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chapter 9

Counter-terrorism

When President George W. Bush declared a war against terrorism
in the aftermath of the events of 11 September, the framing 
of America’s response to the attacks was criticized on a number of
grounds. Thus, some commentators argued that it was a mistake
to declare war on an abstraction. They argued that terrorism was
not a concrete concept but rather constituted a judgement on
violent actions without clear boundaries. A similar point was made
by others who argued that it was a mistake to declare war on a
tactic, reflecting a common approach to the definition of terror-
ism as encompassing the use of particular methods of violence.
According to such critics, it might have been wiser for President
Bush simply to have committed the United States to uprooting al-
Qaeda as the network responsible for the attacks. Indeed the
Administration’s initial narrow formulation of its task as the defeat
of terrorism with a global reach, if it had been held to, might have
largely satisfied these critics. Other critics focused on the issue of
whether it was sensible to couch the struggle against al-Qaeda as
a war at all. Lawrence Freedman summarizes their objections 
as follows:

First, redefining obnoxious criminal acts as warlike dignifies
them and gives the perpetrators an unnecessarily heroic 
status. Second, instead of objectives being framed in terms 
of law enforcement and the successful prosecution of the
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perpetrators, they are framed in terms of military victory.
Third, in a war the gloves are off and governments can do
things they cannot do when the problems are described in
more civilian terms, for example in finding ways to bypass the
civil rights of anyone, including foreign nationals, suspected
of being implicated in terrorism. This leads in exactly the
opposite direction to a judicial approach. Fourth and finally,
power within governments shifts to the military and the
Pentagon civilians, leading to a harsh foreign policy with scant
hope for diplomatic initiatives, let alone attention to the
conditions which breed terrorism.1

Freedman accepts that there is ‘something to all these arguments’,
but contends that the scale of 9/11 attacks made war ‘not a matter
of choice but a strategic imperative’.2 At the same time, he
acknowledges that among the consequences of war is that it
‘sharpens divisions and ensures that multilateralism is only partial
in the form of an alliance’.3

A justification for the initiation of a war against terrorism is that
it put the Bush Administration’s response in a larger normative
framework than simply focusing on the elimination of a particular
organization would have done. To put these arguments into a
wider context, a brief history of terrorism and counter-terrorism
is provided, so the implications of the framework adopted by the
Bush Administration can be explored in greater depth. That is
followed by a typology of state strategies for the handling of polit-
ical violence, before the question of how terrorism was addressed
as an international problem prior to 9/11 is considered. Then the
actual conduct of President Bush’s war against terrorism will be
examined. It begs a number of questions which the chapter will
seek to address. Why, despite an unprecedented level of support
for the United States in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, did the
Bush Administration choose to follow a path that was bound to
alienate much of world opinion? Has the Bush Administration’s
unilateralism enhanced the prospect of further terrorism on 
the scale of 9/11? What was the background to the disgrace of
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conditions at Guantánamo Bay and the shame of Abu Ghraib?
Finally, what influence has American conduct of the war against
terrorism had on the behaviour of other countries in their approach
to the issue of terrorism?

The term, ‘terrorism’ dates back to the French revolution when
it was applied to the reign of terror under Robespierre. In short,
it was used to describe what some writers today would refer to as
state terrorism, though this term is by no means unproblematic 
as the scale on which governments accused of state terrorism kill
has no equivalent in the realm of sub-state groups, even in networks
as lethal as al-Qaeda. Briefly in the early nineteenth century the
term acquired another meaning that has fallen out of use. This was
the meaning of terrorist as an alarmist and reflected the use made
of the horror evoked by the violent events of the French revolu-
tion to damn proponents of radical reform. Gradually, through the
course of the nineteenth century there was a shift in the primary
meaning of the term to refer to violence from below rather than
above. In particular, it came to be associated with rural agita-
tion in Ireland, especially the violent actions of tenants against
landowners and their agents. A feature of this agitation was the
mutilation of farm animals, conduct that aroused strong emotions
in England, and provided one of the justifications for the use of
the term ‘terrorism’ in this context. But even more important was
the development of the association of the term with the wave of
anarchist violence in a number of European countries in the
second half of the nineteenth century.

Indeed, the association of terrorism and anarchist violence
underscored two elements that have been central to the term’s
usage ever since. The first was that terrorism is absolutely illegiti-
mate violence. In the nineteenth century anarchists were seen not
just as the enemies of particular governments, but as the enemies
of all governments. This prompted the view that anarchism lay
outside the scope of the norm of non-interference in the internal
conflicts of other societies that existed within Europe. It was
reflected in a readiness of British courts, for example, to permit the
extradition of anarchists in circumstances where they refused to
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extradite persons whose crimes, including that of murder, arose
out of internal political conflict. The second was the association of
terrorism with the anarchist slogan, ‘propaganda by the deed’,
which underlined that the purpose of their actions was to convey
a message to a much larger audience than the immediate target of
their violence. In addition, two forms of violence closely associated
with anarchism, the placing of bombs in public places and polit-
ical assassinations, remain commonly identified with terrorism.
Admittedly, the question of whether political assassination should
be characterized as a type of terrorism is open to argument since
both the aspects of seeking to convey a message through such a
deed and of seeking to instil fear in society at large may be entirely
absent from its motivation.

Nevertheless, global international cooperation over the issue 
of terrorism was first prompted by such violence. Following the
assassination by Croatian nationalists of the King of Yugoslavia
and of the French foreign minister in Marseilles in 1934, the
League of Nations referred the matter to a committee of experts.
As a result of the committee’s work, an international conference
was held in 1937. It approved the texts of two conventions – one 
on the prevention and punishment of acts of terrorism (with the
emphasis on attacks on heads of state) and another proposing 
the establishment of an international criminal court to try such
crimes. This effort was overtaken by larger events. Only one
country, India, ratified the two conventions. After the Second
World War, the term terrorism was applied by the colonial powers
to some of the violent movements they faced in the era of
decolonization. However, given the doubts that existed over the
legitimacy of colonial rule, there was some reluctance to describe
the members of such movements as terrorists in an unqualified
manner. There was somewhat less reluctance to describe partic-
ular atrocities as acts of terrorism.

The problem of how to describe people seen as pursuing
legitimate ends by illegitimate means posed an enduring problem
for commentators. It gave rise to what has become a cliché, that
one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter. Of
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course, the governments affected had no difficulty in seeing both
the ends and means as illegitimate. Yet even among colonial
governments in the 1950s there were reservations about using the
term ‘terrorism’. Thus, in Malaya, largely ethnically Chinese
insurgents were colloquially referred to as CTs, which was short
for Communist Terrorists. However, the official designation of the
person heading counter-insurgency operations in Malaya was
Director of Anti-Bandit Operations. The insurgents targeted
soldiers and one objection to the use of the term ‘terrorism’ was
the British army’s dislike of any implication that its soldiers could
be put in fear by the insurgents. The completion of the process of
decolonization by the mid-1960s in most parts of Africa and Asia
led to a hardening of attitudes towards violence by nationalist
groups who disputed the boundaries of the new states or who
wished to apply the principle of self-determination to metro-
politan heartlands.

The motive of drawing the line against such violence combined
with reaction to a number of other developments in the 1960s led
to the labelling of a number of different strands of political
violence that emerged in the 1960s as terrorism. The perceived
illegitimacy of much of this violence provided a strong justification
for the consensus that developed to describe it as terrorism. In the
case of New Left and Neo-Fascist groups that appeared across the
industrialized world, the perception of their illegitimacy stemmed
from both realistic appreciation of their miniscule public support
and the massive gulf between the means at their disposal and 
the ends being sought. In the case of Middle-Eastern and Latin
American movements, condemnation of their violence as terror-
ism stemmed from the nature of the means they employed, such
as hijacking for the purpose of hostage-taking or attacks on
diplomats, and from their propensity for operating outside the
arena of conflict and for attacking the nationals of other countries.
By copying such methods, a fifth category, separatist nationalist
movements with some claim to a local following, alienated poten-
tial support externally and also found themselves categorized as
part of the new terrorist phenomenon. All these different elements

COUNTER-TERRORISM

191

Guelke, Adrian. Terrorism and Global Disorder : Political Violence in the Contemporary World, I.B.Tauris, 2006.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=676765.<br>Created from nottingham on 2017-11-23 14:26:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

6.
 I.

B.
Ta

ur
is

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



combined to produce the view that the late 1960s had witnessed
the onset of an age of terrorism.

The widespread use of the term, as well as the collecting of
statistics on international terrorism and the academic analysis 
of the phenomenon, gave further credibility to this perspective.
Chronologies on international terrorism often took one particular
event in the late 1960s as their starting point. This was the
hijacking by the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 
of an El Al airliner en route from Rome to Lod on 23 July 1968.
In the late 1960s and through the 1970s, the focus of interna-
tional concern was on small groups which operated clandestinely
across national boundaries, while seeking publicity for their causes
by claims of responsibility and elaborate manifestos. The term
‘transnational terrorism’was widely used in the academic literature
of the time to describe the phenomenon and to separate it from
previous usage of the term ‘terrorism’ in relation to earlier colonial
conflicts. The response of the international community was the
outlawing of particular methods of violence.

It was reflected in the adoption of a series of conventions, most
notably the 1970 Hague Convention for the Suppression of the
Unlawful Seizure of Aircraft, the 1971 Montreal Convention for
the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety of Civil
Aviation, the 1973 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment
of Crimes against Internationally Protected Persons, i.e. diplo-
mats, and the 1979 International Convention against the Taking
of Hostages. However, attempts to outlaw terrorism as such ran
into difficulties. In 1972 following Black September’s attack on
Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics, the then UN Secretary-
General, Kurt Waldheim, asked the General Assembly to examine
the issue. The United States put forward a draft convention, but
it encountered opposition from Third World states concerned
that it would undercut the legitimacy of groups fighting for self-
determination against colonial or minority rule.

The absence of a convention outlawing terrorism in general is
one of the issues recently addressed by the Secretary-General’s
High-level Panel. Its report contends:
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The United Nations’ ability to develop a comprehensive strat-
egy has been constrained by the inability of Member States to
agree on an anti-terrorism convention including a definition
of terrorism. This prevents the United Nations from exerting
its moral authority and from sending an unequivocal message
that terrorism is never an acceptable tactic, even for the most
defensible of causes.4

The assumption of the Panel seems to be that the targeting of
civilians by sub-state groups provides a straightforward and
unproblematic definition of terrorism. In response to the criticism
that the exclusion of states from the definition is unjustifiable, the
Panel argues that state behaviour of targeting civilians is covered
in existing international law by the concept of a war crime, while
the Panel maintains that those resisting foreign occupation, for
example, are never justified in targeting civilians. Further, the
Panel makes no distinction between domestic and international
jurisdiction. It is a short step to saying that killing anywhere for
any purpose should be universally recognized as a crime. Under
the Panel’s approach, those who attempted to assassinate Hitler 
or members of the French resistance during the Second World
War would count as terrorists. While the intention may be to
prevent groups today from undeservedly claiming the mantle of
such famous predecessors, it is simplistic and naïve to imagine that
circumstances will never arise in the course of the twenty-first
century to justify resort to the extreme means such groups
employed or that the context in which violence is used does not
matter hugely. However, in the current climate of opinion, states
may well be prevailed upon to sign up to what the Panel is propos-
ing, much as states in the 1920s were prevailed upon to commit
themselves to forswear the waging of war.5

In the 1980s, there was increasing interest in the role played by
particular states in supporting and sponsoring the violence of
small groups. It was encapsulated in a notion promoted by the
Reagan Administration, the terrorist state. It should be noted that
this did not mean states terrorizing their own citizens but states
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which harboured small groups which carried out hijackings,
attacks on diplomats, bombings and the like in other countries.
Thus, Iraq was labelled a terrorist state by the State Department
not because of its conduct towards its own Kurdish population
but, ironically, for supporting the PKK (Kurdish Workers’ Party)
in Turkey. In the 1990s, the term terrorism lost some of its force
with the development of peace processes in societies previously
strongly associated in the public mind with terrorism, such as
Israel/Palestine and Northern Ireland. In addition, the outbreak
of ethnic conflicts in a number of countries, especially in the
former Yugoslavia, led to a focus on the larger horrors of overt
conflict.

Nevertheless, the issue of international terrorism remained of
sufficient concern to prompt the adoption of further conventions,
such as the 1980 Convention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear
Materials, the 1988 Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful
Acts against the Safety of Maritime Navigation, the 1997 United
Nations Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist Bombing
and the 1999 United Nations Convention for the Suppression of
Financing Terrorism. In the last of these, reference is made to the
previous conventions to provide a working basis for establishing
what acts terrorism encompasses, in the absence of the general
convention setting out a definition of terrorism. A sensible recom-
mendation of the Secretary-General’s High-level Panel is to 
urge member states to sign and ratify the existing conventions on
terrorism. But as with all international conventions, their effec-
tiveness in practice depends on the readiness of individual states
to enforce their provisions. 

A controversial step towards transnational enforcement of 
the law was taken in July 1998 by the UN Diplomatic Conference
of Plenipotentiaries on the Establishment of an International
Criminal Court. This conference in Rome adopted a treaty for
such a Court and the Statutes of the Court. To come into force 
the treaty required to be ratified by 60 states which it achieved 
in 2002, despite strong opposition from the United States. The
court’s remit is confined to the most serious crimes of international
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concern, defined as genocide, crimes against humanity and war
crimes. International terrorism as such does not fall within the
scope of the court. It was excluded because of a lack of consensus
on a definition, because the perception at the time of the Rome
conference was that the problem of international terrorism was a
lower priority than responding to events in the former Yugoslavia
and the genocide in Rwanda, and because of the relatively small
number of victims of international terrorism by comparison with
the ethnic conflicts that had flared up since the end of the cold war.
There has been some discussion since the events of 11 September
of extending the remit of the court in due course to international
terrorism and some commentators have pointed out that it might
be possible to prosecute actions of the scale of 9/11 under the
rubric of a crime against humanity.

Even were the International Criminal Court to develop in this
direction, primary responsibility for the combating of political
violence would lie with individual states. Their approaches vary
very widely and, indeed, the strategies of particular states them-
selves vary very considerably over time and in relation to different
challenges. However, it is possible to categorize state strategies 
in this area in terms of a simple typology. The principle of the
typology is this: how does the state treat politically motivated
suspects and violent offenders in comparison with suspects and
violent offenders who do not have a political motivation for their
actions (or alleged actions)? There are three possible answers.
First, the state can treat politically motivated suspects and violent
offenders more leniently than ordinary decent criminals, a useful
colloquialism from Northern Ireland for violent offenders who are
not politically motivated. This approach may be called accom-
modation. Second, the state can insist on treating politically
motivated suspects and violent offenders in exactly the same way
as it does the equivalent ordinary decent criminals. This approach
may be called criminalization. Third, the state may treat politically
motivated suspects and violent offenders more harshly than it 
does non-politically motivated equivalents. This may be called
suppression.
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A brief example will serve to illustrate the spirit of the three
categories. Shortly after the Provisional IRA (Irish Republican
Army) ceasefire in Northern Ireland in 1994, the following graffiti
appeared on the wall of a toilet at Queen’s University of Belfast.
On the wall someone had written ‘Free all political prisoners’ –
accommodation. Underneath somebody else had written ‘There
are no political prisoners’ – criminalization, while a third person
contributed the sentiment, ‘Hang the bastards’ – suppression. A
weakness of the approach of accommodation is that it may simply
come to constitute or be seen to constitute a policy of appease-
ment that rewards violent political groups. Criminalization has 
the limitation that it is a policy of containment rather than the
elimination of the threat posed by violent groups. It also tends to
entail a denial of the political problem underpinning political
violence. Its assumption of individual responsibility makes it
particularly questionable as a means of addressing inter-communal
or ethnic conflicts. Suppression does acknowledge the political
nature of terrorism but usually denies any legitimacy to the cause
for which it is employed. Suppression carries the danger of encour-
aging a disproportionate response from the state. It also can greatly
exacerbate an inter-communal or ethnic conflict. It may reason-
ably be argued that different levels, different contexts call for
different approaches. However, in practice, it may be difficult to
separate responses in a neat manner. And following different
approaches may give rise to charges of inconsistency and hypocrisy.
The prevailing climate of opinion is also likely to militate against
nuanced responses to different threats.

However, instances do exist of governments’ pursuing the three
approaches simultaneously by distinguishing among different
challenges. Britain currently provides the most clear-cut example.
In the case of Northern Ireland, the approach of the British
government in the context of a peace process that it is extremely
keen to sustain has been one of accommodation. The Republican
movement has secured a stream of concessions, including the
release of IRA prisoners serving sentences for murder, in return
for maintaining a ceasefire. By contrast, the government’s approach
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to the problem of violence by animal liberation groups is best
characterized as one of criminalization. In this case the govern-
ment is very mindful of the extent of public support for the causes
espoused by animal liberation groups as opposed to the methods
used by their most extreme elements. Even before the events of 
11 September suppression characterized the approach taken by 
the British government to the issue of international terrorism. 
It was reflected in the passage of the extraordinarily wide-ranging
Terrorism Act of 2000, described by Helen Fenwick as ‘an
immensely controversial and draconian piece of legislation’.6

After 9/11 the government went even further by introducing
provision for detention of suspects without trial in the Anti-
Terrorism Crime and Security Act of 2001. So as not to fall foul
of the European Court of Human Rights over this provision, the
government was forced to derogate from the fundamental right of
the person to liberty under the European Convention on Human
Rights, action that was tantamount to a declaration of a state of
emergency. The bomb attacks in London in July 2005 prompted
the government to put forward proposals for even more authori-
tarian laws targeting not merely the indirect encouragement of
violence, but extremism, as that was conceived by an increasingly
narrow-minded and intolerant government. The government’s
approach was strongly criticized in an editorial in the Independent,
which conveyed well the frenetic nature of the government’s
response. The editorial was headed ‘Anti-terror measures: Another
day, another half-baked proposal’.7

In domestic legislation terrorism is commonly equated with any
form of violence with some social or political purpose that causes
serious damage, injury or death. In a few cases, of which Holland
is an example, its use is confined to lethal actions. Of course, it is
not surprising that governments tend to view violent challenges 
to their authority as absolutely illegitimate, whether or not it puts
the lives of civilians in danger. External opinion may be more
reluctant to describe such violence as terrorism, especially in any
situation where the government’s legitimacy is in question. How-
ever, a different attitude tends to be taken towards international or
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transnational terrorism. Political violence across national bound-
aries outside the zone of conflict often attracts the label of terrorism
because virtually regardless of the form or context of such vio-
lence, it tends to be regarded as generally illegitimate to perpetrate
acts of violence beyond the boundaries of one state and outside the
arena in which the conflict is taking place. Much as piracy has
attracted especial condemnation for seeking to use the international
realm for carrying out crime, so too the use of the interna-
tional realm to further political causes through violence tends to
be seen as wholly unacceptable.

There is no precise equivalent at the international level for the
different strategies that states may adopt to deal with political
violence. However, a rough equivalent to accommodation at the
international level is the oft-expressed insistence that the root
causes behind terrorism need to be addressed in any programme
for combating international terrorism. A rough equivalent to
suppression is resort to a unilateral military response, while the
multilateral approach of reliance on international cooperation in
the context of the adoption of international conventions most
closely resembles the approach of criminalization. Prior to 9/11,
the multilateral approach tended to hold sway among states. After
9/11 the United States adopted a unilateral military approach.
Indeed, the Bush Administration seemed almost embarrassed 
by the extent of international solidarity for America in the wake 
of these attacks and made little effort to harness this goodwill, 
seeing it not as an asset but as a constraint on American actions.
By extending the war against terrorism to Iraq in 2003, the
Administration successfully isolated itself from much of world
opinion. A few governments, most notably those in Israel,
Colombia and Spain (prior to March 2004) sought to place the
violent conflicts inside their societies within the scope of the Bush
Administration’s war against terrorism. 

The Constitution of the United States places constraints on
what measures any American government can adopt within the
boundaries of the country. The approach of the Bush Admin-
istration has been to seek to extend the powers of the Executive
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internally under such measures as the Patriot Act, as far as the
constitution will allow, while adopting extremely aggressive policies
externally where it is subject to far fewer constraints. By creating
a facility for the detention of suspects at the country’s naval base
on the island of Cuba, the Bush Administration has sought to
evade the jurisdiction of the American courts over its actions,
while it has simultaneously interpreted its obligations under
international law to the civilized treatment of detainees in such
narrow terms as to render them worthless and meaningless. The
consequences of these policies in terms of the actual treatment of
prisoners at Guantánamo Bay have been described in detail by
Amnesty International. Tony Judt summarizes the findings of the
Amnesty International report on the situation as follows:

The Amnesty report lists sixty alleged incarceration and
interrogation practices routinely employed at U.S. detention
centers, Guantánamo in particular. These include immersion
in cold water to simulate drowning, forced shaving of facial
and body hair, electric shocks to body parts, humiliation (e.g.,
being urinated upon), sexual taunting, the mocking of relig-
ious belief, suspension from shackles, physical exertion to the
point of exhaustion (e.g., rock-carrying), and mock execution.8

Judt notes that such practices would be known to anyone familiar
with Eastern Europe in the 1950s or Latin America in 1970s and
1980s.

But American interrogators have also innovated. One tech-
nique has been forcibly to wrap suspects – and their Korans 
– in Israeli flags: a generous gesture to our only unconditional
ally, but calculated to ensure that a new generation of Muslims
worldwide will identify the two countries as one and hate
them equally.

All of these practices – and many others routinely employed
at Guantánamo, at Kandahar and Bagram in Afghanistan, at
al-Qaim, Abu Ghraib, and elsewhere in Iraq – are in breach of
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the Geneva Conventions and the UN Convention against
Torture, to both of which the U.S. is a signatory.9

The Amnesty International report also referred to other
measures taken by the Bush Administration outside of the United
States, including extrajudicial executions or, in other words,
targeted assassinations of suspects and the outsourcing of the
interrogation of detainees to regimes notorious for their use of
torture and identified as such in American government reports
that monitor the observance of human rights.10 At the same time,
even after the scandal at Abu Ghraib forced some modification 
in the official stance on how prisoners should be treated, the
Attorney-General of the United States, Alberto Gonzales, con-
tinued to rely on the distinction between torture very narrowly
defined and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment to justify
rough treatment of prisoners. The harm the Bush Administration
has been inflicting on America’s reputation in the world stems not
just from the nature of its conduct of the war against terrorism,
but its scale, as the Amnesty International report pointed out.

Guantánamo is just the tip of the iceberg, however. Around
the world, there are believed to be thousands of detainees held
in secret, incommunicado or indefinite detention without trial
in the ‘war on terror’. Many of these detainees are in direct US
custody – in Iraq, Afghanistan and in secret locations. In Iraq
alone, for example, in early May 2005 there were more than
11,350 detainees held in US custody in Abu Ghraib, Camp
Bucca, Camp Cropper and in holding centres elsewhere. They
are held in incommunicado or virtual incommunicado deten-
tion. At least 500 detainees are believed to be held in the US
air bases in Bagram and Kandahar in Afghanistan. An unknown
number are held in other US holding facilities elsewhere in
the country. Several dozen ‘high-value’ detainees are believed
to be held in secret CIA facilities in these countries or else-
where. In addition, there are hundreds if not thousands of ‘war
on terror’ detainees held in other countries, allegedly at the
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behest of the USA, or with its knowledge and access for its
agents. In Yemen, for example, there are believed to be some
200 detainees so held, in Pakistan some 400 and hundreds in
Saudi Arabia.11

This and other revelations in the media about CIA practices,
including what was called the extraordinary rendition of prisoners,
finally forced a change in the stance of the Administration over
these practices in December 2005, but it remains to be seen
whether the Administration has finally abandoned authorizing ill-
treating suspects altogether.12

Danger signs that America’s response to 9/11 would include
widespread violation of human rights were evident in the initial
reactions in the United States to the enormous trauma such an
attack represented for a society that had been insulated from
political violence on this scale on its own mainland for gener-
ations. Seymour Hersh gives the following summary of the mood
within America’s intelligence community in the aftermath of 
the attacks.

In late September 2001, after two weeks of around-the-clock
investigation into the terrorist attacks on the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon, the intelligence community was
confused, divided and unsure about how the terrorists oper-
ated, how many there were, and what they might do next.
There was consensus on two issues, however: the attacks were
brilliantly planned and executed, and the intelligence commu-
nity was in no way prepared to stop them.13

Fear that the events of 11 September would be followed by further
spectacular attacks of a similar character or scale encouraged the
reaction that the country could not afford to put any constraints
on efforts to secure the necessary information to protect the
United States from the possibility of further horrors. Ominously,
a feature of commentary in the aftermath of 9/11 was discussion
as to whether in such extreme circumstances permitting the
torture of suspects might be justified.
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A second important element in explaining the American
response to 9/11 was a profound misconception of the nature of
the enemy America faced. Thus, there was a strong tendency
among Americans both inside and outside the Administration to
regard what was the strategy of a relatively very small number 
of jihadists centred on one leader among many in the world of
radical, violent Islamism as representative of politicized Islam as a
whole. Only slowly did the picture of al-Qaeda in Jason Burke’s
book on the subject gain currency. The view that the Americans
had of Osama bin Laden was not unlike that of one of the villains
in the Bond novels of Ian Fleming heading an organization con-
spiring to achieve global domination, with al-Qaeda itself rather
like SMERSH. It was only after the defeat of the Taliban in
Afghanistan and their failure to uncover an extensive infrastruc-
ture for the conduct of international terrorism in the Tora Bora
caves that this impression started to be modified. Self-interest on
the part of governments facing radical Islamist opposition was
partially responsible for misleading the Bush Administration as to
the nature of al-Qaeda. As Burke explains,

During the autumn of 2001 al-Qaeda cells, previously
undetected, were ‘discovered’ in scores of countries. Tashkent
suddenly branded the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, a
group whose links to bin Laden are tenuous, as ‘al-Qaeda’.
For Beijing it was the Uighur Muslims who are designated 
as the local branch of bin Laden’s network, despite the fact
that, though some individuals in some of the various Muslim
groups resisting Chinese rule in the southeast of China may,
at one time or another, have spent time in Afghan training
camps, unrest in the region dates back to the first moments of
Chinese domination. In Macedonia in March 2002 eight
young Pakistani men were shot dead by the police. The
minister of the interior was swift to proclaim a victory for his,
fairly unsavoury, government in the war against bin Laden.
The men were merely illegal economic migrants.14
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Another example given by Burke is the Abu Sayyaf group in 
the Philippines with roots in a longstanding Islamic movement
struggling against Christian domination in the Southern part 
of the archipelago. The Philippines government’s attachment of
the label of al-Qaeda to the group has persuaded the Bush
Administration to deploy hundreds of troops in the Philippines to
assist in its eradication. In short, America has been drawn into a
number of conflicts with radical Islamism that have little to do
with those responsible for 9/11. In particular, it is a reasonable
assumption that extremely few of those currently detained by the
United States or on its behalf ever had the slightest intention to
attack the mainland of the United States or, for that matter, any
plans to target Americans as such, with the exception perhaps of
American forces in Iraq. Even experience of detention may not
alter their wish to focus on local struggles.

A third element that helped to explain America’s response 
to 9/11 was the hostility of the American right and the neo-
conservatives to international institutions, especially the United
Nations, despite America’s dominant position of influence in the
organization since the end of the cold war. International obliga-
tions seem to the American radical right to be designed to contain
the military power of the United States. On this point, John
Guelke quotes from an article that appeared in the Financial Times
on 6 May 2004 on the neo-conservative outlook on international
standards and norms.

A recent article by David Scheffer, former US ambassador at
large for war crimes issues, in the Financial Times, highlights
the neo-conservative argument that ‘Europeans and human
rights organisations are waging “lawfare” against the US’ 
in relation to complaint at the revelations concerning the
activities in Abu Ghraib prison, maintaining that they seek to
‘constrain the use of US military power worldwide through
the “soft” weapon of international law and its “sovereignty-
bashing” treaties, as well as anti-US interpretations of principle
of customary international law’.15
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Finally, American conduct in the war against terrorism has also
been a product of the Bush Administration’s decision to exploit the
crisis over 9/11 for the pursuit of a pre-existing foreign policy
agenda aimed at ensuring America’s continuing position of pre-
dominance in the world. While the Administration justified the
invasion of Iraq on the basis of its relevance to the larger war
against terrorism, within the Administration there were few
illusions about the adversarial relationship between Saddam
Hussein and Osama bin Laden. Most other countries understand
that the intervention had a very different motivation from the
basis on which it was promoted among the American people and
in the media.

The international unpopularity of the war has been reflected 
in the difficulty the United States has encountered in securing
much more than token contributions from other countries to the
Coalition of the Willing. To buttress its position in Iraq, America
has made extensive use of private military companies that have
drawn on the veterans of past conflicts in recruitment for their
operations. Notable in this context has been the high number of
former members of the apartheid-era South African security forces
recruited to Iraq, including individuals amnestied for their crimes
by the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
former members of the Vlakplaas death squad, and former mem-
bers of Namibia’s notorious counter-insurgency unit, Koevoet.
Links between former members of South African Intelligence, now
running private security firms, and former members of the British
Special Air Services (SAS) who have gone into private business
have facilitated their employment. In 2004 the South African
Department of Foreign Affairs estimated the number of South
Africans in Iraq at more than 4,000. The present South African
government, which was strongly opposed to the war in Iraq, is in
the process of strengthening the provisions of the Foreign Military
Assistance Act to facilitate their prosecution as mercenaries.16

America’s descent into barbarism to combat terrorism needs to
be put into context. Terrorism tends to bring out the very worst in
any society. The unprecedented scale of the events of 9/11 led to
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a justifiable anxiety in the United States that further attacks of a
similarly lethal nature in future were possible. Such fears were
compounded by the anthrax attacks in October 2001. It is under-
standable in such circumstances that public safety is seen as having
priority over any other considerations. Also the desperation of the
authorities to obtain intelligence by all means at their disposal is
also comprehensible. Even though in practice the suppressive
measures which states introduce at the onset of terrorist cam-
paigns frequently prove counterproductive, some allowance needs
to be made for mistakes by those in power in dealing with the
onset of a new phase of terrorism, especially when the full extent
of the dangers to the society are largely unquantifiable. However,
other factors were in play besides legitimate concern to protect 
the country from further attacks in the Bush Administration’s
response to 9/11.

In many affluent liberal-democracies, ever since the electoral
success achieved by Ronald Reagan in the United States and
Margaret Thatcher in Britain, radical authoritarian populists have
tended to displace traditional conservatives as standard bearers of
major rightwing political parties. Examples of such figures are
George W. Bush, John Howard in Australia, Silvio Berlusconi in
Italy, and José Maria Aznar in power in Spain between 1996 and
2004. Their success has been due to the exploitation of public
fears, commonly centred on issues such as crime, immigration and
terrorism. This security agenda has also played an important role
in Ariel Sharon’s victories in successive Israeli elections and in the
consolidation of Vladimir Putin’s position of political dominance
in Russia.17 Of course, what measures should be put in place to
meet the threat of terrorism, whether this comes from forces
inside or outside the country, is a legitimate subject of political
contention and debate. However, the manner in which this issue
has been exploited for purposes of partisan political advantage has
had little to do with rational debate or deliberation. A striking
example is the manner in which the Bush Administration, leading
members of the Republican Party and their supporters in the 
media in the United States persistently linked the events of 
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11 September and the regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq, despite
the absence of any evidence of such a connection and even after
the Administration had grudgingly acknowledged as much. A
further disturbing implication of the success of the politics of fear
and hatred is that it may lead (or perhaps has already led) to put-
ting politicians in power who see their own interests as best being
served by the continuation of a particular terrorist emergency.

Britain provides a particularly interesting case study of these
themes, not least because of the strong contrast between the
policies of suppression the government has adopted towards
international terrorism and its accommodationist policies in
Northern Ireland. Further, the accommodationist policies the
government is currently pursuing in Northern Ireland themselves
need to be seen in the context of previous phases of suppression
and criminalization. The troubles in Northern Ireland began as 
a result of street disturbances in the late 1960s. In fact, British
troops were dispatched to aid the civil power even before the
formation of the main paramilitary organizations, the Provisional
Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the Ulster Defence Association.
But it was IRA violence that prompted the adoption of policies of
suppression. The most important of these was the introduction 
of internment without trial in August 1971. The release of the
Cabinet papers from 1971 in January 2002 has cast an interesting
light on how this policy came to be adopted.18 The primary motive
for the policy was political – to bolster the position of Northern
Ireland’s Unionist Prime Minister, Brian Faulkner. At the time 
the Unionists were allied to the British Conservative Party. The
security forces for the most part advised against the adoption 
of the policy. In the event, the introduction of internment led to 
a massive deterioration in the security situation in the province, a
huge upsurge in political violence and increased support among
Catholics for the IRA. Following adverse international reaction to
the events of Bloody Sunday in which 14 civil rights demon-
strators were killed by British paratroopers in January 1972, direct
rule was introduced from London, negating the original political
motive behind the introduction of internment.
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A criminalization phase followed in the mid-1970s, marked by
the ending of detention without trial in 1975 and the transfer of
the primary responsibility for the maintenance of law and order
from the army to the police in 1976. However, there was a
reversion to much harsher policies during Thatcher’s premiership.
In particular, there were allegations that the security forces had
adopted a ‘shoot to kill’ policy in which they stalked or ambushed
and then killed terrorist suspects in circumstances in which there
appear to have been no reasonable legal justification for the use 
of lethal force. In short, the government was being accused of
authorizing extrajudicial executions under the guise of conducting
counter-insurgency operations. The cases that inevitably caused
most difficulty for the authorities were ambushes set up at the
location of hidden arms caches that led to the deaths of ordinary
civilians mistaken for terrorists. After the Anglo-Irish Agreement
of November 1985, efforts were made by the government to tackle
Catholic alienation resulting from the earlier phases of security
policy, ultimately paving the way to the policies of accommodation
that accompanied the peace process initiated in 1993. But the past
policies were not forgotten by the Catholic community and the
significant political legacy of policies of suppression was the endur-
ing electoral boost they gave to Sinn Féin, the IRA’s political wing. 

The British government has entirely ignored this history in its
responses to the threat posed by al-Qaeda and its imitators since
9/11. Indeed, Blair has proved as relentlessly populist as Bush in
his exploitation of the issue, despite his leadership of a left of
centre political party. In particular, he has constantly pandered on
these issues to the radical rightwing agenda of the Murdoch press.
The measures the government has authorized have included
extending detention without trial and, following the suicide bomb
attacks and attempted attacks in London in July 2005, the noisy
announcement of the adoption of a ‘shoot to kill’ policy in relation
to suicide bombers. The fruits of the policy were quickly seen with
the shooting dead of an individual at a tube station in London. He
had been under constant surveillance by the police after he had left
a block of flats. He turned out to be a Brazilian electrician, Jean
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Charles de Menezes, with no connection whatever with terrorism.
Since under any circumstances in any country the use of lethal
force is permitted to protect members of the public where there is
an imminent threat to life, either the ‘shoot to kill’ policy is
meaningless posturing or, more disturbingly, as the circumstances
in which the Brazilian was shot, on the face of it, might suggest,
constitutes the entirely illegal adoption of a policy of extrajudicial
execution under the guise of protecting the public. While a
number of the proposals the government has put forward since the
July 2005 bombings seem likely to fall foul of its international legal
obligations and may be abandoned, that may not matter to the
government that recognizes the political payoff to be gained from
association with tough and controversial proposals that wrong-
foot the opposition parties.

In Northern Ireland an important determinant of political
attitudes was whose violence one feared most. Thus, a factor in
lessening revulsion against terrorist violence of the IRA among
Catholics was fear of the random attacks of Loyalists and resent-
ment at the heavy-handed behaviour of the army during the early
years of the IRA’s campaign. While the utterly indiscriminate
violence of global jihadists has little capacity to elicit significant
support in any community in Britain, the combination of a very
marked increase in racial attacks since 7 July and reaction to the
shooting of the Brazilian has already created a situation in London
where some travellers on the underground have stated that they
fear being the victim of a racial attack or being shot at by the police
more than they fear being caught up in a suicide bomb attack,
because of the possibility of their being mistaken for suicide
bombers due to their age and appearance. The panic created by
the July attacks was reflected in thoughtless reactions from even
the most august opinion-makers. For example, the Financial Times,
noting the use of racial profiling by the police in the stopping and
searching of passengers using public transport in London after the
attacks, commented: ‘While race should certainly not be the only
criterion for such searches – not least because it thereby opens up
a loophole – it is absurd, and possibly irresponsible, to ignore it’.19
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What price Britain and the United States will end up paying for
the ill-considered policies adopted by Blair and Bush and their
unsavoury political exploitation of the issue of terrorism is very
difficult to predict. Their conduct of the war against terrorism may
have little bearing on the calculations of those committed to using
violence on behalf of the global jihadist project, particularly as a
continuing campaign of violence in non-Muslim countries outside
of zones of conflict has little to recommend it on instrumental
grounds. If it is continued at all, it is likely to be perpetrated by a
tiny fringe of opinion, far narrower than the range of opinion
targeted by the British government as extremists. Further, some
of the more sensible and politically non-controversial measures
that have been adopted since 9/11, such as improvements in
airport security, may also help to limit attacks by groups seeking
to imitate or emulate al-Qaeda. What is more likely than any
repeat of 9/11 is that, ironically, radical Islamists pursuing their
objectives by political means will prove to be the principal bene-
ficiaries of current Western policies, as they benefit from the
backlash in Muslim countries against the nature of the American
war against terrorism, just as in the long run the Provisional
Republican movement in Ireland made political headway on the
back of British mistakes and misconduct during the early years 
of Northern Ireland’s troubles, even if the movement’s aim of 
a united Ireland remains unrealized. But as will be illustrated
towards the end of the next chapter, Bush’s war against terrorism
has already had some surprising consequences for conflicts in
other parts of the world.
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