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Import of 9/11 Against Beslan Backdrop
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Bedan, till recently an unknown small town in Russia, hasbecomethelatest
‘victim-symbol’ inthegloba pattern of terrorist violence. Themanner inwhich
innocent young children were daughtered on September 3marksareprenensible
low even by the standards of theterrorist. Thedeathtoll at thetimeof writing this
commentisinexcessof 350 and till climbing. The shocking and gruesomeBedan
imagesthat repeatedly screamed acrossmillionsof television screenstheworld
over werereminiscent of the enormity of 9/11 three years ago. September has
been doubly bloody and cruel for theformer Cold War adversaries. September
3-9will beetched on the Russian psychein much the same manner that 9/11 has
indelibly scarred the US consciousness.

Inan unintended but ironic twist to thevagariesof history, President Vladimir
Putin declared that Russiaisat war after Bedan, whileonly afew daysearlier on
September 1, USPresident GeorgeW. BushinaNBC “Today” programmein
reply to aquestion about thewar against terrorism conceded: “1 don’ t think you
canwinit. But | think you can create conditions so that thosewho useterror asa
tool arelessacceptablein partsof theworld.”

Giventhecompulsionsof the US Presidentia e ectionsin November, Bush
wasquick to retract hisNBC statement adding that luckily hewasinarticul ate.
Reiterating that what he meant was something el se, he asserted that thewar against
terrorism would be waged relentlessly and that it would bewon - with Bush at
helm of US affairs and by extension global affairs. In short, both the former
superpowers of the Cold War vintage now have Presidents of a democratic
dispensation who have cast themselvesin the mould of the steely, indefatigable
Commander-in-Chief in thisphase of thewar against terrorism - thebig T that has
entered thegloba security lexicon even asthetwin towerscollgpsed on millionsof
television screensthreeyearsago.

Theimport of 9/11iscomplex, contradictory and dynamic. Many strandsare
tangibleand linear while othersareintangible and such non-linear perception will
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be comprehended with the passage of time, for wearedtill too closetoit. However,
someinferencesand paradigmatic shiftsarediscerniblethreeyearsdown theroad.
Atthemacro-strategiclevel, state asan entity - whether itisthe USat oneend of
the spectrum or Nepal at the other (that inadvertently becamethevictim of the
fal-out of 9/11 when Nepa esehostageswerekilledin Irag by agroup of abductors)
- have now become more insecure and an inchoate uncertainty grips those
responsblefor stateand societa security.

Thusthefirst big transmutation that hastaken placeisinthemutation of state
DNA aproposthe concept of security. Thelong cycleof history that hasbeen
tel escoped in recent decades with the advent of rel entlesstechnol ogical modernity
iswitnessing atransformation in theway inwhich states seethemselvesand their
interpretation and prioritisation of security. Thecolonid period of modern history
that began with Vasco de Gamain 1498 and ended notionally with theend of the
Second World War and Hiroshima saw the emergence of the classical nation-
state wherein stateswere occupied in preserving and defending their territorial
integrity and nationa sovereignty. It wasaxiomatic that the citizen would be safe
and securewithinthese parameters.

Thiswasa so the beginning of the 46-year |ong anomal ous phase of the Cold
War and the nation-state was quickly divided into blocksidentified by their co-
relation to the undercurrents of bi-polarity. The nation-state was supremein the
security discourse, though ironically the seeds of the emergence of the non-state
actor and religious zeal otry were sowninthe Afghanwar of theearly 1980sby the
erstwhilesuperpowers. Thenuclear wegpon lashed to afrighteningly accurateand
lethal missile becamethe symbol of major power security contestation, but the
windsof changewere astutely recognised by Presi dents Reagan and Gorbachev.
The Cold War ended in themost unlikely manner notwithstanding theirrationa
doctrina commitment to mutua ly assured destruction and theimagethat isabiding
isof adefiant Boris Yeltsn standing atop aSoviet tank.

The post-Cold War period was brief - from 1991 to 2001 (9/11) - but the
euphoriait generated wasintense. History, it wasaverred, had ended for there
waslittleto contest and thefree-market and normativelibera valuesweredefied
at thetwindtarsof consumption and profit cocooned inthel T bubble. Themarket-
statewasborn and for aheady moment, Bill Gates became moreimportant than
Bill Clinton. Thecentrdity and efficacy of thestatein the production and distribution
of the concept of security was questioned and venerabl e pundits heralded the
onset of agolden periodingloba history whenfinally the Cold War swordswould
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beturned to bio-tech ploughshares. Bordersit was averred had become passé
andtheglobal citizen armed with alaptop wafted atop the I T balloon, asit was
carried upward forever (?) by Fukuyamaand abooming stock market.

However, 9/11 dramatically and tragically punctured this nascent bubbl e of
euphoria. Theworld asweknew it would never bethe same and in thethree
yearswhat we now witnessas part of the mutation of state DNA istheemergence
of the besieged-fortress-state and abewildered and angry citizenry. Beslanis
only themost recent exampleof what may follow inthistraill of violence, bloodshed
andanguish.

To compound the compl exity of the 9/11 spoor, states more often than not
respond predictably. Military forceisinvoked - aswasthe casewiththe USand
now Russia- and the spiral will follow themelancholiaof theYeatsangyre. The
‘other’ isdemonised in the post 9/11 security discourse and hencethe Muslim
becomes suspect in the West and the Chechen now in Russia. The American
death toll in Irag has crossed the 1,000 mark despite ‘victory’ having been
triumphantly declaredin Irag and the determined insurgency isveering towardsa
nationalist movement. In the proximate vicinity, notwithstanding the electionsin
early October, Afghanistan ssemsmoreand morelikely todipintofiercely contested
enclaveswith the Taliban and their supportersback in circulation. In short, the
neat military resolutionthat installsthe‘ good guys whiletheUScanrideintothe
sunset with asense of moral satisfaction appearselusive.

Atthedomainof thegloba systemic, wherestaesarelocatedintheir inevitable
jostlinginthefurtheranceof individua nationd interest, onemay posit that the brief
unipolar moment isnow past. The US asthe exemplar of theWest that had won
the Cold War isnow besieged by itsown anxietiesfrom both within and without.
Its pre-eminence astheworld’ s most potent military power isnot in doubt. Its
ability to stay the course and pump in moreresources - both human and materia
- inthewar againgt terror isa so not in doubt. But inan unintended asymmetry, the
post-9/11/pogt-Iragwar domain pitssate against non-sateand pre-eminent military
power embodied inthe USgateisrepeatedly contested by thedeterminedterrorist/
insurgent/nationalistin Iragand beyond. Fromal accounts, over-whe ming, standoff,
hi-tech conventional military power hasreached aglassceiling asthe attacksin
Falujaand Ngaf have demongtrated.

Society isalready paying apricefor the post 9/11 fallout. The rhythms of
normal cy whether withinthe US or Russiahavebeenirrevocably disturbed and
the socio-political ozonelayer hasbeen punctured. At onelevel theterrorist has
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prevailed for the response of the besi eged fortress state has been to accord unto
itself the role of ensuring the ‘security’ if its citizenry - at whatever cost.
Consequently, thenormativeliberd va uesthat areembodied inthe US Condtitution
(and other libera democratic states) now stand trampled or shrunk against the
ever-widening policeambit of the state machinery. Theimposing military machine
at the command of the C-in-C gppearsformidablebut ineffectiveintheinchoate
post-9/11 security landscape. And civil society das, isbecomingincreasingly inured
to the macabre rhythms of the post-9/11 world as it surfs from wardrobe
dysfunction to the Olympics, maybe Darfur and the US Presidentia elections-
and occasionally stopping at Bedan.
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