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ithin days of the 
September 11, 2001, 
attacks on New York 
and Washington, US 
President George W. 

Bush said Osama bin Laden would 
be “brought to justice” and he re-
minded the world, “There’s an old 
poster out west that says ‘Wanted: 
Dead or Alive’.”

Bush’s reaction surprised anyone 
who had thought Westerns were 
part of the past but such posters, 
often advertising a reward, became 
part of the “war on terror”.

“This was a cultural American 
phenomenon coming out of the Old 
West, you’d have the poster with 
the bounty on it and the bounty 
hunter would go and bring back the 
bad guy,” Ibrahim Warde, professor 
of international business at Tufts 
University, Massachusetts, told The 
Arab Weekly.

But even with the United States 
posting bounties totalling $20 mil-
lion for four senior figures of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) on May 6th, 
Warde, who has long studied the 
financial aspects of the “war on ter-
ror” and whose book, The Price of 
Fear, was published in 2007, is far 
from convinced the ways of the 
Wild West have transferred suc-
cessfully.

“My take on it is that the bounties 
don’t work so well,” he said.

Secrecy, Warde concedes, does 
make this hard to judge. Investi-
gative journalist Seymour Hersh’s 
recent controversial account in the 
London Review of Books of bin 
Laden’s death, suggests the al-Qae-

da leader was found not through 
tracking couriers, as the White 
House claimed, but from a tip-off 
from a former senior Pakistani in-
telligence officer in return for much 
of the $25 million bounty on bin 
Laden’s head.

But that would not be the largest 
payment. The US government says 
it gave $30 million for information 
leading to Uday and Qusay Hussein, 
Saddam’s sons, who were killed in a 
gun battle with US forces shortly af-
ter the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

The US government’s Rewards 
for Justice programme has a web-
site with news of successes and 
pictures of the fugitives, includ-
ing ISIS leaders for whom bounties 
were posted in May.

Among the largest is the one for 
Abdel Rahman Mustafa al-Qaduli 
at $7 million, ahead of spokesman 
Abu Mohammed al-Adnani at $5 
million, but behind ISIS “caliph” 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi at $10 mil-
lion. None is priced as high, howev-
er, as the $25 million for Ayman al-
Zawahiri, leader of al-Qaeda since 
bin Laden’s death in 2011.

Warde pointed out that Rewards 
for Justice, which dates to 1984, 
originated, like much of the “war 
on terror”, in the “war on drugs”. 
Paying a bounty for drug traffickers 
was an obvious recourse, he told 
The Arab Weekly, because “where 
there were seizures of property, a 
bounty hunter or informer could 
get as much as 25%”.

And, as Warde argues in The Price 
of Fear, following the flow of cash 
proved an effective way of detect-
ing the flow of drugs in the oppo-
site direction.

Similarly, the American idea of 
offering percentage financial re-
wards to whistleblowers who ex-
pose wrongdoing is generating 

interest in Europe. But given the 
relatively low amounts of money 
involved in even high-profile at-
tacks by groups like al-Qaeda, an 
approach based on finance has 
proved less effective in the “war on 
terror”, even if it has helped gener-
ate publicity.

“The theatrics are all about try-
ing to create a sense of victory,” 
said Warde. “One of the unchal-
lenged aspects of the war on ter-
ror is that money is the oxygen of 
terror, whereas the most recent 
statistics I’ve seen, between 2001 
and now, suggest there has been a 
five-fold increase in terrorism. The 
argument that going after the mon-

ey would put an end to terrorism is 
not borne out.”

This is dark territory. “It’s murk-
ier than a single bounty hunter 
tipping off the Americans,” said 
Warde. “There are always a num-
ber of claimants for the money, 
even people who are remotely re-
lated to the case ask for some.” It is 
also dangerous territory. Nawaf al-
Zaidan, the cousin of Saddam who 
betrayed Uday and Qusay, fled Iraq 
with his family immediately after 
they were shot, knowing well that 
threats to kill him were not idle. 
ISIS has released many photos or 
videos of “spies” it has executed.

Whatever the likelihood of boun-

ties working, there are a growing 
number of voices calling on the 
Obama administration to examine 
the political and social roots of ISIS.

According to David Petraeus, the 
US military commander in Iraq in 
2007-08, this means recognising 
Sunni Arab discontent over the 
country’s direction under a Shia-
led order in Baghdad.

Looking back over the whole 
“war on terror”, Warde argues that 
neither bounties nor chasing “ter-
rorist finance” can ever substitute 
for politics. “With bin Laden, the 
whole political aspect of his sup-
port was ignored in favour of a 
money-based perspective,” he said.
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U
S counter-terrorism 
officials were taken 
by surprise by 
al-Qaeda’s swift 
resurgence after the 
killing of Osama bin 

Laden, a “decapitation” they 
expected to weaken the organisa-
tion and hasten its defeat. So says 
the CIA’s former deputy director, 
Michael Morell, in a just-pub-
lished book.

The unexpected turn of events 
outlined in The Great War of Our 
Time points to a long-standing but 
flawed assumption in Washington 
that an enemy force loses strength 
and cohesion when its leader is re-
moved. That assumption is popular 
both with US political leaders and 
the public but it has proved more 
often wrong than right.

In the case of bin Laden, US 
intelligence misjudged both his 
role in al-Qaeda and the resilience 
of his organisation, according to 
Morell.

Before the May 2011, US raid 
that killed him in Pakistan, US 
intelligence had seen bin Laden as 
al-Qaeda’s “chairman of the board” 
while the day-to-day running of 
the organisation was left to his 

deputy, writes Morell. He adds 
that documents captured in 
the raid showed that, in fact, 
bin Laden “had not only been 

managing the organisation… he 
had been micro-managing it” and 
was still involved in planning at-
tacks and with al-Qaeda’s growing 
offshoots around the world.

But the worst of the “analytic 
missteps” listed by Morell, who 
worked for the CIA for 33 years, 
was the intelligence community’s 
assessment of the “Arab spring’s” 
effect on extremist groups.

“We thought and told policymak-
ers that this outburst of popular 
revolt would damage al-Qaeda by 
undermining the group’s narra-
tive. Our analysts figured that 
the protests would send a signal 
throughout the region that political 
change was possible without al-
Qaeda leading the way and without 
the violence that al-Qaeda said was 
necessary,” he said.

Instead, in the turbulence of the 
“Arab spring” and its aftermath, 
jihadists flourished across the 
Middle East and North Africa and 
the Islamic State (ISIS), once an 
al-Qaeda splinter group, emerged 
as the most vicious and militarily 

most effective of the groups active 
in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Somalia and 
elsewhere. ISIS is led by Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, a man high on the 
American kill list who was reported 
incapacitated in an air strike last 
year but surfaced in mid-May with 
an audio message after months of 
silence.

There are no reliable figures on 
how many senior and mid-level 
leaders of extremist groups have 
been killed in raids or air strikes. A 
congressional hearing in March was 
told that half of the ISIS leadership 
based in Iraq had been eliminated.

Which prompts a question: Is 
killing terrorist leaders enough to 
destroy their organisations?

In most cases, the answer is no, 
according to studies by Jenna Jor-
dan, an international affairs profes-
sor at the Georgia Institute of Tech-
nology. Looking at a dataset of 298 
incidents in which terrorist leaders 
from 92 organisations were ar-
rested or killed in six decades from 
1945, she concluded that “decapita-
tion does not increase the likeli-

hood of organisational collapse”. In 
a follow-up study focused only on 
al-Qaeda and its affiliates, she came 
to the same conclusion.

In his book, Morell points to 
the heart of the problem, “Terror-
ists are very easy to remove from 
the battlefield but stopping the 
recruitment of new terrorists is a 
nearly impossible task.” Stemming 
the flood of new recruits would 
require an effective campaign to 
counter jihadist propaganda. But 
the United States has fared badly 
in the propaganda war, a fact US 
President Barack Obama acknowl-
edged at a February conference 
meant to find ways of dissuading 
disenchanted young Muslims from 
joining extremist groups.

Obama contrasted “often boring” 
material produced by US govern-
ment agencies with “the high-qual-
ity videos, the online magazines, 
the use of social media, terrorist 
Twitter accounts” designed to at-
tract and brainwash young Muslims 
in cyberspace. But despite Obama’s 
backing for innovative American 
countermeasures, the United States 
remains outgunned and outsmart-
ed on the propaganda front.

ISIS and other groups are esti-
mated to put out around 90,000 
tweets and social media postings 
a day, way more than the Center 
for Strategic Counterterrorism 
Communication, the small US State 
Department unit charged with 
influencing Muslims in cyberspace. 
Officials privately blame the dispar-
ity on a stingy budget and bureau-
cratic bickering over the tone of the 
messages
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