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The Global War On Terror: the most extensive 
and successful coalition ever?

by MAJ Samuel Song Yong Chiat

INTRODUCTION 

“War ... is not merely a question of emergency, but 

rather of knowledge and encompassing strategy”

– Sun Tzu, Art of War

although the united states (us) coalition in 
the global War on terror (gWot) may be extensive, 
the results are limited. since 9/11, the struggle  
against al-Qaeda has resulted in “a battle of ideas” 
between western and jihadist value systems. With 
insurgency and terrorism on the rise, both iraq and 
afghanistan are far from becoming liberal democracies. 
furthermore, the already weakened coalition has 
begun to fracture, with muddled chains of command 
and restrictive rules of engagement.

this essay has three parts. first, it will cover three 
key aspects of pre-9/11 american politics before 
discussing the battle of ideas between western culture 
and global terrorism. second, it will explore america’s 
efforts leading the gWot coalition in afghanistan and 
iraq. third, it will measure the success of the coalition 
forces in the gWot by examining terrorist casualty 
figures,1 the insurgency in iraq, coalition control 
of territory, the limits of the coalition, the number 
and frequency of terrorist attacks, and the spread 

of liberal democracy. it will argue that the coalition 
forces need to fight a long war as the appeal for  
al-Qaeda’s ideology increases.

AMERICAN POLITICS BEFORE 9/11

it is important to understand three key elements 
of american politics prior to 9/11. first, the us role 
as the world’s sole superpower lends the notion of 
“assertive realism” to perceptions of america security. 
second, there has been a rise in the influence of a 
strong neo-conservative or ultra-nationalist “new 
american century,” with america providing global 
leadership for shaping the world into a liberal market. 
third, neo-conservatives believed that the 1991 gulf 
War was “unfinished business” and therefore that 
there was a need to remove saddam hussein’s regime.2 

at the end of the cold War, the us military had geared 
itself towards global power projection in the face of 
an uncertain threat. then came 9/11.

BATTLE OF IDEAS

against the backdrop of 9/11 and previous trends 
in american politics, the national security strategy 
revealed that “the us is fighting a war against terrorism 
of global reach. the enemy is not a single political 
regime, person, religion or ideology. the enemy 
is terrorism—premeditated, politically motivated 
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violence perpetrated against the innocent.”3 the 
gWot has changed the nature of modern warfare and 
is different from “clausewitzian war” such as World 
War i.4 global terrorism is a battle of ideas and some 
analysts have argued that it is the result of resistance 
against western culture and democratic values.5

EXTENT OF AMERICAN-LED COALITION

leading a coalition sanctioned by the united 
nations, america launched an invasion of afghanistan 
barely three weeks after 9/11. the coalition aimed to 
remove the taliban regime, destroy al-Qaeda bases and 
terrorist training facilities, and capture or kill osama 
bin laden. the invasion, known as operation enduring 
freedom, saw the participation of 23 countries, led 
by the us.6 some historians have suggested that the 
launch of the war in afghanistan marks the start of 
the gWot.

Kreps argued that the us conducted the  
afghanistan war unilaterally in combat operations 
and multilaterally in peacekeeping operations.7 

this argument supports his logic of “consequences” 
as specified according to (1) time horizon, and 
(2) operational payoff.8 in the former, president 
Bush acknowledged that 
diplomacy or multilateral 
bargaining is time-
intensive, which would in 
turn undermine america’s 
short-term security 
challenges.9 in the 
latter, the us expected a 
resource-intensive phase 
iV operation, which 
would increase america’s 
operational constraints and 
thus favoured a multilateral effort.

rogers believed that the state of the union address 
on 29 January 2002 by president Bush was “the high 
point of the war on terror,” where president Bush 
extended the gWot to a global campaign and singled 
out iran, north Korea and iraq as the “axis of evil” 
due to their sponsorship of terrorism and intentions to 
develop weapons of mass destruction.10 other analysts 
saw the gWot as a means for america to increase its 
influence across europe and central asia.11

in mid-July 2003, only ten nations had deployed 
to iraq.12 there was a lack of international support 
for the invasion and occupation of iraq in 2003 as 
compared to the 1991 persian gulf War. the us 
rationale for invading iraq was weak and eventually 
proved to be groundless.13 the islamic countries and 
the nato alliances (including france and germany) 
strongly opposed the invasion. hence, the us failed 
to obtain a un security council resolution to justify 
their invasion.

due to the war’s unpopularity, there was limited 
participation by the coalition forces in active combat 
roles (with the exception of the British). even media 
reports from us-friendly arab states opposed american 
foreign policies, especially on the sensitive israeli-
palestinian conflict. other critics suspected that the 
ulterior motive of the americans was to gain access to 
iraq’s oil resources.14

on 1 may 2003, president Bush declared that 
“major combat operations in iraq have ended.”15 By 
august 2003, the us forged new bilateral ties with 
other nations, resulting in an addition of twenty-six 

countries to the coalition 
forces in the gWot.16

SUCCESS IN THE GWOT?

the us-led coalition 
adopted a conventional 
military strategy against 
the terrorist and insurgent 
threat. this strategy was 
inherently limited as 
the opposition’s will and 
morale were reinforced 

rather than undermined by superior coalition 
firepower.17 although the initial military campaign in 
iraq was a stunning display of american-led military 
capability, they failed to anticipate a fierce insurgent 
resistance bolstered by embittered locals.18

since the fall of the taliban and saddam regimes, 
the al-Qaeda movement seems to have transformed 
from a loosely organised network into an ideology 
used by jihadist groups or insurgents to justify  
terrorist attacks. 

Since the fall of the Taliban and 
Saddam regimes, the Al-Qaeda 
movement seems to have transformed 
from a loosely organised network 
into an ideology used by jihadist 
groups or insurgents to justify  
terrorist attacks. 
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success in the gWot needs to be viewed through 
both military and political lenses.19 hence, i will 
examine its success in the following areas: (1) terrorist 
casualty figures, (2) level of insurgency in iraq, (3) 
coalition control of territory, (4) limitations of the 
coalition, (5) the number and frequency of terrorist 
attacks, and (6) success in spreading liberal democracy 
to afghanistan and iraq.

CASUALTY FIGURES

the Bush administration claimed that the high 
casualties of the al-Qaeda leaders and associates 
were strong indicators that the gWot was progressing 
well. however, o’hanlon and adriana warn that such 
data is inaccurate and does not represent the actual 
progress in the broader political struggle.20 arguably, 
the Vietnam War has shown that high casualty figures 
are not necessarily an accurate measure of progress in 
an ideological struggle.

relying solely on casualty figures to measure 
progress also does not take into account key 
factors such as morale, recruitment and financing of  
terrorists.21 angstorm argued that problems with 
the casualty figures include positive identification 
of the bodies, manipulation of the data for political 
and morale purposes, and problems differentiating 
between terrorist leaders and mere foot soldiers.22 
indeed, the coalition’s failure to capture or kill key 
al-Qaeda figures for many years can be considered a 
victory for the terrorists.

INSURGENCY IN IRAQ

the insurgency in iraq shows no signs of 
collapsing.23 although there were reports of more than 
50,000 insurgents being killed or detained, insurgent 
recruitment and multiple-fatality bombings have 
shown a positive upward correlation.24 us intelligence 
was weak and there were insufficient american, 
coalition and government troops in iraq to stamp out 
the insurgency.25

US Soldiers and French Commandos Conduct a Joint Reconnaissance Patrol
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early april 2004 marked a strategic disaster 
for the coalition mission in iraq. coalition forces 
and iraq civilians suffered huge casualties in the 
assault on fallujah and sadr city.26 many foreign 
paramilitaries supporting the al-Qaeda movement 
targeted the us and its coalition partners. iraq 
was seen as a valuable combat training area for 
generating new jihadists experienced in urban  
guerrilla warfare.27

CONTROL OF TERRITORY

the invasion of iraq and afghanistan and the 
removal of the al-Qaeda,28 the taliban and saddam 
has not diminished the threat of terrorism. the Bush 
administration made control of territory a measure 
of their success.29 however, the problem with this 
criterion is that the relinquishing of territory by 
insurgents does not mean the end of violence and  
the achievement of political aims. Whenever the 
taliban or al-Qaeda fighters faced an overwhelming 
number of us or coalition forces, they chose not to 
fight but instead withdraw to sanctuaries among  
the local communities or across the border into 
pakistan.30

Iraq was seen as a valuable combat 
training area for generating new 
jihadists experienced in urban 
guerrilla warfare.

al-Qaeda was forced to transform into an ideology 
to influence local and regional terrorists by the power 
of its reputation. they have been very successful 
in this transformation. in the case of iraq, the 
coalition’s occupation and control of territories simply 
bred more terrorists and insurgents than ever before. 
there was fighting in almost every province and the 
al-Jazeera media coverage of the fallujah offensive 
led to a rise in support for bin laden and al-Qaeda.31 

meanwhile, the al-Qaeda associates in other countries 
continued to be active, and attacks in tunisia, Kenya, 
pakistan and indonesia were planned and carried 
out independently.32 thus, controlling territories in 
afghanistan and iraq was ineffectual in the gWot. 

LIMITS OF THE COALITION

the coalition was portrayed by the media and the 
international community as a display of international 
cooperation in the gWot. in reality, however, the 
coalition was fraught with complexity and a lack 
of commitment.33 most nations joined the coalition 
because of the economic incentives offered by the  
us government.

the coalition forces adopted restrictive rules of 
engagement, resulting in weak military offensive 
capabilities in southern iraq. hence, the muqtala al-
sadr’s supporters successfully seized control of four 
provincial capitals in southern iraq.34 history has 
also demonstrated that politicians frequently do not 
make the best decisions from a military standpoint.35 
in a coalition force, politicians make decisions to 
pursue their individual interests rather than the 
interest of the “coalition” or international community. 
consequently, in iraq, almost all nations had  
caveats which ranged from support agreements, 
geographical restrictions, rules of engagement, 
tactical requirements and chain of command.

the difficulties of coalition command at war were 
also evident in Kosovo and iraq—muddled chains 
of command were a constant. the 1999 Kosovo 
operations revealed that, in reality, most of the 
nations in the coalition had to clear orders with their 
national political and military chains of command.36 

in the political realm, the united nations mission 
in Kosovo faced political, security and economic  
issues identical to the challenges faced by the 
coalition provisional authority (cpa) in iraq during 
the gWot.37 this included a lack of resources, national 
and international guidance in post-war operations.

Anti-War Demonstration in London, 20 March 2005
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NUMBER AND FREQUENCY OF TERRORIST ATTACKS

a decline in the number and frequency of terrorist 
activity may not reflect success in the gWot. the Bush 
administration used the frequency of terrorist attacks 
to measure the success in the gWot by claiming that 
at least ten serious al-Qaeda terrorist plots had 
been disrupted since 9/11. angstorm argued that 
this notion depends on a “counter factual” logic.38 
this is similar to the traditional problem with  
deterrence: the mere fact that there are no new 
terrorist attacks does not necessarily indicate that 
al-Qaeda is inactive. in reality, the various coalition 
actions led to an increase in terrorist activities in 
iraq and afghanistan.39  in december 2009, there was 
a string of terrorist attacks by the taliban in secure 
Kabul districts targeting foreign embassies, aid  
groups and government officials.40

the al-Qaeda movement was more active after 
9/11 and coordinated attacks continued to be 
carried out at a high level.41 
this did not include loosely  
coordinated attacks or 
attacks by jihadists in iraq 
and afghanistan. if those 
were included, the increase in 
terrorist acts by the al-Qaeda 
movement in the mid-2000s is 
“six-fold compared with the 
start of the decade.”42 these 
widespread attacks highlighted 
the closely networked, yet 
dispersed nature of the al-Qaeda movement and  
its supporters.

SPREAD OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

the spread of liberal democracy is unlikely to 
contribute to any success in the gWot. the Bush 
administration believed that regime change in  
so-called “rogue states” and spreading democracy 
in the middle east will undermine the support and 
expansion of terrorist cells. on the contrary, angstorm 
argued that the inherent openness of democratic 
societies makes terrorist activities easier to carry 
out.43

the reverse domino theory proposed that  
democratisation in afghanistan and iraq would lead 
to a wave of democratisation in central asia and 

the middle east.44 on the contrary, newly democratic 
states that were previously autocracies tend to be 
more violent and undermine the notion that the  
spread of democracy leads to a more stable world 
order.45

Washington “lost the plot” in the iraq war as 
the initial efforts were focused on the immediate 
military campaign and there was a lack of  
post-conflict planning.46 the idea that a us-led 
coalition could occupy and reform an arabic nation 
was “a gross misreading of regional politics, culture 
and religion.”47 history has shown that post-conflict 
operations are often overlooked by the coalition.  
this is evident in Bosnia, haiti, somalia and  
panama where wars won through tactical victory can 
turn out to be strategic failures.48

furthermore, the prospects of an iraqi government 
exercising true liberal democracy seem bleak. the  

iraqi government is weak 
and made up of former  
exiles. in the face of complex 
violence and attempts to 
safeguard the government’s 
interests, there are little 
incentives to cooperate within  
the government in nation 
building.49 many analysts 
in the middle east were 
also suspicious of the huge 
investments pumped into the 
us embassy in Baghdad and 

the five-year terms imposed by the cpa on the key  
iraqi government appointments. the high insurgency 
rate also meant that the iraqi government depended 
largely on us military power for survival.50

TOWARDS THE LONG GWOT

as the gWot continues, there is a tendency to refer 
to it as “the long War against islamofascism,”51 the 
greatest threat to western civilisation. other critics 
see the war as counterproductive to western security 
interests and with the potential to destabilise global 
security.52 coalition forces will need to prepare for 
a long war against terrorism. however, the coalition 
is weakening, with the us, Britain and a few other 
nations making limited commitments towards the 
reconstruction of iraq and afghanistan.

On the contrary, newly 
democratic states that were 
previously autocracies tend 
to be more violent and 
undermine the notion that 
the spread of democracy 
leads to a more stable world 
order.
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cross highlighted that the battle of ideas against 
an “invisible enemy” must be fought using diplomacy, 
foreign and economic policies, and the weapons of the 
information age.53 the coalition cannot be entirely 
successful in eliminating terrorism but can undermine 
terrorism as a force in international affairs through a 
long campaign in the battle of ideas.

CONCLUSION

success in the gWot has been limited. the us and 
coalition forces have degraded terrorist capabilities, 
disrupted some of its plans and operations, and 
wiped out some of the key members in the leadership.  
But the need to reduce the appeal of al-Qaeda’s 
ideology and limit terrorist recruitment were grossly 
overlooked.54 as sun tzu pointed out aptly in the Art 
of War, we need to understand the root causes of 
terrorism and develop a sound strategy to undermine 
the willpower of terrorists. only then will we achieve 
success in the gWot. 
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