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I. Introduction 
 
Crafting the right response to a 
threat such as global terrorism re-
quires the development of a coher-
ent strategy that puts to work all the 
elements of power at a nation’s dis-
posal. In pursuit of that endeavor, 
several theories of counterterrorism 
have been developed and the strate-
gies stemming from these ap-
proaches have given way to lively 
debates about the best way to con-
front terrorism, particularly in 
America because it is the main tar-
get of this kind of confrontation. In 
broad strokes, there are two general 
approaches to counterterrorism 
strategy: The military approach ver-
sus the law enforcement approach. 
The application of either one has 
much to do with the type of enemy 
nations must confront. The novel 
case of jihadism has put many po-
lice and legal systems under consid-

erable strain, complicating even fur-
ther the establishment of effective 
policies and strategies to combat it. 
This paper explores why the mili-
tary approach can better help in the 
fight against a foe that knows no 
geographical or moral boundaries.  
 
First and foremost, strategy is a 
blueprint for achieving an objective; 
it links policy and action melding 
them into a cohesive whole. Grand 
strategy combines all instruments 
that a state has in the military, po-
litical and economic realms to 
achieve a final goal. Before 9/11, 
analysts and experts in America, 
e.g., Bruce Hoffman, complained 
about the lack of a comprehensive, 
fully-coordinated national strategy 
to combat terrorism. After 9/11, 
America saw the emergence of a 
grand strategic response, the U.S. 
National Strategy for Combating Ter-
rorism. As it is always the case when 
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making choices, not everyone was 
satisfied with these approaches, giv-
ing rise to alternative versions of 
grand strategies. Not one single 
strategy can have the answer to a 
phenomenon as complex as terror-
ism; they all have elements that can 
help accomplish optimal outcomes. 
Actually, a grand strategy is made 
of several elements that must be re-
alistic, flexible and dynamic, but 
most important, it must have spe-
cific and tangible goals. The success 
of strategy development will be de-
termined by the ability of the nation 
to carry it out and, to that end, 
many details must match. However, 
if the goals are overambitious or 
unrealistic, the strategy is doomed 
to fail because resources are finite – 
and they include money, time, and 
public patience. Strategy implemen-
tation must be closely monitored to 
see if it is working or if it needs fur-
ther adjustments.  
 
One important aspect that strategy 
developers must take into account is 
the nature of the enemy. Our imme-
diate threat is jihadism that, in itself, 
is a global menace. No national ap-
proach can disregard the interna-
tional component of terrorism to-
day. Jihadists disregard territorial 
borders; the world at large is a bat-
tlefield for a group such as al-
Qaeda.1 Since jihadists see their 
struggle as global, nations need to 
plan and join global strategies more 
than ever to disrupt the terrorist 
enterprise. All of which brings us to 
the issue of the enormous disagree-
ments in the international commu-
nity about what constitutes terror-
ism, different levels of capabilities 

and resources, cost burdens, or the 
varying perception regarding level 
of threat and goals to accomplish.  
 
Although terrorism cannot be com-
pletely eradicated because it is just 
the contemporary manifestation of 
conflict2 and conflict is ingrained in 
human nature, states have far more 
resources and capabilities to con-
front terrorism than terrorist groups 
have to practice it. In spite of the 
many existing hurdles, the interna-
tional community should ultimately 
work towards the goal of discredit-
ing terrorism as a barbaric tool to 
achieve political objectives. During 
the days of the Cold War, the allies 
did not agree on every respect, but 
key allied leaders saw the big pic-
ture, understood the real danger for 
the Free World, and joined forces 
against the common enemy leaving 
aside domestic differences – the 
same attitude is needed today to 
defeat jihadism. The need is urgent. 
Megaterrorism has not yet arrived; 
even 9/11 was a stage in between 
old-fashioned terrorism and the 
specter of things to come: The use of 
weapons of mass destruction.3 With 
an enemy who does not believe in 
deterrence, that practices a thanato-
phile ideology, and that has an 
apocalyptic goal, joining forces 
might be wise because the survival 
of the civilized world is at stake. 
Even those who do not share this 
sense of urgency do understand that 
terrorism is a lethal danger that 
cannot go unchecked and they 
could and should be persuaded to 
cooperate in the struggle against 
this threat. 
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II. Who is This Global Enemy? 
 
The Soviet defeat in Afghanistan, 
the subsequent collapse of the So-
viet Union and the socialist ideology 
it represented created a vacuum that 
Islamism seemed ideally qualified to 
fill.4 Islamism has different strands 
that go from moderate to radical;5 its 
most virulent expression is militant 
Islamism, better known today as 
jihadism. Today’s standard-bearer 
of this extreme religion-based ideol-
ogy is al-Qaeda and its maximum 
leader is Osama bin Laden. 
 
Bin Laden’s ferocious cosmic narra-
tive of the final battle between good 
and evil has attracted many follow-
ers in the Muslim world – with 
Westerners starring in the evil role. 
This war against the West is not fi-
nite and limited to political griev-
ances – real or imagined – but exis-
tential, transcending time and space 
and deeply rooted in Islamic faith6 – 
actually in a warped interpretation 
of Islam. Via this radical exegesis, 
bin Laden finds the justification for 
murder, terrorism, and suicide, 
which are strictly forbidden by Is-
lamic law. In general lines, what bin 
Laden offers to the masses is to re-
store Islam with a vanguard move-
ment of righteous Muslims so that 
the righteous order can be created 
through jihad7 and to recreate the 
caliphate as the Islamic polity. Bin 
Laden and al-Qaeda see themselves 
as the Righteous, the chosen ones to 
usher a new beginning on earth and 
attain salvation in the Hereafter. His 
cosmic war is a value-laden struggle 
defending the superiority of Islam 
and its culture. 

    
The exploitation of socioeconomic 
disparities has long served terrorism 
well. The idea that Muslims have 
been wronged, humiliated, and ex-
ploited by the West, particularly by 
the United States – a concept gener-
ously fueled by certain Muslim gov-
ernments to protect their own par-
ticular interests – has provided bin 
Laden with a platform to present his 
redeeming vision to a Muslim world 
seared by frustration at the sight of 
more successful civilizations. 
Among other factors, the security 
threats the Western world faces to-
day have everything to do with the 
pressures of modernity and global-
ization.8 All of the children of Abra-
ham continue to struggle with mod-
ernity; Westerners question its ex-
cesses, trying to reassert a faith and 
values that limit those excesses and 
Muslims do it too in their own way.9 
Jihadism exploits this dichotomy 
since it is an anti-modern ideology 
and globalization is the contempo-
rary expression of modernity. The 
clash is obvious, yet jihadists have 
no qualms to use every modern 
means to advance their cause. It is 
completely ironic that they use all 
what the modern world has to offer 
in order to send Islamic societies 
back to the seventh century. 
  
Islam does not observe any separa-
tion of mosque and state and bin 
Laden has manipulated this impor-
tant aspect in order to accomplish 
his objectives. The Islamic world is 
experiencing great upheavals and 
ideological divisions that jihadism 
exploits to its favor. Osama bin 
Laden has become an inspiration for 
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the disaffected and the disen-
chanted; his message of restoring 
the Islamic world to its “rightful 
place” resonates with the masses, 
which turns him into a particularly 
dangerous enemy; however, his 
methods have sickened many poten-
tial adherents. The great majority of 
Muslims in the world have no desire 
to join a jihad or to politicize their 
religion.10

 
Beyond the propaganda, the pur-
ported religious message, and the 
jihadist allure, it is necessary to un-
derstand the grand strategy of the 
enemy to counter it effectively. The 
strategist bin Laden rejects the 
Westphalian system of states and 
seeks to reestablish the caliphate as 
the sole political form of organiza-
tion, which he would naturally be 
called to rule. In order to achieve his 
totalitarian ends, he needs to de-
stroy the competitor and main 
stumbling block to his success: 
Western civilization and its contem-
porary leader, the United States. He 
deemed necessary to start his plans 
by attacking Middle East moderate 
regimes to establish a power base in 
order to extend his grip on the re-
gion. After failing to accomplish this 
goal, he decided that these regimes 
would fall easily if their alleged pa-
tron, the United States, were to fall 
first. Bin Laden tried different tac-
tics: fatwas, threats, video releases, 
terrorist attacks, but to no avail; he 
was considered just one more irri-
tant in global politics, but nothing 
else. Therefore, he decided to perpe-
trate an unforgettable and eye-
popping strike to provoke a dispro-
portionate reaction that would 

surely enrage the Muslim world 
against the West. He would go for 
the head, “the head of heresy”, as he 
calls it – the United States.  
 
September 11, 2001 was an organ-
izational success for bin Laden and 
his al-Qaeda. 9/11 was a world 
event planned with different publics 
in mind, but the most important one 
probably was the Muslim world: 
Eager new recruits filled the bin 
Laden ranks; he succeeded in show-
ing a vulnerable America, weak and 
exposed. How could America de-
fend its allies if it could not protect 
itself? Moderate regimes cringed 
and felt the bin Laden menace too 
close to home. However, the Ameri-
can reaction was overwhelming; bin 
Laden thought it could entice the 
United States into a Soviet-style 
quagmire in Afghanistan to agitate 
Muslims against the Western in-
vader in a global jihad.11 Yet Amer-
ica deposed the Taliban government 
in record time and al-Qaeda lost its 
Afghan haven – along with its train-
ing camps, funds, and freedom of 
movement – and saw its leadership 
decimated. The September 11 at-
tacks backfired; bin Laden had 
made a big strategic mistake.   
  
This failure to ignite a global Mus-
lim revolution should be seen as an 
important shortcoming in bin 
Laden’s appeal. The same happened 
in the 2003 Iraq War where he again 
tried, successfully for a while, to fan 
the flames of his jihad, but the coun-
terinsurgency strategy led by 
American General David Petraeus 
spelled trouble for bin Laden’s for-
tunes once more. All indicates today 
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that the next scenario to test bin 
Laden’s appeal and Western resolve 
is, one more time, Afghanistan. 
 
III: Law Enforcement versus the 
Military Approach 
 
Some of jihadism’s crudest manifes-
tations have been the suicide 
bomber as a weapon of terror and 
destruction and its devotion to the 
total annihilation of its perceived 
enemies and their lifestyles – and 
that includes Muslims who do not 
agree with bin Laden’s purist inter-
pretation of Islam. This explosion of 
sacred terrorism on a worldwide 
scale, in which the battle is not a 
matter of conquest, but of extermi-
nation, has put open, liberal democ-
racies under great strain. The ques-
tion pervading the whole issue of 
law enforcement vs. military ap-
proach is if jihadism should be con-
sidered a legal issue to be tried in a 
civilian court of law or a matter of 
war to be dealt mainly with military 
means.  
 
Before 9/11, nations, such as the 
United States, had mostly used their 
law enforcement systems to combat 
terrorism. After 9/11, the need to 
find a new strategy impelled Presi-
dent George W. Bush and his na-
tional security staff to gather some 
of America’s most distinguished 
legal minds to lay the fundamental 
legal architecture of what came to be 
called “The War on Terror.” Law 
enforcement plays a significant role 
in any successful counterterrorism 
strategy since it involves police and 
intelligence work, as well as many 
government agencies and ultimately 

society as a whole; however, civil 
liberties and individual privacy can 
somewhat suffer due to the need of 
implementing strong counterterror-
ism measures and tightening secu-
rity. Finding the right balance is the 
challenge of liberal societies, but it 
may not be enough to counter the 
new type of enemy – the jihadist. 
Renowned terrorism expert Bruce 
Hoffman considers that limiting our 
capabilities to the use of the law en-
forcement approach is problemati-
cal, if not dangerously myopic, and 
deprives the U.S. of a critical advan-
tage in the struggle against terror-
ism.12 Opponents to the military 
approach chosen by the Bush ad-
ministration were loud in their ob-
jections giving way to a series of 
challenges, protests, and disagree-
ments about the violation of hard-
earned civil liberties and the legality 
of the new approach.13  
 
The pressing problem is that using 
and abusing the liberal tradition of 
Western European countries, Osama 
bin Laden’s jihadist network has 
turned these nations into important 
fund-raising and recruiting 
grounds, as well as theaters of op-
erations for militant Islamic cells, 
particularly the United Kingdom.14 
In the case of the United States, 
homegrown extremists do not yet 
rise to the numerical level or exhibit 
the operational tempo or proficiency 
seen in Western Europe, but there is 
concern about the potential for 
homegrown extremists inspired by 
al-Qaeda’s militant ideology to plan 
attacks inside the United States, 
Europe, and elsewhere without op-
erational direction from the group 
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itself15 as the recent attack at Fort 
Hood in Texas and other ones on 
European soil seem to indicate. Re-
garding Chemical, Biological, Radio-
logical, and Nuclear (CBRN) weap-
ons, al-Qaeda is the terrorist group 
that historically has sought the 
broadest range of CBRN attack ca-
pabilities, to use them in an anti-U.S. 
attack, preferably against the conti-
nental U.S.16  
 
Nations are dealing with terrorists 
that use these countries’ own re-
sources to destroy society, often-
times the societies in which they 
live. Many countries use the law 
enforcement approach because they 
can still deal with the problem ap-
plying the abundant legal tools and 
procedures they have developed to 
confront their domestic terrorist 
groups over a longer period than 
the United States. However, due to 
its hegemonic role on the world 
stage, the United States is much 
more exposed to terrorism and it is 
more involved than other nations in 
fighting directly against terrorists, 
which means it captures more indi-
viduals and must do something 
with them. Captured terrorists are 
usually deeply-indoctrinated peo-
ple, dangerous and destructive in-
dividuals that do not fit the average 
criminal type; others argue that 
these people are entitled to oppor-
tunities for rehabilitation and social 
reintegration. Since this was un-
charted territory, the Bush admini-
stration took all terrorist suspects to 
the Guantanamo Bay Detention 
Center. This decision generated an 
enormous controversy that has gone 
all the way to the U.S. Supreme 

Court and has been condemned in-
ternationally as an affront to inter-
national law and liberal values. 
Most of the heated debate has cen-
tered on whether the status of pris-
oner of war (POW) applies to mem-
bers of al-Qaeda and the Taliban. It 
has also served to highlight the deep 
disagreement about which is the 
best approach with this new type of 
enemy that has total disregard for 
the laws of war and society. West-
erners, all too contented basking in 
the warm glow of utopian pacifism, 
seem to be ill-equipped to under-
stand and accept the nature of its 
latest violent enemy. Thus, they are 
not prepared to confront it properly, 
either.  
 
Much has been said about the Ge-
neva Conventions and the right of a 
nation to detain combatants until 
the end of the war, which was part 
of the rationale behind the Guan-
tanamo decision. The “lawful en-
emy combatant” or “unlawful en-
emy combatant” denomination per-
vades every decision because of the 
question of terrorism as a matter of 
war or of legal justice. In spite that 
al-Qaeda combatants have no inter-
national law basis to claim prisoner 
of war status and are not entitled to 
protections under the Third Geneva 
Convention, the open-ended nature 
of the terrorist struggle makes it im-
possible – and inhuman – to hold 
prisoners indefinitely. What the in-
ternational community is facing to-
day is the result of working with 
tools devised for another era and for 
another kind of conflict – not to 
mention a very different kind of en-
emy. The 1949 Geneva Conventions 
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need to be updated to deal with 
these new realities and it should be 
a top priority in order to design a 
good international counterterrorism 
strategy. While the United States 
has treated the captured members of 
al-Qaeda and the Taliban since 2003 
in ways consistent with the princi-
ples of the Geneva Convention,17 the 
jury is still out: What to do with 
those people without jeopardizing 
their human rights and our own 
security? The present tools at our 
disposal are not enough to confront 
this new type of enemy and new 
ones are necessary to effectively 
combat those who pursue the de-
struction of our way of life. 
 
The United States has a legal system 
designed to protect the citizen 
against the crushing power of Gov-
ernment. The framers of the Consti-
tution were very clear in their in-
tent; it was never drafted with the 
intention of granting rights to for-
eign enemies of the republic that 
seek its destruction. Many have ap-
pealed to the liberal values of the 
United States, where due process is 
a basic right, so that it extends the 
same civil rights and protections 
found in the American criminal 
court system to foreign terrorists 
arrested in battlefields or attacking 
the homeland, for example: Miranda 
rights, burden of proof or hearsay 
evidence. This kind of approach 
could become the equivalent of the 
Trojan Horse saga for America’s 
legal system, which was never engi-
neered for that end. Civilian courts 
have very strict standards set to pro-
tect the citizen such as criminal ju-
risdiction, rules defining admissible 

and inadmissible evidence, the obli-
gation to disclose publicly classified 
intelligence if used against a defen-
dant, confessions, etc. Military 
commissions seemed to be the an-
swer to take the new enemy to jus-
tice since the standards governing 
the admissibility of evidence are less 
demanding in this sort of tribunals; 
however critics of the commissions 
argue that the defendants would not 
stand a fair chance because the 
commissions lack the basic protec-
tions afforded by the American jus-
tice system.  Just hours after assum-
ing the Presidency of the United 
States in January 2009, the new 
president Barack Obama ordered an 
immediate halt to the Bush admini-
stration’s military commissions sys-
tem. The issue still remains an open 
question: On November 13, 2009, 
U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder 
announced that five of the 9/11 
plotters would be tried in civilian 
federal court. At the same time, he 
announced that five other defen-
dants are to face military commis-
sion trials, including the detainee 
who was previously charged in the 
USS Cole bombing. Holder’s an-
nouncement is a mixed bag and an-
other clear demonstration that the 
Western liberal system is under 
enormous strain for using old tools 
in dealing with the new enemy. 
However, jihadist terrorism should 
not be considered as any other 
crime. It seems more fitting to clas-
sify terrorist deeds as war crimes, 
particularly when its perpetrators 
incessantly insist that war is what 
they are waging against all of us. 
Holder’s announcement suggests 
that it all depends on the venue: If it 

Grupo de Estudios Estratégicos GEES  Análisis nº 7352 7 



is a military target overseas, a mili-
tary trial is appropriate, but if the 
attack was on American soil, terror-
ists deserve a U.S. civilian trial; 
however, this sort of reasoning mis-
understands that the perpetrators in 
both cases are unlawful enemy 
combatants who are accused of war 
crimes, whatever their targets18. 
 
Another point of contention has 
been the right to use preemptive 
attacks as a legitimate strategy 
against terrorism. This issue is based 
on the well-defined concept of an-
ticipatory self-defense in interna-
tional law. The old policy of deter-
rence does not work with terrorists 
determined to harm and many peo-
ple as possible, including them-
selves; thus, law enforcement and 
intelligence activities must aim to 
preempt terrorists before they strike. 
The U.S. National Strategy for Com-
bating Terrorism clearly explains the 
will of the country “to enlist the 
support of the international com-
munity,” but it also indicates that, 
“if necessary we will not hesitate to 
act alone, to exercise our right to 
self-defense, including acting pre-
emptively against terrorists to pre-
vent them from doing harm to our 
people and our country.”19 The pre-
emptive approach includes captur-
ing, killing, or disabling suspected 
terrorists before they can attack as 
well as interrogation techniques to 
gain information about possible 
plans; all of which have produced 
deep disagreements in the interna-
tional community about the legality 
and practice of this approach, par-
ticularly for unilateral actions 
against potentially dangerous rogue 

states. However, nations with less 
democratic credentials can use the 
same rationale as an excuse to over-
power smaller nations in the name 
of preemption. 
 
The case for preemption is under-
standable since deterrence is practi-
cally impossible in the case of ji-
hadism. It should have a place 
among the many tools for counter-
terrorism and national security 
strategies; yet, with great power 
comes great responsibility and this 
tool should be applied with the ut-
most care and under strict guide-
lines – yet to be defined. In fairness, 
all the resources that law enforce-
ment and military approaches have 
to offer can actually help to combat 
terrorism if we adjust their use to a 
particular situation. Other experts 
more inclined to the law enforce-
ment approach say that the key to 
defeat terrorists lies in the realms of 
intelligence and police work, with 
military forces playing an important 
but nonetheless supporting role20 – 
and in the realm of public diplo-
macy and for the international 
community, this approach is fa-
vored over the military focus.  
 
The West, with America leading the 
way, will have to decide whether 
our asymmetric foes are criminals or 
enemy soldiers.21 Whatever the final 
Obama approach may be, it will be a 
defining aspect of any new counter-
terrorism strategy penned by his 
administration. Terrorism expert 
Walter Laqueur pinpointed the es-
sence of the asymmetric warfare the 
West is facing today: Terrorism does 
not respect laws or rules, whereas 
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governments are bound by them. 
Any other behavior on the part of 
nations would be immediately 
branded as barbaric, intolerable, a 
violation of the rule of law. How-
ever, if governments accept the 
principle of asymmetric warfare, 
they will be severely, possibly fa-
tally, handicapped and the same can 
be said about granting today’s pro-
tections of Geneva Conventions to 
terrorists.22 That is the enormity of 
the challenge for democratic gov-
ernments. Whichever way they 
choose to take will be defining for 
the history of mankind in the 
twenty-first century. With nuclear 
weapons in terrorist hands, there 
may not be a twenty-second cen-
tury. 
 
IV. Expansive or Bounded Objec-
tives? 
 
Terrorism has undoubtedly bene-
fited from globalization. Now ter-
rorists can mount operations that 
are more lethal and more difficult to 
combat because they have shrewdly 
exploited the blessings of our tech-
nological advances to improve their 
deadly enterprise. Globalization has 
enabled them to enjoy improved 
capabilities at proselytizing, mobil-
ity, coordination, organization, 
funding, and lethality. Geopolitical 
experts such as Thomas P.M. Bar-
nett conclude that the losers in glob-
alization can have significant impact 
on international stability and on the 
potential of successfully combating 
international terrorism, suggesting 
that these countries should be at-
tracted into the global system so 
they can improve their general wel-

fare and help us in the struggle 
against terrorism. Two competing 
policies have stemmed from this 
argument: The expansive and the 
bounded approach. These views 
remind of the interventionist and 
selective engagement approaches 
that focused more intensely on the 
military component of strategy. 
However, in this era of globaliza-
tion, analytical tools with a more 
far-reaching Weltanschauung are re-
quired to meet the new challenges 
constantly arising in the field of 
counterterrorism. 
 
Mostly based on the principles of 
democratic peace theory, the expan-
sive view advocates the need to help 
restore failed states and pull them 
from the periphery into the global 
system. One way to accomplish this 
feat is to turn them into functioning 
democracies and the rest of the de-
tails will follow right along. Accord-
ing to this approach, democracy is 
the name of the recipe to reduce the 
risk of conflict and of the best form 
of government yet known to man. 
The problem is that the democrati-
zation process is not susceptible to 
pressures or rush. Democracy takes 
time; America’s experiment has 
taken over 230 years and it is still in 
the works “toward a more perfect 
union.” It took France, the birth-
place of modern European democ-
racy, more than 150 years and an 
untold share of infighting and 
bloodshed to consolidate its experi-
ment with democracy; other promi-
nent democracies in the world went 
through the same lengthy process. 
Yet we now expect to accomplish 
these results within a few years in 
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places with no democratic tradition 
and that are usually involved in cen-
turies-old ethnic strife. Trying to 
hurry democratic solutions can re-
sult in disasters such as the election 
of the terrorist organization Hamas 
to represent the Palestinian people. 
Democracy has oftentimes become 
an end and not a means to achieving 
peace, freedom and prosperity. De-
mocratization is a painstaking proc-
ess that should be regarded more as 
a bottom-up than a top-down en-
deavor; without people willing to 
sacrifice for it, it can hardly become 
a success. Alternative approaches to 
fast democratization concentrate on 
larger goals such as building diverse 
kinds of networks where soft power 
could have a decisive role in helping 
failed states make the transition to 
the global system. Others go beyond 
that approach and advocate direct 
intervention in failed states; how-
ever, as military scholar Frederick 
Kagan has wisely pointed out, re-
gime change is inextricably inter-
twined with nation-building and 
peacekeeping and those elements 
must be factored into any such plan 
from the outset.23

 
The expansive view outlined by 
President Bush’s Global War on Ter-
ror (GWOT) has been accused of 
diffuse, unclear goals and parame-
ters. Since sound strategy mandates 
threat discrimination and reason-
able harmonization of ends and 
means, experts often complain that 
the GWOT falls short on both 
counts.24 Traditionally, most wars 
have also had clear beginnings and 
endings – the GWOT seems endless 
– and clear standards of measuring 

success,25 which would be hard to 
establish since its goals are too 
broad and open-ended. Bush firmly 
believed that democracy could 
flourish in the Middle East and 
worked indefatigably toward that 
end. Time seems to be proving him 
right and it could be a contagious 
affair in the region. Bin Laden also 
understood it that way and tried to 
use every mean at al-Qaeda’s dis-
posal to prevent it from happening. 
Iraq became a very important part 
of the global war on terror, but it 
was only one part of the more ex-
pansive strategy that Bush devised. 
The Iraq War has redrawn the 
global geopolitical map, Eurasia in 
particular, in many unsuspected 
ways and its repercussions, already 
felt in Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Iran, 
and beyond, will be felt for decades 
to come. The Bush Doctrine has 
been heavily criticized from differ-
ent quarters for many different rea-
sons and it is only fair to say that 
history will be able to render a more 
balanced judgment of George W. 
Bush’s successes and failures re-
garding the war on terrorism and 
his particular “vision thing.” None-
theless, in his column of successes 
will always be the fact that he kept 
America safe for seven long years 
since the September 11 attacks. Per 
se, that is a tough act to follow that 
seems to have already been inter-
rupted by the Fort Hood massacre.   
 
The second strategic approach is 
known as the bounded view. It 
seeks more defined and moderate 
goals than the expansive version 
and puts priorities on the course of 
action. The bounded view under-
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stands that there are regions strate-
gically more important than others 
and propounds to make realistic 
assessments of concrete U.S. secu-
rity interests and to seriously con-
sider the limits of American power 
in order to accomplish its objec-
tives.26 The crucial aspect of bound-
ing is to accept the fact that re-
sources are limited and policymak-
ers must prioritize. Nevertheless, 
one of the shortcomings of this pol-
icy is that since terrorist groups 
work and cooperate with one an-
other globally, they can simply 
move swiftly to areas that attract 
less attention where they can hone 
their skills or perpetrate their vio-
lent acts without much world reac-
tion to their outrageous attacks. 
Policymakers must be alert and 
ready to constantly update their 
strategies – something that often-
times is particularly difficult to at-
tain in dealing with bureaucratic 
agencies. Recognizing our limita-
tions and the constraint of finite re-
sources will help define the right 
boundaries of our approach. In this 
globalized world, the terrorist en-
terprise uses all kinds of tools to 
defeat us and break national wills; 
on the other hand, democratic states 
are bounded by laws and rules and 
must strike the right balance in their 
struggle against terrorism – neither 
too expansive nor too bounded. This 
balancing act is by no means an easy 
one; there are no guarantees for suc-
cess or silver bullets to accomplish 
it; yet we must persevere in our up-
hill endeavor. 
 
V. Tools at Hand 

Many and abundant are the re-
sources of states in comparison with 
the ones terrorists can exploit since, 
ultimately, terrorism is the weakest 
form of warfare and a recourse of 
the politically desperate and militar-
ily helpless, and, as such, it is hardly 
going to disappear.27 Therefore, all 
instruments of government power, 
i.e., diplomatic, economic, informa-
tional, coercive, and legal means, 
must count in any successful coun-
terterrorism strategy. 
 
The first and most basic tool is po-
litical leadership. An efficient and 
proactive cadre of leaders to weigh 
up the dangers to national security 
and to establish the policies and 
strategies to counter those dangers 
is vital for effective counterterror-
ism. This political leadership must 
engage the public and the bureauc-
racy to exercise and maintain the 
legitimacy of its actions in order to 
accomplish its goals since the sup-
port of these segments of society 
will be crucial for any successful 
strategy. It is also in the hands of the 
leadership to set national priorities 
and objectives, to amass all the 
means required to achieve its estab-
lished goals and to properly manage 
and allocate these resources. It will 
also serve the cause if the political 
and military leadership understands 
that since we are facing a new kind 
of enemy, we are also involved in a 
new kind of war. The days of the 
Clausewitzian wars are over; we 
cannot fight a twenty-first century 
war with a twenty-century mental-
ity. Warfare has also changed and 
the time for “networks and net-
wars” – as John Arquilla and David 
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Ronfeldt denominated the conflict – 
is here and now. In this 4th Genera-
tion warfare, the new enemy is a 
non-state opponent combining all 
what our modern technology has to 
offer (Internet, e-mail, chat rooms, 
cell and sat phones, online banking, 
and the like) with time-tested insur-
gent techniques seeking to engage a 
state opponent in asymmetric war-
fare. In this new type of conflict, the 
basic dynamic is one of “hiders” 
and “seekers;” today, if you can’t 
find, you can’t fight.28 Fighting “the 
last war” will not do. Fresh and bold 
thinking is also necessary to any 
successful counterterrorism strat-
egy. 
 
Intelligence is the second most im-
portant tool in counterterrorism 
strategies because all efforts are 
doomed to fail without good intelli-
gence. Enhanced intelligence capa-
bilities are necessary for both de-
fense and offense29 and as experts 
such as Jeffrey Record and Colin 
Gray point out, the cutting edge of 
the counterterrorist effort is likely to 
be intelligence, especially multina-
tional cooperation on intelligence.30  
We cannot predict specific asym-
metric threats, unless we have excel-
lent intelligence.31 Proper coordina-
tion among agencies is of the utmost 
essence, as 9/11 painfully revealed. 
In the case of jihadism, the full sup-
port of the authorities and ordinary 
people in Muslim states is abso-
lutely essential, especially in the 
fields of intelligence and policing, as 
it was in many countries during the 
Cold War.32 The critical importance 
of intelligence is one of the main 
reasons why the United States needs 

the support of allies in the war on 
terrorism.33  
 
A country’s public is often forgotten 
as a crucial tool in any counterter-
rorism strategy. As part of the social 
contract between citizens and the 
State, a government must provide 
security and the public must be per-
suaded that the strategies its leaders 
are carrying out will serve this pro-
tective purpose. If the public is not 
swayed in favor of government 
policies, its implementation will be 
unattainable in the long run. Public 
diplomacy plays a decisive role and 
entails explaining all aspects of 
counterterrorism policies to the 
people, describing what the enemy 
is and what it is not. Ultimately, the 
domestic public foots the bill and 
must support the different aspects 
of the effort along the way in order 
to retain legitimacy. International 
public opinion is also influential and 
needs to have an informed opinion 
about the fight against terrorism.34 
The correct use of America’s strate-
gic influence to promote national 
security is very valuable in counter-
terrorism strategies and it was never 
satisfactorily employed by the Bush 
Administration, hurting the effort to 
carry out the National Strategy – 
and, in the process, hurting Amer-
ica’s allies, too. Conducting the 
global war against terrorism effec-
tively requires our government to 
dissuade terrorists from attacking 
the United States and its allies, di-
vert youths from joining terrorist 
groups, and persuade the leaders of 
states and non-governmental insti-
tutions to withhold support for ter-
rorists.35 In our globalized world, 
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the war on terrorism is fought not 
only in the battlefield but also in the 
court of public opinion. 
 
Diplomacy deserves an important 
place since it is linked with all the 
elements of counterterrorism. It en-
joys the moral high ground that war 
almost never inspires and, used in 
combination with other tools, di-
plomacy usually enhances a nation’s 
capabilities to fight terrorism. En-
gaging the cooperation of foreign 
counterparts helps the general ef-
forts; coalitions are critical for coun-
terterrorism initiatives.36 A clear 
articulation of objectives and princi-
ples while pursuing these objectives 
provides a necessary framework for 
more specialized cooperation.37 
With al-Qaeda finding tacit and ac-
tive support from some nation- 
states, diplomacy will loom larger 
than military efforts.38  
 
Police and military forces are the 
ones who directly confront the ter-
rorists and many countries have 
developed special units for opera-
tions to counter domestic terrorism. 
In the case of international terror-
ism, allied military and police forces 
are more appropriate instruments to 
apprehend terrorists operating 
within their national borders than 
any other foreign forces.39 Yet, there 
will be cases when other nations 
cooperating and willing to arrest or 
destroy terrorists in their midst, 
may lack the capability and need 
augmentation from the United 
States.40 America has large special 
operations forces well suited for the 
job: small groups of highly trained 
individual fighters from all the ser-

vices, supported by an array of spe-
cially designed and expertly piloted 
helicopters, aircraft, and small wa-
tercraft; they also include experts at 
training and advising foreign allied 
soldiers.41 Western and U.S. deci-
sion-makers have usually been re-
luctant to employ these forces be-
cause their missions involve a sig-
nificant risk to the troops42 and poli-
ticians always fear the backlash at 
home. Survey research suggests that 
policymakers and other civilian and 
military elites may be overestimat-
ing the American public’s aversion 
to casualties incurred in military 
operations.43 In reality, most Ameri-
cans are willing to tolerate substan-
tial casualties if they believe in the 
cause for which they are incurred 
and see visible policy progress;44 
therefore, bolder plans are of es-
sence given the nature of the terror-
ist threat and the consequences of 
inaction – and good communica-
tions with the public will only help 
the effort.  
 
Besides all these tools at hand, dis-
rupting the capabilities of terrorists 
requires more than traditional ap-
proaches and it remains imperative 
to go after the factors that provide 
strength and resilience to terrorists: 
ideology, social networking, popu-
lar support, organization, finances, 
logistics, legitimacy, and sanctuary, 
among others. And last but not 
least, an important factor for any 
successful strategy will always be to 
have attainable, realistic goals; oth-
erwise the strategy is doomed to 
failure. It all derives from having 
very clear ideas about the goal to 
accomplish.  
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VI. Conclusion 
 
Just as it was with the Cold War, the 
war against terrorism will be a very 
long struggle in which ideological, 
political, and socioeconomic cam-
paigns will be as important as mili-
tary campaigns.45 America has gone 
from having no national strategy to 
having the so-called “Bush Doc-
trine” to currently having the 
Obama Administration approach: 
Nothing really planned other than 
getting rid of the inherited Bush 
strategy – as the rushed announce-
ment of closing Guantanamo Bay 
demonstrated.  
 
It is crucial that governments level 
with their citizens and explain the 
situation objectively because they 
are going to need all the public sup-

port they can muster. The military 
approach can better help in the fight 
against the asymmetric enemy 
without disregarding the usefulness 
of all the other tools and elements of 
power that states have. Policymak-
ers must look at the terrorism issue 
with new eyes because we are facing 
an unexpected new type of enemy 
that will stop at nothing to achieve 
its goals and they should use wisely 
all the resources available, and cre-
ate new ones if necessary, to protect 
us all. This approach will require 
imagination, determination and 
faith in our cause. There are no 
guarantees of success, yet we all 
must do our best to combat this ex-
istential threat. It is a trying moment 
in history; it’s testing the mettle of 
Western civilization. 
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