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The Mother Of All Campaigns?
In idle moments, critics of campaigners have sometimes resorted to calling them ‘terrorists’. More seriously though, does our understanding of campaigns and communication have anything useful to say about how societies might best respond to terrorism?
Three Levels Of Thinking
It’s often useful to think of campaigns at three levels. 
At the first level there’s the level of desirable end states or final objectives: how the world ought to be.
At the second level there are things, which if they happened, would make the world that way.
At the third level, there are things which really can make that happen. That is a strategy with the resources and activities required to actually succeed.
If campaigns are planned only at level one then they are a specification for somebody's utopia. Level two is pundit land – without any accompanying machinery and strategy to organise resources and activities to bring these about, they are simply possibilities. This is also the world of democratic political manifestos: "here’s what I would do if you elect me and thus give me the power to put this into effect". If campaigners (as they too often do) behave as if they were political parties in waiting for their turn at government, they fall into this trap of remaining advocates, pushers of ideas rather than makers of change, for they are never elected and their ideas are at best appropriated and cannibalised.
So what’s this got to do with terrorism? Well, there’s a lot of level two thinking masquerading as level three thinking in the political worlds of the UK and the US right now.
Those accustomed to be in control – governments and their agencies – may make this ‘level two’ mistake because, in their world, they usually can ‘make stuff happen’, whether by force, by law, in war gaming or whatever. This can breed a false confidence or even induce cognitive dissonance. See for example Malcolm Gladwell’s account in his latest book Blink, of US war gaming about Iraq in which the rules were eventually fixed so as to stop the ‘red’ team, led by retired and maverick US Marine Paul Van Riper, from exacting unacceptable damage on the conventionally minded but far more powerful ‘blue’ team. 
Among more peaceful social campaigners, the error is usually down to being so in love with your own ideas that you can’t imagine they won’t simply be taken up by those who do have power to control outcomes. Both campaigners and military politicians may assume ‘because we are right, we will prevail’.
Currently, after each ‘terror attack’, media and political discussion generates a swathe of ‘if-this’ prescriptions for ‘dealing with terrorism’. Some are technical, some are military: ‘if they can be stopped on the way to the railway station’, ‘if we electronically take over their phones’ … some are social: ‘if they were living in a democracy’, ‘if they weren’t religious fanatics’ … some are psychological: ‘if they had hope through politics’. After 9/11, the Americans launched a renewed global PR effort for capitalism and their ‘way of life’, spear-headed by Charlotte Beers, former brand manager for Uncle Ben’s Rice [1]. 
Journalist Robert Fox [2] has recently reported on divides among the US and UK ‘security chiefs’ about how to ‘tackle the global terrorist threat’. ‘The British fear’ writes Fox, ‘that despite the rhetoric about social and economic engagement US commanders still believe in military force as a first resort’. If they are dead, the terrorists can’t strike (level two). But for the Brits, the lessons of Northern Ireland and elsewhere are that a military solution can’t be made to work (level three). The State Department apparently advocates ‘new "public diplomacy" initiatives in the Middle East’. Fox quotes a ‘senior British special forces representative’ as saying "The primary conditions for successful coalitions are unlikely to be met in the present circumstances".
In How To Win Campaigns I wrote about how our professionalized form of politics, in which the primary relationships of governing politicians are with business and the media, and not the public, has forged the downward spiral of public trust in politics. See current post at www.campaignstrategy.org – ‘How Campaigns Became Politics’. These same factors have helped make ‘terrorism’ a modern form of warfare. 
The increasingly episodic soundbite form of news coverage, shrinking news audiences and consequently narrowing news agenda all encourage the reduction of political responses to terror attacks to denunciation, and declarations of opposition. 
In the for-us-or-against us framing that ensues, level three analysis is squeezed out. Sometimes the communications strategies of Bush and Blair seem intended to use moralistic ‘wedges’ to outlaw questioning of whether particular anti-terror plans can actually be made to work. Restrictions on debate and speech may be an extension of this.
Only the military retain a media-licence to publicly doubt the efficacy of relying on punitive retaliation or constraint. When Tony Blair’s wife Cheri Blair commented after an Israeli suicide attack by Palestinians: "As long as young people feel they have got no hope but to blow themselves up you are never going to make progress" [3] her husband quickly ordered an apology. He added that it was important to provide hope for the future through a political process "and I am sure that is what Cherie was saying". 
While the nature of the media dialogue does not help us arrive at strategies that may work, the embedded agenda of promoting a global economic market for large (mostly American) companies, is more problematic. We have yet to hear leaders of multinationals, or the likes of Alan Greenspan or Gordon Brown speak out like the generals, and express any doubt that the projection of force to help spread the ideal conditions for corporate benefit could have anything to do with the underlying problems behind ‘global terror’.
Introducing Nancy Snow’s pamphlet on the official US global propaganda strategy [4] Michael Parenti quotes US President Woodrow Wilson, from almost 100 years ago. In 1907 Wilson said:
Since trade ignores international boundaries and the manufacturer insists on having the world as a market, the flag of his nation must follow him, and the doors of the nations which are closed against him, must be battered down. Concessions obtained by financiers must be safeguarded by ministers of state, even if the sovereignty of unwilling nations be outraged in the process. 
Plenty of anti-globalisation critics are outraged by such sentiments. Noting that Eisenhower echoed this in 1953, Parenti asks ‘What no US President has ever explained is: What gives the United States the right to dictate the destinies of other nations …’ Or perhaps, in the words of many Americans after 9/11, "why do people hate us?" 
Since the end of the Cold War, as Snow points out, making the world into an extension of the American business park has been the driving logic of US Foreign Policy. Are we now seeing the practical limits of that strategy? Along with opening markets, globalisation has led to increasing dependence on production, resources and services from abroad, making countries such as the US vulnerable. From this, economic weakness may follow marketing success. Globalisation – economic, travel, communications - has exposed the assets, people and interests of America and other rich nations to the politics of the rest of the world. Right and Left in the US now regularly highlight dependence on foreign oil. ‘Freeing up’ more foreign oil with military action looks a shaky long term plan. This is just one dimension of how globalisation may have made America an unwitting victim as much as it has been its agent.
Meanwhile professionalized media politics makes it harder to develop effective responses, and the just-in-time, low-resilience, globalised world with high expectations for undisturbed material prosperity is exquisitely vulnerable to the sort of damage which ‘unconventional’ warfare can impose. Leaders such as Bush and Blair tend to exclude any mention of the loss of insulation caused by globalisation, when they discuss ‘global terror’. It’s easier to stick Hollywood-style to if-only ‘special’ solutions, or to imply that ‘terrorists’ are insane, beyond the world of politics, rationality or logic.
Yet those who seriously analyse terrorism and suicide attacks have long since discarded the idea that the people undertaking it are psychopaths or in some way very different from the rest of the population. Some have even shown that killing yourself can have an evolutionary logic [5]. 
Seeking the psychological, cultural and social roots of ‘terrorism’ and in particular suicide bombing, many analysts are converging on a view that it is primarily political warfare. In its many and various forms it may often seem politically incoherent and thus not open to connection to our political system but perhaps that’s because ours is not connected? Maybe we need to create mechanisms and agendas where grievances can become public with some hope of resolution.
In a 2004 article ‘The making of a suicide bomber’ [6] Michael Bond noted ‘killing yourself while killing your enemy is not a modern idea. It was practised against the Romans in 1st-century Judea by Jewish Zealots, and by the Islamic order of Assassins in the Middle East from the 11th to 14th centuries’. Japanese kamikaze pilots, Hezbollah, and the Marxist-Leninist ‘Tamil Tigers’ are among its diverse adherents – from various religions and none. Millions of young men went ‘over the top’ to face machine guns in WWI not because they feared the punishment if they refused but because their friends were doing it too.
Bond asks: ‘What, then, would lead a sane, rational, educated and comfortably-off person to do something so irrational and extreme? The key, many researchers agree, lies with the organisation that recruits them. In the modern history of suicide terrorism it appears that every mission has been authorised and planned by a resistance group’.
He quotes one researcher: 
"Suicide terrorism is an organisational phenomenon," confirms Merari. "An organisation has to decide to embark on it." Another study has found that almost without exception, ‘the decision to engage in suicide terrorism is political and strategic … the aim is always the same: to coerce a government, through force of popular opinion (apart from a few isolated cases, modern suicide terrorism has only ever been used against democracies), to withdraw from territory the group considers its homeland. 
In another piece [7], Bond explains that it’s easier for ‘comfortably-off, well-educated young men’ to become a suicide bomber than people might imagine. ‘The key’ he says, ‘lies less with the bombers themselves than with the organisations that recruit and prepare them’. He states
Virtually every suicide attack in modern times has been conceived and managed by militant groups, and they all employ the same methods. First, find people, usually young and male, who are sympathetic to the group's cause and organise them into small units. Second, exploit their motivation to fight for the cause using religious or political indoctrination, emphasising the heroic nature of their mission and the nobility of self-sacrifice. Third, have all members of the unit make a pact declaring their commitment to what they are about to do. Beyond this point, it becomes psychologically very hard for them to back out.
What Can Be Done ?
If there is a process at work here then it should be possible to develop strategies to deal with it. Colin Tudge, who has reviewed the ways in which self-sacrifice can ‘make sense’ in evolutionary terms [8], comments: 
As we draw together the various threads of evolutionary psychology it becomes easy to see how young men in particular want both to display their bravery, and are deeply offended by injustice, and on both counts may risk their own lives even to the point of certain death. When these people are on our side we call them heroes and martyrs; when they are not, we label them terrorists
Once we perceive that even such extreme behaviour is in principle comprehensible, and that it is very probably rooted in the deep, human, evolved sense of justice and injustice, and perpetrated by young people who feel done down and have a yen for martyrdom, then we at least have the basis for sensible and perhaps effective strategy.
Nor is this far from the utterly peaceful actions of the Quakers and others who put their safety, liberty or lives in danger for a cause they believe in – such as the peace campaigners who have been killed in the front line of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
No doubt everyone remembers where they were when they first became aware of the awful New York aircraft attacks on September 11 2001. A friend told me about it, on the ‘phone. Had I heard that people had flown aircraft into skyscrapers in New York? My immediate reaction was that it wasn’t a surprise. If a super-power launched cruise missiles against its enemies with apparent impunity then sooner or later some enemy would find a way to get back at it [9].
At the time we were running a campaign called Families Against Bush, rewarding companies which opposed the Bush stance on Kyoto and boycotting those who supported it. That stopped the same day because it would clearly become impossible, in the aftermath of tragedy, to run any criticism of Bush which would not be taken as anti-American and, even by perverse extension, pro-terrorist.  We suspended the website with a message declaring our sympathy and solidarity with the people of America.  
One of the big differences between campaigns in the sense which I usually write about and the campaigns waged for and against ‘terrorism’ (ie forms of war) is that campaigners usually seek to persuade others in the country where their targets lie. That is they hope to spur politics not to over-ride it.
In the case of Sri Lanka or Northern Ireland terrorism has arisen over the geographic sovereignty of the country. In the case of 9/11 and the bombers in New York there was no attempt to engender the sympathy or support of the US population. If there was anything it was indirectly a bargaining strategy, or simply, a moment of symmetry in the asymmetrical struggle between the US and an opponent. A moment when Osama Bin Laden could act as if he could bomb the opposition into submission, however unlikely it was that such a long term strategy could succeed, hoping perhaps to inspire others [10]. 
So what useful sense can be made of this? I do not claim to be an expert on terrorism or foreign policy but in terms of support for activism in pursuit of a cause – irrespective of whether we see it as right or wrong - it seems to me there are three important sets of people here.
First there are the operational activist ‘terrorists’. These people are committed. Detection, policing, containment, the law, and force can be used against them by governments and in some cases, they ‘cross over’ to become seen by former opponents or victims as legitimate politicians, even world statesmen. There are examples from South Africa, Israel, Ireland and elsewhere. A strategy focused on them is however, simply a form of warfare in which the conventional faces the unconventional. The Van Riper case illustrates where that alone may lead.
Second, there are the committed supporters: the system without which the fighters cannot undertake violence, be they bombers, suicide bombers or whatever. As Bond points out, there is no single formula or distinctive apparatus to search for but there is always some form of organisation. Yet these people too are already aligned with both the means and the ends. So long as current circumstances prevail, their minds are made up. Dismantling their structures and harassing them may degrade their capability and reduce a threat but it just as likely to cause an ‘arms race’ in which the organisation reconfigures. Moreover, if such action is pursued in ways that are seen as unjust – infringing legitimate rights for example – that may also act as a recruiting agent. [11]
Third and most important, there are those who sympathise with the ‘struggle’ but who are not aligned to the means. Perhaps they see no other way. Perhaps they do not agree with everything the terrorists are doing but they share a common enemy, maybe feeling that they too are suffering a massive injustice from the same source. It is here that any ‘war on terror’ or ‘struggle against violent extremism’ has to work if it is to succeed. Begin to deal with the problems that these people perceive – so that they have other forms of agency for instance - and you begin to stem the problem at source.
This analysis may not be very original but is it acted upon? Tony Blair was right to say that it is important to provide hope for the future through a political process but what are his and the American governments doing to see that this happens? Are they applying the same knowledge of communications and politics to this that they would apply to their own populations? Or are they treating ‘others’ as shallow cardboard figures?
The global PR agency Burson-Marsteller is fond of its hallmark quip "perception is reality". The relevant issues are not those which Bush, Blair or even the BBC and CNN perceive but those perceived by people who – openly or secretly – sympathise to any extent with those resorting to terrorism. This is territory which our political leaders studiously avoid. That would be "negotiating with the terrorists" they say. No it wouldn’t – not if you avoid both the activists and their supporters.  I'm not advocating a strategy based on trying to negotiate with terrorist organisations but one of splitting away those who sympathise with but do not actively support them.  
As much as restricting public debate or looking into new ways to track cell phones, or installing biorecognition systems to track humans, or training pets to inform on their owners, those who want to ‘fight terror’ should be listening to those of their critics who in any way sympathise with the supporters and activists of terrorism. Then they need to find strategies to deal with the issues by political means. In policing terms it is the equivalent of having the support of the community – or more precisely, the gaining the political legitimacy which the police need to operate. Otherwise it is as if we are trying to prevent terrorism by creating a police state.
The ‘terrorism’ is international, global and is unconstrained by national boundaries. Carl von Clausewitz is often said to have stated that "business is war by other means" [12]. If America aspires to global dominance with over 700 military bases in more than 130 countries (that’s most of them) and wants its version of ‘free market’ capitalism to operate as if in a single global market and if it has to achieve that by force, that ‘police state’ would need to be global. This rather fails the level three campaign test. Against unconventional ‘terrorist’ warfare, America (and its allies) can never render themselves secure just by force of arms across the whole world. 
So here there is a major communications problem because dealing with the sympathising critics – peeling away the opposition until it no longer helps feed support for activist terrorism - can only be done by communications. 
Through framing the problem as one of good-versus-evil or total-legitimacy versus total-illegitimacy, Bush and Blair are positioned far away from where they can have any credibility in dealing with that silent majority of critics who have something in common with the terrorists – those who don’t yet share their means but who have some sympathy with the ends, or at least a common opponent.
Of course this is not an insuperable problem if you really want to resolve it. It doesn’t mean accepting the rhetoric or demands of terrorist organisations, any more than the brand manager of Uncle Ben’s Rice would consider reformulating his product or brand strategy by simply taking literally a comment from a customer who preferred a rival variety – or who forswore rice altogether.  And we are dealing with more complex things than selling rice but that is no reason to behave as if we are dealing with something even simpler. 
What makes the problem worse is that Bush, Blair et al need to open effective dialogues with a largely silent majority, not simply with those critics or opponents who are speaking out. This requires what is in effect a campaign, not spin or propaganda.
At the end of an illuminating article [13] about the life story of the suicide pilot Mohamed Atta ‘turned from idealist to terrorist’, English clergyman’s son Jonathan Raban wrote of the ‘American Taliban’ John Walker:
As well as prosecuting Walker for conspiring to kill Americans, the US authorities might also usefully install him in a university somewhere and turn him into a research project. Psychologists, theologians, political scientists and cultural historians could then sit at his feet and draw him out on the subject of why the call to jihad answers so resonantly the yearnings of clever, unhappy, well-heeled young men, from Mill Valley and Luton as well as from Cairo and Jidda. What he says might be more alarming than anything to be found in the caves of Tora Bora, and a lot more difficult to defeat. 
That was in 2002. 
‘Terrorism’ will not be confined to a struggle between any two religions or cultures or peoples so ‘the answer’ won’t be found simply by delving into the current conflict between ‘Al Qaeda and its opponents but this may be the unavoidable starting point. If politicians can create the situation where the majority of their greatest critics believe politics and campaigns can truly deal with the issues which anger them most, then they would be well on the way to eliminating ‘terrorism’, just as the European Union has so far helped avoid war in Europe. Their task is primarily one of communication and persuasion. 
Of course the strongest communication is ‘doing’ (see page 9, How To Win Campaigns). Nancy Snow has noted: ‘What the United States does in the world, in practice and policy, will continue to speak louder than any words’.
At any event, business as usual is probably not an option. Bush and Blair need to show more sign that they are thinking seriously about what may really work, rather than what would be expedient if it did work. 
Politicians are used to regarding campaigns as the side-shows of public life, not doing serious stuff like running wars or economies. Now though if Bush, Blair et al are to succeed, they need to run the Mother Of All Campaigns.  They, and in many ways all of us citizens, face an unconventional war in which the enemy is not interested in negotiation of the sort that armies and governments are designed to deal with.  In this respect they will need to use the less direct, less formal channels of communication, even outside their direct control, and to persuade those inclined to sympathise with the opposition - not Middle England or the viewers of Fox News.  As Napoleon said, ‘There are but two powers in the world, the sword and the mind. In the long run the sword is always beaten by the mind’.

'America stood out as an object for admiration, envy and blame.  This created a kind of cultural asymetry.  To us, Afghanistan seemed very far away.  To members of al Quaeda, America seemed very close.  In a sense, they were more globalized than we were'.

The 9/11 Commission Report, p 340
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Making The Invisible Visible - visit www.savethehighseas.org
 

A long running problem with 'marine' and especially 'over-fishing' campaigns is that the sea looks fine even while it's empty (of life). Most people, especially in developed countries, look at an unbroken calm blue sea with an empty sandy beach and think how lovely it looks.  They don't stop to ask where are the seals, whales, dolphins and shoals of fish which should be breaking the surface, or wonder why there's so little sea life stranded on the tideline.  We're used to seas that have been trawled into the submarine equivalent of a ploughed field and are mostly empty.
 

When campaigns depict 'the problem' they often show a bulging trawl net full of fish (too much fishing) or a similar net (or even the same one) to say 'sustainable fishing'.  These campaigns suffer a failure of visual language. A much better approach is to show the direct impacts of destructive industrial fishing systems but to do that you need to get underwater.  Campaigns which don't invest in the logistics needed to do this are unlikely to have the visual material needed to convince anyone, and the resources they then spend on lobbying etc are largely wasted.
 

One project which gets part of the way there - with before and after trawling photos - is the Deep Sea Conservation Coalition.  This has just launched a new web campaign to halt high seas bottom trawling, one of the world’s most destructive fishing practices.  Bottom trawling, the coalition points out, is wiping out cold water coral reefs which were already more than 2,000 years old at the time that the pyramids were built in ancient Egypt.  The coalition says "We think we have a real chance of getting the UN to do something about it, and we only have a few weeks left to get the Europeans on side (European countries are responsible for most of the fishing).  Hence this web action.  We're asking people to visit http://www.savethehighseas.org where you can send an e-card to the people who will make the decision. You can either design a deep sea creature yourself (which is fun, especially for kids) and/or send a ready made card."   Have a look.
[1] Nancy Snow, Propaganda, Inc. pub Seven stories Press, New York, 2002

[2] Robert Fox, ‘Gwot is history. Now for save’ New Statesman, 8 August 2005

[3] http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/2051372.stm
[4] ref [1] op cit

[5] Natural born killers 11 May 2002 New Scientist Colin Tudge 

[6] 15 May 2004 New Scientist

[7] Turning ordinary people into suicide bombers 23 July 2005 New Scientist Michael Bond 

[8] ref [5] op cit

[9] For example on 20 August 1998 US Navy warships in the Red Sea launched more than a dozen Tomahawk cruise missiles at the al-Shifa Pharmaceutical Factory in Khartoum, Sudan. US officials said the the facility was involved in production of a precursor for VX nerve agent. Subsequent reports indicated that the facility ‘was probably not involved in CW production’ but seemed to be making medicines. At this time the US had also launched 100s of cruise missile and similar (eg B1) attacks against Iraq, outraging many aspects of Arab and some other opinion. More widely it had withdrawn from various multilateral agreements and derided the UN. Personally this didn’t lead me to sympathise with terrorism but I could see how for many, with less opportunity to find ways to try and influence events, this and similar factors could.

[10] According to the 9/11 Commission Report he apparently cited the post-Afghanistan collapse of the Soviet Union as a model for what an attack on America could provoke.

[11] ref [10] op cit

[12] in fact he said "Rather than comparing [war] to art we could more accurately compare it to commerce, which is also a conflict of human interests and activities; and it is still closer to politics, which in turn may be considered as a kind of commerce on a larger scale." On War, Book I, Ch. 3]

[13] Rebels with a cause, Jonathan Raban Guardian Monday March 4, 2002

*****************************************************
The Campaign Strategy Newsletter - Copyright Chris Rose.
You are free to reproduce all or any part of this newsletter if you credit the source.
www.campaignstrategy.org is a non-profit website on campaign techniques and strategies, designed to help NGOs.
To subscribe or unsubscribe to this free newsletter visit www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletter_index.html.
To offer contributions or comments contact the author chris.rose@campaignstrategy.org
HOW TO WIN CAMPAIGNS pub April 7 2005 Earthscan by Chris Rose see www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/1853839620/ref=ed_ra_of_dp/202-6151204-2796606 or at a discount from www.earthscan.co.uk 
