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Islamists slaughtered 350 people in Sri Lanka, a white nationalist gunned down fifty Muslims in New Zealand. Behind this religious violence, is there an obsession with identity? ABC journalist and Griffith University professor Stan Grant discusses his new book on identity and that's coming up.

This is Andrew West. Welcome to the religion and ethics report.

Thanks to Georgia Lineasy for stepping in at the last moment when I lost my voice and thanks to those of you who were very kind and wrote in to ask if I was OK. I do appreciate it.

Let's begin in Sri Lanka where the death toll in the Easter church and hotel bombings has climbed to more than 350. The Islamic State group has claimed responsibility and called it revenge for the massacres at the two mosques in New Zealand last month.
Dr Isaac Kfir is Director of the National Security Program at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute.

Kfir:

So I would say that the majority of terrorism experts were surprised that Sri Lanka was the target because generally, when you have two minority groups like Muslims and Christians living in another country we don’t tend to see that type of activity, that's one. Secondly, generally we didn't see many people from Sri Lanka travelling to Syria or Iraq. We now know that may be there were five or six or maybe even more who had travelled, so it certainly only took a lot of us, certainly took me by my surprise.

West:

Isacc I wonder whether the displacement, in fact the complete routing of the Islamic state group in Syria and Iraq means that what we saw in Sri Lanka is now going to be much more commonplace, because this is the new battlefield. They've lost territory but they bring terror to the heart of other countries.

Kfir:

I think that's an excellent question. What I would say is that there has been a dispersal of salafi-jihadism and IS fighters around the world, and most of them have really struggled to go back to the Western countries where many of them come from. So we know we know about 7000 Europeans, and 30000 in total, travelled to join Islamic state. They can't go back to a lot of the European countries, so where are they going? They are going to areas and locations where access is much easier to get through. So they identify weak spots like Afghanistan, like possibly Sri Lanka, like Indonesia and Malaysia. And large parts of the Sahel have seen a return of many of those foreign fighters. So they're looking for places, for fragile locations where they can establish bases. They can establish themselves again and re-engage with weak and fragile governments.

West:

I was reading of piece by Abdul Basit who is a researcher at the Rajaratnam School of International Studies at Singapore. He had a piece in the National Interest where he warned that Afghanistan that was now going to be, if you like, the jumping off place for these jihadists and extremists, to use that to attack South Asia. And you know it seems Sri Lanka is the softest part of South Asia. Do we expect a lot more jihadist activity now in South Asia?

Kfir:

I think we might see more salafi-jihadi activity. So we certainly have seen IS engage in Afghanistan. So it’s important to emphasise that the route from Syria and Iraq to South Asia is relatively easy because it's a land route so they will go through the northern Iraq and Northern Iran into Afghanistan and then possibly into Pakistan and to other parts of South Asia. The other thing to remember is that the Islamic State was 

the wealthiest terrorist organisation of all time. They probably had somewhere in the region of about 6 billion dollars, and you can do a lot of things with six billion dollars. So you know it's easier for them to maybe bribe officials to cross borders. It is easier for them to acquire travel documentation. So Afghanistan, I think is likely to see a resurgence. But we've also seen in both Al Qaeda members and Islamic State members operating in Bangladesh and also in Pakistan. India hasn't seen that much salafi-jihadi activity and according to reports, it was the Indian Security Services that warned the Singhalese that there might be an IS operation taking place in Sri Lanka. But for some reason the Sri Lankans did not act on it, whatever reason, on what the Indians had told them. 

West:

Isaac you mentioned Pakistan there. You've done a lot of extensive research into the region into the sources of terrorist funding, into the bits of terrorist cultures. Just how much are these extremist groups like ISIS able to enfold themselves almost into the government of places like Pakistan, because we know that Pakistan has been incredibly negligent in the way that it has allowed extremism to flower there.

Kfir:

So if you speak to Pakistani officials, they would always tell you that these individuals, they call them miscreants, are no longer in Pakistan.  Pakistani officials will take great pride saying that we no longer have the Taliban and other organisations operating in Pakistan. We know that we know that is not true. We know that there are cells within cells operating. We know that the Pakistani intelligence services, the ISI, 

was very much at the heart of the creation, first of the Taliban and of other organisations. We know that they were there at the moment of creation. So I suspect there is a lot of sympathisers within the Pakistani security establishment, who share some of the ideas of these individuals and that certainly s a problem that needs to be addressed.

West:

Isacc is the money still coming from the Gulf? Is it still coming from sympathisers in Saudi Arabia?

Kfir:

So again you speak to Gulf officials they will always tell you that, oh, we've clamped down on all of the money, the illicit money transfer, or the Hawala transfer, but we know that simply not possible. I suspect that still money flows from wealthy individuals in the Gulf to these types of organisations. It's very difficult for individuals to deradicalise once they all these ideas. You know what, the thing that we have to focus on is disengagement, is showing them that this is not the Islamic interpretation, this is not what the Quran says and that's one of the most difficult things. Because for a lot of those folks in the Gulf, especially individuals from Saudi Arabia, who are inculcated with this virulent, militant interpretation of Islam, but they actually believe that what they are doing is what is expected of them. So we have to work better with them and explain to them that this is not what the Prophet Muhammad had intended.
West:

I realise their level of Islamic scholarship is very low, but then we do have people like al Baghdadi, the head of ISIS brandishing around PhDs that he has in Islamic studies from Gulf universities. They're not entirely divorced from a particular fringe. It's a fringe but it very powerful and animating fringe of Islamic thinking.

Kfir:

Yes it's ok I think we have to appreciate that within Sunni Islam there is no hierarchy, all right, I mean the clerics are not overseen by, like a pope or an ayatollah. That creates an element of egalitarianism within the movement so that everybody can come out and become a mulafi, or a doctor in Islamic jurisprudence if they acquire the necessary skill. That's one of the key challenges that we are having. This egalitarian nature enables individuals to say that my interpretation of the Quran is more correct than somebody else, and that creates a lot of problems within Sunni Islam that has to be addressed much much better.

West:

Any thoughts about efforts to both deradicalise and also decouple, if you like, the extremists and the jihad is from the sources of funding?

Kfir:

We work very very hard as you said to decouple the links, oh, so we've got the Financial Action Task Force, which has introduced many recommendations, to countries as to how to stand the flow of money. Illicit money transfer, we're trying to regulate that. We have the Hawala system. There are activities within this financing of terrorism that we are still struggling to identify, because whenever we close one avenue, the other entities look for others. So for example one of the things I am identifying slowly now is the usage of cryptocurrencies. So we are seeing, within for example the Islamic State, that conversation has to whether cryptocurrencies are permissible under Islamic law. So we are constantly, from the counter-financing element, constantly having to identify new potential methods but we have to close down.

West:

That's Dr Issac Kfir, the Director of the National Security Program at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute
Links:

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/religionandethicsreport/sri-lanka/11043624

https://abcmedia.akamaized.net/rn/podcast/2019/04/rer_20190424.mp3

https://www.aspi.org.au/bio/isaac-kfir

