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Egbal Ahmad first wrote for MR in 1968, and was a valued friend and con-
tributor over the years, writing articles on a number of occasions on topics relat-
ed to the third world, including his important article “From Potato Sack to
Potato Mash: On the Contemporary Crisis of the Third World” (March 1951).
For many years he was managing editor of the important journal Race and
Class. This article is taken from a speech he delivered at the University of
Colorado at Boulder on October 12, 1998, the year before his death. It is part of
Terrorism, Theirs & Ours, a book of Ahmad’s writings with a foreward and
interview by David Barsamian, recently published by Seven Stories Press. It s
reprinted here by permission.—the Editors

Until the 1930s and early 1940s, the Jewish underground in Palestine
was described as “terrorist.” Then something happened: around 1942,
as news of the Holocaust was spreading, a certain liberal sympathy with
the Jewish people began to emerge in the Western world. By 1944, the
terrorists of Palestine, who were Zionists, suddenly began being
described as “freedom fighters.” If you look in history books you can
find at least two Israeli Prime Ministers, including Menachem Begin,
appearing in “Wanted” posters saying, “Terrorists, reward this much.”
The highest reward I have seen offered was 100,000 British pounds for
the head of Menachem Begin, the terrorist.

From 1969 to 1990, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)
occupied center stage as the terrorist organization. Yasir Arafat has
been repeatedly described as the “chief of terrorism” by the great sage
of American journalism, William Safire of the New York Times. On
September 29, 1998, I was rather amused to notice a picture of Yasir
Arafat and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyabu standing on
either side of President Bill Clinton. Clinton was looking toward Arafat
who looked meek as a mouse. Just a few years earlier, Arafat would
appear in photos with a very menacing look, a gun holstered to his
belt. That's Yasir Arafat. You remember those pictures, and you'll
remember the next one.
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In 1985, President Ronald Reagan received a group of ferocious-
looking, turban-wearing men who looked like they came from anoth-
er century. I had been writing about the very same men for The New
Yorker. After receiving them in the White House, Reagan spoke to the
press, referring to his foreign guests as “freedom fighters.” These were
the Afghan mujahideen. They were at the time, guns in hand, battling
the “Evil Empire.” For Reagan, they were the moral equivalent of our
Founding Fathers.

In August 1998, another American President ordered missile strikes
to kill Osama bin Laden and his men in Afghanistan-based camps. Mr.
Bin Laden, at whom [...] American missiles were fired [...] was only a
few years earlier the moral equivalent of George Washington and
Thomas Jefferson. I'll return to the subject of bin Laden later.

I'am recalling these stories to point out that the official approach to
terrorism is rather complicated, but not without characteristics.To
begin with, terrorists change. The terrorist of yesterday is the hero of
today, and the hero of yesterday becomes the terrorist of today. In a
constantly changing world of images, we have to keep our heads
straight to know what terrorism is and what is not. Even more impor-
tantly, we need to know what causes terrorism and how to stop it.

Secondly, the official approach to terrorism is a posture of inconsis-
tency, one which evades definition. I have examined at least twenty offi-
cial documents on terrorism. Not one offers a definition. All of them
explain it polemically in order to arouse our emotions, rather than
exercise our intelligence. ['ll give you an example which is representa-
tive. On October 25, 1984, Secretary of State George Shultz gave a long
speech on terrorism at the Park Avenue Synagogue in New York City.
In the State Department Bulletin of seven single-spaced pages, there is
not a single clear definition of terrorism. What we get instead are the
following statements. Number one: “Terrorism is a modern barbarism
that we call terrorism.” Number two is even more brilliant: “Terrorism
is a form of political violence.” Number three: “Terrorism is a threat to
Western civilization.” Number four: “Terrorism is a menace to Western
moral values.” Do these accomplish anything other than arouse emo-
tions? This is typical.

Officials don’t define terrorism because definitions involve a com-
mitment to analysis, comprehension and adherence to some norms of
consistency. That’s the second characteristic of the official approach to
terrorism. The third characteristic is that the absence of definition
does not prevent officials from being globalistic. They may not define
terrorism, but they can call it a menace to good order, a menace to the
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moral values of Western civilization, a menace to humankind.
Therefore, they can call for it to be stamped out worldwide. Anti-ter-
rorist policies therefore, must be global. In the same speech [...]
Schultz also said: “There is no question about our ability to use force
where and when it is needed to counter terrorism.” There is no geo-
graphical limit. On the same day, U.S. missiles struck Afghanistan and
Sudan. Those two countries are 2,300 miles apart, and they were hit by
missiles belonging to a country roughly 8,000 miles away. Reach is
global.

A fourth characteristic is that the official approach to terrorism
claims not only global reach, but also a certain omniscient knowledge.
They claim to know where terrorists are, and therefore, where to hit,
To quote George Shultz again, “We know the difference between ter-
rorists and freedom fighters, and as we look around, we have no trou-
ble telling one from the other.” Only Osama bin Laden doesn’t know
that he was an ally one day and an enemy another. That’s very confus-
ing for Osama bin Laden. I'll come back to him toward the end; it’s a
real story.

Fifth, the official approach eschews causation. They don'’t look at
why people resort to terrorism. Cause? What cause? Another example:
on December 18, 1985, the New York Times reported that the foreign
minister of Yugoslavia—you remember the days when there was a
Yugoslavia—requested the Secretary of State of the U.S. to consider
the causes of Palestinian terrorism. The Secretary of State, George
Shultz, and I'm quoting from the New York Times, “went a bit red in the
face. He pounded the table and told the visiting foreign minister,
There is no connection with any cause. Period.” Why look for causes?

A sixth characteristic of the official approach to terrorism is the
need for the moral revulsion we feel against terror to be selective. We
are to denounce the terror of those groups which are officially disap-
proved. But we are to applaud the terror of those groups of whom offi-
cials do approve. Hence, President Reagan’s statement, “I am a
contra.” We know that the contras of Nicaragua were by any definition
terrorists, but the media heed the dominant view.

More importantly to me, the dominant approach also excludes from
consideration the terrorism of friendly governments. Thus, the United
States excused, among others, the terrorism of Pinochet, who killed
one of my closest friends, Orlando Letelier, one of Chilean president
Salvador Allende’s top diplomats, killed in a car bombing in
Washington D.C. in 1976. And it excused the terror of Zia ul-Haq, the
military dictator of Pakistan, who killed many of my friends there. All
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I want to tell you is that according to my ignorant calculations, the
ratio of people killed by the state terror of Zia ul-Haq, Pinochet, [and
dictatorships of the] Argentinian, Brazilian, Indonesian type, versus
the killing of the PLO and other organizations is literally, conserva-
tively, 1,000 to 1. That’s the ratio.

History unfortunately recognizes and accords visibility to power, not
to weakness. Therefore, visibility has been accorded historically to
dominant groups. Our time—the time that begins with
Columbus—has been one of extraordinary unrecorded holocausts.
Great civilizations have been wiped out. The Mayas, the Incas, the
Aztecs, the American Indians, the Canadian Indians were all wiped
out. Their voices have not been heard, even to this day. They are
heard, yes, but only when the dominant power suffers, only when
resistance has a semblance of costing, of exacting a price, when a

Custer is killed or when a Gordon is besieged. That’s when you know
that there were Indians or Arabs fighting and dying.

My last point on this subject is that during the Cold War period, the
United States sponsored terrorist regimes like Somoza in Nicaragua
and Batista in Cuba, one after another. All kinds of tyrants have been
America’s friends. In Nicaragua it was the contra, in Afghanistan, the

mujahideen.

Now, what about the other side? What is terrorismr Our first job
should be to define the damn thing, name it, give it a description
other than “moral equivalent of founding fathers” or “a moral outrage
to Western civilization.” This is what Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary
says: “Terror is an intense, overpowering fear.” Terrorism is “the use of
terrorizing methods of governing or resisting a government.” This
simple definition has one great virtue: it’s fair. It focuses on the use of
violence that is used illegally, extra-constitutionally, to coerce. And this
definition is correct because it treats terror for what it is, whether a
government or private group commits it.

Have you noticed something? Motivation is omitted. We're not talk-
ing about whether the cause is just or unjust. We're talking about con-
sensus, consent, absence of consent, legality, absence of legality,
constitutionality, absence of constitutionality. Why do we keep motives
out? Because motives make no difference. In the course of my work 1
have identified five types of terrorism; state terrorism, religious ter-
rorism, (Catholics killing Protestants, Sunnis killing Shiites, Shiites
killing Sunnis), criminal terrorism, political terrorism, and opposi-
tional terrorism. Sometimes these five can converge and overlap.
Oppositional protest terrorism can become pathological criminal ter-
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rorism. State terror can take the form of private terror. For example,
we’re all familiar with the death squads in Latin America or in Pakistan
where the government has employed private people to kill its oppo-
nents. It’s not quite official. It’s privatized. In Afghanistan, Central
America, and Southeast Asia, the CIA employed in its covert opera-
tions drug pushers. Drugs and guns often go together. The categories
often overlap.

Of the five types of terror, the official approach is to focus on only
one form—political terrorism—which claims the least in terms of loss
of human lives and property. The form that exacts the highest loss is
state terrorism. The second highest loss is created by religious terro-
ism, although religious terror has, relatively speaking, declined. If you
are looking historically, however, religious terrorism has caused mas-
sive loss. The next highest loss is caused by criminal terrorism. A Rand
Corporation study by Brian Jenkins examining a ten-year period (1978
to 1988) showed 50 percent of terrorism was committed without any
political cause. No politics. Simply crime and pathology. So the focus is
on only one, the political terrorist—the PLO, the bin Laden, whoever
you want to take.

Why Do They Do it? What Makes Terrorists Tick?

I would like to knock out some quick answers. First, the need to be
heard. Remember, we are dealing with a minority group, the political,
private terrorist. Normally, and there are exceptions, there is an effort
to be heard, to get their grievances recognized and addressed by peo-
ple. The Palestinians, for example, the superterrorists of our time,
were dispossessed in 1948. From 1948 to 1968 they went to every court
in the world. They knocked on every door. They had been completely
deprived of their land, their country, and nobody was listening. In des-
peration, they invented a new form of terror: the airplane hijacking.
Between 1968 and 1975 they pulled the world up by its ears. That kind
of terror is a violent way of expressing long-felt grievances. It makes the
world hear. It’s normally undertaken by small, helpless groupings that
feel powerless. We still haven’t done the Palestinians justice, but at least
we all know they exist. Now, even the Israelis acknowledge. Remember
what Golda Meir, Prime Minister of Israel, said in 1970: There are no
Palestinians. They do not exist. They damn well exist now.

Secondly, terrorism is an expression of anger, of feeling helpless,
angry, alone. You feel like you have to hit back. Wrong has been done
to you, so you do it. During the hijacking of the TWA jet in Beirut, Judy
Brown of Belmar, New Jersey, said that she kept hearing them yell,
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“New Jersey, New Jersey.” What did they have in mind? She thought
that they were going after her. Later on it turned out that the terrorists
were referring to the U.S. battleship New Jersey, which had heavily
shelled the Lebanese civilian population in 1983

Another factor is a sense of betrayal, which is connected 10 that trib-
al ethic of revenge. It comes into the picture in the case of people like
bin Laden. Here is a man who was an ally of the United States, who saw
America as a friend; then he sees his country being occupied by the
United States and feels betrayal. Whether there is a sense of right and
wrong is not what I'm saying. I'm describing what’s behind this kind of
extreme violence.

Sometimes, it’s the fact that you have experienced violence at other
people’s hands. Victims of violent abuse often become violent people.
The only time when Jews produced terrorists in organized fashion was
during and after the Holocaust. It is rather remarkable that Jewish ter-
rorists hit largely innocent people or UN peacemakers like Count
Bernadotte of Sweden, whose country had a better record on the
Holocaust. The men of Irgun, the Stern Gang, and the Hagannah ter-
rorist groups came in the wake of the Holocaust. The experience of
victimhood itself produces a violent reaction.

In modern times, with modern technology and means of communi-
cations, the targets have been globalized. Therefore, globalization of
violence is an aspect of what we call globalization of the economy and
culture in the world as a whole. We can’t expect everything else to be
globalized and violence not to be. We do have visible targets. Airplane
hijacking is something new because international travel is relatively
new, too. Everybody now is in your gunsight. Therefore the globe is
within the gunsight. That has globalized terror.

Finally, the absence of revolutionary ideology has been central to the
spread of terror in our time. One of the points in the big debate
between Marxism and anarchism in the nineteenth century was the
use of terror. The Marxists argued that the true revolutionary does not
assassinate. You do not solve social problems by individual acts of vio-
lence. Social problems require social and political mobilization, and
thus wars of liberation are to be distinguished from terrorist organiza-
tions. The revolutionaries didn’t reject violence, but they rejected ter-
ror as a viable tactic of revolution. That revolutionary ideology has
gone out at the moment. In the 1980s and 1990s, revolutionary ideol-
ogy receded, giving in to the globalized individual. In general terms,
these are among the many forces that are behind modern terrorism.

To this challenge rulers from one country after another have been
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responding with traditional methods.The traditional method of shoot-
ing it out, whether it’s with missiles or some other means. The Israelis
are very proud of it. The Americans are very proud of it. The French
became very proud of it. Now the Pakistanis are very proud of it. The
Pakistanis say, Our commandos are the best. Frankly, it won’t work. A
central problem of our time: political minds rooted in the past at odds
with modern times, producing new realities.

Let’s turn back for a moment to Osama bin Laden. Jihad, which has
been translated a thousand times as “holy war,” is not quite that. Jihad
in Arabic means “to struggle.” It could be struggle by violence or strug-
gle by non-violent means. There are two forms, the small jihad and the
big jihad. The small jihad involves external violence. The big jihad
involves a struggle within oneself. Those are the concepts. The reason
I mention it is that in Islamic history, jihad as an international violent
phenomenon had for all practical purposes disappeared in the last
four hundred years. It was revived suddenly with American help in the
1980s. When the Soviet Union intervened in Afghanistan, which bor-
ders Pakistan, Zia ul-Haq saw an opportunity and launched a jihad
there against godless communism. The U.S. saw a God-sent opportu-
nity to mobilize one billion Muslims against what Reagan called the

Evil Empire. Money started pouring in. CIA agents starting going all
over the Muslim world recruiting people to fight in the great jihad. Bin
Laden was one of the early prize recruits. He was not only an Arab, he
was a Saudi multimillionaire willing to put his own money into the
matter. Bin Laden went around recruiting people for the jihad against
communism,

I first met Osama bin Laden in 1986. He was recommended to me by
an American official who may have been an agent. I was talking to the
American and asked him who were the Arabs there that would be very
interesting to talk with. By there I meant in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
The American official told me, “ You must meet Osama.” I went to see
Osama. There he was, rich, bringing in recruits from Algeria, from
Sudan, from Egypt, just like Sheikh Abdul Rahman, an Egyptian cleric
who was among those convicted for the 1993 World Trade Center
bombing. At that moment, Osama bin Laden was a U.S. ally. He
remained an ally. He turned at a particular moment. In 1990 the U.S.
went into Saudi Arabia with military forces. Saudi Arabia is the holy
place of Muslims, home of Mecca and Medina. There had never been
foreign troops there. In 1990, during the build-up to the Gulf War, they
went in in the name of helping Saudi Arabia defend itself. Osama bin
Laden remained quiet. Saddam was defeated, but the American’s for-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



STRAIGHT TALK ON TERRORISM 53

eign troops stayed on in the land of the kaba (the sacred site of Islam
in Mecca). Bin Laden wrote letter after letter saying, Why are you
herer Get out! You came to help but you have stayed on. Finally he
started a jihad against the other occupiers. His mission is to get
American troops out of Saudi Arabia. His earlier mission was to get
Russian troops out of Afghanistan. See what [ was saying earlier about
covert operations?

A second point to be made about him is that he come from a tribal
people. Being a millionaire doesn’t matter. His code of ethics is tribal.
The tribal code of ethics consists of two words: loyalty and revenge. You
are my friend. You keep your word. I am loyal to you. You break your
word, I go on my path of revenge. For him, America has broken its
word. The loyal friend has betrayed him. Now they’re going to go for
you. They’re going to do a lot more. These are the chickens of the
Afghanistan war coming home to roost.

What is my Recommendation to America?

First, avoid extremes of double standards. If you’re going to practice
double standards, you will be paid with double standards. Don’t use it.
Don’t condone Israeli terror, Pakistani terror, Nicaraguan terror, El
Salvadoran terror, on the one hand, and then complain about Afghan
terror or Palestinian terror. It doesn’t work. Try to be even-handed. A
superpower cannot promote terror in one place and reasonably expect
to discourage terrorism in another place. It won’t work in this shrunk-
en world.

Do not condone the terror of your allies. Condemn them. Fight
them. Punish them. Avoid covert operations and low-intensity warfare.
These are breeding grounds for terrorism and drugs. In the Australian
documentary about covert operations, Dealing with the Demon, I say
that wherever covert operations have been, there is a drug problem.
Because the structure of covert operations, Afghanistan, Vietnam,
Nicaragua, Central America, etc, have been very hospitable to the drug
trade. Avoid covert operations. It doesn’t help.

Also, focus on causes and help ameliorate them. Try to look at caus-
es and solve problems. Avoid military solutions. Terrorism is a political
problem. Seek political solutions. Diplomacy works. Take the example
of President Clinton’s attack on bin Laden. Did they know what they
were attacking? They say they know, but they don’t know. At another
point, they were trying to kill Qadaffi. Instead, they killed his young
daughter. The poor child hadn’t done anything. Qadaffi is still alive.
They tried to kill Saddam Hussein. Instead they killed Laila bin Attar,
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a prominent artist, an innocent woman. They tried to kill bin Laden
and his men. Twenty-five other people died. They tried to destroy a
chemical factory in Sudan. Now they are admitting that they destroyed
a pharmaceutical plant that produced half the medicine for Sudan.

Four of the missiles intended for Afghanistan fell in Pakistan. One
was slightly damaged, two were totally damaged, one was totally intact.
For ten years the American government has kept an embargo on
Pakistan because Pakistan was trying, stupidly, to build nuclear
weapons and missiles. So the U.S. has a technology embargo on my
country. One of the missiles was intact. What do you think the Pakistani
official told the Washington Post? He said it was a gift from Allah.
Pakistan wanted U.S. technology. Now they have the technology, and
Pakistan’s scientists are examining this missile very carefully. It fell into
the wrong hands. Look for political solutions. Military solutions cause
more problems than they solve.

Finally, please help reinforce and strengthen the framework of inter-
national law. There was a criminal court in Rome. Why didn’t the U.S.
go there first to get a warrant against bin Laden, if they have some evi-
dence? Enforce the United Nations. Enforce the International Court

of Justice. Get a warrant, then go after him internationally.

==
Gallup International Association and its member companies have con-
ducted a survey in 30 [plus] countries around the world about the
potential implications of the recent terrorist attacks in the United
States. 14 Western European countries [...] [and] the USA, Israel and
Pakistan [together with other countries] interviewed their citizens
between 14th and 17th September. Only in Israel and the US do a
majority of citizens agree that a military attack is the preferred
option—in all other countries, extradition of the terrorists to stand
trial is favored.
—~Gallup International Poll on Terrorism in the United States
<http:// www.gallupinternational.com /surveys.htm>
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