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There is a tendency or temptation to view
September 11, 2001 as a watershed mo-
ment in international relations. It de-

fers to the narrative woven by politicians to
legitimise the subsequent “war on terror” by
seeing the deployment of unbridled force,
lawful or otherwise, as a necessary tool to
preserve a putative rules-based order. Even
the unquestioning ease with which the ab-
breviation 911 and the phrase “war on terror”
have slipped into the popular vocabulary and
consciousness speaks to the ability of hege-
monistic powers to shape discourse as a
means of legitimating their abuses. 

Yet scratch beneath the surface and it
quickly becomes apparent that there was
nothing defining about it.  It marked no de-
parture from the projection of colonial
power at home or abroad. Despite oft-
quoted cliches, neither the rules of the game
nor the world changed on that day. The do-
mestic and foreign policies of global powers
continued along the same well-hewn chan-
nel, the only difference being that the gloves
came off and the mask was peeled back.  A
retaliatory attack on a global power for its
overseas excesses became a pretext for gov-
ernments everywhere to brazenly double
down on anyone that dared oppose their in-
justices. 

The crushing force and scale of the “war
on terror” has with impacted Muslims in
every imaginable sphere of life. It unleashed
a tsunami of Islamophobia that served as a
prerequisite to selling the atrocities carried
out in its name.  It has sought to re-educate
believers in their own religion, to save Mus-
lims from themselves (read rewriting Islam)
in order to ensure political consent. Without
a “war on terror”, it is doubtful Britain would
have established the Prevent programme,
designed to produce a politically emascu-
lated, compliant Muslim population. Nor is
it likely that China would have set up con-
centration camps to scale up its erasure of
the Uighurs’ religion and culture, nor that
anti-Muslim Hindu supremacy would have
spread so much in India. The casting of Mus-
lims as the world’s bogey men has made
them targets of discrimination, set back lib-
eration and civil rights movements, and set
off a rampant cancel culture that seeks to
blot out their very existence as political ac-
tors. 

Reeling under such blows, bitterly di-
vided and facing a seemingly irretrievable
imbalance of power, Muslims have grappled
with the question of what should be our re-
sponse. In our lead article, Arzu Merali
highlights the fact that the war on terror has
its origins in the same US playbook that gave
us the “war on drugs” in the 1970s and the
war against various movements and causes
before that. She castigates the community
for not heeding their lessons and adopting a
defensive posture.

In order to rethink and plan our future
outside the boxes into which we have been
forced, Merali argues that Muslims need to
come up with alternative models that are not
merely poor imitations of neo-liberal democ-
racy or socialism but which are rooted in val-
ues which offer genuine hope for a better
future. We need to reject outright the ‘us ver-
sus them’ divide and rule rhetoric employed
to dress up a war whose motives are more
about power, resources and our own subju-

gation than any professed altruism.
The first military casualty of the last

twenty years was Afghanistan. Known to be
the hideout of the alleged perpetrators of the
attack on the US it became the locus of an-
other US war and occupation. Having over-
thrown the ruling Taliban and installed a
client regime the US would stay for 20 years
in a move viewed by Shah Mahmoud Han-
ifi as falling on the same colonial continuum
as the British and then Russian invasions in
the 19th and 20th centuries. Hanifi shows
how Afghanistan became a dark ops site and
military testing ground where the US in-
dulged in systematic atrocities. Critically, it
cemented ethnic rivalries and made ethnicity
the currency of politics, locking in conflict
into the political system. With international
sanctions now starving its people and
squeezing its economy, Afghanistan faces a
mammoth struggle to undo the legacy of
successive colonial occupations.

The ongoing war in Ukraine has once
again exposed the double standards govern-
ing international politics. The rush to sanc-
tion and isolate Russia is a stark contrast to
the complicity of nations in the subjugation
of Palestine.  In our third piece, Ramzy
Baroud looks at the devastating impact on
the Palestinian struggle, particularly in how
it is popularly viewed. Barely had the dust
settled on the site of obliterated World Trade
Center than Israel launched a comprehen-
sive media campaign conflating the freedom
fight and so-called ‘Islamic terror’, present-
ing itself as an ally in the “new” global war.
Meanwhile, Palestinian leadership fell into
the trap of assimilating itself into the prevail-
ing narratives, even when clearly detrimental
to the long term aims of the liberation strug-
gle.  Palestinians in parts of the diaspora
fared little better. As US forces invaded Iraq,
the Palestinian community there faced
reprisals from resurgent with impacted
forces who perceived them as being com-
plicit in the erstwhile strongman’s persecu-
tion of the Shia community.

Atrocities committed in the name of
freedom and democracy were also answered
with reprisal attacks on western soil, vindi-
cating (and justifying the acceleration of )
governments’ erosion of civil liberties. In the
US, the centrepiece of this was establishment
of the Department for Homeland Security,
one of the largest federal agencies, boasting
close to a quarter of a million employees. In
the final piece in this issue, Richard Sudan
argues that the DHS has been an unmiti-
gated disaster for Americans from the way it
handled the response to Hurricane Katrina
in 2005 to its spying on civil rights activists,
Muslims and blacks, its mistreatment of mi-
grants and its abject failure to prevent the
rise of white supremacist groups that ulti-
mately led to the storming of Congressional
buildings in Washington in 2021. 

All the contributors to this issue chal-
lenge not just the conventional thinking of
the so-called war on terror, but also those
who have been marginalised and oppressed
by it.  Finding ways out of the various sectar-
ianisms – ethnic, religious, political – is crit-
ical.  By continuing to see the world in the
partisan way fashioned by colonial powers,
old and new, we are simply perpetrating vi-
olence on ourselves.  Let’s rewrite the script
and move beyond the “war on terror”.

Join the conversation by emailing us on info@ihrc.org, tweeting @ihrc or find us on
Facebook.  You can even send us an old fashioned letter to IHRC, PO Box 598, Wembley,
HA9 7XH, UK.  Or pop by to the IHRC Bookshop, (when the coronavirus crisis has
subsided), for one of our events at 202 Preston Road, Wembley, HA9 8PA.  We are still
holding events online so tune in to www.ihrc.tv. Find out what events are coming up at
www.ihrc.org.uk/events. 

In the Name of Allah, 
the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful
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The history books need to be rewrit-
ten.  In the meantime, a combina-
tion of the internet, knowledge
production outside of Westernised

settings, social movement networks and
memory (false and true) may help us
understand our recent history and place it
within longer and broader contexts.  A
future reader may make some observations
that in truth should have been made by us
now.  It’s just a thought.  As the world dis-
cussed the 20th anniversary of 9-11 last year
and activists tried to reframe the debate
into one about 20 years of the ‘war on
terror’, maybe we are in the process of miss-
ing an opportunity to cast off the narratives
of the last two decades.  We – the
marginalised peoples of the world - have no
military might.  Our need to respond to the
structural and physical violence meted out
over two decades understandably left us
with little time to think of or promote the
existing ideas for a different world so many
of us aspire to.  But it is time to think, read,
speak.  By doing so we can start to cast off
the hold that violent narratives have on us,
a grasp that is sometimes so tight we even
become the perpetrators of the very thing
we decry.

Whose War?

Once up a time there was a war.  Waged
by the US which invaded countries in the
name of eradicating the menace it set itself
against.  Alongside, the powers that be cre-
ated a mass incarceration scheme and set a
tranche of laws designed to target, disad-
vantage and criminalise a specific segment
of the population. It was called the War on
Drugs and took place from the 1970s on-
wards.  Sounds familiar? It wasn’t even the
first such war, where ‘war’ was declared on
an abstract concept with very real-world
consequences: the (further) aggrandise-
ment of bankrupt political elites; the en-
richment of big business; the entrenchment
of the US military industrial complex.  Set
against this, mass death, destruction, im-
prisonment and misery were inflicted on
millions worldwide.  Glossed over or justi-
fied as the only moral response to the men-
ace of drugs / terror, the endless violence is
now just a footnote in history.  

The US is now the self-styled represen-
tative of the West.

The War on Terror is / was not new.  This
is now the US Playbook.  It’s time to read it. 

Crushing dissent from the
inside

It is one of the most insidious parts of
the COINTELPRO program that was set to
crush the Black Panther Movement in the
1970s, that alongside provocateurs and in-
filtrators, the authorities flooded poor black
communities with drugs.  It is the British in
Hong Kong reworked for a domestic audi-
ence.  Unlike the British in China the US
policies and practices are not just now well
documented, they are well known and not
particularly taboo as a fact of history in the
US.  

What is the Muslim COINTELPRO
writ large?  For infiltrators and provoca-
teurs, in the domestic US context, Hatem
Bazian points to the FBI entrapment cases,
of which there are hundreds.  In the context
of the ‘Arab Spring’ we see instead both
overt support for ‘some’ fighters, and covert
support for others.   Both are instrumental-
ized in the service of (in)advertently defend-
ing Israel by undermining the resistance
axis.  There isn’t any way around this.

But what about the ‘drugs’? Is there an
equivalent?  Well aside from the CIA /
1990s onwards Taliban / Northern Alliance
/ post-occupation drug collusion, maybe
not.  But there is something insidious that
has been also been a type of infiltration – the
controlling of and manipulating of ideolo-
gies, including those that consider them-
selves variously ‘Islamic’.

When the US Army / Pentagon Think
Tank RAND wrote about supporting some
of the various branches of the Muslim
Brotherhood as well as secular groups in
both Muslim majority countries and in mi-
noritized situations, as part of the US’ for-
eign policy strategic aims (including to
bolster Israel and bring down ‘Islamist’ gov-
ernments in Iran and Sudan, pro-Pales-
tinian governments in the region, including
and especially Syria and movements in
Lebanon and Palestine), more attention
needed to be paid.

At the level of minoritised civil society –
whether it is undercover cops in Animal
Liberation Movements or not-so-covert,
turncoats, or the divide and rule and gate-
keeping of NGOs and movements, US
strategic aims tend to trickle down into fo-
menting different petty and or violent sec-
tarianisms in different national and
international contexts.  

It has been written about extensively,

not least on these pages, the need to shake
off the terms of engagement: ‘terrorists’, ‘Is-
lamists’, ‘radicals’ and so on, and with them
the false need to have laws and policies that
simply demonise.  There is plenty to read
too on the revolving door between the
media, think tanks and governments in the
last fifty years in Westernised settings as the
place to locate the world’s current woes.  The
writings of think tanks like RAND are liter-
ally the US Playbook.  Reading Randa
Abdel-Fattah’s ‘Coming of Age in the War
on Terror’ we should be reminded that this
is beyond an urgent task.  Yet, we haven’t
even begun reading, let alone writing a dif-
ferent script.

We have the physical infiltrators, one
moment shouting at demonstrations and
decrying all things in the most unsavoury
terms as un-Islamic, before becoming the
mirror image of themselves, this time on a
crusade against Muslims.  But we also have
the infiltrated ideas, and some of those ideas
is as Baqir Al-Sadr in Iqtisaduna (Our Eco-
nomics) puts it:

“The first is political subordina-
tion which found visual expression
in the economically advanced Euro-
pean nations exercising of direct rule
over the backward nations. 

“The second is economic subor-
dination which went hand in hand
with the rise of politically indepen-
dent governments in the backward
countries. This subordination found
expression in the European econ-
omy being given full scope to play on
the scene of these countries in differ-
ent ways: to exploit their chief re-
sources, to fill their vacuum with
foreign capitalism and to monopo-
lize a number of economic conve-
niences on the pretext of training the
natives of the various countries to
shoulder the burden of the economic
development of their countries. 

“The third is subordination in
method which was practiced by the
people of the Islamic world in nu-
merous experiments. Through these
experiments, they tried to gain polit-
ical independence and get rid of the
domination of the European econ-
omy. They began to think of reliance
on their own power to develop their
economy and overcome their back-
wardness. However, they were only
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able to understand the nature of the
problem shown by their economic
backwardness within the framework
of the European understanding of it. 

“Therefore, they were forced to
choose the same method the Euro-
peans had adopted in building up
their modern economy.” 

Ustasha or Chetnik anyone?

At the time of writing Russia has in-
vaded Ukraine.  Trying to ignore the
hypocrisy of politicians and media in the
West is difficult, but can in many cases be
avoided.  Don’t turn on the TV, curate your
social media.  But listening to Muslims liv-
ing in the actual or virtual West is a differ-
ent level of excruciating.  Often using the
maxim “my enemy’s enemy is my friend”,
and occasionally invoking Islamic thinking
about the oppressed, Muslim voices are in
the main, supporting the Ukrainians.  Just
as the BBC declared jihad in Syria ten years
ago, Muslims go with the flow of the media
narrative, even those who will otherwise be-
rate the mainstream western media as Is-
lamophobic.  Muslim shows on different
social media platforms see talking heads ex-
plaining earnestly how appalling Russia is
and how bad they have been to Muslims.
We – the global ummah -  must support the
Ukrainians, the voices demand.  In one, a
more educated host raised the issue of
Crimean Tartars and Chechens fighting
with the Russians.  Well, came the re-
sponse, I am talking about Muslims else-
where.  Muslims there need to make the
choices they feel necessary.

At some point the Ukrainian National
Guard put out a video of a soldier putting
pig lard onto bullets, claiming they were
being made ready to kill those “Kadyrov
orcs”.  

It’s like a Bosnian explained to me some
years ago, when we were discussing the
Ukrainian situation in the mid 2010s and
the dilemma faced by Tartars in the Crimea.
“We have faced this many times.  Ustasha
or Chetnik?” The former a term used for the
ultra-nationalist, fascist Croatian Nazi col-
laborators.  The latter, a term used for Ser-
bian ultra-nationalist militias across
various 20th century conflicts including the
Bosnia war of 1992 – 1995.

It’s not a choice is it?  Just survival,
maybe with a small hope that in the long
run something good can come of it.  Some-
times in those situations you end up with
Stockholm Syndrome.  Sometimes you just
need to make the best of it.  The latter, as
disillusioning as it may be, if done honestly,
needs to be understood by activists who
hold the minoritized and marginalised (in-
cluding governments and political players)
in the world system, to a higher standard
than the powers that minoritize and
marginalise them.

Meanwhile the fight to transform the
world leaves aside current and historical ex-
amples of radical breaks from the European
method – Haiti, Cuba, Iran, the Zapatistas,

the different manifestations of the Bolivar-
ian revolution.  They are pigeon-holed
while the West-centric infiltrates hearts and
minds in some way or another.

Rebooting the war

Whilst there are many historic reasons
for the Stockholm Syndrome of civil society
and global movements, notably the de-
struction of knowledge and history by
colonising powers over five centuries of
near Western hegemony, none of us can af-
ford another generation of using this as an
excuse for (in)action.  Literally.  With the
climate crisis threatening the very existence
of life as we know it, as Ramon Grosfoguel
highlights, Western civilization is a civiliza-
tion of death.  We need to plan for life.

As this is being written, a link is being
circulated among friends.  It is of the report
‘Overextending and Unbalancing Russia’ by
the RAND Corporation from 2019.  In its
summary of its report that ‘ comprehen-
sively examines… options that the United
States and its allies could pursue across eco-
nomic, political, and military areas to
stress—overextend and unbalance—Rus-
sia’s economy and armed forces and the
regime’s political standing…’ it states:

“Providing lethal aid to
Ukraine would exploit Russia’s
greatest point of external vulnera-
bility. But any increase in U.S. mili-
tary arms and advice to Ukraine
would need to be carefully cali-
brated to increase the costs to Rus-
sia of sustaining its existing
commitment without provoking a
much wider conflict in which Rus-
sia, by reason of proximity, would
have significant advantages.”

RAND hasn’t forgotten about Muslims
(even if we may have forgotten about our-
selves).  In the next paragraph they now
suggest that the US scale back its support
for Syrian rebels, going against RAND’s
previous (heeded) call for support for the
rebels /opposition: ‘Increasing [further]
support to the Syrian rebels could jeopar-
dize other U.S. policy priorities…’  The US
Playbook notes in every edition that your
inclusion is contingent, liminal and you are
at risk of expulsion at any time.  Ukraine
take note.  

The South Caucasus, as a site of possi-
ble US economic ties, is also namechecked
on the same page (though not deemed of
high benefit). The South Caucasus (and
again Ukraine) take note.

Meanwhile, the pig lard events multiply
as a ‘displaced’ latter-day fascistic rhetoric
is thrown at Muslims, instead of and occa-
sionally with Jews as the targets.  

Ukrainian leaders give interviews with
pictures of war criminals in the back-
ground, supporters of open borders for
Ukrainian refugees in Europe range from
the most powerfully right-wing in the UK
government, to senators in Spain. And par-

liamentarians in Poland.  Israel has taken
in upwards of two thousand Ukrainian
Jews.  Few ‘Western’ states hide the fact that
they do not want any Muslim refugees
when challenged on the hypocrisy of their
stance.  

Meanwhile the Syrian National Coali-
tion is amongst the many Muslim voices,
whose uncritical stand in solidarity makes
them bedfellows once more with the very
powers who even in a myopic 20-year his-
tory of the world, have been the greatest op-
pressors.

We can and should of course support
the oppressed whoever and wherever they
are.  But we need to be weary of fellow trav-
ellers en route.  Scratch that.  Better still, go
a different way.  If we are concerned about
the Ukrainians in the West of the country
since Russian soldiers invaded on 24
February 2022, we should genuinely be
concerned about those in the East under
fire from Ukrainian government and right
wing militia forces for the last eight years.
We should have been concerned for all the
Syrians.  But there we are.  We have learned
nothing. 

A note on Chechnya

Doubtless a combination of brute force
and massive hearts and minds operations
has worked on many Chechens to push
them to support Russia.  Here, there is little
space to unpack what happened in the
1990s and the choices made subsequently
by an embattled and besieged people.  It is
worth noting the US Playbook has some
bearing here too, as Putin in his early days
was also accused of creating Chechen rebel
puppets, manipulating, infiltrating and
even creating some of the insurgencies -
brutal fighters, often former GRU opera-
tives, who would discredit those fighting for
more autonomy.  The theories proliferated
in the 1990s in Russia, are still the talk of
Eastern European observers, and even lib-
eral post-revisionist historian Robert Ser-
vice claims that the relationship exists until
today, with Chechen rebels being given free
and unfettered passage to Syria during the
2014 Sochi Winter Olympics by Russian
authorities in order to keep the games
peaceful.  We saw the same use of GIA in
Algeria at the hands of the Algerian secret
service and a dose of the French either in
actual support or historical inspiration.
The CIA’s dirty wars in South America
should need no further elaboration on rel-
evance here. The descent into idiot useful-
ness of many erstwhile liberation
movements needs to be a salutary lesson,
not an exercise in never-ending excuses.

Another Civilisation is
Possible – Decolonising our
expectations, creating our
own narratives

In response to current events in
Ukraine, Sandew Hira overviews how anti-
imperialist movements have internalised
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mainstream Western narratives.  In the
current moment he states the narrative
runs: “If you are not with me, you are with
Putin.  And as Putin is evil so you are also
evil. And evil person should be dealt with.”
It is of course reminiscent of George W.
Bush’s statement at the outset of the ‘war on
terror’: “If you are not with us, you are with
the terrorists.”  Go back somewhat further,
and the US playbook reveals many such
narratives and images, Benjamin Franklin’s
woodcut, ‘Join or Die’ being one of the ear-
lier examples of managing ‘Indian relations’
in order to further entrench British and
subsequently American colonialism on Na-
tive land.

Sometimes, as activists we are also vic-
tims, and our struggles and politics are
subsumed in the need to survive.  In so
doing, the aspirations for a different and
better world, based on something other
than the tried and failed methods of the
Enlightenment are pushed off our agendas
as we are forced to regurgitate the current
language of progressive (read conformist)
narratives to prevent the further escalation
of our woes.  Other times we just end up
believing it.  Worse still, we end up pro-
moting it.  Shadi Hamid at the Brookings
Institute tweeted:

“If there was any doubt before, we now
know the answer. A world without Ameri-
can power is not a better world.”

before launching into a critique of any-
one departing from the narrative as
“tankies” (as in apologists for the Soviet in-
vasion of Hungary in 1956, usually a label
for left activists).  There are apologias
aplenty.  Like Hamid’s.  Especially for neo-
Nazi political and military players in
Ukraine.

Hamid’s comments should appear in-
sidious enough, even without the context
of what the Brookings Institute – where
Hamid is a senior fellow – is, and in par-
ticular its programs on West Asia, and the
Muslim community worldwide.  Yet, a
brow-beaten, anti-war movement, a wa-
vering left yet unable to call out the fas-
cism in Ukraine whilst readily calling out
Russian violence, cannot bring itself to op-

pose such views.
In her book, Political Islamophobia at

American Policy Institutes: Battling the
Power of Islamic Resistance, Hakimeh
Saghaye-Biria highlights the social engi-
neering projects of the think tanks Brook-
ings, WINEP and the RAND Corporation.
Seeking to mould Muslim societies in ma-
joritised and minoritized situations, these
think tanks provide the updated instruc-
tions for a playbook that seeks the same
ends: enrichment, aggrandisement and
entrenchment of military, political, social
and structures that disadvantage the
many.  

One of those key aims is the normali-
sation of Israel – a process that is well un-
derway vis a vis Arab states, and
increasingly amongst Muslim civil society.
This normalisation exists in less obvious
loci too.  When Syrian ‘rebels’ aligned
themselves against a government that for
all its ills was one of the few providing as-
sistance to Palestine, and the only Arab
state that gave Palestinian refugees legal
status, something was and continues to be
very wrong.  As Ukraine post the Orange /
Maidan moments stalwartly supports Is-
rael, and is supported in turn by the Syrian
National Coalition, things feel worse and
worse. 

The same voices citing Russia’s previ-
ous atrocities against Muslims – whether
Soviet, Putinesque or Romanov – as justi-
fication for support any of the Great Bear’s
foes, seem unable to see where the enemy
of my enemy argument is leading them.
For clarification, it leads them to Tel Aviv.

The end is nigh?

What can we do then to start the pro-
cess of self-reflection enough to start the
process of thinking?  What about the new
narratives.  It’s not as easy as it sounds.
Take economics.  Part of the bind, the fail-
ure to see a new world is the failure to in-
tegrate any idea of deoclonised economic
model(s).  Liberal Democracy didn’t work
not because it allows capitalism to run
unchecked but because it is the product of

capitalism.  But, rose tinted glasses
notwithstanding, socialism didn’t work ei-
ther. Muslim socialism lite or strong is not
a solution either because both are based on
uninterrogated theories of want and need.

Mohammed Baqir Al-Sadr’s ‘Iqti-
saduna’ should be required reading in this
regard, yet it exists simply as a PDF here
and there, whilst Islamic activists seek po-
litical systems that seem to equate to neo-
liberalism plus hijab, or Muslim socialism
with a beard.  You don’t have to agree with
him, but if you want to decolonise you
need to know what has already been said
and done in the matter.  Integration into
an economic world system has done little
favours for the post-colonial world.  Why
limit this to the Muslim world? What have
indigenous groups seeking liberation pos-
tulated as a means of economic develop-
ment and disentanglement?  Where they
have borrowed from Marxist teachings,
how have their forms differed from West-
ernised Marxist movements?  And why?

The process of questioning the utility
of Muhammad Abduh’s fatwa allowing in-
terest in business transactions on the basis
of dire need, needs to move out of the
realm of mudslinging and into the realm
of possible futures.  We can argue endlessly
that the fatwa saw nothing except the
greater impoverishment of the Muslim
world after its adoption this last century.
If we are to have another century at our
disposal let’s get some more and better fa-
taawa.  Yes fataawa.  And Ahkaam.  They
are important words, like Jihad which
need to be brought back into the control of
the people for whom they have meaning
beyond the caricatures assigned to them by
the ‘war on terror.’  A future reader can also
then look back with some pride that in the
end – before it was nigh – we, of whatever
confession and ilk, did at least try and man-
age maybe even, to rewrite history. 

Arzu Merali 
is a writer and researcher based in London, UK.
She is one of the editors of The Long View and
was a founder of Islamic Human Rights
Commission.  Follow her on Twitter @arzumerali.
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Breaking from 
the colonial past

For Afghanistan to break the cycles of violence and impoverishment it has been
caught up in,  the new and subsequent governments need to let go of its colonial
past and the internalization of colonial thinking, argues Shah Mahmoud Hanifi.

Colonialism, War and
Governance in Afghanistan

It is useful to begin this discussion of colo-
nialism, war and governance in
Afghanistan with reference to the vari-
eties of jihad or struggle in Islam.  The

relevance is that jihad takes many forms
(greater or internal vs. lesser or external,
offensive or defensive, etc.) of which military
activity equating to war is only one.  Islam
contains sets of rules for war, and these rules
are grounded in the sharia or Islamic law.
The sharia in turn contains multiple mad-
habs or schools of law resulting in competing
juridical principles for how war is supposed
to work.  This is to say there are laws that
govern warfare in Islam, and these laws are
sometimes in conflict.  We can similarly out-
line laws for hukumat or governance in all its
complexity, while also noting that governing
principles can also be at odds within the
umma or Muslim community, among Shia
and Sunni populations, for example.  

These generic statements regarding the
legal bases and historical complexities of war
and governance in Islam can guide our ap-
proach to these issues as well as colonialism
in Afghanistan by helping us focus both on
norms and precedents, on the one hand, and
deviance and innovation, on the other hand.
One effect of colonial warfare in Afghanistan
is that historical facts and realities compete
with historical imaginings and mythologies
for discursive space in Afghanistan and war-
making metropoles.  This essay will not erase
the difference between competing narratives
over colonial wars and their impact on forms
of governance in Afghanistan, rather, it is de-

signed to refine and expand discussion of
them by focusing on mobility and its limits. 

Mobility through the Hindu
Kush as the Historical
Predicate of Modern
Colonialism 

The geographic space of Afghanistan is
defined by the Hindu Kush mountain range
that frames a very deep multi-millennial
record of human settlement and cultural
production.  The longue durée history of mo-
bility through the Hindu Kush established a
historical predicate of wide-ranging connec-
tions within and beyond this unique geo-
graphic space that modern colonialism
dramatically transformed.  We can very
briefly note the following pre-colonial histor-
ical episodes and eras in this space. 

Aq Kupruq is (at least) a Neolithic ar-
chaeological site north of Hindu Kush,
Alexander the Great established settlements
in and around the Hindu Kush in the third
century BC such as Bagram in the Kabul val-
ley, and less than a century later the Mauyan
King Ashoka bequeathed an imperial mon-
umental inscription legacy south of the
Hindu Kush in Qandahar.  By the second
century AD, Buddhism was flourishing in
and round the Hindu Kush, with Bamiyan
and its two giant montane Buddhas becom-
ing most notable as a global pilgrimage site
as we learn through Chinese travelers’ de-
scriptions later in the first millennium.  

A Hindu kingdom ruled in Kabul when
Islam arrived in the Hindu Kush in the tenth
century AD via the Ghaznavids and their
Ghorid dynastic successors.  The most con-
sequential aspect of this period is the origin
of the modern Persian language written with
a modified Arabic script that fueled a rich
historiographical tradition and sphere of Per-
sianate cultural production within the Is-
lamic World.  The historical geography of
Persian as a literary and broader cultural
force expanded considerably in Central and
South Asia over the next two centuries.  

The thirteenth century Mongol invasions
destroyed cities, villages and irrigation works
in geographic Afghanistan, particularly
Ghaznavid and Ghorid architecture and in-
frastructure in the very well cultivated Hel-
mand river valley south of the Hindu Kush.
The fourteenth and fifteenth century
Timurid renaissance involved sophisticated
urban development and a remarkable surge
in artistic and literary production north of
the Hindu Kush in Mazar-e Sharif and on
the western fringe of the Hindu Kush in
Herat.  The founder of the Mughal empire,
Babur, came of age during the two decades
he spent in and around Kabul before follow-
ing the well-established five hundred year-
old historical trail of Muslim migration
through the Hindu Kush to north India de-
bouching on the political center of gravity of
Delhi, where he established the Mughal em-
pire in 1526.  For the next two centuries, the
Mughals, Safavids, and multiple Central
Asian dynasties competed over urban nodes
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in and around the Hindu Kush.  
The early-eighteenth century nomadic

imperial surge of Nadir Shah Afshar through
the Hindu Kush laid the foundation for
Ahmad Shah Abdali’s emulation of Nadir
Shah’s culturally and geographically fluid sys-
tem of authority and power built upon wide-
ranging nomadic cavalry.  Ahmad Shah is the
apocryphal founder of the Afghan polity, and
he established a political center in Qandahar
in 1747 where his enterprise took shape
under the innovative imperial guise of Dur-
rani.  The Durrani political center shifted to
Kabul during the reign of Ahmad Shah’s son
and successor Timur Shah (r. 1772-1793)
when the historical pattern of mobile royal
warfare and migratory governance dramati-
cally decreased.  Competing imperial sover-
eignties in Qandahar and Kabul developed
under Timur’s sons and other Durrani com-
petitors, while relatively more autonomous
local sovereignties emerged in Mazar-e
Sharif and Herat.  

Colonial Boundaries of
Violence in Afghanistan 

Modern colonialism dramatically trans-
formed pre-modern and early modern pat-
terns of mobility through the Hindu Kush
region.  The historical developments in this
regard involve a shift from vaguely defined
frontiers and peripheries where little was
known, to boundary regions where colonial
knowledge and power accrued unevenly, cul-
minating in a regime of more scientifically
precise and industrially militarized borders
inherited by nation-states including and sur-
rounding Afghanistan.  The British interest
in the Hindu Kush was routed through im-
perial anxieties about a potential French in-
vasion of India through this remarkably
porous montane zone and a commercial de-

sire to capture and link the Indus river trade
with an emerging, increasingly violent and
predatory imperial political economy.  The
first 1808 British emissary, Mountstuart El-
phinstone, was dispatched to the Kingdom
of Kabul within the Hindu Kush but made it
only to the primary eastern gateway of the
Hindu Kush, Peshawar, where the Durrani
ruler Shah Shuja signed an imperial treaty of
alliance and promptly fled from his dynastic
opponents in pursuit of his colonial suitors
to British India.  

Shuja remained in British India (Ludhi-
ana in the Punjab) as a political refugee-pen-
sioner for thirty years before being installed
at the pinnacle of what became colonially ef-
fected Durrani dynastic politics in Kabul.  To
secure the city as a node in a wider series of
imperial commercial circuits within and be-
yond South Asia, the British occupied Kabul
from the summer of 1839 to the late fall of
1841 when local resistance took shape
around the assassination of a bombastic
whore-mongering spy, Alexander Burnes,
and culminated in the infamous retreat and
legendary destruction of the imperial Army
of the Indus in January of 1842.  In the fall
of 1842 an imperial Army of Retribution
sacked and looted Ghazni, bombarded and
set fire to the renowned Mughal-era Chahar
Chatta bazaar in Kabul, mass-raped, mur-
dered and pillaged ruthlessly north of Kabul
in Charikar, kidnapped thousands of women
and relocated them in British India, and
committed many other known and unknown
atrocities upon innocent local populations
before installing Dost Mohammad, the same
Durrani potentate they deposed in 1839.
What is commonly referred to as the First
Anglo-Afghan War of 1839-42 did not in-
volve sustained conflict between two compa-
rable forces suffering and inflicting similar
hardships for multiple years.  Rather, it in-
volved discrete episodes of a swift military oc-

cupation of Kabul, the unexpected expulsion
and destruction of an imperial occupation
army, followed by a vengeful punishment ex-
ercise.  This war-not war resulted in the
global circulation of occupational experi-
ences that became a form of social capital for
European, Indian and Afghan actors
throughout the British empire well beyond
England and India, in Australia, for example. 

The British subsidized Shuja both as a
political refugee and occupational prop, and
they increasingly subsidized Dost Moham-
mad during his second tenure as the colo-
nially determined Durrani ruler in Kabul.
The colonial subsidization of Kabul rulers
was amplified and became structurally en-
trenched during the imperial bordering
process that resulted in the territorial unit of
Afghanistan.  The bordering of what became
Afghanistan from the late 1860s to the early
1890s was an episodic process driven prima-
rily by British imperial geo-strategizing in re-
lation to Russian expansion in Central Asia
and Russian influence in Persia.  These inter-
imperial concerns account for a brief British
occupation of Kabul and a handful of rela-
tively small and brief battles that have been
exaggerated and mythologized to become the
1878-80 Second Anglo-Afghan War.  British
imperial anxieties generated this conflict that
concluded with the self-nomination and
practically instantaneous colonial authoriza-
tion of a Durrani dynastic claimant (a grand-
son of Dost Mohammad) who clearly
understood that imperial patronage had be-
come a prerequisite for holding power in
Kabul.  

The most impactful subsidization and
bordering processes that resulted in the unit
of political economy known as Afghanistan
occurred during the 1880-1901 reign of Abd
al-Rahman when the final and most con-
tentious 1893 Durand Line boundary was
agreed to, which in turn further elevated an
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already substantially enlarged Durrani colo-
nial largesse by 50%.  This contentious
boundary reconfigured historically very well-
established patterns of seasonal commercial
mobility from and through the Hindu Kush
to South Asia, that further distinguished the
economic spaces of Afghanistan and British
India cum Pakistan while also politically re-
connecting them in new ways that privileged
rulers in Kabul as locally legitimizing agents
for national borders desired, paid for, and
surveilled primarily by imperial actors.
Afghanistan’s imperial borders inaugurated
the structural dependency of Durrani rulers
in Kabul on the international system that be-
came the primary yet opaque arbiter of new
forms of and purposes for Afghan mobility
beyond these historically brand new national
territorial confines.  

The Quest for Modernity:
New Global Dependencies
and Migrations in the
Twentieth Century

The Third Anglo-Afghan War of 1919 is
the least warlike of the three so-called British
colonial wars in Afghanistan.  It involved
minor border skirmishes and an ominous
aerial bombardment of Kabul that estab-
lished an imperial precedent for the twenty-
year American tempest of bombs imprecisely
and indiscriminately layered upon the inno-
cent Afghan people who had absolutely
nothing to do with the events of 11 Septem-
ber 2001.  The 1919 war-not war resulted in
Afghanistan’s formal independence from
British India that ended the subsidy and
began a metaphorical feeding frenzy by a
wide assortment of international actors eager
to extend patronage to the Kabuli political
elite whose ready acceptance of these offer-
ings intensified their dependence on a
widening range of increasingly unfamiliar re-
sources.  A new set of global economic and
political opportunities impacted patterns of
mobility for the political, administrative and
intellectual elite, while ordinary Afghans
faced new obstacles in crossing national and
international boundaries.  

Rather than evaporating upon Afghan
independence, British influence on the Kab-
uli political elite was amplified in many ways
after 1919.  The difference was that British
influence and connections in Kabul were
now joined by many other competitive suit-
ors, particularly the French and Germans.
From the 1920s through the1940s hundreds
of Afghan state elites studied or trained in
France, Germany, Switzerland, Italy and
other locations in Europe, while hundreds of
Europeans diplomats and bureaucrats, many
with their families, as well as independent
capitalists and entrepreneurs, plied their ma-
terial, scientific, and ideological wares to
commercial, administrative and intellectual
elites in Kabul. 

During the Cold War, the circuitry of in-
ternational relations involving Afghanistan
structurally shifted in accordance with the

bipolarity of the global system after World
War II.  In this period, thousands of Afghans
were sent for various forms of education and
training throughout the world but mainly to
the United States and the Soviet Union and
its favored eastern European allies.  The
Afghans sent abroad now included propor-
tionally more students than professional
classes, and some of the fields involved were
political and military sciences, education, en-
gineering, medicine, dentistry, hydrology,
and police administration.  In broad meas-
ure, it may appear that Afghans gained mil-
itary and ideological training primarily in the
Soviet Union and eastern Europe, and eco-
nomic and scientific training primarily in the
US and western Europe.  However, the real-
ity was much more complex with, for exam-
ple, Afghans studying in the US adopting
progressive socialist political principles
rather than a capitalist ethos.  

The international presence in
Afghanistan during the Cold War revolved
primarily around major economic develop-
ment projects with, for example, the US
funding hydroelectric dams and related in-
frastructure (roads, schools, hospitals, air-
ports) construction in the south, and the
Soviet Union doing the same in the north.  In
addition to this official presence, the US and
USSR were also developing and practising
new forms of espionage over one another in
Afghanistan, and international studying and
training opportunities became a major com-
ponent of superpower surveillance and
covert influence over the elite classes in
Kabul.  

International Occupational
Violence, Global Migrations
and Local Im/mobility 

The global patronage of Afghan political,
military and intellectual elites during the
Cold War is a key aspect of both the April
1978 socialist revolution and December 1979
Soviet invasion.  During the nine-year Soviet
occupation, Afghans became the world’s
largest refugee population with between four
and six million primarily economic migrants
in Pakistan and Iran, and multiple hundreds
of thousands more in Europe, Australia, and
the US where a large portion of the Kabuli
merchant class relocated.  This massive out-
ward migration paired with a large and sig-
nificant inward migration organized around
the US response to the Soviet invasion.  The
US response was an increasingly expansive
and expensive covert operation with global
range that was locally centered in Peshawar,
and it generated a global flow of Muslims to-
ward Afghanistan in service of a CIA-funded
anti-Soviet jihad.  The diverse demography
(upper, middle and lower-class African,
American, Arab, Asian, European Muslims)
of mujahideen ideologically gravitating or fi-
nancially lured to the Afghanistan battlefield
reflected the cosmopolitanism and varied
personal motivations and collective aspira-
tions comprising the Muslim world.  

On a local level, the Soviet and mu-

jahideen landmining of the Hindu Kush
mountain passages and valley pasturelands
impeded and continues to restrict mobility
around Kabul, in borderland areas of the
eastern Afghan provinces Nangarhar, Logar,
Khost and Paktiya, and across the Durand
Line.  The 1980s Cold War conflict in
Afghanistan also generated major new inter-
twined global commodity and social flows,
outwardly related to opium and inwardly re-
lated to armaments.  The Soviet presence in
Afghanistan was much more than a military
conflict between Soviet and Afghan forces
alone as conveyed by the Soviet-Afghan War
label.  Rather, it was a superheated local
flashpoint of a multifaced overt and covert
global Cold War between the US and USSR
and their respective blocs of allies, clients and
customers that complexified and militarized
patterns of human and resource mobility to
and through Afghanistan.  

The Soviets departed in 1989 and the
progressive government of Afghanistan
headed by Dr. Najibullah remained in place
until he voluntarily relinquished power to a
consortium of mujahideen parties in 1992,
before being betrayed by them and taking
refuge in the United Nations compound.  For
the next four years Kabul and the country as
a whole was decimated by intra-mujahideen
party violence that involved profoundly more
dire consequences for Afghan civilians, espe-
cially women and children.  Wide-ranging
human rights violations, including rampant
sexual violence against women and children,
partially account for the emergence of the
Taliban out of and in opposition to the law-
lessness of the CIA-spawned Afghan mu-
jahideen.  The Taliban came to prominence
in Qandahar in 1994 and captured Herat the
next year.  In 1996 the Taliban assumed con-
trol of Kabul where the limited infrastructure
had been thoroughly decimated and the pop-
ulation terrorized by constant shelling, ab-
ductions, assassinations and rapes since
1992.  The Taliban and their Pakistani ISI
collaborators inaugurated their own mis-
deeds in conjunction with a demonstration
of impotence by the international commu-
nity that resulted in the execution of Dr. Na-
jibullah which created a deep and damaging
chasm in the national body politic.  The Tal-
iban gained control over Mazar-e Sharif in
1998 and continued in power until October
2001.  

CIA and ISI collaboration also attracted
Saudi ideological and material resources, and
this symbiotic covert consortium courted
Afghan, Pakistani and global mujahideen
bent on cannibalizing the Afghan state
corpse.  The seven primary mujahideen par-
ties inflicted highly ethnicized violence
against one another, while rogue factions and
individuals perpetrated increasingly wanton
violence against innocents in Afghanistan
and in the sprawling refugee camps in Pak-
istan.  Taliban rule in Afghanistan emerged
out of this trans-border epidemic of covertly
funded violence produced through CIA, ISI
and Saudi collusion with the mujahideen.  In
structural terms, the Taliban relied more di-
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rectly on Pakistani ISI and Saudi patronage
and influence, but their CIA support contin-
ued.  In practice, the Taliban operated on a
different set of coercive principles that in-
flicted far lesser doses of lethal force and
much more public symbolic violence in
urban areas especially.  By amplifying the vis-
ibility of Qandahar as a locus of cultural and
political power, Taliban rule de-centered
Kabul and highlighted the strength of the
rural zone, thus inverting colonial and
mimetic national projections of power from
Kabul to its peripheries and regional provin-
cial capitals.  The Taliban governed through
tiered collective leadership councils rather
through singular, scattered authorities voic-
ing state policies.  Most significantly, Taliban
governance involved a high level of mobility
in the dispensation of law, and this modern
feature bears some historical resemblance to
much older forms of mobile kingship prac-
ticed over millennia in and around the
Hindu Kush.  

The US-led international invasion and
twenty-year occupation of Afghanistan in-
volved an unprecedented level of indiscrimi-
nate aerial bombardment, an awkward series
of crudely staged experimental political
shadow puppet theatrics involving national
elections and other forms of political repre-
sentation, and a litany of war crimes and
human rights abuses perpetrated against
Afghan civilians.  The most notable features
of governance during the American im-
perium in Afghanistan were a hyper-fixation
on Kabul, the fetishization of ethnicity as the
singular political currency, and the outsourc-
ing of governing responsibilities through the
yoke of military occupation to international
humanitarian organizations who objected to
their civil society work being subjugated to
the military and political logics and exigen-
cies of the Global War on Terror.  

The US presence in Afghanistan involved
systemic illegalities (e.g., drone assassina-
tions, night raid abductions, a torture regime
utilizing local and global black sites resulting
in an International Criminal Court indict-
ment for War Crimes), constant military ex-
perimentation (e.g., new counterinsurgency
theories organized around the Human Ter-
rain System and Provincial Reconstruction
Teams, new munitions such as the Mother of
All Bombs, sound and pain rays for crowd
control, biometric and electronic surveillance
technologies, etc.) that brought exorbitant
profits to the US military industrial complex
(especially its corporate conglomerates such
as Boeing, General Dynamics, Lockheed
Martin, MacDonald Douglas, and
Raytheon), an increasing reliance on military
contractors (e.g., Blackwater-XE-Academi
and DynCorps) and, most perniciously,
covert operations involving the CIA and as
many as fifteen other US intelligence agen-
cies.  The 2001-2021 US presence turned
Afghanistan into a testing ground for drone-
and intelligence-based covert warfare by ex-
ecutive fiat alone that has become routinized
and now increasingly serves as foreign policy
while remaining fully veiled from US public
view and US Congressional oversight.  

Regarding patterns of mobility during
the American occupation of Afghanistan, the
basic structure was that international mili-
tary and humanitarian actors could move
when and where they wanted, while Afghans
faced increasingly hard choices and often
faced mortal consequences when practising
ordinary forms of mobility, such as economic
movements related to the spatial distribution
of markets or ritual mobility related to life-
course events, especially weddings and funer-
als.  These conditions produced continuous
large-scale out-migration and the develop-
ment of a further layer of Afghan refugee

populations around the world from Asia and
the Pacific to Europe and the Americas. 

The Future of War,
Governance and Mobility in
Afghanistan 

Afghanistan was co-produced by Dur-
rani political elites in Kabul eager to accom-
modate expanding British imperial desires to
reconfigure historic patterns of mobility
through the Hindu Kush in exchange for fi-
nancial and military subsidies.  A counter-in-
tuitive form of independence from British
India in 1919 allowed Durrani leaders in
Kabul to avail themselves of a much greater
range of international patrons and forms of
patronage such that state elites became in-
creasingly desirous of and dependent on the
global system.  Since 1979 Afghanistan has
been subjected to competing sets of overt and
covert international military and political in-
fluences that have resulted in seemingly un-
limited access to and mobility through
Afghanistan for non-Afghans and increas-
ingly perilous movements for Afghans inside
and outside the country.  The unjust spatial
disparities of external access and exploitation
in relation to internal poverty and escape re-
quire radical inversion if Afghanistan is to
survive as a territorial unit of political econ-
omy in its current form.  

The overt and covert internationalized
violence inflicted on the people and territory
of Afghanistan over the past two centuries
represents less a pattern of state-on-state war
than a series of imperial occupations, dispen-
sations of extreme, often vengeful coercion,
organized criminality involving theft and
rape as well as material and environmental
destruction.  These episodes of imperial vio-
lence have created and exacerbated ethnic
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Breaking from the 
colonial past

tensions in Afghanistan.  As such, moving
forward for the benefit of the innocent
Afghan people who have been decimated and
eviscerated by the global nation-state system,
the Taliban and all potential future govern-
ments of Afghanistan should immediately
take the following steps.  

The first priority is to recognize the im-
perial production of ethnicity as the primary
tool for the domination and exploitation of
the Afghan people and the manipulation of
state politics.  Relatedly, Afghan political
leaders must recognize the full historic depth
and range of their colonial heritage and im-
perial dependencies.  An objective and can-
did appraisal of the historical record leads to
an irrefutable crypto-colonial situation
where self-proclaimed national elites of all
ideological persuasions who wield power in
Kabul reproduce and amplify colonial rep-
resentations of themselves and perpetuate
intellectual, economic, political and military
dependencies and race-based inequalities
that characterize colonial encounters and
imperial relations.  Critical awareness of eth-
nicization and other crypto-colonial
processes at work in the consciousness of
Kabuli elites will be liberating and, more im-
portantly, open up avenues of political and
cultural resistance to empires and imperial
pretentions no matter their metropolitan
points of origin.  

Once released from the intellectual
shackles of false historical consciousness it
then becomes immediately imperative for
rulers in Kabul to embark upon a sustained
commitment to disseminating their new-
found awareness of deleterious imperial ef-
fects to Afghan society at large.  This crucial
second step will require innovative pedagog-
ical strategies that must cohere across local-
ities and throughout the educational system

and institutional infrastructure to achieve
their liberating potential.  In this regard, the
Taliban model of information and personnel
circulation through an organizational struc-
ture appears better attuned to the rural zone
and inter-urban communication and may
hold more promise than political models
that concentrate information and power in
a singular and exclusive centripetal manner. 

Political elites in Kabul typically ‘jump-
scale’ and look to international patrons to
supply information and resources that keep
them in power.  Future governments need to
look inward and rigorously cultivate local
knowledge and resources.  This agenda can
begin with existential realities, particularly
food shortages and the catastrophic environ-
mental impact of the American military
presence in Afghanistan.  How is it that
Afghanistan went from exporting food to
importing food in the twentieth century?
Any answer to that question must confront
the role of international actors promoting
development by providing technologies and
resources to the political elites in Kabul who
are, in the last instance, responsible for the
failure of economic and political develop-
ment technique and technologies, and the
resulting hunger and starvation that has im-
pacted ordinary Afghan lives and communi-
ties for generations now.  

Future governments must also work
hard to gather and circulate information
about the environmental impact of the
American military presence in Afghanistan.
American bombs have left depleted uranium
in the groundwater that has poisoned all life
forms and led to birth defects among hu-
mans and animals.  Burn pits at American
bases have left toxins in surface soils, and
military vehicles have polluted air in the
Kabul valley especially.  No food, poisoned

soil, polluted water, and genetic deformities,
these are the conditions Americans be-
queathed to future rulers in and the people
of Afghanistan.  The cumulative environ-
mental impact of the American imperial ex-
periment in Afghanistan impedes not only
future agricultural self-sufficiency, but the
very habitability of the territory.  Future gov-
ernments in Afghanistan must aggregate
this calamitous environmental information
and circulate it to the Afghan people.  This
will build local popular knowledge and po-
litical consensus around the shared histori-
cal experience of natural resources depletion.
In this effort, it will be important for future
governments in Afghanistan to maximize
the value of Islamic environmental ethics in-
volving, for example, the democratic bases of
water consumption and the sanctity of trees.
With a popular national political conscious-
ness organized around how imperial con-
duct and imperial dependencies have
imperiled the environment and human
habitation throughout the country, future
leaders and governing agendas will be in a
stronger position to engage the people of
Afghanistan and mobilize the international
community for large-scale, immediate and
sustained collective advocacy and action for
the remediation of Afghanistan’s natural re-
source base involving most importantly the
water supply, forest products and top soil fer-
tility.  

Shah Mahmoud Hanifi
is Professor of History at James Madison Univer-
sity where he teaches courses on the Middle East
and South Asia.  Hanifi’s publications have ad-
dressed subjects including colonial political econ-
omy and intellectual history, the Pashto language,
photography, cartography, animal and environ-
mental studies, and Orientalism in Afghanistan. 
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Palestinians against
themselves

Linking Palestinians to terrorism is
arguably one of Israel’s greatest has-
bara successes. Long before the

September 11, 2001 attacks on New York
and Washington DC, various Palestinian
groups were labeled as ‘terrorists’ by several
US administrations and all of the corporate
mainstream media. In 1987, for example,
the Ronald Reagan Administration labeled
the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO) - recognized internationally as the
legitimate representative of the Palestinian
people - as ‘terrorist’. It has done so under
immense pressure from the pro-Israel
lobby and despite the fact that Washington,
shortly after, facilitated some kind of diplo-
matic contact with the Palestinian leader-
ship in Tunisia. 

In November 1988, Washington re-
fused to grant PLO President Yasser Arafat
a visa to deliver a speech at the United Na-
tions General Assembly in New York, in vi-
olation of its commitment to the
international community. At the time,
American pressure on the Palestinians was
not entirely motivated by the Israel lobby
alone or the mobilization of the pro-Israel
Christian fundamentalists throughout the
US. The Palestinians were seen as allies of
the Soviet Union, its Warsaw Pact and var-
ious national liberation struggles around
the world. Thus, demonizing and isolating
the Palestinian leadership served the Amer-
ican agenda, as well as that of Israel. 

The designation of Hamas as a terrorist
organization by the Bill Clinton Adminis-
tration in 1997, served a similar purpose,
although with regional, as opposed to
global, political priorities in mind. The US
was deeply involved in Middle Eastern pol-
itics. It had invested numerous financial
and diplomatic resources to ensure the
Middle East remains an American geopo-
litical space. Every political player within
that space had, therefore, to be qualified as
friend or foe, a moderate or an extremist, a
pro-American or a terrorist. 

By then, the Palestinian leadership,
now operating under the title of the Pales-
tinian Authority - as opposed to the practi-
cally-defunct PLO - played along. When
Bill and Hillary Clinton visited Gaza in
1998, the PA put on a show to demonstrate

that Palestinians have changed in every way
possible to meet American expectations.
Even the Palestinian Constitution was
rewritten. A vote on the new language took
place when the Clintons were in the audi-
ence in the Gaza-headquartered Palestine
National Council (PNC).

For the Americans, behaving either
jointly with Israel or at the behest of the Is-
raeli government, Palestinian politics, lan-
guage, media coverage, even school
curricula had to be reorganized, revamped
or rewritten in ways that would not offend
Israeli sensibilities. Any Palestinian who
dared disagree was labeled, shunned and,
at times, even imprisoned or assassinated.
For the most part, the PA, which largely
survived on American handouts, complied
with American diktats. 

Unlike Israel, Palestinians had no pow-
erful lobbies in Congress and few friends in
mainstream corporate media. Negative im-
ages and the constant linking of Palestini-
ans to violence were - and largely remain -
omnipresent in US TV networks and news-
papers. Therefore, as the US continued to
pressure Palestinians, fund Israel with bil-
lions of dollars in mostly military hardware
while conditioning its meager support for
Palestinians on their willingness to comply
with Israeli demands, US media lauded the
government’s efforts and demanded more. 

The tragic events of September 11 took
place almost exactly one year following the
tragic events of the Second Palestinian In-
tifada. While the American interpretation
of the Intifada was marred by the expected
and traditional US bias towards Israel, 9/11
ended any possible conversation that could
potentially include Palestinians. Almost
immediately, Israel’s hasbara experts
launched a comprehensive media cam-
paign, purposely conflating the Palestinian
struggle for freedom and the so-called ‘Is-
lamic terror’. Palestinians were no longer
allowed access to US media. Those who
were allowed partial access merely served
the role of apologists, as opposed to the in-
tellectual demanding freedom for his peo-
ple. Moreover, Israel had succeeded in
presenting itself as a ‘partner’ in the US so-
called ‘war on terror’. By doing so, it was
given a much greater space in shaping the

American narrative, not only regarding
Palestine alone, but the entirety of the Arab
and Muslim world as well. 

In April 2008, former Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu reflected on
all of this at a speech at Bar Ilan University
in Tel Aviv. “We are benefiting from one
thing,” the Israeli newspaper, Ma’ariv,
quoted Netanyahu as saying, “and that is
the attack on the Twin Towers and Pen-
tagon, and the American struggle in Iraq
swung American public opinion in our
favor.”

Netanyahu was correct, as he had per-
sonally ensured the complete demonization
of the Palestinians in the eyes of the Amer-
ican public, along with the deliberate con-
fusion between Hamas, the Palestinian
Islamic Jihad, and Al-Qaeda and the Tal-
iban. 

In truth, the American agenda in Pales-
tine, which resulted in the Oslo Accords of
1993 and the Oslo interim agreement of
1995, has adopted the Israeli language re-
garding the Palestinian need to end ‘incite-
ment’, ‘violence’ and ‘terror’. The latter
agreement, in particular, has called on or-
ganizing the Palestinian police force
around a mission that would allow it to “act
systematically against all expressions of vi-
olence and terror.”

When the 2000 uprising temporarily
liberated Palestinians from the confines of
‘security coordination’ with Israel - as many
of the PA police directly took part in the
popular rebellion - the US felt the need to
take decisive action. Lieutenant General
Keith Dayton, Washington’s military envoy
in Palestine, was dispatched in 2005 to
completely overhaul Palestinian security, so
that Palestinian police and troops may
never challenge the Israeli occupation
again. Thousands of Palestinians were,
more or less, forced to early retirements
while new recruits were brought in to join
an entirely different structure. 

“Dayton focused on the ‘gendarmerie
style training’ of West Bank-based security
personnel,” Emad Moussa wrote in the
“New Arab”. Four different intelligence
agencies were involved in the processing of
applications, lead amongst them being the
American CIA, the Israeli Shin Bet, along

Palestine Beyond the War on Terror: 

Mistakes, Challenges and
Prospects
Palestinian leadership’s adaptation to a world where the claims to US
hegemony are decentralised is an urgent and overdue project, argues
Ramzy Baroud. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41858943?read-now=1&refreqid=excelsior%3A0f030eed7744da06bc362c123c014a92&seq=2#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1988-12-18-mn-815-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1988-12-18-mn-815-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1988-11-27-mn-1063-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1988-11-27-mn-1063-story.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41858943?read-now=1&refreqid=excelsior%3A0f030eed7744da06bc362c123c014a92&seq=2#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.state.gov/foreign-terrorist-organizations/
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-the-palestine-national-council-and-other-palestinian-organizations-gaza-city
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/11/05/unrwa-palestine-israel-refugees-united-states-funding-corruption-education/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/11/05/unrwa-palestine-israel-refugees-united-states-funding-corruption-education/
https://www.bbc.com/news/57170576
https://www.france24.com/en/tag/9-11-attacks/
https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/jcs/article/view/220/378
https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/jcs/article/view/220/378
https://www.mei.edu/publications/legacy-911-middle-east-peace-process
https://www.haaretz.com/1.4970678
https://edition.cnn.com/2013/09/03/world/meast/oslo-accords-fast-facts/index.html
https://peacemaker.un.org/israelopt-osloII95
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-palestinians-idUSKBN27X2D1
https://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/foreign-policy/211102-israeli-palestinian-security-collaboration-called-into
https://english.alaraby.co.uk/analysis/israel-pa-security-coordination-protection-whom


12 The Long View - Quarterly Magazine March 2022 / Shaban 1443

Palestinians against
themselves

with the Jordanian intelligence and the PA.
Applicants, according to Moussa, were
mostly checked for any “terrorist links”,
which, per Israeli definitions, include any
act of resistance, be it violent or otherwise
against the Israeli occupation. Since then,
the PA security has duly been used to crack
down on Palestinian protests, plot with the
Israeli army, apprehend Palestinian re-
sisters and ensure the American-Israeli
agenda in Palestine is well served. 

The harm inflicted on Palestinians, as a
result of the succumbing of the Palestinan
leadership to the American agenda, has ex-
ceeded the geographic boundaries of Pales-
tine into the Middle East region as a whole.
Mohammed Dahlan, a former ally of cur-
rent PA President Mahmoud Abbas, is one
such character who has been linked to var-
ious conspiracies and crises in the region,
especially since the start of the revolts, up-
heavals and civil wars of recent years. Fol-
lowing the split with Abbas in 2011, Dahlan
has re-established himself as the middle
man between Israel and various Arab coun-
tries, eventually leading to the wave of nor-
malization of ties between Tel Aviv and
various Arab capitals. Though Dahlan is
often derided by his PA detractors for co-
operating with Israeli and American intel-
ligence agencies, the irony is that
cooperating with Israel and the US has
been the modus operandi of the PA since its
establishment in 1994.

Unlike the PLO, which at least at-
tempted to play the role of the unifier of all
Palestinians everywhere, the PA remained
limited in its interests and representations. 

The American ‘war on terror’ wrought
unprecedented devastation to the Middle
East, with Palestinians paying a particu-
larly heavy price wherever they resided.
Even the small Palestinian community in
Iraq was targeted as soon as the American
invasion of that country commenced in
March 2003. Hundreds were killed, quite
often murdered in cold blood, according to
a Human Rights Watch report in 2006.
HRW accused the US-installed Iraqi gov-
ernment of “arbitrary detention, torture,
killing, and ‘disappearance’ of Palestinians”.
Due to the mass killings and subsequent
civil war resulting from the US invasion,
the plight of the Palestinians went largely
unreported. As a result, the Palestinians of
Iraq were largely expelled or fled. After
amassing for years at desert refugee camps
at the Iraq-Jordan and Iraq-Syria borders
respectively, the refugees were eventually
evacuated, landing mostly in South Amer-
ica and other far-away regions. 

Even in Iraq, the US was still motivated
by its pro-Israel agenda. The likes of Abu
Abbas, a Palestinian militant leader, ac-
cused of masterminding the hijacking of
the Italian cruise ship, “Achille Lauro”, in
1985, was found after an extensive search
and apprehended by US Special Forces in
Baghdad. A senior US Administration offi-
cial used that opportunity to “send a strong
message to the terrorists,” CNN reported
that “you can run but you cannot hide”.
Abu Abbas was eventually found dead in

his cell in 2004, allegedly as a result of ‘nat-
ural causes’. 

Back in the US, the collaboration be-
tween the American and Israeli govern-
ments had reached unprecedented levels.
Not only did Israel continue to be the recip-
ient of the most sophisticated US military
aid and technology, US-funded Israeli tech-
nology circled its way back and was sold to
the US government at exorbitant prices. Is-
raeli ‘technology’ was first introduced to
US-run Iraqi prisons in the form of the
‘Palestinian Chair’ and other torture tech-
niques, but eventually became a prominent
feature in the American security apparatus

at home. 
The refashioning of the American po-

lice, in recent years, to fit some kind of a
military model is a subject that requires a
better understanding than the one cur-
rently offered by mainstream US media.
Certainly, US racism and police violence are
intrinsically linked and date back many
years, but the militarization of the US po-
lice and its use of deadly violence against
suspected petty criminals, or even non-
criminals, is a relatively new phenomenon
that has been largely imported from Israel.

Writing in the Israeli newspaper
Haaretz in 2016, Rachel Stroumsa argued
that the ‘Palestinian Chair’ is “but one of
many examples of ties and seepages be-
tween the security practices of Israel and
America,” adding that “the CIA explicitly
justified its use of torture in depositions to
the Senate Intelligence Committee by citing
High Court of Justice rulings.”

The political, military and intelligence
marriage between the US and Israel in Iraq
quickly spread to include the US global
‘war on terror’, where Israeli weapon man-
ufacturers cater to every American need,
playing on the country’s growing sense of
insecurity, offering products that range
from airport security, the building of
watchtowers, the erection of walls and
fences, to spying and surveillance technol-
ogy.

Elbit Systems, Israel’s largest military
company, made a fortune from building
surveillance towers and sensors, in addition
to many other products, across the US-
Mexico border. The company, like other Is-
raeli companies, won one bid after another,

because its products are ‘combat-proven’ or
‘field-proven’, because these technologies
have been used against, or tested on real
people in real situations; the ‘people’ here,
of course, being Palestinians, Lebanese and
Syrians.

Former US President Barack Obama’s
partial withdrawal from Iraq and general
retreat from the Middle East in 2012, a
strategy that was branded as part of the
Administration’s ‘Pivot to Asia’, was meant
to usher in a new political age. But the
repercussions of the US ‘war on terror’ con-
tinue to shadow US foreign policy, not only
in the Middle East region but globally as
well. For nearly a decade, US foreign policy
became noncommittal, operating largely
without specific ‘doctrines’, with which suc-
cessive US administrations are linked. 

The chaos that Washington left in the
wake of its wars in the Middle East will
continue to haunt the US reputation and
credibility for decades to come. Writing in
the Cairo Review in 2016, Hisham Melhem
commented on Obama’s legacy:

“What makes Obama’s failure more
salient, as he struggles in his final year in
office to shape his legacy in the Middle
East, is the catastrophe in Syria. The civil
war has led to the disintegration and radi-
calization of the country, the destruction of
Syrian society, and contributed to the
biggest refugee crisis since the Second
World War. All of this was brought on in no
small part by Obama’s indecisiveness, tepid
actions and about-turns.”

In all fairness, Obama’s obvious failures
notwithstanding, US foreign policy has
been in complete shambles long before
Obama’s ascendency to the White House,
and remained long after his departure. For-
mer US President Donald Trump, for ex-
ample, tried desperately to rebrand his
country’s relation with the Middle East
with his announcement of the now largely
defunct ‘Deal of the Century’, which merely
divided the Arabs in order for the US and
Israel to isolate Iran. True to form, the cur-
rent Biden administration continues to fol-
low the same predictable path, supporting
Arab-Israeli normalization, paying lip ser-
vice to peace and occasionally utilizing and
recycling old ‘war on terror’ terminology. 

However, the US desire to control re-
gional and global politics has proven insuf-
ficient in the face of circumstances that fall
entirely out of US control; nor did Obama
succeed in executing a meaningful shift of
his country’s foreign policy epicenter to the
Asia Pacific. Biden’s disastrous and chaotic
withdrawal from Afghanistan in August
2021 capped two decades of a pitiful US
‘war on terror’, that was never truly defined
from its violent beginning to its equally vi-
olent end. 

What the US ignored, at its own peril,
was the fact that Washington was never,
even at the height of its self-tailored wars,
the only political actor that determined re-
gional or international outcomes. Russia is
now emerging as a major player in the
Middle East, where it carries greater polit-
ical weight and influence in some coun-
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tries, including Syria, Libya and Iran.
China, on the other hand, which is now ex-
panding beyond its traditional geopolitical
confines of the Pacific and the South China
Sea regions, is ironically Iraq’s biggest trad-
ing partner. The irony is complete when
one considers that the US invaded Iraq in
2003 so that it may control and direct the
future of the region, economically, politi-
cally and strategically. Less than 20 years
later, it finds itself increasingly isolated, as
its largest global competitors are staking
claims over a region that was, till recently,
almost entirely floating in the US sphere of
influence. 

However, as the Middle East actors are
realigning politically to accommodate the
major political shifts underway, the Pales-
tinian leadership and the various political
groups are either stuck, because of their
own folly and mistakes, or are forced to op-
erate within limited political margins. Take
the Palestinian Authority, for example. The
very creation, funding and political valida-
tion of the PA are situated within an Amer-
ican strategic framework. When the Trump
administration withheld US funds in Au-
gust 2018, the entire Palestinian economy
was on the verge of collapse. Within that
period, in February 2019, the PA’s domi-
nant political party, Fatah, agreed to par-
ticipate in a Russian-sponsored conference,
which attempted to bridge the gap between
Fatah, Hamas and other Palestinian
groups. Fatah’s participation was clearly
opportunistic and was meant to send a
message to Washington that the Pales-
tinian leadership is willing to explore the
possibility of finding new benefactors if
Washington continued to withhold funds.
No sooner had the US resumed its funding
of the PA in April 2021, than Fatah rejected
another invitation from Russia to return to
the inner Palestinian dialogue.     

Hamas, on the other hand, is desperate
for allies. Due to circumstances that, by far,
exceed Hamas’ ability at political maneu-

verings and due, in part, to Hamas’ own
miscalculations, the so-called ‘Arab
Springs’ have represented the greatest chal-
lenge to Hamas’ regional politics. Whether
Hamas’ decision to abandon the ‘axis of re-
sistance’, as a result of the Syrian civil war,
was driven by moral considerations or by
political opportunism, it matters little now,
for the political group found itself more iso-
lated than ever before. With the gradual re-
turn of Hamas to its former allies in Iran,
Hezbollah in Lebanon and, possibly, Syria
as well, the Islamic group is finding its way
back to its former position and alliances in

the region. By reorienting itself once more,
Hamas is no longer operating without a
safety net, as was the case in the previous
decade.

However, the consequences and bene-
fits from Hamas’ return to the Iran-led re-
gional bloc will all depend on Iran’s ability
to withstand pressures from the US-led Is-
raeli-Arab configuration. Additionally,
Russia’s future relationship with the region,
its willingness to sustain its presence as a
major geopolitical actor in the future is
likely to serve as a buffer between an Amer-

ican return to the Middle East and Israel’s
military adventurism, whether in Iran,
Syria or Lebanon. 

Though Palestinians have the least in-
fluence on the region’s political outcome -
due, partly, to the fact that they are an oc-
cupied nation, which has no control over its
resources and strategic location - they still
have opportunities that can be exploited in
order for them to maintain their resistance
against the Israeli occupation. Unfortu-
nately, the political split in Palestine, which
is dividing Palestinian groups between two
camps that stand in direct opposition to
one another, is further squandering Pales-
tinian political energies.

Chances are Palestinian disunity will
continue as long as the Middle East region
is itself split between regional camps and
global competition. This reality can be un-
derstood as part and parcel of any geopo-
litical conflict since time immemorial.
However, it is most unfortunate in the con-
text of the Palestinians, who are fighting
against common enemies—Israeli military
occupation and apartheid on the one hand,
and US political hegemony on the other.
For now, Palestinian politics will remain
tied to the politics of the region. A glimmer
of hope comes from the fact that the US is
no longer the only dominant power in the
Middle East, creating unprecedented space
for the Palestinians to maneuver politically
beyond their traditional confines, which
could be of great benefit to the Palestinians.
Whether they are able to use this opportu-
nity or not, is to be determined. 

Ramzy Baroud 
is a journalist and the Editor of The Palestine
Chronicle. He is the author of six books. His
latest book, co-edited with Ilan Pappé, is “Our
Vision for Liberation: Engaged Palestinian Lead-
ers and Intellectuals Speak out”. Dr. Baroud is a
Non-resident Senior Research Fellow at the
Center for Islam and Global Affairs (CIGA). His
website is www.ramzybaroud.net
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9/11 and the Climate of Fear

This year will mark the 21st anniversary
of the September 11th terror attacks on New
York City in the United States.   This tragic
event which cost the lives of thousands of
Americans of all faiths and backgrounds be-
came a seminal event and turning point, not
just in American history, but world history.

The single most devastating domestic at-
tack on American soil began a chain of events
that continue to shape the world decades
later.

And, of course, the attacks gave birth to
perhaps the most universally famous political
phrase repeated countless times since 2001 as
a justification for a catastrophic foreign policy
by the United States, Britain and their allies;
‘The War on Terror’.

The climate of fear created in the after-
math of the September 11, 2001 attacks was
palpable.   The seemingly impenetrable de-
fences of the world’s most powerful nation
had been breached, and with devastating
consequences.   And it didn’t take long for
those fears to be exploited for political expe-
diency.

Indeed, no sooner had the dust begun to
settle over New York, where the Twin Towers
had once stood, then President George Bush
began spinning the ‘us against them’ narra-
tive’. “You’re either with us, or with the terror-
ists” he famously quipped to an already
fearful  American and global public.   Pick a
side.   There was no room for serious analysis.
No room for nuance.   No time for pause, re-
flection and consideration.  No serious foren-
sic look at the available evidence as to who
and what entities  were behind the attack.
Iraq, it was decided, despite no evidence, and
with no link to the attacks, needed to be in-
vaded to eliminate its purported weapons of
mass destruction, a claim we now know was
a complete fabrication.

Politicians are said to ‘never let a crisis go
to waste’.  The attacks provided the American
neocons with a pseudo justification to once
more occupy Iraq, and as it would turn out,
attempt to begin wars of attrition and con-
quest against a number of other sovereign na-
tions in the years that followed.

But it wasn’t just Black, Brown and Mus-
lim countries that would feel the brunt of
American militarism, fanaticism and excep-

tionalism in the wake of the September 11 at-
tacks.   In addition to the gung-ho rallying of
American troops sent abroad to occupy Iraq,
in the name of security, naturally, the fortifi-
cation and shoring up of so-called defense at
home also took another turn which would
have a direct impact on ordinary American
citizens.

The American government needed to be
seen to be doing something at home. The at-
tacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Cen-
ter represented an assault on the United
States security apparatus and economic base
in one sweep.   

The imagery of both the Twin Towers and
the Pentagon damaged and destroyed created
a lasting and searing image in the minds of
Americans; two of the most powerful symbols
of both the American military and the coun-
try’s economic powerbase in New York had
been deeply compromised and proven vul-
nerable.  Something would be needed to quell
anxieties, in addition to sending soldiers and
bombs to other countries, to restore confi-
dence in the American public, that Washing-
ton was back in control, and that further
attacks like those which took place on
September 11, 2001 could never be repeated.

The US administration’s first counter-ter-
rorism measure was the announcement of
plans to establish the Department for Home-
land Security in October 2001. It was soon
followed by the Patriot Act, passed 45 days
after the September 11 attacks. It drove a
horse and carriage through civil liberties
making it easier for the federal government
to monitor citizens in the search for domestic
threats. In the name of national security offi-
cials could gain access to phone and bank
records and other personal information with-
out the need for a court-approved warrant.

Creation of a Rogue
Organisation?

When former President George Bush an-
nounced the creation of the Department for
Homeland Security he said the new agency’s
primary role was the formation of “one de-
partment whose primary mission is to protect
the American homeland.”

As we approach the 21-year anniversary
of the birth of DHS, it’s perhaps worth reflect-
ing on those two decades, in order to assess

how much safer America now is, since the
formation of it.

Surely, one of the largest federal agencies,
boasting close to a quarter of a million em-
ployees, funded to the hilt, would herald
nothing but success?

Traditionally in the United States, it was
the FBI and CIA which were tasked with US
security, providing a bulwark against national
security threats from terrorism.

Now, the introduction of the executive
body of the DHS sought to complement this
work, in theory making the work easier under
the umbrella of one department.   

Whereas in the past the CIA and FBI
might have been at odds, not necessarily
known for cooperating with each other,
sometimes even at war with each other,
something like the DHS, whose sole purpose
was security, was thought to make natural
sense.

Early warning signs however, were in-
dicative of what would follow in the years
which lead us to the present day.   Instead of
making things operationally easier, critics
have argued that the DHS simply created
more confusion, unnecessary layers of com-
munication and ultimately, more bureau-
cracy.

Hurricane Katrina

One of the DHS’s first significant tests
was its response to hurricane Katrina in
2005.   FEMA (Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency) was the body responsible for
dealing with disasters on home turf. It fell
under the control of DHS. 

But, according to most serious accounts,
ultimately, George Bush’s focus on the DHS
meant less funding was available for FEMA,
and that resources were spread thinner.
FEMA’s cutbacks saw the numbers of experi-
enced field operatives deplete. The DHS was
new, and although there had been plans and
preparations to deal with a disaster like Hur-
ricane Katrina, when the disaster hit it be-
came apparent that the management of the
crisis was an unmitigated disaster.   Close to
2000 people died from Katrina, but countless
papers and studies since have suggested that
the human and financial loss incurred could
have been reduced.
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levees in New Orleans were already a disaster
waiting to happen, but by all accounts the
federal government and George Bush’s DHS
had failed miserably in controlling and over-
seeing the various organizations which
stepped in to help those affected by Katrina.
There was no oversight, leadership or respon-
sibility, despite the DHS having ultimate con-
trol.   Watching news items, even from the
other side of the world, it was obvious after
several days of apparent paralysis from the
government, that not only was the DHS fail-
ing to manage the crisis, but in actuality, it
seemed to be making it worse.   Might a suffi-
ciently funded FEMA have done a better job
without the DHS in charge?   And had DHS’s
baptism by fire already proven the depart-
ment to be problematic to say the least?

To their credit, the Coast Guard, Red
Cross local charities and other faith organiza-
tions provided support for some of those af-
fected, but the DHS had only exacerbated the
suffering according to critics.  Part of the crit-
icism was that they took too long to respond,
to form a coherent plan and were staffed with
too many people who were appointed for po-
litical reasons while lacking in experience.
This miscalculation and evasion of responsi-
bility cost lives.

And to be clear, the lives that were cost
and the lives which were devastated were pre-
dominantly African Americans. Thousands
of Black people were stranded as a result of
the government’s lack of preparedness, many
of whom were simply left abandoned and to
their own fates.  Around 25% of New Orleans
residents lived in poverty at the time, and
around 85% of that number were Black.

In fact, DHS’s response to the suffering of
predominantly Black people in New Orleans
was so bad, that rapper Kanye West famously
declared that George Bush “doesn’t care
about Black people”.

West’s comments echoed how many at
the time felt.   Poor Black residents from New
Orleans spent days packed into the New Or-
leans Superdrome and the city’s Convention
Centre, having travelled there in desperation
seeking safety and survival for their families.
While they waited to be evacuated, reports of
suicides, abuse, a lack of food water and med-

ical supplies took a serious toll on those who
had already lost loved ones and/or their
homes.   Also at the time, state police were
drafted in to prevent people from leaving the
Superdrome and to control their movement.
Hurricane Katrina had exposed the deep so-
cial fissures of inequality in America.   But
rather than helping some of the country’s
most vulnerable people in dealing with the
impact of a national disaster, the DHS ham-
pered efforts to help them.

Some have suggested in the years follow-
ing hurricane Katrina that were the racial and
social demographics of those affected in the
disaster different, the government might have
offered a better response to the disaster.   The
victims of Hurricane Katrina became casual-
ties of systemic white supremacy which failed
to protect them. People died because they
were poor and Black and living in a danger-
ous area susceptible to the impacts of natural
disaster and because of a system which wil-
fully failed to ensure residents were protected
with proper safety measures.   The Bush ad-
ministration’s DHS had the legal responsibil-
ity for rescuing and saving those lives
following the impact of the hurricane and it
failed in its duty.

Spying on Activists, Immigrants and
Black People

Over the years following its creation the
DHS has faced some of the most serious ac-
cusations regarding the alleged abuse of
surveillance powers, and the gathering of per-
sonal data and information, that has nothing
to do with national security but which might
have everything to do with an increasingly au-
thoritarian government keeping tabs on any-
one considered to present a threat to its
power.

Of course this is nothing new for many
communities in America, particularly for
Black, and more recently Muslim people,
whose political activity has always been mon-
itored by the state.

But an organization like the DHS facing
little or no congressional oversight or scrutiny,
while able to monitor people on a whim, is a
far cry from an organization purported to
head up and lead on national security.   With
no oversight, the DHS is known to have

abused its power by monitoring Muslims,
Black communities, immigrants, journalists,
and even politicians, people accused of no
crime.   This is why today, many describe the
DHS as a rogue entity which must be greatly
defunded or disbanded completely.

It’s even been the case, that the DHS de-
ployed predator drones, and airplanes to spy
on Black Lives Matter protests.

Officially, the DHS contends that it sup-
ports the right of the first amendment which
includes the right to assemble and does not
allocate resources to monitor planned or
spontaneous protests.

It does however, under section 515 of the
Homeland Security Act admit to providing
“situational awareness” to inform federal,
state and local governments about potential
threats related to terrorism and disaster re-
lated issues.

Many people believe that “situational
awareness” is really just a code word for spy-
ing, something in which the DHS has been
instrumental in relation to Muslim commu-
nities. Among the more prominent cases to
be deemed violations of the US constitution
by the Office of General Counsel at DHS, the
organisation’s watchdog, are a marriage
counselling seminar put on by a Muslim or-
ganisation and a lecture on parenting deliv-
ered by a Muslim American speaker.

A programme known as “Countering Vi-
olent Extremism” (CVE), established in 2011
under President Barack Obama and renamed
under President Trump, increased countert-
errorism surveillance of Muslim Americans
by allowing DHS, federal prosecutors, and
FBI agents to work closely with local officials
to infiltrate Muslim American communities.
Like its British counterpart, the programme
has been heavily criticised for selectively ask-
ing Muslims to take collective responsibility
for political violence. It relies on the widely
discredited premise that there are identifiable
markers or warning signs of radicalisation -
behaviours and beliefs - that launch people on
an inexorable path to terrorism. 

As in the UK spying exercises were
dressed up as community outreach, and ef-
forts made to enlist schools, Department of
Children and Families, religious leaders, crisis

What's Going 
on Here? 
US Experiences of 

Islamophobia between 
Obama and Trump

By Saied R. Ameli 
and Saeed A. Khan

ON OFFER
Read the latest research

from IHRC, looking at the
impact of anti-Muslim

hatred in the USA.

Buy the paperback or
digital version from the
IHRC Bookshop online

shop.ihrc.org

https://www.democracynow.org/2020/6/22/headlines/dept_of_homeland_security_spied_on_protesters_in_15_us_cities
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/19/us/politics/george-floyd-protests-surveillance.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/19/us/politics/george-floyd-protests-surveillance.html
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Using%20Social%20Media%20for%20Enhanced%20Situational%20Awareness%20and%20Decision%20Support.pdf
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/post-9-11-surveillance-has-left-a-generation-of-muslim-americans-in-a-shadow-of-distrust-and-fear
https://shop.ihrc.org/whats-going-on-here-us-experiences-of-islamophobia-between-obama-and-trump-saied-r-ameli-saeed-a-khan
https://shop.ihrc.org/products/whats-going-on-here-us-experiences-of-islamophobia-between-obama-and-trump-saied-r-ameli-saeed-a-khan?_pos=1&_sid=71ad2aca5&_ss=r


16 The Long View - Quarterly Magazine March 2022 / Shaban 1443

intervention staff, law enforcement and pub-
lic health officials to report suspect clients.
The programme’s focus has always been over-
whelmingly on Muslims despite the fact that
far right terrorist attacks kill more people in
the US than any other movements. According
to the Anti-Defamation League, in 2020 far-
right extremists accounted for 16 of 17 ex-
tremist killings and 41 of the 42 extremist
killings the year before. Between 2009 and
2018 the far right was responsible for 73% of
extremist-related fatalities. 

Furthermore, according to a report pub-
lished by the Senate in 2012, the DHS’s fusion
centres, gathering information on Muslim
communities, while presented as outreach,
have in reality produced very few outcomes
actually useful to counter terrorism.  Such
programs are viewed as a significant waste of
resources, singling out and alienating Mus-
lims, while diverting focus from very real in-
ternal threats to national security.

Failing to Tackle Home Grown
Terror

Post September 11, 2001, when the DHS
first came into being, the biggest threat posed
to national security was believed to be from
foreign terrorists. In fact, it can be argued that
the focus on Muslims has blindsided the
agency to the far more real threat of home-
grown white terror.

Twenty years on, the battleground has
now shifted significantly.  In 2021, FBI direc-
tor Christopher Wray acknowledged that
home-grown white supremacist terror was
the greatest internal threat to the security of
the United States, accounting for the lion’s
share of the FBI’s resources.   Just as in the
UK, in the United States white supremacy is
also the fastest growing form of terrorism.

We’ve seen the ramifications of systemic
white supremacy in the United States mani-
fested in disproportionately high numbers of
state killings, arrests and incarcerations of
Black people at the hands of the police.  We’ve
seen the steady rise of various white
supremacist anti-government militia groups
in the country, many of whom descended on
the nation’s capital on Jan 6, 2021.   We even
heard Christopher Wray, the director of the
FBI, describe the events as an act of domestic
terror.

Why then, has the DHS failed in prevent-
ing the rise of such groups, and failed to work
with other federal and state agencies to pre-
vent them carrying out acts of violence
against Black and non-white people, as well
as breaching the country’s congressional
buildings?  Surely the ultimate litmus test for
the DHS, is in protecting its own taxpaying
citizens against white supremacist terror and
protecting its own government’s buildings.

Another answer might lie in the reason
that the police often fail to prevent white
supremacist violence.   Aside from structural
racism in the legal system which seldom pun-
ishes those police, many among the police
themselves are often connected and affiliated
with white supremacists. Similarly, the DHS
and departments which fall under it, have

themselves faced questions about those
among its ranks who might share racist white
supremacist ideological thinking.

Racist Border Controls

The ethics and practices of the United
States border officials were thrown into sharp
focus during Donald Trump’s presidency.
Trump’s dog-whistle politics and derogatory
commentary about Muslims and migrants
became a political norm, and his pledge to
build a wall to barricade against the supposed
existential threat to America from without
fanned the flames of racial bigotry.

But the truth is that the border policies of
the United States have always favoured im-
migrants classified as white, while being hos-
tile to people of colour.

The US’s customs and border officials and
agencies tasked with securing the border are
part of the DHS.   Ironically, and maybe bit-
terly so, the current Secretary for Homeland
Security Alejandro Mayorkas is the son of im-
migrants who fled Cuba and settled in the
United States.   Mayorkas’ border officials,
have presided over some of the most horren-
dous scenes of brutality and treatment of
countless migrants and potential asylum
seekers, seeking the safety of the US border
and shores.

The barbaric and allegedly unconstitu-
tional acts of border officials treating migrant
men, women and children as less than
human, has been well documented. There
have been many accusations of abuse at many
of the migrant detention centres in which mi-
grants were held.

And it’s the DHS which is responsible for
repelling and turning away many at the bor-
der, even during the Covid-19 pandemic, ex-
ploiting Title 42 and Trump’s use of public
health regulations, to see migrants deported
before they can be legally processed to deter-
mine their status, citing disease and national
security as a justification.   The legality and
constitutionality of this has been challenged
but remains in operation under the DHS.

Perhaps one of the most grotesque and
egregious examples of the DHS and its border
officials abusing their power happened fairly
recently when thousands of Haitian migrants
amassed at the southern city of Del Rio, hav-
ing crossed from Mexico. Images were shared
around the world showing white border
agents riding horses and whipping Black
Haitians to deter them from crossing.  The re-
cent natural disaster in Haiti, and the political
turmoil created by the assassination of the
Haitian president did not matter enough to
either Trump or Biden to lead them to relax
the border controls.

So bad is the repression at the border that
human rights groups around the world and
the United Nations have expressed concern.

Migrants fleeing war, chaos and poverty
do not present a threat to national security.
The racist clampdown on non-white people
seeking the safety of a country which gains its
privilege often by exploiting the homelands of
those to whom it denies entry is part of the
American story and social fabric.

DHS border officials have become little
more than the thugs and foot soldiers acting
on behalf of America’s unfounded border
fears and hysteria.

The warning signs were there and have
been building.  In 2020, Customs and Border
Protection (CPB) agents, which are controlled
by the DHS, essentially conducted a sting on
Portland.   Camouflage and unidentified offi-
cers were snatching protestors and bundling
them into vans, arresting them miles away
from any border without any explanation and
apparently without them having committed
any crimes.  The CPB were also accused of fir-
ing tear gas at unarmed protestors alongside
a long litany of accusations of systemic cor-
ruption.

With the DHS spying, monitoring and
arresting people with no justification and
oversight, the warnings about authoritarian-
ism have now shifted to the grim reality of it
having already taken root.

Since the formation of the DHS, it has
morphed entirely from what it was purport-
edly meant to be.   Its ineffectiveness in tack-
ling national security is proven. It has become
a vehicle for exploitation and is now little
more than an overfunded tool of state oppres-
sion.

Some might say that the DHS’ and border
officials’ disregard of freedom and targeting
of non-white communities is an extension of
American foreign policy.   In an increasingly
small and interconnected world, the distinc-
tion between neocon domestic and foreign
policy is proving increasingly blurred.

No More Secret Police

The charges and accusations which the
Department of Homeland Security stand ac-
cused of are serious and its rap sheet is long.

It is a failure of another era and a rogue
organization which needs to be reined in. 

It operates as little more than secret un-
accountable police, unconstitutionally oper-
ating with impunity for whichever ends it
chooses, consistently funded regardless of
changing presidents.   In 2022 it is the an-
tithesis of freedom, fairness and democracy.
If the DHS were formed to prevent terror 20
years ago, in 2022 it resembles more closely
that which it claims to oppose than some
might care to admit, however uncomfortable
the truth might be.
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