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Introduction

There were various initial reactions to the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, and among those reactions were
some contradictions. There were those who demanded an explanation for the attacks, and others who condemned
attempts to explain as immoral or unpatriotic. Though President George W. Bush did make some rhetorical
remarks that, I believe, masqueraded as explanatory, it appears that he agrees with the latter set.

The arguments against generating explanations are based on moral considerations. Those who are critical of
explaining 11 September defend their position by pointing to the depraved character of those who offer
explanations, or by declaring that it is unfair to criticize a victim. The tone of the discussion is explicitly moral.
However, upon close examination we shall see that these moral arguments against explaining the terrorist attacks
do not hold up, and that there are, in fact, no moral barriers to offering an explanation. In addition, there are good
pragmatic reasons for explaining the terrorist attacks. Given a president's moral obligation to protect US citizens
from outside forces, it turns out that President Bush, contrary to his current position, is morally obligated to seek
an explanation for the attacks.

Looking toward the remarks Bush made in the days following the terrorist attacks, I believe he chose not to
provide the country with the explanation many were asking for. The rhetorical remarks he did make, such as
‘America was targeted for attack because we're the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the world’1

were not explanatory, as we will soon see. Rather, his statements suggested that the acts of terror were
unimaginably evil, and since unimaginable, they must be inexplicable as well. Instead of answering people's why-
questions, Bush chose to answer how-questions: ‘Americans are asking, why do they hate us? They hate what we
see right here in this chamber -a democratically elected government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate
our freedoms - our freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with
each other.’2 While many were looking for a reason that led people to feel such hatred of America and American
freedoms, Bush only describes the nature of that hatred. An explanation of 11 September should tell us why the
United States was the target of such horrific acts, and what drove people to choose a path of murder and suicide in
the name of politics and religion.

Bush's statements, however, do not do that. His remarks are more like an assertion that the attacks are
inexplicable than they are an attempt to explain why the United States was targeted. There is a temptation to
respond to acts of horror by thinking that they are inexplicable, and this temptation was evident in Bush's remarks.
These were events that could not be accounted for, and which most could never understand

To be explanatory, Bush's remarks would have had to address the question, for example, of why the terrorists
would choose to attack the United States rather than some other country with a democratically elected government,
freedoms and so forth, and that is just the question his remarks lead me to ask next. Arguably, there are countries
that are more democratic than the United States - or at least as democratic - and countries in which people have
just as many freedoms. Bush's ‘explanation’ makes no attempt to answer the question ‘Why us rather than them?’
What is missing is the causal history that led to the attacks of 11 September.

This unwillingness to provide US citizens (and others around the world asking similar questions) with an
explanation for the worst terrorist attack on American soil is not warranted. Whereas many have been taking the
position that one ought not attempt to explain the acts of one's enemy, it will be argued here that there is an
obligation to do just that. An explanation of the events leading up to 11 September will help to better understand
terrorism, and will better assist Americans and the international community in reducing the levels of global
terrorism. Discovering the causes of terrorism, and constructing an explanation that takes into account those causes
will demonstrate where the causal chain can most easily be broken, and this is essential to avoiding future acts of
terrorism. Without an understanding of where terrorism arises, America and the West will be doomed to fight a
continuing battle, rather than achieving the decisive victory Bush claims as his goal.

To make this case, we shall first look at the critics' positions. Several closely related arguments against
explaining the terrorist attacks have been suggested. Some worry that a search for the root causes of terrorism
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would result in feelings of sympathy for the perpetrators and an inclination to blame the victim. Others seem to
think that if we understand the motivations of terrorists we will be driven to forgive, or worse, to justify terrorist
activities.

Whereas the arguments behind these worries are not strong, there are good pragmatic arguments in
support of finding an explanation for 11 September. Before we can examine these, some groundwork on the nature
of explanations must be done.

Explanation

There is a large philosophical literature base dealing with explanation that can be traced back to the ancient
Greeks. My analysis of Bush's need to explain 11 September benefits from more recent work done on the topics of
scientific3 and psychological4 explanation.

Before looking at what an explanation is, it will help to see what it is not. First, it is clear that an adequate
explanation for an act cannot just cite the actor's attitude. To claim that the United States was attacked simply
‘because they hate us’ is unenlightening. Of course they hate us; people who like us do not try to kill our citizens.
Claims that the terrorists are monsters or madmen or animals also fail to explain. Even madmen typically have
reasons for their actions. It makes sense to ask why John Hinckley, Jr tried to assassinate Reagan. The response is
not just that he was insane, but also that he believed that by killing Reagan he could win the heart of Jody Foster,
and he valued her love more than Reagan's life. This explanation provides an answer to the why-question.

When attempting to find an explanation for an agent's intentional actions, we are looking for a
psychological explanation. Unlike scientific explanations, psychological ones require reference to an agent's belief
states and desires. In addition, a psychological explanation usually refers to a relevant psychological law which
causally relates beliefs and desires on the one hand, and behavior on the other.5 Both beliefs and desires are
necessary for a good explanation, because one without the other will not be sufficient for action. Suppose I believe
that investing in a particular company would make me wealthy. Will I invest? Perhaps not; if I do not want to
become wealthy, I will not act to become so. The particular beliefs I have allow me to satisfy the desires I have, and
because I cannot satisfy a desire if I do not know how to do so, both beliefs and desires are a necessary part of an
explanation of behavior.

Another feature of psychological explanation that philosophers point to is the requirement that such
explanations ‘make sense’ of behavior.6 A successful psychological explanation will make the action intelligible;
we will be able to recognize the connection between the psychological state of the actor and his behavior. This idea
is connected to the view that we are able to explain others' actions by engaging in a mental simulation of them. We
use our own practical reasoning mechanisms in order to pretend, imagine, or simulate being the other person, and
ask ourselves which sets of beliefs and desires would lead to the target behavior.7

If we accept that a psychological explanation must fulfill both these criteria, that it includes reference to a
belief and a desire that together serve to make sense of the behavior to be explained, then it is clear that none of
Bush's public remarks following the terrorist attacks came close to offering an explanation. His explanation for the
attacks was limited to the attribution of fairly general beliefs to the terrorists: they believe that we have a
democratically elected government, they believe that we have the freedom of religion, speech, and so on. And he
identified an attitude the terrorists had toward these ideals, namely hatred. These beliefs and the attitude do not
provide us with the desire, nor do they alone serve to make sense of the behavior. Without the necessary elements,
we do not have an explanation. In his 20 September 2001 remarks, Bush did not provide an answer to the question
‘Why do they hate us?’ Rather, he chose to answer a different question: ‘How do they hate us?’

To give an explanation of the events would be to determine what the terrorists hoped to achieve by their
actions. What are their desires, and what are their beliefs? Though Bush said that the terrorists hoped to frighten
us, this does not make sense of their behavior, either. Rather, that answer leads us directly to a new why-question:
Why do they want to frighten us? Bush's comments beg asking this question because his purported explanation
does not make sense of the behavior; he does not make the behavior intelligible to his listeners. When an answer to
a why-question leads us immediately to ask another one, there is good reason to suspect that an explanation has not
been proffered in the first instance.

Why Bush Should Not Explain 11 September
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Though Bush's remarks after the attacks did not help to explain them, it could be argued that the White House had
good reason to avoid offering an explanation. There are at least two types of reasons that could be given for the
position that Bush ought not offer an explanation for the terrorist attacks. One harkens back to the position
presented at the beginning of the chapter: there is no further explanation, so Bush could not provide an
explanation.

This claim is not very plausible. Though it might be nice to think that we live in a world in which horrible
events do not belong and so are without reason, it just is not so. That sort of thinking ignores a fundamental feature
of the world, namely that every event has a cause. There does exist a causal explanation for the attacks, and
because humans are involved in that cause, the explanation will refer to the beliefs and desires of those individuals,
as immoral and as incorrect as those beliefs and desires may be.

The second concern is more credible. This is the moral argument that offering an explanation puts
America in greater danger, and that we ought not offer an explanation because the consequences will be harmful or
because it is unfair. There are different ways of defending this view, which, though related, deserve mention in
turn.

Sympathy

Since providing an explanation for 11 September would require that the terrorists' beliefs and desires be taken into
account, giving an explanation might be viewed as showing sympathy towards the terrorists. The current campaign
would be weakened if one were to develop terrorist sympathies, and one's moral character would certainly be
threatened. But does it follow that one must feel sympathy for people whose behavior one can explain?

Following 11 September some people tried to seek an explanation for the terrorists' hatred of the United
States and their willingness to die for their beliefs. These attempts to understand were largely condemned by
conservative media outlets. For example, consider the response to Susan Sontag's 24 September 2001 essay
published in The New Yorker. Sontag criticized the mainstream media's lack of analysis of the attacks, and the
refusal to acknowledge that American foreign policy with regard to Iraq might provide part of an explanation of
the attacks. She wrote: ‘A few shreds of historical awareness might help us understand what has just happened,
and what may continue to happen.’8 Specifically, she took exception to the claim that the terrorists were cowardly,
suggesting: ‘Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a "cowardly" attack on "civilization" or "liberty" or
"humanity" or "the free world" but an attack on the world's self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a
consequence of specific American alliances and actions?’9

In response to this essay, Sontag was portrayed as no better than a terrorist by right-wing publications. For
example, the New Republic published an article beginning ‘What do Osama bin Laden, Saddam Hussein and
Susan Sontag have in common?’ to And Human Events Online offered their condemnation as well, saying: ‘As we
move further away from the horrors of 11 September the liberal cries about "moral equivalence" - the idea that the
United States shares the blame for the terrorist attacks - become more common and more explicit.’11

The implication is that Sontag was so sympathetic with the terrorists that she herself was no better than
one. Why was she seen as sympathetic? Because she articulated the motivations behind the terrorists' immoral
actions.

A moment of reflection will show that understanding someone's motivations does not necessitate a
sympathetic response to that person. If we were to attempt to explain the terrorist attacks, one place to look would
be toward Osama bin Laden's public statements. Though it is difficult to listen to his repeated condemnation of US
culture, rights for women, and his rationalization for killing innocent civilians, his comments must be heard in
order to formulate an explanation.12 However, hearing bin Laden's diatribe would not generate sympathy for him
in the West. It would take a heroic act of imagination to see bin Laden's point of view and fully develop an
explanation for his actions.
Understanding someone's motivations does not require being sympathetic to those goals. In fact, most cases in
which people attempt to explain immoral actions are not taken to be showing sympathy for the perpetrator.
Sociologists, surely, should not be accused of endorsing murder, truancy, or drug abuse when they offer
explanations of these activities. When a documentary filmmaker recreates the causes of horrific actions by
explaining to the audience the motivations of the perpetrator, we do not respond with feelings of outrage. Nor do
we accuse the filmmaker of immoral sympathies. Just as we can explain the causes of thunderstorms and landslides
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without having a normative attitude toward them, we can also explain the actions of terrorists without feeling the
slightest bit of sympathy.

Blaming the Victim

If part of the explanation for 11 September includes a description of current states of affairs, living conditions
around the world, and aspects of US foreign policy, perhaps there is a worry that offering an explanation that
included these facts would amount to a condemnation of the United States. Some seem to think that identifying US
foreign policy as part of the explanation for the terrorist attacks amounts to blaming the victim.

One need only look toward the response to recent activities on university campuses around the nation to
see the controversy that rose from frankly discussing the possibility that the terrorists were motivated by US foreign
policy. According to the Defense of Civilization Fund's report Defending Civilization: How Our Universities are
Failing America and What Can Be Done About It:

Polls across the country, coupled with statements from public officials and citizens, have been remarkably uniform in
their condemnation of the terrorist attacks ... . In contrast has been reaction from the Ivory Tower. While there are no
doubt numerous exceptions, a vast number of colleges and universities - public and private, small and large, from all
parts of the country - have sponsored teach-ins and other meetings which have been distinctly equivocal and often
blaming America itself. 13

What is interesting about this document is the lack of discrimination shown in choosing the examples. Sixteen
pages of quotes, references to teach-ins, and administrative decisions are given in order to demonstrate the dangers
that exist within US universities.
Most of these cases involve looking at US foreign policy for a cause of the terrorist attacks, and working from that
assumption in an attempt to determine what to do next.
Here are just two examples from the report:

Professor of art, University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, shows a slide show of her artwork, `Places the United
States has Bombed' at a teach-in entitled: ‘What is war? What is peace?’14

We should ‘build bridges and relationships, not simply bombs and walls.’' Speaker at Harvard Law School.15

The authors of the report make no distinction between those faculty members who sponsor teach-ins on US foreign
policy and those who say they were cheering when the Pentagon was attacked. All are portrayed as enemies of
civilization who claim that the United States is complicit. The claim is that university professors and students are
determined to blame the United States for the terrorist attacks.

To blame a victim is to claim that he engaged in some behavior that not only caused him to be the subject
of violence, but also that his behavior was itself unjustified or immoral. The idea is that the victim could have
avoided the attack were he to take certain precautions, and that he ought to have taken those precautions. It was
once fairly usual to hear a woman's rape being blamed on her style of dress or behavior. The victim was blamed for
wearing the short skirt, or acting ‘flirtatiously’. Today such claims would be soundly (and rightfully) criticized by
those who point out that even if the woman's short skirt caught the eye of a rapist, women are under no moral
obligation to avoid dressing in a particular way. Though the short skirt may have been relevant to the subsequent
rape, and played a role in the causal chain leading up to it, if the woman were raped on the way to work, her
decision to work also played a role in the causal chain. No enlightened person ever suggested seriously that women
should be blamed for their rape because they chose to leave their house and go to work, because women ought to be
free to leave their houses, even though if all women stayed locked away the number of rapes would presumably
drop.

The line of reasoning that leads one to conclude that we ought not try to explain acts of terror is based on
a confusion of these issues. The argument seems to go along these lines:

1 to explain the terrorist attacks is in part to identify the role played by US foreign policy;
2 any act leading to an immoral act shares the blame;
3 therefore, to explain the terrorist attacks is to blame the United States.
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Assuming the truth of premise (1), this argument fails at premise (2). Just as society did not blame Jody Foster for
the assassination attempt on Reagan, even though her decision to act in Taxi Driver was part of the causal chain
that led to Hinckley's crime, society need not blame the United States for the terrorist attacks just because US
foreign policy was part of the causal chain leading to 11 September. If we were right to withhold blame in the
Foster/Hinckley case, then premise (2) is false, because we need only one counterexample to falsify a universal
claim.

Though the above argument is clearly unsound, it is still widely accepted. However difficult it may be, it is
important to distinguish between identifying US policy as playing a role in the attacks and blaming the US policy
for the attacks. There is a huge difference between saying ‘the chickens have come home to roost’ and that US
foreign policy was part of the cause for the terrorist attacks. What is the difference? The later purports to be a
factual claim that is purely descriptive, and the former is normative. In order to get from a description of events to
claims about moral equivalence or complicity, an evaluative premise is needed to connect the facts to the values.

Not all causes of immoral acts are themselves wrong. Jody Foster is not responsible, because there is no
way she could have predicted that a bizarre act would be the result of taking the role, and so far as I know she
violated no moral principles in doing so. Thus, if the United States is identified as part of the explanation for the
terrorist attacks, nothing follows from that about whether those US policies are immoral. Whether the United
States should be deemed culpable for its foreign policy is a completely different issue, and should be evaluated
separately from the purely descriptive explanation that would include reference to past and present US policy.

The view that we ought not to explain the terrorist attacks, because an explanation of those attacks would
be akin to blaming the victim is completely misguided. The United States would only be open to moral suspicion if
those acts that entered into the causal chain leading to 11 September are independently morally questionable. So, it
may be that there is a danger in explaining 11 September because the White House is afraid of its policies abroad
coming under scrutiny, because the administration believes its actions are morally questionable, or seen as morally
questionable by others. This worry could lead to the denial that US foreign policy has any role to play in setting the
scene.

Explanation and Justification

The general problem seems to come from the widespread difficulty we have distinguishing between an explanation
and a justification. Articles offering an explanation of the terrorist attacks based on US support of Israel, its
stationing of troops in Saudi Arabia, or the US support of UN sanctions against Iraq were seen by many as
tantamount to an endorsement of the attacks. This concern may have been on India's External Affairs Minister
Yashwant Sinha's mind when he said: ‘India's view is that when you are fighting a war against terrorism, one
should not weaken the cause by trying to get into the root causes or the underlying causes of terrorism.’16

Even if the critics are right and US policy in these areas is immoral, an explanation citing these policies
and describing their immorality would not justify the terrorist attacks. In order argue that the attacks were morally
justifiable, one would have to make an additional argument to the effect that the attacks were a just response to
immoral US foreign policy, and there is no plausible way of defending that claim.

In other cases we can easily explain an event by citing the causes and mental states that led up to it
without condoning those causes and mental states. For example, critics of capital punishment can explain why a
criminal was executed by citing as part of the explanation the criminal's own wrong-doing and the laws of the
state. This explanation does not amount to an endorsement of capital punishment laws, nor does it serve to
undermine the arguments they might have against the death penalty.

The terms ‘explanation’ and ‘justification’ are often used interchangeably in common parlance; indeed,
some dictionaries define one in terms of the other. However, the sense of explanation with which we are concerned
here is quite different from a justification. Before looking at the differences between the two, it is important to note
that there are structural similarities between them, which may help account for the confusion. A justification, like
an explanation, can include reference to one's belief and desire. I may justify my speeding to a police officer by
saying that I believe my friend is about to give birth, and I want to get her to the hospital. This is an explanation
for my speeding, but it becomes a justification given the unstated value claim also being asserted. That premise is
that getting someone to the hospital in time for her to give birth is more valuable than driving at a legal speed. In
casual conversation our arguments are often enthymematic; we tend to leave out the key premise in an informal
argument, especially when that premise is widely accepted. Because the police officer probably also believes that
there are cases in which it is acceptable to break traffic laws (and this is one of them) there is no need for me to
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make explicit the value premise of the argument. Whereas an explanation for an act merely refers to the scientific
laws, states of affairs, and beliefs and desires behind someone's action, a justification is given to defend those
desires, and to support the truth of the beliefs. The reason to provide a justification for an action is to show that the
action is morally permissible or pragmatically reasonable.

It is clear that there is quite a distance between an explanation and a justification of the attacks. In fact,
there are two additional levels of argument one must give in order to reach a justification from an explanation of
this sort: first it must be shown that the behavior that explains is immoral, and then it must be shown that the act to
be justified constitutes an appropriate response to the immoral action.

Though there may be some danger in developing an explanation for 11 September it is not because an
explanation will serve to justify the attacks. This danger comes not from any intrinsic problem with offering
explanations, but because of the widespread difficulty people have distinguishing between an explanation and a
justification. That is, people may see any US admission that American foreign policy was part of what motivated
the attack against us as an admission of guilt, though of course it need not be.

We have seen that there are many worries one might have about explaining an immoral action. I hope to
have shown that none of these concerns are warranted. If there exist strong arguments against explaining an event
(other than the concern that your own immoral acts will come to light), I am not aware of them. But just because
there is not an argument against Bush's providing an explanation for 11 September, it does not follow that he
ought to provide an explanation.

Why Bush Needs to Explain 11 September

To defend the claim that Bush ought to explain the events of 11 September let us first return to the topic of
scientific explanation. Traditionally, science is considered to be a body of explanations for natural phenomenon,
many of which can be used for prediction and control of the physical world. Scientific explanations are useful
because they allow us to make the world more comfortable for the humans who live here. Knowing why rain falls
allows us to seed clouds and keep our crops watered. And knowing how the body functions allows us to cure
disease. Just as technology that allows us to control the physical world comes from scientific explanations, an
explanation of horrific human behavior can help us to prevent the behavior.

If we come to understand the psychological and environmental causes of some behavior that we want to
modify, then we will gain greater ability to control those behaviors. The normative aspects of the behavioral
sciences are predicated on this thesis, as is medical science. Doctors, when given the option, would choose to treat
the
cause of a disease rather than simply dealing with the symptoms. Treating symptoms is better than doing nothing,
and in many cases it is the first response, but for long-term treatment of chronic ailments, getting to the cause of
the illness is essential to curing the patient.

However, knowing a cause does not by itself guarantee the elimination of the target behavior. We must
also be able to eliminate that cause. For example, suppose it were discovered that truancy is caused in part by
growing up in a single-parent family. In order to solve one problem, truancy, we would have to first solve another.
If the secondary problem is too difficult to solve, then one should turn back to the original problem and look for a
fuller explanation. Once we learn more about the myriad different elements that contribute to truancy, we could
find alternative and potentially more successful methods for reducing the truancy rate. The more complete an
explanation one has for some phenomenon, the more opportunities there are to eliminate that phenomenon by
breaking the causal chain.

To fight a war on terrorism without trying to determine the causes of terrorism is like going to the doctor
who does not examine the patient for the etiology of her illness. Thus far in the War on Terror, Bush has focused
on treating the symptoms. Heightening security at airports, imprisoning suspected terrorists indefinitely, increasing
attention to immigrants from Muslim countries and even overthrowing the Taliban government are among the
steps taken to avoid future terrorist attacks on US soil. Though these actions may offer some advantage in an
attempt to alleviate the symptoms of terrorism, they do nothing toward identifying or modifying the root cause.

Without understanding the motivations behind the terrorist attacks targeting the United States, the act of
hunting down individual terrorists does not guarantee that new terrorists will not step in to take the place of those
caught or killed. If the war against terror is made into a war against people's motivations, rather than a war against
people, then the United States may have a chance of succeeding. Success should be defined not as killing or
capturing all terrorists (which would make success impossible), but by reducing the animosity toward the United
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