War on terror: many causes
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IDEOLOGICAL extremism leaves its bloody signatures on our history almost every day now. No place is sacrosanct and no institution is immune. It is ubiquitous and indiscriminate. South Asia has a gory past of communal violence which climaxed in ethnic cleansing on a massive scale as imperial Britain withdrew from it in 1946-47. Ethnic strife still erupts in one part of the region or another from time to time.

The causes are complex but they generally fit into historical struggles for power between contending groups and communities. The rising level of intolerance in our own society does not lend itself to a neat and comprehensive explanation though a whole range of social, economic and political factors are rightly cited by our analysts.

Most of these factors are amenable to remedial strategies insofar as they can be formulated as issues of governance and economic polity. A deep sense of alienation and disenfranchisement makes people prone to lawlessness. At least in theory, governments can be held accountable for acts of omission and commission and, therefore, confronted with policy choices that need to be made. What is, however, particularly disturbing is that some of the causes of the present violence emanate from processes which are simply beyond the jurisdiction of the nation-state.

Evidence is piling up that men of violence in our midst, including the suicide bombers, are frequently driven by a self-image of participating in a larger, almost global, struggle in which their nation state, in their judgment, is aligned with the forces of evil. They believe that their faith, culture and values are under a relentless external attack which is facilitated by a complicit ruling elite. They target institutions of state and society in the hope of breaking that nexus. In this sense, violence is part of an insurrection that transcends national boundaries.

Current strategies to overcome this insurrection fail everywhere partly because the dominant analysis is one-sided and partisan. Efforts to widen the discourse are often snuffed out with the allegation that they are tantamount to rationalising and justifying the Islamists’ criminal behaviour. It is by now a cliché that resort to violence by Muslims reveals a deep crisis within contemporary Islam and that it is, first and last, a testimony to Islam’s failure in its encounter with modernity.

This judgment is usually not challenged by Muslim thinkers who have been preoccupied with this encounter for more than a century. For them, it is a valid framework to discuss the state in which Muslim societies find themselves. What remains unacknowledged most of the time is that there is a parallel crisis in western thought, particularly in its way of looking at the rest of the world. Somewhere along the line, it started losing its acceptance of diversity and began acting as if history had truly come to an end and what remained to be done was to ensure a universal adoption of western values and institutions.

There are enough people in the West who know it as a false over-simplification but they find themselves displaced from the centre of power. Power belongs to those who are only too eager to use it to reconstitute the world according to their own gospel.

The Islamic world is particularly vexed because in its case historical veracity has been simply abandoned. Much of its energy today is expended in setting the record straight.

Not very long ago, we had the Regensburg address of Pope Benedict XVI. The controversy generated by it is behind us and must not be rekindled. But it stays in memory because it was constructed on the facile assumption that unlike Christianity, Islam did not enter into a creative interaction with the great Greek tradition of reason. Unwittingly, the Pope had thrown his weight behind a determined campaign to portray Islam as a primordial dark force.

A more helpful and historically accurate approach would have been to recall that Islam had its Hellenic moment much earlier than the Christian West. Ironically, there is a long tradition of Islamic writings that attributed the triumph of Islam and the decline of pre-Enlightenment West to the fact that the West had put an absolute taboo on Greek sciences and learning. The Muslim historian and cultural commentator had no inhibition for a long time in acknowledging a debt to the impressive industry that had sprung up from one end of the Muslim world to the other to translate Greek texts into Arabic.

What needs to be studied jointly is how this Muslim tradition overreached itself and invited destruction at the hands of orthodox forces. Such a study will almost by definition lead to the recognition of heroic efforts made during the last 100 or so to reconstruct Islamic thought with a view to making it compatible with the flow of time. It will also place the so-called crisis in Islam in our times in an altogether different perspective.

What we get most of the time is a polemic that trivialises every Muslim thinker, every movement in the Muslim world. The basic trick is to disconnect it from its historical context, especially the relationship with imperial conquest of Muslim lands. It is a trick of denial and derision used even by the best of commentators. In October 2006, the distinguished novelist, Martin Amis, published a long essay on extreme Islamism in London’s Sunday Observer. Amongst other things, he offered a critique of the impact of Sayyid Qutb.

In Sayyid’s native Egypt as, indeed, in most Muslim countries his philosophy and political activism continue to generate controversy. This dialectical debate about his work is an essential part of intra-Islamic disputations. But Martin Amis had no time either for his ideas or for any purposeful discussion of Egypt’s long struggle against foreign occupation and then against Israel.

Having made a most perfunctory reference to this aspect of Sayyid Qutb, he went on to ridicule him almost entirely in terms of his presumed frustrations in dealing with liberated western women during his travels and study in Europe and North America. Martin Amis’s essay is an excellent example of the crisis in western approach to Islam which mirrors and amplifies the Islamic crisis. It is just one more variation of the theme of a clash of civilisations or the later prophecies of a struggle with Islam spread at least over one whole generation.

Another example of western intellectuals who marginalise the Muslim liberal and fuel the fires of Muslim extremism is found in a bizarre essay that James Kurth, professor of political science at Swarthmore College wrote under the title ‘Splitting Islam’ for the September 26, 2005 issue of The American Conservative. Contemplating the best options to defeat the “global Islamic insurgency directed at the United States, its allies, and the West more generally”, the learned teacher recalled how the United States had used “the most consequential splitting strategy directed at the Sino-Soviet bloc” and then went on to discuss in detail the benefits of encouraging a Shia-Sunni split strategy.

Such cynical outreach of realist analysis provides a perfect backdrop for the counter-analysis that comes from President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad of Iran. One should not be surprised that in his address to the intellectuals during his just concluded visit to Sudan, the Iranian president saw the sinister hands of the United States and Israel in the great tragedy being enacted in the Middle East. The Kurth essay may be read by some as intellectual prescience but many more will see it as a manifesto of what has actually happened in Iraq under American occupation.

This mindless global confrontation by extremists from both sides - a veritable clash of rival discourses - greatly complicates the security situation of a country like Pakistan. It has to be recognised as an ingredient in the explosive mix threatening more and more parts of the country. I remember writing in this space several months ago that Pakistan would not be allowed to opt out of this confrontation by the powers to be. The recent visits of Vice President Dick Cheney and British Foreign Secretary Margaret Beckett to Islamabad and Kabul only underlined Pakistan’s dilemma.

An article by Michael Vlahos in the American Conservative discusses in detail how the “great Muslim war” replaced the story of globalisation and how American insistence on “you are either with us or against us” is now promoting counter-movements all over the globe. This war sustained by unbridled passions on both sides is already upon us and the feeble glow of our state-sponsored enlightened moderation is being fast overwhelmed by this new darkness.

Hundreds of our soldiers, policemen, simple worshippers in mosques and seminaries, innocent citizens including a woman minister in the infancy of a promising political career have already perished. All we have on our Nero’s fiddle is the dying strain of a swansong called “war on terror”.

The real challenge is how to extricate ourselves from it in every sense of the word. Lt-General Douglas Lute told the Senate Armed Services Committee in Washington recently that he has all the authority he needs “to pursue, either with (artillery) fire or on ground, across the (Pakistan-Afghan) border.”

Those pursued by his forces will have no compunction in retaliating anywhere in Pakistan as they are doing increasingly. It is time that we put aside our parochial political contests for some time and develop a national exit strategy. The longer we remain engaged under duress in the “great Muslim war” of President Bush’s imagination, the greater would be the threat to Pakistan’s existence. The perils to us cannot be dismissed by the empty rhetoric of the state any more.
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