Rising Against the Terrorists

The Arab and Muslim worlds must stage their own uprising against the terrorists who are besmirching their name, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

Arabs and Muslims have no real choice but to revolt against the terror being committed in the name of defending their rights, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

CONDEMNATION IS NOT ENOUGH: There is no doubt that just Arab-Muslim causes—as well as the aspirations of future generations—are being undermined by terrorist atrocities. Condemnation is no  onger enough, especially if qualified by pointing to bad American policies. The situation has deteriorated to such a degree that pre-emptive action by Arab-Muslim grassroots is now essential—otherwise, all will be tarred with the brush of terrorism forever. Such action involves taking a decisive decision to ostracize all terrorist jihadists, notwithstanding their sometimes just complaints against unfair American policies and oppressive Arab regimes.

What is also needed is an anti-terrorist strategy that is radically different from that currently employed by most governments—including the United States. Such a strategy must allow new types of alliances to be created, and must be brave enough to admit that military means cannot defeat the scourge of terrorism.

This is not a call for entering into talks with terrorist groups, or for initiating political dialogue with them.

However, it is a call to adopt a strategy of alliance with Arab-Muslim public opinion designed to isolate, marginalize, and ostracize jihadists who use innocents as cannon fodder in their campaigns of hate, hijacking legitimate political causes in the process. Unless governments take decisive steps to correct their current policies, it is futile to expect their peoples to stand with them against terrorism.

Pre-emptive wars and preventive strikes have so far failed to put an end to terrorism simply because such actions concentrated upon applying ‘security-oriented’ solutions at the expense of political and diplomatic ones. The result was that the gap between governments—the American administration especially—and peoples grew ever wider. Arab and Muslim peoples, and peoples around the world in general, are angry at the West’s adoption of military means to the exclusion of all others (as in Iraq), and its use of the war on terror as an excuse to promote biased policies (as in Palestine).

Suspicion and mistrust in U.S. intentions can only increase as long as Arab-Muslim peoples continue to tolerate the use of terror as an instrument to protest against what they perceive as unjust policies. Instead of acting vigorously to isolate and ostracize extremists who support and bless the use of terror to achieve political ends, ordinary Arabs and Muslims have on the whole been silent. While isolated cries of protest have been heard after each atrocity, such protests have not succeeded in congealing into a drive to adopt specific anti-terrorist positions.

To a large part of Arab-Muslim public opinion, the war on terror is nothing more than a battle between the Bush administration and Osama bin Laden—a battle they preferred to observe rather than take part in. While some Arab-Muslim spectators may have secretly wished Bush to lose (without thinking through what a ‘victory’ for bin Laden would mean for the future of the Arab-Muslim world), others have sided with the terrorists on religious grounds, since the battle was between believers and infidels, in their opinion. Still others (in Palestine especially) secretly supported terror as the only effective weapon available to a dispossessed people against Israeli military superiority.

But there are in the Arab world those who sincerely believe that Bush is waging the war on terror on behalf—and for the sake of—Arabs-Muslims. Had the United States not been directly involved in this war, many Arabs believe, the likes of Osama bin Laden and Abu Mus’ab Zarqawi would have overthrown and-or co-opted a number of Arab regimes by now, imposing their ideas on them as they did in Afghanistan.

It is not the jihadists who are angered by Bush’s decision to ‘take the war on terror to Iraq, so that we would not have to fight it in America’s cities’; it is ordinary Iraqis who are paying the price. Yet in spite of the evident brutality of those carrying out terrorist attacks against the Iraqi people (including last week’s atrocity which took the lives of dozens of children), the war on terror in Iraq is being fought by the U.S. on behalf of Iraqis and their future.

As a matter of fact, it can be said that the jihadists have already brought defeat on themselves by their use of human beings as weapons and as targets. They have crossed numerous red lines, and believed that Arab-Muslim silence was a sign of support. They have become so arrogant and so callous in the way they use human life as a pawn to attain their dubious objectives that it is now time for all Arab-Muslim peoples to stand up to them and say ‘enough is enough.’ Arabs and Muslims must make it absolutely clear to the jihadists that they have lost the race for Arab-Muslim hearts and minds; the Arab and Muslim peoples must declare—loudly and unequivocally—their decision to ostracize the terrorists completely and permanently notwithstanding their genuine grievances regarding American foreign policy, and their deep-seated desire to unseat their despotic rulers.

Until very recently, the condition for mobilizing Arab-Muslim public opinion against the jihadists was a change in U.S. foreign policy—if Arab moderates were to succeed in winning public opinion in the battle against the extremists who are determined to do the same; it was understood that Arab moderation and American fairness were two sides of the same equation.

The London bombings have changed all that. The London bombers were British born and bred, yet they decided to blow themselves up along with more than fifty innocent people.

What happened last week in London has been happening on a daily basis in Iraq. The terrorists who blow up innocent (Arab-Muslim) Iraqis are Arabs and Muslims themselves. Terrorists, who are now active in Baghdad and London, are the same ones who targeted Madrid, New York, Riyadh, Casablanca, and Bali; they are the same terrorists who might attack Rome, Cairo, Manama, Doha, Manila, Singapore, Amsterdam, or Chicago tomorrow or the day after. And it would not be wise to expect subsequent attacks to follow the pattern of previous ones either. The terrorists are likely to be planning even more spectacular attacks using chemical and-or biological weapons.

Silence therefore is not an option. What is at stake is far too serious for that. Arabs and Muslims have no alternative but to mount a mass uprising against the terrorists; an uprising that draws a clear distinction between telling the jihadists that they are totally rejected and between making Arab-Muslim opposition to Washington’s policies vis-à-vis Palestine and Iraq known to the Bush administration.

Were Arab-Muslim elites to succeed in mobilizing public opinion in their countries against the jihadists, they would then be in a position to make their opinions about U.S. foreign policy clear to Washington in no uncertain terms. They would also then be in a position to put Arab regimes on notice that their peoples have become too powerful to marginalize any longer.

To achieve this, it would be necessary to implement a strategy that is totally new to the Arab world; a strategy based on hijacking the point of strength being used by jihadists themselves—the so far silent Arab peoples. There is no way Arab and Muslim peoples can influence American policy unless they demonstrate their effectiveness, and the way for them to do that is through fighting the terrorists in their midst. Only by taking strong and effective action against the jihadists can the Arabs hope for Washington to change its policies.

But even that is not important. It is not important what the Americans might think of an Arab uprising against jihadi terror. What is important however is the result of not standing up to the jihadists. This is the crux of the issue.

A rising against the jihadists is crucial if future Arab generations are to be rescued from a fate of subservience to a bunch of narcissistic terrorists. It is needless to say that mindless terrorism will do nothing to further Arab causes. Terrorism channels the potential of Arab society towards destruction rather than development; it violates rather than enhances Arab-Muslim rights; it victimizes and targets Arabs-Muslims, kills their aspirations, and leads them to backwardness.

Terrorism strips Arab and Muslim causes of any justice; it turns the Arab-Muslim identity into something akin to an accusation.

For all these reasons, fighting terrorism is a vital Arab-Muslim need for the sake of Arab-Muslim interests.

It is useless to sit around waiting for a change (which may never take place) in U.S. policy vis-à-vis Palestine and Iraq. And it is foolish to wait for U.S. public opinion to wake up; the average American is happy to wallow in ignorance, helped in no small measure by the administration and the media.

The only choice lies in a quantum change in Arab-Muslim thinking and sympathy towards jihadists and terrorists. Only through a rising against terror can the future of Arab-Muslim generations be assured.
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