Botched ‘war on terror’
By Shamshad Ahmad

Oh, race of mankind! What storms must toss thee, what losses must thou endure; what shipwrecks must buffet thee as long as thou, a beast of many heads, strivest after contrary things!” 

— DANTE, De Monarchia

POVERTY, hunger, disease, ignorance, conflict and war have afflicted mankind through all ages and millennia. Terrorism is the scourge of the new millennium. It is a universal phenomenon and an evil that transcends all boundaries.

In recent years it has deeply impacted the political, economic and security environment of all regions, countries and societies. It is a faceless enemy which lurks in the shadows of fear and frustration, breeds on despair and disillusionment, and is fed by poverty and ignorance.

In March 2005, a high-level UN panel on global threats and challenges described terrorism as any act “intended to cause death or serious bodily harm to civilians or non-combatants with the purpose of intimidating a population or compelling a government or an international organisation to do or abstain from doing any act.”

At the World Summit in New York in September 2005, the world leaders unequivocally condemned terrorism “in all its forms and manifestations, committed by whomever, wherever and for whatever purposes” as one of the most serious threats to international peace and security. They also resolved to conclude work on the draft convention on international terrorism, including a legal definition of terrorist acts, during the sixtieth session of the General Assembly.

Not only the sixtieth but even the sixty-first session of the UN General Assembly has ended without any progress on the draft. The UN ad hoc committee on this issue is now scheduled to meet next month to expedite the elaboration of a comprehensive convention against terrorism, and to consider the convening of a high-level international conference to consider “international terrorism in all its forms and manifestations.”

While the essence of the challenge including the scope of the proposed convention is yet to be determined, the world is already engaged in what is labelled as a “global war on terror.” This US-led war is being fought on Muslim soils with the stated purpose of eliminating the roots of violence and religious extremism. But in effect, it is not the root but the symptom which is being targeted. Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan today epitomise the worst case scenario of this botched and ill-motivated ‘war on terror.’

Pakistan, in particular, has become the “ground zero” of the war on terror with a full-fledged military conflict going on in its tribal areas suspected of being a “terrorist sanctuary.” There has been a huge collateral damage in this on-going operation. The biggest casualty, however, is Pakistan’s own credibility. It has staked everything in this proxy war, and has killed hundreds of its own people, yet it is being blamed for “not doing enough.”

There seems to be no end to this “tragedy of errors” and incessant blame-game. Hamid Karzai is playing the comic “farceur” to divert attention from his own statecraft deficiencies and to use Pakistan as a scapegoat for all his failures and limitations. The world also watches us with anxiety and concern as we claim the distinction of having captured about 700 Al-Qaeda “coyotes” and receiving millions of dollars from CIA as a bounty over the heads of more than half of them who were turned over to the US.

Instead of always blaming “outsiders” for domestic violence and terrorist incidents, we should have the courage to admit that there is something fundamentally wrong with our own governance patterns. We have been unable to enforce the rule of law. Our high security-risk VVIP culture is now the biggest user of police and security forces and has seriously undermined the public safety and law and order capability of the government.

Our involvement in this campaign against terrorism complicates our tasks, both at home and at regional and global levels. Our sovereignty is being violated with impunity. Our freedom of action in our own interest is being questioned and undermined. We are accepting the responsibility for crimes we have not committed. But this is only one side of the problem.

What is most worrisome at this juncture is that Pakistan is going through one of the most serious crises of its history. It is being weakened methodically by keeping it engaged on multiple external as well as domestic fronts. It is the only Muslim country with an on-going military operation against its own people in the name of war on terror. It is time to rethink our combative approach and to wind down baneful domestic hostilities. Force solves no problems. Grievances must be addressed through political and economic means.

According to the former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, terrorism is the product of what he once described as “a broader mix of problems caused by bad governments, opportunistic politicians and militant leaders who exploit grievances”. At one time, he also believed that “when there are no legitimate means of addressing the massive and systemic political, economic and social inequalities, an environment is created in which peaceful solutions often lose out against extreme and violent alternatives.”

President General Musharraf also subscribes to this view and believes that terrorism stems from unresolved disputes and issues which give rise to forces of “hatred and violence.” But his actions seem to be at variance with his convictions.

He must understand that “excessive use of force and indiscriminate killings”, instead of addressing the root causes, will only weaken him politically among his own people and strengthen the popular support base of terrorists who are no friends of mankind but are gaining global sympathy and support because of the belligerent “Bush syndrome.”

Terrorism will not disappear through campaigns motivated by retaliation and retribution alone. It is a perverse mindset that needs to be treated like a disease.

Only a steady, measured and comprehensive approach encompassing both short-term and long-term political, developmental, humanitarian and human rights strategies that focus on the underlying disease rather than the symptoms would bring an enduring solution to this problem.

Use of military power within a state and against its own people has never been an acceptable norm. Some people view it as a recipe for intra-state implosions, a familiar scene in Africa. In our own country, we have had very bitter and tragic experiences in the past and must not repeat the same mistakes. We cannot afford any more tragedies and national debacles. These are exceptional times warranting exceptional responses to our problems. We must avoid reaching points of no return.

A special remedial effort would be needed to address the causes of “injustice and instability” and to purge society of extremism and obscurantism which have crept into its ranks over the decades of instability and poverty in our region. This is not an easy task but a sustained and persuasive effort on the part of the government as well as all influential segments of our society could make the difference.

Efforts at the international level also need to be geared toward evolving a comprehensive global strategy and an international legal framework to fight terrorism in a holistic manner. The text of the proposed comprehensive international convention against terrorism must now be finalised on the basis of an agreed legally-clear definition of terrorism and a scope that does not exclude military actions against “innocent civilians and non-combatants” anywhere in the world, not even in the name of the “war on terror.”

In its report, the UN’s high-level panel on global threats and challenges had called for a definition of terrorism which would make it clear that in addition to actions already proscribed by existing conventions, “any action constitutes terrorism if it is intended to cause death or serious bodily harm to civilians or non-combatants with the purpose of intimidating a population…”

The outgoing UN secretary-general, in the final year of his tenure, had propounded what he called his “five-D vision” of a “comprehensive” global anti-terrorism strategy based on five pillars: dissuading people from resorting to terrorism or supporting it; denying terrorists access to funds and materials; deterring states from sponsoring terrorism; developing state capacity to defeat terrorism; and defending human rights.

The majority view at the UN, however, was that no strategy or roadmap in the war on terror would be comprehensive without focusing on the underlying political and socio-economic problems. The war on terror has to be waged at all levels — national, regional and global — in a non-selective but steady and measured manner to root out the causes of political oppression and socio-economic injustice which fuel hatred and violence.

To address these problems, the world community also needs to build global harmony through inter-faith tolerance and understanding, promoting peace and stability, as well as sustainable development, and protecting political freedom, genuine democracy and respect for fundamental rights, particularly the inalienable right of self-determination.

In combating terrorism, states must reorder their national priorities to focus on the socio-economic uplift of their societies. They must also ensure compliance with their obligations under international law, in particular human rights law, refugee law and international humanitarian law. Any strategy that compromises human rights will play into the hands of the terrorists.
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