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War on Terrorism? But didn’t we get Saddam?

September 11th is considered a pivotal moment in the world; the moment when the US woke up to the real, immediate danger of virtual regimes. As Stalinist as it sounds, the biggest danger to the world’s premiere superpower is conflicting ideologies, or as Kaplan says in his rules for a balance of power system, states must “act to constrain actors who subscribe to supranational organizing principles” (Kaplan, System & Process in International Politics); a dictum which reverberates among the international community in retrospect.  Virtual regimes command more power than any nation could hope to have. International boundaries mean nothing in this new geopolitical landscape, because the “War on Terrorism” focuses on groups that are not confined to any particular nation. These regimes operate without boundaries and essentially, without limitations to their scope. Because these virtual regimes are, in essence, international guerilla forces, rallied to a cause rather than a nation, they can operate more effectively and without risk than in traditional warfare. Without a sovereign nation as an enemy, the actors in a War on Terrorism lose two important protections: an enemy it can define, and allies it can define.


In the past, rogue nations were the greatest international threat to national or international security. The idea that these select nations would not play by the same rules agreed on by a majority of the international community was the most fearsome spectre in terms of security. The relentless nature of these nations in procuring the means to arm themselves to a degree as to force themselves into a position to make demands was an immediate threat. The most pervasive fear was weapons of mass destruction in the hands of nations that would use them without respect to rules of engagement. However, the essential difference in rouge nations and virtual regimes is the possibility of retribution. The organizational structure of virtual regimes makes it very challenging to strike back. Whereas a rouge nation has borders and a defined location to strike at or occupy, virtual regimes lack the defined rule of borders, which presents a new challenge to international warfare.


This guerilla structure has existed for a very long time, although not usually in transnational form. There is a lot of precedent for this structure working effectively. Today’s virtual regime takes a very similar form to the underground French Marxist movement, in which the chain of command is convoluted so as to offer the greatest protection for its leaders. Individual sects of the group are self-sufficient, with general mandates handed down, so as to have the least possible contact with those higher in organizational structure. In the Marxist movement, individuals knew only the other members within their small group, and never their names or positions. The leader of such a group reported to a single superior whom they would know only as much as they needed to. In such a structure, should one chain in the link be lost, whole sub-organizations would be lost as well, but could operate as self-sufficient organizations with whom contact could later be re-established. Some might argue that this kind of structure makes virtual regimes, in fact, less powerful because of the complicated power chain. However, this kind of structure makes it near impossible to destroy, and with a clear overall directive, is effective, and makes those responsible easily able to abandon their affiliation and operate with minimal risk, further complicating the war on terrorism and lending strength to these virtual regimes.


The loyalties of those involved in virtual regimes poses another problem to conducting the War on Terrorism:

“,,,,it is the most recent example of a growing phenomenon whereby the territorial sovereign state is challenged by loyalties to subnational or transnational groups and organizations. Ethnic and religious groups and employees of international corporations have long been more loyal to sub- or transnational entities than to the territorial state.”  (Thompson, Poltitical Science & Politics 35 no3 507-8 S 2002)


This kind of organization and transitional loyalties are effective in shielding the majority of members of virtual regimes from retribution from governments or the War on Terrorism. With the support of the populace, or even a select few, the transience of virtual regimes works to their advantage in being able to recruit and rely on resources without anybody being held accountable. A recent example is the fact that CNN has conducted interviews with those who have said they housed Bin Laden or fed him, yet the US is unable to take action against these citizens of foreign nations and essential network of a virtual regime. This anonymity makes it even harder to track the culprits. They could literally be anyone, and deep within existing systems, working from the inside of foreign governments. It sets the stage for potential rebellion, political overthrow, leaks of information, or perhaps just small nudges in the right direction to work toward the cause of the virtual regime.


With the inability to define clearly the boundaries and members of the virtual regimes, there is a danger the United States has so clearly walked into. Paranoia and lack of clear responsibility inevitably leads to scapegoats. It could be argued that we have the military intelligence to avoid that kind of problem, but it has already begun, to placate the citizens and to further political agendas. The scapegoating began with Afghanistan, and the demonization of Osama Bin Laden as the primary source of evil - a virtual regime of his own. When that failed to produce the desired results, the United States attacked Iraq, a threatening rogue nation, to divert attention from the true threat of virtual regimes. This illustrates the desperate need of the US to find specific people or places to lay the blame. While terrorism is not specifically the reasons the US officially went into that area, a CNN/USA Today/Gallup Poll showed that 88% of Americans believed that “Saddam Hussein is involved in supporting terrorist groups that have plans to attack the United States”, and 51% believed that “Saddam Hussein was personally involved in the September 11th terrorist attacks.” However, there is no proof to support that, and none of the September 11th Terrorists were even Iraqis. This kind of public sentiment and hunger for a scapegoat, or something tangible to attack, is misguided and only weakens the effort to fight the war on terrorism. To follow scapegoats to the logical conclusion, and take into account the virtual regimes’ transience, it is only a matter of time before this course reverts into another period of McCarthyism, both within our borders, and internationally.


Naturally, with an entity such as virtual regimes, we could trust no one. Our enemy and ourselves could be infiltrated, and virtual regimes can have the effect of both strengthening and breaking foreign ties. Since every nation is a potential agent of virtual regimes, there is less room for tenuous ties to nations that are our “hostile allies”, at peace for reasons other than similar ideologies. This effect of doubt makes it harder for nations to unite to fight terrorism, and thereby accomplishes a goal of virtual regimes. At the same time, the allies we trust more, many of those in the European Union, we would be forced to unite as one on another level to form a stronger front. The continuation, however, of the fear of virtual regimes, could lead to the death of institutions such as the United Nations. The purpose is to have an international cooperation, but when nations become less significant, fighting a nation-less group, in guerilla warfare, international cooperation is left on the back burner for the sake of exclusive alliances. International relations will become strained to a point further than they are currently, and geopolitics as we know it becomes a study of the past. 


The past is what should be the focus of those running this “War on Terrorism”. The mere existence of virtual regimes is threatening, and a greater power than nationalism could ever be. The biggest pitfalls have already happened, and studying them to avoid them in the future is a mainstay of smart strategizing. Whether anyone likes it or not, the existence of virtual regimes has and will continue to change international and inner-national relationships. They are more powerful than any single nation, and that alone has changed everything. The War on Terrorism is doomed from the start in the situation because of the intangible enemy. Chasing ghosts and capturing scapegoats will never work for this type of conflict. The key is to define the allies, and work internationally to avoid mistakes, and try to break the chain of command. A daunting, new kind of war is ahead of us.
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