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September 11: Scholarly Responses

No Quarter

by Dan Reiter, professor of political science

Is Afghanistan another Vietnam? The answer is yes and no. In some ways, the

conflict in Afghanistan bears frustrating similarities to the Vietnam War.

The physical environment in both places complicates military operations.

Airpower plays a central role in American military strategy. Guerrilla

warfare promises to be a problem. A long–term solution will require winning

hearts and minds. Further, the United States finds itself dealing with an

unsavory and not terribly competent political and military force as a means

of combating a greater evil.

A crucial difference, however, distinguishes the war in Vietnam from the

war on terrorism: we cannot afford to lose it. Though the conquest of South

Vietnam in 1975 had limited impact on American national interests, the West

must not allow itself to believe that it can walk away from the war on

terrorism without victory. We already know that the worldwide terrorist

network called al Qaeda, led by Osama bin Laden and hosted by Afghanistan,

has the ability to strike on American soil. September 11 was the single

bloodiest day in American history, worse than Pearl Harbor or Antietam.

This network also uses biological weapons. Even more frightening, there are

reports that al Qaeda seeks to acquire a nuclear weapon, which could mean

the deaths of more than a hundred thousand people in a single blow and the

irrecoverable destruction of a major American city.

This terrorist network cannot be bargained with. Most other terrorist groups, such as the Irish Republican Army and the Basque separatists, promised to end their reigns of violence if their demands were met. The political advisability of meeting terrorist demands is a separate question, but al Qaeda has made no specific demands. It employs violence merely to destroy, similar to some earlier terrorist groups such as the anarchists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the Weather Underground of the 1970s and 1980s. Since al  Qaeda seeks to destroy rather than coexist with the West, it must be completely crushed.

Though the Afghanistan conflict in some ways resembles Vietnam, bin Laden

and al Qaeda more closely resemble Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany. Hitler’s

aims were unlimited: he sought world conquest, planning to invade North

America after he had conquered the Soviet Union and neutralized Britain. We

must assume that bin Laden and al Qaeda seek literally to destroy the West.

We must take seriously their own ideological tracts proclaiming the need to

eradicate infidels just as the Allies eventually came to understand that

Hitler viewed Mein Kampf as an actual blueprint for action rather than a

meaningless rant.

Finally, as with Hitler, the United States must adopt a policy of

unconditional surrender against bin Laden and his network. We must allow no

quarter. Their financial and material support networks must be destroyed,

and the terrorists themselves must be hunted down and either captured or

killed. The recent military successes in Afghanistan are encouraging, but

final victory is not yet in sight. We should view these events as marking

the end of the beginning rather than the beginning of the end.
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