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WITHIN two days of this writer’s arrival in the US, the sensational terrorist plot to target as many as 10 flights, bound from the UK to the US, by use of plastic explosives shifted the focus from the war in Lebanon to the ongoing war against terror. The tip-off to the UK authorities was provided by the Pakistani intelligence.

The British authorities arrested 23 British citizens of Pakistani descent. The key person among the seven detained in Pakistan was also a British Pakistani with alleged Al Qaeda links and who had apparently provided training to two of the 23 persons detained in Britain on August 10.

While the valuable collaboration of the Pakistani authorities that gave a timely warning has been acknowledged, many analysts are tending to identify Pakistan as potentially the most dangerous centre of terrorism.

The recent history of the region has resulted in different streams of religious radicalism and extremism affecting its stability and peace. That is why this region, extending from the Gulf, Afghanistan to South Asia has been often described as the “arc of crisis”. One major cause of tension and conflict has been the Kashmir dispute. Pakistan and India fought three wars between 1947 and 1971, and the disputed state continues to be a major hurdle to normal relations between them.

As India is several times the size of Pakistan, the latter has had to maintain credible military deterrence. When India tested nuclear weapons in 1974, Pakistan felt obliged to start a nuclear programme of its own. When it achieved some progress by 1979, the US under President Carter imposed economic and military sanctions against Pakistan.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 turned Pakistan into a frontline state, especially as its government took the principled stand of supporting the Afghan freedom struggle. Under President Reagan, the US extended large-scale military and economic aid to Pakistan and ways were found to allow Pakistan to build up its nuclear deterrence.

One of the major initiatives taken by the US to bolster resistance to the Soviet occupation was to encourage and build up Islamic jihadism as an effective counter to the communist invaders. The Mujahideen were assembled from all over the world and sent to Afghanistan where Osama bin Laden, a Saudi dissident, played a leading role in organising them.

The mobilisation of the Mujahideen played a major role in the defeat of the Soviet Union which withdrew its forces from Afghanistan in 1989. The US took some radical decisions after becoming the only superpower after the fall of the Soviet Union. With communism defeated, it declared that the new threat to the West was posed by radical Islam.

The Islamic revolution in Iran, in 1979 had initially produced a drive against US power, and the effort made to defeat Iran through the Iraq-Iran war of 1980-88 failed.

The second threat recognised in the post-Cold War era was from nuclear proliferation, and Pakistan was placed under sanctions following the Gulf War of 1991. The elder George Bush stationed US forces in Saudi Arabia, and Osama Bin Laden, at the head of thousands of Mujahideen in Afghanistan, declared war on the US, aiming to eliminate its presence from holy Muslim sites.

An insurgency broke out in Kashmir in 1989, and numerous organisations were formed to support the liberation movement. In addition, sectarian tendencies in Pakistan grew as the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia led to the creation of the Shia and Sunni militias in Pakistan.

It is worth recalling that despite these developments the overall approach of the Pakistani people remained moderate and religious parties never polled more than five per cent of the vote in general elections held in 1988, 1991, 1993 and 1997. Their support ballooned after 9/11 when the US attacked the Taliban regime, and utilised the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan to cause indiscriminate slaughter in that unfortunate country that had already endured a decade of Soviet occupation, followed by 12 years of civil war.

Pakistan’s geostrategic situation is such that its support was critical in the US war against the Taliban and Al Qaeda. It has rendered effective assistance to the US in the war on terror. President Musharraf’s government has cooperated closely with the US. But the broadly anti-Muslim agenda of Washington, and its close links with Israel and India have generated anti-US sentiments, which find expression in the support to the activities of remnants of Al Qaeda which have moved into Pakistan, after the occupation of Afghanistan by the US, with the growing involvement of Nato.

As such, there can be no mistaking that anti-US sentiment is widespread. President Bush’s remark that the US was at war with “Islamic fascists” following the London bomb plot caused general resentment among the Muslims of the US who feel increasingly insecure.

Though some US analysts go to the extent of suggesting that the US should turn its guns on countries like Pakistan and Iran, rather than Afghanistan and Iraq in an election year, the basic requirement is for Washington to play its proper role and address legitimate Muslim discontent; Israel was given the green light to invade Lebanon, to destroy Hezbollah, and it was the resistance of Hezbollah that frustrated Israel’s aggressive plans, despite the full military support of the US.

It is doubtful if detailed investigations will reveal a plot of 9/11 proportions in the UK. It is the Blair government’s policy of supporting George W. Bush’s policies that has alienated the Muslims of Pakistani origin born in the UK. One hopes that with 60 per cent of the US population disapproving of the war in Iraq, its leadership will return to its tradition of backing the UN, to ensure a more just and peaceful order in the world. Pakistanis are unlikely to turn to terrorism if democratic avenues of peaceful change remain unavailable.

At the 10th Islamic summit in Malaysia, in 2003, President Musharraf’s proposal that the Islamic world should base its future course on its traditional principles of “enlightened moderation” had received unanimous support. However, he had also called upon the major powers, led by the US, to help resolve issues like Palestine and Kashmir. The West needs to do more to create a just political and economic order in the world.
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