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Introduction


The common refrain these days is that the World will never be the same again in the aftermath of September 11th.  To me, that sounds too good to be true.  The world I am afraid will continue to be the same as before; a world of grotesque differentials between the haves and have nots, a world where the life and sufferings of the poor is cynically undervalued, and a world where Sept. 11th type terrorists will continue to breed in intellectual cesspools spawned by dictatorships, injustice, military occupations, covert operations and failures of “development.”   The dominant (Western?) approach towards terrorism draws its intellectual capital from the command and control approach, law enforcement and national security discourses.  A geographical engagement with the subject of terrorism could, to my mind, significantly expand the theoretical repertoire for studying the subject and informing counter-terrorism public policy.  Geographers could contribute towards problem definition, identifying root causes, and unpacking the discursive constructs around the topic by analyzing the geographical distribution of the phenomena and its impact on everyday lives of its victims, both in the first and the third world.  I will elaborate on these themes below.

Problem Definition


The phenomena of terrorism does not yet have an internationally accepted definition or scope.  Webster’s dictionary defines terrorism as: ‘the act of terrorizing; use of force or threats to demoralize, intimidate, and subjugate, esp. such use as a political weapon or policy
.’  The dictionary definition has the virtue of being fair and neutral, but it practically raises more questions than it answers, e.g., if violence is directed towards raising morale as opposed to demoralizing, reassuring and encouraging as opposed to intimidating and liberating as opposed to subjugating,(generally on part of the perpetrators of violence) then would that violence not be terrorism?  Also aren’t all violence victims demoralized, intimidated and subjugated by virtue of the very act.  Does not this definition universally equate all violence with terrorism? I guess even in this very simple definition the normative value judgements about intimidation and subjugation are open to interpretation and debate.  Things, however, get a lot more exciting as we get into more official definitions of terrorism.  The following sampling should illustrate the point:

Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to intimidate and coerce government, the civilian population or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social objectives. (FBI definition)

Terrorism is an act carried out to achieve an inhuman and corrupt (mufsid) objective, and involving [sic] threat to security of any kind, and violation of rights acknowledged by religion and mankind (Ayatullah Ali Taskhiri 1987).

1. Strongly condemns all acts, methods and practices of terrorism as criminal and unjustifiable, wherever and by whomsoever committed;

2. Reiterates that criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a state of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular persons for political purposes are in any circumstance unjustifiable, whatever the considerations of a political, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, religious, or other nature that may be invoked to justify them (General Assembly Resolution 51/210 Measures to eliminate international terrorism, 1999).


The FBI and the UN definition of terrorism have the simple common denominator of violence and the ascribed motive of invoking terror.  The FBI definition, however, qualifies the terrorist violence as unlawful, i.e., lawful violence with similar motivations of invoking terror would not fall under the definition of terrorism.  But law, as we geographers are a little too aware, thanks to the body of knowledge from legal geographical analysis is simply politics dressed in a different garb
.  Similarly the question arises, are we talking about national, international, legal or moral legal systems to distinguish lawful from unlawful violence?  


The definition of terrorism by Ayatullah Ali Taskhiri which was presented to the fifth Islamic Summit Conference is a little broader in its scope as it defines any violation of security (presumably economic, physical, cultural etc.) and fundamental rights as falling within the definition of terrorism
.   The Ayatullah in his discussion of the concept leaves struggles against colonialism, imperialism, despotism, racism and international aggression as falling outside the definition of terrorism.  Needless to say, the developing world subjectivity of the Ayatullah and that too from a revolutionary background colors his engagement with the concept. 


A brief overview of the three definitions illustrate the problems with defining the concept.  The two nationally specific definitions of terrorism allow for furtherance of the agendas of the respective power structures that they are associated with, e.g., the US definition with the dominant legalistic and nation state based structures, while the Iranian definition with the oppositional resistance/violent struggle against perceived injustice.  The UN definition on the other hand struggling to balance the competing visions of what constitutes terrorism comes closest to the dictionary definition by being so broad as to simply equate violence calculated to instill fear and directed towards fulfillment of political ends as terrorism.


I maintain that it is through a critical engagement with the geographical diversity of the discourses of terrorism that the geographers could make a substantial contribution towards defining terrorism and clarifying the operational implications of such definitions.  Furthermore, consistent with the trend in hazards research about democratizing risk analyses and communication, and vulnerability analyses and mitigation, there is a similar need to democratize the discourse on terrorism.  How do religious and ethnic minorities in South Asia who are victims of politically motivated violence define terrorism?  How much concern is being expressed to poorer victims of terrorism in the rural periphery by the urban industrialized core?  How much sympathy should we expect from the rural periphery when we become victims of terrorism when we are willing to offer very little to them when it is their turn?  What is the cartography of the terrorism discourse from urban industrial to rural agrarian societies, from victims of racism, sexism, economic exploitation and military occupations to global elites both in the first and the third world? These are the questions, which to my mind should lie at the heart of a geographical inquiry on terrorism.

Smelling the Rat: Looking for the Root Causes of Terrorism


Although the dominant public and official mood may eschew any attempts at looking for root causes of terrorism beyond simplistic, and need I say biblical notions of evil and envy (they are jealous of us), we as scholars are duty bound to secularize the discussion and seek non-essentialist causal explanations.  Here again I think it may be useful to revisit the basics in hazards research.  The generally accepted definition of a hazard is when a natural or humanly induced extreme phenomena comes into contact with a vulnerable population.  The assumption in the above definition is that nature is neutral and it is human decisions on location, nature of economic activity, and social organization that actually create a hazard.  In terms of industrial accidents and the body of research in the risk analysis tradition, the supposition is again that normal human activity has risks inherent to it and the need is for effective communication, mitigation, and adaptation to those risks.  The natural hazards body of theory even at this basic definitional level is, however, confronted with a challenge when dealing with terrorism.  The extreme phenomena in this case is neither neutral like natural extremes, nor is it unintentional as is generally the case with risky human behavior, e.g., chemical manufacturing, or nuclear power production.  Instead the perpetrators of terrorist violence tend to have specific targets in mind and generally all the instruments of modern technocratic thinking and practice are brought to bear upon the execution of terrorist attacks.  How could hazards theory confront a hazard where the traditional assumptions about the nature of the extreme event no longer hold?


At this stage I am very reluctant to say that US brought September 11th upon itself by its myopic policies all over the world.  I do not think that the actual victims of the attacks who woke up in the morning to go to work, or to visit loved ones across the country did anything to deserve the fate they met.  I find myself in disagreement with most US policies across the world but I still do not think that blaming the victims is a fruitful line of reasoning to explain the hazard.   This of course does not mean that we altogether abandon the project of looking for explanations.  People may live in flood plains out of necessity or choice, but pointing out of that fact as an explanation does not necessarily imply culpability for the damage, though sometimes it may.  Similarly the victims of terrorist attacks, be it in the United States, Israel, Palestinian territories, Pakistan or India are certainly not culpable, but they are all part of a national/global political and economic system that does expose them to terrorism.  How do we study the elements of a system that breeds terrorism from local, national to global scales?  The detailed studies of technological and natural hazards done by geographers should provide good blueprints for designing such studies.  


On a more substantive level, when looking for explanation, it is important to note that every society has and is capable of throwing up terrorist elements.  Just a brief look at who is who of the terrorist world should illustrate the point, Tim McVeigh, Meir Kahane, Osama bin Laden, Carlos the jackal etc.  Many actual terrorists may be a very small minority within their communities, but what makes them dangerous and efficacious is a social context where there may be increasing sympathy for their actions, as a manifestation of just war.  Criminal violence masquerading as lofty political struggles will be with us for a long time, but social context which becomes the recruiting ground for terrorists or a venue for providing succor to them is what we can hope to confront and change.  It may feel good to denounce each Palestinian suicide bomber as a terrorist, but the question merits asking, what is the context within which the merchants of death find such ready recruits, and that too young men and now women in the prime of their lives willing to blow themselves up to take down others?  What was the context for the Stern Gang of terrorists in the pre-partition Palestine, or Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, or the Hutu militias in Rwanda or the Militia movement in the United States?  These are troubling questions because they hold up images of our societies which we would rather not look at, but then again, as scholars that is precisely our charge.

If Words could Kill: The Terrorism Discourse


On the face of it mentioning discourse and terrorism in the same sentence my seem very troubling.  After all what could be more concrete than mangled bodies and smoking ruins of buildings left in the aftermath of terrorist attacks?  But there are ideational constructs both on the side of the perpetrators of terrorism and on the side of the potential and actual victims of it, which legitimize the actions of the actors and produce the context for action.  The cold war created its Red Brigades, Shining Paths, and rightist gangs in El-Salvador.  In the post cold-war world we have Al-Qaeda, Islamic Jihad and others.  

First, each of the discursive constructs legitimizing terrorism draws upon the resentment of a populace about real and perceived injustices and proclaims to uphold the rights of the oppressed.  Here I find Ken Hewitt’s concept of an ‘archipelago of hazards’ particularly instructive.  Just as in the technocratic minds, the natural hazards are banished to the periphery as unexpected events interrupting the [desirable?] flow of normal life, the terrorist violence challenges our belief in the distinction between desirable and undesirable violence.  In an international political system premised upon the right of certain institutions to legitimate violence and coercion it is a tall order to sell the distinction between collateral damage and terrorist attacks when the end result of both may be mangled bodies and smoking ruins.  But more importantly beyond the actual ideologies of the terrorists, a more immediate question is, what are these terrorist activities symptomatic of?  After all just as in natural hazards we have come to describe the damage from extreme events as symptomatic of the state of human environment interactions at a place, could we say that terrorist violence is also symptomatic of some problems with a society, both within and without?


Second, and more important venue for unpacking the discourse of terrorism is in the counter-terrorism sphere.  Whereas the American public seems to be looking for explanations for what happened on September 11th, 2001, the American government seems to be doing its level best to declare that the only good explanation for why September 11th happened is that we are right and they are wrong.  They hate our freedoms and our wealth and the only thing we need to do differently to prevent the repeat of those horrible events is (1) to smoke out the terrorists from their hiding places, and (2) wave the flag.  Needless to say this sounds very similar to much of our hazards policy in this country, e.g., in the aftermath of a flood what we need to do is to impose firmer controls upon nature and redouble our efforts to subdue it.  I am not equating the malice of a terrorist with the forces of nature, but limiting causation, is one of the time honored strategies of power in the aftermath of a disaster.  We know from hazards research that people and institutions benefiting from the status quo and risky behavior are typically the ones who are also less vulnerable to hazards and therefore the resistant to changing the status quo. Could a similar proposition hold for terrorism?    


Lastly making an explicit connection between globalization and terrorism may not be entirely out of order.  International terrorism, which draws our attention, not because it causes the maximum damage but because it is made more visible by the media, is essentially a class act.  You cannot get the visa to come to the US or the West unless you can establish that you are firmly middle and upper middle class with sufficient resources for you to not want to stay in the West illegally.  None of the September 11th hijackers were the poor and destitute of the Middle East.  In fact if anything many of them were technically educated professionals from relatively more affluent countries, subscribing to a murderous ideology.  For the longest time the poor of the world have been blamed for everything from rising crime, loss of jobs to now terrorism.  This is one cross that they must not bear because international terrorism seems like a fratricidal conflict between the global elites (as an aside: I am right now stuck in Pakistan because the govt. wants to conduct a month long background check on me because of my Pakistani passport.  I found myself wondering that the ring leader for Daniel Pearl’s kidnapping would not even need a visa to get into the US, he being a British national and neither would Zakaria Mousavi, the only person indicted for Sept. 11th , he being a French National.  Saudi Arabia and UAE put a complete ban on visas to Pakistani nationals after Sept. 11th even though all the hijackers hailed from these two countries and none of them were from Pakistan).  If anything the poor of the world who do suffer from ethnically and religiously inspired terrorism in their daily get very sympathy or attention from the World’s elites.  The common refrain goes, Oh those stupid brown and black folks who are constantly at each others’ throats on account of religion, ethnicity or language.  A more nuanced and geographical approach to hazards will confront and undermine this stereotype of terrorism and highlight the ordinary and mundane experience of terrorism for a vast majority of the world’s poor.  

Conclusion


The above are some thoughts on how the hazards sub-discipline within geography could address the issue of terrorism.  When we were debating whether geographer’s should involve themselves in this body of research at all on account of its association with the power structures within our societies, it was pointed out that as scholars we deal with what the society feels important.  Our distance from such an important issue is unlikely to be helpful to anybody.  Yes in jumping on the bandwagon we may very legitimately be accused of doing precisely that, but I think our record in the hazards field in terms of expanding the universe of causation and engaging the material and ideational constructs that contribute to vulnerability is quite honorable.  I think it is time that we brought our expertise to the study of terrorism, so as to contribute towards a safer future.     
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