The Taliban in Barcelona —Rafia Zakaria
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The trials of accused terrorists often serve to crystallize already existing prejudice in Western Europe regarding Muslims and increase suspicions regarding their loyalties to their new nations

The trial of eleven suspected terrorists accused of planning to blow up the Barcelona metro has begun in Madrid Spain. The eleven defendants, nine of whom are Pakistani and two are Indian, are accused of acting under orders from the Pakistani Taliban. The specific charges against them include belonging to a terrorist organization, possessing explosive substances and falsifying official documents. The Spanish police allege that the plot was discovered after raids conducted in Barcelona early 2008 and that the plotters were motivated by their opposition to the presence of Spanish troops in Afghanistan.

On Thursday, when the trial began, Muhammad Qadeer, one of the accused, said that he was a butane gas delivery man who knew nothing about electronics. In his statements to the National Court in Madrid, where the trial is taking place, he insisted that he knew nothing at all about the plot to bomb the Barcelona metro saying that he didn’t even know how to “connect two cables”. “Only a beast would do that,” he said, describing the alleged plot. His denial was echoed by his roommate Shaib Iqbal. Others among the accused like alleged ringleader Maroof Ahmed Mirza refused to testify while Muhammad Elahi Bibi simply stated that he only practices a peaceful version of Islam and he had been wrongly implicated in the plot.

There has been some confusion regarding the Barcelona cell’s capacity to actually have carried out the terrorist attack. A charge sheet that was released prior to the trial shows that only 18 grams of explosives were discovered from the cell. The police did discover timers, steel balls, air gun pellets to serve as shrapnel for bombs as well as other bomb-making materials. The magistrate conducting pre-trial proceedings said that the group had reached “operational capacity” but probably had not had the ability to carry out an imminent attack. The reason the group is accused of acting in collusion with the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan is because Mullah Omar, the leader of the Afghan Taliban, claimed knowledge of the planned Barcelona attack. It is further alleged that following the attacks, the now deceased leader of the Pakistani Taliban, Baitullah Mehsud would have made further demands from western governments and would have increased the spate of attacks if those demands had not been met. Responsibility for the attack was also claimed by the Tehrik-e-Tabligh movement, a Muslim movement out of France.

The trial depends on the testimony of a secret informant described only as “F-1” who worked for French intelligence and infiltrated the Barcelona terror cell. The informant first joined the Tehrik-e-Tabligh movement in France, received military training in Pakistan, and was then sent to Barcelona to join the cell there. It is assumed that in his testimony, “F-1” will provide evidence not only of the group’s capabilities but also their connections to Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan. Nearly all the accused face up to eighteen years in prison if convicted of the charges

The trial of these eleven men is important for a number of reasons. First, for western governments trying to rally support for the Allied effort in Afghanistan and in the tribal areas of Pakistan ( via Predator drones); such connections if proven reiterate once again the connection between the security of their cities and the existence of the Taliban. A Pew Poll released on November 11, 2009 shows that 76 percent of Americans think that the Taliban are a direct threat to the well being of their nation. Similar sentiments are found among the European public with 77 percent of Italians, 66 percent French, 65 percent Germans and 64 percent Spanish thinking the Taliban to be a direct threat to their countries.

The figures are particularly troubling for European Muslims, who must simultaneously fight growing radicalism in their communities and also challenge the stereotypes of Muslims as terrorists. The trials of accused terrorists often serve to crystallize already existing prejudice in Western Europe regarding Muslims and increase suspicions regarding their loyalties to their new nations. One example of this, taking place in Spain itself, was the exclusion of a young Muslim lawyer of Moroccan origin from Spanish Courts for wearing a headscarf. The lawyer in question, 39 year old Zoubida Barik Edidi was told that her headscarf violated courtroom attire. In the particular incident, Edidi, who has been a practicing attorney and has practiced at trials for several years, was assisting a colleague at a trial related to terrorism charges, when Judge Gomez Bermudez told her she could not stay in the room because she was wearing a headscarf with her lawyer’s robes. Edidi has since filed a discrimination complaint against the judge, pointing out that the code of dress for lawyers does not prevent lawyers from wearing a headscarf, and accusing him of abuse of power and discrimination. Ms.Edidi was not wearing a full burqa or jellaba but only a headscarf.

Ms.Edidi’s case demonstrates the second sphere of contestation opened up by public terrorism trials. Muslim women’s bodies become spheres of contestation where their clothing becomes an overt expression of whose side they are on. In this case, Ms.Edidi’s decision to wear the headscarf irked the judge because it signaled an overt allusion to her Muslim identity and a rejection of the neutrality expected of lawyers in a courtroom. It also undoubtedly implicated issues of discrimination and abuse of power alleged in her complaint against the judge. Aside from the controversy over whether it was indeed correct or fair or just to order the removal of the headscarf; the dynamic illustrated the pressures imposed on Muslim women in Europe to choose a side in the ongoing tussle between state and the faith community. On one hand are pressures to wear the headscarf as a sign of claiming overt religious Muslim identity and on the other pressures by state and government institutions to maintain a façade of neutrality in venues such as schools and the courtroom.

The terrorism trial of the Barcelona cell is set to resume on Monday, where prosecutors are likely to present more evidence regarding the alleged plot and present the testimony of “F-1”. Regardless of whether the trial will result in convictions or not, Muslim communities, especially Muslim women, will be saddled with the weight of the drama of allegiances and suspicion playing out in their every interaction with their governments. Even more so, Muslim communities, practically helpless before the seemingly unstoppable wave of imported or home grown terror, are likely to face increasing levels of scrutiny and discrimination.

