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Letter To the Editor of the Portland Tribune:

In the wake of the recent terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, amid the patriotic fervor and calls for war (even if innocent civilians are affected), let us turn our gaze inward, lest we become what we despise. While the terrorists’ victims are certainly not directly responsible for their own deaths, perhaps the U.S. as a nation was attacked not because it symbolizes freedom, democracy and religious virtues. Perhaps we as a nation are at least partly responsible for the antipathy that many in the Third World feel toward us, an antipathy that provided fertile ground for breeding the psychopathy that led to these attacks.

United States history began with the brutal subjugation of native peoples, continued with the enslavement of Africans, and is today characterized by wide economic disparities between rich and poor, black and white, male and female, and those with and those (48 million) without health insurance.

Our country contains 5% of the world’s population and is responsible for 25% of its energy consumption, 33% of its paper use, and 72% of its hazardous waste production. Even though we are the world’s richest nation, as a percentage of gross national product we rank 21st in the world in foreign aid. Over 1/3 of this aid is military; only 1/3 is for food and development. Most of this aid benefits U.S. corporations.

Approximately 50% of our discretionary tax dollars go to the military, and two-thirds of our scientists work at least part-time for the military-industrial complex. Our military expenditures constitute 34% of the world’s total. We are the number one supplier of both large and small arms to the world. We possess an arsenal of over 15,000 nuclear weapons, with a total metonnage exceeding 50,000 Hiroshimas. To develop these bombs, and to build our chemical and biological weapons programs in the 1940s and beyond, we provided shelter to Nazi and Japanese war criminals (in exchange for their expertise) and experimented on our own citizens, often without their knowledge or informed consent. 

Since the end of World War II, we have bombed China (1945-46 and 1950-53), Korea (1950-53), Indonesia (1958), Cuba (1959-60), Guatemala (1954, ‘60, ’64, and ‘67-69), Congo (1964), Peru (1965), Vietnam (1961-73), Laos (1964-73), Cambodia (1969-70), Nicaragua (1980s), El Salvador (1980s), Grenada (1983), Libya (1986), Panama (1989), Afghanistan (1998), Sudan (1998), Yugoslavia (1999), and Iraq (1991-present). In not one of these countries did a democratic government, respectful of human rights, occur as a direct result.

The U.S. has joined a few “rogue” nations in refusing to sign a number of international treaties, including the Kyoto Protocol on Greenhouse Emissions, the Landmine Convention, the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and recent treaties to curb small arms and biological weapons proliferation.

If recent history is any guide, casualties in a new war will occur predominantly among innocent civilians, and will only serve to sow further enmity among disenfranchised peoples, setting the stage for another generation of even more vicious terrorists. Our response as a nation should honor the fallen by upholding the principles for which our flag stands, seeking truth and justice without violent retribution, while promoting peace and acknowledging our country’s past mistakes. We should reach out to our Islamic brothers and sisters; their faith, as that of Christians and Jews, condemns these attacks. Indiscriminate retributive violence against Moslems makes as much sense as lynching young white Christian males would have in the wake of Timothy McVeigh’s bombing of the Oklahoma Federal Building. Let us not, through our words and actions, as President Dwight Eisenhower said, "destroy from within that which we are trying to protect from without.” Instead let us follow Mahatma Ghandi’s admonishment, “We must be the change we wish to see in the world.”  Finally, poet Marianne Moore: “If these great … dyings … can teach us how to live, these dyings were not wasted.”
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