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A Short Commentary

Terror’s Mask was written in the winter of 2001-2002. The three questions it asked then are still relevant — and they may be the war’s most important questions:

· If the enemy is not “terrorism” — networks of fighters and their support — but rather a broader insurgency within Islam, how do we take its measure? Is it growing in strength, or declining? If it is growing, in spite or even because of our efforts, how and when might it coalesce into a more effective and organized movement?

· If the struggle across the Muslim World is about change and the future of Islam, how do we assess the historical dynamic of change? How much longer can it be repressed by an authoritarian status quo? Is there a change-alternative to radical Islam that has the leadership strength to stand up to it?

· If the US — in pursuing its war — thus is also drawn into a struggle over change, how should this change dynamic influence overall strategy? If change cannot be contained, what are the alternative risks of either embracing or denying it? Can the US achieve its goals if at the same time it is unable to bring change it can support?

These questions have not yet been openly addressed. They certainly do not publicly inform US strategy. Can Terror’s Mask still help us understand the challenge that America faces in this war?

The Problem of Insurgency

Terror’s Mask suggested that what we still call “terrorism” is actually an insurgency that emerged from a struggle within Islam. The true focus of the 9-11 attacks was this struggle rather than simply the United States. The US was a means to an end: paradoxically a vehicle for advancing History.

Before 9-11 this insurgency was not seen as a broad movement within Islam because it appeared to be hardly more than a menagerie of insurgent radical groups vainly pushing to overthrow corrupt regimes and renew Islam according to their own puritanical vision. Moreover these groups, country by country, had either failed or been thrust to the political margins, with the important exception of Afghanistan. After 9-11 most Muslims were hardly radical partisans; in contrast they were generally sympathetic to the US.

So 27 months after 9-11 Americans still think the enemy is “terrorism” rather than a larger insurgency. This impression lingers because terrorists are not rebels fighting a specific regime, nor supported by a specific local population, and they appear to be without traditional national political aspirations. To us they still look like a bunch of transnational criminal gangs — as Al Qaeda — without a broader organization.

Thus Al Qaeda is called a “terror network” of “super-empowered individuals.” Muslim “clerics” and sympathetic princes are simply other individuals — perhaps at most "terrorist supporters." Tens of thousands of “radical religious schools,” and Islamist social welfare institutions are separate issues for regimes in different countries, etc. But these millions of people animated to overthrow the Muslim World’s status quo are not simply a bunch of criminal gangs. They represent an authentic rebel movement for change — thus, an insurgency.

The idea that all of these people are somehow connected in ways outside of our frame of reference is only, slowly entering public consciousness. A memo written by Secretary of Defense Don Rumsfeld, recently disclosed, recognizes officially for the first time that these activities are interconnected in ways that together constitute a larger movement.

The US Government has understood this for some time, but political sensitivities pushed them to keep fighter groups like Al Qaeda separate and distinct from their larger context of support. If the enemy was not simply “terrorism” but “radical Islam,” they feared, then the Muslim World as a whole might see the war as a struggle between the US and Islam.

But in fact this has already happened, in large part thanks to the US invasion of Iraq. In other words, by attacking a largely secular regime in a Muslim country the US has ironically managed to unite world Muslim opinion against it, and arguably elevate the authority of the insurgency.

US occupation of Iraq has led to a big shift in Muslim opinion. Polling data show that what had once been majority Iraqi support for America is now nearing majority opposition, while non-Arab societies like Pakistan and Indonesia have gone from generally pro-American attitudes in the wake of 9-11 to fierce anti-Americanism, with unfavorable ratings in the 90% zone.

What Administration insiders were calling “radical Islam” back in the spring of 2002 is thus a movement clearly growing in strength. But is it poised to coalesce, meaning, to organize itself into a more classical insurgency? Will it in future be able to count on widespread popular support, and eventually overthrow standing governments? 

These are the questions that need to be asked. But they need to be openly discussed as well.

The Problem of Change

But the problem of identifying the enemy as an insurgency ultimately goes to the problem of identifying change as central to the struggle within Islam.

Just as Americans overlaid their frame of reference about political movements onto the insurgency, so they overlaid a secular-causal worldview onto the issue of change in Islam. Thus the struggle was not so much about Islam, in the American view, as a struggle over power, born of ancien regime mismanagement and tyranny. Muslim restiveness and rebellion was thus born of shame created by poverty and helplessness. “Terrorism” was a deeply psychological response to failure and injustice.

Terror’s Mask — in contrast — sought to show that what is called terrorism is deeply religious, even theological, in motivation. Instead of moving to Western notions about the "sources of conflict," Muslim radicals move to uniquely Islamic rhythms of History.

Moreover their cause is what it says it is. If radical Islamism is harshly, even proudly, “fundamentalist” in its nature, it is nonetheless an authentic outgrowth of Islamic civilization. Moreover, its gravitation to both the archaic and the ascetic may well represent a desire to achieve an almost transcendental original legitimacy by, as it were, going over the heads of the current owners of Islamic authority: the kept clerics (U’lama) of the "apostate" regimes. Deliberately going backwards in search of original, legitimating authority is in itself an enunciation that ratifying change in Islam requires extraordinary efforts. 

This is not simply to say that to bring change to Islam requires war and revolution (although it certainly seems to encourage both). The radical’s philippic says that change necessitates a wiping away of inherited traditions if these represent an accumulation of corruption in Islam. All renewal, they insist, must be cast as a return to first principles, a thoroughgoing ritual purification.

Some moderate Islamists have commented that Terror’s Mask should have noted and discussed the efforts of the moderates rather than focusing only on radical Islam. This is an important comment. Several moderate Islamists, for example, speak eloquently about the need to change Islam in ways that preserve the best of its civilization while at the same time encouraging selective integration with the West. This, they argue, is the only way Islam and the Muslim World can effectively move forward into the future.

But with the exception of Turkey, moderate Islamist political movements have either failed outright and become radicalized — as in Algeria and Palestine — or are losing authority. In Malaysia and Indonesia, where they were once unquestioned, they are increasingly under attack. The same thing is happening to the leadership of India's 100 million-plus Muslim minority. Only in the US and Europe do they have standing — but even there, radical Wahhabists dominate Muslim communities in the US and some European societies.

The moderate Islamists thus represent change in Islam that is neither defending an Ummah under attack — as the radicals assert they are doing — nor able to offer Sunni Muslims — save in Turkey — an alternative vision.

This does not mean that moderate Islamists are not important — they may in fact be essential ultimately to future US strategy [this issue will be treated in a forthcoming JWAD/JHUAPL paper]. But simply, their cause currently lacks the authority to compete with the radicals.

Thus the problem of change resolves itself into the problem of who owns the authority to change.

The Problem of Choice

The US strategic problem after 9-11 was complex. “Tracking them down and bringing them to justice,” even if fully and immediately successful, could only at best address fighting groups responsible for attacking us. The insurgency would remain. If not wholly untouched it would nonetheless still be driven by its higher calling.

Thus to “win” the US had to destroy the fighters at the surface, then go below and break up the insurgency, and finally go very deep and bring change to Islam that would eliminate the insurgent “bill of particulars.”

Terror’s Mask suggested that this layered and deep strata of goals would inevitably encourage require several different strategic initiatives. But perhaps unexpectedly, pursuing different change initiatives could lead us ultimately to the same place. And that place would not necessarily look like victory.

This is in part because — in contrast, say, to World War II — there was no straightforward and obvious path to victory. Each path suggested only creates more and bigger problems.

Paths that do as little as possible, concentrating simply on going after fighters or grandstanding sweeps, do nothing to end the insurgency. By essentially defending the status quo, these approaches arguably would only encourage the insurgency. Their pursuit would reveal failure in short order, and thus become an implicit acknowledgement of defeat. 

This was in fact the situation the US faced in the spring of 2002. It was necessary to do more. But doing more — going after the insurgency itself — would also of necessity mean bringing change to Islam. 

Terror’s Mask however cautioned, apart from its risks, that more adventurous paths — in which America becomes the bringer of change to Islam — would have two aspects in common. First, change introduced could not be controlled. Second, once introduced change in this world would tend in the direction of revolution and the eventual fall of the ancien regime. 

The Administration decided on an indirect strategy of change through intervention in Iraq. But they also proposed that change could be both controlled and non-revolutionary. Democratic institutions would be established in Iraq as a sort of forward base for evolutionary change in the Muslim World. 

In the event the hoped-for outcome did not happen. Thus the gambit to bring controlled American-style change to the Arab World is everywhere in abeyance. Perhaps the future establishment of an apparently democratic Iraq might encourage other Arab regimes to open up or otherwise reform themselves. But the predicate of American action was to bring change as an unstoppable wave of History, and that failed.

Thus the US finds itself occupying Iraq in the hopes that this action might eventually do good. This situation — given the unanimity of Muslim antagonism — becomes a lesson in how not to do it. But having done it, what does the US do now?

Terror’s Mask suggested that America should let change happen, and then deal with the new Muslim World in the Middle East. This “hands-off” vantage may be uncongenial to many in Washington. They are still swept up by the apparent freedom of action that unexampled American power brings.

But the outcome of America’s invasion of Iraq suggests such freedom is ultimately more apparent than real. 

�� After two years, favorable attitudes have dived from 61% to 15% in Indonesia, 52% to 15% in Turkey, 25% 5 to 1% in Jordan. In Iraq, in an August survey by Zogby International, Iraqis responded 50% to 35%, in affirming that the “over the next five years the US will hurt Iraq.” Patrick Coburn of the British daily The Independent, reports: “Just after the invasion, 43 per cent saw the US-led Allies as ‘liberating forces.’ A poll earlier this month showed that 15 per cent now see the Americans as liberators. Iraqis who see them as occupiers have risen from 46 per cent to 67 per cent.” Ahmed Rashid, correspondent for the Far Eastern Economic Review and the Daily Telegraph, made this comment about current Pakistani opinion on the 28 October Diane Rehm Show. “The Iraq war is generating a much wider anti-Americanism ... This widespread anti-Americanism in the middle classes in Pakistan, for example, has been quite stunning to see in the last few months. The war in Iraq has probably generated more anti-Americanism in South Asia than the war in Afghanistan ever did.”
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