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have perceived terrorists as immoral negotiating partners who will renege on their
promises. Furthermore, targeted governments have presumed that terrorists hold
uncompromising policy aims—even when their stated goals were limited. This opi-
nion is often expressed as a fear that the terrorists have an irredeemable hatred of
the victims and other states sharing their values.'!" In these ways, terrorism can hin-
der compromise by acting as an index that trumps the terrorists’ signals.

The aim here is not to provide a definitive answer on which hypothesis, or com-
bination of arguments among them, best explains the disconnect between the U.S.-led
war on terrorism and Al Qaeda’s professed political agenda. Rather, it is to present
what Harry Eckstein refers to as a “plausibility probe,” an attempt to determine
whether a line of inquiry is sufficiently persuasive to warrant further exploration.''
It is interesting to ponder the counterfactual of how another American president
might have prosecuted the war on terrorism differently than Bush. Several analysts
have speculated that as president, Al Gore, for example, would have invaded
Afghanistan without proceeding to depose Saddam Hussein.!" It is worth noting
in this context bin Laden’s declaration during the 2004 presidential campaign that
the Middle East policies of Bush and Democratic nominee John Kerry were function-
ally indistinguishable to Al Qaeda.'" Such statements indicate that the United States
will remain a target at least until it drastically alters its regional influence.

Yet analyzing the disconnect between Al Qaeda’s rhetoric and the U.S.-led war
on terrorism suggests that Al Qaeda’s policy successes will depend less on its ability
to cause bloodshed then on convincing Americans that their policies are responsible
for it. In the ongoing debate over U.S. grand strategy, the question of whether to
accept or reject the validity of Al Qaeda’s ultimatum will determine—as much as
any other factor—policy makers’ positions on the war on terrorism. What distin-
guishes Bush’s thinking is his apparent certainty that unpopular Middle East policies
are not the source of Al Qaeda’s hatred, whereas liberal internationalists like Gore
and Kerry agree with isolationists that U.S. strategic interests in the region must con-
stantly be weighed against the costs of defending them. Although liberal internation-
alists and isolationists are more inclined than neoconservatives to believe Al Qaeda’s
signals, history suggests that terrorism will only amplify them by simultaneously dis-
crediting them. This is the terrorism paradox.
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