
peaking to the joint houses of Congress nine days
after the attacks of 11 September, the President of
the United States committed all resources at his
command — “every means of diplomacy, every

tool of intelligence, every instrument of law
enforcement, every financial influence, and every

necessary weapon of war” — to the defeat of America’s lat-
est adversary in the nation’s first war of the 21st century.  

While the commitment was unequivocal, its direction
was anything but.  What, exactly, did it mean to be at war
with terrorism?  With whom exactly were Americans at war?
What was the nature of the threat they faced?  How much
would this struggle be characterized by military action, and
how much would it be defined by the other elements of
national power?  What would victory over terrorism look
like and when could it be declared?  Questions continue to
abound, even after military success in Afghanistan, and
many of the answers remain murky still.  

Yet strategy — considered broadly as the rational
alignment of national ends, ways and means – demands
clear answers to these kinds of questions.  Accordingly, this
article sets for itself the following tasks: to understand the
nature of this war, to develop a corresponding theory for

victory and, finally, to outline a strategic approach by
which victory may be achieved.  

THE NATURE OF THE WAR ON TERROR

This is not a problem of poverty as against
wealth.  It is the far more profound and intractable

confrontation between a theistic, land based, and
traditional culture, in places little different from the
Europe of the Middle Ages, and the secular materi-
al values of the Enlightenment.1 

A War Within a War

In directing the Al Qaeda attacks of 11 September at two
of the most visible symbols of American power, Osama bin
Laden intended his message not just for Americans, whom he
wanted out of Saudi Arabia.  His more immediate audience
was the umma, or universal Islamic community, and specifi-
cally those living in the Arab world.  What he hoped to
achieve, in fact, was the demise of Arabic governments in the
region who depended on the support of the United States to
remain in power.2  
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3 PPCLI soldiers waiting for the word to begin a search of caves to flush out Al Qaeda terrorists in the Shah-i-Kot Valley in Afghanistan, March 2002.
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Concentrating on ‘the enemy who is afar’ was a strategy
born several years earlier out of desperation,3 when several
Middle East Islamist movements, who had bloodied them-
selves too much and with too little avail against their domes-

tic adversaries, fused
with Al Qaeda.  In other
words, Americans were
drawn by the attacks of
11 September into a civil
war that regional states
had been winning at the
tactical and operational
levels.  Bin Laden’s inspi-
ration was to turn the
tables on his adversaries
at the strategic level by
linking the faltering civil
war to a broader regional
struggle that no state in

the region was winning.  It is necessary, then, to examine this
broader struggle in more detail.  

Long before the attacks of 11 September, scholars had
debated why the Arab world — the wellspring of one of the
world’s great civilizations — had descended into a sea of
troubles.  Most observers came to see this decline as the
consequence of two failures: the Arab world’s failure to
respond effectively to massive social and economic change,
and the failure by Arab states to maintain domestic politi-
cal legitimacy.  

Failure to Respond Effectively to Massive Social and
Economic Change.  In the latter half of the 20th century,
Arab societies were subjected to enormous social stresses:
first, they witnessed an explosion in population growth and
the emergence of a massive youth bulge that increasingly
found itself unable to integrate within society,5 and second,
these societies experienced internal migrations to urban

areas at rates that greatly out-
paced most efforts at municipal
planning.6 At the same time, the
region was singularly unsuccess-
ful in generating economic
growth.  According to a recent
UN report on human develop-
ment, economic growth in the 22
states of the Arab League was the
world’s lowest, with the sole
exception of sub-Saharan
Africa,7 and the prospects for the
future were becoming less
encouraging due to poor gover-
nance and social instability.8

Faced with a blend of despair
and widening social disparities
within their populations, and
lacking the institutions to deal
with problems of this magni-
tude, many states sought to
deflect growing domestic resent-
ment while reinforcing their own
internal security apparatus.  This
not only made the vicious circle
they had created even tighter, it

also had serious consequences for the United States, the
region’s major external actor and an unwelcome symbol of
globalization.  

Failure to Maintain Domestic Political Legitimacy.  The
generation of leaders that came to power in the Arab world
in the 1950s and 1960s were, unfortunately, not the types to
champion democratic institutions.9 Indeed, these leaders
believed more in building their societies from the top,
through industrialization and militarism, rather than from
the bottom, through effective governance.10 Having staked
their regimes on the former approach, however, their cred-
ibility began to erode as the big projects they launched
failed one after the other.  Needless to say, the Waterloo of
secular Arab nationalism11 came in the crushing defeat of
the Six Day War.  That shock not only discredited those
who had led their countries to military disaster, but  also
discredited their approach to modernity and sparked an
intellectual and spiritual crisis out of which the movement
of political Islam was born.12  

Accordingly, there arose the view that a return to faith
would also bring with it a return to the faith’s past glories.
The idea was galvanizing to those who had been made to suf-
fer so much: “[t]he simple fact is that political Islam, or
Islamism — defined broadly as the belief that the Koran and
the Hadith (traditions of the Prophet’s life) have something
important to say about the way society and governance
should be ordered — [became] the most powerful ideology
in that part of the world.”13  

By harnessing this ideology, bin Laden transformed a
purely civil struggle into a struggle over Arab identity, per-
mitting him to make common cause with those who nursed
grievances, both real and perceived, across the entire
Muslim world.  This brilliant act of strategic convergence
had enormous consequences for American policy, as we
will examine next.  
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Fighting terrorism in the Arabian Sea: The naval boarding party of HMCS Winnipeg returning to their ship
after having boarded a suspect vessel.

“The chances are greater

that the West and Islam

will become better and

more prosperous neigh-

bours if Arabs are permit-

ted to find their own

solutions to the chal-

lenges of modernity.”



The Hidden Consequences of American Policy

Around the world, the United States now finds itself
caught between the policies it needs to adopt and
the language it is using to describe them.14

As America went about reshaping the international order
following the defeat of fascism, two regional issues stood
out: first, that Middle East oil would be vital to the industri-
alized world, and second, that a Jewish state was part of a
debt owed by mankind to a long-stateless and much abused
people.  Ever since, two unwavering pillars have sustained
American Middle East policy: the geopolitics of oil and sup-
port for the security of the state of Israel.  

The basic contradictions between these two policy pil-
lars — the former seeking to achieve regional stability and
the latter conspiring to erode it — remained unimportant far
longer than America had any right to expect.  Moreover,
after these contradictions could no longer be ignored, they
could still be managed effectively.  But the collapse of the
World Trade Center may have also signaled the collapse of
America’s current policy.15 Accordingly, to complete our
understanding of the nature of the war on terror, it is neces-
sary to examine American Middle East policy more closely.  

The Geopolitics of Oil.  The geopolitics of oil had long been
fanning the very flames that had created a sense of intellec-
tual and spiritual crisis in the Arab world.  America’s con-
cerns for regional stability led her to
champion regimes with which she
shared few values, while dismissing
the grievances of their peoples who
had long admired what she symbol-
ized.  As a result, her statecraft
became distracted by the symptoms of
unrest rather than its underlying caus-
es.  Faced with a choice between
pushing her partners for changes in
governance or buttressing the appara-
tus of internal security, she chose the
latter.  As a consequence, American
policy became identified with and
ultimately captive to their repressive
domestic policies.16  

At the same time, America
proved to be a convenient target
towards which increasingly unman-
ageable levels of popular discontent
could be deflected. Ironically, this
strategy of misdirection was all the
more successful because, as ordinary
Arabs held the foreign power to much
higher standards of accountability
than their own states, their disillu-
sionment with her seeming indifference was corresponding-
ly deeper.  Over time, disillusionment gave way in some
quarters to hatred, lending support to America’s enemies and
discouragement to her friends.  

The Chasm Between Reality and Rhetoric.  While
Washington had sound reasons for its statecraft, often they
were not the kind that could be easily reconciled with the
enduring values for which the nation so proudly stood.

Nowhere was this gap between reality and rhetoric more
apparent than at the end of the Persian Gulf War, when
America seemingly abandoned the Iraqi people.17 This gap
was exploited repeatedly by those who understood their Arab
neighborhood well; perhaps none was more skilled in this
regard than Saddam Hussein, who callously kept his people
in conditions of misery to register diplomatic gains over the
issue of UN sanctions.18

To Arabs, the gap between reality and rhetoric in
American policy was perhaps at its most painful in
America’s unconditional support for Israel during the
lengthy Israeli-Palestinian peace process.19 When these poli-
cies failed to materially improve the lot of Palestinians, the
high hopes created by
Oslo faded into despon-
dency and then into bit-
terness against America.  

In short, American
Middle East policy has
played unwittingly into
the hands of her adver-
saries, seemingly vindi-
cating their claims that the war on terror is a ‘clash of civi-
lizations’.20 The reason bin Laden’s message is so appealing
is not that he speaks for Arabs; indeed, few subscribe to his
radical views.  However, by casting his civil war in terms of
Arab identity, bin Laden has tapped into widespread feelings

of impotence that American policy has seemingly done little
to avail.  Is this really the kind of regional stability for which
American statecraft should settle?  Of course not!

A THEORY FOR VICTORY

However, the solution is not to be found in adjustments
to America’s day-to-day diplomacy. Our theory for

victory is simply this: first, that the key to isolating the
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HMCS Montréal crewmen man a 50-calibre machine gun to protect the ship as she passes through the
Suez Canal en route to the Arabian Sea to participate in Operation “Apollo” – the international cam-
paign against terrorism.
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“America’s concerns for

regional stability led her

to champion regimes

with which she shares

few values.”



Islamist terrorist is to win the battle for the hearts and
minds of the Arab community, second, that success in this
battle hinges on effective Arab governance and, finally, that
this victory ultimately must be won by Arabs themselves.
For her part, America must be prepared to abandon the
geopolitics of oil for those of governance. Before we
explore this further, however, let us examine why gover-
nance appears to matter so much.  

The Geopolit ics  of  Governance

From the Atlantic to the Gulf, people — women,
men and children — are the real wealth and hope of
Arab countries.21

The geopolitics of governance are centered on the con-
cept that America’s long term security hinges on tackling the
deeper problems of the international system — those arising
from globalization, population growth and governance.  Of
these, the latter is likely to be key.  

Broadly speaking, issues of governance — that is to say,
the function of providing stable and representative govern-

ments, implementing the
rule of law, managing
resources transparently
and delivering services
effectively at the local,
national and internation-
al levels22 — are emerg-
ing as the driving factor
in the international secu-
rity environment.  Indeed,
no other single issue
appears to be as instru-
mental in setting the

boundaries of our possible futures,23 and the Middle East is
no exception.24  

Issues of governance are important because they are so
strongly coupled with other “circles of cumulative causa-
tion, which can be either virtuous or vicious.”25 Policies
that promote improved governance lead to a spiral of
improvements in other areas, including investments to
increase the competitiveness of weak economies, measures
to break the cycle of aid dependencies and policies to invest
in people.26 Similarly, poor governance can contribute to a
downward spiral of effects.  

What, then, would an American strategy based on the
geopolitics of governance look like?  

An Indirect  Strategic  Approach

The real story is the potential rise of forces in the
Muslim world that will change not Islam itself, but
rather the human understanding of Islam....27

Winning the Battle for the Umma’s Hearts and Minds.
While the United States and its allies may be able to reduce
and even deny the adversary’s freedom of action by military,
constabulary and intelligence means – and should aim to
continue doing so — our theory for victory acknowledges
that the adversary has successfully transformed his civil war
into a regional struggle over Arab identity.  Achieving

strategic victory, then, requires an indirect approach work-
ing principally through the other instruments of national
power — diplomacy, information, economics and culture —
supported by carefully calibrated military operations.28

This indirect approach seeks to isolate the adversary from
his strategic center of gravity — the umma — rather than to
destroy him militarily.  

That is not to say that military means are not important
in an indirect approach; sometimes they play a leading role
in establishing the conditions necessary to employ the other
elements of power, as was the case in Afghanistan.  But they
must always be attuned to the requirement to win the hearts
and minds of the Arab community.  When viewed from this
perspective, the apparent trajectory of future military action
against Iraq is worrisome to many observers, particularly
those outside the United States.  Others suggest just the
opposite, seeing not only a compelling reason in Saddam’s
bad behavior to replace him through military action, but also
an opportunity to rebuild a repressive state into one modeled
on good governance.29  

What underscores success in an indirect strategy are
policies that will begin making a difference in the lives of
ordinary Arabs.  Principal among these are a just and last-
ing settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the
implementation of good governance at the local, state and
regional levels.30  

… Through Effective Governance in the Arab World.  As
the attacks of 11 September  reinforced in such deadly fash-
ion, regional stability is inextricably linked with gover-
nance.  From a policy perspective, the basic priority “needs
to be to create a virtuous cycle whereby economic growth
promotes human development and human development in
turn promotes economic growth.”31 The key, it turns out,
is to place human development first.  Those countries that
have accelerated programs of human development in rela-
tion to their economic programs fare better than those that
do not. In fact, the latter approach invariably fails, as short-
comings in human development generally erode potential
gains in economic growth.32  

Promoting the political and economic reforms needed
for human development won’t be easy.  As long as energy
revenues continue to flow, America’s Arab security partners
will resist the changes needed to address root causes of the
challenges they face.33 But, the argument is no longer one of
“supporting corruption or inviting chaos,” as American poli-
cy-makers once framed the problem.34 To put it plainly,
America is running out of alternatives.  

In terms of strategy, America must complete two major
tasks:

• First, America must make common cause with those
forces struggling to improve governance throughout
the Muslim world.  A number of states that have
embarked on reform with varying degrees of success
— including Kuwait, Bahrain, Morocco, Jordan,
Yemen, Malaysia and Indonesia35 — deserve more than
mere encouragement.  Indeed, these countries repre-
sent an important opportunity to project success out-
wards, in a strategy designed to ‘roll back’ the appeal
of Islamist terrorism.36  
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• Second, there is ample evidence that bringing opposition
groups into the body politic generates nonviolent alter-
natives to civil strife.37 Accordingly, the leading states
in the Arab world must be persuaded that the road to
political legitimacy and long-term security lies in open-
ing up political space where heretofore they have denied
it.38 This approach leads them admittedly to uncertain-
ties; but these pale in comparison to the risks that their
current policies invite.  

… And Letting Arabs Do It Themselves.  Islamist radicals
such as bin Laden and his followers are not the only voices of
political Islam.  Indeed, the Islamic world contains a chorus of
voices, both secular and religious, many of which are working
towards a political and cultural revival the likes of which has
not been seen in the West since the Reformation.39 The West
has a certain contribution to make to this revival, as we will
examine directly.  But this is fundamental: the road to the
hearts and minds of the umma is through the Arab body politic
itself. In this regard, there can be no better thing than to nur-
ture those voices working for
Islam’s revival by encouraging the
establishment of open and private
media in the Islamic world.  As
one observer put it, “[a]lthough
open media does not automatical-
ly guarantee moderation, it does at
least open new space for moderate
voices that can combat anti-
Western propaganda.”40  

The West may not necessari-
ly subscribe to the answers that
Arabs come up with, but it should
be comforted by the fact that they
have long admired the freedoms
that Americans take for granted,
regardless of what they think of
current American policy.  In the
long run, the chances are greater
that the West and Islam will
become better and more prosper-
ous neighbours if Arabs are per-
mitted to find their own solutions
to the challenges of modernity.41

That is not to say that the
West hasn’t some heavy lifting
ahead.  In fact, the opposite is
true, particularly for the United
States.  The coming Islamic revival will create challenges for
a number of regimes that may threaten their very survival.
However, while America must be prepared to defend her
vital interests, she must have the wisdom to understand that
these are not synonymous with the status quo.  This is a tall
order indeed, but it will be more readily accomplished in the
long run if America remembers what she represents.  

A ‘Strategic Blueprint’ for the War on Terror

The war on terror poses special challenges to planners at
the strategic and operational levels.  First, it is global in scope.
Second, it is highly asymmetric; the adversary exploits vul-
nerabilities in the structure of modern society itself, while hid-
ing in its seams.  Third, and perhaps most important, the adver-

sary does not need to win in order to prevail.  For these rea-
sons, success in the war on terror requires a tighter integration
of the elements of American national power than traditional
structures and processes — including doctrine and organiza-
tion — have permitted in the past.  This is a fact readily
acknowledged in the organizational changes being made in the
US Government and elsewhere.  

Figure One is a schematic representation of the indirect
approach that this article has advocated.  While strategic in
focus, it incorporates important elements from operational
planning.  The key operational constructs, raised to the
strategic level, are the decisive point and lines of operations.
In the operational art, these are normally — but not exclu-
sively — viewed as geographic concepts.42 However, they
are also powerful conceptual tools at the strategic level.  

The most immediate strategic tasks, as we have seen to
date in the war on terror, are those that have aimed at ‘fix-
ing’ the adversary: preventing further terrorist attacks

through shared intelligence and international cooperation in
police work, continuing to erode and ultimately denying the
adversary’s freedom of action through disruption of the
means by which his operations are supported and conduct-
ed, dealing with those states that would shelter the adver-
sary, and seeking to minimize the vulnerabilities through
which the terrorist works.  

Much has been written on these tasks elsewhere and
they need not be elaborated here.  One point, however, is
central.  Even if America and her allies were successful in
these tasks, her security and that of her allies would not be
assured.  The reason is simply this: that the conditions for
strategic success must be created in the broader regional
struggle for Arab identity.  
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Figure 1: A Schematic Representation for the War on Terror43



Within this broader context, the essential strategic task
— analogous to manoeuvre — is for the United States to
organize a broad range of political, diplomatic, informa-
tional and economic initiatives, in concert with the interna-
tional community, into strategic lines of operations
designed to assist Arab states in isolating the adversary
from his strategic center of gravity.  These lines of opera-
tions pass through three decisive points related to the battle
for Arabs’ hearts and minds: economic viability based on
human development and stable economic institutions, open
expression based on the engagement of all voices, both sec-
ular and non-secular, across the entire political spectrum
within the Arab body politic, and domestic political legiti-
macy restored through effective governance.  To the extent
that Arabs succeed, they will have defeated not only bin
Laden and his followers, but also those future generations
that would replace them.  

CONCLUSION

It is easy to claim that the war on terror is unlike any war
that America has fought.  It is also dead wrong.  America

has a habit of becoming involved in other peoples’ civil
wars.44 What is different is how she got into this particular

one, and how she plans to get out of it.  As this paper has
argued, what makes the war on terror tricky is how our
Islamist adversaries have so effectively linked localized civil
conflicts with a broader regional struggle over identity.  

In this latter struggle, American policy is already com-
promised.  Accordingly, America must begin by setting new
policies based on the concept that her security lies in address-
ing the challenges of governance in a rapidly modernizing
world.  In the final analysis, however, Arabs themselves must
win this broader struggle if the Western and Islamic worlds
are to fashion a more agreeable future as neighbors.  

In many ways, 11 September was a defining moment for
two worlds: one at the apex of its secular powers and the
other struggling towards political and cultural renewal.  How
each chooses to deal with bin Laden’s venomous message
remains to be seen.  To this writer, however, there is at least
as much opportunity for historic reconciliation as there is for
fatal confrontation.  Perhaps more, as long as we can keep
our wits about us. 
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