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Chronology of Events
September
9/11 Suicide bombing of the World Trade Center and Pentagon; some 3,000 killed
9/12 President Bush promises a “monumental struggle of good and evil”
9/18 Anthrax letters postmarked and sent to major media
9/19 Military issues orders for military deployment in Afghanistan
9/20 President Bush addresses a joint session of Congress; announces war on terror
9/21 Ex-Soviet generals predict that America cannot win in Afghanistan
9/24 President Bush moves to freeze terrorists’ asssets
9/28 Jesse Jackson changes plans and will not go to Afghanistan to mediate crisis
October
10/1–7 Alice Walker, Susan Sontag, and others voice criticism of American retaliation
10/6 Bush announces “time is running” out on Taliban to give up bin Laden
10/7 American aircraft begin bombing Taliban and al-Qaeda strongholds
10/9 Senator Daschle’s office receives anonymous anthrax letter
10/13 Al-Qaeda official promises more terrorist attacks on American skyscrapers
10/16 Secretary of State Powell offers to work with “moderate Taliban”
10/21 Taliban captures and executes opposition leader Abdul Haq
10/31 R. W. Apple in the New York Times compares Afghanistan to a Vietnam quagmire
November
11/1 Taliban spokesman warns that every Afghani has a rifle and will fight to the death
11/5 U.S. diplomat in Pakistan relates that Taliban feel they “have the means to win”
11/9 Sudden abandonment of Mazar-i-Sharif
11/11 Fall of western city of Herat
11/12 Three U.S. servicemen killed in accidental bombing at Kandahar
11/16 Mullah Omar rejects peace offers and vows to fight to death
11/17 Muslim holy month of Ramadan begins; bombing continues; fall of Kabul
11/23 Taliban give up Kunduz
11/25 Kunduz inmate uprising and killing of CIA agent; Marines land in Kandahar
11/27 American al-Qaeda member John Walker Lindh captured in Kunduz
December
12/1 Mullah Omar vows to fight for Kandahar until “Judgment Day”
12/2 Ten Israeli teens blown up in Jerusalem by suicide bombers; twenty-five during the week
12/5 Mullah Omar offers $50,000 for each dead Western journalist
12/7 Fall of Kandahar; Mullah Omar and bin Laden in hiding
12/13 Tape released of bin Laden lauding the terrorists’ attacks on 9/11
12/18 Organized resistance at Tora Bora caves ends; Americans begin search and destroy
12/19 Last fires at the wreckage of the World Trade Center are extinguished
12/22 Hamad Karzai forms new government of reconciliation in Afghanistan

Introduction: Why September 11 Won’t Go Away
THE UNITED STATES was attacked at a time of peace on September 11, 2001. Islamic fundamentalists—sponsored by the al-Qaeda organization, with the implicit support of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, to the applause of thousands in the Middle East, and with the silence of millions more—destroyed the towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, severely damaged the Pentagon in Washington, crashed four jumbo jetliners in suicidal fury, and murdered nearly three thousand unsuspecting Americans. We shall never know the full extent of the initial planned attack, but it might have been far worse. Brave passengers on a Washington-bound jet seem to have overpowered the hijackers before they could destroy either the Capitol building or the White House. And the immediate arrest of hundreds of terrorist suspects in the days after September 11 probably prevented other subsequent operations.
On the afternoon of the attack, I began to compose several essays for a variety of newspapers and magazines—and thereafter wrote each day until the cessation of general hostilities in Afghanistan, the formation of a new government in Afghanistan, and the final extinction of the smoldering fires at Ground Zero in New York in late December. By that time the Taliban regime was thoroughly destroyed, the al-Qaeda terrorists had been either killed, captured, or scattered, and the United States was pondering its next season of war in its global counterattack against terrorism.
At the very outset, I was convinced that September 11 was a landmark event in American history, if not the most calamitous day in our nation’s 225 years. Not only did it represent the most grievous single-day foreign attack on the shores of the United States, but the bombings marked a far more climactic and devastating strike than all the prior precursors to American wars—greater in severity than Lexington and Concord, Fort Sumter, Havana Harbor, the sinking of the Lusitania, Pearl Harbor, and the Tonkin Gulf. The dead were for the most part civilians—slaughtered completely unaware at work or in transit. Their murderers were almost immediately canonized by many in the Middle East, and the architect of such evil was within hours greeted as a hero on the streets of the Islamic world. Four general consequences from the events of September 11 characterize these essays and provide themes for the book at large.
September 11 was not merely an act of terrorism per se—isolated and disgruntled individuals of a small clique mad at the state of their world, and so taking out their frustrations against innocents in the United States. Rather, if al-Qaeda did not exist, it would have to have been invented to assuage the psychological wounds of hundreds of millions of Muslims who are without much consensual government, freedom, and material security. Bin Laden is the ultimate representation of Islam’s failure to come to grips with the dizzying and sometimes terrifying pace of globalization and the spread of popular Western culture. In that context September 11 must be seen as the opportunistic response of fundamentalists to funnel collective frustration against the United States, which for most of the world represents the epitome of Westernism and modernism all in one.
The terrorists acted against America because of who we are,  not what we did—despite various claims that our troops in Saudia Arabia were modern “Crusaders” and rumors that Jewish-American women were walking in Muslim countries in suggestive attire. Rampant capitalism, radical equality between the sexes, secular rationalism, and unbridled freedom are not merely antithetical to Islam but appeal to the senses, appetites, and aspirations of millions of Muslims far more effectively than Islamic traditionalism can repress them. It is difficult to suggest that the words of the Koran alone can withstand the hideous and foul West when thousands of Muslims voluntarily eat at Western fast-food franchises in Cairo, the  Star Wars saga is popular in Amman, and millions want to be in lecture halls in Europe and America. The frustrated terrorists themselves were not poor and ignorant, but rather, upscale and educated. Their fury toward the West was incited, not tempered by, their own affinity for and familiarity with us.
Our response to September 11 also revealed another fault line in American thinking: the great divide between a tragic appreciation of the universe and a confidence that all humanity’s problems of the age are solvable through the proper therapeutic and enlightened response. The former view reminds us that as mere humans we cannot rid the universe of all its pathologies in a mere lifetime, and that sometimes we may resemble devils when we try to be omnipotent avenging angels; the latter offers us the god Reason as a worldly religion that can eradicate everything from disease and illiteracy to car exhaust, hand-guns, cigarettes, and unkind words. As a student of classical literature, I was deeply influenced by the epics of Homer, the plays of Sophocles, Thucydides’ history, and the dialogues of Plato, which all seem to offer time-honored alternatives to modern behaviorism, Freudianism, Marxism, and social construction. In the Hellenic view, the  wrong questions to ask in this present conflict are “Why is there war?” “Why do they hate us?” or “What did we do to them?”
The Greeks would instead answer that war is terrible but innate to civilization—and not always unjust or amoral if it is waged for good causes to destroy evil and save the innocent. By the same token, we must return to the idea that terrorists and their sponsoring states are not simply economically driven to conflict, rationally seeking redress from real exploitation, poverty, or inequality. Rather, bellicose theocratic and autocratic nations can be like people—immature, rash, and mercurial—and so rush to battle out of classical motives like Thucydidean fear, envy, and self-interest that in turn are fueled by a desire for power, fame, and respect. Although war is often fought rationally, the causes for its outbreak are seldom rational.
The glum ancients would expect, rather than be shocked by, September 11, realizing that human nature is unchanging and thus predictable through the ages—its essence being raw, savage, and self-serving just beneath the veneer of civilization. In the arena of conflicting and sometimes malevolent powers, national weakness invites attack more often than thanks and appreciation of past self-restraint. Even our magnanimity in sending food to the Taliban was as frequently interpreted as irresolution as it was seen as charity. And military restraint in not responding to prior bombings can be dismissed as timidity rather than praised as sobriety.
Similarly, we need to be reminded of the tragic limitations of the human condition—and how rare Western culture is in its efforts to ameliorate the savagery innate to all peoples at all times. Kabul was not Paris or San Francisco when we arrived, and it will not be so when we leave. We wish peace and some sort of human order in Afghanistan, but we accept that without a Madison or Lincoln or the Federalist Papers there may well be unclean water, harsh police, and only one radio station for some time to come. Our mission in this war is not to right wrongs that cannot be righted given the limits of our wisdom and power, but rather to leave millions in Afghanistan and elsewhere better off than when we arrived, offering hope to other states that their towers will not be toppled and their citizens vaporized should a fanatical enclave decide to target their culture.
Acceptance of this dark vision of human nature need not be pessimistic if one understands that a transcendent morality—the desire to protect the unsuspecting, aid the attacked, and leave behind for others more than one has received—is the foundation for such an unsparing worldview. Thus we accept the tragedy of the human condition in order to ensure that we do not allow evil people to act out what they desire and sometimes are surely capable of accomplishing.
Such a realistic acceptance of war seemed to me far more humane (not to mention safe) than believing that we can reinvent the nature of man each generation through state planning, psychoanalysis, counseling, or any of the other social and behavioral sciences that seek to alter—often through coercion—the very way we humans think and act on some universal scale. Mr. bin Laden killed thousands of Americans because he was depraved and thought it more likely that he could gain fame and power than court death and destruction. We were Britain to his Hitler, a power not in any way culpable for past transgressions, but an obstacle nonetheless by virtue of our democracy and liberality to his mad dreams of grandeur. He envisioned a medieval Caliphate under his sway. And he was convinced by the past restraint of the United States that the world’s sole superpower either could not or would not retaliate against him, despite his long history of murdering.
I also tried to make sense of our own subsequent response to September 11 from an equally different view of class and status. I am a classicist, but also a farmer, who was born, lives, and works on a family farm in California’s Central Valley. From that agrarian vantage point, itself handed down from some five previous generations who lived on our small 120 acres, I have had doubts about what passes for intellectual life in America today—particularly as manifested in the contemporary university. Physical work, close acquaintance with the poor, and affinity with the innate dangers that confront millions of Americans are all a complete mystery to many of the most vocal critics of America in this current conflict; those who do not disk the south forty, hammer nails, or pump out cesspools, it seemed to me, had a greater propensity (not to mention more time) to ponder the legal ramifications of trying John Walker Lindh—and were more likely to see him as a confused idealist from Marin County than an abject traitor.
So I felt much of what the university had to say about September 11 would reflect its general isolation from the material conditions facing most Americans—and I was not disappointed. Almost all the working-class people I know—farmers, mechanics, union electricians, and students at California State University, Fresno—were solidly behind the United States’ response. In contrast, nearly all of the opposition to our conduct in this war was expressed by professors and those in law, the media, government, and entertainment, who as a general rule lead lives rather different from those of most Americans.
Many critics, of course, were well-meaning pacifists and principled opponents of the use of force in response to violence. I am not interested so much in refuting such positions as in explaining how frequently they seem to be held by the most comfortable and secure members of American society—whether in the corporation, law firm, or university. Those who were tenured, highly paid, or leisured, both Republican and Democrat, I think have forgotten how hard it is to survive and raise a family—how often daily life is muscular and dangerous, and how frequently evil people can and must be stopped only through physical strength from hurting those who are helpless. Rarely do our professional classes meet or live by those who have few lifelines and therefore understand this brutality and the slim margin of error that sometimes separates survival from catastrophe. Many enlightened and well-educated Americans—often among the most influential of our society—simply cannot believe that awful men abound in the world who cannot be cajoled, bought off, counseled, reasoned with, or reported to the authorities, but rather must be hit and knocked hard to cease their evildoing if the blameless and vulnerable are to survive.
Yet the vast majority of Americans accept this pragmatic creed—90 percent of them supported bombing the Taliban and al-Qaeda according to many polls taken throughout the autumn of 2001. Too many of our more educated and upscale did not. They felt that we should have done very little militarily, but quite a lot in consultation with the United Nations, our allies, and moderate states to convince al-Qaeda to stop. Class as an indicator of America’s differing political responses to September 11 was rarely remarked upon by social critics. So this war has reminded citizens that a great many progressives are more likely to be privileged than sweaty, eager to craft bromides from the suburb rather than the farm or coal mine, and quite ready to embrace abstract curealls as penance for the vast distance they have put between themselves and their objects of empathy. Domestically, such hypocrisy and naïveté are problematic, but in a war with deadly adversaries like al-Qaeda and their supporters, utopianism is near suicidal.
These essays reflect a deep belief that September 11 has reminded us how Western civilization and its more radical manifestation of liberty and capitalism in the United States are very different from other cultures past and present. Multiculturalism taught us that all peoples are more or less equal, one society not qualitatively better or worse than any other. Cultural relativism added that it is wrong to judge a people on its habits and practices—there being no real objective standard of good or evil behavior, since both concepts are not absolute, but simple “constructions” or “fictions” of the day, created by those in power to maintain their control and privilege.
Or so we were told in our schools, books, and universities. September 11 suggested otherwise. There is not—and never has been—a single true democracy in the Islamic world other than a sometimes constitutional, secular, and Westernized Turkey. There may be four or five words for various types of female veils in the languages of the Middle East— burqa, chador, niqab, hyab, and others—but no indigenous vocabulary for constitutional and consensual government. That fact alone makes a real difference in the lives of a billion people. Freedom to worship, the rule of law, the right to inquire apart from religion and government, the existence of a voting middle class, the opportunity to own property and pursue profit—all these are mostly Western ideas and, to the degree they are followed anywhere, permit a people prosperity and happiness. If such values are thwarted by either religion, tribalism, statism, or sheer anarchy, far too frequently and unnecessarily men and women get sick, kill each other, die early, and live in squalor.
Consequently, many of the following chapters deny that the misery of the Middle East is simply a result of colonialism, racism, or American hegemony—much less attributable to the bogeyman Israel— rather than the predictable result of widespread failure to adopt free institutions, democracy, open markets, and civilian audit. In that sense, realpolitik alone will not see America through the war against the terrorists. Instead, in the tumult to follow September 11, overwhelming military force must be coupled with humane considerations and straight talk. All people born onto this planet seek freedom and security, and since the Western paradigm alone provides man a chance to realize these innate aspirations, it is the duty of Americans to be neither cynical nor insensitive in their approach to the Islamic world, but rather in confidence and without apology to support popular governments and democratic revolutionaries wherever possible. The more the present repressive regimes now hate America, the more their freed peoples will later admire us. Now is the time for promoting consensual government in the Middle East and cessation of our support for autocrats; later we can worry about the arrogance or naïveté of embracing Western nation-building.
Finally, the three-millennia story of Western civilization on the battlefield has proved to be one of abject terror for its enemies. Europe and its cultural offspring have across time and space fashioned a deadly form of warfare that transfers ideas of freedom, rationalism, consensual government, and egalitarianism to lethally trained civic militaries—highly disciplined, well led, technologically advanced, and superbly armed. Much of what I wrote in the military context was intended to remind Americans that they had little to fear from the Taliban and the terrorists. If we stayed true to our ideals of freedom and democracy, and were not afraid to incur sacrifice in lives and capital in the use of our forces, then history teaches us that the ultimate victory was never in doubt. Americans, I have learned, are completely unaware of the vast extent of their nation’s military power.
The essays appear in the rough order that they were composed between September 11 and December 22, 2001. The only occasional changes I made in the original texts from what appeared in print were corrections of occasional typographical and grammatical errors, and the elimination of some redundancies that became clear only when the essays were assembled together. In a few cases an essay has retained my original title, rather than that which appeared in print and was supplied by an editor. Readers should note that the records of the number of fatalities from September 11 were reassessed almost daily during the final four months of the year, ranging from an original guess of some 10,000-plus dead, to losses of between 7,000 and 4,000 before careful analysis revealed a figure of some 3,000 killed in the air, at the Pentagon, and in New York.
I also left things as I wrote them in hopes that these essays, as a contemporary record of ongoing events, will show some prescience in light of what actually transpired—and, more important, will encourage Americans not to listen to the future gloomy prognoses of so many of their most esteemed experts and pundits on both the left and the right. It is hard now to remember that a great many prominent thinkers believed that we either would not or could not respond to our attackers, and that if we did, we would probably be unsuccessful and so only create more problems than we solved. Some conservatives at times were convinced that we were failing to wage real war, even as their liberal counterparts were appalled that we were bombing as much as we did. September 2001 was an especially chaotic time, when panic and sophistry ruled the airwaves and papers.
The great majority of these articles first appeared in National Review  Online. I would like to thank the editors there as well as  National Review magazine, the Wall Street Journal, the  Daily Telegraph, City Journal, Military History Quarterly, and  The Claremont Review of Books for permission to reprint the other essays. My thanks also go to Cara Hanson, Bruce Thornton, Kathryn López, Myron Magnet, Edward Craig, Kristi Hill, Sabina Robinson, and my editor at Anchor, Andrew Miller, for help in editing and assembling a number of the essays.

I.
September
DURING THE THREE-WEEK lull between September 11 and our military response in early October, it was not clear when and if America would strike back. Despite our president’s immediate and firm assurance that we would battle terrorists across the globe for years to come, critics both here and abroad immediately questioned the morality of our tactics in bombing the terrorist enclaves in Afghanistan and the military feasibility of finding the al-Qaeda camps—and then destroying them without either killing scores of innocent civilians or causing such disruption as to precipitate wide-scale starvation and disease.
(The destruction of the World Trade Center; the attack on the Pentagon; the explosion of four jet airliners; President  Bush’s promises of a worldwide war on terror; dispatch of American carriers to the Indian Ocean; initial criticism of proposed American response both at home and abroad)
In addition, we did not know exactly the number of our own dead, as casualties on September 11 were at first feared to be in the tens of thousands, before generally being reduced to a round figure of between seven thousand and three thousand killed—a total by January 2002 that would be generally recognized as around three thousand fatalities. Both friends in Europe and neutrals and enemies in the Middle East demanded “proof” that bin Laden had, in fact, masterminded the attacks. Yet throughout these dark days, the Taliban and al-Qaeda alike promised annihilation for any Americans foolish enough to enter Afghanistan and raised the specter of further terrorist attacks here and abroad against the United States.
In the numbing aftermath of September 11, Americans were presented with a daily variety of myths—military, cultural, and political—designed to temper our military response. I was chiefly worried that we were awash in a sea of false knowledge concerning everything from the military history of Afghanistan, the lessons of Vietnam, misinformation about the Northern Alliance, half-truths about the effectiveness of our air forces, the purportedly hopeless struggle against a “new” form of terror, the reasons for al-Qaeda’s assault, and the nature of American foreign policy in the Middle East.
September was perhaps the most hectic and depressing month in our nation’s history. In the following nine essays, composed in those times of chaos and uncertainty, I employed occasional parody, posed counterfactual scenarios, and drew on classical history—as well as the careers of General Sherman and Winston Churchill, the 2,500-year Western military tradition, the heroism of the New York policemen and firefighters, and our struggle against the Japanese during World War II—all to argue that we had no choice but to counterattack long and hard in Afghanistan.


1.
What Are We Made Of?
THE GUTS TO RESIST EVIL
THE UNITED STATES finally entered World War I due to the nation’s lingering outrage over a few hundred floating bodies of Americans from the sunken ocean liner Lusitania, which was torpedoed as a part of Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare. Over two decades later, on December 7, 1941, we declared war against the Japanese Empire after twenty-four hundred American sailors were surprised and killed on a Sunday morning at Pearl Harbor. In the aftermath of each attack, the United States did not seek the sanction of world opinion, nor did it worry about the feelings of either its allies or newfound enemies. Instead America unleashed the dogs of war, precipitously so against countries that had promised and delivered our people death.
In the days after Pearl Harbor a dazed American public saw news-reels of victorious Japanese, shouting “Banzai!” with arms outstretched on conquered American outposts, the precursors of suicidal kamikaze pilots who would soon promise the annihilation of our fleet and sailors. What terrible foes, we thought, to hate us so—so adroit at surprising us, so deadly at killing despite our defenses. Yet, the generation of our fathers was not impressed by either images or rhetoric. In response, a rather innocent and unprepared nation in less than sixty months left both Germany and Japan in smoldering ruins. Both fascism and Japanese militarism were incinerated and have not plagued the world for over a half-century.
Today, September 11, the United States was similarly attacked, in acts every bit as cowardly and without warning. The only difference between Pearl Harbor and the firing on the Pentagon and destruction of the towers of the World Trade Center is one of magnitude. Ours now is the far greater loss. No enemy in our past, neither Nazi Germany nor imperial Japan, has killed so many American civilians and brought such deadly carnage to our shores as these suicidal hijackers who crashed the very citadels of American cultural, economic, and military power in our nation’s two greatest cities. While preliminary reports of casualties are still unclear, our enemies may have killed more Americans—nearly all of them civilian men, women, children, and the aged—than died at Shiloh or Pearl Harbor. And unless sizable numbers of the targeted fifty thousand escaped, our casualties could in theory approach the aggregate numbers of Vietnam war dead. It may well be that more Americans died today than fell at Gettysburg or Antietam, or in fact on any single day in American history. Surely, by any fair measure of history, we should now be at war.
But are we and shall we be? This generation of Americans is at a crossroads in our nation’s history. We must decide whether we shall continue to be the adolescent nation that fretted the last six months over the risqué details of Congressman Condit’s private life while our enemies were plotting death on the scale of a Guadalcanal or Tet under our very noses. Or are we still the children of our fathers, who accepted the old, sad truth that “the essence of war is violence, and moderation in war is imbecility.”
The voices of our therapeutic culture will caution otherwise. Indeed, they already have. We all know the old litany of inaction and self-loathing. Such seething hatreds are inevitable, we are told, given our world swagger, and are the bothersome wages of global activism. Should not we look inward, others will remind us, to examine why so many despise us so much?—as if people who practice neither democracy nor religious tolerance nor equality are our moral superiors. And are not these isolated terrorists emissaries of a new war for which we are so ill-equipped and do not understand?—as if we, the greatest military power in the history of civilization, do not fathom the unchanging and eternal nature of blood and iron. Is not our support for Israel the source of our calamity?—as if we should abandon the only democratic island in a sea of fanaticism and autocracy.
As in the case of the Marine barracks in Lebanon, the Lockerbie airliner downing, the cowardly murder of our servicemen in Saudi Arabia, the ruination of the embassies in Africa, the suicidal ramming of the USS  Cole, and the earlier near carnage of the World Trade Center, we know well the vocabulary of prevarication practiced by our political and media pundits. We shall “track down and punish” the terrorists; we must “bring to justice the perpetrators,” who can “run but not hide”; we will “act swiftly and deliberately”—but, of course, at all times “soberly and judiciously.” And so on. Out will follow the old nostrums: Europe must be consulted, moderate Arab states entreated, and the United Nations petitioned. Few will confess that we are in our own outright bloody war against tyranny, intolerance, and theocracy, an age-old fight against medieval foes who despise modernism, liberalism, and freedom, and all the hope that they bring to the human condition.
But Americans now must ignore the old lie, because at last they also know the new truth: despite the braggadocio of the past years, we have in fact done very 
little—and so invited war onto our shores. Worse still, we have disguised that little in the rhetoric of the criminal justice system, as if these enemy warriors are local misguided felons to be handed over to our courts. Or our diplomatic experts would quietly return us to a comfortable stasis by the usual whispers about the consequences of “polarizing” the Arab world or “radicalizing” moderate societies—folk perhaps such as the Palestinians who were celebrating today in their streets on news that thousands of bodies lay strewn in ours. Far worse even still, after the launching of a few impotent cruise missiles, we can go on cloaking that nothing in the immoral vocabulary that we are either too civilized to punish evil, or perhaps too comfortable, or too sophisticated to kill killers. And so Americans die, they are forgotten, and we do nothing—hoping that our enemies will at least do their cowardly work on our distant ships or barracks rather than at our doorsteps.
Yes, we are at a great juncture in American history. We can go to battle, as we once did in the past—hard, long, without guilt, apology, or respite until our enemies are no more. It was our ancestors who passed on to us that credo and with it all that we hold dear, and so just as they once did, we too must confront and annihilate these killers and the governments that have protected and encouraged them. Only that way can we honor and avenge our dead and keep faith that they have not died in vain. Only with evil confronted and crushed can we ensure that our children might still someday live, as we once did, in peace and in safety.
Written on September 11 and published in National Review, 
week of October 1.


2.
Western Nations Are Slow to Anger, but Lethal in Their Fury
WE IN THE United States have suffered a great loss. But the incineration of innocent civilians in our cities was not due to our intrinsic weaknesses but rather, like the Greeks in the weeks before Thermopylae, attributable to our naïveté and unpreparedness.
Yet Osama bin Laden has made a fatal miscalculation. Like everybody who scoffs at the perceived laxity of Western democracies, these murderers have woken an enormous power from its slumber, and retribution will shortly be both decisive and terrible. The bloody wages of this ignorance of the power of a free people aroused are age-old and unmistakable—Xerxes’s sixty thousand washed ashore at Salamis, eighty thousand of the sultan’s best floating in the waters off Lepanto, one hundred thousand lost in the streets of Tokyo.
Western nations at war, from the Greeks to the present, are not weak but enormously lethal—far out of proportion to their relatively small population and territory. This power is not an accident of geography, much less attributable to natural resources or genes, but rather found in its very ideas and values. The foundations of Western culture—freedom, civic militarism, capitalism, individualism, constitutional government, and secular rationalism—when applied to the battlefield have always resulted in carnage for their adversaries.
Such ideals were apparent almost immediately this time around— with the decision of doomed airline passengers to storm their hijackers; with Congress freely voting vast sums of capital for military operations; with individual rescue workers, aided by sophisticated and huge machines, on their own initiative devising ad hoc methods of saving victims and restoring calm to a devastated city.
Neither the genius of Hannibal nor the diseases of Africa nor the fanaticism of the Mahdists have stopped Western armies. Occasional lapses such as last week’s have prompted not capitulation, but responses far more deadly than their enemies’ temporary victories.
In our peace and affluence, and in awe at the suicidal fanaticism of our enemies, we Americans of this complacent age have forgotten these iron laws of the Western way of war—Alexander the Great destroying an empire of seventy million with an army of forty thousand, Cortés wrecking an imperial people of two million in less than two years, or a small band of British redcoats ending the power of Cetshwayo and his Zulus for good in less than a year. The arsenal at tiny sixteenth-century Venice—based on principles of market capitalism and republican audit—launched far better and more numerous galleys than those of the entire Ottoman navy. At Midway, American code breakers—the products of free universities, nursed on egalitarianism and able to investigate without political and religious censure—helped to win the battle before it had even begun.
In the months to come, American ground and air forces, with better weapons, better supplies, better discipline and more imaginative commanders—audited constantly by an elected Congress and president, criticized by a free press—will shatter the very foundations of Islamic fundamentalism. Indeed, the check on the great power of Western armies through the ages has rarely been enemy spears or bullets, but the very voices of internal dissent—Bernardino de Sahagún aghast at his people’s cruelty in Mexico, a Bishop Colenso remonstrating against the British government about the destruction of Zululand or an American co-ed marching to end the war in Vietnam.
The Taliban and other hosts of murderers at bases in Pakistan, Iraq, and Syria may find reprieve from Western clergy and academics, but they shall not from the American military. America is not only the inheritor of the European military tradition, but in many ways also its most powerful incarnation. Our multiracial and radically egalitarian society has taken the concepts of freedom and market capitalism to their theoretical limits. While our critics often ridicule the crassness of our culture and the collective amnesia of our masses, they often underestimate the lethal power that accrues from such an energetic and restless citizenry, where past background means little in comparison with present ambition, drive, and ingenuity.
Our creed is not class, breeding, or propriety, but rather machines, brutal competition, and unchecked audacity. These are intimidating assets when we turn, as we shall shortly, from the arts of production to those of destruction. The world, much less the blinkered fundamentalists, has not seen a United States unleashed for a long time and so has forgotten all this. Americans are kind, and they are a generous people. But when wronged, held in contempt, and attacked in peace, they define victory as the absolute annihilation of their adversaries.
So we are a schizophrenic people of sorts, a nation of amateurs that can almost magically transform itself into a culture of professional killers. In 1860, Grant was a clerk and Sherman a failed banker and then teamster; in 1865, they were cruel masters in the art of unmitigated carnage, their huge armies the most deadly of the age.
My father was a peaceful farm boy in 1941. Within a mere twenty-four months, he had been turned into a brutal agent of the apocalypse as he and other tyros in thousands of monstrous new B-29s rained death upon the cities of Japan—without guilt or apology, proud that their napalm was ridding the world of Japanese militarism. When we, as confident students of the 1970s, remonstrated against him for his past vengeance, he scoffed at our naïveté: “I’d be proud and ready to do it again.” And so he would, and so we may now as well.
Written on September 12 and published in the Daily Telegraph
 on September 21.


3.
Cornered
THE TALIBAN IS NEITHER NEW NOR SCARY
WITHIN THE LAST several hours the Taliban in Afghanistan have been variously reported as in hiding, preparing their forces for a border war, denying bin Laden was in their custody, offering to let a “neutral” Islamic “court” adjudicate his future, calling for a jihad against the United States, and threatening Muslim neighbors who ally themselves with the United States. It would be a grave mistake to listen seriously to any of this prattle, worse still to think their apparently contradictory and inexplicable behavior represents real power or danger.
In fact, their passive-aggressive bluster is typical of the usual last howls of all cornered thugs and dictators. Goebbels continued to broadcast doom to the Allies hours before he blew his brains out. As American armies raced through the carcass of Germany, Admiral Dönitz in the last minutes of Nazism still issued threats and demands to the Allies concerning the conditions of German capitulation. Japanese fanatics under General Anami promised to overthrow the brokered surrender and lead Japan to eternal victory amid the ashes of Hiroshima—shortly before committing suicide as the American fleet made ready to sail into Tokyo Bay.
In the past, we scoffed at all these desperate attempts of murderous and illegitimate governments to salvage their eroding power. So too we must with the Taliban, who possess neither the skill nor terror of those whom we obliterated in World War II. The only difference is that they have panicked even before we have fired a shot.
The empty rhetoric of the Taliban offers even greater lessons still. In the months to come we must not delude ourselves that the “new” enemy of Islamic fundamentalism has suddenly arisen to change entirely the rules of war. Their terrorism, fanaticism, and even suicide bombers are not novel. They find parallels throughout history from the conquest of Mexico to the siege of Cyprus in 1571 to the kamikaze attacks on the American fleet off Okinawa.
Instead, we must remember in this present crisis that military precedent and behavior, based as they are on the unchanging nature of man, always endure. In this case they teach us that all illegitimate and murderous regimes, when they are at last stripped of their terror and the illusion of power, threaten even as they broker to save their own skins. The Taliban will do the same until the last bullet finally puts an end to their evil. As Afghanistan’s neighbors—untrustworthy states like Iran and Pakistan, who until days ago harbored terrorists but now are themselves in deadly fear of U.S. bombs—seal their borders, the threats of the cornered Taliban will become even more surreal as they are empty. This is a good sign that they recognize, as we do, that their end is near.
We are witnessing a great change in the balance of power in the world. Formidable states like India and Russia, both secular democracies with historical ties to Europe, will gravitate to us even as the Arab world—with ruined economies and without a single elected government—finds itself weakening by the day. The United States has awoken from its moral slumber and found itself not feeble, but fearsome beyond its wildest imagination. We have suffered a grave defeat— more dead than at Pearl Harbor—not because we were intrinsically weak, but rather because we, like the Greeks on the eve of Thermopylae, were naive and unprepared. The Taliban sound ferocious, but that is because the most dangerous place in the world in the next few weeks will be Kabul, not Manhattan.
Written on September 15 and published in National Review Online
 on September 19.


4.
Great Leaders Are Forged in War
“GREAT BATTLES,” Winston Churchill remarked, “change the entire course of events, create new standards of values, new moods, in armies and in nations.” And so too has our first defeat of this new conflict. We have suffered a calamitous tragedy on September 11—more than the dead of Shiloh—only to have awakened to the world turned upside down. Old orthodoxies are obsolete; what is to follow is still unsure and untried. In the battles to come we will not have the luxury of the moral smugness of our past, and so no need for the tired voices of conciliation and impotence. The terrible cloud over Manhattan has ended the era of hesitancy—of kind, predictable, and cautious men whose sobriety proved to be their weakness, their reluctance to act now revealed as the recklessness of inaction.
President Bush appears a different sort. He was said to be inarticulate and incapable of leadership. Neither is true. He radiates instead seriousness, even anger. His sternness is so far without arrogance. The president’s mettle shows signs that it may prevail in the setbacks to come, when the universities and media revile him, or even endure our successes when the diplomats and experts warn him to prevaricate and cease. What are we, then, to look for in our president and his subordinates in the months to come?
First an unquestioned faith in victory, without which no great captain can marshal his troops. Pericles rebuked his demoralized and
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