
The George W. Bush administration has tried to fight al-Qaeda and its allies 
with efforts ranging from aggressive intelligence and military campaigns to 
programmes to win over the youth of the Arab world through radio and televi-
sion broadcasts. These efforts, however, are not part of an overarching strategic 
framework that lays out a path to victory.1 They are at best not integrated and at 
worst working against one another. 

The Bush administration’s garbage-pail approach to counter-terrorism 
reflects a broader confusion on how to win the war on terrorism, and in par-
ticular how to defeat al-Qaeda and its allies. As frequently noted, this war will 
not end with a formal surrender; the enemy is too diffuse to simply attack and 
conquer. But the vast majority of work on the problem focuses on historical 
cases or explanations of the behaviour of different terrorist groups, even though 
by most accounts al-Qaeda is unique, or at least unusual.2 Studies on counter-
terrorism are fewer and tend to be narrow in focus.3 A simple and succinct 
explanation and evaluation of various options in a way that can provide broad 
guidance to policymakers has not been available. 

Most elements of counter-terrorism strategy address one of two different 
goals: disrupting the group itself, and its operations; or changing the overall 
environment to defuse the group’s anger or make it harder to raise money or 
attract recruits. For example, the United States could back its most aggressive 
and capable allies that are committed to stopping al-Qaeda, providing them 
with financial support, intelligence assistance and other aid. In the long term, 
Washington could try to decrease political alienation in the Muslim world by 
spreading democracy, to reduce the level of popular grievance on which terror-
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ists feed. Both approaches are good in theory, and in fact were endorsed in the 
White House’s 2006 National Security Strategy.4 

Yet a closer look suggests some inherent tensions between these two appar-
ently straightforward approaches. Egypt, for example, is one of America’s 
closest allies in the war on terrorism and has aggressively gone after al-Qaeda 
and its affiliates, both for its own sake and on Washington’s behalf. At the same 
time, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak is a turgid dictator whose cronyism, 
corruption, stagnation and repression alienate and anger many Egyptians and 
lead some to violence.5 Should the United States push to replace Mubarak with 
a more democratic government, or should it back him to crush al-Qaeda cells 
by any means necessary? This is a difficult trade-off, but an effective strategy 
depends on identifying such trade-offs and consistently choosing the better 
option. 

For the purposes of analysis, this essay lays out and compares seven strate-
gic options for going after al-Qaeda and its allies: (1) crushing terrorist groups 
directly with massive force; (2) relying on allies to strike terrorist groups; (3) 
containing the terrorist group to limit its effectiveness and encourage internal 
divisions; (4) improving defences against terrorism; (5) diverting the group 
away from the United States to another target; (6) delegitimising the group’s 
cause; and (7) transforming terrorist-breeding countries by promoting democ-
racy. They are presented here in somewhat abstract and ‘pure’ form; in the real 
world, policy is more hybrid in nature. But describing the options in somewhat 
unnatural isolation helps us better understand the tensions among them. Most 
of these options can work in conjunction with others, but elements of some 
work in opposition to others. 

Although the primary purposes of this essay is to lay out different options, 
the assessment below finds that the best approach is to work with allies to 
fight terrorism in the hope of containing the terrorists. In the long term, the 
terrorists’ own weaknesses will come to the fore – something to encourage by 
working hard to delegitimise them. Defences can be improved, but there are 
limits to what is realistic, and many defensive measures are useless, wasted or 
can even make things worse. Diversion is possible in a few cases, particularly 
if the United States withdraws or draws down from Iraq and thus moves off 
the jihadists’ centre stage. However, in general, diversion is hard to implement, 
risky in the long term as the jihadists may simply become stronger, and costly 
given that many of the countries that would suffer are close US allies — and 
immoral to boot. Crushing the adversary unilaterally is simply too massive a 
task given the global nature of the foe and is more likely to backfire and anger 
key allies. Despite their allure, massive efforts to democratise the world are 
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also risky. Indeed, such efforts may have beneficial effects well beyond counter- 
terrorism, but they may often backfire when it comes to winning over potential 
radicals or gaining support on counter-terrorism from area governments.

What, then, are the strategic options available to the United States? What are 
their strengths and weaknesses? How feasible are the different options? Which 
is the best course for Washington to pursue? 

Strategy one: crushing al-Qaeda unilaterally
The most obvious way to defeat al-Qaeda, and the one with tremendous 
emotional appeal to many Americans, is to directly target the group and its 
supporters. The goal is to kill (or arrest) those who mean to do harm. In practice, 
such an approach means going well beyond current counter-terrorism policies 
and using military forces to kill al-Qaeda members and large numbers of sup-
porters wherever they can be found. According to proponents, killing on a mass 
scale will both reduce the number of terrorists and intimidate those who remain. 
In his book Imperial Hubris, Michael Scheuer, who led the CIA’s hunt for Osama 
bin Laden for several years in the 1990s, notes that ‘unchanged U.S. policies 
toward the Muslim world leave America only a military option for defending 
itself’ and that military force cannot be applied ‘daintily’. Scheuer calls for the 
United States to return to a Second World War-style use of force, with fast-paced 
killing and ‘extremely large’ body counts.6 US allies, Scheuer contends, will not 
do this dirty work on America’s behalf.

There are rare but encouraging examples where strong government 
campaigns have crushed terrorist groups. Turkey’s campaign against the once-
daunting Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) is instructive. For decades after the 
founding of the modern Turkish state in 1923, Turkey’s Kurds had repeatedly 
chafed at the government’s efforts to assimilate them. In 1984, the PKK launched 
a terrorism campaign and formed a large guerrilla army. Fighting in the name 
of Kurdish self-determination, the PKK sparked a mini-civil war, which by the 
time it diminished in 2000 had killed over 30,000 people. The Turkish govern-
ment’s response was a tough counter-insurgency campaign involving much of 
the Turkish army and intelligence service.7

Concurrently, Turkey also pressed the PKK’s two main sponsors, Iraq and 
Syria, to cease providing safe havens and to surrender high-level PKK personnel 
hiding in their countries, particularly the group’s leader, Abdullah Ocalan, who 
for years benefited from Damascus’ hostility toward Turkey. Turkey engaged in 
a massive war against PKK cadres, repeatedly crossing the border into Iraq to 
target PKK bases in the Kurdish areas there. In 1998, Turkey threatened Syria 
with military action (a position the United States backed), and the regime sent 
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Ocalan packing. He fled, going from Syria to Russia, Greece and Italy, eventu-
ally ending up in 1999 in Kenya, where he was arrested and returned to Turkey. 
This coincided with a period where the Turkish government became less repres-
sive of Kurdish rights, allowing the use of the Kurdish language and otherwise 
reducing pressures to assimilate. 

The Turkish strategy illustrates how a group can be crushed by force applied 
by one government alone. After large numbers of terrorist cadre are killed or 
arrested, the organisation is simply less able to function. Over time, would-be 
members are dissuaded from joining the group out of fear that they too will 
be killed, arrested or otherwise punished. Particularly important was getting 
the PKK’s leadership: as long as they were able to recruit, fundraise and train 
new cadre in havens outside Turkey, the group was able to survive despite the 
government’s fierce counter-terrorism measures.8

A closer look, however, reveals that such a direct strategy is untenable when 
applied to al-Qaeda. There are truly massive pre-requisities for the United 

States to crush al-Qaeda largely by itself. First and foremost, 
the required intelligence capabilities are daunting. Because 
of al-Qaeda’s global presence (to say nothing of the far-flung 
presence of its sympathisers), the United States would need a 
massive intelligence presence in every country with a signifi-
cant jihadist presence, including Pakistan, Afghanistan, Saudi 
Arabia, Yemen and Indonesia. The US government regularly 
works with dozens of countries around the world to detail 
suspected terrorists.9 If the United States went it alone, in 
all these countries US operatives would be spying on local 

mosques, tapping phone lines, trailing suspects, and otherwise doing the day-
to-day work of counter-terrorism. US operatives would be breaking local laws 
and thus having to hide their activities from the police and intelligence services 
– many of whom might be trailing the same suspects.

Although the United States can improve its capacity in various countries, it 
cannot summon the necessary manpower. To monitor subversive and criminal 
activity in the United States, the FBI in 2005 had just under 30,000 employees.10 

Many more would be needed to gather intelligence in remote areas around the 
world where the police and people are not cooperative. Where would all those 
talented employees come from? 

In 2001, less than a third of the CIA’s new operations officers had any lan-
guage expertise.11 Efforts to remedy the shortfall in the intelligence community 
have not been very successful. Finding Americans with the necessary language 
skills can be difficult. According to census data, only 1.6% of Americans speak 
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critical languages. And the number of those who have academic degrees, as 
Betsy Davis, the CIA’s second-ranking recruiting officer recently noted, is 
’frighteningly small’.12

To fight affiliates linked to al-Qaeda, the United States would be engaged 
in several Iraq-like operations and many smaller ones. Kashmir, Afghanistan, 
Chechnya and Algeria would all be theatres of action, as would Indonesia, 
Yemen, Nigeria and other places. Maintaining over 100,000 troops in Iraq has 
proven daunting for the US military, which has found it hard to maintain readi-
ness for other missions and attract qualified recruits. Multiple Iraqs would be 
overwhelming. 

Strategy two: crushing al-Qaeda multilaterally
Working with others would solve some of the problems the United States would 
have in crushing the adversary on its own, at least in the short term. Rather than 
monitor the mosque in Yemen with US agents or kill Algerian insurgents with 
American troops, Washington would rely on the forces of allies to act in its 
stead. The destruction of Egyptian Islamic Jihad’s network in Europe and Egypt 
is one model that demonstrates the power of this approach. Like many Egyptian 
militant groups, Islamic Jihad grew out of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, a 
political organisation that has flirted with violence repeatedly and has suffered 
from repression again and again since its founding in 1928. Along with the like-
minded, but at times bitter rival, Islamic Group, Egyptian Islamic Jihad led an 
uprising in the early 1990s that led to over 1,000 deaths. The militants attacked 
not only regime security forces, but also writers, secular judges, Copts and 
foreign tourists.

The government steadily gained the upper hand over the militants. Through 
massive detentions and brutal interrogation, the regime rounded up most of 
the suspects, as well as thousands of other Egyptians. To take the wind out of 
the militants’ sails, the regime also made numerous concessions to individu-
als affiliated with the more moderate Muslim Brotherhood and to the religious 
establishment. The result was a more Islamicised Egypt, but a more peaceful 
one.13 

By 1996, the groups no longer posed a threat to the survival of the Mubarak 
regime, but they remained lethal. The Islamic Group continued to attack Western 
tourists, most notoriously killing 58 (along with four Egyptians) in an attack on 
the Hatshepsut Temple in Luxor in 1997. 

But as Egyptian Islamic Jihad wound down at home, its international role 
expanded. One strand of the group led by Ayman al-Zawahiri effectively 
merged with al-Qaeda. This strand embraced al-Qaeda’s global agenda and 
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saw the United States, not the Egyptian government, as the primary enemy. 
Others within the battered movement continued the struggle in Egypt, while 
still others called for a ceasefire.

The United States worked closely with the Egyptian government and other 
allies to contain this international movement. For example, the Wall Street 
Journal reports that in July 1998 the CIA worked with the government of Albania 
to deport several members of an Egyptian Islamic Jihad cell from the Balkans 
to Egypt. The CIA helped Albania’s intelligence service with equipment to tap 
phones and trained them on surveillance. Interrogation of the prisoners in 
Egypt, much of which was brutal, led to mass trials of alleged terrorists there.14

As the Egyptian experience demonstrates, the United States can play multi-
ple roles. With Egypt, the United States is a recipient of intelligence: information 
from interrogations goes to US intelligence officials, who in turn use it in their 
efforts in other countries or to prevent terrorists from infiltrating the United 
States. At times, the United States uses the intelligence it collects to direct allies 
like the Albanians to crack down on terrorist cells. As a result of this cooper-
ation, more terrorists are off the streets. They no longer pose a threat to the 
United States or its citizens. 

Allied police, soldiers and security services act in the stead of American agents 
to shut down fundraising, proselytising and websites. The military equivalent 
of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad operation would be working with local military 
forces against al-Qaeda-linked insurgents.15 Instead of American special-opera-
tions forces closing in on the al-Qaeda camp in Pakistan’s North West Frontier 
Province, the uniforms would be those of the Pakistani military. 

Because much of the heavy lifting would be done by allies, the cost of this 
option would be far less than crushing al-Qaeda directly. The United States may 
pay to augment local capabilities, but this is a fragment of the cost of doing 
the work itself. Also, these allies are likely to be better in many respects than 
their US counterparts at certain functions, particularly when it comes to gather-
ing intelligence – they have the home-field advantage. Allies can use their own 
laws to legally and easily acquire information, drawing on cooperation from 
local businesses and citizens. Their police know the communities well, and they 
have a massive presence simply to keep order and, in many cases, to protect the 
regime from unrest. 

One of the biggest problems of this reliance is competence. In some respects, 
allies are as good as Americans and, in several important ways, better. But in 
many instances they suffer in comparison. Militarily, few allies hold a candle to 
American forces, particularly elite special-operations force units like the Navy 
Seals or the US Army’s Delta Force. Most allies, particularly in the developing 
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world where al-Qaeda camps are most likely to be found, lack sophisticated 
technologies like the Predator unmanned aerial vehicle and often are not able 
to coordinate their forces well. Some members of allied security services may 
even be sympathetic to the jihadists, providing them with advance warning or 
otherwise assisting their efforts to escape. A Jordanian journalist reports Saudi 
Arabia’s past attempts to capture or kill bin Laden may have failed because 
jihadist sympathisers within Pakistani intelligence tipped him off.16 

Some allies might also hesitate to work with the United States.17 Open coop-
eration may draw the jihadists’ wrath, turning allies from bystanders to targets. 
The good news is that most allies share America’s views on al-Qaeda. For alli-
ance purposes, bin Laden’s organisation is in many ways an ideal adversary: 
it hates everyone. Muslim regimes are corrupt and impious, Western states 
support a variety of decadent leaders and are oppressing the Muslim world, 
and so on. Al-Qaeda’s policy of supporting insurgencies means that many non-
Western powers such as Russia, China, Indonesia, Nigeria and India all have a 
strong interest in seeing the jihadists destroyed. 

Another problem is that anarchy reigns in parts of the world, making reliance 
on allies at best an incomplete approach. Afghanistan, Mauritania, Pakistan, 
Somalia, Tajikistan and Yemen are only a few of the countries around the world 
where the government’s writ is limited to the capital and other major cities. In 
these areas, allies can, or will, do only so much. Thus, working through allies 
solves part of the problem, but huge gaps remain.

As with crushing al-Qaeda directly, working through allies requires making 
counter-terrorism a priority, albeit in a different way. The challenge here is not 
dealing with the fallout of offending allies, but rather paying the price of their 
cooperation. If the United States relies on allies to cooperate because it is the 
right thing to do, it will be sorely disappointed. Some will do it fitfully, others 
on their own schedule, and still others not at all. To gain support, the United 
States will often need to make concessions. Pakistan may provide additional 
cooperation against various jihadist movements – but not if the United States is 
simultaneously punishing Islamabad for its nuclear programme. 

Strategy three: containment
An alternative to crushing al-Qaeda completely is to try to contain it, trans-
forming it from a grave strategic threat to a dangerous nuisance, comparable to 
the dozens of other terrorist groups around the world.18 Many of the particular 
methods would overlap with other strategy options; the main difference would 
be in priorities. The struggle against the jihadists would join the host of other 
US foreign-policy concerns, at times taking precedence but often being second-
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ary. With Pakistan, for example, the United States would prioritise the regime’s 
nuclear programme; with Saudi Arabia, oil-price stability.

Containment recognises the difficulty in finding every terrorist or even 
reducing group capabilities to the point that relatively low-tech attacks like 
the transportation bombings in Madrid and London are impossible. A con-
tainment strategy assumes the threat is manageable. As Philip Heymann, the 
former US deputy attorney general, argues, ‘there will be terrorism. We can 
deal with it; we can discourage it; but we cannot end it completely.’19 Indeed, 
by some measures, the threat is more than manageable – it is negligible. John 
Mueller acidly notes that before 11 September, the number of Americans who 
died from international terrorism was less than those killed by lightning strikes 
or, more prosaically, drowning in toilets.20 Excluding Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
number of Americans killed by al-Qaeda-linked terrorism since 11 September 
is in the dozens. While tragic, losing relatively few people from terrorism in 
the six years since 11 September suggests that, from an actuarial point of view, 
more lives could be saved by putting resources elsewhere. Even in the month of 
September 2001 itself, more Americans died on the road and from cancer than 
from terrorism.21 

Containment does not mean ignoring terrorists, but rather not putting 
terrorism front and centre. Containment, in essence, was the US counter- 

terrorism strategy for decades. The United States went after 
individual terrorists, be they members of the Abu Nidal 
Organisation, the Lebanese Hizbullah, Greece’s November 
17 Organisation, or other groups whose members had killed 
Americans. In all these cases the United States tried to arrest 
particular individuals, or have its allies do so, but there was 
no pretence of going after the group as a whole. Hizbullah, 
for example, has been nestled comfortably in Lebanon since 
its founding in the early 1980s. It killed Americans and took 
Western hostages in the 1980s, and since then continued to 
war constantly with Israel, but US efforts were confined to 

pressing the group’s state sponsors, Iran and Syria, and trying to disrupt and 
arrest individual members when they left the Lebanese sanctuary.22

The exception to this limited focus was domestic terrorism. The FBI relent-
lessly tracked leftist groups like the Weathermen and the Symbionese Liberation 
Army, driving them deep underground and eventually rounding up all their 
important members. When the threat from right-wing militia movements 
became clear after the 19 April 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal 
Building in Oklahoma City – the most devastating domestic terrorist attack in 
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US history, killing 167 people, including 19 children – the FBI moved quickly 
to increase investigations of, and then disrupt and arrest, various right-wing 
movements throughout the country.23 

In addition to managing the risk itself, containment has a potential strat-
egy for long-term victory: any adversary has internal contradictions that, given 
time, will discredit and divide it. In al-Qaeda’s case, the adversary is divided on 
what target should receive priority, who is a true Muslim, whether it is against 

Western values or just US policies, and other core issues. Islam expert Gilles 
Kepel notes that the presence of representatives from a wide range of Islamist 
groups in London has ’led to a tempest of reciprocal excommunications and 
anathemas’.24 In addition, there are numerous leaders who are coming to the 
fore now that bin Laden cannot exert the same level of direct control because 
of the blows the organisation has sustained since losing the Taliban’s backing 
and being subjected to greater international policing and intelligence disruption 
after 11 September — and these leaders may fight one another. Such differences 
have the potential to divide the movement; a generation from now, these contra-
dictions will not have destroyed the jihadist cause, but they may have weakened 
it dramatically. The jihadist movement will cooperate less internally. Moreover, 
parts of the movement may literally war on other parts, and some elements may 
work with foreign intelligence agencies against their rivals.

Equally importantly, containment recognises the limits of many alterna-
tives and that some of them may even backfire. One of containment’s greatest 
strengths is that it avoids some of these risks. It is thus a relatively low-cost 
alternative: it demands less in the way of troops and intelligence. At home, little 
needs to be spent on costly homeland defence measures. Even more impor-
tantly, it requires few policy sacrifices. If Pakistan threatens to reduce its aid 
to the United States on terrorism because of US pressure on its nuclear pro-
gramme, the United States can take that risk because counter-terrorism is not 
the dominant policy.

Containment, however, is far from perfect. In the past, containment of ter-
rorist groups worked – but the reasons for this success provide little comfort 
today. The primary target of most terrorist groups in the world is not the United 
States, but rather their local government or, in many cases, Israel. Thus while 
Hizbullah has not been linked to anti-US attacks, with the possible exception 
of aiding Shia insurgent strikes in Iraq, for over a decade – and even its role in 
the 1996 attack on Khobar Towers, where a member was implicated, seems sec-
ondary – this is in large part because the organisation prefers to go after other 
targets first, particularly Israel.25 Other groups, like November 17, are small and 
only capable of mounting a few attacks.
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Al-Qaeda, however, both seeks to kill Americans itself and turn more local 
groups against the United States. While it also has other priorities, it can and 
will kill large numbers of Americans if not confronted or disabled. This problem 
is particularly acute today. Containment’s vision is a long-term one and, over 
time, the movement may focus elsewhere or collapse under the weight of its 
own divisions. In the short term, however, and the short term may last a decade 
or more, the jihadist cause is alive and well, and attacks are likely to continue. 

Getting some allies to cooperate with a containment policy would be diffi-
cult, because it has a large element of diversion to it. Other states will naturally 
have their own security interests and will resent efforts focused on protecting 
American citizens’ lives at their expense. Containment would not be viewed 
favourably by governments looking for help in destroying the threat, not in 
keeping it local.

One of the biggest problems with containment is the home front. Containment 
is the antithesis of a ’crush‘ strategy, and thus appears as weakness to domes-
tic audiences who are scared, angry and hungry for vengeance after a terrorist 
attack. This public response is not based on a rational calculation of the risks. 
Yet terrorism scares people. Even a limited number of deaths, particularly on 
home soil, thus has a disproportionate psychological effect. Work stops, and 
people refuse to travel. Public confidence in government plunges. This may be 
irrational from an actuarial point of view, but policymakers must adjust policy 
to cope with the behaviour of their citizens. Moreover, every government must 
ensure the security of its citizens to be credible, and the deliberate murder of 
civilians is a direct challenge to a government’s legitimacy. 

It is impossible for politicians not to respond to such provocations. The Bush 
administration has spent the years since 11 September telling the American 
people how dangerous the threat is, and most Democratic politicians have 
joined in the chorus. When politicians try to soften their rhetoric on terrorism, 
they face tremendous criticism. During the waning days of the 2004 elections, 
Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry told the New York Times that he 

wanted to turn terrorism into a ‘nuisance’ like crime; President Bush told report-
ers that the United States would never achieve a clear victory in the war. The 
public outcry forced both to ‘clarify’ – that is, to disown – their statements. 

One cannot take the politics out of counter-terrorism. The painful reality 
might be that ‘doing something‘ – whether spending money on homeland 
security or acting aggressively abroad – is necessary to reassure people after 
a massive attack on the homeland, since a perception that the government was 
passive could contribute to a massive overreaction. Reaction may be necessary 
to prevent overreaction. 
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Nor is it simply a matter of politics. Beyond simply preventing peace, terror-
ism can spark far more massive conflicts. Indeed, terrorist groups often hope 
to provoke larger popular struggles, seeing themselves as the vanguards of 
broader movements that they can create through violence. Through the murder 
and intimidation of civilians – and by provoking a harsh state response – they 
force people to choose sides, shattering what was a peaceful accommodation. 
There may be few fatalities from such terrorism, but the strategic consequences 
are massive. Two of the world’s most deadly insurgencies – Kashmir and 
Chechnya – began with limited terrorism and quickly escalated to conflicts that 
claimed hundreds of thousands of victims. Israel, Colombia and other nations 
and regions have seen terrorists derail peace talks.

Indeed, small but violent groups can have an influence disproportionate 
to their size. Mueller points out that demagogic politicians can use very small 
bands of thugs to spawn refugee flights, which in turn leads to a cycle of revenge. 
In some towns in the Balkans little more than a dozen thugs forced thousands 
to flee.26 In Iraq, limited violence in summer 2003 escalated just as the terrorists 
– now the insurgents – intended. Some parts of the opposition also seek to use 
terrorism to spark civil war. Jihadists have perpetrated repeated suicide bomb-
ings of Shia mosques in Iraq. 

The lack of a response to terrorism can fuel this. Successful terrorism spawns 
imitation. An ineffectual response can thus spawn more of the problem. In 
addition, a lack of response can undermine the credibility of a government, 
beginning a cycle that terrorists exploit to build an organisation and become a 
full-fledged insurgent movement.

Al-Qaeda is well aware of the rewards of terrorism and seeks to exploit them. 
The bulk of al-Qaeda’s activities are not related to anti-US or even international 
terrorism. Rather, the organisation proselytises and fosters insurgencies around 
the globe. Chechnya, Algeria, Kashmir, Bosnia, the Philippines, Indonesia and 
now Iraq are only some of the countries where the organisation has focused. 
These insurgencies, of course, kill tens or hundreds of thousands – and terror-
ism is how several of them began.

This is where containment advocates overstate how well things are going 
today. There have been no further attacks on the US homeland, in part due to 
the changes the United States has forced on al-Qaeda and to increased vigi-
lance. However, al-Qaeda and affiliated groups have, if anything, become more 
active overseas since 11 September. Indonesia, Spain, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan, Yemen, Russia, Pakistan, Egypt and the United Kingdom are only a few 
of the countries that have suffered terrorism. More important in many ways are 
the ongoing insurgencies in Iraq, Afghanistan, Chechnya and Kashmir and the 
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strife in Pakistan and Nigeria. In these countries the problem is immense and 
exceptionally costly. 

Strategy four: defence
If terrorists can easily enter a country and operate with impunity, the number of 
attacks will almost certainly increase. ‘Defence’ is a broad term, however. It can 
include emergency preparedness, domestic intelligence, better border control, 
port-security initiatives and other measures designed to make it harder for the 
terrorists to successfully attack.

Much of what is now considered ‘al-Qaeda’ is really a collection of unaffili-
ated wannabes, inspired by bin Laden’s dream but not in touch with the broader 
organisation.27 They might be able to scrounge together the money to fly to the 
United States for an attack or, more commonly, seek to strike a US target in 
their home country. While in the United States, they could probably acquire a 
weapon or materials for a bomb. 

With better defences, however, the chance of finding such amateurs is much 
higher. Shoddy passports would be inspected more carefully. Weapons dealers 
would be more vigilant with regard to individuals who might be terrorists, and 
illegal arms merchants would be under closer scrutiny. If terrorists seek help 
from individuals in the United States who might assist them – providing them 
with a place to sleep or helping them survey various targets – they are more 
likely to be caught, as these individuals are likely be under surveillance. 

Effective offence cannot catch all these individuals. Many of them do not 
appear on the radar screen of intelligence agencies until after they undertake 
attacks.28 However, it can help ensure that they are not linked to a broader oper-
ational, as opposed to ideological, network. In the absence of a local support 
infrastructure, terrorists must do everything on their own: acquire documents, 
raise money, find fellow-travellers to help them live day-to-day, and so on. 
Even more importantly, they are less likely to be trained and thus make more 
mistakes. 

Perhaps the best example of how defence can work in a tactical sense is Israel’s 
security barrier, which separates much of the West Bank from major Israeli pop-
ulation centres.29 The barrier stopped many would-be attackers from penetrating 
Israel proper, forcing them to abandon their efforts or go through checkpoints, 
where they were often detected. Others tried to circumvent the barrier by trav-
elling through areas where it was still incomplete. These detours added many 
miles and hours to their trips, however, and forced them to work with and inform 
more people about their activities – delays and opportunities that Israeli counter-
terrorism forces were able to seize on in disrupting attacks.30 
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Defences are necessary because even superb intelligence is always incom-
plete. Investigations of attacks before 11 September emphasised that warning of 
a particular attack may be lacking even though there is broad 
recognition that one may occur. In 1985, the Report of the 
Secretary of State’s Advisory Panel on Overseas Security (the 
Inman Report) examined the bombings of the US Embassy 
and Marine Barracks in Lebanon and concluded that ‘if 
determined, well-trained and funded teams are seeking to 
do damage, they will eventually succeed’. The inquiries into 
the 1996 Khobar Towers attack and the 1998 Embassy bomb-
ings both found strategic warning was sound even though tactical warning 
was lacking.31 In 1999, the Report of the Accountability Review Boards on the 
Embassy Bombings in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam (better known as the Crowe 
Commission) contended that ’we cannot count on having such intelligence to 
warn us of such attacks’.32 

One advantage of defences over other strategies is they do not rely on the 
same level of cooperation with a broad set of allies, though neighbouring coun-
tries become very important. Regardless of the good opinion of Germany or the 
level of cooperation from Pakistan, the United States can still make itself safer 
by making its borders more secure. Canada and Mexico, however, must cooper-
ate wholeheartedly for defences to function to their full extent. 

Yet a strategy of defence raises some rather obvious questions. Firstly, what 
is to be defended? Some sites seem obvious. The White House and Congress, 
of course, should be well defended. So, too, should nuclear power plants and 
chemical manufacturing plants. But then it gets harder. Should state capitols 
be defended, or lesser federal government buildings (say, the Department of 
Transportation)? What about public transportation, which has long been a 
favourite target of terrorists around the world? Difficult choices must be made. 
For example, the cost of purchasing and installing explosive-detection systems 
for Boston’s Logan International Airport is estimated to be $146 million, while 
the cost for Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport will be more than $193m, 
and the nationwide price tag is $3 billion.33 Is this the best use of tax dollars, or 
are they better spent on more border guards or on social welfare programmes 
that decrease immigrant alienation?

The more comprehensive the list, the more costly the defences become. 
Increasing airline screening since 11 September has cost more than $10bn so far 
and the Transportation Security Agency expects to spend another $7bn billion 
in the next few years.34 At the Rochester, New York airport the cost of security 
screening in 2003 exceeded the remaining cost of running the entire airport.35 

Even superb 
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Even after spending billions of dollars, however, airport security has not dramat-
ically improved. A 2004 confidential report prepared for the House Homeland 
Security Committee by a Government Accounting Office auditor found that 
screeners are failing to detect weapons at roughly the same rate as shortly after 
the attacks.36 The Transportation Security Agency bought 1,344 hi-tech baggage-
screening machines costing more than $1m each but experienced false alarms in 
15–30% of all luggage. The culprit? Yorkshire puddings and bottles of shampoo 
which happen to have similar densities to certain explosives.37

The primary cost of many defences is not wasted dollars but lost time. Metal 
detectors for a subway system, for example, would lead to massive delays and 
make what is supposed to be convenient transportation quite inconvenient. 
These delays, in turn, would create perverse effects that would almost certainly 
lead to more deaths. Less convenient subway systems would make more people 
drive, and driving is far more dangerous than taking the train. 

Terrorist innovation is also a challenge.38 Israel found that the security barrier 
led Palestinian groups to shift their tactics. The barrier contributed to a dramatic 
plunge in the number of Israeli deaths from suicide attackers. But some still 
get through. Moreover, Palestinian groups have increased their use of mortars, 
firing over the barrier to strike into Israel.39 The mortar attacks are less success-
ful than the suicide bombings, but they do demonstrate how terrorists continue 
to innovate in response to defences.

Similar, but more successful, terrorist innovation led to the failure of US 
defences on 11 September. With metal detectors and improved security, the 
United States and other countries greatly reduced the number of airline hijack-
ings from the level in the 1970s. Indeed, part of the reason for the success of the 
11 September plot was that the hijackers were able to figure out a way to take 
over an aeroplane without guns, an innovation that would only work if they 
then crashed the aeroplane. If they had landed the plane and negotiated, as past 
hijackers had done, rescue teams could have easily stormed the plane without 
fear of the hostages being shot. US airline defences worked as planned – no one 
smuggled a gun or explosive material onto an aeroplane – but the plan itself did 
not capture the range of possibilities. 

The United States faces particular problems because, unlike Israel, its citi-
zens and interests are global. Defences, of course, do little to help critical allies 
in fighting terrorism. And while the United States defends its embassies and 
military bases around the world, terrorists can still go after less prestigious 
targets. Rather than attack a military base, they can attack individual soldiers, 
as Libya did in 1986 when it killed two soldiers and a Turkish woman at La 
Belle discotheque in Germany; rather than blow up embassies, jihadists can kill 
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individual diplomats in their homes, as they did Lawrence Foley, a US Agency 
for International Development official in Jordan, in 2002. 

Bureaucratically, improving defences can be costly. The Department of 
Homeland Security was intended to better coordinate the myriad agencies 
with pieces of the defence puzzle, but it has suffered from poor morale and 
confusion as to its mission. Moreover, the emphasis on terrorism has had dra-
matic costs. The Federal Emergency Management Agency was placed under the 
department because a terrorist strike could involve catastrophic damage requir-
ing a sustained effort to care for victims and restore services. Under Homeland 
Security, however, the agency lost personnel and budgets for its traditional role 
of responding to natural disasters, reflected in its disastrous performance fol-
lowing Hurricane Katrina.40 

One of the most effective forms of defence is domestic intelligence: iden-
tifying suspicious individuals and carefully monitoring their activities. The 
FBI currently is the lead US domestic intelligence agency as well as the leading 
criminal investigative agency. Improving domestic intelligence involves a raft 
of changes, some of which involve diverting the FBI away from other priorities, 
such as white-collar crime. 

But many of the biggest changes for domestic intelligence have costs in 
civil liberties and in the openness of society. In December 2005 the New York 
Times reported that the Bush administration had used the National Security 
Agency to spy on suspected terrorists on US soil without going through the 
Congressionally-mandated process that involved the Foreign Intelligence and 
Surveillance Act Court.41 These revelations, and the lesser but long-standing 
flap over the US Patriot Act, highlighted a fundamental tension: gaining better 
information on suspected terrorists at times necessitates collecting more infor-
mation in general, including on many individuals who, in the end, may not be 
involved in terrorism. 

Domestic surveillance of US Muslim and Arab com-
munities, the communities from which al-Qaeda would 
recruit new members and its sympathisers would 
emerge, may backfire in the end. American Muslim 
suspicions of the government are growing, and if this 
continues it could lead to increased radicalisation of 
some individuals. A 2005 survey of Muslim youth activ-
ists found that 70% felt that the American public had 
‘significant hostility’ toward Muslims.42 Because of measures taken to interview 
Arab Americans and to fingerprint and photograph immigrants, this commu-
nity believes it is being unfairly harassed. Efforts to monitor non-governmental 
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organisations that may have links to terrorist groups have drawn criticism for 
interfering with Muslims’ religious obligation to contribute to charity. Increased 
surveillance or perceived official hostility may lead these communities, which 
for now are well integrated into society, to perceive a gap between being Muslims 
and being Americans. 

Most proposed defensive measures come down particularly hard on immi-
grants and visitors. Reducing the number of visas to visitors from Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, Egypt or other countries with al-Qaeda-linked groups 
does reduce opportunities for radicals to slip in — but it also reduces opportu-
nities for individuals who might be sympathetic to the United States to visit as 
well. Students from the Middle East, for example, have increasingly chosen to 
study in Europe, Canada and Australia rather than in the United States since 
11 September. The number of students from the Middle East studying in the 
United States in the 2002/03 academic year fell by 10% from the previous year. 
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait saw a decrease of 25%, while the number of students 
from the United Arab Emirates dropped by 15%. Other Muslim countries were 
also affected.43

In the long term this could be disastrous, as many students who come to the 
United States are current or future elites in their home countries: they typically 
have more money, are better educated, and are otherwise able to shape opinion. 
Turning these people away or treating them poorly while they are here confirms 
their suspicions that the United States is hostile to Muslims. This can harm other 
policy goals as well, as these same elites might later help on trade, oil pricing, or 
other important US interests. 

If part of a counter-terrorism strategy is to sell US values and explain the US 
system by exposing foreigners to Americans, closing off the United States is a 
problem. Indeed, those whom we seek most to influence – Islamists of various 
stripes who are often highly critical of al-Qaeda but also critical of the United 
States – face difficulty travelling because of their views and thus are more likely 
to sympathise with al-Qaeda. 

Offence and defence work in tandem. If defences make it harder for terror-
ists to enter the United States – and successful US and allied strikes reduce the 
number of skilled terrorists – then the remaining amateurs are far more likely to 
fail. However, give terrorists enough time and freedom, and they are far more 
able to overcome even sophisticated defences. 

Strategy five: diversion 
A particularly nasty approach to counter-terrorism is to divert the jihadist onto 

someone else – the so-called ’campfire strategy’. If a bear attacks you and your 
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friends around a campfire in the woods, you don’t need to be faster than the 
bear, just faster than your friends. This is the strategy of diversion. Though the 
jihadists may loathe the United States, they will not target America because 
they have other priorities. 

Diversion would involve playing up other conflicts that inflame the enemy. 
The United States would criticise Russia openly and frequently in Chechnya, 
play up the problems Muslims face in Europe, cluck sadly over India’s abuses 
in Kashmir, and otherwise portray itself as sympathetic to Islamist views of the 
world’s conflicts. At the same time, the United States would back away from 
policies – such as support for Israel, its presence in Iraq and backing authoritar-
ian Muslim regimes – that most anger the jihadists. Over time, other countries 
would enter the jihadists’ crosshairs. 

Diversion is an exceptionally common counter-terrorism strategy, but one 
that few leaders articulate because its goal is to cause problems for others. 
France in the 1970s and much of the 1980s deliberately allowed terrorists 
sanctuary on its soil, believing, at times correctly, that as a reward for its 
cooperation terrorist groups would not attack French citizens or interests.44 

Arab governments in the 1980s tried to send potential young troublemakers to 
Afghanistan, lauding them as heroes for their efforts against the Soviets but all 
the while hoping that the youngsters would achieve their goal of martyrdom. 
The United States inadvertently follows this logic with many terrorist groups. 
The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka (arguably the deadliest 
group in the world) or Chile’s Manuel Rodriguez Patriotic Front–Dissidents 
are both hostile to US influence and US policies, but they focus first and 
foremost on their home countries. Even an explicitly anti-US group like the 
Marxist Devrimci Halk Kurtulus Partisi–Cephesi in Turkey is only of limited 
concern because it is focused first and foremost on the Turkish government. 
Such groups have other fish to fry, and the United States is quite content to let 
them do so.

A strategy of diversion has a logic suggested by the illogic of the jihadists’ 
views. Goals such as removing invaders from Muslim lands, toppling what 
they see as illegitimate regimes, and establishing Islamic rule in their place do 
not, with the exception of the US presence in Iraq, inherently concern the United 
States. Mubarak in Egypt, King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, or the prime minister 
of Israel are far more logical targets of anger than is America.45 

Even in Iraq, some commentators argue that it is possible for terrorists to 
become engaged in a civil war there rather than going after the United States as 
international terrorists.46 If the United States left Iraq, or perhaps if it lowered its 
profile considerably, Sunni jihadists might focus even more on killing Shi’ites, 
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whom they see as apostates. In Iraq, the terrorists’ propensity for internecine 
warfare may lead them away from US targets. 

Iraq has also been justified as a way of diverting terrorists from attacking the 
US homeland. As President Bush argued in a 2005 speech about Iraq, ‘there is 
only one course of action against [the terrorists]: to defeat them abroad before 
they attack us at home’.47 By this logic, jihadists from around the world who 
would otherwise plot attacks against New York, Washington or other cities are 
instead sending their best people and devoting their time to defeating the US 
military in Iraq. No one wants to make US soldiers targets, but even soldiers 
prefer that the military be attacked rather than civilians.

Arab governments, in particular, are ripe for diversion. Many are already 
engaged in harsh repression against jihadist movements: Jordan, Morocco, 
Syria, Egypt, Tunisia and Libya are all good examples. Countries like Algeria, 
Iraq and, to a lesser degree, Yemen and Saudi Arabia are fighting full-blown or 
proto-insurgencies. These conflicts have led to thousands of deaths and impris-
onments, as well as full-scale suspensions of human rights. Not surprisingly, 
many Arabs are bitter at their governments, which are thus vulnerable to having 
jihadist movements focus more on them than on the United States.

Nor are non-Arab Muslim countries off the hook. Indonesia and Bangladesh, 
the world’s largest Muslim countries, both face local terrorist groups linked to 
al-Qaeda, and Afghanistan faces the remnants of the Taliban. Pakistan, of course, 
is home to myriad jihadist groups. None of these governments are accepted as 
legitimate by the jihadist community: some are too democratic, some too close 
to the West, and none sufficiently Islamic. 

Even countries on the periphery of the Muslim world are ripe for diversion. 
India in Kashmir, Russia in Chechnya and other parts of the Caucasus, China 
in Xinjiang province, the Philippines, Thailand, Nigeria and Israel are all coun-
tries where a non-Muslim government faces internal dissent from a Muslim 
community. These are logical places for the next jihad if the goal is to remove 
foreigners from the lands of Islam or Muslims from the dominance of other 
religious communities. 

These potential diversions are political, but where values rather than poli-
cies are at issue the United States still has advantages. To be sure, Hollywood, 
American television and American music offers the world such blasphemous 
ideas as freedom of speech, women’s equality, and the rights of homosexuals 
as well as a steady diet of teen sexuality and the subversion of the traditional 
family hierarchy. Many of the issues that have caught Muslim extremists’ ire in 
recent years, however, have been European: Dutch filmmaker Theo Van Gogh’s 
graphic film criticising the treatment of women under Islam; France’s ban on 
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headscarves for Muslim girls in school; the publication of cartoons mocking the 
Prophet Mohammed in Denmark. Unlike Europe, the United States does not 
face significant tension from a large Muslim population, so similar reactions are 
less likely, though not impossible.48

Diversion is likely to work particularly well against potential al-Qaeda affili-
ates and the loose network of bin Laden admirers, as opposed to the al-Qaeda 
core. The affiliates are usually engaged in bitter wars against local regimes, 
which already take most of their attention. These individuals are not yet fully 
committed to attacking the United States. Diversion would make the United 
States even less attractive as a target. Similarly, the imaginations of individual 
jihadists in Europe or in the Muslim world would be seized by the supposed 
outrages of other countries, not America.

The advantages of diversion can be measured in saved American lives and 
dollars. To be blunt, others will die so Americans will live. Al-Qaeda and local 
movements would attack in Britain, Russia, Indonesia, 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and so on, but not, or less frequently, 
in the United States. Nor would the United States have to 
undertake as many costly defensive measures. Other policy 
concerns – trade, nuclear proliferation, and so on – could 
receive the attention they deserve. Over time, diversion 
might exacerbate fault lines within the jihadist movement. 
Without a single enemy on which to focus their anger, jihadists might start to 

fight one another over priorities and resources. 
Needless to say, a diversion strategy has several severe problems. Diversion, 

of course, requires policy changes – in short, concessions – to be meaningful. 
Parts of the jihadist movement may decide the United States is no longer public 
enemy number one, but only if US policies and values give less offence or 
another state commits a grievance that rises to the level of perceived US crimes. 
Most importantly today, the United States would have to withdraw from Iraq 
– ideally, from the jihadists’ point of view, with its tail between its legs. The 
United States would also have to cut off Israel. Being more sympathetic to the 
Palestinians and pushing hard for a two-state solution is not enough: the United 
States would have to be seen as a critic of Israel, not a friend. Washington would 
also have to be more like Japan in its foreign policy toward the Muslim world: 
trade is okay, but political and military influence is not. 

Even if these policy transformations occurred, parts of the jihad would resist 
being diverted. It would take many years to convince sceptical and conspirato-
rial jihadists that the United States was showing new colours. Moreover, the list 
of grievances against the United States is exceptionally long. Even some who 
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would be diverted might only be distracted temporarily. The efforts of Arab 
regimes to divert their home-grown jihadists to Afghanistan to fight and die in 
the struggle against the Soviets worked in the short term, but when that struggle 
ended they found themselves confronting a far more dangerous foe. As former 
CIA officer Milton Beardon noted, these fighters ‘didn’t die in great numbers. 
They died in tiny numbers, and they did come back.’49 

Diversion would also relieve pressure on the al-Qaeda core, perhaps enabling 
it to reconstitute itself. Because the jihad is global, keeping it down requires a 
global response, which the United States now orchestrates. Equally importantly, 
US pressure greatly reduces other countries’ incentives to look the other way at 
jihadists on their territory. Although the jihadists may intend no harm to their 
hosts, many states avoid tolerating them for fear of infuriating the United States, 
a risky move for any state.

Conversely, if the United States tried to divert the jihadists, it would infuriate 
US allies and other countries. In essence, the United States would be inviting ter-
rorists to focus on killing other people, just not Americans. Even if this were not 
a declared policy, its contours would become known to a degree, and gaining 
diplomatic support from the affected countries would be far more difficult.

Even more importantly, while diversion would reduce the threat to US citi-
zens, it would not diminish – in fact it is intended to increase – the threat to 
other countries, thus implicating many US interests around the globe. The sta-
bility of Pakistan is a vital US interest. Moreover, a greater al-Qaeda threat to 
Saudi Arabia risks instability in the world’s largest oil producer. If the already 
strong Pakistani jihadist movement grew, it would further threaten stability in 
an already tottering state suffering from rampant corruption, severe economic 
problems, ethnic strife and a border war with India. Add to this lethal mix 
Pakistan’s nuclear programme and you have the stuff of nightmares.

It would be disastrous should the jihadists ever capture a state, or even gain 
significant influence over one as they did in Afghanistan under the Taliban, 
or before that in Sudan. Al-Qaeda was able to use these countries, remote and 
poor as they were, as bases to construct a global army. The organisation was 
able to make its network far stronger and to bolster like-minded groups around 
the world. Recruitment, training, propaganda, indoctrination and other vital 
organisational efforts became far more effective when the groups had the secu-
rity of a state to fall back on, rely on and exploit. Within these countries, the 
humanitarian costs were high. Afghanistan continued to be wracked by civil 
war, and the Taliban turned away international aid organisations trying to help 
its desperate citizens. Citizens who did not share the Taliban’s extreme credo 
suffered brutal repression. 
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These problems would grow exponentially should jihadists come to power 
in a rich state like Saudi Arabia or a powerful one like Pakistan. Al-Qaeda’s 
yearly budget at its peak was around $30m; the Saudi state, in contrast, took 
in revenues of almost $150bn in 2005. Spending a fraction of that money on 
advancing the jihadist cause would transform the movement’s capabilities and 
size. Pakistan’s situation is even more troubling. The government budget, at 
about $15bn, is only a tenth that of Saudi Arabia, but Islamabad controls a large 
army and several nuclear weapons. If this were controlled by jihadists, a nuclear 
exchange with India that would kill tens of millions would be one possibility, as 
would a launch against Israel or a Pakistan-backed terrorist strike on the United 
States. 

Diverting jihadists away from the US homeland to Iraq is particularly dan-
gerous. This strategy assumes a finite number of jihadists who, logically, can 
only be in one place at a time. However, the Iraq War has proven a generator 
of terrorism, inspiring thousands of young Muslims against the United States. 
There are more than enough jihadists to go around. Moreover, in Iraq they are 
picking up new skills and joining a network that makes them exponentially 
more dangerous.

It is difficult to pursue diversion without running these risks. US efforts to 
weaken the jihadists, even if surreptitious, would still surface through leaks at 
home and the occasional statements of allies. Over time, it would be impossible 
to carry out such a policy covertly. In addition, the United States cannot simply 
pick and choose and hope to appease the jihadists. Though leaving Iraq would 
address one grievance, al-Qaeda’s list was drawn well before the US invasion 
and would remain after the last US soldier left Iraq. 

However, one aspect of diversion should be kept in mind even if the strategy 
as a whole is rejected: the United States need not fight every battle and should 
try to avoid creating new enemies when possible. Many local groups are for 
now focused on local governments. Unless there is good reason to think these 
groups will soon join al-Qaeda, the United States should be leery of confronting 
them directly or otherwise making new enemies.

Strategy Six: delegitimation
A longer-term strategy involves trying to undermine support for terrorists by 
delegitimising their tactics and ideas. Governments may also use moderate and 
respected voices in a particular community – Muslim preachers for the jihad-
ists, labour unions for leftists, cultural heroes for ethno-nationalist groups, and 
so on – to condemn terrorists. Governments can also spotlight defectors from 
the group. Explaining government positions, highlighting the extreme views 
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and brutality of the terrorist group, and otherwise employing standard politi-
cal tactics of making yourself look good and your opponent bad can, in theory, 
reduce terrorists’ ability to recruit and raise money and, by winning over the 
populace to the government’s side, increase intelligence collection. 

Terrorism requires the deliberate killing of non-combatants. This is rarely 
popular. Few publics, no matter how bloodthirsty, want women and children 
to die. Thus, terrorists start out as at a disadvantage in convincing the public to 
see them as just. Even the terrorists’ ideas, while less controversial than their use 
of violence, can be attacked with relative ease. Some jihadists consider the vast 
majority of Muslims to be apostates, hardly a viewpoint that will make them 
popular. Most roundly condemn the concept of democracy, even though it is 
supported widely in the Arab world.50 In addition, jihadists have declared many 

popular activities such as sports and music to be deviations 
from true Islam. Such positions greatly affect the level of 
public support the jihadists receive.

Theologically, the terrorists are on thin ice. The vast 
majority of Muslim scholars have different interpretations 
concerning the declaration of jihad, the role of popular input 
into decision-making, the legitimacy of various regimes 

in the Muslim world and the permissibility of deviance from the strict codes 
the terrorists proclaim. Many of these clerics have views on these issues that 
would not comfort Western audiences, but are far removed from those of the 
terrorists.

Saudi Arabia has pursued this strategy successfully in its anti-terrorism 
campaign that began in earnest after the May 2003 attacks in the kingdom. At 
the behest of the regime, Saudi Arabia’s usually bland media explicitly por-
trayed the gruesome impact of attacks by al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
on Muslim civilians. The result was a wave of popular revulsion against the 
jihadists. This forced them to shift tactics away from Muslim civilians, a shift 
that made operations much harder and shows that their credibility has been 
damaged. Saudi Arabia was also able to convert several prominent clerics from 
adversaries and critics into regime supporters. This campaign helped convince 
many Saudis to reject the radicals, hurting their efforts to recruit and fundraise 
and giving the Saudi regime the ability to better solicit information from the 
populace.51 

One common criticism of efforts to delegitimise terrorists is that no amount 
of propaganda could convince someone like Osama bin Laden and his die-
hard followers to lay down their arms. This is true, but it misses the point. 
Delegitimising terrorists has little impact on those already in the organisation. 

Theologically, 
the terrorists 
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They have already drunk the Kool-Aid. Rather, efforts to delegitimise terrorists 
affect both would-be recruits and potential financiers. In addition to shaping the 
attitudes of these more active parts of the jihadist movement, delegitimising the 
terrorists also shapes the public mood, which has profound effects on the ability 
to gather intelligence and on the long-term desirability of reform.

One of the biggest advantages of delegitimation is that it has relatively few 
costs. The investments are in people and changing tactics. The United States 
would not have to deploy troops, change its alliance structure, or otherwise 
shake up its security to engage in delegitimation. 

Delegitimation, however, will be less effective if it is not tied to policy 
changes. Perceived atrocities in Iraq or more images like those from Abu Ghraib 
will drown out outrage over an atrocity like Beslan or disagreement with the 
jihadists’ condemnation of democracy. Even if other governments are the mes-
sengers, the anger US policies generate will make it difficult to reduce support 
for anti-US groups. 

Delegitimation also requires restraint on the part of the United States and 
its allies. The essence of this strategy is to highlight the horrific violence and 
extreme goals of the foe. If US actions take centre stage instead, as high-profile 
measures such as invading other countries or other dramatic uses of military 
force inevitably will, the jihadists will draw support simply by portraying 
themselves as defending the Muslim community – their means and ultimate 
goals will be lost in the din.

Strategy seven: transforming terrorist breeding grounds
The most ambitious approach, and the most difficult, is to transform countries 
that breed terrorists. Bush argued for this approach eloquently in a speech 
before the National Endowment for Democracy in 2005, describing one aspect 
of US counter-terrorism strategy:

If the peoples of that region are permitted to choose their own destiny, and 
advance by their own energy and by their participation as free men and 
women, then the extremists will be marginalized, and the flow of violent 
radicalism to the rest of the world will slow, and eventually end. By 
standing for the hope and freedom of others, we make our own freedom 
more secure.52

According to this strategy, the sclerotic rule of the Al Saud, the brutality of the 
Mubarak government and other grievances can all be redressed through ballots, 
not bullets. The president’s views have some support from scholars of terrorism. 
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Ted Robert Gurr, for example, notes that in democracies reforms can greatly 
reduce support for terrorism and win over potential terrorist recruits.53

The greatest attraction of this ambitious approach is that it promises a long-
term solution to the terrorism problem. Killing and capturing al-Qaeda leaders, 
building defences or encouraging jihadist groups to attack elsewhere all push 
back the problem, at best. But if some of the grievances that lead to terrorism can 
be addressed, the supply of money and recruits might dry up. Northern Ireland 
offers perhaps the best example. Credible British offers of political power to 
Irish nationalists made the use of violence seem increasingly unnecessary. Over 
time, and it took decades, the IRA leadership recognised that they had more to 
gain by working with a democratic system.54 

The disadvantages largely lie in the areas of feasibility and costs. There is no 
recipe for making a democracy. In addition to honest elections and the protec-
tion of minority rights, common building blocks of democracy include the rule 
of law, a free press, independent civic organisations like unions and professional 
groups, and a sense of trust among citizens. In a country like Algeria, all of these 
are lacking. As the United States discovered in Iraq and Afghanistan, it can influ-
ence the process, but much of the real work must be done by locals, many of 
whom are at best half-hearted democrats. And at times aggressive US diplomacy 
discredits would-be democrats in the eyes of anti-US nationalists. But only pro-
moting more modest change opens Washington to criticism for allowing regimes 
like Mubarak’s to stay in power. An additional problem with this strategy is that 
for truly transformative change, the United States must often ask allies like the 
Al Saud to risk surrendering power, something most regimes are loathe to do.

Democracy may also produce Islamist regimes that, while not jihadist in ori-
entation, would oppose US foreign policy and social goals. In Palestine and 
Iraq, candidates linked to the terrorist group Hamas and pro-Iran militants have 
won elections. Islamists have done well in elections in Morocco, Egypt, Yemen, 
Bahrain and Saudi Arabia and probably would have won outright were it not 
for tight regime control over the results. As Middle East specialist F. Gregory 
Gause III contends, ’the problem with promoting democracy in the Arab world 
is not that Arabs do not like democracy; it is that Washington probably would 
not like the governments Arab democracy would produce’.55 An Islamist victory 
in Egypt, for example, might lead to a decrease in women’s rights, a harsher 
stand against Israel, or more criticism of the US position in Iraq. At the very 
least, such a government would be less inclined to cooperate with the CIA in 
hunting suspected terrorists. At most, it might expel the US military from the 
bases it uses in Egypt and actively support groups like Hamas that use terror-
ism against Israel. 
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Making the right choice
Making the best strategic choice depends on the ultimate definition of victory. 
US goals should be realistic even if they are ambitious. Politicians of both 
parties regularly talk about ‘eliminating’ terrorism, failing to recognise that the 
tactic has been around for literally thousands of years and is almost impossible 
to eradicate. Counter-terrorism specialist Paul Pillar points out that ‘terrorism 
can be reduced and controlled, not defeated’.56 And even Pillar’s more cautious 
objective must be qualified yet further with the obvious caveat that the price 
— in human, financial and policy terms – must be acceptable. 

With this realistic goal in mind, the more dramatic approaches — crushing 
the terrorists unilaterally through overwhelming force and transforming terror-
ist breeding grounds via democratisation — become far less appealing. They 
are both likely to fail and are tremendously costly, a prohibitive combination. 
Diversion, too, is highly risky, as well as immoral, and is difficult to implement. 
Despite their theoretical potential, in reality these approaches are costly and 
probably not feasible. 

A more effective approach is to encourage allies to fight terrorists more effec-
tively, recognising that allies are usually the key to successful counter-terrorism 
efforts. With allied help, terrorists can be contained and, in the long term, their 
many divisions will rise to the fore. Delegitimation can, to a degree, further 
this process. Defences have value, but the most important defensive measures 
involve improving domestic intelligence and ensuring the support of the Muslim 
community rather than trying to harden every potential terrorist target. 

It is vital that there be a real debate on the proper course. Too many options 
are presented as cost free or as coexisting harmoniously with other forms of 
counter-terrorism, when in fact they are risky and loaded with trade-offs. Many 
political promises are grandiose, leading the public to expect a decisive victory 
at little cost. A more informed debate will help lay the foundation for a stronger 
counter-terrorism policy that can better be sustained in the decades to come.
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