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Are we all Americans now? 
On 11 September 2001, ‘We all were Americans’. Nobody had expressed better, shorter 

and clearer than Jean-Marie Colombani, the chief editor of Le Monde, the feelings of 

profound sadness, the chock, the disarray, and at the same time, the absolute and 

unconditional solidarity with Americans. On 12 September at 11.59 am., Colombani 

finished his famous article which begins with the following sentence: ‘Dans ce moment 

tragique où les mots paraissent si pauvres pour dire le choc que l’on ressent, la première chose qui 

vient à l’esprit est celle-ci: nous sommes tous Américains!’ 

 

Being French and saying loud and clear that ‘we are all Americans’ is something quite 

impressive indeed, highly courageous, and profoundly sincere.  

Only two and half months later, on November 2001, the same Le Monde published six 

pages of a ‘dossier spécial’ on 11 September entitled: ‘L’Amérique mal-aimée’. The subtitle 

was : ‘De Bogota à Pékin, l’antiaméricanisme se porte toujours bien. …L’opinion publique 

internationale a de nouveau fait passer les Américains du statut de victimes à celui d’accusés’. (In 

English: From Bogotá to Peking, anti-Americanism is doing fine…….The international 

public opinion once again makes Americans the accused instead of the victims). 

 

On 11 September ‘We were all Americans’. ‘Are we all Americans now?’ 

 

This is one of the most crucial questions of our time; for us as well as for the 

Americans. To demonstrate the high importance and also the particular character of 

this question, let me mention en passant that last October when more than 800 

innocent people were kept hostages in the North-East theatre in Moscow, nobody said: 

‘We are all Russians’. And when the Russian tanks smashed Chechnya’s civilian 

people, nobody said: ‘We are all Chechnians’. Why? Perhaps because there are special 

relations between the world and the Americans. 
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*** 

 

In the question ‘Are we all Americans now?’ two words in particular attract our 

attention: the word ‘We’ and the word ‘Americans’.  

 

Who are ‘We’’? 

 

‘We’ is a very complicated and ambivalent notion indeed. This notion can be studied 

from different angles: anthropological, philosophical, psychological, cultural and so on. 

‘We’ can be related to members of the same race and a specific ethnicity. Equally, ‘We’ 

can indicate the belonging to a religion or to a nation: ‘We Christians or We, Danes’. 

‘We’ may also indicate affiliation to culture and civilization: ‘We, the Europeans’ for 

example. In political science, ‘We’ is generally defined by ‘people’ in singular or 

‘peoples’ in plural. This is for example the case of the Preamble of the UN charter 

which stipulates: ‘We the peoples of the United Nations…’. You will find the same 

formula in the constitution of the United States: ‘We the people of the United 

States…’or in the preamble of the Rome Treaties of 1957 where ‘the peoples of 

Europe…’ is mentioned. And John Rawls, the prominent American professor who 

quite recently died (24 November 2002) has entitled his last book ‘The Law of Peoples’. 

 

An interesting point lies in the fact that the ‘We’ in anthropological, national and 

cultural significations is always formulated in contrast to something else: other races, 

other ethnicities, other nations or other cultures. This is not the case for the term 

‘people’, especially when it is in plural. ‘People’ does not stand in contrast to anything. 

In fact, ‘people’ has this advantage that it goes beyond the above mentioned 

stratifications. Therefore, I presume that the ‘We’ in the question refers to the ‘peoples’ 

and more explicitly to the ‘Peoples of the World’. If this is correct, the first part of the 

question should be reformulated as follows:  

 

‘Are we, the peoples of the world, all Americans now?’ 

 

Let me now go on to the second word which is even more complicated than the first 

one. 

 

Who are the ‘Americans’? 
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Let us put Alexis de Tocqueville and all other profound and sophisticated studies and 

analyses on the Americans aside, and take a more simple approach. In a sense, I think 

it is hard to find any other country which reflects the world in its whole as authentically 

as does the United States of America. For good and for worse. Every race, religion, 

language, idea and custom is present in the USA. The USA is the picture of the world 

and its mirror. For good and for worse. In America you will find highly intelligent as 

well as highly stupid people. Taken together, Americans show extreme violence and 

extreme tolerance. They are highly cultivated and sophisticated as well as rough and 

primitive. This voyage may go on infinitely. In fact, the USA is a kind of a human 

zoological garden where every species of the human nature is present. This variety is 

complete to an extent that if, hypothetically, the entire humanity should disappear and 

the Americans would be the only surviving population, human heritage would remain 

almost intact, both genetically, culturally and politically. Therefore, it is no 

exaggeration to claim that the Americans constitute the world’s child: a terrible one; for 

good and for worse.  

 

This remark leads us to reconsider the formulation of the question as follows: 

 

‘We, the peoples of the world, we cannot be against the Americans because 

Americans are examples of us.’ 

 

*** 

 

But the question is not as simple, as I put it. This child is no longer a ‘child’. He grew 

up and became a wonderful young man: strong and powerful with an extraordinary 

dynamism and a fantastic, inventive character. His muscles are enormous and his 

appetite knows no border. Nobody has ever seen a creature like him in history. He is 

everywhere: in every corner of the Earth, under the oceans, inside the atoms, electrons 

and molecules; sky and space are a part of his vast empire. Americans are aware of 

their strength. In the ‘National Security Strategy of the USA’ of September 2002 which 

has been ratified by President Bush, we read: ‘The United States possesses 

unprecedented and unequalled strength and influence in the world’.  

 

The head of our giant, American fellow is big; very big indeed. Big as the ‘Big Apple’. It 

is full of ambitions, projects, hopes and expectations. No one in history, no Emperor, 

no Prophet, no Caliph, no Czar, no Führer, no Duce, nobody has ever had such 

grandiose, multidimensional and indefinite ambitions as the USA today. He intends to 

expand his projects to the whole world. In the same document, we read: ‘America must 
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stand firmly for the non-negotiable demands of human dignity: the rule of law; limits 

on the absolute power of the state; free speech; freedom for worship; equal justice…..’ 

and so on and so forth. So far so good! But what about the prisoners in Guantanamo? 

Is this in accordance with ‘the rule of law’ or with ‘human dignity’? Certainly not! Is 

spying on American citizens, day and night, on the very soil of America compatible 

with the American constitution and the American law? Many American lawyers and 

intellectuals consider these measures arbitrary.  

 

So ‘We, the peoples of the world, we ask the Americans to respect their own 

axial values and principles…fully and non-discriminatorily!’ 

 

These principles are highly important and crucial; not only because they are valuable in 

themselves, but especially because they are an inherent part of the very essence of the 

USA. There are founding principles. In the course of history, there have been many 

empires and super powers wishing to conquer the world. None of them were 

democratic. Other empires were based on hard power and on a non-democratic soft 

power. USA is of course based on a very strong hard power and on a democratic soft 

power. The democratic soft power constitutes the originality of the USA. Here is an 

example: 

Wilson was, in many ways, a failure as a politician; thus as Fareed Zakaria writes (in 

The New Yorker, 2002, Oct. 14 & 21) titled:  ‘Our Way’): Today, when someone 

argues in favour of human rights and democracy, advocates self determination for 

minority populations or the dismantling of colonial empires, criticizes secret and 

duplicitous diplomacy, or supports international organizations, he is rightly called 

Wilsonian’.  

 

George H. W. Bush is often seen as a narrow-minded realist, and he would certainly 

not accept the label ‘Wilsonian’. Yet, when searching for a way to describe his hopes 

for the world after the Cold War and the Gulf War, he grasped for one of Wilson’s 

most famous ideas. ‘What is at stake,’ Bush said, ‘is a big idea – a new world order, 

where diverse nations are drawn together in common cause to achieve the universal 

aspirations of mankind: peace and security, freedom, and the rule of law’. 

 

To be Wilsonian does not necessarily imply simple mindedness. It is simply because 

military power is not sufficient to resolve the world’s complicated problems.  

 

*** 
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So ‘We, the peoples of the world, we are all Wilsonians!’ 

Until 11 September, the Americans were a lucky people indeed. It was the happy time 

of ‘American exceptionality’. Except for an episode in 1812, no foreign power or group 

had attacked the continental territory of USA. 11 September put an end to the 

American exceptionality. It was perhaps the beginning of the normalization of 

Americans.  

 

Often, people think that the USA because of its superior military power is able to do 

everything she wants. This is a wrong and unfounded assessment. It is a fact that since 

the end of the Second World War, the USA has not reached much by military power 

alone. Actually, during this period, USA has lost each and every war it got into. Or at 

least it did not come out of it victoriously. The Korean war in the 1950s. North Korea 

is still there: the third member of the Axe of Evil. Cuba and the story of the Bay of the 

Pigs. Fidel Castro is still there almost 40 years after the failure of the US military 

aggression. The Vietnam war…. no need to expand on this painful page in American 

history. The Intervention in Lebanon in the 1980s with its catastrophic consequences. 

The Gulf war…Saddam Hussein is still in Baghdad, and the list continues.  

 

Yet, there are two wars that the US did clearly win: one in St. Dominica, and the other 

in Panama! These are the military victories of the ‘hyper puissance’ since the WWII!   

However, the real gain is not there. It lies in something else; in the Cold War. It is to 

say that the US and the West at large won the Cold War which resulted in the 

disintegration of the USSR. Precisely, this war was not won with military forces, the 

hard power, but partially with the soft power, and partially due to the inherent 

structural weakness of the Soviet regime itself. Soviet was crumbled under the pressure 

of the soft power: human rights, Sakharov, Soljentsin, the Helsinki declaration of rights 

of peoples and so on. Not with military power. 

It seems that some Americans forget this important gain and the might of their soft 

power. 

 

Americans must remember that what the US has gained in power and prestige, during 

the years between 1945 and 1989, was gained with its positive and effective 

participation in the establishment of international institutions. The US was at that time 

the real architect of institutions such as the UN, the IMF, the OECD, NATO, IBRD 

and many others. It was the time of multilateralism. 

 

So ‘We, the peoples of the world, we ask the Americans to continue to be 

effectively multilateralist; for their own sake and for the sake of the world!’ 
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As Professor Joseph Nye Jr. the dean of Kennedy School of Government (Harvard) 

writes in his recent book on the Paradox of American Power (2002, p. 12): 

‘Power in the twenty-first century will rest on a mix of hard and of soft resources. No 

country is better endowed than the United States in all three dimensions – military, 

economic, and soft power. Our greatest mistake in such a world would be to fall into 

one-dimensional analysis and to believe that investing in military power alone will 

ensure our strength’.  

 

So, ‘We, the peoples of the world, we ask the Americans not to make this great 

mistake’. 

 

As two American scholars – Richard Falk and David Krieger write in The Nation 

(2002, 4 November): 

There are two main ways to ruin the UN: to ignore its relevance in war/peace 

situations, or to turn it into a rubber stamp for geopolitical operations of dubious status 

under international law or the UN Charter. Before September 11, Bush pursued the 

former approach; since then - by calling on the UN to provide the world's remaining 

superpower with its blessings for an unwarranted war - the latter. 

Also damaging are the evident double standards and hypocrisy of the US call for 

enforcement of UN resolutions against Iraq, given consistent US unwillingness to do 

anything to implement the stream of Security Council resolutions directing Israel to 

withdraw from occupied Palestinian territories, to dismantle illegal settlements and to 

apply the Geneva Conventions governing military occupation. Ironically, Security 

Council Resolution 687, cited by Bush in his justification for war against Iraq, also 

recalls the objective of establishing a nuclear weapons-free zone in the Middle East and 

of working toward making the region free of all weapons of mass destruction. While 

these are clearly worthwhile objectives, no mention is made by the Bush 

Administration of Israel's longstanding possession of nuclear weapons. 

 

So, ‘We, the peoples of the world, we ask the Americans to put an end to the 

double standard and to the terrible injustice of which the Palestinian people are 

victims.’  
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Also ‘we, the peoples of the world, we know that sugar and oil do not have the 

same commercial value. But if Cuba’s regime is a dictatorship, so is Saudi Arabia’s! 

We ask therefore our ‘sugar heart’ American fellows to put an end to forty years’ of 

embargo against Cuba.’  

 

Finally, ‘We, the Peoples of the world, we are all Americans now and forever. 

This is why we wish so much that the Americans were different!’ 

 


