	Sunday, September 10, 2006
	


[image: image2.png]







	VIEW: Five years after 9/11 — Dr Hasan-Askari Rizvi
[image: image3.jpg]


US counter-terrorism policies have helped the extremist and terrorist groups regenerate and transform themselves. Its policies have alienated large sections of the international community because the US war on terrorism often overlapped with its global agenda to restructure the international system to its advantage, before a competing power emerges on the international scene

Five years after September 11, 2001, the United States’ fight against terrorism goes on unabated. There has been no major terrorist attack inside the United States during the last five years. However, this does not mean that it has successfully addressed the terrorism problem.

The US faces a paradox. On the one hand it has coped successfully with the immediate challenges of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. The international community, including the United Nations, joined this effort. On the other hand, the US counter-terrorism policies have helped the extremist and terrorist groups regenerate and transform themselves. Its policies have alienated large sections of the international community because the US war on terrorism often overlapped with its global agenda to restructure the international system to its advantage, before a competing power emerges on the international scene. A large number of people all over the world, especially in the Muslim countries, view the US counter-terrorism policy as an extension of its hegemonic agenda.

The distinction between the war against terrorism and the hegemonic agenda got blurred when the US moved from Afghanistan to Iraq, hoping that its military operation would be equally successful there. US military action to dislodge the Al Qaeda and the Taliban from Afghanistan was understandable. However, the US could not justify its invasion of Iraq on the pretext of counter-terrorism. It was difficult enough to make this argument in 2003. The information that became available in the subsequent years completely demolished the US case on Iraq. 

The other perturbing aspects of the US counter-terrorism cum global political agenda have been unilateralism, pre-emptive action and the bypassing of the UN. Many world leaders and governments felt that the US was setting dangerous precedents that other powerful states could use to intimidate weaker neighbouring states.

Five years later, the counter-terrorism strategies need a thorough review because of the changed nature of extremism and terrorism. In September 2001, the terrorist attack in the US was sponsored by a non-state trans-national group. It was still possible to locate its base in Afghanistan. The Al Qaeda movement, its leaders acknowledged, had masterminded the incident. The Taliban regime had hosted and protected Al Qaeda. Given the geographic specificity of the Al Qaeda and the Taliban, the US could use its military power to overthrow the Taliban government and dislodge the Al Qaeda leaders from Afghanistan.

Today, terrorism does not emanate from a single organisation or base. Al Qaeda is more of an ideology and less of an integrated organisation. It ideology inspires a large number of Muslim groups in many countries. These groups have local roots and function autonomously. There may be several groups in a country. They may have informal linkages with each other or get inspiration from Al Qaeda or some other militant leader. However, there is no evidence to suggest that they work under a unified command. Their activists may visit each other or seek ideological and tactical orientation from their counterparts in other countries. Press reports indicate that some Afghan Taliban visited Iraq or that some alienated British Muslim youths visited Iraq or Pakistan for one reason or another. However, they cannot be described as Al Qaeda affiliates. Nor can they be viewed as being controlled by a single leader or organisation.

Given the decentralised and loose nature of the extremist and terrorist challenge, unilateralism and pre-emption or use of overwhelming force against a particular Muslim country is not likely to address the issue. The resurgence of militant activity and violence in post-Taliban Afghanistan and post-Saddam Iraq was not sponsored by Al Qaeda. The dissident elements cashed in on the failure of the American and local authorities to create a better and secure alternative. They have resurfaced with greater vigour but neither has a unified command and the activists do not share an agenda beyond a strong anti-American sentiment. They do no represent Al Qaeda. Therefore, the terrorism problem in each country will have to be dealt with keeping in view its peculiar conditions.

As the groups engaged in violent and terrorist activities are disparate, decentralised and spread over different countries and derive strength from the peculiar local conditions, counter-terrorism efforts cannot be pursued in an undifferentiated manner. The US cannot succeed in the war against terrorism through unilateralism and the use of overwhelming force. Similarly, the targeting of a single country for elimination of terrorism is not an advisable strategy.

A new counter-terrorism policy is needed. Its major components should include a networking between the US and the Muslim states and pursuance of a counter-terrorism strategy evolved through mutual consultations. The peculiar conditions of each state have to be taken into account and US policymakers should be more sensitive to the concerns of the state whose cooperation is being sought. 

The networking, rather than unilateralism, can be pursued if the US recognises that the whole world, especially the Muslim states, cannot share all aspects of its worldview. There is a need to overcome the ethnocentric view of other societies. The counter-terrorism strategy must be based on shared ideas evolved through consultation.

The credibility gap between the US and the Muslim states needs to be addressed. Distrust is mutual. Even in countries like Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Pakistan, which are known as friends and allies of the US, anti-American sentiments permeate the society to varying degrees. Some policymakers in these countries have expressed reservations about US counter-terrorism policy. 

For counter-terrorism to succeed, the US policymakers have to pay attention to wining the hearts and minds of the people. There is widespread anger in the Muslim societies against the US global policies. This has two major implications for counter-terrorism. First, the leaders of the Muslim states that cooperate with the US face domestic criticism. Even if most Muslim states have dubious democratic credentials, the rulers cannot ignore popular sentiments all the time. This slows down cooperation, especially when it comes to implementation of the commitments. Second, the ordinary people view the US global policies as unjust. They tend to develop sympathy for extremist and militant groups primarily but not exclusively because of their anti-US disposition. The US cannot stamp out this menace as long as the ordinary people are willing to accommodate the extremists and militant elements.

To secure support in the Muslim societies, the US policymakers will have to recognise that their policies towards international conflicts involving Muslims have implications for their efforts to seek the cooperation of the Muslim states and the societies. The US policy of unconditional and unlimited support to Israel vis-à-vis the Palestinians is a major obstacle to improving its image among the Muslim people. The implementation of the two-state solution in Palestine will help boost US image in the Muslim world. The recent US policy of delaying the ceasefire in Lebanon to give Israel time to destroy Hezbollah has done serious harm to US interests in the Muslim world in general and the Middle East in particular. It has increased the anti-American sentiment in the Muslim world and given respectability to militant groups like Hezobllah that challenge American-Israeli interests.

It is against this backdrop that the US should address its problems with Iran and Syria. Any unilateral action against Iran involving a massive use of force will destabilise the region already troubled by the insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan. It will also build popular anger against pro-US rulers in the Muslim world and undermine the war against terrorism.

Can the US policymakers discard the mindset developed in the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks five years ago and stop mixing counter-terrorism with their desire to re-structure the world order? Times have changed since Nine-Eleven. So should the counter-terrorism strategies. 
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