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The War of Ideas
When terrorists are willing to fly into buildings, killing themselves and thousands of others, it is clear that ideas have trumped self-interest.  To win the War on Terror, we must engage and win the War of Ideas.  
Military solutions have now run their course in the War on Terror, because they are most effective against hard targets and formal organizations with well defined boundaries.  Indeed the military has accomplished much in the initial phase of the War on Terror, by destroying the terrorist training camps in Afghanistan and capturing or killing about two thirds of the 2001 al Qaeda leadership.  But there are few remaining clear targets, and military solutions will be of little further help.
The remaining terrorist threat to the West is a violent Islamist revivalist social movement held together by a common idea, the global Salafi jihad.  It is best viewed as a loose network with fuzzy boundaries.  There is no longer a formal initiation into al Qaeda, nor is there a fixed number of terrorists affiliated with it.  Rather, there is a small number of full-time terrorists among a pool of sympathizers whose numbers fluctuate according to local grievances and the international situation.  Far from being formal hierarchical organizations, where followers strictly follow orders from above, these networks are self-organized from the bottom up, and fueled by local initiative.  Like the Internet, they function very well with little coordination from the top.  Gaps in the network don’t last long, but become opportunities for the most aggressive terrorists to step up and fill the voids created by the elimination of the old leadership.  As of 2004, a complete new leadership has been reconstituted, different from the old one.  Aggressive new leaders, lacking the training and support of their predecessors, conduct more frequent, reckless, and hurried operations.  Combating such fuzzy idea-based networks requires idea-based solutions.   
Waging the War of Ideas


The goal of the War of Ideas is the prevention of attacks and elimination of immediate and specific threats to the United States and the West.  To achieve this goal, the focus must be on accomplishing four things: 1) Containing realistic threats to the West in the near future as opposed to attempting the complete elimination of vague threats.  Ideas cannot be eradicated, but they can be made irrelevant.  2) Actively engaging the Muslim people, who must be won over to become the eyes and ears of the War on Terror.    3) Stopping immediate threats.    Long term interests of the United States may conflict with many international interests.  A focus on such long term issues will distract the United States from more immediate threats.  4)  Targeting specific threats, lest more enemies be created than eliminated.  Local regimes will attempt to drag the United States into internal conflicts that have nothing to do with the direct threat to the West. But not all local terrorist groups that happen to be Muslim pose such a threat.  Lumping them together will redirect their enmity and may transform local grievances into full-blown hostility against the United States. 

The strategy is to alter Muslims’ perception that their interests are hostile to the West.  This is a two-pronged strategy.  Its negative dimension is to de-legitimize terrorist ideas that threaten the West.  At the same time, its positive dimension promotes an alternative vision consistent with collaboration with the West.  The War of Ideas must be fought with ideas.  It is a war of narratives, fought on the battlefield of interpretations.
How do ideas influence terrorists?


No idea is intrinsically persuasive.  Ideas did not fly into the World Trade Center; people did.  What is the relationship between ideas and people?  How do ideas influence terrorists?  These questions include five components.  How did terrorist ideas evolve?  How do terrorist leaders generate ideas?  How do ideas help mobilize people to join the jihad?  How do ideas motivate terrorists to kill themselves and others?  What gives ideas credibility?

War is the ultimate test of reality.  People often start wars full of illusions and hope.  The gruesome facts of violence and death quickly deflate such wishful thinking.  War studies must have a solid empirical grounding.  Likewise, to answer the above questions, terrorism research must be evidence-based, and leave dramatic anecdotes behind.  Facts must test the conventional wisdom.

In this spirit, we must dispose of two common misconceptions about how ideas influence people.  The first one, the mass appeal theory claims that social movements gather a following through the strength of direct ideological appeal to atomized and alienated masses of people.  A religious variant argues that the promise of heavenly rewards attracts new members for it makes earthly deprivation more bearable.  Direct mass appeal did not increase the al Qaeda network, which maintained its headquarters in Afghanistan/Pakistan, with a period of exile in Sudan.  Yet, no Afghan or Sudanese joined the network while it was based in these countries.  On the contrary, al Qaeda members elicited hostility from the host population.  They looked down on their hosts, who resented them.  They were seen as outsiders coming in and telling the local population that they were not good Muslims and trying to teach them the right way to pray.  This did not endear them to their hosts.

The flip side of the mass appeal theory is the brainwashing theory.  Here, the notion is that a singularly unappealing ideology would never attract anyone in his right mind, and only some form of coercion can explain its adoption.  Brainwashing, which implies deception and forceful coercive techniques to overwhelm the victims’ mind, is this forcible indoctrination.  Five decades of intensive research has failed to gather any empirical support for this theory.  Indeed, the accounts of captured al Qaeda members and the wiretaps of the deliberations over years failed to detect any coercive techniques or intense religious indoctrinations.

How did the al Qaeda ideology evolve?

The terrorist ideology evolved in the context of a search for religious answers to the state of decadence that befell the Muslim world in the past five centuries.  The answer is a revivalist one: Islam has lost its way because the authentic word of God has been corrupted by outside influence.  Only a return to authentic Islam will revive its greatness.  The only guide to this authentic Islam is the community of the Prophet and his companions, the salaf or “ancient ones” in Arabic.  The appeal of this Salafi ideology is a vision of a fair and just community, which thrives in its faith in God.  Some believe that this community can be reconstructed from the ground up through personal proselytism, dawa, or call to Islam.  Others are more politically minded and believe that the state must be Islamic in order to create the conditions for this Salafi community.  When secular Muslim rulers cracked down on this political movement, they radicalized it.  From prison, Sayyid Qutb argued that Muslim societies had degenerated into a state of decadence and unfairness similar to jahiliyya, the state of barbarism and paganism that existed in the Arabian Peninsula before the revelations of the Prophet.  This was due to a crisis of values, which required the violent overthrow of apostate “Muslim” rulers to return to authentic Salafi values.
Qutb’s ideas were advanced in three phases to provide the ideology of the global Salafi jihad.  In the 1970’s, Mohammed Abdul Salam Faraj argued that violent jihad to overthrow the local apostate ruler, the near enemy, was the forgotten duty of each Muslim, on par with the five pillars of Islam.  In the 1980’s, Sheikh Abdullah Azzam urged young Muslims to join the defensive jihad in Afghanistan against the Soviets.  After the war, he had plans to expand the defensive jihad globally to recapture lost Muslim lands such as the southern Philippines and southern Spain.  Finally, in the 1990’s, Ayman al-Zawahiri and Osama bin Laden made the global Salafi jihad offensive.  They switched priorities and declared war on the far enemy, the United States and Jews, which supported the near enemy.  This formally generated the direct and immediate threat against the United States and the West.  The global Salafi jihad was born in 1996 with this declaration of war and can be defined as the use of violence against non-Muslim governments or populations in furtherance of Salafi objectives.

How do terrorist leaders generate ideas?
Leaders of social organizations use ideas like weapons to promote themselves in competition with other leaders for the loyalty and support of their followers.  This is a very contentious process, leading to splits and temporary alliances in organizations.  This constant infighting is usually kept hidden from followers and outsiders.  Sometimes there are glimpses of this process, as illustrated by the files found in al-Zawahiri’s computer hard drive sold to the Wall Street Journal in Kabul in the fall of 2001.  To use the old cliché, creating an ideology is very much like making sausage.  The al Qaeda network was formed through a process of self-selection by the most radical of the Islamist militants.  The 150 or so who agreed with bin Laden and al-Zawahiri made the trip back to Afghanistan from Sudan and became the leadership of the global Salafi jihad as we have come to know it.  The Egyptian Islamic Group, unlike the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, which basically merged with Al Qaeda, specifically refused this change in strategy and continued to target the Egyptian State, the near enemy, before embarking on their peace initiative of 1997.
The ideas of a politico-religious group must give followers a way to make sense of the world, inspire them with a vision of a better world worthy of their sacrifice, and legitimate specific strategies and tactics.  In a nutshell, its ideology must answer simple questions that are relevant to the members.  What is the problem?  Who is to blame?  What is the solution?  The global Salafi jihad solution to the Muslims’ problems puts the blame squarely on the U.S. and Jews and advocates violence to expel the West from the Middle East so they can overthrow their local apostate regimes.  
In waging the War of Ideas, the United States must try to discredit terrorist leaders by encouraging doctrinal disputes and broadcasting them widely.  This undermines the notion that al Qaeda’s ideology flows logically from a literal interpretation of the Quran and illustrates the fact that it stems directly from all too human interpretations of the scriptures.  Bitter infighting always discredits the participants.  The dangerous ideas must also be discredited.  Indeed, many of the specific terrorist arguments come from distortions of the Quran.  The Quran and the Hadith do not encourage Muslims to kill Westerners.  There are far more verses condemning violence than embracing it.  Islamist terrorists distort the Quran for their own purposes.  In his fatwa authorizing the indiscriminate killing of Americans and their allies, bin Laden used the famous Sword Verse, “But when these months, prohibited (for fighting) are over, slay the idolaters wheresoever you find them, and take them captive or besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every likely place.” (Quran, 9:5)  But this verse is truncated from its second part and lifted out of its context, and allowed to stand by itself.  When put back in context, it is clear that the Quran provides immunity to civilians not directly involved in a legitimate war with Muslims.  Far from supporting bin Laden’s interpretation, the Quran rejects it.  It is a mistake to accept the terrorists’ distortions as representative of Islam in general.  One of the main tactics of the War of Ideas must be to educate the Muslim public about these falsifications of the Quran.

There is a healthy debate about terrorist ideas in the uncensored Arab press in exile in Western capitals and on Internet sites.  The richness of this debate refutes the notion that the Quran can be interpreted only in a certain way.  Voices that specifically threaten should be discredited, while voices that espouse a non-threatening message should be promoted and amplified throughout the Muslim world. 

How do ideas mobilize people to join the jihad?

The conventional wisdom in terrorism research claims that people join terrorist organizations because they are poor; come from broken families; are ignorant or uneducated; are young immature young men who have no skills, family responsibilities or jobs; or have weak minds, vulnerable to brainwashing either by their school (madrassas), families or direct mass appeal.  Alternatively, it also claims that terrorists are mentally ill, core criminals, religious fanatics full of hate or simply evil people.

The evidence derived from a sample of four hundred al Qaeda members paints a different portrait of these terrorists.  Two-thirds come from solid upper or middle class backgrounds.  The vast majority come from intact caring families.  Sixty percent had some college education.  The average age was twenty-six years.  Three-fourths were professional or semi-professional.  Three-fourths were married and the majority had children.  Half were considered religious as children and only thirteen percent were madrassa-educated.  Very few were mentally ill.  Only about one percent had a probable thought disorder, which is the worldwide base rate for this type of disorder.  There was very little evidence for any personality disorder.  Only al Qaeda members who were first or second generation immigrants to Europe from the Middle East or who were converts to Islam were petty criminals or drug addicts.  They became religious in order to kick their habit or abandon their life of crime.  After joining al Qaeda, they returned to petty crime, not for personal gain but for funding the jihad.  Before joining the jihad, future terrorists were not particularly religious.  Even those with a religious upbringing had let their devotion fade.  They became religious fanatics only after joining the organization.

The data showed that about seventy percent of the sample were expatriates when they joined the jihad.  That is, they were living in a country where they had not grown up.  An additional ten percent were the “excluded” second generation or immigrants to Western Europe.  Furthermore, most had pre-existing social bonds to terrorists.  Recruitment was based on friendship, kinship, worship and discipleship.  About two thirds were friends to people already in the jihad, or were cliques of friends who collectively decided to join the jihad.  Close relatives to terrorists, such as sons, brothers or first cousins accounted for an additional twenty percent of the sample.  Only about ten percent joined on the basis of belonging to a mosque connected to the jihad.  The Southeast Asian cluster of terrorists was unique, for the majority were students of the leaders of the Jemaah Islamiyah, and constituted about eight percent of the sample.  Overall, recruitment was a self-selective bottom-up activity.  There was no top-down recruitment program in al Qaeda.  There was no need for it; there were too many volunteers eager to join.  Al Qaeda’s problem was never recruitment, but selection.  
The most common pathway to the jihad was the following:  Upwardly and geographically mobile young men, mostly from religious, caring and middle class families in the Middle East were sent abroad to study.  They became international people, conversant in three or four languages and skilled in computer technology.  Abroad, they were separated from their traditional social bonds and culture, and became homesick.  To escape their lonely and marginalized life, they sought new friends.  They drifted to mosques for companionship and familiarity rather than religion, for there seemed to have been a dip in their religiosity around that time.  They often moved in together with their new friends in communal apartments, at first to maintain their common dietary restrictions.  With time, they underwent a “bunch of guys” phenomenon, where each would try to upstage his friends with tales of outside discrimination and inside loyalty to each other

Ideas alone did not mobilize people into terrorism.  Social bonds preceded ideological commitment.  But the specific ideas promoting the global Salafi jihad were necessary for they provided a legitimate script for channeling the external resentment and mutual devotion of future terrorists. This type of script is advocated by very few radical mosques; just ten mosques worldwide generated about half my sample. The global Salafi jihad ideology appealed to them because it resonated with their everyday life experiences.  Their exclusion from society and the unfairness of their situation bred resentment.  They attributed the injustice they saw in society to a crisis of values.  For them, the essence of capitalism was greed, which bred corruption and unfairness.  Western values led to decadence.  In their own countries, where rulers were elected by more than ninety percent of the votes, they learned that democracy was a sham and freedom a sad joke.  Economic development was another name for simple greed.  Women’s rights invited depravity.  To them, “Islam is the solution.”  The Salafi vision of a spontaneous just and fair society, based on the worship of God, promised them a better world.  Mutual reinforcement from friends, family and spouses supported the appeal of this vision, and transformed alienated Muslims into fanatic terrorists.  Once they were solid members of a clique, they became too loyal to abandon or betray their friends’ ideas.

The War of Ideas must disrupt this mobilization process.  One method is to undermine the social conditions promoting it.  Western countries should make efforts to welcome gifted students coming to study at their universities.  These institutions should make halal food more universally available at common eating places and sponsor common social activities mixing these foreign Muslim students and host students.  Large Western urban environments can be cold to an outsider.  Host countries should renew efforts to help new Muslim immigrants adapt by sponsoring common activities with the host population.  They should discourage communal housing for foreigners, for they breed distance from the host country.
The second method is to challenge and discredit dangerous ideas that appeal to alienated young Muslims.  The Salafi vision is based on the perfectibility of man.  It assumes that righteous people need no law or government since justice and fairness will prevail and people will naturally and spontaneously make society function.  This is not possible because man is fallible: only God is perfect.  Indeed, all the attempts to implement this vision on earth, such as the Taliban in Afghanistan, the Groupe Islamique Armé in Algeria, and the Abu Sayyaf Group in the Philippines have been unmitigated disasters.  The full horror of these failures must be publicized throughout the Muslim world.  The Salafi myth could also be exposed through archaeological research into the Salaf, which would no doubt demonstrate that this community was all too human.  The apocalyptic dimension of the Salafi vision also drives a wedge between the West and Islam, making a confrontation between them inevitable.  It precludes the Muslim world from eliciting Western help for social and economic progress.

If the War of Ideas hopes to dissuade potential terrorists from joining the jihad, it must be careful how it portrays the terrorists.  As noted, those most likely to join the jihad already know terrorists as sincere and caring friends or kin.  The usual label of evil for terrorists does not ring true for them and discredits any further Western message.  The appropriate message should be that terrorists are sincere but misguided by distortions of Islam.  Although they are not intrinsically evil, they are evil-doers for their terrorist acts are and should be stopped.

How do ideas motivate terrorists to die and kill?
One of the most fascinating issues about al Qaeda terrorism is the willingness of its members to die for the cause and kill thousands in the process.  What motivates them to do this?  The answer lies in natural group processes in which a personal commitment to the group and Islam leads to a complete transformation of values for the member.  First, commitment to the group and its ideas brings a relief effect in terms of both ideological clarity and social well-being.  Through a process of collective identity, new values are generated.  Secular values become religious ones; spiritual attainments replace material achievements; and traditional morality gives way to the specific ethics of the group.  This lowers material expectations to easily achievable levels, eliminates the striving for more traditional social status and further enhances the relief effect.  It also generates a new sense of efficacy.  Communitarian self-sacrifice and otherworldly rewards replace individual self-interest and worldly gain.  This transforms apathy, so common in the Muslim world, into active political engagement.  This transformation of values is a gradual process starting with low risk participation, which draws the novice into a clique through intense bonding.  Proselytism for a Salafi version of Islam involves medium risks for it distances the member from his non-participating family and former friends.  Terrorist activities involve high risk for it draws state intervention.  This process of collective identity fosters in-group love and sacrifice for cause and comrades and out-group hate and rejection of society.  Its internal dynamics offer little opportunity for intervention in the War of Ideas.
What gives ideas credibility?

The credibility of the source of an idea strongly affects its appeal.  Corrupt government officials or clergy paid by the government have ceased to have credibility.  A much more credible messenger is one who is willing to sacrifice for God and comrades.  Osama bin Laden gave up a rich lifestyle to share a life of humility with fellow mujahedin, sleeping in caves, eating simple food and eschewing any ostentatious display of wealth, just for the glory of God.  Ayman al-Zawahiri gave up the benefits of being a member of one of the most prestigious families in Egypt to join the hardships of the jihad.  Believers who profess their faith despite severe personal tragedies also project credibility when preaching the necessity of the jihad.  Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman was blind from birth and Mustafa Kamel (a.k.a. Abu Hamza al-Masri, nicknamed “Hook” by the British press) lost three limbs to the jihad.  People willing to die for the cause also project credibility.  Sayyid Qutb and Mohammed Abdel Salam Faraj were both executed in Egypt for their involvement in the jihad.  The famous testamentary videos taped by terrorists before their suicide urging peers to follow suit, have a powerful effect.  Since the credibility of al Qaeda leadership will be difficult to undermine, its legitimacy to issue fatwas and provide ideas must be challenged.  Bin Laden, al-Zawahiri, Qutb and Faraj did not have any formal religious training and are not legitimate religious sources.  Abdel Rahman and Kamel represent extreme interpretation of the Quran, which must be challenged by more respected clerics.

In contrast, the U.S. lacks credibility with the Muslim world, which sees it as a big hypocritical bully shoving people around.  This view neutralized any sympathy evoked by the 9-11 operations.  The U.S. acquired this reputation in the run-up to the Iraq war, when it chose to act unilaterally without the endorsement of the United Nations and insisted that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and was linked to the 9/11 operation.  Its mishandling of the Iraq occupation undermined its stated moral reasons for intervention.  Its one-sided support for Israeli policies toward Palestinians further eroded any moral authority it projected to the Muslim world.  This lack of credibility in the Muslim world at the present time forces the U.S. to wage the War of Ideas indirectly, through still-credible third parties.  In the longer term, the U.S. has no choice but to rebuild the lost trust.  This is necessary because the Muslim world must be actively engaged in the Global War on Terror to isolate and eliminate terrorists in their midst and to prevent terrorism from taking root in future generations.  They must act as the eyes and ears of the world in this war against the implementation of a distorted religious vision.  Regaining the trust of the Muslim world must start with the Hippocratic principle, “First, do no harm.”  The U.S. must stop shooting itself in the foot.  The process of regaining U.S. credibility, which existed about forty years ago, will be a slow but necessary process in waging the War of Ideas.
Partnership for Justice and Fairness

This war cannot succeed with a negative strategy alone.  People yearn for inspiration in their lives.  The U.S. must promote a positive vision of a just and fair world, where people live in harmony and prosperity.  The issues that resonate with Islamist militants are justice and fairness.  These embrace many Western values, for they imply freedom and a responsive representative government; a curb to pervasive corruption, which stymies economic development; and improvement in the social and economic status of women.  The key to the Western substitute vision is harmony, which implies a partnership engaging the Muslim community.  This vision is about a world of collaboration between Islam and the West, a world of peace rather than war.  The promotion of this vision implies a clash of strategy to achieve a vision rather than a clash of civilization.  Since man cannot be perfect, he cannot choose life or death issues for fellow men.  Only God can decide life or death.  Therefore, carrying out terrorist operations is an arrogant usurpation of God’s prerogative.  The limit to violence implies peaceful evolution, rather than terrorism to achieve this vision of a fair and just world.
Challenging toxic ideas

Waging the War of Ideas involves country by country campaigns, for each country has a specific cultural, historical and social context.  Messages crafted from the U.S. will fall flat before foreign audiences, with their respective cultural traditions and linguistic habits.  Instead, the War of Ideas must encourage and amplify local voices friendly to our aims.  Ideas among Muslim militants spread mostly through face to face interactions in cliques and within humanitarian organizations.  In many Middle East countries, Islamist social organizations have taken over the provision of social services.  They are a reservoir of militant Islamist discourse, which must be challenged by the formation of alternative social work organizations promoting a vision of a fair and just society in collaboration with rather than in opposition to the West.  The War of Ideas must also encourage the formation of political parties promoting this collaborative vision of a just and fair society.  Most Salafi political parties in the Middle East are called the Party for Justice.  This illustrates that justice and fairness are the issues that resonate with the masses.  The War of Ideas cannot cede this terrain to Islamist militants.  Justice and fairness are strong core Western values.  Public diplomacy must engage the Muslim masses to show how these values have been realized in most Western countries.  This just and fair society should be achieved in alliance with the West without recourse to terrorism.  Hate speech directed at the West should also be challenged through the formation of a worldwide anti-defamation organization.  But mostly, the West needs to be focused on the specific global Salafi threat targeting the West.  It should avoid complicity with general local repression.  The temptation for local governments would be to abuse the War on Terror to eliminate their internal dissent.  The U.S. and the West should stay clear of these internal struggles and not be identified with unpopular local repression.

Washington Politics

To wage the War of Ideas, one must first win the war in Washington.  The U.S. is not set up to engage in the War of Ideas.  Many domestic obstacles stand in its way.  Culturally, the idea of waging such a war is fundamentally distasteful for Americans, for it smacks of propaganda and disinformation, which are not viewed as compatible with decent American values.  Americans have a simplistic and unproblematic belief in transparency, namely that plain truth will prevail.  As anyone living within the beltway knows, truth is mediated by interpretation.  It is rarely self-evident, especially in the Middle East where the best intentions are often misinterpreted.  The War of Ideas must be fought on the battlefield of interpretations.

A second major obstacle is political.  It is a truism that all politics are local.  This presents the problem of two audiences, domestic and foreign.  The domestic agenda will always trump foreign concerns.  Statements designed for domestic consumption cannot be limited to national audiences.  Many anti-Muslim statements uttered by private opinion makers get far more play in the Middle East than more significant official pronouncements directed at foreign audiences.  The rhythm of the American political process produces a cycle of embarrassing statements for the sake of minor electoral gains every two years, peaking every four years during presidential races.  Since diffusion of such statements cannot be stopped without endangering fundamental American values, waging the War of Ideas implies a certain responsibility among politicians not to antagonize non-voting foreign audiences.  In the long run, this would benefit the country by raising the level of civil discourse.

However, the major obstacle to waging the War of Ideas is the chaos in Washington.  The U.S. strategy requires that its values be presented clearly with a host of evidence and deeds supporting it.  At least twenty offices scattered around the capital and the country are potentially involved in public diplomacy.  This makes it difficult for the U.S. to speak with a single voice abroad.  Far from being coordinated, they often operate at cross purposes in too-visible turf battles where one agency will prevent another from doing things.  The 1999 Presidential Decision Directive 68 creating the International Public Information Core Group to remedy this situation has been a failure because of lack of funds, political support, staff, coordination or assigned responsibility.
Winning the War of Ideas
This situation cannot be allowed to stand.  The nation must mobilize to fight the War of Ideas.  Military operations have gone as far as they can in fighting the War on Terror by denying sanctuary to terrorists.  What is needed is a coherent and comprehensive strategy to alienate terrorists from supportive populations and prevent a new generation of terrorists from forming.  This strategy consists of discrediting the legitimacy of terrorist leaders and their ideas; disrupting the formation of loose terrorist networks by changing the social conditions and challenging the message that inspires them to mobilize; promoting a positive vision of a just and fair world in partnership with the West; and regaining Muslim trust and U.S. credibility by matching words with deeds.  This strategy requires a pro-active national center that will not only coordinate these operations, but will control them and be able to contract out projects to the private sector.  It will require a budget dedicated to the War of Ideas, which implies strong bipartisan support in Congress.  But most of all, the War of Ideas needs its Charlie Wilson.  Without a champion in Washington, it will suffer the same fate as the War on Poverty and the War on Drugs.
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