
Deterring terrorism is
no longer a provocative idea. Whereas U.S. President George W. Bush was
emphatic that “unlike the Soviet Union the terrorist enemies . . . cannot be de-
terred,” the emerging consensus among both academics and policy practitio-
ners today is that under certain conditions deterrence theory can be applied to
terrorists and terrorism.1 Scholars have begun to propose, test, and reªne a
variety of theories for inºuencing terrorist behavior, and core elements of
these new approaches have found their way into U.S. strategic doctrine, evi-
dent in the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review Report, the 2010 Department of
Defense Nuclear Posture Review Report, and the 2011 National Strategy for
Counterterrorism.2 Thus, despite some initial skepticism, the logic of coercion is
being used to shape the behavior of terrorists, insurgents, and other violent
nonstate actors.

As a subªeld of research, deterring terrorism incorporates at least two sepa-
rate branches of theory. The ªrst branch explores ways in which states can use
threats of military retaliation to coerce individual extremists, terrorist leaders
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and groups, and their societal and state supporters. The idea is to target what
terrorists value. Herein, the costs of supporting or facilitating terrorism are
raised to a level where actors choose to change their behavior rather than risk
punishment. The second branch of theory builds on deterrence by denial. The-
ories in this branch explore ways in which actors manipulate the beneªt side
of adversarial cost-beneªt calculations; whereas punishment raises the costs,
denial lowers the anticipated beneªts. Although theories of denial were devel-
oped during the Cold War, they were largely overshadowed by the threat of
nuclear confrontation and thus relegated to conventional military engage-
ments.3 But in thinking about counterterrorism, scholars have exhumed, bur-
nished, and given new import to theories of denial.4 The objective of denial is
to diminish the perceived beneªts of participating in terrorism by preventing
terrorists from achieving their tactical and strategic goals, by weakening their
ability to act in their preferred ways, and by denying them the fruits of their la-
bor. The idea is to target what terrorists want, rather than what they value.

Missing from these two theoretical investigations is a discussion of how
delegitimization might also be used to manipulate and shape militant behav-
ior. Delegitimization suggests that states and substate actors can use the reli-
gious or ideological rationale that informs terrorist behavior to inºuence
behavior. The goal is to “reduce the challenger’s probability of achieving his
goals by attacking the legitimacy of the beliefs that inform his behavior”5—
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that is, targeting what terrorists believe rather than what they value or want.
Terrorism is not simply violence, but violence with purpose and meaning. Ter-
rorists utilize particular forms of violence that comport with speciªc ideologi-
cal or socioreligious beliefs, values, and narratives. Targeting these narratives
may—theoretically speaking—alter behavior: strengthening opinions and po-
sitions that contradict the legitimization of terrorism may inºuence individu-
als and groups contemplating particular forms of violence, along with the
socioreligious communities that facilitate their efforts. Delegitimization bor-
rows generously from deterrence theory: its purpose is to target the rationales
and justiªcations that inform terrorist preferences in a way that alters the be-
havior of active and would-be participants. But instead of defenders promis-
ing pain or denying objectives, behavior is manipulated by targeting the
rationales that motivate and guide an adversary.

The notion of delegitimization has received little rigorous scholarly atten-
tion and remains underdeveloped, understudied, and misunderstood. Unlike
punishment and denial, it does not easily ªt state-centric models of decision-
making and coercion, which usually emphasize interests over beliefs. Further,
Jeffrey Knopf writes that “it is not clear that this approach represents an alter-
native to punishment and denial as a way to produce deterrence; it seems
rather to be a particular way of blending the two.”6 Knopf’s criticism, how-
ever, is meant to spur further theoretical development rather than dismiss the
approach altogether. “This is not a reason to reject this approach out of hand,”
he continues, “it points to the need for additional thinking and, if possible,
empirical research about how to implement a delegitimization strategy.”7 This
article proposes to ªll this gap by further developing the concept of delegiti-
mization in counterterrorism studies and empirically applying it to the case
of al-Qaida.

Without question, al-Qaida has endured a series of recent blows, suffering
extensive disruption of its network and the deaths of key leaders and ideo-
logues. Yet despite signiªcant setbacks, the jihadist threat remains. For de-
cades, the self-styled “army whose men love death” has carefully elaborated a
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robust, public narrative that will long outlive Osama bin Laden. That narrative
continues to attract recruits and send them forth to battle, and a critical metric
by which to assess the ongoing vitality of al-Qaida is to look at the ongoing vi-
ability of the message. The situation in Syria today is a case in point. The coun-
try has seen the establishment of its own indigenous al-Qaida-related group in
Jabhat al-Nusra and its media arm, drawing into its ranks returning veterans
of the jihad in Iraq.8 Perhaps more important, however, than the enlistment of
Syrians in a national uprising is the appeal of the message to a transnational
mujahideen that is ready to resort to any battleªeld worldwide. For instance,
one signiªcant new group ªghting alongside Jabhat al-Nusra is the Army of
Muhajireen and Supporters, a militant faction comprising foreign ªghters and
led by Abu Omar, a Chechen.9

Another indicator of that appeal is a new Facebook page (among many that
have appeared) titled “Strangers in the Syrian Revolution.” The Arabic page
proªles the many foreigners who have come to Syria and eulogizes those from
other countries who have died in the jihad. Inter alia, it offers a visual narra-
tive of life among the mujahideen as one of prayer, battle, death, and a power-
ful communal experience. One such page shows several ªghters smiling as
they prepare a meal, with this caption: “If rulers could but grasp just how
great the joy of the muhajir (a religious emigrant) is in his hijra (religious migra-
tion) and his life in the land of jihad, they would compete with the muhajirun
(religious emigrants) for it. Even in their food and its preparation, you can per-
ceive their jihad, and they are joyful in the blessing of God upon them.”10

Moreover, the list of the foreign ªghters who have achieved martyrdom is
striking. Of the more than 200 who died from May to August 2013, for in-
stance, the fallen came from almost every country in the Middle East and
North Africa, as well as from Europe, Canada, and predominately Muslim ar-
eas in the former Soviet Union.11
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Al-Qaida’s narrative has proved to be remarkably successful for the organi-
zation in at least four ways: (1) as a recruitment tool for new jihadists; (2) in
identity formation for adherents; (3) as public apologia and hermeneutic;
and (4) as a weapon of war—the so-called media jihad. Now, in the wake
of the upheaval of the Arab Spring, al-Qaida and its adherents have rede-
ployed the narrative, promising a new social order to replace the region’s
anciens régimes. In fact, al-Qaida sees the chaos in Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Egypt,
Libya, and Tunisia (as well as further abroad, in Mali, Somalia, and Nigeria)
as an exploitable opportunity to shape the future political, religious, and so-
cial Arab landscape. For instance, frequent jihadist blogger Shaykh Abu Sa(d
al-Amili observes: “The revolution of the peoples is very similar to the ºood
that cannot be stopped until it sweeps away all that is in its path. . . . What
is required of us is to leave this ºood to run its course . . . [then] try to ar-
range matters.”12

This article proposes that the United States and its friends and allies can use
al-Qaida’s own narrative against it. The aim is to delegitimize that narrative,
targeting and degrading the ideological motivation that guides support for
and participation in terrorism. We structure our argument accordingly. First,
with reference to events unfolding in the Arab world, we examine the ways in
which al-Qaida has developed a robust, epic story and then explore how that
story functions among its adherents. Second, using al-Qaida’s narrative and
doctrinal formulations as the cue, we delineate the fundamental “narratolog-
ical wars” of al-Qaida, those wars in which it engages because it believes its
national survival is at stake. Third, we suggest steps to exploit that knowledge,
as part of a strategy of delegitimization, proposing a theoretical and practical
model for delegitimizing al-Qaida.

The Contours and Function of al-Qaida’s Metanarrative

Al-Qaida uses its metanarrative in four distinctive ways: (1) to describe and,
thus, conºate contemporary battleªelds and warriors with ancient ones (narra-
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tive and identity); (2) to attract individuals to its cause and organization (nar-
rative and recruitment); (3) to justify, legitimize, and sanitize the violence it
employs (narrative and public ethic); and (4) to establish a lens with which to
interpret and internalize contemporary sociopolitical events (narrative and
interpretation).

narrative and identity

Al-Qaida’s metanarrative functions as an all-encompassing instrument in-
tended to establish a new identity for its adherents, situating them in a trans-
national and transhistorical realm. A sacred past is not simply recalled but
made present, and key events of Islamic history are made immediately accessi-
ble.13 Gone are nation-states.14 Instead, the jihadist now moves in a world that
bifurcates the houses of war and peace.15 In this imagined conªguration, the
new “frontier” area becomes ribat, a place to which the true believer mobilizes
to defend the patrimony.16 Thus, in “The Noble Knight Dismounts,” Ayman al-
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Zawahiri could address the “umma of migration (hijra) and ribat” that followed
Osama bin Laden’s death to encourage the Arab Spring intifadas in progress.17

Similarly, for the uprising against Syria’s Bashar al-Assad, Zawahiri recalls the
great battles of Syrian history, summoning the “lions” in the land of “ribat and
jihad” to eradicate the cancer of oppression. Marking the frontier are the
thughur (sing.: thaghr)—that is, the strategic chokepoints that must be held
against enemy encroachment. So Abu Nasir al-Wuhayshi, leader of al-Qaida in
the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) has given bay(a (a formal pledge of loyalty) to
Zawahiri, promising the support of his soldiers in the “thaghr of the Arabian
Peninsula”; Somalia has become a “great thaghr of the thughur”; Mohammed
Merah sought “any thaghr among the thughur” to defend Islam, ªrst in
Afghanistan, then ultimately ªnding it in France.18

Similarly, the names of states have changed, generally taking on historical
referents. “Khurasan,” the historic term for a region comprising territory in
present-day Iran, Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, has displaced
Afghanistan. The Gulf States are simply “the Peninsula.” Xinjiang Province in
Western China has morphed into “Eastern Turkestan.” Algeria has disap-
peared, becoming part of the Maghreb, and Spain, tellingly, has recovered its
proper name, “al-Andalus.” And repeatedly in the Arab Spring, Egypt has
come to be known among jihadist bloggers as “ard (land) al-Kinana,” referenc-
ing an ancient Arabian tribe. Bin Laden numbered among those who so desig-
nated Egypt. In his ªnal video, he encouraged “the knights of the land of
Kinana” to continue their revolution but to be aware that they stood at a dan-
gerous crossroads in history.19

As nation-states have morphed into a sacred geography, the individual
jihadist has changed as well, among his ªctive kin. Name alterations, some-
times to a nom de guerre, are common. Frequent al-Qaida spokesman and me-
dia adviser Adam Ghadan took the name “Azzam al-Amriki” (Azzam the
American). Merah took (or was given) the name “Yusuf al-Faransi,” and his
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mentor, the name “Abu al-Qa’qa’ al-Andalusi.”20 Often, the selected nom de
guerre draws explicitly on Islamic history. Such is the case with “Abu Dujana
al-Khurasani,” nom de guerre for al-Qaida double-agent Humam al-Balawi,
the Jordanian medical doctor who carried out the 2009 suicide mission in
Khost, Afghanistan, against a Central Intelligence Agency detachment (killing
six CIA operatives). By assuming the name “Abu-Dujana,” al-Balawi explicitly
identiªed with one of the most capable warrior-companions of Muhammad,
the martyred hero of the battle of Uhud.21 And by adopting the patronym “al-
Khurasani,” this contemporary Abu Dujana identiªed with the current conºict
in Afghanistan and its battle with the inªdels. It is little wonder that al-Balawi
would describe himself as having been “born again” in Afghanistan. More
recently, Kenneth Sorenson, a Danish convert to Islam, traveled to Cairo
with his wife and four young children to learn Arabic and prepare for jihad.
After ªghting in Libya alongside the anti-Qaddaª forces in 2011, he enlisted
with the Muhajireen Brigades in Syria, where he died in battle. Before his
death in March 2013, he had taken a new name as well as a new faith: Abu
Aisha al-Denmarki.22

As the jihadist enlists, he becomes part of a strongly demarcated in-group,
for which several names proliferate in the discourse: the tali(a (vanguard), the
ansar (supporters), the qaªla (caravan [of martyrs]), and so on. Additionally, his
fellow warriors will append glowing descriptors to his name to identify him as
one of their own: muhajir, murabit (one who does frontier duty), and of course,
mujahid (one who participates in jihad). Al-Qaida promises the enlistee jihadist
that he will take part in the most signiªcant warfare since the time of the
Prophet, and should he die, he will take new titles: for example, batl (hero),
asad (lion), and shaheed (a martyr/witness). The mujahideen face their deaths
with a powerful inducement: paradise will be theirs, and they will be cele-
brated, one could say, in cyber gardens of timeless remembrance on earth.
Appropriately, the cyber venues that celebrate battle and martyrdom carry ti-
tles such as that of the AQAP online magazine, Sada al-Malahim (Echo of the
Heroic Epics) or that of the magazine describing the battle for Afghanistan,
Tala’i( Khurasan (Vanguards of Khurasan).
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It is little surprise, then, that al-Qaida would emphasize this opening for
profound identity change in the Arab Spring. Writing for AQAP’s English-
language Inspire magazine, Samir Khan, later killed in a U.S. drone strike
in Yemen, employed this appeal in calling to young Egyptians: “You, the
Egyptian, are standing amidst one of the most prime moments your country
has ever gone through. . . . Where do you go from here? You have to decide
what your identity is. This will help determine your future course of action.
Do you deªne yourself according to your culture or your religion? Finding
out where your loyalty lies is the most important struggle in your identity
search.”23 For the socially dislocated, this is an appealing promise of iden-
tity, place, and the healing of anomie.

narrative and recruitment

As Khan’s challenge indicates, the narrative also serves al-Qaida as a recruit-
ment tool. In this role, al-Qaida appeals to would-be jihadists based on both
Islam and culture. The Islamic appeals cite local exigencies and transnational
needs. The same list of provocations, necessitating action, recurs frequently:
crusader imperialism; the occupation of the Islamic patrimony; the use of clus-
ter munitions against women, children, and elderly believers; the use of tor-
ture against the mujahideen in Western prisons; and Western attempts to
“hijack” the revolutions of the (putative) Islamist-led Arab Spring. Al-Qaida
carefully reinforces the narrative by connecting it with the cultural mores of
shame and honor—whether traditional Bedouin Arab values or Pashtunwali
(the unwritten code of conduct of the Pashtuns) in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
For instance, in one of several videos released posthumously, Abu Dujana ad-
mits that jihadist media productions are “setting an ambush” to compel vacil-
lating Muslims to join the caravan.24 A real man would unhesitatingly
participate in jihad. A man who would not go forth in the cause of Allah is a
“counterfeit” male whose gender is known only by his birth certiªcate.

Yusuf al-Shihari, writing for AQAP’s Sada al-Malahim, makes a similar cul-
tural appeal. After describing the Western “crimes” committed against the be-
lievers in Iraq, Palestine, and Afghanistan, al-Shihari makes his entreaty
personal. He describes having visited with a female American researcher. Re-
calling the 1990–91 Gulf War, she taunted him, “If it weren’t for us whores
((ahiraat), Mecca and Medina would have fallen.”25 How, then, could a young
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25. Yusuf al-Shihari, “Infar! Fa inta al-(amal” [Mobilize! For you are the hope], Sada, No. 10 (Au-
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man endure such shame, simply sitting idle while others have gone to battle?
In the midst of the Arab Spring, Zawahiri has continued a similar line of en-
treaty, neatly conºating a broadside against Egypt’s ruling military council
with an appeal for social justice. It is not rational (la yu(qil), he declares, to
sell gas at reduced rates to Israel, while millions in Egypt’s slums live on
less than a dollar a day. He appeals, therefore, for a popular campaign to up-
root injustice.26

With these uprisings, al-Qaida has continued to address a fundamental
stumbling block to enlistment: simple fear of death. A corner has been
turned, one al-Qaida publication argues, because “mental/spiritual barriers”
(al-huwajiz al-ma(nawiyya) are being broken, having started with Afghanistan.
Writing in late 2011, Abu Yahya al-Libi, one of al-Qaida’s foremost ideologues,
who was killed in a drone strike in June 2012, continues the trope and returns
to a favored al-Qaida metaphor: “You have destroyed the barrier of fear, by
God’s favor, and have banished the true weakness, which is love of this world
and hatred of death.” He concludes with a taunt to the West: “The battle will
continue. . . . for our youth love death as your soldiers love wine. . . . They
have divorced this world. They don’t give it even a glance because it has no
value to them.”27

narrative and public ethic

Al-Qaida’s metanarrative functions as a public apologia, explaining why par-
ticular actions are morally mandated. At its most basic level, al-Qaida appro-
priates the axiom amr bil-ma(ruf wa naha an al-munkar (command that which is
recognized/approved; forbid that which is to be reprehended). At points, the
ethical posture resembles a deontology with a vengeance, as in the World
Trade Center attack in 2001 or the attacks on Christian churches in Egypt, Iraq,
and Nigeria. In such instances, al-Qaida propounds that it is simply following
a clear command of God to battle the inªdels. At other times, the ethic func-
tions in a consequentialist way, as when the innocent (especially Muslims) are
killed as al-Qaida prosecutes its strategic military objectives. In this case, al-
Qaida argues that, despite the unfortunate loss of life, it must pursue a particu-
lar course to secure a larger strategic objective. This ethical move is seen in the

Delegitimizing al-Qaida 135

26. For an example of this recurring theme, see Zawahiri’s multipart video series, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, “Message of Hope and Glad Tidings for Egypt.” The website Jihadology has provided
links to the series as well as other al-Qaida messages. See http://jihadology.net/category/
individuals/ideologues/dr-ayman-al-zawahiri/.
27. On “moral/spiritual barriers,” see al-Amili, “Enter upon Them through the Gate.” See also
Abu Yahya, “Eid al-Adha Sermon for the Year 1432,” December 2011, https://archive.org/details/
N5bh21.



development of the doctrine al-tatarrus. The term comes from the Arabic for
“shield,” indicating those instances when attacking an enemy position entails
unavoidable injury or death to the innocent. Such would occur when Muslims
are in proximity to an otherwise “legitimate” target or when they have been
used as human shields.28 Additionally, al-Qaida extends its ethical reasoning
by making repeated use of the doctrine al-wala’ wal-bara’. Roughly translated,
the term means “friendship and innocence.”29 In jihadist parlance, the terms
has come to mean loyalty to the true believers and repudiation of any moral
obligations to outsiders who have put themselves beyond the pale by their
own perªdy.30

Al-Qaida, however, has more recently shown pronounced caution on the
doctrine of tatarrus and even retrenchment (if not moral recriminations), recog-
nizing its particular vulnerability on this point.31 This is especially noteworthy,
because al-Qaida recognizes that public approbation of its narrative is para-
mount. Al-Qaida saw, for instance, the negative press that Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi, former leader of al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI), gained for his brutal activity
in Iraq and the 2005 hotel bombings in Amman, Jordan, where sixty people
(mostly Muslims) were killed. Al-Qaida will consider changing its modus ope-
randi where speciªc acts may achieve tactical success but lose strategic legiti-
macy. It wants to avoid what Jarret Brachman and William McCants term the
“Shayma effect,” after Egyptian Islamic Jihad’s botched assassination attempt
on Egyptian Prime Minister Atif Sidqi in November 1993.32 In the event, a
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28. See Abu Yahya, “The Use of [Human] Shields in Modern Jihad,” January 2006, http://
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Research on Human Shields in Jihad,” WNC, May 2008. See also Jack Barcaly, “Al-Tatarrus: Al-
Qaeda’s Justiªcation for Killing Muslim Civilians,” Terrorism Monitor, September 5, 2010, pp. 6–9.
29. The doctrine derives primarily from Quran 9:1-4. For a study of the Quranic use of the term,
see Uri Rubin, “Bara’a: A Study of Some Quranic Passages,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam,
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31. At this point, we must disagree with Moghadam’s otherwise excellent article, “Motives for
Martyrdom.” Moghadam writes, “Salaª jihadists defend the killing of Muslims by claiming that
the ends justify the means. . . . Salaª jihadists also seem to believe that Muslims are expendable,”
citing a statement by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in support. See Moghadam, “Motives for Martyr-
dom,” pp. 77–78. This is not the case, however. Pragmatic thinkers in al-Qaida understand that
making Muslims “expendable” vitiates their strategic goals. For a review of al-Qaida’s more
nuanced jurisprudential thinking on weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) in particular, see Jerry
Mark Long, “Does Al Qaeda Have a Strategic Culture?” in Jeannie L. Johnson, Kerry M. Kartchner,
and Jeffrey A. Larsen, ed., Strategic Culture and Weapons of Mass Destruction: Culturally Based In-
sights into Comparative National Security Policymaking (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009),
pp. 201–218.
32. See Jarret M. Brachman and William McCants, “Stealing al-Qaida’s Playbook” (West Point,



young school girl named Shayma was killed, and—as Zawahiri later noted in
his Knights under the Banner of the Prophet—caused a propaganda debacle for
Egyptian Islamists. In brief, al-Qaida is not blinded by zeal. It will formulate
plans that are carefully calibrated to exploit perceived weaknesses of the en-
emy and that will resonate with Islamic audiences.33

This rethinking is especially apparent in the Arab Spring. For instance,
Zawahiri has warned Islamists in Egypt not to strike “the impermissible,” to
include non-Muslims.34 Instead, he continues, Muslims must observe sharia
limitations. “We must distinguish nonhostile Christians,” he writes, “for we do
not want war with them and can, in fact live peacefully with them in watan
wahid (one nation).” And with his penchant for poetry, Zawahiri even cites
verses that celebrate the kindness of Jesus Christ:

Jesus, your path is that of mercy and love
In the two worlds, both protection and peace
Oh [you are the] balm for the pains of all mankind.35

Similarly, the al-Sahab message, “You Are Responsible,” urges the same cau-
tion with respect to tatarrus. This is not simply to avoid defamation in the
Western media, the unnamed author writes. Rather, this comports with reli-
gious commands, recognizing “morals and sharia limitations.” How unlike the
West, it continues, which will “kill scores of Muslims to get to one so-called
terrorist.”36

The key point is that al-Qaida posits its attacks as essential because of a prior
attack by the West and an ongoing existential threat, thus extending Abdullah
Azzam’s well-known doctrine of fard (ayn, the individual mandate to carry out
jihad.37 Indeed, in advancing the doctrine, al-Qaida consistently maintains the
nonproportionality of its responses. That is, al-Qaida argues that its defensive
actions are orders of magnitude less harmful than the unwarranted provoca-
tion. Thus, bin Laden declared the few thousand killed in the September 11,
2001, attacks to be incommensurate with the millions the United States has
killed, from Hiroshima to the Iraq sanctions following the 1990–01 Gulf War.
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37. This Palestinian theologian cum jihadist and mentor to bin Laden emphasized in two key
works, Defense of the Muslim Lands and Join the Caravan, that Islam is under siege and that every in-
dividual must take up arms. He did so against the backdrop of the Soviet-Afghan war. Azzam was
assassinated in 1989 in a car bombing; responsibility for the attack remains unclear.



Al-Qaida extends its self-exoneration to events such as the bombings of
Christian churches in Baghdad and Alexandria, Egypt, in late 2010, arguing
that these were simply responses to prior depredations of the West against
Muslims.38 Similarly, a spokesman for the Tariq bin Ziyad Detachment of the
Jund al-Khilafa Battalion defended the actions of Merah in Toulouse.39 What
the West saw as the unconscionable actions of a possibly deranged assailant
were instead the work of a modest, sensitive man who loved God and whose
soul was stirred because of the oppression (thulm) that Muslims worldwide
have experienced, particularly in Palestine. After the April 2013 Boston
Marathon bombings, Inspire magazine took a similar tack: “All jihadi attacks
on the West came as a belated reaction to the tremendous western oppression
throughout the last century.”40 And so the familiar pattern: exculpate the at-
tackers, arguing that their actions were defensive, proportionate, and carried
out against cruel unbelievers according to God’s will and the sharia. The
United States, by contrast, has killed “tens of thousands of innocents” and,
with its “hostile arrogance, barbarism, and crimes against humanity,” has
brought a “stain on its thaub [garment or robe] which will remain forever.”41

narrative and interpretation

Al-Qaida puts forward its narrative as a hermeneutic. That is, the story is not
merely a set of static doctrines, an Islamic catechism telling adherents what to
believe. Rather, it is a dynamic framework directing adherents in what to per-
ceive. Al-Qaida’s narrative instructs adherents on how to interpret everything
from international affairs, to losses of key leaders, to the Arab Spring.
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In framing international affairs, al-Qaida, in The West and the Dark Tunnel, its
videological magnum opus produced in 2009, gives extensive coverage to the
West’s massive economic downturn of 2008–09, arguing that it resulted from
the success of the September 11 attacks and the judgment of God on the
inªdels, an interpretation that it has continued to reiterate. Not surprisingly,
al-Qaida constantly reminds believers of the inveterate hostility of the imperial
powers toward all Muslims, even when their actions seem benign. A clear
example is al-Qaida’s response to U.S. President Barack Obama’s Middle
East visit in June 2009, in which he gave a major policy speech, “A New
Beginning,” at Cairo University.42 In fact, Obama’s visit initially represented
a public relations nightmare for al-Qaida, because reaction to his speech, in
prospect and afterword, was immediate and generally positive across the
Islamic world.43

Al-Qaida recognized the threat. In a series of obviously orchestrated
messages, the jihadists responded. What is apparent in these responses is that
al-Qaida not only wished to debate the United States but, more especially, to
convince various publics that Obama’s visit was part of an insidious strategy.
Zawahiri stood at the forefront of the hermeneutic counterattack.44 He could
not dismiss the power of Obama’s rhetoric or the critical symbolism of his ªrst
state visit to the Middle East. Indeed, an indication of al-Qaida’s counter-
strategy is that Zawahiri released his statement two days before the presi-
dent spoke. Tellingly, Zawahiri appealed to the Egypt of great men: Saladin,
Baybars, Hasan al-Banna, Sayyid Qutb, Khalid Islambuli, and others, urging
them to refuse Obama any welcome. What the president had failed to win on
the ªeld of battle he was now coming to gain by subterfuge. Most important,
Zawahiri emphasized that, speeches aside, the West’s “bloody messages” had
already arrived, messages that “PR campaigns, theatrical visits, and fancy
rhetoric” could not eclipse. Zawahiri offered examples: candidate Obama’s
visit to the Western Wall in Jerusalem, during which he wore a yarmulke; his
escalation of the war in Afghanistan; his support for Israel’s war against Gaza;
his refusal to apply the Geneva Conventions to Muslim prisoners; and his
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afªrmation of al-Quds (Jerusalem) as the eternal, indivisible capital of Israel.
Zawahiri, perhaps, later felt some vindication. When Arabs were asked about
the Cairo speech two years after it was given, polling data found that their in-
itial optimism had plummeted: 90 percent of Egyptian respondents reported
that Obama had failed to live up to the promises made in the speech; 99 per-
cent of Lebanese respondents said the same.45

Similarly, al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) sought to blunt any
diplomatic advantage President Obama might gain from his June–July 2013
trip to Africa. This was not a one-off event, Shaykh Ahmed al-Jijeli of AQIM
argued. Rather, the president’s visit was part of an overarching policy of
penetration (taghalghul) of the continent, which began under President Bill
Clinton. Obama, of African descent, was merely serving his “white masters”—
the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, Halliburton,46 Exxon, and
Facebook. Al-Jijeli continued, saying that Edward Snowden, the former
National Security Agency specialist who leaked sensitive details concerning
U.S. surveillance, had “thrown back the ªg leaf,” showing the United States to
be no different from other oppressive dictatorships.47

Jihadist writers have continued the hermeneutic pushback during the Arab
Spring, to include Syria.48 Numerous al-Qaida spokesmen have described Iraq
as a victory and Afghanistan as a victory close at hand. Thus, Ibrahim Rubaysh
of AQAP in his “Harvest of the Revolutions” could “announce the good news
to the nation of Islam of the approach of victory and the appearance of signs of
an opening in this year [such] that it is appropriate to designate this the ‘year
of blessing.’” Despite its nuclear weapons and battleships, he maintained, the
United States had suffered defeat in Iraq and Afghanistan, and had witnessed
“the collapse (inhiyaar) of [its] civilization.”49 In similar fashion, in February
2012 Somalia’s al-Shabaab ofªcially gave bay(a to Zawahiri, offering its con-
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gratulations on the defeat of the Crusaders in Iraq and Afghanistan, and add-
ing that the “American Era had ended.”50

With respect to the deaths of al-Qaida leaders and foot soldiers, the al-Qaida
hermeneutic has glossed them as an outcome both expected and devoutly to
be wished, which one would expect from an organization that styles itself “an
army whose men love death.” This became especially important with the loss
of bin Laden in May 2011. The ofªcial al-Qaida announcement, “Statement of
the Heroic Epic of Pride,” argued that his death was not an irreversible loss.51

Rather, “this generation views the killing of its leaders as advantageous,
strengthening loyalty to religion.” Indeed, “the University of Faith, Quran, and
Jihad” (of which bin Laden is said to have been a “graduate”) has “not shut
its doors.”52 And in his Eid sermon released in December 2011, Abu Yahya
surveyed the signiªcant losses of the year, then reminded his listeners that
the early Islamic community suffered the loss of Muhammad and then
faced the Ridda Wars—but afterward defeated Persia and Byzantium.53 Men
die. The message and the mission remain: Allah still rules.

Al-Qaida has also employed that hermeneutic to interpret the Arab Spring.
Here, al-Qaida’s objectives seem to be threefold: to take credit for what has un-
folded, to argue that the revolutions represent an uprising of the entire Islamic
community and not singular or isolated events, and to declare that these repre-
sent a catastrophe for the West. Thus, Abu Ubaydah, member of the shura
council of AQIM, in an interview with al-Andalus Media, tells his readers that
these unprecedented events mark a “calamity” (faji(a) and “huge setback”
(naksah (athemah) for the “crusaders,” brought about in large part by the jihadist
vanguard that ªrst called for revolt.54 Zawahiri, in his “Dawn of Imminent
Victory,” holds that the revolutions are a defeat that “turned America’s cal-
culations head over heels,” the work of the umma and not smaller groups.55

And in his December 2011 sermon, Abu Yahya takes the grand retrospective
view, stating that the revolutions are the work of the entire umma, causing
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the United States to stumble and toppling the “pharaohs of this age,” a bat-
tle that is delivering the people from slavery to men and establishing the
justice of Islam.56

The “Narratological Wars” of al-Qaida

Al-Qaida has thus developed a comprehensive narrative that reminds adher-
ents that they are engaged in categorical and mortal combat. It assuages their
consciences, declaring that their jihad is ethically warranted. It functions as
a hermeneutic, directing believers in how to perceive events throughout
the world, and it reassures them of what lies beyond the mere sensory realm.
Al-Qaida does not, however, leave this carefully orchestrated account in the
madrassa. Rather, it has fashioned an overarching narrative that it sends forth
to war, much as Winston Churchill is said to have marshaled the English lan-
guage during World War II.

In an undated letter to Taliban leader Mullah Omar, bin Laden observed that
“90 percent of the preparation for war is effective use of the media.”57 By “me-
dia,” he meant publications, whether in print or via the cyber world. “Media,”
however, has also come to function as a metonymy, indicating the larger war
of ideas, doctrines, and cultural values. The jihadist literature is replete with
references to these battles and their importance. Typical is “America and the
Media War,” which argues that politicians and generals alike agree on the im-
portance of “ideational and propaganda warfare.”58 Irrespective of the truth or
falsity of the ideas presented, the key issue, our author avers, is to inºuence
the point of view of the other. Moreover, al-Qaida understands that both sides
are engaged in a pitched battle, that the West is using psychological warfare,
and that believers must be wary of it.59 Indeed, al-Qaida has called for what
may be translated as “information operations” (ghazwa ma(lumatiyya) and
“electronic warfare” (harb electroniyya).60 Zawahiri has continued the emphasis,
distinguishing “the jihad of the spear” and the “the jihad of the bayan” (mes-
sage, declaration). Of the two, he writes, the second is the greater necessity,
and it is the “knights of the media jihad,” the “clandestine mujahideen,”
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who are conducting it.61 Thus a variety of declarations, jihadist multilingual
videos, and cyber magazines have proliferated.

One should note the important implication. As a weapon of war, the narra-
tive is not intended merely to inspire the troops. It does that, certainly, but al-
Qaida has a larger purpose: to convince various Arab and Muslim audiences
to understand local, national, and world affairs in a particular way. Al-Qaida
deliberately counterposes rival interpretations of Western policies and actions.
Every statement and, especially, every action of the West will be re-explained
by al-Qaida. If one examines only al-Qaida’s narratological struggle with Arab
governments, Western governments, and mainstream ulama (Islamic scholars)
but ignores the various publics to which it plays in this international drama,
the critical point is lost. The analytic focus should instead be on the witnesses
to the struggle, because, more than governments or even Islamic institutions, it
is this constituency that al-Qaida seeks to inºuence. In this regard, we describe
two critical battles, battles beyond the kinetic: one with religious leaders
and the other with the West, which we term a “war of apologetics.” The latter
has taken on critical salience for al-Qaida in light of the Arab Spring. In both
cases, al-Qaida has sent forth its narrative to engage the enemy and to do so
before a watching world.

the “islamic magisterium” war

Al-Qaida is in a battle with the mainstream ulama for sole, legitimate au-
thority to interpret the faith and to answer the question, Who speaks for Islam?
Al-Qaida has styled itself a kind of Islamic magisterium, with its own “Index”
and recommended reading list. Although the majority of its messages may be
claims of credit for speciªc attacks or declarations of eschatological victory, a
number of statements reºect a struggle with other Islamic scholars. Into this
category falls bin Laden’s “Practical Steps to Liberate Palestine.” After adduc-
ing horriªc scenes from the recently concluded 2008–09 Gaza War, bin Ladin
segued to the threat of “evil scholars.” In that context, he urged believers to
turn from the leadership of “Arab Zionists” (e.g., Egyptian President Hosni
Mubarak) to those leaders grounded in the sharia. Believers must understand
that the “welfare” (salaama) of the truth supersedes that of individuals or even
nations. The real war is with “evil” scholars and leaders who have sought to
put to death correct sharia names, substituting terms such as “violence” ((anf)
for “jihad in God’s path,” and “the other” for unbelievers and apostates.62
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Similarly, after the March 2010 Mardin Conference, a gathering of moderate
Islamic academics and theologians concerned with jihadist ideas, al-Qaida
moved to rebut the declaration issued at the end of the conference. Anwar
al-Awlaki and Adam Ghadan were prominent among the interlocutors. In the
event, al-Qaida was especially concerned, because the declaration speaks
against key jihadist doctrines: the houses of war and peace, takªr,63 and al-wala’
wal-bara’. Al-Qaida insisted that it alone has the accurate jurisprudential posi-
tion to interpret these concepts, not those compromising scholars who offer a
benign Islam “ªt only for sheep.”64

Perhaps the most salient such salvo in the battle with the ulama comes from
the pen of Abu Yahya. The occasion was publication of “Co-existence with the
Other” (Al-ta(ayush ma(a al-akhar) a three-page essay by Mauritanian cleric
Sheikh Muhammad al-Hassan, a salaªst scholar educated in Saudi Arabia.65

The sheikh advanced the noncontroversial idea (at least in the West) that
there are shared foundational principles in humanity (al-mabadi’, al-insaniyya,
and al-mushtaraka). On this basis and others, the sheikh urged in a dispassion-
ate way for the necessity of coexistence, an argument that sent Abu Yahya into
theological paroxysms. Three months later, the al-Qaida ideologue offered
his treatise “Resisting the Kuffar,” a “brief comment,” as he termed it, that to-
taled twenty-two pages of dense reasoning and historical reference.66 The dis-
parity in length of the two articles is the ªrst measure of Abu Yahya’s concern
with the notion of coexistence.

Further evidence appears in the extended grammatical excursus Abu Yahya
offers. Even the title of the sheikh’s article offended. As Abu Yahya points out,
the sheikh’s term for “coexistence,” al-ta(ayush, is a gerund from a measure VI
verb, a reºexive form of the measure III verb, implying reciprocity. This may

International Security 39:1 144
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seem merely the deadly boring arcana of technical linguistics, but it was decid-
edly not boring to Abu Yahya. For him, the sheikh’s use of a measure VI verb
implied equality of parties, parity between Islam and various other ideologies,
and the nonsingularity of the truth of Islam. By using terms such as “the
other” in place of “inªdel,” the sheikh had undertaken to “correct” God and
had “buried” true Islamic doctrines under false ideas such as democracy
and human rights. Abu Yahya alliteratively terms the sheikh’s doctrine the
“‘subjugate’ (al-tatwi () and ‘dilute’ (al-tamyi () school.” Such a school is nothing
less than “a virus,” “a major disaster,” “a pollution of Islam at its very
sources.” The “catastrophe” of this three-page document had forced Abu
Yahya to drink “cups of grief.” It may seem to Western analysts that this is
overwrought hyperbole, but it must be seen from al-Qaida’s perspective: a
measure of the magnitude of al-Qaida’s battle with the ulama to be viewed as
the sole, legitimate interpreter of correct Islam.

That concern for a proper understanding of Islam has become more pro-
nounced with the Arab Spring. In his ªnal message, bin Laden sought to assert
the criticality of a correct understanding of Islam for the success of the revolu-
tions. He cautioned of a dangerous crossroads that admitted of “no meeting
along the path between . . . the people of truth” and “the people of deception
(tadleel),” warning that governmental leaders had “paralyzed the brains” of
the umma by manipulating religious institutions. The only way to save the
various revolutions was to have another, a “revolution (thaura) of attentiveness
and a correcting of understandings.”67 Similarly, Zawahiri has cited Hassan al-
Banna, founder of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, in calling for the “battle
of the Quran” (ma(raka al-mashaf), in which the rulings of the Quran alone form
the basis of government. To complete this “critical case,” he writes, it is neces-
sary to liberate al-Azhar, Sunni Islam’s leading religious institution, from
governmental control—an institution whose leadership al-Qaida has long re-
garded as comprising mere lackeys.68

the war of apologetics

Al-Qaida’s second battle is more important than its battle with the mainstream
ulama. It is the war with the West, but undertaken before Arab and Islamic
publics. In the event, the Arab Spring has given this battle special salience.
Indeed, this has become al-Qaida’s existential struggle. On one level, al-
Qaida’s battle has been for physical survival in the face of a kinetic war. From
the beginning, the jihadists have recognized the superior ªrepower of the
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West. Their hope in that regard has been for the effectiveness of their guerrilla
warfare, coupled with subr (patience), a frequently recurring word in the dis-
course. But as this is the army whose men love death, the struggle must be
seen on another level: that for the relevance, viability, and reception of its mes-
sage in the marketplace of ideas, with the hope that Arab and Islamic publics
would embrace it. Its luminaries will fall—as did the Prophet and his early
companions and the “blood-drenched bin Laden” (Zawahiri’s economic
phrase)—but the message of God must not.

Prior to the Arab Spring, the war of narratives was straightforward enough, at
least from al-Qaida’s point of view. In contradistinction to the moral depreda-
tions of the Crusader West, al-Qaida asserted a new moral order. In place of
colluders such as “Hosni Barak” (the pun is Abu Yahya’s), al-Qaida held forth
the idea of a revived caliphal state, uncorrupted by the West. Amid these prom-
ises, al-Qaida could conªdently re-narrate the Soviet invasion and occupation of
Afghanistan, 1979–89, as a stunning triumph for the mujahideen, events that
validated its overall message. “The Afghan jihad,” Abdullah Azzam declared
before his death in 1989, “has created in the souls of the umma full trust in
Almighty God . . . [which trust] is the greatest power on earth.”69

The Arab Spring changed al-Qaida’s task dramatically. To be sure, al-
Qaida’s leadership welcomed (or, better, was compelled to welcome) the up-
risings, as have the collective statements of franchise groups such as AQIM,
AQAP, Islamic State of Iraq (ISI),70 and now al-Shabaab, as well as the Taliban
and the jihadist blogosphere more broadly. Yet the revolutions across the Arab
world have challenged these groups’ respective and cumulative abilities to re-
narrate what has unfolded. Al-Qaida had neither planned nor caused these
events, despite claims that its “vanguard” (tali (a, Sayyid Qutb’s term of choice)
had somehow led the way. Abu Ubaydah, one among a number of jihadists,
sought to put a bold face on the situation. Asked in an interview if there was a
causal role between al-Qaida’s jihad and the “intifadas,” he replied gamely
that, although there were a number of international factors, the mujahideen
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were the ªrst to call for revolt and that their jihad had limited the effectiveness
of the “American-Crusader role” in the region.71

More especially, al-Qaida has not been able to direct the ºow of the process
or the results. The dynamism of the Arab Spring has extended far beyond the
ability of al-Qaida central, its franchises, or rank-and-ªle Islamists to direct.
Indicative of al-Qaida’s marked incapacity to manipulate events are the
various terms that the organization has used to describe the revolutions.72

“Tsunami of change,” “winds of change,” “a dangerous crossroads,” and “a
ºood and ªre” that consumes all in its path have been employed, terms that
indicate al-Qaida’s understanding of the volatile and unpredictable nature of
the popular forces that have been unleashed.

Yet for all that, al-Qaida has recognized the imperative to re-narrate events
and propound its own vision throughout the region at this critical juncture
when the “revolution thieves” (the phrase of Abu Ubaydah) will attempt to re-
verse the gains. This is the time, Zawahiri has said, when the “door for da(wa
(announcement of the message)” has been opened, but only God knows for
how long.73 As Ibrahim Rubaysh framed it in his December 2011 “Harvest of
Revolutions,” in the midst of the “sweetness” (halaawah) of the toppling of ty-
rants, the revolutions could be stolen. The real war has now begun, Rubaysh
avers, and that is to establish governments with which God, not the West, will
be pleased.74

At its heart, al-Qaida’s position is that the choice that faces post–Arab Spring
nations is one that is both binary and fundamental. Among the ªrst to articu-
late this choice was the Islamic State of Iraq. Writing to encourage Egyptian
protestors only two weeks after the demonstrations in Tahrir Square began, ISI
warned, “Don’t make an exchange of that which is good for that which is
inferior. Beware of deceptive, jahili (ignorant) programs such as malignant
‘secularism’ or patriotic and unbelieving ‘democracy’ or stinking idolatrous
nationalism (qaumiyya).”75 Similarly, Abu Yahya warned in Qutbian terms that
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Muslims must choose between a government under God or a government of
jahiliyya (i.e., of pre-Islamic ignorance).76

What would “a government under God” look like? Al-Qaida frames the an-
swer in explicitly religious terms. The sharia would be the sole source of legis-
lation. God would be the legislator, and people would be set free from
worshipping other people. Orthodox ulama (not state lackeys) would take a
pivotal role, as would men of Islamic gravitas, and shuras would be estab-
lished. It is important to emphasize, however, that the jihadist documents also
highlight the ethical/social justice aspects of their vision. Notably, little is said
about hudud punishments, at least in mainstream pronouncements.77 Instead,
al-Qaida propounds a social order in which education is advanced for all, eco-
nomic disparities are leveled, and the epidemic of drugs is stemmed.78 The
people would enjoy adequate housing, to include workable, indoor toilets. Al-
though the vision is emphatically not that of a Western-style democracy, the
people are assured they could elect their own, Islamically correct leaders.
Moreover, this vision for a new order is not for Muslims alone. Nonhostile
Christians would be welcomed in the dar al-Islam.

So what of the West and democracy? Not surprisingly, al-Qaida advances
the same critique of the West and its intentions that it has since bin Laden’s
hallmark 1998 fatwa. The neo-Crusaders are pursuing an agenda to beneªt
themselves and the “Zionists,” cynically supporting or abandoning their
“agents” in the region as beªts their strategic goals. And today, while the revo-
lutions of the Arab Spring proceed, the West stands quietly behind the curtain
(the metaphor is Zawahiri’s), waiting to steal the revolution by promoting sec-
ular democracy with an Islamic coloration. An embrace of democracy would
mean elimination of the rule of Islam, however, and those who would attempt
to bury a purely Islamic identity are “plowing the sea” and inciting a ªtna (dis-
cord) that will never abate.79

Muslims must perceive that democracy is itself a religion, and its idol is “the
will of the majority.”80 Here, Zawahiri advances what he hopes will be the tell-
ing critique in this war of narratives. Once again, he formulates an argument
that is an epistemic analysis.81 To do so, Zawahiri lays out the fundamental dif-
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ference between shura and democracy. Shura, he declares, is a collaboration
based on an authoritative recourse, a ªnal authority (marji (iyya): that of the
sharia. This, in turn, makes God’s law the ultimate guarantor of fundamental
human rights. Contrast that with democracy, a man-made doctrine that is “not
tied to any ªxed religious or ethical value.” Consequently, anything may be
permitted, even if degrading, if the majority should wish it. It is a system (and
here is Zawahiri’s damning neologism) that is nothing more than “normless-
ness” (al-lami (yariyya). Ultimately, human rights have no security at all under
democracy, an argument that Sayyid Qutb made a half century earlier in his
most important work, Milestones. This argument cannot be dismissed out of
hand, given its strong resonance in the region.82

Of particular interest, Zawahiri has made Egypt central in this contest; it is
the prize that must be won. That he would issue a dense and rambling eleven-
part series of historical and political polemics (“Message of Hope and Glad
Tidings for Egypt”) underscores the point. Of course, this emphasis on a single
state would seem to contradict his and others’ fulminations against qaumiyya
(ethnonationalism) and wataniyya (attachment to the fatherland; patriotism),
which are anathema to al-Qaida. The move is eminently pragmatic, however,
reºecting an understanding of facts on the ground in this, the largest Arab
country and the home of al-Azhar. Thus, while Zawahiri accuses the West of
having destroyed the caliphate, which created “50 torn pieces” occupied with
wataniyya, he also reveals his recognition of the reality of nation-states and his
predilection for his own natal state of Egypt. In words strongly reminiscent
(ironically) of Gamal Abdul Nasser’s Philosophy of the Revolution, Zawahiri
describes Egypt’s “critical location” and says that Egypt should resume its
leadership of the “Islamic and Arab world, and [become] victor of the op-
pressed.”83 In al-Qaida’s calculations, the failure of its narrative in Egypt
would be a serious setback indeed.

Delegitimization in Theory: A Clash of Narratives

Al-Qaida knows that it faces a danger much greater than drone strikes: its
message risks being discredited or ignored. Some observers have averred ei-
ther that al-Qaida primarily seeks spectacular effects in its operations or that it
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seeks victory at any cost. So to conclude, however, is to miss an extraordinary
vulnerability—perhaps the key vulnerability—of the jihadists. Al-Qaida is in a
battle before all to establish its narrative. It seeks victory with legitimacy, reli-
giously construed. Failing this, al-Qaida understands, it loses virtually every-
thing, in strategic terms.

Few have made this all-important, narratological battle clearer than
Muhammad al-Hakaymah, one of al-Qaida’s leading ideologues, who was
killed in a drone strike in 2008. In the critical document, “Toward a New
Strategy,” al-Hakaymah described what he considered an explicitly moral bat-
tle with the iniquitous West. He then turned to a pragmatic consideration,
which he understood also to be sine qua non for the entire jihadist enterprise:

Someone may ask, “Why shouldn’t we cast fear into the hearts of the crusaders
and their aides [by carrying out beheadings]? Isn’t bringing villages and cities
down on the heads of their inhabitants crueler than beheading? Aren’t seven-
ton cluster bombs and depleted uranium bombs more loathsome than behead-
ing? Isn’t murder by torture in Abu Ghraib [prison] and Bagram [prison]
worse than beheading?” You may ask all these questions and more, and you
have the right to do so. But it will not change the reality of the battle at all.
More than half of the battle is taking place in the forum of the media. In the
media battle we are in a race for the hearts and minds of our umma.84

Al-Qaida loses when its violent excesses are devoid of narratological meaning;
when its behavior is deemed offensive and illegitimate by its audience; when
its terrorism is judged as mere thuggery, intimidation, and baseless murder.

Of importance is that al-Qaida values the survival of its narrative as
highly—if not perhaps even more highly—as other, more traditional, material
assets. What counts is not only how much territory al-Qaida controls, or
how many ªghters it has within its ranks, or how successful its attacks on
Westerners are. What truly matters is how al-Qaida is perceived by its target
audience and how well its narrative and behavior resonate with that audience.

Al-Qaida’s nonmaterial goals and assets pose a problem for traditional
notions of coercion and deterrence theory, which assume that rational actors
engage in forward-looking calculations of maximum utility. At its core, deter-
rence theory involves convincing an adversary that the costs of behaving in
an unwanted manner outweigh the beneªts that behavior is expected to pro-
vide. Within the study of crisis, conºict, and war, deterrence has been sub-
divided into various iterations, each addressing speciªc queries and dilemmas
associated with manipulating an adversary’s behavior. Herein, deterrence—
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persuading another not to do something—is usually pitted against
compellence—persuading another to do something.85 Both are coercive strate-
gies that seek to convince an actor to voluntarily change its behavior. Other ar-
eas of deterrence theory, such as extended deterrence, intra-war deterrence,
and cumulative deterrence, explore the practice of deterrence within speciªc
conºict scenarios (i.e., in alliance systems, within an ongoing war, and in iter-
ated exchanges with a common adversary, respectively). In most cases, deter-
rence/compellence is achieved by threatening retaliation or probable gains—
punishment or denial; but positive inducements and the promise of rewards,
the “carrots” of international relations, have also been associated with and
linked to coercion.86 Each process manipulates cost-beneªt calculations but
does so from different positions: punishment adds to costs; denial subtracts
from beneªts; inducement offers alternate beneªts.

Delegitimization is related to these different processes, but suggests that
changes in behavior might be provided by targeting an actor’s beliefs.
Al-Qaida’s actions are not based solely on material gains. Although we accept
the rationality of al-Qaida and its adherents, a rationality that Marc Sageman
and others have convincingly demonstrated,87 we suggest that the sacred and
noninstrumental must be taken into account in any counterstrategy.88 Sym-
bolic actions, both al-Qaida’s and the West’s, carry great import in jihadists’
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behavioral calculations. To put it crudely, al-Qaida would not, for instance,
agree to exchange a few acres of land for prime real estate in midtown
Manhattan if those few acres happened to be those surrounding the Dome of
the Rock in Jerusalem. Instrumental values and sacred values cannot be
related as a simple quid pro quo, and they rest beside traditional notions of
material assets and goals.

Al-Qaida uses rational means to pursue sacred values and transcendent
ends. If the West engages it on the basis of game theory or thinks that drone
strikes (i.e., punishment) or domestic defenses (i.e., denial) alone will cow its
leadership into submission, it will have missed the larger picture. As Abu
Yahya put it, the jihadists determine values by weighing them in the “balance
scales of eternity.”89 Strategically countering al-Qaida, therefore, must take ad-
equate account of this very different constellation of values, values that are
themselves embedded in a larger and intentionally constructed metanarrative.
The West must move beyond thinking about coercion simply as either punish-
ment or denial and recognize, instead, that this is a narratological war, a clash
of metanarratives, that requires more than adding to instrumental costs or sub-
tracting from traditional beneªts.

Importantly, these values are present at different levels of abstraction. In
practice, delegitimization might inºuence an adversary’s behavior at the indi-
vidual, group, and community levels. Herein, delegitimization suggests that it
is possible to raise the costs of participating in political violence by targeting
the religious, normative, and cultural rationales that groups and individuals
use to justify their participation in terrorism. Stripping away that justiªcation
by using the same logic, language, and related cultural inputs that are used to
legitimize violence may resonate with individuals, groups, and communities
contemplating involvement with al-Qaida. “If terrorists perceive their war as
just, moral, and defensive,” writes Alex Wilner, “communicating views that
contend otherwise will inºuence the behavior of would-be supporters.”90 Indi-
viduals contemplating joining al-Qaida, or communities passively supporting
its strategies and goals, might decide otherwise if they believe that its meta-
narrative is compromised or altogether false. Likewise, al-Qaida recruits par-
ticipating in violence might be similarly compelled to leave the organization
if the metanarrative upon which they base their actions is discredited. If al-
Qaida’s actions no longer resonate with its stated intentions and goals—as out-
lined in its metanarrative—some militants may lose hope in its cause and strat-
egy, altogether abandoning the ªght. Even al-Qaida and the various groups
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allied to it might be swayed by threats targeting their legitimacy. Fear of narra-
tive collapse, or of adverse reaction among active and would-be supporters, or
of popular backlash among their primary audience might manipulate some
militant leaders. Herein, delegitimization becomes one aspect of a “tailored”
approach, in which “different deterrent options,” explains Jeffrey Lantis, are
constructed “for different adversaries.”91

Scholars have proposed other related concepts, such as “deterrence by
counternarrative” and “deterrence by popular backlash,” though neither has
undergone serious analytical or empirical evaluation.92 The accompanying
literature is particularly thin, and at times the terms themselves are used inter-
changeably. Like delegitimization, however, both concepts suggest that ter-
rorists might be inºuenced by challenging their ideology or by channeling
popular outrage resulting from militant activity. Counternarrative is usually
applied to countering violent radicalization, terrorist recruitment, and popular
support for militancy. Paul Kamolnick explains that coercive leverage might be
gained by using “jurisprudential debates among jihad-realist Islamist mili-
tants” to “delegitimize al-Qaeda’s reign of terror as both unlawful and impru-
dent.” The target in this case is al-Qaida’s ability to attract new recruits and
gain popular sympathy among its audience. By using an “Islamically-rooted
legal case,” Kamolnick suggests, al-Qaida’s constituency might refrain from
joining it, or be compelled to leave it.93 Other scholars move beyond religious
scripture. Michael Jacobson, for instance, argues that “countering the ideology
that drives” extremism, and offering “a counter-narrative of stronger appeal,”
might deter radicalization (or spur deradicalization) and compel some mil-
itants to “drop out.” His counternarrative would purposefully undermine mil-
itant leaders, deglamorize the life of a terrorist, and highlight the “hypocrisy of
the Islamist narrative” in light of attacks that lead to Muslim and civilian suf-
fering.94 On the other hand, “deterrence by popular backlash”—Knopf coined
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the term, channeling Lewis Dunn’s preliminary work—is usually tailored to-
ward tackling chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear terrorism. Dunn
envisions deterring al-Qaida’s use of WMD materials by weighing on its con-
cerns of a “backlash among the wider Muslim audience” in response to such
attacks.95 Here, the threat of popular revulsion is put to coercive use. Popular
resentment and condemnation, Scott Holfstein and colleagues add, might be
purposefully cultivated. “Deterrence by counternarrative is effective,” the au-
thors conclude, if a terrorist group “decides against a given attack out of fear
that their support networks will disappear.” (Note the conceptual fuzziness
given their use of “counternarrative,” not “backlash,” in describing this partic-
ular scenario.)96 One way to conceptually clarify this emerging ªeld of study is
to think of delegitimization as a macro concept that subsumes counter-
narrative and popular backlash within it. An analogy might be the relationship
between deterrence theory and extended deterrence or intra-war deterrence;
conceptually, the former rests above the latter two, which explore unique is-
sues of coercion but do so within the boundaries of deterrence theory.

Al-Qaida acts with calculated rationality. It gives a cogent and rational ac-
count of the world, but it predicates its construct on a metaphysic that is often
misunderstood in the West. Understanding how al-Qaida builds, supports,
and transmits its narrative, and understanding how that narrative guides its
interpretation of history and of contemporary Western policies, is essential if
the United States hopes to employ an effective coercive strategy. “To deter ter-
rorism,” argues Janice Gross Stein, “a deeper understanding of the culture that
shapes strategic choices is important.” She explains, “The strategic culture of
those who engage in asymmetric warfare is certainly culturally predicated. . . .
What this cultural interpretation of deterrence does is force a reexamination of
the familiar culture of deterrence that focuses on avoiding death as the ulti-
mate cost. . . . [W]e need to think theoretically about the deterrence of terror-
ism as a political strategy of inºuence, emotionally resonant when it is used,
and implemented through a conversation that moves across cultures with dif-
ferent values and different needs.”97 Al-Qaida’s narrative is exploitable. And if
its message loses credibility, al-Qaida loses adherents—a cost to the organiza-
tion and its leadership. The key point here is that the West seeks to inºuence
individuals and organizations by manipulating that message. In strategic
terms, if it can target a message, it can inºuence those who would have
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adopted it, along with those who currently employ it. The degree to which al-
Qaida’s message loses traction with Arab and Islamic publics is the degree to
which delegitimization will have succeeded.

Delegitimization in Practice: Fighting a Narratological War

Delegitimization functions best if terrorism and terrorists are conceptually bro-
ken down into their parts and processes. As Paul Davis and Brian Michael
Jenkins put forward in Deterrence and Inºuence in Counterterrorism, “It is a mis-
take to think of inºuencing al Qaeda as though it were a single entity; rather,
the targets of U.S. inºuence are the many elements of the al Qaeda system,
which comprises leaders, lieutenants, ªnanciers, logisticians and other facilita-
tors, foot soldiers, recruiters, supporting population segments, and religious or
otherwise ideological ªgures.”98 Deterring terrorism, then, involves inºu-
encing and manipulating separate parts of that constellation. Taken as a whole,
successful coercion at various points within the terrorism system will inºuence
the degree, level, and type of violence employed by the organization. Unlike
Cold War notions of deterrence success, which were generally absolute (a
conºict either began or it did not) and emphasized communicating with cen-
tral decisionmakers, success in deterring terrorism occurs at the margins of
violent behavior and usually targets both central and peripheral actors. De-
terring all terrorism may be impossible, but deterring some terrorism may be
enough to have a meaningful effect on security. This is a key point that Knopf
makes in describing the “fourth wave” of deterrence theory.99

Thinking of al-Qaida as a constellation of different actors helps analysts to
identify how and where different coercive threats might be applied. For in-
stance, some actors, including terrorist leaders, state- and government-based
supporters of terrorism, and ªnanciers, may be susceptible to various threats
of punishment, such as targeted killings, sanctions, or imprisonment.100 Other
actors, however, such as terrorist operatives, bomb makers, or suicide bomb-
ers, may be more attuned to the odds of tactical success, the threat of likely
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failure, and other forms of tactical and strategic denial.101 Punishment and de-
nial may work against al-Qaida, but as both processes target material assets
and goals, neither is particularly well suited for use in countering and chal-
lenging sacred values. The logic of delegitimization ªlls this gap; it functions
at the level of the metanarrative. And although it may be used alongside pun-
ishment and denial against the same actors within the terrorist system, it func-
tions at a different level by degrading rationales and legitimacy, rather than
promising pain or denying success.

Al-Qaida offers the world a particular story line to attract recruits and sup-
porters, establish an identity for its adherents, and provide its operatives an
ethical basis for employing terrorism. In tailoring a strategy that emphasizes
countering al-Qaida’s narratives and sacred values, the West seeks to strip al-
Qaida of its perceived legitimacy to alter the behavior of the individuals and
communities that make up its target audience. Put into practice, delegiti-
mization has two essential components. The ªrst is to undermine the account
al-Qaida promulgates of itself, thus challenging its religious appeal and the
ways in which its message resonates with different audiences. The second is to
challenge the account al-Qaida propounds of Western actions. Both processes
are explored below.

targeting al-qaida’s religious bona ªdes

The ªrst component of delegitimization involves challenging the Islamic bona
ªdes of al-Qaida in a manner that inºuences the behavior of its active and
would-be adherents and various target audiences. Through a “systems” inter-
pretation of terrorism, the West can use delegitimization at the individual,
group, and community levels.

individuals. Starting at the periphery, delegitimization can sway the indi-
vidual who is contemplating joining al-Qaida. These individuals may share
and accept some of al-Qaida’s narrative, but they have yet to commit them-
selves to its violent cause. They remain potential recruits, sitting on the side-
line. Delegitimization would force these individuals to rethink the virtue of
joining al-Qaida’s ranks. Their behavior would not be inºuenced by threats
of punishment or denial, but rather by arguments that strip al-Qaida of its
socioreligious appeal. At the individual level, al-Qaida places importance on
individuals joining the global Islamic umma (rather than adhering to narrower
and nationally based values) and on the righteousness of its members (who are
deemed Islam’s heroic vanguard of martyrs). A delegitimization strategy
would seek to dissuade the vacillating recruit from fully joining al-Qaida’s
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organization. Countering al-Qaida recruitment by delegitimization can be ac-
complished on two fronts.

First, important differences exist between the goals of nationally based mili-
tant groups and al-Qaida’s international objectives. Would-be recruits should
be made aware of these differences. Given that al-Qaida likes to expound on
a common, overarching, and unifying goal, the disparity between the local
and the supranational matters and should be ampliªed. As Robert Trager and
Dessislava Zagorcheva illustrate in their study of the Southern Philippines,
fracturing local jihadis from al-Qaida’s global network can lead to coercive re-
sults.102 Even as al-Qaida leaders propound the overriding importance of the
global umma, local groups advocate in the opposite direction. At the individ-
ual level, these differences might be enough to sway potential recruits from
joining al-Qaida’s fold. Bin Laden is hardly atypical when he rails against a
“reprehensible clannish attachment to homeland and individuals” (ta(assub
madhmum ll-watan wal-rijal); the central al-Qaida leadership has routinely
done the same.103 There is, however, at least a consistent latent—and often
overt—tendency among al-Qaida franchises to put local and national concerns
at the forefront, as do the Turkestan Islamic Party for the Uighurs, AQIM
for Algerians and Moroccans, Jabhat al-Nusra for Syrians, and even AQAP for
Yemenis. Although AQAP’s Wuhayshi has warned of a retrograde ªtna in the
Arab Peninsula that leads to (asabiyya jahiliyya (pre-Islamic, ignorant clannish-
ness), he cannot resist closing his essay “What Is [Our] Duty with Respect to
the Sharia?” with those hadith that make Yemen’s role prominent.104 And in
repeated interviews, al-Awlaki highlighted atrocities speciªcally against his
countrymen, surveying various Yemeni provinces, as beªts a true son of
his nation. A well-formed delegitimization strategy should relentlessly under-
score these differences. The West should describe national groups, in the lan-
guage of social network theory, as “free riders” who tout supranational
language but are really absorbed with local concerns. On the other hand,
al-Qaida’s articulation of a caliphate should be presented as remote and ideal-
istic, a plan at once impractical, likely hyperauthoritarian, and dismissive of le-
gitimate local concerns.

Second, al-Qaida presents its militants as heroes; the United States should
do the opposite. Stripping away the majestic veneer and establishing al-Qaida
supporters as mere criminals rather than “lions” might sway potential recruits.
As Jenkins suggests, “[D]issuading individuals from joining al Qaeda’s ver-
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sion of jihad” can be accomplished by treating “would-be terrorists as ordi-
nary criminals” and by seeding the message that “[t]hey will receive no
applause. They will disgrace their families and their communities. They will
be labeled fools. There will be no glory.”105 The operative is not a shaheed but
an ignorant blasphemer. His death in battle does not guard Islam but rather
discredits it internationally.

groups. Second, delegitimization can be applied at the group level. The
goal here is to shape, manipulate, and inºuence an organization’s behavior.
Consider that al-Qaida cannot act in any manner it wishes. Sharia dictates its
behavior. Al-Qaida must use violence that relates appropriately to its meta-
narrative and is deemed acceptable by its audience. In one of his “Abbottabad
letters,” bin Laden explains: “Here is the critical issue we must give attention
to. If we carry out operations without having given careful regard to the im-
pact they can have on the sympathy of the greater part of the umma for the
mujahideen, that will result in winning some battles but losing the war.”106

Underlying bin Laden’s concern is the doctrine of tatarrus as it relates to the
use of political violence. With tatarrus, al-Qaida had hoped to legitimize its vi-
olent behavior among the wider Arab and Muslim audience, but the opposite
has often been the result. As illustrated, Zarqawi damaged al-Qaida’s meta-
narrative with his excessive brutality in Iraq and Jordan. Both bin Laden and
Zawahiri understood that al-Qaida was in a war for hearts and minds, an exis-
tential battle it could not afford to lose. AQI’s carelessly brutal attacks were
off-message, failed to properly resonate with al-Qaida’s narrative, and alien-
ated its broader base.

Delegitimization in this case would capitalize on public anger over
al-Qaida’s violence (as backlash does), build on arguments that attack al-Qaida’s
religious interpretation of various Islamic tenets, and exploit al-Qaida’s fear of
being discredited and ridiculed among Arabs and Muslims. For instance,
moderate religious scholars’ repudiations of al-Qaida’s interpretation of
tatarrus, takªr, and jihad should be widely disseminated. The accusation that
al-Qaida espouses takªr doctrine is especially sensitive, presumably because
the organization realizes that Islamic audiences view it in an especially pe-
jorative sense. For instance, Mustafa al-Yazid (aka Saeed al-Masri), one of
al-Qaida’s founders, repudiated the term. Anwar al-Awlaki employed it, how-
ever, and the differences should be highlighted.107 Furthermore, when and
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where al-Qaida and its afªliates hand down hudud punishments in areas under
their control—as they did recently in Syria, Yemen, and northern Mali—efforts
should be made to highlight that these are draconian measures of Kangaroo
courts that pervert sharia law.108 And ªnally, that al-Qaida kills thousands of
innocent Muslim civilians in its operations should be extensively publicized,
both by Muslim-majority countries and by the West.

Al-Qaida’s narrative is meant to offer an ethical and religious rationale
for its violence. Challenging it effectively may alter public perceptions of
al-Qaida’s legitimacy, which may in turn inºuence al-Qaida itself. Accordingly,
a tailored approach that properly utilizes each of these themes might press al-
Qaida to reexamine its interpretations of Islamic law—as Zawahiri has done
concerning tatarrus in the wake of brutal attacks on Egyptian Copts109—and
chastise its afªliates for their violent excesses—as Zawahiri did with Zarqawi’s
AQI. Al-Qaida is sure to continue to attempt to coordinate terrorism, but even
small victories such as these may be enough to force it to recalculate the feroc-
ity and nature of some of its attacks.

communities. Finally, delegitimization can inºuence the behavior of al-
Qaida’s social supporters and its broader Arab and Muslim audience. Terrorist
organizations usually represent a speciªc sociopolitical, cultural, or national
community and strive to address grievances that are shared by members of
that community. They derive strength from that broader community in the
form of new recruits, ªnancial, logistical, and material backing, and ideologi-
cal support. Inºuencing this peripheral ring of support would help to impede
terrorist activity by stripping groups of the means and resources they need.
Delegitimization, in this case, would force societal supporters to have disquiet-
ing second thoughts concerning the virtue, legitimacy, religious necessity,
and need of their assistance. In al-Qaida’s case, the goal is to inºuence those
Arab and Islamic publics, especially the youth and coming generations,
who are witnesses to the struggle, and who are making or will make decisions
about al-Qaida and its siren call. Importantly, little will be accomplished by
threatening these publics with punishment for backing al-Qaida. Indeed,
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widespread threats are likely to backªre. Instead, coercive success, in the form
of public disdain for and rejection of al-Qaida, will result by slowly eviscerat-
ing the credibility of the jihadists’ story.

Attacking the religious bona ªdes of al-Qaida, however, is emphatically not
the province of Western governments, but of moderate Islamic institutions
and thinkers themselves, wherever they reside.110 Al-Qaida is certainly aware
of moderates who consider their work as inimical to its cause. Al-Hassan’s
proposal of coexistence, we suggested above, was regarded by Abu Yahya
al-Libi as catastrophic to al-Qaida’s goals. So is the present work of the Saudi
scholar Salman al-Auda of Islam Today and his “disastrous” idea of “innate
friendship” (al-wala’ al-ªtri) with non-Muslims.111 Even Palestinian National
Authority President Mahmoud Abbas and his rivals in Hamas threaten
al-Qaida’s discourse, because they emphasize national aims almost exclusively
over the doctrine of a transnational umma. Particularly important—and ad-
mittedly controversial—is the work of Yusuf Qaradawi,112 the internationally
recognized Egyptian Sunni scholar. On the one hand, Qaradawi has autho-
rized ongoing warfare against Israelis. On the other, the extremely popular
and able polemicist has condemned the September 11 attacks and al-Qaida’s
doctrine of jihad as a “mad declaration of war upon the world.”113 Moreover,
his message is not hidden under a bushel: an estimated 60 million viewers
see his weekly Shariah and Life program on al-Jazeera.114 Further, conferences
such as that which produced the 2010 Mardin Declaration are of marked im-
portance.115 As indicated above, the conference undercut critical jihadist doc-
trines. More especially, the conference insisted on a nuanced reading of the
ideas of al-Qaida’s expropriated patron saint, Ibn Taymiyya, giving a thick ac-
count of his historical context, then applying his thinking to a changed, con-
temporary international situation. The conference caused barely a blip on
the radar screen of the Western press, but that was not the case with al-Qaida.
Al-Awlaki’s hyperventilating reply came to twelve pages, matched against the
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four pages of the declaration. In addition, al-Qaida’s video rebuttal, featuring
Ghadan, extended to almost ªfty minutes. In substance and concern, the ri-
postes are similar to Abu Yahya’s fulsome reply to al-Hassan’s “Co-existence.”
This double-teaming treatment follows the pattern of the al-Qaida response to
President Obama’s visits to Cairo and Africa. Clearly, jihadists had special con-
cern about the effect these developments might have on its Islamic audience.

Additionally, former jihadists who have recanted their views can be an im-
portant factor. The most prominent among them is Sayyid Imam al-Sharif,
better known as Dr. Fadl, cofounder of Islamic Jihad in Egypt who now sits in
prison. This leading ideologue, whose work as a medical doctor and theoreti-
cian has made Zawahiri’s appear sophomoric, issued a communiqué, “A
Document for Right Guidance in Jihadi Action in Egypt and the World.” In it,
Dr. Fadl declaims against the unwarranted spilling of blood, warning young
people not to be deceived by the “heroes of the internet.” Moreover, he brings
especially harsh criticism to bear on the September 11 attacks, saying they had
invoked God’s anger and were a betrayal of the Americans who had hosted
the hijackers involved. Dr. Fadl cites the hadith that holds that the man guilty
of such betrayal will get a “banner up the anus.”116 One could argue that
prison contrition invalidates such writing, but two points argue against
that conclusion. One is Fadl’s own seemingly credible assertion to Al-Sharq
al-Awsat that the “Document” was not coerced. The other is Zawahiri’s vigor-
ous, hand-wringing response that it was coerced and therefore invalid. That,
however, raises the question: Why waste one’s breath rebutting that which is
patently invalid? In either case, coerced or not, it is obvious that Zawahiri
appreciates Dr. Fadl’s recriminations as potentially posing major damage to
al-Qaida doctrine.

By publicizing these doctrinal divisions and recantations, the West taps into
and exploits a pronounced rejection of al-Qaida’s narrative from within the
Muslim community. Doing so may inºuence al-Qaida’s wider audience by
forcing members to revisit lively debates and question al-Qaida’s legitimacy.

delegitimizing al-qaida’s perceptions of the west

The second component of delegitimization is to challenge the active, perennial
efforts al-Qaida makes to discredit the West. Al-Qaida does this by offering its
own account of the motivations behind Western actions and policies. To refer
again to The West and the Dark Tunnel, the intent was, ªrst, to discount the
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Western apologetic that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were benevolent and
meant to democratize the region, then to apply the al-Qaida hermeneutic in
a rigorous and thorough way, arguing that the real policies aimed to advance
an economic imperialism. The video contrasts, for instance, the BAE-Saudi
al-Yamama deal and the hidden million-dollar bribes with the integrity of de-
vout Muslims who are willing to sacriªce their lives,117 thus becoming part of
the “red carpet of martyrs” as they exalt God’s word and protect their co-
religionists. The Dark Tunnel is only one of many such videos that counterpose
selºess jihadist acts with the supposed self-seeking avarice of the West. For al-
Qaida, taking this approach is a pragmatic way to carry on its media jihad, for
as consistent polling data show, attitudes among various Arab and Islamic
publics are shaped primarily by Western policies, not Western values.118 It is
those policies that al-Qaida has carefully, and at times masterfully, exploited as
part of its overarching narrative. Smart policies, with a “moral validity appar-
ent to others,” can work to vitiate al-Qaida’s hermeneutic.119

This component thus involves reconsidering or altering those Western poli-
cies, where appropriate, that al-Qaida uses to legitimate its narrative and,
more especially, to delegitimize Western actions. The goal, in this case, is to
manipulate al-Qaida’s peripheral movement: the individuals who have yet
to dedicate themselves to supporting the organization. Although the litany of
Western actions that al-Qaida has routinely exploited may seem well worn,
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gotiated in 1985, and sales have been ongoing. For David Leigh and Rob Evans’s extensive investi-
gative coverage of corruption, see Leigh and Evans, “The BAE Files,” Guardian, http://
www.theguardian.com/world/bae.
118. See, for instance, James Zogby, “Arab Voices: Listening and Moving beyond Myths,”
Hufªngton Post, October 23, 2010, http://www.hufªngtonpost.com/james-zogby/arab-voices-
listening-and_b_772817.html. See also Brookings Institution and Zogby International, 2011 Arab
Public Opinion Poll (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2011), http://www.brookings.edu/
research/reports/2011/11/21-arab-public-opinion-telhami. John Esposito makes a similar argu-
ment. See Esposito, “It’s the Policy, Stupid,” Harvard International Review, May 2, 2007. Often, al-
Qaida simply echoes public discourse. This was the case in 2003, when the Bush administration
announced that Iraqi reconstruction contracts would be awarded to the “coalition of the willing.”
One day after the announcement was reported, the London-based Al-Quds al-Arabi editorialized:
“[W]e warned that US aggression against Iraq was aimed at achieving two important goals, to loot
Iraq’s economy and wealth and to serve Israeli interests. . . . Yesterday the US president, George
Bush, announced that bids for contracts in Iraqi reconstruction will ªrst be given to US companies,
then other companies afªliated to allied countries which sent their forces to Iraq. . . . The US deci-
sion will create harsh divisions in the Western world and will increase the world’s hatred for the
current arrogant US administration.” See “Press Frowns at Iraq Contracts Policy,” BBC News, De-
cember 12, 2003.
119. “Smart policies” is a phrase inspired by the work of the Center for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS) Commission on Smart Power, cochaired by Richard L. Armitage and Joseph S. Nye
Jr. See Richard L. Armitage et al., CSIS Commission on Smart Power: A Smarter, More Secure America
(Washington, D.C.: CSIS, 2007), http://csis.org/ªles/media/csis/pubs/071106_csissmartpower
report.pdf. The phrase “moral validity” is from Davis and Jenkins, Deterrence and Inºuence in
Counterterrorism, p. 25.



that hardly diminishes the importance of the issues. These include the use
of drones strikes,120 coercive interrogation techniques,121 the Western regional
footprint,122 the combination of Israeli settlements and lack of progress in
Palestinian-Israeli peace talks,123 and extended detention without trial of sus-
pected al-Qaida members. We emphasize that citation of these issues is not
original to our work. Moreover, any alteration in policies would invoke impor-
tant practical and political constraints and, therefore, may not be easy to im-
plement. Further, some policies—for instance, selective use of drone strikes for
high-value targets in inaccessible areas—should continue, but only after a pru-
dent cost-beneªt analysis of those Western initiatives that al-Qaida and its
franchises leverage toward their own goals. Tactical beneªts can entail less ob-
vious costs, as adversaries seek to delegitimize the West. The employment of
smartly tailored policies, on the other hand, while winning no converts from
among al-Qaida’s hard core, can gain the West strategic credibility with others
whose enlistment in al-Qaida’s cause it seeks to dissuade.

Conclusion

Nobel laureate Thomas Schelling closes his classic work, Arms and Inºuence,
with a new 2005 afterword. In it, he posits, “There is much discussion these
days of whether or not ‘deterrence’ has had its day and no longer has much of
a role in America’s security. There is no Soviet Union to deter; the Russians are
more worried about Chechnya than about the United States; the Chinese seem
no more interested in military risks over Taiwan than [Soviet leader Nikita]
Khrushchev was over Berlin; and terrorists cannot be deterred anyway—we
don’t know what they value that we might threaten, or who or where it
is.”124 Nevertheless, it is possible to gain an understanding, at least with re-
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120. For a summary of the congressional testimony of Farea al-Muslimi, a pro-American Yemeni
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spect to al-Qaida, of what terrorists “value that we might threaten.” It is
generally not their lives or possessions, which traditional deterrence theory
and practice could reasonably hold at risk. As the army whose men love
death, these are believers who have given up both in an exchange with God,
gaining the promise of paradise in the bargain (Quran 9:111). Yet the message
al-Qaida communicates, and the legitimacy al-Qaida hopes will inhere in it, is
another matter.

Already, scholars have proposed theoretical advancements for applying the
logic of punishment and denial to terrorism. Empirical evaluations have fol-
lowed suit. In al-Qaida’s particular case, however, its metanarrative makes
clear that something else besides traditional goals and aspirations are at play.
Al-Qaida is competing for hearts and minds; failure represents an existential
threat. Punishment and denial strategies, standing alone, will prove ill-suited
to exploiting the fears and goals that accompany al-Qaida’s metaphysical ob-
jectives. Instead, the West must develop and learn to apply the logic and the-
ory of delegitimization. Although delegitimization is far removed from
traditional coercion, it shares a common goal: alter and inºuence adversarial
behavior. It does so, we suggest, not solely by weighing costs and beneªts, but
by considering the beliefs, ideals, and narratives that guide and shape behav-
ior. Tapping into these beliefs and advancing alternative interpretations of
what constitutes legitimate conduct will challenge and change behavior.

Two conºicts are being waged in the Middle East and beyond. Each has its
logic and its weapons. The more obvious is the asymmetrical war that pits
drones and Special Operations forces against roadside bombs and suicide
bombers. Both sides struggle for positional advantage or to (re)gain territory.
Both forces must concern themselves with the mundane but critical issues of
resupply and logistical support. The second conºict—the one that often goes
unseen—is that of ideas. On the one side are notions of constitutional lib-
eralism, individual rights, and a respect for religious pluralism, even in a reli-
giously oriented state. On the other is a categorical, all-encompassing, and
noncompromising jihadist vision that calls for a renewed caliphate and the im-
plementation of a rigorous and sometimes draconian religious law. That vision
informs the metanarrative that al-Qaida promulgates, as it seeks to gain accep-
tance in Arab and Islamic communities. Delegitimization, we propose, is the
strategy of choice to deploy in this second conºict, especially in this season of
the Arab Spring.
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must hope that learning how to deter terrorists may go more smoothly and more rapidly.” See
Schelling, foreword, in Wenger and Wilner, Deterring Terrorism, pp. vii–viii.


