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What a difference 20 years make!
Twenty years ago, a coordinated series of terrorist attacks via commandeered passenger jets destroyed the twin icons of Western capitalism, threatened our nation’s capital and killed 2,977 innocent people.
The United States and its principal ally, Great Britain, responded almost immediately to these acts of al-Qaeda terrorism, abetted by Afghanistan’s ruling Taliban, by sending airpower and special-operations units into Afghanistan. Special ops forces quickly teamed with a Northern Alliance of anti-Taliban Afghans.
Little more than a month after 9/11, Western-allied forces were on the offensive and the Taliban were falling back. Within two months, Kabul was no longer under Taliban control. By the end of November, the last Taliban stronghold of Kunduz had fallen.

Twenty years later, we’ve witnessed the reverse within an amazingly similar time frame. About as quickly as they’d lost control of Afghanistan two decades ago, the Taliban regained it this summer. 
So what was the difference that 20 years made? There will be tomes that explore this question from military, geopolitical and cultural perspectives, written by learned and deeply knowledgeable sources. I don’t pretend to be one of them.
But there’s one huge difference that is obvious, even to this removed and casual observer: Twenty years ago, we were united.

Think back to those shocking days of September in 2001, when we were trying to understand what had happened and why; when the entire nation was joined in a profound sense of grief and pervasive fear.
Stunned by the shock and horror, humbled by our feeling of helplessness, we prayed and cried out almost with one voice, “God, help us!”
At a gut level, we also shared a sense of anger, that so many husbands, wives, sisters, brothers, fathers, mothers, daughters and sons had died for reasons that we barely understood. We honored the police officers, firefighters and emergency medical personnel who risked – and in many instances gave – their lives to help people get out.
Once the connections were made to al-Qaeda, the Taliban and Afghanistan, popular support for a military response coalesced with an intensity that hadn’t been seen since the days immediately following Pearl Harbor, 60 years earlier. In late 2001 much like in late 1941, recruiters suddenly found themselves very busy.
The parallels between Pearl Harbor and 9/11 are striking. Almost as many men and women (2,400) died as a result of the sneak attack on December 7, 1941, as did in the sneak attack on September 11, 2001. Both are dates that will live – as President Franklin Roosevelt expressed it – in infamy.
Pearl Harbor rallied the nation and catapulted the United States into a two-theater World War from which it emerged a clear victor less than four years later. 9/11 united a nation which quickly subdued the Taliban and terrorists who had been given free-rein in Afghanistan.
But clear victories are elusive in the unconventional wars of the 21st century. Ever since 9/11 the United States has remained mired in the Middle East and now finds itself commemorating the 20th anniversary with a departure from Afghanistan that reflects the disarray that Americans are experiencing at home.
Over these past two decades, our most profound loss has been our unity. Our politics, culture, religion, world views, information sources, even our science, shatter our oneness into ever-smaller shards.
Not that our nation ever has been united in opinions. Throughout our history, however, Americans willingly have put divisions aside when faced with common threats.

Now we can’t even seem to agree that a disease, responsible for taking 637,000 lives here in the United States, is a common threat – or that receiving vaccines, which have been proven to prevent deaths from that disease, should be a common cause.
Does it take treachery and tragedy on the scale of Pearl Harbor or 9/11 to unite us – even for little while? 
God, help us!
To respond to this column – or read other columns by Dave Hurst – visit www.hurstmediaworks.com.[image: image1.png]



What We’ve Lost Since 9/11


By Dave Hurst


© 2021 Hurst Media Works








