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Introduction

Global terrorism is one of the major threats that face the world in general and the United States in particular. The U.S., as a hegemonic country which leads the world politically, economically and even culturally, was the main target for those terrorist groups like Al Qaeda because the U.S. strategy and policy contradict sharply with the extreme ideology of those fanatic terrorists. 

The attacks of 11/ Sept by Al Qaeda were the turning point in the U.S. strategy to combat terrorism. These attacks were implemented on the American soil and resulted in the death of many innocent civilians in a very brutal scene which reflects the very ugly side of those terrorist groups and their blind hatred of the West and the United States. 

The major impact of these attacks can be noticed in the shift of U.S. foreign policy toward an extreme realist approach in its foreign relations to deal with this problem and this was mainly represented by the military operations against Afghanistan and Al Qaeda. The U.S. after these attacks has witnessed hard times of restlessness and lack of security which made it so cautious toward most of the Muslim countries.

This paper examines the concept of terrorism represented by the Al Qaeda terrorist organization and the attacks of 11/Sept on the U.S. which represented the climax of the terrorists’ hatred for the Western world, in addition to the outcomes of these attacks which have been reflected on all over the world. 

Moreover, the paper will focus on U.S. foreign policy from a realist/Neo-realist perspective toward the war on terrorism in Afghanistan after the Sept/11 attacks. U.S. foreign policy has been drastically changed toward a more aggressive attitude represented by direct military operations against Afghanistan followed, by a preemptive war against Iraq and deterrence policy towards all perspective terrorist regimes that might support or sponsor extremists  to deal with the problem of global terrorism in Afghanistan and around the world. 

Finally, the realist/neo-realist theory of international relations will be applied to the war and U.S. foreign policy towards Afghanistan and terrorism to see to what extent can we explain this conflict within the realm of this theory, and whether there are any aspects that cannot be applied to this case study, in addition to studying the reason behind adopting the realist approach by the U.S. Administration to solve the problem of terrorism.  

What is terrorism? 

Terrorism can be defined in different ways. It could be “the surprise threat or use of seemingly random violence against innocents for political ends by a non state actor”
. International terrorism, on the other hand, implies acts of terrorism that include international consequences where terrorists go abroad to strike their targets.
 
Extremists like Al Qaeda members are characterized by the following:

1- They tend to view secular governments as corrupt and illegitimate because they do not apply religious authority.

2- Such organizations tend to substitute themselves for the government to address domestic issues in the society like education, health and social warfare.

3- They are universalists in the sense that they tend to see their views as part of the inheritance of everyone who is a believer

4- They are exclusionists; they disregard all opposing opinions and oppress all nonbelievers.

5- Finally, they are militant; and tend to use force to achieve their aims
. 

Al Qaeda

After the withdrawal of the Soviet Union from Afghanistan, a civil war started between various factions of Anti-Communist Afghan fighters. They were led by Mullah Omar who belongs to the Pashtu ethnic group and who established the so called Taliban (student) group
. This group attracted the support of bin Laden and his Arab forces under the Al Qaeda organization.
 Thus bin Laden became the trusted advisor of Mullah Omar in Afghanistan where he found a safe heaven for his terrorist groups
.

 Thus, Al Qaeda has passed three phases that show its development: 

Phase one: Al Qaeda began as a group to support local jihad movements targeting opposing governments, especially Muslim ones
. 
Phase two: Al Qaeda has been developing during the 1990s until the climax of Sept 11 attacks against the USA when it recruited Western-educated Islamists to strike deep inside the West
.

Phase three: Due to the security measures taken by Western countries after Sept 11, Al Qaeda was not able to launch any serous attacks on Western soil anymore. Thus, the operations were switched to easier countries like Saudi Arabia and Iraq
.

U.S. Foreign Policy and 11/ Sept  

The toppling of the World Trade Center towers on September 11 was one of the most horrible incidents in the 21 century which indicated that radical Islam should be faced seriously. Soon after these attacks, it became clear that the United States was going to seek allies to make a global counter attack against Al Qaeda bases in Afghanistan
 .

The war on terrorism soon dominated the U.S. Administration’s agenda and when the Taliban government in Afghanistan refused to turn over bin Laden, the U.S. began its efforts to eradicate Al Qaeda and topple the Taliban regime. The U.S. also began a diplomatic campaign to get foreign assistance because this threat was not only directed against the U.S. but the whole world
. It was very clear that the U.S. government had chosen the realist approach to deal with this dilemma because the terrorists represent an absolute enemy for the United States and only military force can eradicate this danger. 
The Bush administration’s first reaction was to disrupt Al Qaeda by using air power and limited ground forces to destroy the training centers in Afghanistan. This response was approved by the United Nations Security Council and NATO as a campaign of self-defense against the terrorists’ attack
. Thus, most nations viewed the U.S, case as a just one. The UN soon passed new resolutions including 1373 which committed UN members to binding steps to face this problem including freezing terrorist’s assets, extraditing terrorists, and tightening boarder control
. 
The President ordered the military forces to take the strongest necessary measures against Al Qaeda and the Taliban leadership. It is worth to mention that because the order was issued under the pressure of time and emergency, it was being criticized as an expression of fear against terrorism that would lessen American liberties
. 

Moreover, the U.S. military reaction was invoked by the principle of self defense by which the United States has legitimized the use of force against terrorist groups and the states that support them in spite of the fact that the international community was rather divided in supporting the U.S. especially in the military operations that followed the war in Afghanistan.

In fact, the U.S. has a unique strategic culture that considers war as a last resort therefore; the U.S. administration would be more comfortable in waging (unlimited wars) when it aims at overthrowing a regime or the complete invasion of an enemy. This crusading trend that once the war is declared there would be a maximum use of force to end the war as quickly as possible and return to the state of peace
. The United States in this respect has created a new realistic paradigm with increased options for military response which includes:

1- increasing the legitimacy of the use of force

2- willingness to take high-risk operations

3- legitimacy for preemptive war

4- legitimizing regime overthrow
. 

The Change in U.S. Foreign Policy

The campaign against global terrorism has drastically changed the agenda of U.S. foreign policy toward a more realistic approach. The most important lesson to be learnt from this war is that the U.S. administration has moved from acting alone as a hegemonic power to multilateralism
. The U.S. discovered that international support was crucial to fight terrorism. The military operations need access to foreign territory and airspace thus, cooperating with other countries will fulfill the U.S. interests in this case. In fact the U.S. Administration even resumed its relations with China, the big communist rival to the United States, to be one of the major partners in fighting terrorism after Sept/ 11. 
   Foreign aid is needed also to legitimize the war on terrorism by the U.S. so that it would not look like an imperial power
. Thus, while the U.S. wanted to deal with this problem in a realist approach by showing the American people the danger inaction toward those terrorist groups and even potential terrorist regimes, the United States wanted to share with its allies and the international community this realist perspective by making big campaigns against terrorism. The U.S. to some extent succeeded to spread fear and lack of security among its allies to get their support in this global war. The doctrine of “you either with us or against us” represents this sharp change toward a realist attitude in the U.S. foreign policy. 
In fact Al Qaeda represented a very unique threat to the U.S. because the deterrence measures of the U.S. and the West have no real positive results. In military defense there is an assumption that an enemy can be dissuaded by increasing the cost of his action and while this could have been achieved in the war against the Taliban regime which was the official government in Afghanistan, it was nearly impossible with the war against Al Qaeda. The reason is that Al Qaeda has no population or territory and its members believe in the idea of martyrdom which makes death unimportant
. In fact bin Laden once declared that “our men love death as much as the Americans love life”. Thus, while the war of U.S. against the Taliban in Afghanistan was a war between nation-states, the war against Al Qaeda was a war between a nation-state (U.S.) and Al Qaeda which is a non-state actor. This made the U.S. strategy and foreign policy much harder and more complicated. 

However, when he was still cooperating with the Taliban regime, bin Laden had great interest in acquiring nuclear weapons for many years ago. This evidence was proved in the aftermath of the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan when documents which show the terrorists’ interest in developing chemical weapons were found in the Afghan’s offices. There is even evidence that a representative of Saddam’s son Qusay had met with Al Qaeda representatives in 1998 to promote a joint interest in chemical weapons
. In fact these indications were the most provocations that led U.S. foreign policy to turn its attention to Saddam’s regime and all extremist dictators that might have any direct or indirect cooperation with Al Qaeda.

U.S. Goals in Afghanistan

In its war against terrorism, the U.S. attempt to achieve both short and long term plans. The short term plan has two goals:

1- To eradicate Al Qaeda by attacking its members in Afghanistan and eliminating its cells in other countries. 

2- To replace the Taliban government in Afghanistan with a democratic regime, and to deter other countries from helping Al Qaeda in the future.   

The long term plan will ensure that the new cells of Al Qaeda will not emerge again in addition to preventing them from acquiring weapons of mass destruction
. To achieve these goals, U.S. foreign policy will concentrate on:

1- Managing the antiterrorist coalition 

2-  Controlling weapons of mass destruction 

3- Rebuilding Afghanistan 

4- And rebuilding the relations between the West and the Islamic world
. 

Realist/Neo-Realist Approach 

Now, after we have surveyed the background of U.S. foreign policy and the war in Afghanistan, we will try to examine how far this policy applies to the realist/neo-realist theory of international relations. 

Generally, the realist school assumes that “the world politics is essentially and unchangeably a struggle among self interested states for power and position under anarchy”
. States within this theory would always feel insecure about other countries thus, they always use military forces to deter other states and keep their interests which constitute their core aim in their foreign policy
. Moreover, according to this school allies should not be considered if they are no longer in a state’s interests.
As for the neo-realism, it is “a theoretical account of states’ behavior that explains it as determined by differences in their relative power within the global hierarchy, defined primarily by the distribution of military power”
. This trend focuses on international anarchy rather than human nature that cause competition and insecurity. Moreover, the neo-realists do not consider the domestic policies and its influence on foreign ones, but they think that all states have the same motives in terms of their international relations. 

Application of the Theory

The horrible unexpected attacks of the 11/Sept made the United States react and shift its foreign policy in a way that exactly fits the realist theory. The sudden attack resulted in a sudden military reaction that attempts to eradicate Al Qaeda in Afghanistan and all over the world. The United States has felt extremely insecure after these attacks and it started a very wide campaign using deterrence, coercive diplomacy and direct military actions against all prospective enemies to firstly defend itself and keep the balance of power by preventing reckless leaders from developing nuclear weapons which represents the core concept of the realist school. 

The U.S. Administration decided to use military response to solve the problem of terrorism in Afghanistan without even considering any diplomatic solution because President Bush believed that this is a war between good and evil and that Osama bin Laden (in his nature) and his followers represent the extreme evil, and only force can be the solution for this problem especially when we know that the U.S. has no interdependent relations with Afghanistan on wide scale. Moreover, the U.S. started to threaten all other regimes that might support or even sympathize with Al-Qaeda and named some countries as the axis of evil (Iraq-Iran-North Korea). Thus, the whole international environment was moving toward a realistic approach to eradicate terrorism.   
However, while the war against the Taliban regime is still considered a war between nation-states, we find that after toppling down this regime in Afghanistan the U.S. has continued its war against Al Qaeda led by Osama bin Laden. In this respect it would be clear that the war has been shifted to be a war between a nation-state (United States) and a non-state actor (Al Qaeda) which would not be applied to the realist theory that focuses on nation-states as the main actors. Thus, the realist approach can be more applied when the U.S. started its war against Afghanistan as a country, unlike when the war was shifted against Al-Qaeda as an international terrorist organization which has no boarders. 

On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that the role of nation states will be more strengthened after the attacks of Sept 11 because the U.S. and most of the Western countries realized how dangerous the threat of Al Qaeda is and they have been strengthening themselves preparing for any potential attack from terrorists whether by acting together in cooperative campaigns against terrorism or even unilaterally by developing there own military forces. This fact will place the war on Al Qaeda still within the realm of the realist theory.   
However, the situation now is more like a war against ideology that can hardly be faced by using weapons. Thus, while the realist theory might be the best direct response to the attacks of Sept 11, this theory is still lacking the long term solutions for the problem of terrorism because attacking terrorists militarily will only increase their motivation to commit more suicide bombings to gain martyrdom which is regarded as their highly religious target and this will depict them as victims of the U.S. hegemony rather than criminals who should be eradicated from society.  
The other point that might be different from the realist approach is the fact that the United States tried to get the U.N. support for this war represented by the big coalition against terrorism, while at the same time we notice that the realist school indicates that nation-states do not consider the international regime in their actions, especially when they feel threatened and they can hardly trust other countries, while we notice that the United States even resumed and shifted its relations with China after it was a communist enemy to be one of the main partners of the U.S. to fight international terrorism, however, this fact can be interpreted in terms of interests too. The U.S. found that in this critical stage even a hegemonic country needs the help of other countries to legitimize its action in addition to sharing the financial and military costs of the war on terrorism after conveying to the world that the West has the same enemy. By contrast, this fact had been reversed in the U.S. war against Iraq in which the U.S. had completely ignored the U.N. and the international community and made the war completely applicable to the realist paradigm. 

On the other hand, we see that the neo-realist school does not focus on the domestic policies and their effect on foreign policy. While the war on Afghanistan has reflected how President Bush was so concerned about changing the government in Afghanistan and replace it with a democratic one because the Taliban regime promotes extremism inside Afghanistan and consequently this had been reflected on the transitional terrorist groups which affected world’s politics. Thus, this could be another difference from the neo-realist approach which disregards domestic policies. 

Otherwise, the neo-realist school can be applied on this war in the sense that the U.S. has focused on the use of power to solve an international problem believing that Afghanistan as a (unit) would negatively affect the world (structure) through sponsoring terrorist groups.

Finally, we can say that the U.S. war on Afghanistan can be generally applied to the realist/neo-realist theory because it reflects the extreme fear of the enemy, lack of security, and direct use of military force instead of using diplomacy to achieve self-interest.  However, while the realist theory can provide a short term solution to deter the terrorist attacks, the main problem of extremism cannot be solved in this way only. 
Conclusion: 

The U.S. war against Afghanistan, after the horrible attacks of Sept 11, represents one of the important stages that reshaped U.S. foreign policy in general and changed the face of the world. The U.S. Administration has responded directly against a severe aggression inside its soil that resulted in the death of many civilians at the hand of Al Qaeda terrorist groups led by Osama bin Laden. 

U.S. foreign policy, after these attacks, became very realistic and tends to use military power much more than diplomacy, and this can be clearly noticed through the big coalition of countries led by the United States which aimed at launching severe military operations against Afghanistan to topple down the Taliban regime there which sponsors Al Qaeda groups. 

Thus, the U.S. did not only want to use the military operations to paralyze Afghanistan, but it aimed at overthrowing the whole regime and replacing it with a democratic one to eradicate all possible sponsors of extremists in that area. Democracy, according to the U.S. Administration, was the best solution for the problem of terrorism because dictators (especially the religiously extremist ones) are irrational actors who try to develop nuclear weapons to be used against the U.S. and the West in general. 

The military operations achieved ultimate success by overthrowing the Taliban regime and establishing the required democracy, however, the U.S. enemy became a non-state actor and Al Qaeda continued its attacks on U.S. forces in a different way. It started to spread and deploy its members in many regions especially in Iraq after overthrowing Saddam Hussein. 

The realist/ neo-realist theory of international relations can exactly explain the U.S. military response to these attacks and the continuous U.S. efforts to trace Al Qaeda and the regimes that might be cooperating with it. This can be proved in the preemptive war on Iraq and the deterrence policy used against Iran. All these measures were taken because of the lack of security that the United States has experienced since these attacks, and this resulted in adopting the realist approach by the U.S. Administration to deal with this phenomenon.
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