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Explanation and Exoneration, or Xhat We Can Hear

Introduction Judith Butler

Since the events of September 11, we have seen both a rise of anti-
intellectualism and a growing acceptance of censorship within the media.
This could mean that we have support for these trends within the general
population of the United States, but it could also mean that the media
function as “public voices” that operate at a distance from their con-
stituency, that both report the “voice” of the government for us, and whose
proximity to that voice rests on an alliance or identification with that
voice. Setting aside for the moment how the media act upon the public,
whether, indeed, they have charged themselves with the task of structuring
public sentiment and fidelity, it seems crucial to note that a critical relation
to government has been severely, though not fully, suspended, and that
the “criticism” or, indeed, independence of the media has been compro-
mised in some unprecedented ways.

Although we have heard, lately, about the abusive treatment of pris-
oners, and war “mistakes” have been publicly exposed, it seems that nei-
ther the justification nor the cause of the war has been the focus of public
intellectual attention. Indeed, thinking too hard about what brought this
about has invariably raised fears that to find a set of causes will be to have
found a set of excuses. This point was made in print by Michael Walzer,
a “just war” proponent, and has worked as an implicit force of censorship
in op-ed pages across the country. Similarly, we have heard from Vice
President Richard Cheney and Edward Rothstein of the New York Times,
among several others, that the time to reassert not only American values
but fundamental and absolute values has arrived. Intellectual positions
that are considered “relativistic” or “post-” of any kind are considered
either complicitous with terrorism or as constituting a “weak link” in the
fight against it. The voicing of critical perspectives against the war has
become difficult to do, not only because mainstream media enterprises
will not publish them (most of them appear in the Guardian or the Pro-
gressive or on the Internet), but because to voice them is to risk hysteri-
cization and censorship. In a strong sense, the binarism that Bush pro-
poses in which only two positions are possible—to be for the war or for
terrorism—makes it untenable to hold a position in which one opposes
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both. Moreover, it is the same binarism that returns us to an anachronistic
division between “East” and “West” and which, in its sloshy metonymy,
returns us to the invidious distinction between civilization (our own) and
barbarism (now coded as “Islam” itself). At the beginning of this conflict,
to oppose the war meant to some that one somehow felt sympathy with
terrorism, or that one saw the terror as justified. But it is surely time to
allow an intellectual field to redevelop in which more responsible distinc-
tions might be heard, histories might be recounted in their complexity,
and accountability might be understood apart from the claims of
vengeance. This would also have to be a field in which the long-range
prospects for global cooperation might work as a guide for public reflec-
tion and criticism.

1. The Left response to the war currently waged in Afghanistan has
run into serious problems, in part because the explanations that the Left
has provided to the question, “Why do they hate us so much?” have been
dismissed as so many exonerations of the acts of terror themselves. This
does not need to be the case. I think we can see, however, how moralistic
anti-intellectual trends coupled with a distrust of the Left as so many self-
flagellating First World elites has produced a situation in which our very
capacity to think about the grounds and causes of the current global con-
flict is considered impermissible. The cry that “there is no excuse for
September 117 has become a means by which to stifle any serious public
discussion of how U.S. foreign policy has helped to create a world in
which such acts of terror are possible. We see this most dramatically in the
suspension of any attempt to offer balanced reporting on the interna-
tional conflict, the refusal to include important critiques of the U.S. mili-
tary effort by Arundhati Roy (Guardian, September 29, 2001) and others
within the mainstream U.S. press, the unprecedented suspension of civil
liberties for illegal immigrants and suspected terrorists, the use of the flag
as an ambiguous sign of solidarity with those lost on September 11 and
with the current war, as if the sympathy with the one translates, in a single
symbolic stroke, into support for the latter. The raw public mockery of the
peace movement, the characterization of antiwar demonstrations as
anachronistic or nostalgic, work to produce a consensus of public opinion
that profoundly marginalizes antiwar sentiment and analysis, putting into
question in a very strong way the very value of dissent as part of contem-
porary U.S. democratic culture.

2. The articulation of this hegemony takes place in part through pro-
ducing a consensus on what certain terms will mean, how they can be
used, and what lines of solidarity are implicitly drawn through this use.
We reserve “acts of terror” for events such as the September 11 attacks on
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the United States, distinguishing these acts of violence from those that
might be justified through foreign policy decisions or public declarations
of war. On the other hand, these terrorist acts are construed as “declara-
tions of war” by the Bush administration, which then positions the mili-
tary response as a justified act of self-defense. In the meantime, there is
ambiguity introduced by the very use of the term “terrorist,” which is then
exploited by various powers at war with independence movements of var-
ious kinds. The term “terrorist” is used, for instance, by the Israeli state to
describe any and all Palestinian acts of violence, but none of its own. The
term is also used by Putin to describe the Chechen struggle for indepen-
dence, which then casts its own acts of violence against this province as
justified acts of national self-defense. The United States, by using the
term, positions itself exclusively as the sudden and indisputable victim of
violence, and there is no doubt that it has suffered violence, terrible vio-
lence.

3. The point I would like to underscore here is that a frame for under-
standing violence emerges in tandem with the experience, and that the
frame works both to preclude certain kinds of questions, certain kinds of
historical inquiries, and to function as a moral justification for retaliation.
It seems crucial to attend to this frame, since it decides, in a forceful way,
what we can hear, whether a view will be taken as explanation or as exon-
eration, whether we can hear the difference, and abide by it.

4. There is as well a narrative dimension to this explanatory frame-
work. In the United States, we start the story by invoking a first-person
narrative point of view, and tell what happened on September 11. And it
is that date, and the unexpected and fully terrible experience of violence
that propels the narrative. If someone tries to start the story earlier, there
are only a few narrative options. We can narrate, for instance, what Moham-
med Atta’s family life was like, whether he was teased for looking like a
girl, where he congregated in Hamburg, and what led, psychologically, to
the moment in which he piloted the plane into the World Trade Center.
Or what was bin Laden’s break from his family, and why is he so mad?
That kind of story is interesting to a degree, because it suggests that there
is a personal pathology at work. It works as a plausible and engaging nar-
rative in part because it resituates agency in terms of a subject, something
we can understand, something that accords with our idea of personal
responsibility, or with the theory of charismatic leadership that was popu-
larized with Mussolini and Hitler in World War II.

And this is easier to hear than that a network of individuals dispersed
across the globe conjured and implemented this action in various ways. If
there is a network, there must be a leader, a subject who is finally respon-
sible for what others do. Perhaps we can hear, in a limited way, about the
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way in which the Al Qaeda group makes use of Islamic doctrine, and we
want to know, to shore up our liberal framework, that they do not repre-
sent the religion of Islam, and that the vast majority of Muslims do not
condone them. Al Qaeda can be “the subject,” but do we ask where this
comes from? Isolating the individuals involved absolves us of the necessity
of coming up with a broader explanation for events. Though we are per-
haps perplexed by why there is not a greater public repudiation by Mus-
lim leaders (though many organizations have done that), we cannot quite
understand why it might be difficult for Muslim leaders to join publicly
with the United States on this issue even as they condemn quite clearly the
acts of violence.

5. Our own acts of violence do not receive graphic coverage in the
press, and so they remain acts that are justified in the name of self-
defense, but also justified by a noble cause, namely, the rooting out of ter-
rorism. Recently, it is reported that the Northern Alliance may have
slaughtered a village: will this be investigated and, if confirmed, prose-
cuted as a war crime? When a bleeding child or dead body on Afghani soil
emerges in the press coverage, it is not framed as part of the horror of
war, but only as a critique of the military’s capacity to aim its bombs
right. We castigate ourselves for not aiming better, but we do not take the
sign of destroyed life and decimated peoples as something for which we
are responsible, or indeed understand how that decimation works to con-
firm the United States as performing atrocities. Our own acts are not con-
sidered terrorist. And there is no history of acts that is relevant to the self-
understanding we form in the light of these terrible events. There is no
relevant prehistory to the events of September 11, since to begin to tell the
story a different way, to ask how things came to this, is already to compli-
cate the question of agency which, no doubt, leads to the fear of moral
equivocation. In order to condemn these acts as inexcusable, absolutely
wrong, in order to sustain the affective structure in which we are, on the
one hand, victimized and, on the other, engaged in a righteous cause of
rooting out terror, we have to start the story with the experience of vio-
lence we suffered.

We have to shore up the first-person point of view, and preclude from
the telling accounts that might involve a decentering of the narrative “I”
within the international political domain. This decentering is experienced
as part of the wound that we have suffered, though, so we cannot inhabit
that position. This decentering is precisely what we seek to rectify through
a recentering. A narrative form emerges to compensate for the enormous
narcissistic wound opened up by the public display of our physical vul-
nerability. Our response, accordingly, is not to enter into international
coalitions where we understand ourselves to be working with institution-
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ally established routes of consensus building. We relegate the United
Nations to a second-order deliberative body, and insist instead on Amer-
ican unilateralism. And subsequently we ask, Who is with us? Who is
against us? As a result, we respond to the exposure of vulnerability with
an assertion of U.S. “leadership,’
have for international coalitions that are not built and led by us. Such
coalitions do not conflict with U.S. supremacy, but confirm it, stoke it,
insist upon it, with long-term implications for the future shape and possi-
bility of global cooperation.

6. Perhaps the question cannot be heard at all, but I would still like to
ask: Can we find another meaning, and another possibility, for the decen-

5

showing once again the contempt we

tering of the first-person narrative within the global framework? I do not
mean that the story of being attacked should not be told. I do not mean
that the story that begins with September 11 should not be told. These
stories have to be told, and they are being told, despite the enormous
trauma that undermines narrative capacity in these instances. But if we are
to come to understand ourselves as global actors, and acting within a his-
torically established field, and one that has other actions in play, we will
need to emerge from the narrative perspective of U.S. unilateralism and,
as it were, its defensive structures, to consider the ways in which our lives
are profoundly implicated in the lives of others. My friends on the Left
joke about having lost their First World complacency. Yes, this is true. But
do we now seek to restore it as a way of healing from this wound? Or do
we allow the challenge to First World complacency to stand and begin to
build a different politics on its basis?

7. My sense is that being open to the explanations, poorly circulated
as they are in the United States, that might help us take stock of how the
world has come to take this form, will involve us in a different order of
responsibility. The ability to narrate ourselves not from the first person
alone, but from, say, the position of the third, or to receive an account
delivered in the second, can actually work to expand our understanding of
the forms that global power has taken. But instead of remaining open to a
consequential decentering of First Worldism, we tend to dismiss any effort
at explanation, as if to explain these events would accord them rationality,
as if to explain these events would involve us in a sympathetic identifica-
tion with the oppressor, as if to understand these events would involve
building a justificatory framework for them. Our fear of understanding a
point of view belies a deeper fear that we will be taken up by it, find it is
contagious, become infected in a morally perilous way by the thinking of
the presumed enemy. But why do we assume this? We claim to have gone
to war in order to “root out” the sources of terror, according to Bush, but
do we think that finding the individuals responsible for the attacks on the
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United States will constitute having gotten to the root? Do we not imagine
that the invasion of a sovereign country with a substantial Muslim popu-
lation, supporting the military regime in Pakistan that actively and vio-
lently suppresses free speech, obliterating lives and villages and homes and
hospitals, will not foster more adamant and widely disseminated anti-
American sentiment and political organizing? Are we not, strategically
speaking, interested in ameliorating this violence? Are we not, cthically
speaking, obligated to stop its further dissemination, to consider our role
in instigating it, and to foment and cultivate another sense of a culturally
and religiously diverse global political culture?

8. Part of the problem the United States is up against is that liberals
have quietly lined up behind the war effort, and supplied in part the ratio-
nale that keeps our own violence from being labeled as terrorist. It is not
just the conservative Republicans who do not want to hear about “causes.”
The “just war” liberal Left has also made plain that it does not want to
hear from “excuseniks.” This coinage, rehabilitating the Cold War rhetoric
about Soviet Russia, suggests that those who seek to understand how the
global map arrived at this juncture through asking how, in part, the United
States has contributed to the making of this map, are themselves, through
the style of their inquiry, and the shape of their questions, complicitous
with an assumed enemy. But to ask how certain political and social actions
come into being, such as the recent terrorist attacks on the United States,
and even to identify a set of causes, is not the same as locating the source
of responsibility for these actions or, indeed, paralyzing our capacity to
make ethical judgments on what is right or wrong.

9. No doubt there are forms of Left analysis that say simply that the
United States has reaped what it has sown. Or they say that the United
States has brought this state of events on itself. These are, as closed expla-
nations, simply other ways of asserting U.S. priority, and encoding U.S.
omnipotence. These are also explanations that assume that these actions
originate in a single subject, that the subject is not what it appears to be,
that it is the United States that occupies the site of that subject, and that
no other subjects exist or, if they exist, their agency is subordinated to our
own. In other words, political paranoia of this kind is just another articu-
lation of U.S. supremacy. Paranoia is fed by the fantasy of omnipotence,
and we see this evidenced in some of the more extreme explanations of
this kind, that is, the attacks on September 11 were masterminded by the
CIA or Mossad, the Israeli secret police. It is clear, though, that bin L.aden
did apprentice to the CIA and that the United States supported the Tal-
iban since the 1990s, when it was deemed strategically useful. These links
are not precisely causal explanations, but they are part of an explanatory
framework. They do not translate into the notion that the United States
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performed these acts, but one can see how the connection becomes the
occasion for the causal reduction, and a certain paranoia amplifies itself by
seizing upon part of a broader explanatory picture.

10. What is generally heard when these opinions are expressed is that
the United States is the culpable agent, that it is, effectively, the author of
these events, and that the United States is solely responsible for this global
outcome. This kind of reasoning is unacceptable to the press, and to the
public in general, because it seems to blame the victim in this instance.
But is this the only way to hear this point of view? And is this the only
form this point of view takes? It seems that being most precise about this
point, and publicizing it where one can, will be crucial for any effort by
the Left to offer an antiwar viewpoint within contemporary public dis-
course.

11. If we believe that to think radically about the formation of the cur-
rent situation is to exculpate those who committed acts of violence, we will
freeze our thinking in the name of a questionable morality. But if we para-
lyze our thinking in this way, we will fail morality in a different way. We
will fail to take collective responsibility for a thorough understanding of
the history that brings us to this juncture. We will, as a result, deprive our-
selves of the very critical and historical resources we need to imagine and
practice another future, one that will move beyond the current cycle of
revenge.

12. When President Arroyo of the Philippines on October 29, 2001,
remarks that “the best breeding ground [for terrorism] is poverty,” or
Arundhati Roy claims that bin LLaden has been “sculpted from the spare
rib of a world laid waste by America’s foreign policy,” something less
than a strictly causal explanation is being offered. A “breeding ground”
does not necessarily breed, but it can. And the “spare rib” that is said to
emerge from a world laid waste by U.S. foreign policy has, by definition,
emerged in a strange and alchemical fashion. It is from waste that this rib
is formed, as if the bone belongs to the dead, or is itself the animation of
a skeletal remain. This is not God creating Eve from the rib of Adam, life
generating life, but death generating death, and through a means that is
figural, not precisely causal. Indeed, both of them make use of figures—
grounds and bones—to bespeak a kind of generation that precedes and
exceeds a strictly causal frame. Both of them are pointing to conditions,
not causes. A condition of terrorism can be necessary or sufficient. If it is
necessary, it is a state of affairs without which terrorism cannot take hold,
one that terrorism absolutely requires. If it is sufficient, its presence is
enough for terrorism to take place. Conditions do not “act” in the way
that individual agents do, but no agent acts without them. They are pre-
supposed in what we do, but it would be a mistake to personify them as if
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they acted in the place of us. Thus, we can say, and ought to, that U.S.
imperialism is a necessary condition for the attacks on the United States,
that these attacks would be impossible without the horizon of imperialism
within which they occur. But to understand how U.S. imperialism figures
here, we have to understand not only how it is experienced by those who
understand themselves as its victims, but how it enters into their own for-
mation as acting and deliberating subjects.

This is the beginning of another kind of account. And this seems to
be, for instance, what Mary Kaldor in the Nation (November 5, 2001, 16)
points to when she claims that “in many of the areas where war takes
place and where extreme networks pick up new recruits, becoming a
criminal or joining a paramilitary group is literally the only opportunity
for unemployed young men lacking formal education.” What effect did
the killing of an estimated 200,000 Iraqi citizens, including tens of thou-
sands of children, and the subsequent starvation of Muslim populations,
predicted by Concern, a hunger relief organization, to reach the number 6
million by year’s end, have on Muslim views of the United States? Is a
Muslim life as valuable as legibly First World lives? Are the Palestinians
accorded the status of “human” in U.S. policy and press coverage? Will
those hundreds of thousands of Muslim lives lost in the last decades of
strife ever receive the equivalent to the paragraph-long obituaries in the
New York Times that seek to humanize—often through nationalist and
familial framing devices—those who have been violently killed? Is our
global capacity to mourn not foreclosed precisely through the failure to
conceive of Muslim and Arab lives as lives?

13. Former New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s response to
Saudi Prince Alwaleed bin Talal’s remarks on October 11 in New York
raises this question of the acceptability of critical discourse emphatically.
The prince came with a check for $10 million in hand for the World
Trade Center relief effort and expressed at the same time horror and
moral condemnation of the attacks on the World Trade Center, asking that
“the United States take a more balanced stand toward the Palestinian
cause.” Forbes.com (October 11, 2001) reported Giuliani’s refusal of the
check in this way: While in New York, Alwaleed said, “Our Palestinian
brethren continue to be slaughtered at the hands of Israelis while the
world turns the other cheek.” At a news conference, Giuliani said, “Not
only are those statements wrong, they are part of the problem. There is no
moral equivalent to this attack. There is no justification for it.” The mayor
said, “The people who did it lost any right to ask for justification for it
when they slaughtered four or five thousand innocent people, and to sug-
gest that there is any justification for it only invites this happening in the
future.” The Saudi prince, the sixth richest man in the world, did say he
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condemned terrorism, and he expressed his condolences for the more
than 3,000 people killed when hijacked jets slammed into the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon.

14. In a television report that same day, Giuliani announced that
Alwaleed’s views were “absolutely wrong.” I would suggest that it was not
possible to hear both of these views at the same time because the frame-
work for hearing presumes that the one view nullifies the other, so either
the claim of grief or the offer of help is considered disingenuous. Or,
what is heard is that the failure of the United States to offer a balanced
approach to the Palestinian cause provides a justification for the attacks.
Alwaleed is clear, and was subsequently clear in a New York Times editor-
ial, that he did not think that the U.S. policy failure, which he deems true,
to honor the Palestinian cause, justifies the attacks. But he did think that
long-term U.S.-Arab relations would be improved were the United States
to develop a more balanced approach. It makes sense to assume that bet-
tering those relations might well lead to less conducive grounds for Islamic
extremism. The Bush administration itself, in its own way, attests to this
belief by pursuing the possibility of a Palestinian state. But here the two
views could not be heard together, and it has to do with the word “slaugh-
ter,” the utterability of the word “slaughter” in the context of saying that
Israelis have slaughtered and do slaughter Palestinians, and in large num-
bers.

15. Like “terrorist,” “slaughter” is a word that, within the hegemonic
grammar, should be reserved for unjustified acts of violence against First
World nations, if I understand the grammar correctly. Giuliani hears this
as a discourse of justification, since he believes that slaughter justifies mil-
itary self-defense. He calls the statements “absolutely untrue,” I presume,
not because he disputes that there have been deaths on the Palestinian
side, and that the Israelis are responsible for them, but because “slaugh-
ter” as the name for those deaths implies an equivalence with the deaths of
the World Trade Center victims. It seems, though, that we are not sup-
posed to say that both groups of people have been “slaughtered” since
that implies a “moral equivalence,” meaning, I suppose, that the slaugh-
tering of one group is as bad as the slaughtering of the next, and that
both, according to his framework, would be entitled to self-defense as a
result.

16. Although the prince subsequently undermined his credibility
when he betrayed anti-Semitic beliefs, claiming that “Jewish pressure”
was behind Giuliani’s refusal of the check, he nevertheless initiated an
utterance and a formulation that has value on its own. Why is it that these
two sets of deaths are not viewed as equally horrible? And to what extent
has the very refusal to apprehend Palestinian deaths as “slaughter” pro-
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duced an immeasurable rage on the part of Arabs who seek some legiti-
mate recognition and resolution for this continuing state of violence? One
does not need to enter into the dreary business of quantifying and com-
paring oppressions to understand what the prince meant to say, and sub-
sequently said, namely, that the United States needs to think about how its
own political investments and practices help to create a world of enormous
rage and violence. This is not to say that the acts of violence perpetrated
on September 11 were the “fault” of the United States, and it does not
exonerate those who committed them. One way to read what the prince
had to say was that the acts of terror were unequivocally wrong, and that
the United States might also be able to intervene more productively in
global politics to produce conditions in which this response to U.S. impe-
rialism becomes less likely. This is not the same as holding the United
States exclusively responsible for the violence done within its borders,
but it does ask the United States to assume a different kind of responsi-
bility for producing more egalitarian global conditions for equality, sover-
eignty, and the egalitarian redistribution of resources.

17. Similarly, the New York Times (November 2, 2001) describes
Arundhati Roy’s critique of U.S. imperialism as “anti-U.S.,” implying that
any position that seeks to critically reevaluate U.S. foreign policy in light
of September 11 and the ensuing war is anti-U.S. or, indeed, complicitous
with the presumed enemy. This is tantamount to the suppression of dis-
sent, and the nationalist refusal to consider the merits of criticisms devel-
oped from other parts of the globe. The treatment is unfair. Roy’s con-
demnation of bin Laden is clear, but she is willing to ask how he was
formed. To condemn the violence and to ask how it came about are surely
two separate issues, but they need to be examined in tandem, held in jux-
taposition, reconciled within a broader analysis. Under contemporary
strictures on public discourse, however, this kind of dual thinking cannot
be heard: it is dismissed as contradictory or disingenuous, and Roy herself
is treated as a diva or a cult figure, rather than listened to as a political
critic with a wide moral compass.

18. So, is there a way, in Roy’s terms, to understand bin Laden as
“born” from the rib of U.S. imperialism (allowing that he is born from
several possible historical sources, one of which is, crucially, U.S. imperi-
alism), without claiming that U.S. imperialism is solely responsible for
his actions, or those of his ostensible network? To answer this question, we
need to distinguish, provisionally, between individual and collective
responsibility. But, then we need to situate individual responsibility in
light of its collective conditions. Those who commit acts of violence are
surely responsible for them; they are not dupes or mechanisms of an
impersonal social force, but agents with responsibility. On the other hand,
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these individuals are formed, and we would be making a mistake if we
reduced their actions to purely self-generated acts of will or symptoms of
individual pathology or “evil.” Both the discourse of individualism and of
moralism (understood as the moment in which morality exhausts itself in
public acts of denunciation) assume that the individual is the first link in a
causal chain that forms the meaning of accountability. But to take the
self-generated acts of the individual as our point of departure in moral
reasoning is precisely to foreclose the possibility of questioning what kind
of world gives rise to such individuals. And what is this process of “giving
rise”? What social conditions help to form the very ways that choice and
deliberation proceed? Where and how can such subject-formations be
contravened? How is it that radical violence becomes an option, comes to
appear as the only viable option for some, under some global conditions?
And against what conditions of violation do they respond? And with what
resources?

19. To ask these questions is not to say that the conditions are at fault
rather than the individual. But it is to rethink the relation between condi-
tions and acts. Our acts are not self-generated, but conditioned. But we
are acted upon and acting, and our “responsibility” lies in the juncture
between the two. What can I do with the conditions that form me? What
do they constrain me to do? What can I do to transform them? Being
acted upon is not fully continuous with acting, and in this way the forces
that act upon us are not finally responsible for what we do. In a certain
way, and paradoxically, our responsibility is heightened once we have
been subjected to the violence of others. We are acted upon, violently, and
it appears that our capacity to set our own course at such instances is fully
undermined. But only once we have suffered that violence are we com-
pelled, ethically, to ask how we will respond to violent injury. What role
will we assume in the historical relay of violence, who will we become in
the response, and will we be furthering or impeding violence by virtue of
the response that we make? To respond to violence with violence may well
seem “justified,” but is it finally a responsible solution? Similarly, moralis-
tic denunciation provides immediate gratification, and even has the effect
of temporarily cleansing the speaker of all proximity to guilt through the
act of self-righteous denunciation itself. But is this the same as responsi-
bility, understood as taking stock of our world, and participating in its
social transformation in such a way that nonviolent, cooperative, egalitar-
ian international relations remain the guiding ideal?

20. We ask these latter questions not to exonerate the individuals who
commit violence, but to take a different sort of responsibility for the global
conditions of justice. As a result, it makes sense to follow two courses of
action at once: it is surely important to find those who planned and imple-
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mented the violence, and to hold them accountable according to interna-
tional war crimes standards and in international courts of law, regardless
of our skepticism about such institutions (skepticism can furnish grounds
for reform). In pursuing a wayward military solution, the United States
now perpetrates and displays its own violence, offering a breeding ground
for new waves of young Muslims to join terrorist organizations. This is
poor thinking, strategically and morally. Ignoring its image as the hated
enemy for many in the region, the United States has effectively responded
to the violence done against it by consolidating its reputation as a mili-
taristic power with no respect for lives outside of the First World. That we
now respond with more violence is taken as “further proof” that the
United States has violent and antisovereign designs on the region. To
remember the lessons of Aeschylus, and to refuse this cycle of revenge in
the name of justice, means not only to seek legal redress for wrongs done,
but to take stock of how the world has become formed in this way pre-
cisely in order to form it anew, and in the direction of nonviolence.

21. Our collective responsibility not merely as a nation, but as part of
an international community based on a commitment to equality and non-
violent cooperation, requires that we ask how these conditions came
about, and endeavor to re-create social and political conditions on more
sustaining grounds. This means, in part, hearing beyond what we are able
to hear. And it means as well being open to narration that decenters us
from our supremacy, in both its right- and left-wing forms. Can we hear
at once that there were precedents for these events, and know that it is
urgent that we know them, learn from them, alter them, and that the
events are not justified by virtue of this history and that the events are not
understandable without this history? Only then do we reach the disposi-
tion to get to the “root” of violence, and begin to offer another vision of
the future than that which perpetuates violence in the name of denying it,
offering instead names for things that restrain us from thinking and acting
radically and well about global options.

Note

This essay was originally published in a special issue of Theory and Event 5.4, as
part of a symposium entitled “September 11 and Its Aftermath,” January 22,
2002, muse.jhu.edu/journals/theory_and_event/v005/5.4butler.html. This essay
is reprinted by permission of the author. The introduction to this essay is new
material written for Social Text.
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