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Introduction

Six years after the declaration of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), the United States, indeed the world, stands at a crossroads. The early successes against the new global terrorism, sustained by the shock of the events of 11 September 2001 and the apparent justness of the initial American response, soon gave way to growing doubts, criticism and anger at the evolving US strategy. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was opposed by many of America’s key allies in Europe, and indeed, was attacked even by America’s own realist academics as an ill-advised strategic move at best, and an outdated exercise in neo-imperial dominance at worst, one that would be met by the strength of a phenomenon we have witnessed so often in the last century – that of nationalism.
  

This essay evaluates the campaign against terrorism and examines what the mistakes have been and what we can do to fix them. It asks three simple questions: What is the problem? What are the reasons for failure? What can be done?

What is the Problem?

As some predicted early on, the USA and its small band of allies have become bogged down in a deadly and protracted insurgency in Iraq that shows no sign of abating. An Iraq that was safe from Al Qaeda and had few if any Al Qaeda operatives there under the draconian eye of Saddam Hussein is not only today in the throes of a deadly civil war, but is overrun with radical fighters, many not even Iraqi. Like Afghanistan before it, Iraq today is generating a new band of global jihadists from battle-hardened mujahideen returning to Europe, Asia and Africa after fighting there. In contrast to the mujahideen who returned home from Afghanistan in the 1980s who were trained in rural guerilla warfare, the new generation of jihadis would have acquired from their experience in Iraq urban warfare techniques honed against the best and most technologically capable armed forces in the world, such as the construction of vehicle bombs, roadside IEDs, the use of stand-off weaponry such as mortars and remotely fired devices, assassinations, kidnapping, conducting ambushes and sniper attacks.
 Dispersed throughout the world, the ex-Iraq mujahideen will gradually reconstitute a post-Al Qaeda global network that will have much greater terrorist capabilities than before.  

Indeed, the immediate consequence of the failure of American grand strategy has been the lack of progress in the global war on terrorism. Instead of defeating terrorism, terrorist attacks have multiplied worldwide since 9-11. In 2003, terrorist attacks in Saudi Arabia aimed at western expatriates killed some 34, including 9 Americans, and wounded over 200. In Casablanca in Morocco, 41 people were killed by suicide bombers, half at a Spanish social club.
  Separate attacks in Chechnya also killed over 70 people and left hundreds wounded. A deadly car bomb in August 2003 severely damaged the American-owned Marriott Hotel in central Jakarta, in Indonesia, killing 10 people and injuring over 100.
 As Time presciently observed, the “rash of suicide bombings … kills the idea that the West is winning the terror war.”
 More recently, the bombing of the Australian High Commission in Jakarta in September 2004, the London bombings in July 2005, the second Bali bombing in October 2005, and the Algiers bombing in April 2007, have reminded us of the continuing threat that the militants pose worldwide.  

There is indeed serious evidence that Al Qaeda and its associates worldwide have not only weathered unprecedented security operations by military and security forces all over the world, they have in fact adapted, evolved and grown into an even deadlier global insurgency. This global insurgency does not have any real central directing authority and indeed has none or very tenuous links with Al Qaeda, but consists mainly of local groups motivated by the same radical ideology, driven by causes such as the American invasion and occupation of Iraq, and fired up by local political, economic and social grievances. 

In addition, the political impact of the war in Iraq is likely to linger for many years, shaping and hardening attitudes of Muslims all over the world about the US and the West in general. The conflict has angered the Muslim world, given the widely perceived illegality of the US actions and the conviction among many Muslims that the US is really carrying out a crusade against Islam. Indeed, the pro-Israel stance of the neoconservative officials and politicians who pushed so hard for the war in Iraq appears to lend credence to Al Qaeda’s charge that Islam is facing a war waged by a “Jewish-Crusader” alliance.  
What are the Reasons for Failure?

What explains the failure to make progress in the global war on terrorism? 

As Bruce Hoffman testified to the US Congress in February 2006:

America’s counterterrorism strategy appears predominantly weighted towards a ‘kill or capture’ approach targeting individual bad guys. This line of attack assumes that America’s contemporary enemies – be they Al Qaeda or the insurgents in Iraq – have a traditional center of gravity. It also assumes that these enemies simply need to be killed or imprisoned so that global terrorism or the Iraqi insurgency will both end. Accordingly, the attention of the US military and intelligence community is directed almost uniformly towards hunting down militant leaders or protecting US forces – not toward understanding the enemy we now face.
 

The US reaction to the events of 11 September 2001 was to declare war on international terrorism. It made the war on terror a top military priority, increased the defence budget, established a Department of Homeland Security and promulgated a new National Security Strategy which emphasized a unilateral, pre-emptive approach to dealing with terrorist and other threats before they reached America’s borders. This strategy was justified on the grounds that “traditional concepts of deterrence will not work against a terrorist enemy whose avowed tactics are wanton destruction and the targeting of innocents; whose so-called soldiers seek martyrdom in death and whose potent protection is statelessness.”
 The US has therefore adopted an approach that French strategist Andre Beaufre would have described as a direct strategy, as it has chosen to emphasize direct military action.  

The problem with this approach, as Thomas Mockaitis and Paul Rich have pointed out, is that no counter-terrorism campaign has ever been won by military or police means alone.
 The futility of such approaches can be demonstrated in the early years of counter-terrorism in Northern Ireland, where initially heavy-handed responses fuelled more organized, long-term terrorism. Success in Northern Ireland, was achieved only through subsequent long-term political and diplomatic initiatives.
 In Malaya in the 1950s, the initial heavy handedness of the security response was largely ineffective, until a more comprehensive approach which also included serious attempts at addressing the political, economic and social grievances that underpinned the communist insurgency, was put into place.   

In contrast, the US approach has thus far been unilateral and uni-dimensional – with a strong emphasis on the direct application of kinetic military force to solve the problem of terrorism. This was however perhaps inevitable, given its economic and military power, its historical approach to terrorism, the devastation of 9-11, the risk of WMD terrorism, and strong domestic political pressure to act decisively. Thus, despite the inevitable long-term consequences, the US has focused almost entirely on its traditional short-term objectives of killing or capturing terrorists and denying them state sponsorship.
    
The result of this approach has been a propaganda windfall for Al Qaeda. Indeed, Bruce Hoffman acknowledged in his testimony before the US Congress in February 2006, of “our enemies’ effective use of propaganda and related information operations,” citing in particular, “their portrayal of America and the West as an aggressive and predatory force waging war on Islam,” which “not only continues to resonate among large segments of the Muslim world but also continues to undermine our own efforts to break down the cycle of recruitment and regeneration that sustains Al Qaeda and the militant, global jihadi movement it champions.”

Another problem cited by Hoffman is the lack of attention to understanding the nature of the challenge. As Hoffman noted in his testimony in February 2006: 

Although many reasons are often cited for the current stasis in America’s war on terrorism from the diversion of attention from bin Laden and al-Zawahiri caused by Iraq to inchoate US public diplomacy efforts – the real cause is at once as basic as it is prosaic: we still don’t know, much less, understand the enemy.

Instead of investing in building up a deeply empirical understanding of the nature of the enemy, encompassing motivation, mindset, decision-making processes, command and control relationships, organizational dynamics and ideological constructs, simplistic models such as Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of Civilisations” have instead gained popular currency in the aftermath of those seminal events of 9-11.
 

The problem with simplistic, generalized models, however, is that sweeping generalizations obscure the complexities of the problem at hand. Is there really a clash of civilizations between the West and Islam? Further interrogation reveals that there is no such thing as a unified Western worldview, given the deep divisions in Europe over Iraq, let alone a unified Islam marching to the tune set by Osama bin Laden. Indeed, there is no unified Muslim world or unified Muslim umma or community, given the huge diversity of this community, and the fractiousness and divisions within it. Witness, for instance, the current deadly Sunni-Shiite civil conflict in Iraq. So which Islam was Huntington talking about?

Furthermore, the academic study of Islam, the Middle East, terrorism and insurgency, among other topics, is not very sophisticated nor is it invested with the same level of intellectual depth and empirical knowledge that we used to have when area studies flourished. Have we in fact made presumptions which are not true? Have we misunderstood Islam? Have we misunderstood the nature of the so-called “new” terrorism that we face today? 

Let us consider the claims of the “new” terrorism analysts, which include Hoffman. They argue that the events of 9-11 marked the emergence of a new form of terrorism that was previously unknown. “Traditional” terrorism formed during the Cold War was characterized, among other things, by their tight organisation and hierarchical structure, clear political objectives and communiqués taking credit for and explaining their actions. 
However, the characteristics of the “new” terrorism that was epitomized by 9-11 include: motivation by apocalyptic, millenarian religion that espouses violence; mass casualty terrorist attacks which could potentially involve the use of weapons of mass destruction; a transnational mode of operation that disregards national borders; a global presence, made possible by decentralized, networked organizational structures and local strategic alliances; the multinational character and composition of its members; decreasing dependence on state sponsors as the ability to operate across borders has increased; and the exploitation and use of modern technology and communications to reach out to potentially millions of supporters compared to the much smaller clandestine support base in the pre-Internet age. It has also been argued that this “new” terrorism is in fact a product of globalisation, which has provided the conditions for its emergence. 
 

This analysis is very useful in explaining the general global trend in terrorism, particularly its evolution in the post-Cold War era of globalization. However, the new terrorism paradigm suffers from a levels of analysis problem. It is much less useful when we apply it to the level of the region and the state. It fails to explain the complexities of local rebellions, particularly in understanding the nature of Muslim alienation and the various armed revolts this has engendered. A number of questions can also be legitimately raised. Is the “new” terrorism really new when in most parts of the world Al Qaeda thrives on feeding on existing local Muslim grievances that are political, economic and social in nature, which have in fact been old and long-standing? Is it new when many affiliate groups of Al Qaeda have existed for a long time, and in fact predated it? Is it new when many Muslim separatist or rebel groups, such as those in Southeast Asia, have shown remarkable ambivalence in embracing the radical message of global jihad that Al Qaeda offers? 

The “new” versus old terrorism debate is a key debate in terrorism studies. It is also an important one, and deserves serious research. For instance, Southeast Asia has, in the wake of 9-11, been designated by the United States as so-called “Second Front” in the Global War on Terrorism. This designation stems from the fact that following 9-11 and military action by the USA and its allies in Afghanistan and the Middle East, Al Qaeda terrorists would invariably seek refuge in the jungles of the region, which has the world’s largest population of Muslims as well as local Muslim rebel groups who can be expected to offer welcoming refuge. 

This however is possibly a misreading of the local Southeast Asian context. As a major study of Southeast Asian terrorism and insurgency has found, the situation in Southeast Asia is much more complex, defying simplistic generalizations.
  Whilst there are suicide bombers, terrorist attacks and radical groups linked to Al Qaeda, there are also Muslim separatist rebel groups in Aceh in Indonesia, southern Thailand, and southern Philippines. What is interesting is that, for the most part, Al Qaeda has failed to penetrate such separatist groups, which continue to emphasize nationalist and territorial agendas, rather than one based on the global jihad. Another interesting feature of terrorism in the region is that a lot of it is actually non-Islamic. The ethnic minorities in Burma, the Hmongs and Montagnards in Indochina, the people of Irian Jaya, and until more recently, the East Timorese, have been in rebellion against their central governments. There also remains a major Maoist communist insurgency in the Philippines.  

Another interesting finding is that all rebel groups, including radical Muslim groups, in fact predated Al Qaeda. Indeed, the study found that all rebellions in the region share some common characteristics, such as: strong underlying political, economic, social grievances; a sense of relative deprivation and evidently deep socio-economic disparities; the presence of discrimination and prejudice; and have suffered gross mismanagement and corruption by the authorities. In short, there are fundamental grievances that have resulted in Muslim rebellion.

Despite this, the US has failed to take a comprehensive and political approach to address fundamental grievances that underlie the resort to violence. As Renato Cruz de Castro has argued, the key component in the fight against terrorism is to gain political advantage over the terrorists in terms of time, space, legitimacy, and political support.
 Ultimately, it means defusing the terrorists’ most powerful weapon — the political message. Implicit in his argument is the rejection of the new terrorism paradigm which assumes that apocalyptic religion is the motivating factor in the appeal of radical Islam, his basic premise being that ultimately, behind radical Islam’s religiosity is a political agenda. According to him, therefore, there is a need to address these underlying grievances, such as alleviating poverty, social ills and other problems associated with globalization that provide a fertile ground for political discontent as well as foster recruitment and support for the terrorist organizations. 

Have we, or more specifically the United States, therefore made generalized assumptions that have not quite captured the complexities of Muslim alienation and rebellion, particularly at the regional or local level? More seriously, has this misreading led to inappropriate strategy, as encapsulated under the general catch-all approach of the Global War on Terrorism?  

There is, however, little evidence that the United States understands how a comprehensive approach based on the careful and calibrated use of both kinetic military instruments as well as the non-kinetic instruments of economic and cultural soft-power, psychological warfare, and addressing fundamental grievances is supposed to work. Perhaps this has to do with the lack of a long-term vision, given the pressure of US domestic politics and the need to show short-term results. The Global War on Terrorism is a simple and direct call for the elimination of terrorism, but terrorism has always been an historical phenomenon which could never be truly defeated. As Renato Cruz de Castro noted, the powerful forces of globalization and modernization in this new century will continue to generate problems and tensions that will result in both winners and losers, with the losers sometimes resorting to terrorism.
 The stark reality is that terrorism as a phenomenon is here to stay as it will always be the preferred weapon or instrument of the weak. 

The realistic objective must therefore be the long-term containment of terrorism within acceptable boundaries. To do so effectively for the long-term requires a response based on institutions, norms, laws and international cooperation, as opposed to unilateralism and the forceful application of kinetic military force. To do so effectively, however, requires global cooperation and consensus. It is the lack of a long-term perspective that perhaps explains the willingness of the United States to allow the effects of its unilateral actions to undermine the international cohesion that is so essential to a robust international response to the threat of global terrorism. 

The US unilateral impulse has to be seen in the context of its growing technological and military power, coupled with a growing sense that encumbrances of alliances, the United Nations, international norms and international laws, should not prevent the US from pursuing its national security interests. In addition, the rise of the neoconservatives (often associated with the pro-Israeli religious Christian right) has been a significant political development in the US since the 1980s, helping to change security perspectives in the US and influence the choice and direction of its defence and foreign policies. The impact of 11 September 2001 has thus been to heighten the sense that the US should use its enormous power and technology to meet the emerging security challenges, unilaterally if need be. 

The result has been the neglect of the soft power of multilateral alliances and institutions to legitimize and more effectively deal with transnational security threats that the US cannot, in the long-term, manage effectively on its own. The importance of international support should not be underestimated, as it confers legitimacy. Legitimacy, or the “rightness” of one’s cause, is enhanced when one is seen to be acting justly, within established norms and within the ambit of international law. It is an important counter to the message of radical ideology, as it undermines radical propaganda, and helps build the international consensus that is needed to de-legitimise the radical message. Indeed, international support and cooperation is essential if global terrorism is to be effectively contained, given the porosity of borders and the ease of communications in an age of globalisation. International cooperation is also essential if governmental and non-governmental organisations from across the globe are going to assist in addressing some of the fundamental causes of terrorism, including the rebuilding of failed states, and if financial institutions are to assist in the tracking and seizing of international terrorist funds.

More importantly, it will be very difficult to counter radical ideology without Muslim involvement. But the heavy-handed manner in which the United States has conducted its response to terrorism has horrified many in the international community. It has contributed to much deeper animosities from those very Muslim communities that must cooperate if more lasting effects are to be achieved. Heavy-handedness could be seen in the way Fallujah was almost completely destroyed in dealing with lightly armed insurgents. It is also apparent in very questionable interpretations of the laws of armed conflict, epitomised by Guantanamo Bay and the abuses at Abu Gharaib, which have caused horror amongst US allies and anger in Muslim communities. Moreover, such actions have contributed considerably to the recruitment of more people to the radical cause. 

As Hoffman and others have also pointed out, another major impact of the quest for short-term results has been the way that Al Qaeda has changed and adapted. Although the defeat of the Taliban and the subsequent occupation of Afghanistan disrupted Al Qaeda in the short-term, it dispersed thousands of extremists to new locations from which they could resume their activities. At the same time, it has transformed it into what is now an arguably even more formidable and resilient enemy, through its leaderless worldwide resistance that now resembles a dispersed global insurgency. Like a hydra, the terrorist problem has therefore not declined but grown as Al Qaeda and other radical elements have succeeded in sustaining and expanding the jihadist cause by perpetuating the impression that Islam is being forced to take up arms against Western, particularly, US aggression.
   

This brings us to the key obstacle in the campaign against terrorism – the failure to win the battle for hearts and minds in the Muslim world. Ultimately, the problem of radicalism can only be won with the support and through the effort of the Muslim communities themselves. The center of gravity, therefore, cannot be the battlefields of Iraq or Afghanistan, but in fact lies within the Muslim world. Yet, the very actions of the United States have put moderate Muslims who oppose the use of violence and who disagree with radical ideology on the back-foot. 

What can be Done?

Finally, we come to the question of what can be done. Essentially, what is needed is a multilateral and comprehensive approach designed to contain the new global terrorism through the winning of hearts and minds of the Muslim world, where the true center of gravity lies. What needs to be abandoned is unilateral and uni-dimensional approach that has so far characterised the US approach and which has so far demonstrably failed, both in Iraq and in the broader Global War on Terrorism. 

Mockaitis has argued persuasively that the concept of the Global War on Terrorism has be abandoned, since war, in international law, has a precise definition and does not readily lend itself to a grey-area phenomenon like terrorism.
 War is also a problematic concept because it implies the emphasis on military force as well as an end-state of “victory,” however this is defined. Al Qaeda’s transformation, however, into a generalised global threat akin to a global insurgency necessitates a re-conceptualisation of strategy. Accordingly, it is important to re-conceptualise the Global War on Terrorism not as a war but as a Global Counter-Insurgency operation, in which there is a change in emphasis from a direct to an indirect military approach, with the military taking a more supporting role in a predominantly ideological, political and diplomatic response, ie a comprehensive strategy.
  

This new strategy has to be multilateral in nature if it is to succeed. This invariably means the need to rely on international institutions, laws and norms, as well as the need to build an international consensus on countering global terrorism, in order to achieve global cooperation against it. In effect, the United States has to abandon its unilateral strategy and learn to work with its allies and friends, in particular those from the Muslim world, if there is going to be an effective strategy to contain the threat of the new global terrorism.  

Beyond that, there is a need to fix the deep-seated domestic roots of Muslim rage and alienation in Muslim countries. It is important to recognize that the roots of Muslim rage and alienation lie fundamentally in local political, economic, and social issues and conflicts, whether in Palestine, Chechnya, Kashmir, Mindanao or even in Western Europe. It is this alienation that is currently fueling the radical Muslim agenda. A major part of a counter-terrorism strategy must therefore be a comprehensive strategy designed to contain and isolate the extremists, in which military measures are necessary but not a sufficient means by itself.  In the end, the center of gravity in the war against terrorism does not lie in the battlefields of Afghanistan or Iraq, but within the hearts and minds of the Muslim community worldwide.  This means addressing political issues such as Palestine, using development to reduce socio-economic disparities, putting into place systems of governance, and building institutions. 

Getting this grand strategy right is important because the war against terrorism is ultimately a political one.  Recalling Clausewitz, it is the political objectives that require sharp focus.  Indeed, the war against terrorism does not consist of a series of tactical military victories or a mounting body-count of militants exterminated or captured. Success has to be measured not just in the decline in the number and scope of attacks, the collapse of terrorist morale, and a growing sense of safety amongst ordinary people, but also in the significant improvement in the political standing and general reputation of the United States in the eyes of the international, and particularly Muslim, communities. It is the legitimacy that the United States and its allies, including those in the Muslim world, need in order to marginalize the radical ideologues. 

To begin to reclaim that legitimacy, however, it should be clear to everyone today that the United States must somehow exit from Iraq. From a relatively stable unitary state albeit under dictatorial rule, the responsibility for its descent into the shocking violence due to the insurgency as well as civil conflict lies squarely with the actions of the United States. As long as the United States remains in Iraq, Muslim rage will grow and the problem of global radical terrorism will simply worsen.    
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