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WASHINGTON: After two grinding decades of
combating Islamist terror, America is split
asunder, divided not just on how to defeat the
Islamic State, but on the magnitude of the
threat the group poses. Gone is the grief-
fueled solidarity that flowed seamlessly in the
immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks.
Within minutes of President Barack Obama
calling for unity in a landmark Oval Office
address Sunday, Republicans made clear they
would not, could not, oblige.

A call to come “together around our com-
mon ideals as one nation, as one people,” was
met by Republican frontrunner Donald Trump’s
response “is that all there is? We need a new
president-fast!” With less than a year until the
November 2016 vote, the spirit of hyper-parti-
sanship is not really a surprise. “For decades,
national security has been that one thing that
at least temporarily you could rally people,
whether it was jingoism or whatever it was,”
said Patrick Skinner, a former CIA case officer
now with the Soufan Group. “Now, not even
natural disasters can even temporarily unify,
even attacks are immediately politicized.” “We
can’t even agree on gravity,” he said.

The emergence of a new style of home-
spun Islamist threat has only magnified the
divide. After the much bloodier 9/11 attacks,
President George W Bush rallied the nation
behind drastic action, vowing to tackle “the
terrorists who committed these acts and those
who harbor them.” In less than a month, law-
makers-Republican and Democrat-had voted

overwhelmingly to take “necessary and appro-
priate force” and US troops had invaded
Afghanistan in a bid to deny Osama bin
Laden’s Al-Qaeda a safe haven. Today, there is
no such obvious, unifying response. The San
Bernardino assailants lived in America, one of
them grew up in America and they seemingly
had only ideological links with Islamic State.

“There is no airstrike that is going to help
San Bernardino,” said Skinner. “The fight against
Islamic State is a nuanced fight.” Obama has
approached the problem in a similar vein, like a
malignancy that has to be systematically
removed, but one that can only become an
existential threat if America responds by
undermining its own values. In framing his
response, the mistakes of Iraq and Afghanistan
wars loom large. Obama is adamant that
becoming enmeshed in another large-scale
ground war in a Muslim country would be
costly and would only fuel radicalism.

‘A nation at war’
Republicans see Obama dangerously

underestimating a group that is deserving of
the same action that was meted out against
Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union. “ISIS has
become, in the last few years on Obama’s
watch, the wealthiest, most powerful terrorist
network in the history of the world,” according
to Marc Thiessen, a former Bush speechwriter.
“They have the resources to cause immense
damage if they are not pinned down and
stopped and their gains reversed.” “Make no

mistake,” said House Homeland Security
Committee Chairman Michael McCaul, “we are
a nation at war.” 

“I believe 2015 will be seen as a watershed
year in this long war-the year when our ene-
mies gained an upper hand and when the

spread of terror once again awoke the West,”
he added. The White House has sought to
deflect that kind of comment as “divisive rhet-
oric” from the campaign trail. “A lot of these
issues are being discussed in the context of a
hotly competitive presidential election,” said

White House spokesman Josh Earnest. “If we
spent a lot of time worried or focused on that,
we’d be focused on the wrong thing.”

But the policy prescriptions are becoming
increasingly difficult to dismiss. Trump’s pro-
posal to ban Muslims from entering the
United States is likely to reverberate beyond
the echo chamber of the 2016 campaign.
Some within the Republican party privately
and ruefully admit that type of strategy is
designed to appeal to white evangelicals who
make up the base of the party and feel them-
selves and their religion under threat. Obama’s
repeated calls for gun control measures that
would have done little to thwart San
Bernardino has only fueled that sense of
threat. But many more Republicans say there
is genuine anger that Obama has let his guard
down in tackling the IS group.

According to Thiessen, “9/11 took the entire
country by surprise, today there is a red light
flashing and they are putting a piece of tape
over it, so people are frustrated.” “I don’t think
that he ran for this job in order to be com-
mander-in-chief, it’s one of the responsibilities,
but it wasn’t his motivation,” he said. “It’s a bur-
den rather than the core of the job.” The deep
and increasingly personalized divisions may
only make unity and the fight against Islamic
State more difficult, experts warn. “It’s better
to fight an enemy if you are united, of course
we are not the United States right now, we are
the divided states,” said Skinner. “I don’t know
how it gets better.” — AFP 

New terror threat frays American unity

NEW JERSEY: Muslim men pray at a mosque in Jersey City, New Jersey. Muslim American
leaders accused Republican Presidential hopeful Donald Trump of incitement for demand-
ing a ‘complete shutdown’ of Muslims entering the US after a New York shopkeeper was
beaten in an alleged hate crime. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Saudi authorities have agreed
to retry a Sri Lankan housemaid sentenced
to death by stoning for adultery, her coun-
try’s deputy foreign minister said yesterday.
Harsha de Silva told parliament in Colombo
the government had secured a fresh trial
for the woman after Sri Lankan diplomats
visited her in a Saudi jail over the weekend.
“Through our intervention, they (Saudi
authorities) have agreed to reopen the
case,” de Silva told parliament. 

“This can be considered a big victory.
We will provide her with legal counsel,” he
added, without elaborating on the grounds
for a retrial. The woman, a 45-year-old mar-
ried mother of two who has not been
named, was convicted of adultery in
August. She was sentenced to death by
stoning, while an unmarried Sri Lankan
man convicted alongside her was sen-
tenced to 100 lashes. Sri Lankan lawmakers
from all parties have united in urging the
government to secure clemency for the
woman and a pardon for the man. 

Foreign Minister Mangala Samaraweera
met the Saudi envoy to Colombo last week
and expressed concern over the case,
which has sparked calls for a ban on Sri
Lankan women travelling to Saudi Arabia
for domestic work. There were similar calls
in 2013 when Saudi Arabia beheaded a Sri
Lankan woman convicted of killing a baby
in her care in 2005, when she was 17 years
old. Sri Lanka’s Muslim minority on Monday
appealed to Saudi King Salman to inter-
vene and pardon the couple. Under the

conservative kingdom’s strict Islamic sharia
legal code, murder, armed robbery, rape,
adultery, drug trafficking and apostasy are
all punishable by death.

Pakistani executed 
In another development, Saudi Arabia

yesterday executed a convicted Pakistani
heroin smuggler, adding to a toll which
rights group Amnesty International says is
the kingdom’s highest in two decades. The
ministry of interior said Khan Iqbal was put
to death in the holy city of Makkah for
smuggling a large amount of heroin in his
intestines. According to AFP tallies, Iqbal is
the 149th local or foreigner put to death
this year, against 87 for all of 2014. London-
based Amnesty says the number of execu-
tions in Saudi Arabia this year is the highest
since 192 people were put to death in 1995.

The toll has rarely exceeded 90 annually
in recent years, it said. Reasons for the surge
are unclear. Over the last few weeks, howev-
er, there has been a marked drop in execu-
tions, all of which are reported by the offi-
cial Saudi Press Agency. Rights experts have
raised concerns about the fairness of trials
in the kingdom and say the death penalty
should not be applied in drug cases. Last
month the European Union issued a state-
ment saying a number of people had been
put to death recently in Saudi Arabia after
convictions for drug trafficking. “ The
European Union is opposed to capital pun-
ishment in all cases and without exception,”
it said. — Agencies 

Maid wins reprieve from 
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Saudi executes Pakistani heroin smuggler

WASHINGTON: Tashfeen Malik, the wife
accused in the California shootings, was one
of just 519 Pakistanis allowed into the coun-
try last year specifically to marry a US citi-
zen. Malik’s path to the United States imme-
diately highlighted the US government’s
immigration vetting practices after she was
identified as one of two attackers in San
Bernardino, California. The FBI said Monday
she and her American husband had been
radicalized for some time. That raised the
prospect that Malik’s anti-American senti-
ments could have surfaced before US offi-
cials evaluated whether she should be
allowed to move here.

The Obama administration is reviewing
the program, Homeland Security Secretary
Jeh Johnson said Monday. He did not say
what changes were being considered. The
K-1 visa program is among the smallest visa
categories managed by the government. Of
more than 9.9 million visas issued in fiscal
2014, just 35,925 - roughly 0.3 percent -
were fiancÈ visas, according to State
Department figures. Much of the focus is on
rooting out marriage fraud. A couple must
prove they have physically seen each other
within the past two years, unless meeting in
person would violate “strict and long-estab-
lished customs” or cause an “extreme hard-
ship.” “This visa has been totally under the
radar,” said Marc Rosenblum, deputy direc-
tor of the US Immigration Policy Program at
the Migration Policy Center. “The issue of
marriage fraud has definitely gotten a lot of

attention, just not as a security vulnerabili-
ty.” Applicants are subject to a vetting
process that includes at least one in-person
interview, fingerprints, checks against US
terrorist watch lists and reviews of family
members, travel history and places where a
person has lived and worked. But checks for
information about an applicant against
entries in intelligence databases and crimi-
nal records can be hampered if the underly-
ing information is incomplete.

DHS spokeswoman Marsha Catron said
officials from DHS and the State
Department are reviewing the fiancÈ visa
program “to assess possible program
enhancements.” The administration is also
reviewing the Visa Waiver Program, which
allows most citizens from 38 countries to
travel to the United States without applying
for a visa. Foreigners applying from coun-
tries recognized as home to Islamic extrem-
ists, such as Pakistan, undergo additional
scrutiny before the State Department and
Homeland Security Department approve
permission for a visa. 

Malik had been living in Pakistan and vis-
iting family in Saudi Arabia before she
passed the background check and entered
the US in July 2014 with Syed Farook, a US
citizen whose family was originally from
Pakistan. The vetting process is similar to
but less stringent than the process used to
approve refugees from Syria. It is far more
extensive than checks made for traditional
tourist visas, Rosenblum said. —AP

US reviewing fiance visa 
program after shootings


