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 COMMENTARY

Catastrophe at trade towers
different from Pearl Harbor

By Edward T. O’Donnell

enever an event grips

Whe nation’s attention,

the media inevitably turn

to historians to offer some per-
spective.

From the disputed 2000 presi-
dential election, to the O.J.
Simpson trial, to the Microsoft
antitrust case, historians have
been asked to help Americans
see the precedents and parallels
to the events of our times.

Often, what people seek from
historians is some assurance
that the nation has endured
similar episodes of national
trauma and managed to perse-
vere. Unfortunately, in the case
of Tuesday’s horrific acts of ter-
rorism, historians have little to
offer. :

Still, soine have tried. .

The most irresistible histori-
cal comparison to Tuesday’s
terrorism 1s the Japanes¢ at-
tack on Pear]l Harbor on Dec. 7,
1941. The high casualties and
national outrage produced by a
surprise attack on United Sta-

tes soil suggest a clear parallel.

Yet the events are dramatically
different, Unlike Tuesday's ter-
rorist strikes, the attack on

Pear]l Harbor was an act of war:

carried out by a clearly identifi-

able enemy. Furthermore, it

produced a logical and conclu-

sive response — & declaration -

of war followed by an eventual
victory.
Few Americans in 2001 can
expect a similar outcome.
When considering sheer car-

In terms of shock value,
perhaps the closest
historical comparison is
the assassination of John
F. Kennedy in 1963.

nage, some might be tempted to
draw historical parallels be-
tween Tuesday's attacks and
major urban disasters. In 1900 a
massive hurricane leveled the
city of Galveston, Texas, killing
at least 8,000 people. Six years
later a devastating earthquake
in San Francisco claimed an
equal number of victims. These
comparisons end with the num-
bers, however, because most
Americans understood these
events to be acts of God, clearly
beyond the control of mere

mortals. They wept and prayed,

but no one seriously questioned

the nation'’s overall security.
In terms of shock value, per-

haps the closest historical com-

parison is the assassination of
John F. Kennedy in 1963. Like .
Tuesday’s attacks, it caught the -
. nation completely by surprise
and, given the context of the-

Cold War, elicited widespread

fear of a broader conspiracy.

Still, the differences far out-
weigh the similarities. First, in
contrast to the thousands who
perished this week, Kennedy’s
assassination represented the
death of a single man (albeit an

important one). Second, as time
wore on, the assassinated presi-
dent acquired an almost saint-
like image of youth, vigor, and
optimism that shows no sign of
waning. We can hardly expect
any such inspiring mythology
to emerge from this week’s
events. .

In most cases, historical per-
spective allows us to see wars,
natural disasters, and assassi-
nations for what they are — ug-
ly, but familiar aspects of the
human condition.

Somehow that helps the heal-
ing process. Tuesday’s extraor-
dinary acts of terrorism, how-
ever, defy historical perspec-
tive because they don’t remind
us of anything. Rather, they
announce a new, frightening
and unfamiliar reality of high-
tech, international terrorism
and of our vulnerability to it.

History can offer no consola-
tion here. These acts of terror-
ism are unprecedented in every
way imaginable. Perhaps that's
the most terrifying thing of all.
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