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Terrorism has spread practically all over the world.  At the beginning of the twenty-first century, there are very few countries immune from it. The internal dynamics and external linkages of terrorism have made it a formidable challenge not only to national security but even to world peace. It is estimated that more than fifty prime ministers or heads of states in various parts of the world lost their lives in terrorist incidents since the conclusion of the Second World War : they include John F. Kennedy of US, Olof Palme of Sweden, Anwar Sadaat of Egypt, Yitzhak Rabin of Israel, Aldo Moro of Italy, Premadasa of Sri Lanka, Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi of India, and several others. 

Terrorism has today become a highly complex phenomenon. It is an attack on the civilian population, it is aggression against a country, it is a war against the entire civilization.

International terrorism took a quantum leap with the assault on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001. 

So much – in one stroke! “The Islamist menace that had shattered Kashmir, rocked Xinjiang, shaken Chechnya had now seared the heart of America”. The US was stripped of its mythical invulnerability. In the aftermath, it was transformed into a crusader against international terrorism in all parts of the world. India, China and Russia, hitherto critical of US on specific issues, became allies in the war against terror. Pakistan changed from pariah to pet. And Afghanistan, followed by Iraq, became the battlegrounds between the forces of democracy on the one hand and international terrorism on the other. 

Main Trends

The threat from terrorism is changing. There is a shift from traditional sources of terrorism – formalized terrorist organizations and state sponsors – to loosely affiliated radicals drawing inspiration from a holy text. There is a parallel shift in tactics and methodologies, and the aim is to inflict casualties on a mass scale. Terrorism in the 21st century differs from the past in its fluidity and global reach. Terrorists do not have to gather at a place to conspire; they contact each other across international borders using the modern communication systems. They transfer funds through established financial institutions and generally exploit the increasing globalization of the international system. 

The principal challenges of international terrorism in the post-9/11 phase are summarized below. 

Al Qaida’s Threat Potential Remains 

The Al Qaida has become a global movement, a franchise operation that no longer depends on the center for backing or recruits. As stated by Abdel Rahim Ali, an Egyptian expert on radical Islamic groups and author of Alliance of Terror, Al Qaida Organization, the Al Qaida is now “separate and loose groups bound only by an ideology, but working independently”. Its objective, as mentioned in a 44-page blueprint for global domination recovered in Indonesia, is to

“Create a force in the name of Islam to restore the Islamic Caliphate and the sovereignty of Shariah in the four corners of the Earth.”

A poem entitled Mujahideen ki Lalkaar found in a note book at Rishkhor, one of the training centers in Afghanistan, throws light on the venom injected into the terrorists’ minds:
Kal Roos ko bikharte dekha tha
(We saw Russia disintegrate yesterday 

Ab India ko tootta dekhenge,

Now we shall see India fall apart,

Hum barq-e-jehad ke sholon mein,
In the flames of jehad,

America ko jalta dekhenge

We will see America ablaze.)

The attack on Afghanistan by the US led coalition forces dislodged the Taliban and scattered the Al Qaida. Mullah Mohammad Omar, the one-eyed chief of the Taliban, fled – and so did bin Laden. Their precise fate is still is shrouded in mystery. In any case, it would be a complacent view that the Al Qaida is finished or that it is incapable of regrouping. As rightly observed by Dale L.Watson, Executive Assistant Director of the FBI, “Al Qaida is clearly wounded, but not dead; down but not out.”

The International Institute of Strategic Studies, in its survey for the year 2003-04, estimated that despite losses around the world, the Al Qaida has 18,000 potential terrorists spread over more than 60 nations around the world. 

Iraq Quagmire 

The US invasion of Iraq was an unnecessary and unwarranted diversion in the war against terror. The September 11 Commission’s finding that there was no credible evidence of a “collaborative relationship” between Saddam Hussein’s regime and the Al Qaida terror network knocked down the principal justification President Bush had offered for going to war in Iraq. The other argument that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction was exposed by the failure to find any such weapons. As Fareed Zakaria said :

“..we have waged pre-emptive war unilaterally, spurned international cooperation, rejected United Nations participation, humiliated allies, discounted the need for local support in Iraq and incurred massive costs in blood and treasure.”

The invasion, in due course, had very unfortunate repercussions. The grand alliance which was forged in the wake of 9/11 got fractured. The war against international terrorism lost its thrust with the US forces bogged down in a new theatre. The fundamentalists have been bragging that just as the mujahideen defeated the Soviet superpower in Afghanistan, the “forces of Islam’” will humble the world’s sole surviving superpower in Iraq. The war is also sharpening the divide between the Muslim and the non-Muslim world. Fighters from all over the Middle East and North Africa have been moving to Iraq to join the jihad against the American forces. Iraq has become some kind of a “black hole” sucking up the radical elements from different places. What will happen if and the war is over is no less worrisome. Brian Jenkins, a terrorism expert at Rand Corporation, says that while so far Iraq has been a “net importer” of terrorists, it may in due course become a “net exporter”, one that spawns “knowledge, veterans, and operations”.  It would be a repeat of what happened in Afghanistan after the Soviet withdrawal from that country.

Afghanistan – An Unfinished Project

The war against terror in Afghanistan was not pursued to its logical conclusion. It is true that the Taliban is in bad shape.  It is also true that the successful presidential election was a stinging rebuke to their cause. But Mullah Omar has been active lately and he has been visiting the small, largely ethnic-Pashtun guerilla units in the poor, isolated areas of Afghanistan. A report by Sami Yousafzai and Ron Moreau (Newsweek, Dec.27, 2004/Jan. 3, 2005) stated that the “Afghan and US forces control most of this desolate region by day, but Taliban units and their sympathizers take charge at night”. The report further said that “Mullah Omar and his fighters still have a constituency, largely among the tens of thousands of Taliban, or religious students, studying at the many madrassas sprinkled across the border in Pakistan”. The fugitive leader recently (March 16, 2006) warned that they would turn the country into a “flaming oven”. The fact is that Afghanistan is “sliding slowly back into its traditional anarchy”. The main reason for this, as pointed out by Geoffrey York after his fourth visit to Afghanistan, is that “the Taliban have enjoyed a haven in Pakistan, where the government has turned a blind eye to their sanctuaries”.  The Taliban has, with Pak connivance, regrouped and rearmed itself and is in a position to challenge the Karzai government. The international community, as a consequence, faces the disturbing prospect of witnessing, what the Senlis Council, a security and development policy group based in Europe said, the “progressive de facto dismantling of Afghanistan”.

Another huge problem facing Afghanistan currently is the illicit cultivation of opium poppy. According to a State Department report released in March 2005, Afghanistan’s opium cultivation tripled to an all-time high in 2004. The country produced 4,950 tonnes of opium, which was 17 times more than the world’s second largest producer Myanmar. The unfortunate part is that at least 70% of the government officials are believed to be involved in narcotics production or trafficking. 

The recent anti-American rioting in Kabul - the worst since the Taliban were dislodged from Afghanistan - showed, as The New York Times conceded, the “rising public disenchantment with Washington and its leading Afghan ally, President Hamid Karzai”. The dangerous trend must be arrested and gradually reversed. It has been rightly said that the US needs to demonstrate that “it cares not just about Afghanistan’s strategic geography, but also about a decent future for its people”. 
Epicenter Shifts to Pakistan

Pakistan has, with the demolition of the terrorist network in Afghanistan, emerged as the epicenter of international terrorism. Political considerations may prevent the US from branding it as a state-sponsor, but the stark reality is there for the discerning observer to see. 

· The footprints of terror in several countries – USA, UK, Canada, Turkey, Russia, Uzbekistan, China, Australia, etc. – have been traced back to Pakistan. 

· Pakistan was the real host of bin Laden and Al Qaida in Afghanistan, as revealed by the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) documents.

· Pak scientists were part of a worldwide network of illegal trade in nuclear technology, which was passed on to Iran, North Korea and Libya. 

· Most of the top Al Qaida leaders who have been nabbed so far (Ramzi bin al-Shibh, Abu Zubayda, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, Al Libbi) were all caught from Pakistan’s cities.

· Major terrorist groups linked to the Al Qaida are still operating in Pakistan, though pseudonymously (Lashkar-e-Toiba as Jamaat-ud-Dawa and Jaish-e-Mohammad as  Khaddam-ul-Islam). 

· “Pakistan is ruled by a military dictatorship in cahoots with violent Islamist extremists”, as stated by Lord Patten.

The US 9/11 Commission also exposed Pakistan’s role as a patron of terrorism. It clearly brought out that Pakistan and Saudi Arabia helped set the stage for the September 11 attacks by cutting deals with the Taliban and Osama bin Laden that allowed his Al Qaida terrorist network to flourish. While Saudi Arabia provided money and equipment to the Taliban regime, Pakistan provided more direct assistance with its military and intelligence agencies.

As commented by Jim Hoagland in The Washington Post : 

“Pakistan today is the most dangerous place on Earth, in large part because the administration does not understand the forces it is dealing with there and has no policy to contain them…Parvez Musharraf’s Pakistan is a base from which nuclear technology, fundamentalist terrorism and life-destroying heroin are spread around the globe. American and French citizens and Christians of any nationality, including Pakistanis, are indiscriminately slaughtered by fanatics as the occasion arises. This nuclear-armed country is in part ungoverned, in part ungovernable”.

Another American commentator, Sebastian Mallaby, described Pakistan as a “Colombia with nukes and Islamic fundamentalism”. A senior US diplomat, Michael Evanoff, serving in the American Embassy in Islamabad, was quoted by the Christian Science Monitor as saying that Pakistan was “the new epicenter of terrorism”. The Pakistani journalist, Ahmad Rashid, also, in an interview to Der Spiegel, said that “Pakistan remains the global centre for terrorism and for remnants of Al Qaida”.

Pakistan’s war against terror is much sound and fury, signifying very little on the ground. Hamid Karzai, the Afghan president, has repeatedly complained that the Taliban were able gather support and launch raids from the safety of Pakistani territory. The State Department Coordinator for Counter-Terrorism, Henry Crumpton, also blamed Pakistan recently on May 6, 2006 for not doing enough to help root out the Taliban and Al Qaida who had found safe havens in its lawless tribal lands along the Afghan border. He even said that the Taliban and Al Qaida leadership were “primarily in Pakistan and the Pakistanis know that.”

Bangladesh : Another hub of terror

Bangladesh is becoming another hub of fundamentalist Islam in South Asia. The Wall Street Journal observed as far back as April 2, 2002 that “Islamic fundamentalism, religious intolerance, militant Muslims groups with links to international terrorists, a powerful military with ties to the militants, Islamic schools churning out radical students, middle-class apathy, poverty and lawlessness – all are working to transform the nation”, and warned that these developments spell trouble for Southeast Asia and beyond if left unchallenged.

A dispatch in the Time magazine issue of October 21, 2002 described how Bangladesh (erstwhile East Pakistan till 1971) was becoming home to men of the Al Qaida and other fundamentalist terrorist outfits. It gave a graphic picture of how 150 heavily armed Taliban fighters from Afghanistan landed at Chittagong port in December 2001 and disappeared in the hinterland of the country. The report also brought out that agents of the DGFI, Bangladesh’s military intelligence service, maintain contact with their counterparts in Pakistan’s Inter Services Intelligence and have “a long history of supporting rebels fighting Indian rule across the border, including providing safe houses in Dhaka for the leaders of the United Liberation Front for Assam (ULFA)”. 

The Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami (HUJI), the largest terrorist group in Bangladesh allied to Al Qaida, during the US invasion of Afghanistan, ominously raised the slogan “Amra Sobai Hobo Taliban, Bangla Hobe Afghanistan (We will all be Taliban and Bangladesh will be Afghanistan) 

 The Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS), in a report published in December 2003, criticized the Bangladesh Government for not taking enough measures to prevent the country from becoming a haven for Islamist terror groups in South Asia. The report expressed concern over the activities of terrorists suspected to be connected with the Al Qaida network.  According to a recent report, the HUJI has been training jehadi terrorists from Southern Thailand in Bangladesh.

The rapidity with which Bangladeshi civil society is being coerced into submission by the Islamists, the manner in which Begum Zia’s government is yielding space to the fundamentalist elements and conniving at the perpetration of violence against moderate Muslims, Ahmediyas, Hindus, Christians and Buddhists are matters of great concern. The Bangladeshi society is, in fact, getting steadily Talibanised. The Awami League released on February 13, 2005 a paper entitled Growing Fanaticism and Extremism in Bangladesh : Shades of Taliban. It documents the numerous acts of state-tolerated and state-sponsored terror in the country. 
Terrorism stoking Ethnic Conflicts

Terrorism continues to be a tool in political or ethnic conflicts. The terrorists are driven by very strong feelings to defend the identity of their people and their cultural heritage against what they perceive as attempts to subjugate or overwhelm their people.

Chechnya is the classic case. The Chechen separatists’ campaign to break free from Russia took a dramatic turn when its commandos seized a theatre in the heart of Moscow on October 23, 2002, taking more than 800 persons as hostage even though the Russian special forces were able to kill 50 rebels and rescue most of the hostages. On May 9, 2004, the President of Chechnya, Akhmad Kadyrov, was killed along with five others when a bomb exploded during a parade marking the 59th anniversary of Soviet victory in World War II. In an incident involving children, the terrorists held 1,200 hostages in a school in the Beslan town of North Ossetia province of Russia on September 1, 2004. The Russian commandos eventually stormed the school, killing 26 terrorists. In the exchange of fire, however, 338 persons including 155 children were killed. 

On October 13, 2005 the Chechen rebels attacked Nalchik, the capital of Kabardino-Balkariya, a republic near Chechenya.  About 63 people were killed including ten police officers.  The Russian special forces subsequently overwhelmed the rebels and killed about 50 of them.  Violence flared up recently again in Ingushetia on May 17, 2006 when a car bomb killed 7 people and the insurgents ambushed an army convoy, killing 5 soldiers.

Central Asia

The Central Asian Republics – Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan – have a fertile environment for political and religious extremism. The region remains mired in poverty and is plagued by corruption and social inequality. Balkan-like ethnic tensions are rife. The governments of these Republics have used the threat of Islamist fundamentalism as a pretexts for crackdowns on dissent . 

The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) has been the largest terrorist outfit of Central Asia. Juma Namangani, a former Soviet paratrooper and leader of the IMU, symbolized the Islamist dream of establishing “a Taliban style state in the former Soviet Republics of Central Asia”. The IMU later joined the Taliban, but the US bombings devastated the outfit and Juma Namangani was killed. In March 2004, a string of bomb blasts in Tashkent, suspected to be the handiwork of Islamist terrorists, were followed by clashes with the Uzbek forces in which at least 42 people were killed. 

On May 13, 2005, there was an uprising in the Uzbek town of Andijan when armed men freed 2000 inmates from a prison including suspects on trial for alleged Islamic extremism. There is reason to believe that social problems like unemployment, rising prices and lack of public services were at the heart of the unrest. The troops, under President Karimov’s directions, reacted with great vehemence and at least 745 persons were killed in the clashes. Uzbekistan has been a key ally of the US ever since 9/11 and hosts a large US military base at Karshi-Khanabad near the country’s border with Afghanistan.

The Central Asian Republics freed themselves from Russian stranglehold in 1991, but ironically their people are doing no better under the home grown dictators. The West tends to take an indulgent view of the happenings in the Republics as a quid pro quo to allowing US bases and presence in the region. 

Hitting Soft Targets

The Al Qaida has not been able to hit any major military, governmental or symbolic target since 9/11. It has nevertheless been hitting soft targets wherever it could – in Indonesia, Kenya,   Morocco, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Jordon, Spain, Philippines, and in Thailand 

In Indonesia, the terrorists announced their presence with a bang in the Bali Islands on October 12, 2002 when a car bomb destroyed a night club, killing nearly 200 people and wounding another 300. According to Jose Ramos-Horta, a Noble Peace Prize laureate, Bali was a natural target for the extremists, being a Hindu bastion in an otherwise Muslim archipelago. Investigations revealed that Jemaah Islamiah (JI), a south-east Asian militant group linked to the Al Qaida, had a hand in the bombing. Abu Bakar Bashir, spiritual leader of the JI is reported to have received $74,000 from a bin Laden account. Bashir used this money to buy explosives illegally sold by the Indonesian Army and distributed the same to the Islamist groups. Amrozi, who was found guilty of helping to organize and carry out the blasts, was sentenced to death on August 7, 2003.

Terror returned to Bali on October 1, 2005, when there were a series of near-simultaneous blasts at the popular tourist spots.  At least 30 people including several foreign tourists died in these explosions.  

In the African continent, there were simultaneous attacks on Israeli tourists in Kenya : a car bomb exploded at an Israeli-owned hotel on November 28, 2002, killing 14 people and wounding 80; minutes earlier, missiles narrowly missed an Israeli Arkia airliner carrying 261 passengers as it took off from the nearby Mombasa Airport. On May 16, 2003, the terrorists struck in Casablanca (Morocco). The suicide bombers attacked five sites including a Jewish community center, a Spanish club, a large hotel and the Belgian Consulate, killing more than 40 people. 

The Egyptian Red Sea resort of Sharm-el-Sheik was rocked by a series of car bombs and other blasts on July 23, 2005, which devastated a luxury hotel and a coffee shop, killing at least 88 persons and injuring over 119.  Those killed included 17 foreigners, most of them Europeans.  The incident was perpetrated by local terrorists, but its planning was probably done by foreign elements. On April 25, 2006, the beach resort of Dahab was hit by three simultaneous explosions, killing 23 people. Dahab has been a popular low-key haven for young Western and Israeli backpackers.

Terrorists have been  making repeated strikes in Saudi Arabia to give vent to their anger over the Royal family living under the protective umbrella of the US. On May 12, 2003, suicide bombers devastated three housing compounds in Riyadh, killing 34 people including 8 Americans. On May 29, 2004, gunmen attacked a complex housing oil workers in the eastern city of Khobar, killing 22 people. A disconcerting feature of the incident, for which Al Qaida claimed responsibility, was that only non-Muslims including 10 Indians were killed. 

Turkey has also been targeted. On November 15, 2003, car bombs exploded outside two synagogues in Istanbul during prayer time, killing 12 and injuring 257. Jews were apparently the target. Soon after, on November 20, there were explosions at the British Consulate and at the British international bank HSBC, killing at least 27 people and wounding more than 400. 

In Jordan, the terrorists carried out simultaneous attacks at wedding parties being celebrated at the Grand Hyatt and the Radisson in Amman on November 10, 2005.  Another explosion targeted a Days Inn hotel.  A total of 57 people were killed.  The Al-Qaida in Iraq, led by Jordanian militant Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, said in a statement that “a group of our best lions” had carried out the attacks”. The particular hotels were chosen because, according to Zarqawi, the Jordan King had turned them into “a backyard for the enemies of the faith, the Jews and the Crusaders”.  

On March 11, 2004, the terrorists struck in Spain, taking the jihad to Europe. There were powerful explosions in four commuter trains in Madrid as a result of which 199 persons were killed and over 1,400 injured. It was Europe’s deadliest act of terror after the Lockerbie bombings. 

In Philippines, two powerful blasts ripped through the southern city of Zamboanga on August 10, 2005.  About 24 people were injured.  A third bomb, found in a restaurant, was safely detonated by the police. 

In Thailand, the security forces came down heavily against separatists seeking to carve a homeland in the Muslim majority south of the predominantly Buddhist country. They gunned down at least 107 people in raids carried out on April 28, 2004. The people of southern Thailand are distinct from the rest of the country’s population. Their ethnic background is Malay, not Thai; their religion is Islam, not Buddhism; and their language is a local dialect called Yawi, indecipherable to most Thais.
These incidents show that the war on terror is far from over and that the terrorists, dislodged from their dens in Afghanistan and under pressure in the bordering areas of Pakistan, are shifting their focus and are instead seeking out soft targets in countries where security is comparatively fragile. They have been hitting at targets mostly in the Islamic world but have shown their striking prowess in Europe also. The desperation of the security experts was aptly described by a former CIA officer, Milt Bearden, when he said that the terror threat “has metastasized to the point where we haven’t got a clue where it will pop up next”.

Weapons Of Mass Destruction (WMDs)

Experts view with a sense of horror the possibility of terrorists raising the stakes of violence to “unprecedented new heights of destructiveness” through the use of WMDs – nuclear, biological and chemical. 

The threat of nuclear terrorism is compounded by lax or inadequate security cover at the nuclear installations where there is real danger of pilferage of nuclear arms by terrorists. The increasing trade in weapons-usable nuclear materials has even raised the specter of theft of plutonium or uranium in significant quantities. Weapons of one country could be utilized for atomic blackmail or to perpetrate acts of terrorism in another part of the world. A study group of the George Washington University has warned that the high-tech terrorists could cause “cataclysmic damage in the United States on a scale the country has never experienced”. The head of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed El Baradei, in an interview on the Norwegian TV on April 9, 2005, said that the Al Qaida were “actively looking into acquiring a nuclear weapon and other weapons of mass destruction”. 

The possibility of Pak nuclear stockpile falling into extremist hands in future could also not be ruled out.  As observed by Fred Guterl, “a coup could put Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal under their control, or a bin Laden sympathizer in the armed forces could steal one of the bombs.” A renowned French thinker and writer, Bernard Henri Levy, in his latest book Qui a tue Daniel Pearl (Who Killed Daniel Pearl?), expressed the apprehension that the terrorist could lay their hands on the nuclear weapons in Pakistan as Pakistan’s ISI was collaborating with the Al Qaida and other radical Islamist terrorist groups

A bio-weapon attack by agents of Al Qaida is “highly likely” according to Bill Patrick, a leader in America’s bio-weapons program. Intelligence officers have confirmed that Al Qaida operatives tried to obtain anthrax and botulinum toxin in Czechoslovakia.  Dozens of rabbits and dogs were found poisoned near the training camps in Jalalabad. 

As for chemical attack, experts believe that it is no longer a matter of ‘if’ but ‘when’ such an attack would take place. The Al Qaida had made some progress in developing chemical weapons. Traces of ricin, an agricultural byproduct which could be made into poison, were found in raids on Qaida cells in Britain and Spain. Another raid on a mosque in London led to the recovery of chemical-weapons protective gear.  
The September 11 Commission also brought out that the “Al Qaida remains extremely interested in conducting chemical, biological, radiological or nuclear attacks” and that it “is actively striving to attack the United States and inflict mass casualties”.

USA – The Principal Target

The Al Qaida sees the West in general and the US in particular as “the ultimate enemy of Islam”. A number of attacks have been orchestrated by the Al Qaida on US personnel and establishments, the major ones being :

1993  :  
US soldiers in Somalia attacked 

1993  :
World Trade Center bombed (6 killed)

1996  :
US barracks in Saudi Arabia demolished (22 soldiers killed)

1998  : 
US Embassies in East Africa bombed (224 killed including 12 Americans)

2000  :
USS Cole targeted in port in Yemen (17 sailors killed)

2001  :
WTC destroyed, Pentagon attacked ( about 4,000 killed)

Daniel Pipes in his book Militant Islam Reaches America has devoted a chapter to ‘We are Going to Conquer America’. It reviews Islamists’ agenda for the United States.  Bizarre as it may seem, they seek nothing less than to bring the Sharia to bear in the land of the free. “Nothing could be greater”, according to Al-Faruqi who taught at Temple University, “than this youthful vigorous, and rich continent (of North America) turning away from its past evil and marching forward under the banner of Allahu Akbar”. The main argument between Islamists is not about the desirability of this outcome, on which they all agree, but about the best method to achieve it. Some Islamists advocate violence while others prefer legal means like conversion or political action.

Steven Emerson in his book American Jihad has listed out the following terrorist support networks – “the sea in which the fish swim” – which operate within the US : 

· Muslim Arab Youth Association (MAYA)

· American Islamic Group (AIG)

· Islamic Cultural Workshop (ICW)

· Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR)

· American Muslim Council (AMC)

· Islamic Circle of North America (ICNA)

· Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC)

· American Muslim Alliance (AMA)

· Islamic Society of North America (ISNA)

These networks are functional in an array of American cities including Brooklyn (NY), Orlando, Dallas, Santa Clara (California), Columbia and Herndon. 
War Against Terror – An Assessment

The US has been leading the war against international terrorism since 9/11. It has no doubt achieved significant success. 

· the Taliban was dislodged from Afghanistan, 

· the Al Qaida cadres are scattered, 

· the infamous terrorist leaders are on the run, 

· terrorist funding has been choked to a considerable extent, and 

· countries with a soft corner for the jehadis are being forced to cooperate in the war.

International terrorism is however far from being defeated. The network of Islamist terror is, in fact, expanding. The most wanted terrorists are yet to be accounted for and the ghost of bin Laden continues to haunt the West. There is a growing distrust of the US and its policies. The alliance forged in the wake of 9/11 has developed major cracks, Spain and Italy having exited from the coalition. Besides, the antipathy for the US has grown as was demonstrated in the worldwide protests over the alleged desecration of the Koran by the American interrogators in Guantanamo bay. The divide between the Muslims and non- Muslims has sharpened.

How does one explain this? Actually, the US policy of fighting terror has been basically flawed, and that is why it is not producing the desired results. The US has unfortunately been following double standards in assessing the state sponsors of terrorism. A terrorist is a terrorist and any extraneous considerations should not influence the assessment. Pakistan is today the epicenter of terrorism. And yet, the US chooses to turn a blind eye to Pakistan’s sponsorship of terrorism. 

Secondly, the war against terror has been used by the US to pursue its strategic objectives. The invasion of Iraq is a blatant example of that. It was an unnecessary diversion and the US forces find themselves bogged down in a quagmire of Islamist insurgency. In the process, US bypassed the United Nations, fractured the international coalition, and incurred huge losses. The US image in the entire Muslim world stands tarnished. What is worse, the war against terror has lost its focus. 

Thirdly, terrorism cannot be defeated unless the swamps breeding terror are cleaned up. The countries which are the breeding grounds of terror today are Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Bangladesh is emerging as another hub of terror in South Asia. It has been rightly said by Steven Emerson that the main reason for the failure of the war on terror is the “pure unwillingness” to confront Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and other governments that nurture terrorists. The US government, by closing its eyes to the threat posed by Islamic fundamentalists in these countries, is making a serious blunder and is almost inviting another disaster. 

Fourthly, while fighting the terrorists, one must winnow the chaff from the grain, distinguish the friend from the foe. This is essential to prevent any accretion to the terrorist ranks. The American tactics of using overwhelming force – “shock and awe’, as they call it – results in avoidable civilian casualties. Those who did not support or sympathize with the terrorists are also antagonized. The arc of disaffection gets enlarged. “To fight and conquer in all your battles is not supreme excellence”, as Sun Tzu said, “supreme excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting”.

It is high time that the US corrects its policies and brings about the necessary re-orientation in its strategic pursuits and tactical approach. If it does not, the Islamist terrorists will have the last laugh. The external threats will multiply and these together with the threats from within will make the overall scenario highly complex and explosive.

 The future of US as a superpower would depend upon whether it makes a realistic re-assessment of its policies or continues to be influenced by short-term political and economic considerations. 

Systemic Causes

Any long term solution to the problem of terror must address the systemic causes which foster terrorist movements. These causes may arise out of genuine or perceived feelings of political suppression, economic exploitation, social discrimination or cultural extinction. The ‘roots of rage’ must be analyzed. As Fareed Zakaria rightly said, “there is something stronger at work here than deprivation and jealousy..  something that can move men to kill but also to die.” This ephemeral “something” has to be analysed and remedied to the extent possible.  After all, why is there such virulent Islamist terrorism and raw anti-Americanism in countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Egypt, Syria, Jordan and the occupied territories?  Why have these become “the land of suicide bombers, flag-burners and fiery mullahs”? 

The Muslim community, to bridge their divide with the other religions, will also have to reciprocate and take some bold initiatives. Two areas which would require their focused attention are democracy and education.  It is no coincidence that the states which are nurseries of terrorism have authoritarian regimes.  It is also a fact that countries where the fundamentalist are having a field day have a proliferation of madarsas. This antiquated system of education has been producing generations of youth indoctrinated with Islamist theology without any exposure to or knowledge of modern, secular education. Besides, the Muslims will have to introspect and examine as to why they find themselves in a state of confrontation with the Christians, the Jews, the Hindus, the Buddhists and others in different parts of the world. A survey of the international conflicts around the world shows that Islam is in a state of confrontation with the other civilizations in several theatres and there are ‘fault-line’ wars in different regions:

· The Afghan War

· The confrontation between Turkey and Greece

· The civil war between Christians and Muslims in Sudan

· The war between Christian Ethiopia and Muslim Entrea

· The war in Kosovo between Serbs and Albanians

· The wars in Chechnya and Daghestan

· The Pak-sponsored insurgency in Kashmir

· Subversion by Uighur Muslim nationalists in Western China

· The conflict between Muslims and Christians in Philippines

· The war between Indonesian Muslims and Christians in East Timor

· The Israeli-Arab conflict 

According to Francois Gautier, a French thinker :

“The problem is not with Muslims. The problem is with Islam, which teaches all Muslims, from an early age, to look beyond their national identity to a country – the Mecca, in Saudi Arabia – which is not their country; to read a scripture, the Quran, which is not written in their own language, to espouse a way of thinking, Islam, which is often inimical to their own roots and indigenous culture.” 

Let us hope that the world community is able to meet successfully the threats of international terrorism. 

May the heavens be peaceful;

may the atmosphere be peaceful;

may peace reign on earth…

May all the learned people bring peace to us,

may the Gods spread peace throughout,

may all other objects give us peace.

May peace itself be peaceful,

and may that peace come unto me.

Om Shanti, Shanti, Shanti.

                       - Yajur Veda
(updated for presentation in Sam Houston State university, USA on June 5,2006)

PAGE  
13

