply goes
without saying?45 I am not suggesting that these situations are
tidily equivalent, but that they may not be as dissimilar as we
tend to think they are, or that their differences may not lie
where we intuitively think they do. Two months after Septem-
ber 11, when American Airlines Flight 587 crashed in Queens,
New York, killing 265 innocent people, “many Americans,”

noted CBS news, “expressed relief that this was just an acci-
dent and not a terrorist attack.” Why is such an accident an
acceptable risk, while terrorism is not? “We” (and not, appar-
ently, the relatives of the victims) were relieved that the air
disaster was “only” an accident because that meant interna-
tional terrorism was still relatively rare in the U.S., hence, rela-
tively unlikely to happen to us.46 And yet, given the human
desire to recuperate meaning, wouldn’t it be preferable, if
offered a choice, to die for a reason, i.e., at the hands of ter-
ror, as the nationally mourned victim of our era’s favorite
evil? If September 11 can help us to think critically about
questions such as these and perhaps to see their implications
for our global sense of justice, it will have accomplished
something “good” after all, although I, for one, do not know
if it will have been “worth” it.

NOTES
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