Containing the crisis —Ejaz Haider 
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Pakistan is still passing through the stage where most people, if not all, consider acts of terrorism as begotten of a flawed foreign policy. In other words, terrorism is being seen as a reaction and that shifts the focus away from the innate dastardliness of act. In doing so it also makes it almost acceptable

Lahore saw the second suicide bombing in less than two months when two suicide bombers tried to mount an attack on the Navy War College on the Mall. At least six people were killed in the attack.

Suicide attacks are now a reality and pose a security threat previously unknown. The frequency of these attacks, the toll they take and the psychological impact they have on the public at large raise the question of what can be done to counter this threat. Indeed, every time tv channels report another suicide attack, anchors ask the “experts” they get on-line if there is a solution.

The question is legitimate, manifest as it does the fear of and concern over this threat. But the desire to get to a final solution, devise some method of eradicating it, also betrays a deep ignorance of how global, networked terrorism can operate and what tools it can employ to push for its objectives.

Two things must be said upfront. First, when the suicide bomber is out there, on the prowl, either determined to engage a focused target or looking for a target of opportunity, it is almost impossible to pre-empt or neutralise him; second, when terrorism hits a society, counter-measures force life to change in ways that are not always pleasant.

Experts know that the suicide bomber is linked through a chain with groups that recruit, train and motivate him. He is simply the blasted end of that chain. To reduce the level of threat, law enforcement agencies (a generic term) need to follow the chain backwards from the bomber.

This is commonsensical. But actualising this is easier said than done. Consider.

If we accept the official version of events that the mastermind behind these attacks is one Baitullah Mehsud, then we do know where the chain leads backwards from the bomber. Here we get into three problems: one, Mehsud has eluded the security forces so far (reasons: inhospitable terrain, kinship bonds, a porous border, internal lines of communication etc); two, he may not be the end of the chain; three, even if he is taken out, he could be replaced by another. The terrorist not only operates in a context, he also tries to change it.

What does this mean?

Essentially, that even when the threat is being tackled at both ends of the chain and all the links that lie between those two ends, one may only be able to reduce but not entirely eradicate it.

This is definitely not good news. But precisely for this reason I mentioned above that a society hit by terrorism and trying to counter it will have to undergo many changes. Life will not be the same again. As Bruce Hoffman wrote: “Nearly everywhere in the world it is taken for granted that one can simply push open the door to a restaurant, café, or bar, sit down, and order a meal or a drink. In Israel the process of entering such a place is more complicated.” 

But while Israel had (and has) the advantage of profiling bombers and walling an entire population in, Pakistan cannot do that. The situation is completely different even as the potential of the threat remains unchanged.

The argument that this is happening because the country did not have full democracy, while a good political gimmick, is bogus. The threat emanates from a quarter which does not believe in democracy and for which no system of government is acceptable except the literalism of its own creed. In fact, recent post-election bombings are a signal to the new, would-be democratic dispensation of what it would be faced with.

What is however acceptable and also historically proven is the fact that democracies are better geared to fight out long-drawn conflicts. And yes, democracies can be as ruthless, if not more, as totalitarian regimes.

Are we fighting a losing battle then? No. This menace has to be fought but we need to be very clear about how to define victory in a struggle that has multiple levels, where each level is as important as the other and all are interlinked.

For instance, it is as important for the public to understand the new social reality and accept the inconvenience of counter-measures as it is for intelligence agencies to trace the chain back-and-forth and improve their performance both at the detection (pre-emption) and investigation levels. As Hoffman pointed out, “coldly efficient bombings tear at the fabric of trust that holds societies together” and that is traumatic. However, paradoxically, out of this trauma can emerge the will to fight it out but only if people do not sympathise with the perpetrators of these acts.

Right now, Pakistan is still passing through the stage where most people, if not all, consider acts of terrorism as begotten of a flawed foreign policy. In other words, terrorism is being seen as a reaction and that shifts the focus away from the innate dastardliness of act. In doing so it also makes it almost acceptable.

That must change. It must be understood that these groups’ agenda is not just reactive but pro-active. While it is important to use multiple tools to address the threat in the NWFP from where it is emanating, there is no reason to be squeamish about the use of force wherever and whenever it becomes necessary to employ it.

Finally, it must be understood that it is a long battle, its successes cannot be tested on a Clausewitzean benchmark and it involves not just the government but the people as a whole.
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