11 and 17 September 2001

Tsang Shu-ki (22/9/01)

I arrived at Brisbane on 9 September, to start a visit to the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), one of the most advanced and respected competition authorities in the world. The very first thing I recognized that night, in the crystal clear sky, was the Southern Cross, a beautiful star constellation that is not regularly observable in Hong Kong. So I was on the other half of the globe. The weather was gorgeous, and people were relaxed and friendly. I was in for a useful experience and a good time, I thought.

The experience was very instructive indeed, thanks to the dedicated and caring ACCC colleagues. Unfortunately, it also turned out to be one of the most tumultuous periods in my life. 

Witnessing the World Trade Centre attacks in real time on TV could only be traumatic for any human being. It’s so different from reading the cold statistics: in every second, five are born in the world while two die. Death is inevitable in the long run, a là Keynes, but it may be heroic, peaceful, accidental, painful or tragic. Thousands of deaths in a matter of an hour, including so many totally innocent fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, and friends, can only be a tragedy of catastrophic, albeit not astronomical, proportion. Modern technology that captured their dying moments made them more agonising to their loved ones and to us all, the terrorists excepting.

There simply isn’t any rationalisation for such a horrible act, and the perpetrators must be brought to justice. Nevertheless, responses from the US and its allies can become excessive and unjustified, and therefore compound the tragedy. For example, indiscriminate bombing of Afghanistan (and possibly Iraq, as some US hardliners are pushing for) that causes many civilian deaths would be morally degenerate. How can one argue that it is better than the crime the US thinks bin Laden, the prime suspect, committed on 11 September 2001?

The root of the problems of international terrorism is not the clash of civilisations, as Samuel Huntington asserted, but a clash of politicised religious ideologies and the result of north-south political economy. Two major direct causes are US’s policy in the Middle East, which is seen by many Muslims as one-sidedly supportive of Israel, at the expense of Palestinians, and US’s efforts to prop up undemocratic, corrupt but oil-rich regimes in the region. Radical Islamic fundamentalists, who are no doubt a minority, find this as spiritually polluting and physically unbearable. People like bin Laden are particularly infuriated by the presence of US troops in their homeland Saudi Arabia after the Gulf War.

Without addressing these problems, any “wild West” type of military responses could only produce more aggrieved people, a minority of whom would be further convinced that there is no international justice and the sole resort is to violence. Since innocent people are slaughtered in the Middle East, the same seems “justified” on US soils. 

Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) told a story of a horrible world, in which even the strongest are vulnerable to deadly attacks by the weakest. A civil society cannot be sustained because any behavioural codes are not followed and cannot be monitored or sanctioned by mutual negotiations and agreements. The result? Students of political philosophy know well enough: an absolutist state that imposes “law and order” on the shattered society. Is the US prepared to play the role of the Leviathan? Is it capable, willing and ready? What are the costs, which no doubt would be tremendous?

The alternative is a more civilized international order, in which the superpower does not act internationally just for its own domestic political consumption, thereby swinging unstably between bullying and isolationism. Anyway, the choice has already been made for the US, if not made by it voluntarily. Engage in the world as a powerful but not dominating partner. Otherwise, radical elements of the aggrieved in the rest of the world would come to haunt the US civil society, perpetrating terrorist acts even without the consent of those poor people, who may be further victimized in a spiral of violence.

Undoubtedly, 11 September 2001 was a historical watershed. How various involved parties would face such a sea change is the critical question facing the world. Only if we cast the tragedy, no matter how horrifying it was, in its proper context can we get the appropriate answer.

My father passed away in the morning of 17 September. He was 99. He didn’t know of the terrorist attacks as he had been in a coma, albeit suffering from no particular diseases. I learnt of his death in Canberra, a city with equally clear sky. I didn’t know how to compare sadness of different scales in that confusing situation. That night I saw the Southern Cross again, and I reminded myself of the commonalities between Christianity and Islam. But my father was a non-believer. Which star should I look for?
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