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FOREWORD
Providing decisionmakers with information that helps them to either 

avoid or successfully prosecute war is a core mission of intelligence profes-
sionals. In my 30-year intelligence career there were successes such as the 
Cold War, and failures such as 9/11 and Iraq WMD that led to the wars that 
followed. Formal examinations by experts followed both the successes and 
the failures in an attempt to develop appropriate responses to what could be 
learned from them. The responses were not uniform. After the Cold War the 
priority of some issues was lowered, and others were elevated. In the case of 
9/11, the overseers of the Intelligence Community (IC) judged that its struc-
ture and approach to sharing information must be changed to respond appro-
priately to a new threat environment. The performance of the IC regarding 
Iraq WMD led experts to conclude that improvements in both collection pos-
ture and analytic rigor were essential to improving the IC’s ability to counter 
the WMD threat writ large. In all the cases above, the examinations and the 
responses they engendered were appropriately focused on the internal work-
ings of the U.S. government. They sought to improve performance, and most 
importantly to avoid war in the future.

But can we learn more of equally strategic import when we ask experts to 
examine how non-U.S. government entities view U.S. actions and what they 
have learned from them? This book answers that question with an emphatic 
yes. Drs. Gentry and Nolte have assembled a team of recognized experts and 
asked them to examine what non-U.S. government entities — adversaries and 
allies alike — have learned from the U.S. prosecution of wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Over 11 thought-provoking chapters, this book takes the reader 
on an important journey through the lessons of the wars from very differ-
ent perspectives. Like the internal examinations cited above, the lessons and 
responses are not uniform. We do not have to agree with the lessons and 
responses, but it is essential that we understand them and how they might 
shape future U.S. relationships with nation-states, international organiza-
tions, and insurgents. The book reminds us that we all learn from experience 
and are confident that we have indeed learned because we develop what we 
believe are appropriate responses to our experiences. We learn that a pot on 
a stove can burn us (experience), so we use some kind of protection when we 
touch it (response). That same kind of learning from experience and response 
formulation has happened across the world in regard to the U.S. wars in 
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Afghanistan and Iraq. This book presents what has been learned to date and 
challenges us to deal with the resulting responses to those lessons in the inter-
ests of national security.

As an intelligence professional I often struggled with the need to stay cur-
rent on issues, while at the same time assessing and understanding their stra-
tegic importance. In providing a forum for the publication of this book, the 
National Intelligence Press has made a significant contribution to a strategic 
assessment of the lessons of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars even as they con-
tinue to be waged. In leading the creation of this manuscript, Drs. Gentry and 
Nolte have given all of us a gift — they have made us think and learn. I urge 
anyone charged with supporting the formulation of U.S. policy to read and 
internalize the lessons articulated here. I celebrate this groundbreaking work.

Maureen Baginski
Chair, National Intelligence University Board of Visitors
Former FBI Executive Assistant Director for Intelligence
Former NSA Director of Signals Intelligence
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After the Wars: International 
Lessons From the U.S. Wars in  

Iraq and Afghanistan

INTRODUCTION
John A. Gentry and William M. Nolte

The wars the United States fought in Iraq (2003 –11) and in Afghanistan 
since September 11, 2001, have generated much commentary and analysis. 
Studies of lessons have begun even as both wars really are not finished. Conflict 
has resumed in Iraq in different ways and continues in Afghanistan. Never-
theless, one major U.S. international experience did end in Iraq in 2011, and 
the largest part of the international effort in Afghanistan appears to be over. 
Hence, it is reasonable to begin the process of assessing lessons, recognizing 
that assessments will be tentative or conditional.

The U.S. military has formal “lessons-learned” processes, which focus 
mainly on assessing the experiences of U.S. military forces and, to a lesser 
extent, other U.S. government agencies and their processes. Department of 
Defense research assets already have examined aspects of the wars.1 American 
scholars also have assessed U.S. performance in the wars.2 Undoubtedly there 
will be many more such studies.

This book takes a different approach. It examines the perspectives of 
actors other than the U.S. government — states and nonstate actors — on the 
wars in which the United States participated, and assesses the extent to which 
these actors learned lessons that have implications for their long-term for-
eign, security, and other important policies, and for their major future actions. 
Eventually and perhaps indirectly, many of these lessons may affect U.S. pol-
icymaking and national interests. Some of these implications already are evi-
dent and seem significant, meaning it is important for U.S. decisionmakers 
and for scholars — preferably sooner than later — to understand, take account 
of, and in some cases prepare for manifestations of these lessons. Other ram-
ifications of these learning processes undoubtedly will not be apparent for 
some time to come.
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This book therefore has several target audiences. We hope that insights 
and understanding of the perceptions and lessons of others will help U.S. gov-
ernment decisionmakers to add variables to the already complicated mix of 
factors that enter senior-level strategic decisionmaking. The book should be 
useful for parts of the bureaucracy, including defense planners and foreign 
aid managers. These chapters discuss a wide variety of strategic-, operational-, 
and tactical-level issues that should help identify the important intelligence 
issues of future military operations. In early 2010, Major General Michael 
Flynn (USA), who then was in Afghanistan and who later as Lieutenant Gen-
eral Flynn was director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, penned (with two 
colleagues) a scathing critique of U.S. intelligence performance in Afghani-
stan. Flynn wrote:

Eight years into the war in Afghanistan, the U.S. intelligence commu-
nity is only marginally relevant to the overall strategy. Having focused 
the overwhelming majority of its collection efforts and analytic brain-
power on insurgent groups, the vast intelligence apparatus is unable to 
answer fundamental questions about the environment in which U.S. 
and allied forces operate and the people they seek to persuade.3

We hope this book will help avoid a recurrence of this kind of “irrelevance” 
by identifying strategically important issues for U.S. intelligence to examine 
before, and consistently during, conflicts and non-violent missions the U.S. 
government may consider or actually undertake. These same issues are also 
important for other governments to address, although perhaps in different 
ways and for different reasons.

We hope, too, that scholars and analysts of the wars will find the book ben-
eficial. The various perspectives of participants and interested observers enable 
a comparative perspective rare in histories and political analyses of wars.

The United States displayed much of its military material strength, used 
new technologies, employed new military doctrines, operated unilaterally and 
with a variety of allies and coalition partners, and fought the states of Iraq 
(2003) and Afghanistan (2001) and a variety of nonstate actors. U.S. strate-
gies in both countries changed repeatedly since 2001 and have been widely 
criticized for inconsistency even within the United States. The citizenry and 
political leaders of the United States also have demonstrated various types and 
degrees of support for, and opposition to, both wars, which have in different 
ways both influenced and reflected the foreign and domestic policies of the 
administrations of Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama.

With a withdrawal from Afghanistan of most U.S. and coalition troops cer-
tain, and a messy and long-term, if low-level, military commitment appearing 
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likely as of this writing in early 2016, the United States seems to be on the 
verge of ending its originally intended involvement in both wars with its ini-
tial goals only partially achieved. This result has led, and is likely to continue 
to lead, many countries and nonstate actors — U.S. friends, potential enemies, 
and neutral observers — to ask major, related questions: How could the world’s 
“superpower” have achieved so little at such great cost? Why and how did the 
United States fail to achieve its goals? Were there systematic problems of lead-
ership, military strategy and doctrine, political will, or other failures? What 
did the United States and its coalition partners do well? Given American strat-
egies, operating practices, and operational problems and successes, what have 
potential American enemies learned about how to fight militarily and engage 
politically the United States in the future? What have U.S. friends and more 
neutral third parties learned about dealing with Washington? How will major 
states react to the perceived lessons of other states and nonstate actors in other 
international and domestic situations?

The countries, nonstate actors, and functional subjects chosen for discus-
sion in this book are ones the editors expected to be important in coming 
years in various aspects of international relations. We expected that key actors 
had already asked themselves questions similar to those above and reached at 
least some tentative conclusions. We therefore gave chapter authors a broad 
mandate: provide your best assessment of how foreign actors see lessons of 
the wars in ways important to those actors, and analyze how those lessons will 
affect their future foreign and security policies and actions. We invited chapter 
contributors to think about, at least:

●● Lessons useful for designing strategies to attack the United States or 
U.S. interests.

●● Perceptions of the will (or lack thereof) of the United States and its coa-
lition partners to stick with their commitments in open-ended, costly 
wars. What vulnerabilities are created by a shortage of national will com-
bined with significant casualty aversion? Do important actors see these 
as vulnerabilities they intend to exploit? If so, how? For what expected 
strategic purposes?

●● The U.S. controversy over counterinsurgency doctrine and operations, 
and lessons for the conduct of irregular warfare.

●● The role of airpower.
●● The role of military land power.
●● Perceptions of America’s friends and allies about the United States in 

general.
●● Command and control and cyber issues.
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●● Information operations.
●● The strategic effectiveness of special operations forces in counterterror-

ist roles.
●● Political/technology issues, perhaps including the military and political 

ramifications of drone warfare.
●● Implications for international organizations, especially United Nations 

system agencies, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
●● Coalition operations — including their advantages, disadvantages, and 

operational challenges.
●● Implications for international intelligence sharing.
●● Implications for humanitarian interventions and their participants, 

including NGOs, international organizations, and “weak actors” — both 
states and nonstate actors.

All of these issues, and more, are addressed in various ways in the chapters 
that follow.

The authors of these chapters are all experts in their fields — scholars and 
practitioners with a wealth of knowledge and unique insights. For this reason, 
the editors encouraged creativity in answering the core questions: what have 
actors learned, and what are the implications of those lessons for the future? 
The result is an eclectic set of high-quality chapters that reflect the diver-
gent lessons important states and nonstate actors have learned, as well as the 
insights of the authors. All of the chapters were peer-reviewed by at least one 
specialist in the same area.

Contributors wrote their chapters independently. Their considerable free-
dom to identify important lessons for their identified group(s) means that the 
focus and style of the chapters differ somewhat. The unifying theme of the 
chapters is lessons, broadly defined, of the wars. And, of course, even a large 
book could not capture all of the lessons of all of the parties that participated 
or were interested in long and complicated wars. This book therefore is not a 
comprehensive examination of the wars. There are appreciable gaps in cover-
age in this volume, and there are modest differences in judgment among the 
contributing authors. We appreciate those differences and view them as use-
ful contributions to the early part of the process of understanding important 
and very complex events.

Eight country-focused chapters look at states that are major international 
players and that were either participants in one or both of the wars or were inter-
ested observers known to study keenly the lessons of other states’ wars. These 
include three chapters on states allied to the United States — a NATO-focused 
chapter that discusses the United Kingdom, France, Italy, and Germany, and 
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separate chapters on Germany and Japan. These countries’ lessons focus heav-
ily on alliance and domestic political factors. A chapter on Turkey covers con-
flicting pressures — recognition of the importance of membership in NATO 
but also many domestic political and regional concerns about the purpose and 
conduct of the Iraq war. Chapters on Russia and China cover lessons those 
important countries learned largely vicariously; these chapters make clear that 
Russian and Chinese analysts have studied the wars closely and that senior 
political and military leaders of both countries have acted on those lessons 
to alter policies, military and other government capacities, and operations in 
ways designed to help achieve both domestic and international objectives. The 
chapter on Pakistan largely addresses internal lessons and consequences of the 
war in Afghanistan. And, the chapter on Iran addresses lessons of a country 
with which the United States and its coalition partners fought low-level proxy 
wars in both Iraq and Afghanistan and which, by virtually all accounts, has 
become a stronger regional power as a result of the wars.

Two chapters address the lessons of nonstate actors of very different sorts. 
One, on nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), discusses how major inter-
national humanitarian NGOs operated in complex environments that were 
difficult for them in several important ways: the wars were dangerous and 
many of their people were killed; changing U.S. and coalition contracting rules 
and operational doctrine threatened the neutrality they value; and the nature 
of the counterinsurgency wars had significant ramifications for the ways they 
organize and fund themselves. States in recent years have delegated to these 
organizations growing responsibilities for a wide variety of security-related 
activities. NGOs, in turn, have agendas that often differ from those of their 
state sponsors, and they have not been completely happy with their roles in 
coalition operations in either war. Their altered perspectives promise to be 
important for military personnel, foreign aid agencies, and policymakers for 
years to come.

Another chapter addresses the very different lessons of three violent non-
state groups the United States fought in various ways during and after the 
conventional phases of both wars: al-Qaida in Iraq; the Taliban of Afghani-
stan; and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). The Taliban and ISIL 
learned important lessons that helped them overcome significant setbacks 
they, and especially al-Qaida in Iraq, experienced, and arguably to thrive. 
Indeed, as in virtually all counterinsurgent wars, learning by weak actors 
is essential for their survival. Some of the lessons ISIL, in particular, has 
learned are already clear—and are in part reflected in newspaper headlines 
and political/military strategies of many states around the world.
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A chapter discusses intelligence sharing. Although it is inherently difficult 
to do in an unclassified forum, this chapter discusses some implications of 
aspects of the wars on intelligence sharing by the United States with several 
major allies.

The final chapter summarizes recurrent themes and assembles issues 
the editors think especially worthy of additional consideration. The explicit 
objective of this collection was to see the American involvement in Iraq and 
Afghanistan from a range of international perspectives. Had we focused only 
on the views of American observers, we would have expected a range of ana-
lytical approaches and views. With this broader perspective, a wider range of 
relevant issues and judgments seems natural, and we have expanded the scope 
of analysis even further in the final chapter. Not all of the perspectives view 
U.S. conduct of the wars favorably — for a variety of reasons. We ask readers, 
even in disagreement with aspects of one chapter or another, to reflect on the 
significance of the wide range of views of major international actors presented 
here and the insights of knowledgeable analysts.
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CHAPTER 1 
Less Capable and Less Willing? 
European Involvement in  
Combat Operations After  
Iraq and Afghanistan
Peter Viggo Jakobsen

There is near consensus among decisionmakers and analysts on both sides 
of the Atlantic that the Afghanistan and Iraq wars have contributed to make 
the European NATO allies less capable and less willing to use force. U.S. Secre-
tary of Defense Robert Gates made headlines with his complaint that too many 
European members were unwilling and unable to conduct strike missions as 
part of the NATO air campaign against Libya in 2011.1 Many European and 
American analysts agreed with him, characterizing the European NATO con-
tributions to the Libya campaign as underwhelming.2 Similar assessments 
have been made of the European contributions to the subsequent combat 
operations in Mali and Iraq, and they are nicely summed up by Camille Grand, 
a leading French military expert, who judged in the wake of the Mali interven-
tion that “we are moving toward a Europe that is a combination of the unable 
and the unwilling.”3 Across the Atlantic a RAND report agreed, concluding in 
2013 that “three of the most capable forces in NATO — the British, French, and 
German armies — are making themselves less capable of shouldering security 
burdens by accepting budget cuts that make them smaller, less ready, and less 
able to sustain forces abroad.”4

This chapter takes issue with the prevailing argument that the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq have accelerated a process that will make the Western 
European NATO members increasingly less capable and less willing to engage 
in combat operations. This argument is problematic because it ignores that 
the lessons learned from Afghanistan and Iraq differ markedly across Europe, 
and that a nation’s willingness to spend on defense and use force is shaped by 
factors other than recent operational experience. Europe’s future ability and 
willingness to engage in combat will also depend on national threat assess-
ments, national views of the military instrument, and U.S. policy. Whether the 
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Western European NATO members will indeed become less capable and less 
willing to engage in combat will therefore be determined by the interaction of 
all these factors, and the operational experience in Afghanistan and Iraq will 
carry increasingly less weight as new operational experiences come into play. 
Europe’s future ability and willingness to fight are therefore much harder to 
predict than most analyses currently assume.

This chapter will demonstrate how these four explanatory factors shaped 
the willingness of Western Europe’s four largest military powers, France, Ger-
many, Italy, and the United Kingdom, to provide combat contributions to 
the interventions undertaken in Libya (2011), Mali (2013), and Iraq/Syria 
(2014–). These four countries were chosen because they are the only Western 
European ones left with a capability to act as lead nations in out-of-area oper-
ations. Since the other European NATO members take their cues from these 
countries (using their action or inaction as a guide for their own actions), the 
actions of the “big European four” constitute a good indicator of the overall 
European ability and willingness to fight.

The argument has three parts. Part one presents the four determinants 
shaping the European capability and willingness to fight: threat, national views 
of force, recent operational experience, and the need to maintain a good rela-
tionship with Washington owing to Europe’s growing security dependence on 
the United States. Part two analyzes how these four factors influenced the will-
ingness of Western Europe’s four largest military powers, France, Germany, 
Italy and the United Kingdom, to provide combat contributions to the inter-
ventions in Libya, Mali, and Iraq/Syria. The final part compares the three cases 
and discusses their implications for future transatlantic combat cooperation.

The Four Determinants of the European  
Combat Contributions

Perceptions of the military instrument play a fundamental role in shaping 
a nation’s willingness and ability to use force. If the use of force is perceived 
as essentially “bad,” as is the case in Germany, where the legacies of two world 
wars and the Holocaust have given the use for force for purposes other than 
national survival a bad name, the willingness to engage in combat is low. Con-
versely, if use of force is viewed positively in terms of both national identity 
and as an instrument of policy, as is the case in France and the United King-
dom, the willingness to engage in combat operations will be high.

The perceived utility and legitimacy of the military instrument is also 
influenced by recent operational experience. Recent failures tend to gener-
ate “never again” sentiments and reluctance to engage in new combat oper-
ations, whereas successes tend to create a greater preparedness to use force. 



After the Wars

9

As indicated above, the Afghanistan and Iraq wars have resulted in a greater 
reluctance to engage in combat operations with ground forces on both sides 
of the Atlantic. This fear of being embroiled in another quagmire ruled out 
any use of ground forces in Libya in 2011, and this reluctance has also shaped 
the “no boots on the ground approach” to the management of the civil wars 
in Iraq and Syria.

A third determinant is the perception of threat. Europe’s reduced willing-
ness and capability to fight are the logical result of a reduced sense of threat. 
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Europe has not faced any existential 
military threat, and this remains the case today despite Russia’s annexation 
of the Crimean Peninsula and subsequent destabilization of Eastern Ukraine. 
Although 70 percent of the Poles participating in a Pew poll (April–May 2015) 
regarded Russia as “a major military threat to neighboring countries,” the 
average percentage of respondents taking this view in France, Germany, Italy, 
Spain, and the United Kingdom was a mere 47 percent, and most European 
NATO allies are not sufficiently worried by events in the Ukraine to increase 
their defense spending.5 A 2015 Eurobarometer poll indicated that Euro-
peans worry primarily about terrorism, economic and financial crises, pov-
erty, organized crime, and corruption. War was only perceived as a threat by 
11 percent — the ninth most worrisome threat when threats to European secu-
rity were ranked.6 Moreover, the majority of the respondents did not regard 
their national armed forces as the most relevant provider of national security. 
The police (68 percent) and the juridical system (61 percent) were regarded as 
more important security providers than the armed forces (46 percent). Even if 
these perceptions are not shared fully by European decisionmakers, this obvi-
ously makes it harder for them to mobilize and sustain domestic support for 
combat operations.7

This reduced sense of threat does not stem solely from an absence of exis-
tential military threats. It is also caused by the belief that the United States will 
come to the rescue of its European allies if a military threat appears on the 
horizon. Thus, a majority of Europeans (67 percent) believes that the United 
States will use force to protect a NATO ally from Russian attack.8 This belief 
is hardly surprising, considering that the United States has come to the rescue 
of its European allies repeatedly since World War I, most recently in response 
to the Ukraine conflict erupting in 2014. Since the establishment of NATO 
after World War II, the Europeans have become increasingly dependent upon 
the United States for both national defense and power projection, and this has 
turned the alliance into a quid-pro-quo bargain in which the Europeans pro-
vide support for U.S.-led or desired operations away from home in exchange 
for U.S. protection against threats to their national security.
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Maintaining a good relationship with Washington has therefore become 
a principal determinant of the defense and security policies pursued by most 
European nations. None of the European nations contributing forces to 
Afghanistan or Iraq were driven primarily by a sense of threat. The primary 
driver was an interest in maintaining a good relationship with the United 
States and keeping it engaged in NATO. The motivations for keeping the 
United States engaged varied. Some NATO members, particularly the new 
ones to the east, wanted U.S. assistance in keeping the Russians in check; other 
members wanted support for managing conflicts and other threats to their 
security occurring on Europe’s doorstep or further afield; and then there were 
the “believers,” Denmark and the United Kingdom, who wanted to assist the 
United States in doing the “right” thing, and who regarded their “special” rela-
tionships with the United States as a force multiplier enabling them to punch 
above their weight on the international scene.9

This interest in keeping the United States “in” gives the European nations a 
strong incentive to accept or contribute to combat operations that they either 
oppose or perceive no direct interest in. This mechanism has been visible in all 
NATO operations involving major use of force, and these cases also demon-
strate how the United States played the “NATO survival is at risk” card to pres-
sure reluctant European allies to take part.10

European Combat in Libya, Mali, and Iraq/Syria
These case studies demonstrate that the legacies of Afghanistan and Iraq do 

not have the direct and negative impact on the European willingness to fight 
that many assume, and that the lessons from these wars vary greatly across the 
four nations studied.

The Overthrow of the Qadhafi Regime in Libya 2011
In early 2011 the wave of popular protests sweeping the Arab world trig-

gered an armed rebellion in Libya. To prevent the Qadhafi regime from mas-
sacring civilians in rebel-held areas, the UN Security Council authorized the 
imposition of a no-fly zone on March 17, which was swiftly imposed by a small 
coalition of the willing led by France, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. On March 31, NATO assumed command of the coalition’s efforts, 
which it led until the Qadhafi regime had been defeated and rebel forces had 
taken control of the country. When that happened, the United States reduced 
its involvement significantly, leaving most of the strike missions to its allies 
and refusing to insert special forces on the ground. NATO’s operation lasted 
223 days and involved some 260 military aircraft flying 26,500 sorties and 
dropping 7,600 precision-guided munitions, as well as 21 naval ships hailing 
3,100 vessels.11
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On the one hand, the operation highlighted Europe’s dependence on 
American capabilities and its reluctance to fight. The United States played a 
dominant role in suppressing Libya’s air defenses and providing intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR); targeting personnel; air-to-air refu-
eling; and the satellite communications used by the special forces on the 
ground.12 Only six European nations were willing to carry out strike missions 
(Belgium, Denmark, France, Norway, Italy, and the United Kingdom), and less 
than half of NATO’s members provided military contributions to the opera-
tion. Germany not only abstained from the vote authorizing the use of force 
in the UN Security Council, it, together with Turkey, also opposed NATO’s 
takeover of the mission.

On the other hand, the British and the French displayed a greater will-
ingness to use force than the United States. It was a joint British-French push 
for a no-fly zone in the UN Security Council, supported by the Arab League, 
that induced an internally divided Obama administration to support military 

Sources: Gregory Alegi, “The Italian Experience: Pivotal and Underestimated,” in 
Precision and Purpose: Airpower in the Libyan Civil War, ed. Karl P. Mueller (Santa 
Monica: RAND, 2015), 206, 220–31; Karine Blandel, “Harmattan en chiffres,” 
email to author, June 6, 2012; House of  Commons Defence Committee, Operations 
in Libya (House of  Commons Paper 950, February 8, 2012), 45–46; Deborah 
C. Kidwell, “The U.S. Experience: Operational,” in Precision and Purpose, ed. 
Mueller,121, 139; Tom Kington, “Italy Gives Bombing Stats for Libya Campaign,” 
DefenseNews, December 14, 2011; Tim Ripley, “UK, France Detail Sorties 
Mounted, Ordnance Expended,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, November 2, 2011, 5.

Table 1: Overview of French, Italian, UK, and U.S. 
Contributions to the Libya Intervention

 
Contributions

 
France

 
Italy

United 
Kingdom

United  
States

Manned 
Aircraft

   60    59    37   104

Sorties 5,600 2,113 3,220 7,225

Smart 
munitions 
dropped

1,200   710 1,420 1,026 — (as of  
Aug. 22, 2011)

Ships + 
submarines

   27    18    16    16

Personnel 4,200 3,500 + 4,800 
staff on 

Italian bases

3,200 8,500
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intervention only 48 hours before the vote authorizing the use of force.13 The 
United Kingdom and France also made major contributions to the air and 
naval operations and put special forces on the ground. Italy also became a 
major force contributor once it realized that France, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States were determined to overthrow the Qadhafi regime.

Our four explanatory factors demonstrate why France took the lead 
both diplomatically and militarily among the European contributors. France 
regards itself as a military power and takes great pride in its military ability to 
act unilaterally on the international scene. In addition to its 40 military inter-
ventions in former African colonies since 1960,14 France has been an active 
contributor to UN and NATO missions and regards its ability and willingness 
to use force as a precondition for maintaining its great power status and inter-
national influence, and as a way of legitimating its permanent seat on the UN 
Security Council.15

Against this background, the French preparedness to use force was not sur-
prising, and the legacies of Iraq and Afghanistan bolstered it. France stayed out 
of the Iraq war, opposing it vigorously, and it was not exhausted by Afghani-
stan, which it left in 2010. Instead, Afghanistan served as a wake-up call for the 
French army, inducing it to alter its training so that its soldiers once again were 
prepared for high-intensity warfighting  — a move that suited its warrior ethos. 
Unlike its British counterpart, the French military consequently returned 
from Afghanistan with its head held high.16

The decision to intervene appears to have been driven more by oppor-
tunity than threat, i.e., a political need to get on the right side of history by 
supporting the “Arab Spring” revolts sweeping the region with popular move-
ments pressing for greater personal and political freedoms, and an (errone-
ous) assumption that Qadhafi’s forces would be defeated easily and quickly. 
For French President Nicolas Sarkozy, it was more about showing leader-
ship and enhancing France’s international prestige than protecting France’s 
national security.17

The importance of the United States in the French calculus is demon-
strated by France’s reluctant acceptance of the NATO handover. Paris initially 
opposed this, fearing that it would impose too many restraints on the conduct 
of the mission and send the wrong signal to the Muslim world. But it had no 
choice other than to accept it when the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Italy, and other members made NATO command a prerequisite for their par-
ticipation in the operation.18 Paris was aware that France could not conduct 
the operation and achieve its objectives without allied participation. France 
effectively used the United States and NATO as force multipliers enabling it to 
act as a great power, and President Sarkozy was no doubt thrilled by President 
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Barack Obama’s decision to “lead from behind” as it magnified the role played 
by Paris. France thus came away from the operation with a more positive view 
of NATO and its utility in French grand strategy.

The United Kingdom also perceives itself as a great power and takes great 
pride in its military history. Its forces have been engaged in military opera-
tions away from home on a continuous basis since World War II, and it has 
consciously used its military instrument to retain its great power status on the 
international scene.19 It is therefore in keeping with its positive view of the 
military instrument that it teamed up with Paris to obtain a UN resolution to 
intervene and played a key role in the prosecution of the military campaign. 
Prime Minister David Cameron was reportedly determined to avoid another 
Srebrenica, and the humanitarian argument also played a key role in generat-
ing the huge majority of members of Parliament voting in favor of the inter-
vention (557 to 13) and the many commentators welcoming it.20

It is somewhat surprising, however, that it did not make the largest Euro-
pean combat contribution. Since World War II, the United Kingdom has 
made it a priority to make the largest contributions to the U.S.-led military 
operations. This was the case in Korea, Kuwait, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq.21 The reason it failed to do so in the Libya campaign can be in part 
explained by the American reluctance to intervene. But it was also a reflection 
of the perceived lack of threat to British interests and the negative fallout from 
Iraq and Afghanistan. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were highly unpopu-
lar, and the British public was perceived as unlikely to stomach another war.22 
Moreover, the defense staff and defense secretary failed to see the strategic 
wisdom of engaging in another open-ended military commitment at a time 
when the armed forces were struggling as a result of budget cuts and the com-
mitment in Afghanistan.23 The negative experiences from Iraq and Afghan-
istan were clearly visible as the British contribution was explicitly designed 
to be everything that Iraq and Afghanistan were not. In the words of Prime 
Minister Cameron, “We set limited goals and stuck to them. We worked with 
allies. We went through the United Nations. We had the support of the people. 
We didn’t presume to tell people what sort of government they should have.”24

The special relationship with the United States also played a key role. 
Despite the close partnership with France in the run-up to the UN vote, the 
United Kingdom still preferred to plan the military operation together with 
the United States without allowing the French to take part.25

Judging from the interaction among our four explanatory factors, the 
arguments in favor of non-intervention generated by the operational expe-
riences in Iraq and Afghanistan and the absence of a direct threat to British 
interests were overruled by the British view of itself as a great martial power, 
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its longstanding habit of fighting alongside the United States, a strong desire to 
prevent another Srebrenica, and a belief that the intervention would be doable 
at acceptable costs because it did not involve combat troops or a commitment 
to state building.

Italy’s perception of the military instrument is very different from that 
of the French and the British. Its disastrous World War II experience gener-
ated a deep and lasting mistrust of the military instrument in Italian society. 
The Italian Constitution adopted in 1947 renounces war as an instrument 
of aggression and as a means for the settlement of international disputes.26 
Italy’s involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan was highly unpopular, and the 
outcomes of these wars and the resulting 88 Italian fatalities, the greatest loss 
of lives experienced by the Italian armed forces since World War II, did noth-
ing to increase public support for the use of force. In a 2013 poll, 86 percent 
of Italians opposed the use of force to secure peace in the world, 83 percent 
believed that the use of force does nothing but exacerbate the problems, and 
60 percent opposed making contributions to international missions with Ital-
ian soldiers.27

This perception stands in sharp contrast to a broad political consensus 
that contributing to international missions enhances Italy’s international sta-
tus and influence, and that such missions help to maintain a good relationship 
with the United States. There is also broad consensus among Italian decision-
makers that the United States underpins the security of Europe, the Mediterra-
nean, and the Middle East.28 Italian decisionmakers have therefore used their 
armed forces actively as a foreign policy tool since the end of the Cold War 
to enhance Italy’s standing and influence in the EU, NATO, the UN, and in 
Washington. Italy has been a major contributor to EU, NATO, UN, and U.S.-
led missions and took the lead in launching and conducting military opera-
tions close to its borders (in Albania in 1997 and in Lebanon in 2006). The 
priority attributed to maintaining a strong relationship with the United States 
was demonstrated by the willingness of different Italian governments to defy 
public opinion and maintain Italian forces in Iraq and Afghanistan. The con-
servative government led by Silvio Berlusconi maintained some 3,000 troops 
in Iraq despite losing 19 Italians in a single attack early in the mission.29 In 
Afghanistan, Italian governments also defied public resistance to become the 
fourth largest troop contributor in 2009 with over 4,000 troops.30 Since Italy’s 
support for NATO’s Kosovo campaign almost brought the government down, 
Italian decisionmakers have portrayed all international missions, including 
the ones involving combat such as Afghanistan and Iraq, as peace missions, 
employed caveats to reduce the risk of casualties, and limited public informa-
tion about controversial contributions to a minimum in order to circumvent 
the strong public opposition to the use of force.31
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The UN authorization of the use of force against Libya presented a dilemma 
for Italy because an overthrow of the Qadhafi regime would threaten import-
ant economic interests as well as an agreement significantly reducing the 
inflow of illegal immigrants from Libya.32 The intervention only enjoyed sup-
port from 29 percent of the public, and Prime Minister Berlusconi displayed 
little desire to abandon the Libyan leader Muammar Qadhafi, with whom he 
had built a personal relationship.33 The lack of determined American leader-
ship made it difficult for Italy to assess whether the Libyan regime would fall 
and how far the military operation would go. Italy consequently sat on the 
fence diplomatically until the UN resolution had been passed and France, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States signaled their determination to over-
throw the regime. Italy then jumped on the bandwagon to become a major 
force contributor, as Table 1 demonstrates.

Italy’s considerable involvement in strike missions is remarkable consid-
ering the strong public aversion to the use of force, and the fact that Italy in 
previous air campaigns, with the exception of the Kosovo air campaign, had 
refrained from conducting such operations. Before the Libya air campaign, 
Italian fighter bombers operating in Afghanistan were not allowed to carry 
out strike missions. This caveat was only lifted after the conclusion of the Libya 
intervention.34 Press reports portraying Italy as a half-hearted ally unwilling to 
conduct strike missions may have contributed to the political decision to grad-
ually deepen the Italian involvement in strike missions. However, the desire to 
establish a good relationship with the new Libyan regime in order to protect 
Italy’s significant economic interests and to influence the conduct of the air 
campaign probably carried greater weight.35 Italy was thus relatively quick to 
recognize the rebels as the legitimate representatives of Libya (April 4) and to 
put advisors on the ground to support them. Italy’s interest in influencing the 
conduct of the mission and avoiding being sidelined by France and the United 
Kingdom was clear in its strong insistence that the operation be given NATO 
command when the United States decided to scale down its involvement.36 To 
limit public opposition to the war, the Italian government told the public very 
little about the contributions made by Italian forces, and information about 
the munitions dropped was only released after the end of the mission.37

Germans view the military instrument in much the same way as Italians, 
but Germany’s even more disastrous World War II experience has helped to 
create an even stronger political and public aversion to the use of force for 
purposes other than territorial self-defense.38 In the course of the 1990s inter-
national, and especially American, pressure combined with the positive oper-
ational experience generated by Germany’s participation in NATO’s Bosnia 
missions led to a greater involvement in international peace operations. This 
evolution culminated in the 1999 Kosovo campaign, when German Minister 
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of Foreign Affairs Joschka Fischer justified the German air force’s first-ever 
strike missions with his “nie wieder Auschwitz” (Auschwitz never again) argu-
ment.39 This controversial decision was first and foremost shaped by the 
German desire to do the “right humanitarian thing” and its interest in main-
taining a good relationship with Washington and keeping NATO alive.40

Afghanistan and Iraq reversed this trend. Most Germans now believe 
that the German government made the right call opposing the 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq and perceive NATO’s Afghanistan operation as a costly failure.41 
Not only were peace and stability not achieved, but 54 German soldiers were 
killed and German soldiers were responsible for the killing of Afghan civil-
ians (up to 154 in a single German-ordered airstrike in 2009). German deci-
sionmakers found themselves caught in the crossfire between an increasingly 
hostile public (by 2010, 70 percent wanted German troops withdrawn) and 
ungrateful allies that kept criticizing Berlin for its unwillingness to engage in 
combat even though Germany was the third-largest troop contributor and 
third-largest aid donor for civilian reconstruction.42

Berlin’s approach to the conflict in Libya was shaped by this reading of 
Afghanistan and Iraq, which amplified its aversion to the use of force, the 
American reluctance to become involved, and the absence of a direct threat to 
German interests. The German government was determined not to get mili-
tarily involved and believed that the United States shared this view. Washing-
ton’s last-minute change of heart took Berlin by surprise, and it meant that the 
German debate in Parliament was based on the erroneous assumption that 
the United States would oppose the imposition of a no-fly zone. When Berlin 
learned of this development, it had little time to consult Parliament, and this 
difficulty appears to have reinforced the misgivings that the principal deci-
sionmakers (Chancellor Angela Merkel, Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle, 
and Minister of Defense Thomas de Maizière) shared about the use of force in 
general, about intervening in Libya in particular, and about how it would be 
received by the electorate (88 percent of the German public opposed German 
involvement in an intervention in Libya on March 16).43 If the United States 
had immediately informed the German government about its change of heart 
concerning the UN resolution and put pressure on it to vote in favor and subse-
quently make a symbolic non-combat contribution, the German government 
might have acquiesced, as such a policy would have been in keeping with past 
practice. Judging from the domestic controversy that the decision to abstain 
created in Germany, the government would probably have been able to obtain 
a mandate from Parliament for such a policy. The importance attributed to the 
views of allies and not least the United States is clear from Chancellor Merkel’s 
personal assurance to British Prime Minister Cameron that Germany would 
not allow the resolution to fail,44 and the supportive steps taken in the wake 
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of the abstention. Germany played a pro-American role in the various inter-
national forums managing Libya conflict, sent AWACS crews to Afghanistan 
to free up personnel for the Libya operation, and allowed 103 German officers 
in NATO billets to support the Libya mission.45 In order to deflect American 
pressure for military contributions, Berlin also pledged to deploy peacekeep-
ers in Libya if it proved necessary after the fighting was over.46

The German non-participation in the intervention was over determined. 
All four explanatory factors pushed German decisionmakers toward this course 
of action. Early and consistent American pressure might have persuaded the 
German government to vote in favor of the UN resolution and provide 
non-combat support. The American change of heart late in the game caught 
German decisionmakers on the wrong foot and made it next to impossible for 
them politically to alter course. At the same time, the strong domestic and 
international criticism triggered by the German policy subsequently convinced 
many German decisionmakers and opinion leaders that the decisions to abstain 
and stay out of the mission were mistaken. The Libya war ignited a domestic 
debate on how and whether Germany should play a greater role in interna-
tional crisis management.47 Although the Libya war did not lessen Germany’s 
aversion to the use of force, it did convince many decisionmakers that the 
political costs of completely opting out of allied interventions were too high.48

France’s Intervention in Mali
In January 2013, France intervened unilaterally in Mali to halt an offen-

sive initiated by jihadists in the northern part of the country against the gov-
ernment-controlled south. Within a matter of days, a combination of French 
airpower and special forces had succeeded in halting the jihadist offensive. 
By April, the jihadists had been pushed out of northern Mali, their military 
capacities were significantly degraded, and the surviving hardcore elements 
dispersed into ungoverned areas of neighboring countries. The combat oper-
ation was primarily conducted by 4,000 French and 2,000 Chadian troops. 
Six French and 38 Chadian soldiers lost their lives in the operation.49 These 
forces were supported by a 4,300-strong African force led by Nigeria, the 
Malian army, and a number of Western countries providing airlift, refuel-
ing, and ISR.50 The United States once again played a critical role, providing 
75 percent of the military airlift, transporting 75 percent the personnel and 
materials moved during the first three weeks of the operation, 30 percent of 
the aerial refueling, and a considerable but unspecified portion of the ISR.51

The decision was eased by France’s positive view of the military instru-
ment and the recent success in Libya, which was perceived and portrayed as a 
great triumph by the French government. As pointed out by French analysts, 
Libya strengthened French decisionmakers’ belief in the utility of force,52 



18

and in this particular instance, the French military regarded the jihadist 
march on the capital as an opportunity to “break the back” of their orga-
nizations.53 The decision to intervene was supported by 75 percent of the 
French public,54 and there was broad agreement among French analysts that 
the decision would strengthen President François Hollande’s domestic popu-
larity provided that the intervention did not turn into a quagmire.55

The French decision to intervene was first and foremost threat-driven. 
President Hollande and his advisors were concerned that the jihadist offen-
sive in a worst case scenario could lead to the collapse of the Malian state and 

Table 2: Overview of French, German, Italian, UK, and U.S. 
Contributions to the Mali Intervention (January – April 2013)

 
France

 
Germany

 
Italy

United 
Kingdom

United  
States

14 aircraft,  
20 helicopters, 
15 ISR assets, 
5 C-135FRs 
(air refueling), 
24 transport 
planes,  
1 command 
and 
amphibious 
assault ship

3 Transall 
transport 
planes,  
1 A310 MRTT 
(air refueling)

2 C-130 
transport 
planes,  
1 KC-767A  
(air refueling)

2 C-17, R-1 
Sentinel,  
1 Roll-on- 
Roll-off Ferry

3 C-17 and 
2 C-130 
transport 
planes,  
3 KC-135  
(air refueling) 
tankers,  
U-28 light ISR 
aircraft, Navy 
EP-3 Signal 
Intelligence 
aircraft,  
1 E-8C Joint 
Stars plane,  
1 Global Hawk, 
2 Predators

6000 troops Up to  
330 troops 
providing 
non-combat 
support

Up to  
24 trainers

Up to  
240 trainers

100 trainers

Sources: Auswäertiges Amt, “Large Majority in the Bundestag Approves 
Bundeswehr Deployment in Mali,” February 28, 2013, http://www.auswaertiges-
amt.de/EN/Aussenpolitik/Laender/Aktuelle_Artikel/Mali/130228-Mali-
Bundestag-Mandate.html; Gros, Libya and Mali Operations, 9–11; Claire Mills, 
Arabella Lang and Jon Lunn, “The crisis in Mali: current military action and 
upholding humanitarian law,” House of Commons Library Briefing, SN06531, 
March 11, 2013, 9.
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a subsequent destabilization of the entire Sahel region. This would not only 
threaten the 5,000 French nationals living in Mali but also France’s supply of 
uranium from neighboring Niger.56 This threat perception was reinforced by 
the interim government of Mali, members of the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS), and President of Niger Mahamadou Issou-
fou, who all called on Paris to intervene militarily.57

The United States did not encourage France to intervene. France was dis-
appointed that the United States did not consider the jihadists a direct threat 
to American and Western interests, and Paris had to criticize Washington 
publicly to persuade it to become engaged.58 Though U.S. support had been 
necessary for the launch and conduct of the Libya air campaign, Paris could 
have carried out the Mali operation without it. It would, however, have made 
the operation slower and far riskier since it would have been impossible for 
the French forces to maintain the high operational tempo and the element of 
surprise that played a major role in their quick defeat and rollback of the jihadi 
forces.59 It would also have strained the relationship between Washington and 
Paris. Instead, the Mali operation had the opposite effect, paving the way for 
closer diplomatic and military cooperation between the two countries.60

The British decision to quickly support the French intervention was in 
keeping with its positive view of military force and its great power status. 
But the decision not to provide combat contributions or put troops on the 
ground also reflected the public and military combat fatigue created by Iraq 
and Afghanistan, the lack of a direct threat to British interests and national 
security, the absence of American leadership, and the strain on the British 
forces generated by their 7,000-strong commitment in Afghanistan. Prime 
Minister Cameron’s strong rhetorical support was in keeping with Britain’s 
martial great power tradition. He welcomed the French intervention to stop 
Mali being overtaken by an al-Qaida–backed group of rebels and was the 
first to provide air- and sea-lift and ISR support. But he was equally quick 
to stress that British forces would not be given a combat role. “No combat,” 
“no mission creep,” and “no quagmire” became standard phrases the British 
government used in the course of the intervention in its efforts to reassure 
anxious members of Parliament that Mali would not turn into a new Iraq 
or Afghanistan.61 But the British failure to offer combat contributions also 
reflected the limited involvement of the United States, and the fact that Brit-
ish decisionmakers do not attach the same importance to their bilateral rela-
tionship with France as is given to its “special relationship” with the United 
States. Cameron undoubtedly would have offered combat contributions if the 
intervention had been led by the United States. He was certainly quick to do 
so when the United States was contemplating airstrikes to punish the Syrian 
regime for its use of chemical weapons in August 2013.
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The American and British noninvolvement in the combat operations all 
but guaranteed that Italy and Germany would stay out as well. Like the United 
Kingdom, Italy was quick to offer airlift, refueling, and trainers for the Malian 
army, legitimizing its involvement with the need to prevent the establishment 
of a terrorist state posing a direct threat to Italy and the Mediterranean and 
to show solidarity with France. Although the jihadists were characterized as 
a threat to national security to legitimate the Italian involvement, the actions 
taken by Rome did not signal any urgency or acute concern belying its char-
acterization of the conflict as a direct threat to national security. Thus, the Ital-
ian government was also at pains to emphasize that Italian forces would not 
be employed in a combat mode and stressed the point repeatedly in order to 
obtain parliamentary support for the deployment.62 The message to the Italian 
public was clear: the operation would not be a new Afghanistan or a new Iraq.

The story was the same in Germany. The government justified the mis-
sion as self-defense in order to prevent the establishment of a terrorist state in 
Mali, which would be a threat to Western (but not German) security.63 Berlin 
did not feel directly threatened, and its emphasis was not on warfighting but 
on helping the Africans themselves to re-establish security, start a political 
process, and hold elections. The operation would not be a new Afghanistan: 
German soldiers would not engage in combat but would train Malian and 
African troops, provide paramedics, airlift, and air-to-air refueling. The mis-
sion was supported by a vast majority in the Bundestag, whereas the pub-
lic was more skeptical: 45 percent of the German population supported the 
mission, with 36 percent against. Only 6 percent supported making combat 
contributions.64

The U.S.-led Intervention Against ISIL
In August 2014, the United States launched airstrikes in Iraq against ISIL 

and started forming a broad international coalition aimed at “degrading and 
defeating” the organization in Iraq and Syria. Some 60 nations and organi-
zations make up the coalition, but only 12 countries have been willing to 
conduct strike missions as part of the U.S.-led air campaign, and until Sep-
tember 2015 none of the European countries involved were willing to strike 
targets in Syria, limiting their strike missions to Iraq. Then France, and subse-
quently the United Kingdom, decided to expand their strike missions to Syria 
as well.65 The military campaign has been dominated by the United States, 
which has made the largest contributions and determined the strategy by its 
refusal to deploy ground troops and its insistence that ISIL can be degraded 
and defeated by the combination of coalition airpower and the training of 
local security forces.
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France was the first country to join the United States in conducting air-
strikes against ISIL in Iraq. The decision was first and foremost legitimated 
by the “mortal” and “direct” threat that ISIL posed to Europe and French 
national security. But French decisionmakers also stressed France’s respon-
sibility as a “great power” with a permanent seat on the UN Security Council 
and a longstanding presence in the Middle East.66 The decision was eased by 
France’s positive view of force buoyed by its recent operational successes in 
Libya and Mali as well as the intervention in the Central African Republic in 
December 2013 to stop massacres in the capital.67 The French decision to go 

Sources: Chris Cole, “UK Increases Drone Missions in Syria,” August 12, 2015, 
http://dronewars.net/2015/08/12/uk-increases-drone-missions-in-syria/; 
Rebecca Frette, “Chammal,” email from the French Embassy in Copenhagen 
to author, September 18, 2015; Laura Hawkins, “GR4: Tornado By Numbers,” 
August 4, 2015, http://forces.tv/36366546; Claire Mills and Ben Smith, “ISIS/
Daesh: the military response in Iraq and Syria,” House of Commons Library Briefing 
Paper No. 06995, September 8, 2015, 9, 21, 26–27; David Cenciotti, “This Is 
How Italian Tornado Jets and Predator Drones Will Contribute to the War on ISIS,” 
The Aviationist, November 17, 2014.
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Italian, UK, and U.S. Military Contributions to  

Operation INHERENT RESOLVE (August 2014  –)

 
France

 
Germany

 
Italy

United 
Kingdom

United 
States

Aircraft 17  
(Sep 2015)

0 7 29 23 different 
types of 
aircraft in 
unspecified 
quantities

Strike 
missions

215  
(Sep 18, 
2015)

0 0 251  
(Sep 8, 
2015)

5,239  
(Sep 8, 
2015)

Munitions 
dropped

Classified, 
but 334 
targets 
have been 
struck

0 0 375  
(Aug 4, 
2015)

5,600  
(Sep 8, 
2015)

Troops  
(max 
strength)

800 100 500 900 4,850 
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to war and the accompanying domestic debate reflected strong determination 
and self-confidence, and it enjoyed strong popular and political support.68

Unlike the other European countries joining the air campaign, France did 
not use international law as an excuse for restricting its airstrikes to Iraq. On 
the contrary, French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius kept France’s options 
open by arguing that a legal case could be made for bombing in Syria as well. 
Instead, the restriction was justified on the grounds that France “could not be 
everywhere.” 69 Yet it seems more likely that the restriction was determined by 
the lack of reliable partners on the ground in Syria, Russian and Iranian oppo-
sition, and the “Iraq first” strategy adopted by the United States.70

France also joined the campaign to cement the closer relationship that it 
had established with Washington during the campaigns in Libya and Mali, 
and as a result of the French willingness to support the airstrikes that Presi-
dent Obama had threatened to punish the Syrian regime for its use of chemical 
weapons in August 2013. France was the only country to offer direct military 
support for such strikes. In keeping with its recent operational experience, 
France agreed with the “light footprint” approach adopted by the United 
States, thereby ruling out the deployment of combat forces.

The United Kingdom was a far more reluctant participant in this opera-
tion than France. The reason for this was not just to be found in the unhappy 
Iraq and Afghanistan experiences. It was primarily a result of the humiliat-
ing and historic defeat that the Prime Minister Cameron had suffered in the 
House of Commons in August 2013 when he asked for support to join the 
United States in carrying out airstrikes against the Syrian regime for its use of 
chemical weapons. Although not constitutionally obliged to ask permission 
from the House of Commons, Cameron had done so to avoid accusations of 
pushing another “Iraq” in the face of strong international opposition. Fol-
lowing his unprecedented defeat, the first ever in British history, Cameron 
made clear that the United Kingdom would not use force.71 To avoid another 
defeat when the United States asked for contributions to the campaign 
against ISIL, Cameron therefore decided to “lead from behind” in order to 
be sure that Parliament and the public were behind him when he took the 
country to war.

That the United Kingdom would do so was a foregone conclusion, how-
ever. To have stayed out of a major U.S. air campaign that other allies, includ-
ing Australia and France, had already joined would have been unthinkable for 
the British, who have been the United States’ most reliable and closest com-
rades in arms since World War II. Given the brutality displayed by ISIL, its 
beheading of a British citizen, and the direct threat it was perceived to pose to 
the stability of the Middle East and British security, it was an easy sell. A large 



After the Wars

23

majority in Parliament (524 to 43) and 60 percent of the public supported the 
decision to go to war.72

That the United Kingdom did not take part from day one was unusual, 
however, and so was the relatively modest size of the British contribution. In 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and most other U.S.-led post-World War II campaigns, the 
British contributions had dwarfed all others.73 Not so this time as the British 
were content to simply match the French contribution.74 As had been the 
case in the run-up to the Libya intervention, the British debate was strongly 
influenced by its experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq. The British Army chief 
warned the government not to make the same mistakes again, and the Royal 
Air Force warned of possible overstretch.75 To avoid the problems of legiti-
macy and legality generated by the Iraq war, British aircraft were only allowed 
to bomb in Iraq and Prime Minister Cameron promised to let Parliament vote 
on a possible future extension of the mission to Syria. Finally, the use of Brit-
ish combat troops was ruled out with reference to the lessons learned in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.76

The size of the British contribution and the restriction of the air campaign 
to Iraq gave rise to criticism from military analysts and officers, and the Brit-
ish government has struggled to convince the critics that it was meeting its 
responsibilities as a great power and a reliable U.S. ally. In February 2015, 
the Commons Defence Select Committee described the British contribution 
as “strikingly modest” and demanded that the government do more.77 This 
view was shared by 56 percent of the British public who wanted the govern-
ment to step up its airstrikes.78 In early July, the British government used a 
terrorist attack linked to ISIL killing 30 Britons to make the case for extend-
ing airstrikes to Syria provided that the government could muster the nec-
essary support in Parliament.79 Sixty-seven percent of the British public 
supported this proposal,80 and the government obtained parliamentary sup-
port requested in a vote on December 2, 2015.81 The French extension of its 
airstrikes to Syria strengthened the government’s case, as most British deci-
sionmakers continue to regard it as unacceptable to be second to the French 
in a U.S.-led campaign.82

Although Italy was quick to join the U.S.-led coalition against ISIL, Rome 
did not provide aircraft for the air campaign until November 2014 and lim-
ited its contribution to surveillance and refueling. In addition, Rome also 
sent trainers and military equipment to Iraq and has played an active role 
in the coalition efforts to cut off ISIL’s access to financing and funding.83 
This contribution is in keeping with the expectation generated by our ana-
lytical framework; Rome balanced Italy’s security interest in maintaining a 
good relationship with the United States with the domestic need to respect 
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the public’s strong aversion to the use of force. The decision to refrain from 
carrying out airstrikes reflected that the civil war and the growing influence 
of ISIL in Libya were perceived as a greater and more direct threat to Italian 
security than the ISIL presence in Iraq and Syria. Italy has borne the brunt of 
the problems generated by the massive outflow of migrants from Libya with 
little support from the European Union. It spent $130 million on Operation 
MARE NOSTRUM (September 2013 – October 2014), saving over 100,000 
migrants, and has offered to commit 5,000 peacekeepers to Libya if the UN 
succeeds in brokering a peace agreement.84 The leading role played by Italy 
in the efforts to manage the Libyan conflict has enabled it to withstand U.S. 
pressures for doing more in Iraq and Syria.

Germany’s categorical refusal to make any contribution to the air campaign 
against ISIL underlined its aversion to the use of force, its lessons learned from 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya (where the use of force in the German perspec-
tive did more harm than good), and the absence of a direct threat to German 
national security.85 At the time when the air campaign was launched, the 
German government was more focused on the armed conflict initiated by the 
Russian annexation of Crimea and its destabilization of Eastern Ukraine. This 
conflict posed a far more direct threat to Germany, necessitating a fundamen-
tal reorientation of its policy toward Russia and the imposition of economic 
sanctions, which imposed considerable costs on the German economy.86

Its decision to train and arm the Kurdish forces in Iraq reflected its interest 
in maintaining a good relationship with Washington and the lesson learned 
from the Libya campaign that complete noninvolvement could be too costly. 
The German policy is therefore both logical and predictable. Three of our four 
explanatory factors suggested non-participation in combat, whereas the Libya 
experience and the need to show solidarity with the United States ensured that 
non-combat contributions would be made.

The most striking thing about this case is the persisting gap between 
American and German perceptions and expectations. Although American 
decisionmakers expected far more than arms supplies, humanitarian assis-
tance, and 100 personnel, the German government believed that it had gone 
out of its way to show solidarity with the United States and support the fight 
against ISIL.87 Its decisions to arm and train Kurdish forces in northern Iraq 
were controversial domestically and regarded as an important break with past 
practice. Sixty percent of the German public opposed the decision to send 
$80 million worth of arms to the Kurds, and the deployment of trainers was 
viewed as unconstitutional by some legal experts and politicians, because it 
lacked an international mandate.88
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It was the first time that Germany supplied arms to a war zone and the first 
military deployment without an international mandate since World War II. To 
obtain parliamentary support, the training mission was designed as strictly 
non-combat. As German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier pointed 
out in his speech to Parliament, the mission was very different from the one 
in Afghanistan. The focus was on non-combat skills and the trainers would 
not go out on missions with the troops they were training. To further enhance 
the legitimacy of the mission, Steinmeier also characterized the Kurdish Pesh-
merga as a “defensive army.”89 The strategy worked as the German Parliament 
approved the mission with a large majority (457 to 79).

Implications for Future Transatlantic  
Combat Cooperation

The Afghanistan and Iraq wars do not have the direct and negative impact 
on the European NATO members’ capacity and willingness to fight that 
conventional wisdom assumes. The comparative analysis undertaken here 
demonstrates that the European willingness to engage in combat is deter-
mined by the interaction of four factors and that their relative importance and 

Table 4: Comparing the Four European Countries Across Cases

Libya Mali Iraq/Syria

France Combat Combat Combat

+ Force + Op. exp. + Force + Op. exp. + Force + Op. exp.

– Threat – U.S. + Threat – U.S. + Threat + U.S.

Germany Non-participation Non-combat Non-combat

– Force – Op. exp. – Force – Op. exp. – Force – Op. exp.

– Threat – U.S. – Threat – U.S. – Threat + U.S.

Italy Combat Non-combat Non-combat

– Force – Op. exp. + Force – Op. exp. – Force – Op. exp.

+ Threat + U.S. – Threat – U.S. – Threat + U.S.

United 
Kingdom

Combat Non-combat Combat

+ Force – Op. exp. + Force – Op. exp. + Force – Op. exp.

– Threat + U.S. – Threat – U.S. + Threat + U.S.

+ = presence of an explanatory factor;  – = absence of an explanatory factor
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interaction varies markedly from nation to nation. These four factors — recent 
operational experience, sense of threat, view of the military instrument, and 
security dependence on the United States — not only account for the national 
variations between Italy, Germany, France, and the United Kingdom. They 
also account for the different behaviors displayed by the four countries in the 
three interventions examined.

The case studies demonstrate clearly that Germany is no warrior nation. 
Its deep public and political aversion to the use of force has been reinforced by 
the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya. A direct threat to German security as 
well as human suffering on a massive scale (as in Kosovo in 1999) and strong 
American pressure will therefore be required to persuade German govern-
ments to make combat contributions. These conditions were not met in any of 
our cases. The mistaken belief that the United States would oppose use of force 
played a key role in the German decision not to participate at all. The high 
political costs of this decision all but guarantee German non-combat contri-
butions to future transatlantic combat operations.

A deep public aversion to the use of force makes Italy a reluctant war-
rior. This reluctance was reinforced by the experience in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
which is why it will take a direct threat to national security and U.S. pressure 
to induce Italian decisionmakers to use force. These conditions were only met 
in Libya, where the Italian government used force in order to protect its eco-
nomic interests in Libya and to limit the future flow of immigrants.

The United Kingdom is a warrior nation that can be expected to make 
combat contributions to all U.S.-led operations. Its warrior identity and its 
“special relationship” with the United States make British governments favor-
ably disposed to respond positively to American requests for military contri-
butions. Though the negative Iraq and Afghanistan experiences have made it 
harder for British governments to mobilize parliamentary and public support 
for combat operations, the domestic criticism that the British government has 
faced for doing too little in the campaign against ISIL suggests that the skep-
ticism created by Iraq and Afghanistan is likely to be temporary provided that 
the ISIL operation does not turn bad and serve to reinforce it.

France is Europe’s most willing warrior. Its positive view of force has been 
reinforced by the positive experiences from Libya and Mali, and it put pressure 
on the United States to involve itself in both of these cases. As a result, France 
does not have to feel directly threatened in order to use force. The decision 
to use force against Libya was motivated more by opportunity than threat —
underlining the French perception of force as an effective policy instrument.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the future of transatlantic com-
bat cooperation is brighter than the conventional wisdom focusing on Iraq 
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and Afghanistan assumes. Although Iraq and Afghanistan have reinforced 
Germany’s traditional reluctance to use force, this analysis does not rule out 
German combat participation in future operations provided that the United 
States takes the lead and German decisionmakers perceive a threat to national 
security. This would no doubt be the case if the conflict in the Ukraine esca-
lated and engulfed the entire country, or if Russia launched an attack on the 
Baltic countries.

British decisionmakers still want to make combat contributions to U.S.-led 
operations as the ISIL case demonstrates, and France has emerged as a new 
and enthusiastic supporter of transatlantic combat cooperation. It has begun 
to put pressure on the United States to support French-led combat operations, 
and the emerging relationship between Paris and Washington will create new 
opportunities for cooperation that did not exist before.

The operational experience in Afghanistan and Iraq does not appear to 
have had a major impact on Italian decisionmakers. In the 1990s Italian gov-
ernments were prepared to participate in combat operations if the United 
States took the lead and they perceived national interests to be at stake.90 
They did so again when these conditions applied in Libya in 2011, and noth-
ing suggests that they would not be willing to do so again in the future.

This analysis in short suggests it unlikely that Iraq and Afghanistan have 
made the Europeans more unlikely to use force than they have been since the 
end of the Cold War. Recent developments on Europe’s eastern and south-
ern fronts also suggest it unlikely that they will be less capable. The conflict 
in the Ukraine and the growing flow of refugees caused and accelerated by 
the civil wars on its southern doorstep appear to have stopped the decline in 
European defense spending. Although most European NATO members are 
unlikely to meet the 2 percent spending target set by NATO in the foreseeable 
future, they appear to have realized that they need to maintain their spending 
at existing levels and perhaps even spend some more in order to tackle the 
non-existential threats facing them from the east and the south.

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank the editors, an anonymous reviewer, and my col-

leagues in the International Relations Department at the University of South-
ern Denmark for useful comments on an earlier draft.





After the Wars

29

CHAPTER 2 
The Country of Unrequited Dreams: 
Lessons From Germany’s Mission  
in Afghanistan
Patrick Keller

Germany’s contribution to the international effort in Afghanistan after 
9/11 was unplanned, unexpected, and unlike anything the Federal Republic 
had ever experienced.1 For more than 13 years, Germany has been engaged 
in stabilizing the post-Taliban country through military, economic, and dip-
lomatic means — all while balancing the expectations of its allies and partners 
with the constraints of domestic political expediency.2 In the course of the 
Afghanistan mission, Berlin went through five different governments, spent 
almost 9 billion euros ($10.1 billion) on the military effort alone, and faced the 
first high-intensity ground warfare of its armed forces since World War II.3 
Fifty-four German soldiers died in Afghanistan, more than half of the sum 
total of mission casualties the German armed force — the Bundeswehr — has 
suffered since its inception. For the Federal Republic’s military, it was the lon-
gest, most costly, and most consequential mission ever. The broader political 
and strategic repercussions for Germany’s role in the world, its approach to 
international crisis management, and its bureaucratic and interagency pro-
cesses reverberate to this day and will continue to do so.4

Given the unique relevance of the Afghanistan experience for the German 
body politic, German leaders have shown surprisingly little interest in evalu-
ating their efforts and drawing lessons from that analysis. There are no major 
speeches, commissions, or party platforms on the subject. The only public 
government documents of note are the annual Fortschrittsberichte Afghan-
istan (Progress Reports Afghanistan) compiled by the Foreign Office since 
2010.5 Often ridiculed for touting the international community’s efforts while 
downplaying the fragility of reported “progress,” these reports focus on the 
situation in Afghanistan, not on assessment of German policy. Similarly, the 
Ministry of International Development and Cooperation has produced a few 
publications on Afghanistan that focus solely on questions of effective devel-
opment aid.6 The military, of paramount importance to the German effort, 
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receives brief (and highly critical) mention. Even though the Ministry of 
Defense has conducted and even commissioned several studies on “lessons 
learned” from Afghanistan, the results are not available for a public debate 
since they have been classified.

On the other hand, the political leadership’s reluctance to ascertain what 
parts of Germany’s Afghanistan strategy did and did not work (and why) 
might not be so surprising after all. Clearly, a majority of the German public 
in 2014 considered “Afghanistan” to be, if not a failure, then hardly a “suc-
cess” either.7 No one in office has an interest in drawing attention to mistakes 
and misperceptions of the German government. This tendency to stonewall 
has been exacerbated by the fact that five of the major German par-
ties — Christian-Democratic Union, Christian-Social Union, Social Demo-
cratic Party, Free Democratic Party (“Liberals”) (FDP), and Alliance 90/
Greens8 — consistently voted in favor of the German mission in Afghanistan. 
At various times, these parties were in governing coalitions responsible for 
executing the mission.9 Moreover, German political elites — as with most 
Western leaders today — display absolutely no desire to repeat any time soon 
an extended effort of nation-building under conditions of counterinsurgency 
in a land as vast, remote, and hard as Afghanistan. Discussing lessons learned 
from this effort, and especially from the military operations, is thus unat-
tractive for two further reasons: public musings about what to do better 
“next time” are simply deemed unnecessary and — even worse in electoral 
terms — might give the unpopular impression that there will be a next time.

However, there is little doubt among German experts on international 
security that there will indeed be a next time. That is, there will be a situa-
tion when Germany will decide to use military force outside NATO territory 
because of its own interests, or because it is called upon by its allies, or both. 
History from the Balkans to Afghanistan to crisis management on the Afri-
can continent shows that these missions tend to happen with great urgency 
but little warning. They also tend to be more complicated and time-consum-
ing than initially expected. And while the Afghanistan mission developed 
from unique circumstances in the wake of the terrorist attacks of 9/11, there 
is reason to assume that the combination of failing states, regional instability, 
and international terrorism will require large-scale international interven-
tions in the years ahead.

If “another Afghanistan” is a likely scenario, even if it is in a transmuted 
form, then it is the duty of German strategists to prepare. Because prepara-
tion starts with reflection upon experience, this chapter will sketch 10 les-
sons that can be derived from Germany’s Afghanistan mission. Maybe the 
lessons should rather be called observations, because they are not designed as 
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definite answers to the many contradictions characterizing German Afghan-
istan policy but as impulses for further research, thinking, and debate about 
Germany’s contribution to international crisis management.10 To place this 
analysis in the proper context, it might first be useful to recapitulate the sto-
ryline of Germany’s involvement in Afghanistan and to recall the key political 
players, decisions, and events that shaped the German re-encounter with war.

Overview: Political-Military Storyline11

The Schröder Years: Solidarity and Minimalism
After 9/11, Chancellor Gerhard Schröder (1998–2005), a Social Demo-

crat, declared Germany’s “unlimited solidarity” with the United States.12 
Accordingly, he sought to join in the common response of NATO allies by 
contributing to Operation ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF) in Afghanistan. 
On November 16, 2001, Schröder put his chancellorship on the line by linking 
the vote in the Bundestag (Federal Parliament) about the Afghanistan mission 
with a vote of confidence in his government. He won narrowly, underlining 
the reservations in his left-of-center Red-Green coalition about fighting ter-
ror with military means. In another vote on December 22, 2001, the Bunde-
stag decided to contribute troops to the new International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF).13 This first mandate allowed for deployment of 1,200 German 
soldiers to Afghanistan and specified many open and secret caveats about 
the regional and military limits of the commitment, including very restric-
tive rules of engagement and the focus on the comparatively stable northern 
region of the country.14 It also cemented the strong German preference for 
ISAF over OEF.

The German preference for a civilian over a military approach was also 
evident at the Petersberg Conference from November 27 to December 5, 2001, 
in the former German capital of Bonn. Here, both Afghans and the interna-
tional community worked from a United Nations (UN) initiative to define the 
political process for Afghanistan’s future. The Petersberg Declaration became 
a cornerstone of Afghanistan’s political transformation, and Germany, as the 
host country, became strongly associated with that process.

In terms of the rationale behind its military contribution, the Bundestag’s 
mandate identified a clear purpose of the mission from the beginning until 
the end of ISAF: help the Afghan government create a safe and secure envi-
ronment for the reconstruction efforts undertaken by Afghans and the inter-
national community. (Only in 2010 was this amended to explicitly include the 
protection of Afghanistan’s civilian population as a purpose of the German 
military engagement.)
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It remained unclear, however, what exactly this (military) assistance should 
look like. When Defense Minister Peter Struck, a Social Democrat, explained 
in December 2002 that “German security is also to be defended at the Hindu 
Kush,” he hinted at a strategic narrative that went beyond mere support in 
reconstruction but also included German security interests in fighting terror-
ism.15 Since then, Struck’s comment has often been quoted (usually derisively) 
in German public debate, but received hardly any traction in its strategic and 
military implications. This indicates that the German rationale behind sup-
porting ISAF was mostly grounded in NATO solidarity rather than an analy-
sis of more immediate national interests. This became even more pronounced 
after Chancellor Schröder strongly opposed President George W. Bush’s war in 
Iraq in 2003 in a campaign that was rife with anti-American overtones and led 
to a worrisome alliance between Berlin and Moscow.16 In order to counteract 
that rift, German solidarity with the United States in Afghanistan was crucial 
to balancing international and domestic opinion. By the end of Schröder’s ten-
ure, almost 3,000 German soldiers were stationed in Afghanistan.

The Merkel Years: War in a Time of Peace
In the 2005 elections, Angela Merkel defeated Gerhard Schröder more nar-

rowly than most polls had expected. This forced her Christian-Democratic 
Union into a coalition with the Social Democrats, hence ensuring much con-
tinuity in Germany’s Afghanistan policy. The slow increase of German troops 
continued, as did the very muted communication of German reasons, ambi-
tions, and interests regarding the mission. In 2006, the Merkel government 
published a new defense white paper, the first such document since 1994. It 
strongly reflected the German attitude toward Afghanistan by emphasizing 
the German version of NATO’s comprehensive approach, Vernetzte Sicherheit 
(networked security). This interplay between civilian and military means to 
stabilize fragile states in strategically important regions was seen as key to 
German policy.

Her success in the 2009 elections allowed Merkel to change her coalition 
partner from the Social Democrats to the center-right FDP. While this gave 
her more leeway in domestic and economic policy, it hardly affected German 
Afghanistan policy — the mission had long receded to background noise in 
German politics.

This changed on September 4, 2009, when Taliban insurgents near Kunduz 
City captured two fuel tankers that were subsequently stuck in a riverbed and 
looted. The commanding ISAF officer in the area, German Colonel Georg 
Klein, called an airstrike on the tankers, which was conducted by two Ameri-
can F-15E fighter jets, killing up to 142 people, including at least 90 civil-
ians.17 Defense Minister Franz Josef Jung, a Christian Democrat, initially 
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commended Col Klein’s leadership against the Taliban threat and denied that 
there had been any civilian casualties. When several reports by NATO, the 
Bundeswehr, and independent media came to a different conclusion, Jung 
resigned (by now he had been appointed minister of labor). New Defense 
Minister Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg, of the Bavarian Christian Social Union, 
fired both his assistant secretary, Peter Wichert, and the highest-ranking 
Bundeswehr soldier, Inspector General Wolfgang Schneiderhan, over allega-
tions of covering up and keeping from the ministers what really happened 
in Kunduz.

The tragic Kunduz incident shattered many of the comfortable German 
misconceptions about the Afghanistan mission. It forced Chancellor Merkel, 
who always preferred to keep German military contributions quiet and below 
the radar of intense public debate, to give a speech in the Bundestag, justifying 
and explaining the mission of the German Bundeswehr — the first such speech 
in her 4 years as chancellor.18 Apparently, Germany was not just involved in 
technical assistance but in fighting insurgents as well. The young, dashing, 
and extremely popular zu Guttenberg understood this as an opportunity to 
change the German narrative about Afghanistan. He was the first leading 
German politician to not only speak of the mission as a “non-international 
armed conflict within the perimeters of international law” but also introduce 
the term “war” into German public discourse over Afghanistan by acknowl-
edging “war-like conditions” on the ground.19 He reinforced the message that 
German soldiers were fighting for noble goals in Afghanistan and that they 
needed all the necessary support, including heavy weaponry and less restric-
tive rules of engagement. Moreover, zu Guttenberg initiated a far-reaching 
reform of the Bundeswehr that aimed at making the armed forces leaner, more 
deployable, and more effective in fighting insurgents. This change in leader-
ship corresponded with renewed American interest in the Afghanistan mis-
sion, leading to a (small) surge of German forces between 2009 and 2011 as 
well. When zu Guttenberg had to resign in 2011 over allegations of plagiarism 
in his Ph.D. dissertation and Thomas de Maizière, a much less flashy, bureau-
cratic type of public servant, became defense minister, much of the steam of 
the previous months was lost.

The 2013 elections confirmed Merkel as chancellor. She received the best 
result yet for her Christian Democratic party, but since the FDP failed to 
clear the 5-percent hurdle and dropped out of the Bundestag, Merkel had to 
forge a grand coalition with the Social Democrats again. At this point, the 
international coalition had already been looking for an exit from Afghani-
stan. France, Canada, and the Netherlands had ended their combat missions 
and withdrawn most or all of their forces. Under President Barack Obama, 
the United States was also winding down its mission, seeking to hand over 
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responsibility for the security situation to the Afghan military and police. The 
German government fell gratefully in line with this policy but took care to 
honor its commitments to the Regional Command North until the formal end 
of ISAF in 2014. Moreover, de Maizière was the first NATO defense minis-
ter to promise a concrete number of soldiers to the follow-up mission called 
RESOLUTE SUPPORT. As of June 2015, Germany provided about 850 troops 
to RESOLUTE SUPPORT and was the third largest contributor, behind Geor-
gia (885) and the United States (6,834).20

Ten Lessons Learned (or Observations Made)
1. Afghanistan reflects Germany’s identity crisis about its 
role in international security affairs.

At the beginning of the Afghanistan mission, the Federal Republic of Ger-
many had been a sovereign country for merely a decade. During the Cold War, 
both West Germany and — to a much larger extent — East Germany had been 
subject to Allied control. Even the Bonn government, for all the shrewdness 
and confidence of its political leaders, was not a true actor in international stra-
tegic affairs. Tucked away under the wing of U.S. power, its politicians could 
focus on the economy, human rights, and international development rather 
than the hard power questions of international order. That had to change with 
reunification, with many partners and NATO allies pushing Germany to take 
on international burdens commensurate with its size and wealth.

The Afghanistan mission was the first major test for Germany’s new role. 
To be sure, Germany had participated in NATO’s air campaign against Ser-
bia during the Kosovo War in 1999, but in terms of scale, risk, and duration, 
the Afghanistan mission was fundamentally more challenging. Opinions on 
whether Germany passed or failed this test are as divided as they are on Ger-
many’s overall performance in international security since reunification.

Basically, there are two opposing camps. First, some believe that Ger-
many has come a long way in a short amount of time. In all major crises 
since reunification, Germany has played an increasingly active and construc-
tive role: from Kuwait to Bosnia to Kosovo to Afghanistan. As ISAF’s third 
largest troop contributor and lead nation in the Regional Command North, 
Germany had indeed grown into a well-respected role as one of the key pur-
veyors of global order.

This success story has numerous detractors both in Germany and abroad. 
This second camp contends that what Germany has done was always too little 
and too late. Still hiding behind the horrors of Nazism and a supposedly pac-
ifist public, German leaders have always sought as little (military) burden as 
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possible without losing face with allies, especially the United States. The logic 
of Alliance solidarity at minimal cost precluded German policy from having 
decisive impact on the critical situation in the crisis region. Moreover, in cri-
ses since Afghanistan, most notably in Libya, Syria, and Ukraine, the German 
government was always quick to rule out any military participation. The learn-
ing curve was thus hardly trending consistently toward more engagement, 
but rather the opposite.21

Interestingly, both camps use Afghanistan as a case in point for their 
assessment of Germany’s role in international security affairs. ISAF is seen, 
with some justification, as an example of both increased German commitment 
to international stability and German unwillingness to shoulder such commit-
ments. However, given the effects of the financial and debt crises since 2008, 
which highlight Germany’s relative power vis-a-vis other (especially Euro-
pean) states, it is hard to argue that Germany has increased its commitments 
to international security accordingly. In any event, the debate about whether 
Germany is taking on enough responsibility in international security contin-
ues with intensity in Germany itself.22 Afghanistan is the dark mirror reflect-
ing the origins and consequences of that debate.

2. Germany’s political class struggles with the use of  
military force.

This second observation is closely related to the first. But where the first 
focuses on the tension between Germany and its international environment, 
the second points to a tension between Germany’s political leadership and 
the military as an instrument of politics. The Afghanistan experience is full of 
examples revealing how uncomfortable German politicians are with the use of 
force. This was most evident in the description of the Bundeswehr’s task as a 
stabilizing mission, protecting the development of Afghan society and infra-
structure.23 Pictures of German soldiers painting schools and drilling wells 
accompanied and supported the image of the Bundeswehr as a kind of techni-
cal assistance unit with (decorative) guns.

At least until 2010, when facts on the ground and especially the Kunduz 
incident forced members of the Bundestag to accept and adapt to a different 
reality, Afghanistan was not portrayed as a military mission in the genuine 
sense of the word. Limited to the originally rather quiet north, Germans left 
the fighting (and dying) to their British, American, Dutch, and Canadian 
allies, among others. It allowed German policymakers to downplay the dan-
gers of the mission, to uphold the (in practical terms) rather absurd distinction 
between ISAF and OEF (with ISAF understood as laudable civilian recon-
struction, and OEF portrayed as questionable killing of alleged terrorists), to 
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ignore any serious thinking about counterinsurgency, and to refrain from 
using the terms “war,” “fighting,” or “casualty” when discussing Bundeswehr 
operations in the “non-international armed conflict” in Afghanistan.24 Start-
ing in 2010, some of these affectations were overcome, also thanks to a 
re-energized U.S. effort to turn the deteriorating security situation around. 
Defense Minister zu Guttenberg introduced the term “war” into Germany’s 
public conversation about Afghanistan, and the rules of engagement were 
adjusted.25 The Bundeswehr engaged in its heaviest battles ever and per-
formed admirably. However, these changes were made too late in the mission. 
As had happened in other Western countries, German society had grown 
weary of the Afghanistan effort, and German troop levels started dropping 
consistently from 2011 onward.

The overall impression from the Afghanistan mission is how far the Ger-
man attitude toward the use of force still is from normalization. More than 
four decades of re-education of the German people have been utterly suc-
cessful: the use of military force is not accepted as a “normal” tool of state-
craft among the German public and their political leaders.26 It is a point of 
contention whether Afghanistan has deepened this reservation or whether 
it has helped to increase understanding that the German military can be a 
force for good in international affairs. The generally perceived lack of success 
in Afghanistan has probably reinforced the belief that the military is not the 
right instrument for this sort of crisis management. Yet the ease with which 
a charismatic, thoughtful, and argumentative leader such as Karl-Theodor zu 
Guttenberg could rally public support behind a militarization of Germany’s 
Afghanistan policy should give pause to advocates as well as skeptics of a 
stronger German role in international security affairs.

3. German public opinion on the use of force is fickle and 
receptive to determined leadership.

The political elite’s reluctance to use force in international affairs mirrors 
a general German sentiment. The use of force is not just an ultima ratio in the 
sense that it is the most extreme measure at the government’s disposal but also 
in the sense that it is the last option to be drawn — if at all. Some observers have 
argued that there is a “pacifist streak” in Germany, a consequence of two lost 
World Wars and four decades of stifled strategic culture.27

And yet, despite its increasingly war-like nature and mounting number of 
casualties, the Afghanistan mission has been supported for almost 15 years by 
all major political parties except the socialist Die Linke. What is more, there 
has been not a single significant public protest against Germany’s military 
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effort in Afghanistan. In fact, the mission has received surprisingly respectable 
public support, especially given the lackluster political advertising for it.28 At 
the outset in 2001, hardly anyone in the German strategic community would 
have expected such acquiescence on the part of the public.

The public reaction to the use of force thus remains a puzzle to German 
strategists. Two observations, however, are widely agreed upon. First, most 
Germans favor using force for humanitarian reasons (to prevent genocide or 
similar violence), but interest-driven missions (for instance to secure a steady 
supply of oil or to ensure free and open trade routes) generate skepticism.29 
Second, most Germans do not really care about foreign and security policy or 
about the state and purpose of the armed forces. This lack of interest, strong 
feelings, and deep knowledge was captured by former Federal President Horst 
Köhler’s attesting the German public’s wohlwollendes Desinteresse (“benevo-
lent ignorance”) of the Bundeswehr.30

As a consequence, it seems highly likely that German public opinion will 
follow strong and caring leaders if they make a coherent and consistent argu-
ment for why they feel compelled to use force in a given international crisis. If 
decisionmakers explain their choice to the public, address concerns, and keep 
emphasizing their reasons they will most probably gain a window of time to 
pursue a policy of force.31 If they are able to phrase their reasons in the lan-
guage of humanitarian intervention, public support will be particularly strong. 
The political communication of the Afghanistan mission surely will be studied 
for a long time by German strategists — and will be condemned for its lack of 
enthusiasm, clarity, and consistency.

4. Shifting goals and purposes ruin the credibility and 
effectiveness of a mission.

A key reason for the dwindling public support in Germany for the Afghan-
istan mission was widespread confusion about the aim of the effort. Was it 
to uproot al-Qaida and defeat them in the country that served as the main 
training ground for the 9/11 attacks? Was it to topple the Taliban regime that 
allowed international terrorist groups to operate on Afghan soil? Was it to 
establish democratic structures and a government that served both Western 
security interests and liberal ideals? Was that possible without widening the 
political and military efforts to include Afghanistan’s neighbors, especially 
Pakistan? Were women’s rights, universal schooling, free speech and religious 
freedom, political self-determination, and modernized infrastructures essen-
tial to the mission’s success? Or could the scope of the mission be limited to 
the stabilization of Kabul and an Afghan government that upheld not more 
than a sheen of accountability — as long as it prevented international terrorism 
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from taking root again? Or maybe not even that; the West could, after all, 
fight terrorists in Afghanistan with a strategy of maintenance bombing and 
drone strikes, leaving the Afghan people victimized and to their own devices. 
Or could it not?

Thinking about these various approaches, three observations stand out. 
First, the goals are more interrelated than they might appear at first glance. 
The fight against terrorists, for instance, requires a broader effort than a cam-
paign of seek and destroy. The best provision against a terrorist resurgence is 
a strengthened society in terms of representative and fair political structures 
as well as in terms of economic development. This is why the liberal agenda of 
nation-building in Afghanistan was so hard to separate from the more narrow 
security agenda of the anti-terror coalition.

Second, exactly because the various explanations of what the international 
forces were doing in Afghanistan were part of the same continuum, public 
discourse could emphasize different aspects at different times. The same polit-
ical leader could at one point stress the necessity of enforcing human rights in 
Afghanistan and the primacy of fighting back insurgents at another. Naturally, 
the public at large perceived such different accentuations as inconsistent and 
dubious. In fact, they hampered the effectiveness of the mission because they 
questioned and re-cast priorities on the ground. In the context of the coalition 
effort, this problem became even more pronounced because different states 
emphasized different priorities at the same time. In an age of instant global 
communication, the sometimes contradictory discourses in the United States, 
France, and Germany, for example, contributed to the confusion and uncer-
tainty in the German public and chipped away at public support.

Third, a particularly German dilemma is evident: Of the many purposes 
of the mission, those that are hardest to achieve are the ones that are most 
likely to receive strong public support in Germany. Do-good tasks such as 
nation-building, getting children into schools, and pushing for women’s 
equality — even if they require the exertion of the Bundeswehr — are what 
catch the imagination of the German public. More limited military opera-
tions such as fighting al-Qaida cells or defending certain territory against 
insurgents will be met with reservations. This drives German politicians to 
stress the liberal development aspects of the mission, which in turn creates 
false expectations among the German public and thus generates disillusion-
ment and resentment when the reality of the situation on the ground becomes 
impossible to ignore.

Political communication is therefore one of the few areas where an undis-
puted lesson can be drawn from the Afghanistan experience: at the very 
beginning of a mission, political leaders should provide a clear rationale and 
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a definite goal. They should not just mention it once but repeatedly, and stick 
with it. At least in internal communication with military commanders and 
civilian officers, the goal should be broken down into a timeline identifying 
several verifiable milestones. This focuses resources and bureaucratic atten-
tion, avoids mission creep, and simplifies public diplomacy.32 This should 
not prevent learning and adaptation, however. To the contrary, the more pro-
nounced the rationale and the goals at the beginning of a mission are, the eas-
ier it will be to convince the public of certain necessary adjustments because 
trust in the truthfulness, seriousness, and competence of the leaders will be 
more firmly established.

5. The comprehensive approach has become the default 
attitude toward international crisis management — its flaws 
and limitations notwithstanding.

After re-unification, Germany first experienced crisis management in 
the Balkans. Those missions gave rise to what NATO calls CIMIC (or CIvil- 
MIlitary Cooperation), the necessity for civilian and military cooperation in 
stabilization efforts, which the U.S. military calls “civil affairs.” Obviously, 
the combined task of peacekeeping (or even peace enforcement) and 
nation-building required the right mix of military and civilian (mostly 
diplomatic and development aid) measures. Given the different cultures of 
both domains and the fact that in German coalition governments this usu-
ally involves ministries led by different parties, CIMIC proved difficult to 
implement.

When CIMIC needed to be projected on the much vaster canvas of 
Afghanistan, these first impressions were confirmed. And yet, the coopera-
tion between civilian and military efforts was essential for the overall success 
of the mission. Therefore, the “comprehensive approach” (sometimes, in small 
variations, called the whole-of-government approach or, especially in Ger-
many, Vernetzte Sicherheit [networked security]) became key to ISAF’s strat-
egy. Germany’s 2006 white paper on defense, for instance, elevated networked 
security to a guiding principle of German security policy in general.

There are many interpretations of what the comprehensive approach 
actually means, but two elements are always central: (1) the coordination of 
civilian and military measures of crisis management on the ground in the 
crisis region, and (2) the coordination and cooperation of bureaucracies in 
the capital at home. In Germany, these twin tasks are closely associated with 
Afghanistan but have become accepted common sense for all German crisis 
management operations today, as the most recent White Book — published in 
July 2016 — reiterates.
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Therefore, it is even more important to look at the flaws of the comprehen-
sive approach and think about possible remedies. Even if the flaws are here to 
stay, it is crucial for the political leadership to be aware of them and manage 
expectations accordingly. The most prominent difficulty is the coordination 
of the many actors on the ground. Although everyone is in favor of coordina-
tion in the abstract, the crucial question of who coordinates whom is certain 
to create frictions. In dangerous environments, the central coordinating role 
tends to drift toward the military. Civilian nongovernmental organizations in 
particular, however, have to keep their distance from the military in order to 
maintain credibility and effectiveness with the local population.

Obviously, there can be no master solution. The right mix of force and devel-
opment, military and civilian measures, and leadership is often unclear and sit-
uational. Take the crown jewel of the comprehensive approach in Afghanistan, 
the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), which unified military, diplo-
matic, and development expertise in small units under ISAF command. Ger-
many led two PRTs, in Kunduz (2003 –13) and Feyzabad (2004 –12). Although 
those teams implemented several projects and achieved some improvement 
of the Afghan infrastructure, they can hardly be called a best-practice model 
for the comprehensive approach. After all, until 2010, Berlin had not even 
approved a coherent conceptualization of what the PRTs were supposed to do 
and how they were to be organized.33 Their successes were a matter of impro-
visation and, maybe because of that, remain fragile at best.

The same holds true for the inter-ministerial process in Berlin. Compe-
tition between different agencies, exacerbated by political fights between the 
coalition parties, remains strong and often destructive. The prime example of 
the comprehensive approach in action in Berlin was the Staatssekretärrunde 
(a regular meeting of deputy ministers from the foreign office and from the 
defense, development cooperation, finance, and other ministries). It was initi-
ated because of the situation in Afghanistan and demonstrated initial changes 
in bureaucratic mindsets. Today, it is not meeting anymore, at least not on 
issues of security and stabilization. In international crisis management, the 
German ministries are still far from conducting common analyses, not to 
mention common planning and action.

As an ironic consequence, it was the German military that received most 
of the criticism for the lack of success in Afghanistan. In the public mind, the 
mission became identified not with the whole of government but with the 
Bundeswehr, exactly because that was the only German institution that con-
tributed its considerable share to the overall success of ISAF. This reflects less 
on the strength of Germany’s military commitment than on the weakness of 
the other components of the German comprehensive approach. The Bunde-
swehr, for instance, deployed more cooks to Afghanistan than the Foreign 
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Office deployed diplomats.34 In a similarly blatant underperformance, the 
interior ministers of the German Länder (states) failed to follow through on 
the German promise to send sufficient numbers of police officers to train the 
Afghan police force.35

There is a familiar lesson here about the future of the comprehensive 
approach: efficient civilian-military cooperation and a unified government 
at home are sensible and rather self-evident ideas, but their implementation 
requires strong leadership from the top, steady and focused, in order to over-
come bureaucratic inertia and inevitable systemic frictions. Conceivably, the 
political leadership has internalized this lesson. It is not guaranteed, how-
ever, that lessons learned will be heeded once another crisis generates its own 
political pressures.

6. The scope and intensity of Germany’s commitment to the 
ISAF mission was in large part dependent on U.S. leadership.

Without the Bush administration’s decision to invade Afghanistan and 
eradicate the al-Qaida terrorist threat, the Bundeswehr would not have been 
sent there. From the beginning, the German effort was designed and explained 
as a contribution to an international mission, led by the United States and 
mandated by the UN Security Council. It was (in small part) assistance to the 
United States under Article 5 of the NATO Treaty and (in large part) a com-
mitment to stabilize a war-torn country in the aftermath of regime change. 
German leaders saw hardly any genuine, direct national interests at stake in 
Afghanistan; the mission gained its strategic importance through Germany’s 
alliance with the United States.

Accordingly, when the United States in 2003 shifted its focus from Afghan-
istan to Iraq, Germany’s Afghanistan policy drifted as well. Between the end 
of 2002 and the fall of 2005, the Schröder government reduced the number 
of Bundeswehr soldiers in Afghanistan from 2,500 to 2,250. This trend was 
stopped by the end of 2006, after the United States changed course with start-
ing the surge in Iraq.36 And when the United States finally turned attention 
back to the deteriorating security situation in Afghanistan and increased 
troop levels between January 2007 and May 2008 from about 26,000 to about 
35,000, Germany followed suit. By the end of 2008, the Bundestag mandate 
allowed for 4,500 German soldiers in Afghanistan, exactly twice the number 
of 2004. This was not an isolated incident, as the short-lived “Obama surge” 
demonstrated: the rise in U.S. troop levels (from roughly 45,000 in May 2009 
to roughly 100,000 in September 2010) was met by a German increase to 
5,350 in January 2011. Also not coincidentally, the drawdown of U.S. troops 
starting that same year was reflected in German deployments, with only 4,900 
troops by December 2011 and 4,400 in 2012.
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It is striking that U.S. leadership on Afghanistan also affected the qual-
ity — or at least intensity — of German strategic thinking about the mission. 
The very first progress report on Afghanistan by the German government, 
published in 2010, was a direct reaction to the increased U.S. (and German) 
effort to change the dynamics on the ground. The overdue revision of the Ger-
man administration’s “Afghanistan Concept” in 2006 should also be seen in 
the context of renewed American attention to Afghanistan around that time. 
And that Minister of Defense Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg, in office from 2009 
to 2011, could have such an impact on the level of public debate about Afghan-
istan is also due in no small part to the shifting international attitude around 
that time, led by the United States.

These observations allow for three conclusions. First, since Germany is 
lacking a certain national interest-driven strategic assertiveness, one of its key 
interests in joining military missions abroad is its standing within NATO and 
its desire to maintain a reliable security alliance with the United States. There-
fore, the best way to keep Germany out of foreign entanglements is to portray 
any decision about the use of force as irrelevant to the cohesion of NATO in 
general and to Germany’s credibility as an ally in particular. Alternatively, if 
political leaders want Germany to participate in a given mission, they need to 
play the card of “Alliance solidarity.”

Second, German leaders learned that U.S. security policy, at least in part, 
depends on the mood swings of electoral politics and public opinion as well as 
on the strategic preferences of individual presidents. It might thus be danger-
ous or unnecessary for Germany to commit to long-term deployments in any 
given crisis as the U.S. leadership is likely to determine (and reverse) course 
based on factors other than the situation on the ground.

Third, in the beginning and early years of the Afghanistan intervention, the 
United States could probably have assembled a far more potent international 
coalition if it had pressed for it. But the Bush administration’s reluctance to 
allow NATO allies to join the mission at all and the doctrine of the light foot-
print have prevented such a stronger international presence, which might have 
had a significant impact on the overall development of the security situation.

7. The Afghanistan mission propelled the transformation 
of the German armed forces. (Or, at least, it uncovered  
their deficiencies.)

Afghanistan was the first substantial and prolonged fighting mission for 
the Bundeswehr since its inception. Initially, the mission was not expected 
to involve heavy combat, which made the German learning curve particu-
larly steep.
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One of the first things German military strategists had to acknowledge was 
that the Bundeswehr lacked some of the key capabilities required for this type 
of mission, e.g., the German armed forces had no strategic airlift of their own, 
relying on allies or rented Russian planes to get them to the theater. Tactical 
airlift also was in short supply and often was not fully operational. In combat, 
German troops — constrained anyway by strict rules of engagement — did not 
possess sufficient firepower. (Major reinforcements arrived only in 2010 when, 
over the concerns of advocates of the light footprint, the 155-mm Howitzer 
2000 was brought into action.)

In general, the Bundeswehr was neither designed nor equipped for force 
projection out of area. Even at the beginning of the 21st century, it was still very 
much the Bundeswehr of the Cold War, ready to defend the homeland against 
an invasion from the Soviet army. The best indicator of this outdated posture is 
the fact that, for structural reasons, only 7,000 of the 250,000 German soldiers 
in 2010 were able to deploy out of the NATO area at any given time.37 In that 
sense, even the rather limited engagement in Afghanistan stretched German 
forces to the maximum.

Both military and, after some time, political leaders understood this sit-
uation to be untenable and pushed for further adjustments in the reforms 
of the German armed forces that had been underway since reunification. In 
the 1990s, these reforms were mostly driven by the incorporation of the East 
German forces into the Bundeswehr and the downsizing of the overall num-
ber of troops according to the logic of the “peace dividend.” Now, they were 
driven by the combat experience in Afghanistan and, after the financial and 
debt crises took effect since 2008, by austerity.

Begun under Defense Minister zu Guttenberg and then conceptualized 
and implemented under Defense Minister Thomas de Maizière, a Neuaus-
richtung (“re-orientation”) of the armed forces took hold. It aimed at greater 
deployability, leaner and more effective forces, and a more efficient procure-
ment process. Among the measures taken were the controversial suspension 
(and effective end) of conscription, a reduction to 185,000 soldiers by 2017 
(10,000 of whom should be able to deploy simultaneously), and an increased 
effort at creating synergies with European partners (“pooling and sharing” 
of capabilities).38

Today, after the end of ISAF and under Defense Minister Ursula von 
der Leyen, this process of re-orientation is continuing. A new generation of 
career officers with combat experience is also likely to ensure that the les-
sons of Afghanistan will in the future be applied to Germany’s force posture. 
Recent geostrategic developments, especially Russia’s aggression in Ukraine, 
however, have led all NATO allies to re-emphasize Article 5 and territorial 
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defense vis-a-vis crisis management and stability projection out of area. The 
2016 German White Book explains how this tension leads to force planning 
that must do both. It must, for instance, recreate a substantial tank force for 
territorial defense and reassurance of allies in Eastern Europe while also cre-
ating a more agile and deployable force for crisis management abroad.

It is also noteworthy that the Afghanistan experience has affected not just 
the transformation of the Bundeswehr but also the political process of man-
dating deployment. In a groundbreaking 1994 decision, the German Con-
stitutional Court affirmed the powers of the Bundestag to decide upon any 
engagement of the Bundeswehr abroad, coining the term Parlamentsarmee 
(parliamentary army). With its at least annual parliamentary debates about 
the extension and nature of the ISAF mandate and especially the complicated 
decisionmaking over the legitimacy of German soldiers serving in integrated 
structures such as AWACS,39 the Afghanistan mission illustrated how cum-
bersome and perhaps unreliable this parliamentary prerogative is in prac-
tice — as commendable as it might be in democratic theory.

The discussion over whether, and how, to make this process flexible by 
giving the administration more leeway through anticipatory resolutions 
and parliamentary rights to re-call deployed troops has been going on for 
more than 10 years. It heightened in intensity after Germany’s opting-out of 
NATO’s mission in Libya, Operation UNIFIED PROTECTOR, creating con-
cern over Germany’s reliability in cooperative and, especially, integrated mil-
itary structures. It culminated in July 2015, when a multi-party commission 
headed by former Defense Minister Volker Rühe recommended only minor 
changes to the established rules of the 1990s.40

However, the key problems experienced in Afghanistan and other mis-
sions remain unsolved. How reliable are the German government’s commit-
ments, especially in situations requiring quick decisions, if they are dependent 
on a vote in the Bundestag first? Even worse, the current system provides 
strong incentives for the administration to always and automatically aim for 
the lowest common denominator instead of asking for courageous and neces-
sary commitments.

8. With Afghanistan, the German understanding of “defense” 
was broadened to “security.”

Afghanistan was Germany’s first military mission of the 21st century, and it 
established a new way of thinking about the relationship between defense and 
security. In the past, especially during the Cold War, the purpose of the Bunde-
swehr was primarily to defend German territory against possible invasion. 
With the changing international landscape after the dissolution of the Soviet 
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Union, new threats and concerns arose. With the attacks of 9/11, the nexus of 
international terrorism, failing states, and weapons of mass destruction gained 
particular relevance. Defense, thus, had to be interpreted in a broader sense. 
Meaningful defense had to address certain threats before they reached the 
homeland — otherwise, it would be too late to prevent them creating destruc-
tion at home. This is why the discourse of “prevention” and “stabilization” 
became so successful in the 2000s. In essence, it shifted Western understand-
ing of defense toward the more encompassing concept of security.41

This holds true for all NATO allies, including Germany. It is debatable, 
however, how deeply the new concept took root in Germany. After all, the 
German people never fully accepted Peter Struck’s phrase that “German secu-
rity had also to be defended at the Hindu Kush” — arguably the most succinct 
expression of the new understanding by a German leader.

One of the reasons for the reluctance to embrace the new understanding 
of security is the fact that it makes it very hard to define success. The more 
narrow understanding of defense is comparatively easy: as long as territorial 
integrity remains inviolate (or, in case of attack, can be re-established rea-
sonably soon), defense policy succeeds. Security, by contrast, is rather vague 
and, in essence, impossible to achieve. It aims at perfect conditions of stabil-
ity, conducive to all interests of the state. Every threat, even every risk, is by 
definition an impediment to security. The dangerous consequences of a very 
broad understanding of security are constant alert and overstretch of forces 
and resources.

On the other hand, the limited understanding of territorial defense is not 
sufficient anymore in the face of the complex interconnectedness of today’s 
international security situation. Hence, the tension between “defense” and 
“security” is here to stay. Germany, like all Western nations, has not yet found 
a perfect solution to this puzzle, but its Afghanistan experience stands at the 
beginning of its understanding and experience of it.

9. Ambitious goals of nation-building in remote, complex, 
and non-Western countries are impossible to sustain at the 
level of engagement the West is prepared to invest.

The international community, including Germany, has achieved impres-
sive results in supporting the Afghan people’s desire to build a better future for 
themselves. Massive improvements in infrastructure, medical care, and edu-
cation facilities are accompanied by substantial political progress in terms of 
democratic elections, accountability, and inclusiveness. These are the founda-
tions for the emerging economic prosperity and sustainability.42
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At the same time, all these improvements remain as fragile as the overall 
security situation in Afghanistan. As of 2016, the end of ISAF and the limita-
tions of the RESOLUTE SUPPORT mission do not bode well for the future 
of Afghanistan as the Ashraf Ghani government faced severe challenges in 
maintaining current levels of stability on its own.43 The leading powers of 
the West display little appetite for further substantial engagement in Afghan-
istan. This is due to a mix of domestic preferences after the financial and eco-
nomic crisis and of international assessments attributing rather little strategic 
value to Afghanistan as long as it does not again turn into a home base for 
international terrorism. Leaders and publics alike seem to be ready to write 
off some of the achievements in nation-building in Afghanistan as long as a 
modicum of stability remains intact. At least they are not willing to invest the 
resources — as, for example, the United States did with the Marshall Plan after 
World War II — needed for a decisive change in outcome.

The lesson German decisionmakers seem to have drawn from this is to 
downsize all ambition regarding further commitments to nation-building in 
both rhetoric and practice. Fearful of first setting, and then failing to achieve, 
too ambitious goals, they settle for the other extreme of underselling the 
impact decisive German and Western action could have on many of the strug-
gling, failing, and festering states around the world. Even in situations directly 
pertaining to German and European Union security interests, as in Libya, 
Syria, and Ukraine, German leaders emphasize the need for restraint and a 
low level of ambition. In their desire to not repeat the Afghanistan experience 
they run the danger of failing to sufficiently support agents of democratic sta-
bility in other, truly very different, crises.

10. Whatever the lessons from Afghanistan are,  
Germany’s next significant military mission will  
probably be very different.

However useful the discussion of past missions is for learning more about 
best practices and about problems to be addressed on the strategic, political, 
and military levels, one must also eschew the fallacy of uncritically project-
ing the circumstances and lessons of the last war onto the next. This holds 
especially true for Afghanistan, as it seems to be a very special case in most 
regards. Its origin, tied to the unique 9/11 attacks, as well as its particular 
political and geographical conditions, do not make it a likely model for future 
scenarios of German warfare.

For instance, war in Afghanistan did not involve a great power as an 
adversary. It took place in a land-locked country and thus gave hardly any 
relevance to maritime forces. It had a strong focus on nation-building and 



After the Wars

47

human security. And it was mandated by the UN which, especially for Ger-
many, strongly affects the legitimacy of the use of force in a domestic political 
context. Virtually none of these conditions are likely to apply to the next sig-
nificant military engagement of Germany. Recent trends in international 
security, from Chinese assertiveness in the Asia-Pacific to Russian revisionism 
in the post-Soviet space to the violent dissolution of order and competition for 
hegemony in the Middle East, all point to a future that will hold different tasks 
for Germany and its armed forces than Afghanistan did.
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CHAPTER 3 
What Did Russia Learn From the U.S. 
Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan?
Stephen Blank

Studying other governments and contemporary war enjoys (or at least 
should enjoy) a prominent place in military establishments. Russia histori-
cally has devoted enormous attention to such studies and habitually cites other 
governments’ wars, or more generally the lessons of contemporary wars, in its 
military literature. Nevertheless, some Russian analysts believe that Moscow 
has learned little, either out of willful rejection or incapability, from U.S. wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, especially the former.1 This author can attest from 
past experiences that the Russian military spurned learning from the United 
States in the 1990s and 2000s.2 But Operation DESERT STORM in 1991 and 
NATO’s Kosovo war in 1999 clearly had a profound impact. Likewise, Rus-
sian military reforms since 2008 consciously involved learning from foreign 
sources, and perhaps Russian tactics and operations in Ukraine since 2014 
reflect this learning.3 But no two cultures learn in the same way or learn the 
same lessons from the same events. In the United States a veritable library 
of works on insurgency and counterinsurgency continues to proliferate, trig-
gered by American experiences in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. But those 
are not the lessons Russia has learned from those wars.

This does not denote Russia’s failure to grasp that these were insurgency 
or counterinsurgency wars, although it may use different terms for that phe-
nomenon. Having been an empire throughout its history, Russia possesses a 
rich and long history of these operations in service of imperial management.4 
Moreover, Russia’s bitter experience in Afghanistan enabled Russian leaders 
to grasp events there after 2001. In addition, Russia has been fighting a jihad-
ist insurgency in Chechnya, and now the North Caucasus, since 1994. Neither 
is Russia above learning from terrorist forces like HAMAS and Hizballah. 
Reports from Ukraine indicate that Russian forces there have employed the 
terrorist tactic of placing artillery next to or among civilian installations and 
institutions to impede enemy counter-fire or to create propaganda spectacles 
in case of return fire on those artillery positions.5
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Nevertheless, Russian military and political leaders were unable to see, and 
arguably still cannot see, insurgency and counterinsurgency as the primary 
forms of contemporary war or as the main threats to Russia. Instead, it appears 
that for them the Iraq war highlights continuing trends toward high-precision, 
long-range strike technology, informatization of warfare, and the importance 
of land power, i.e., rather different lessons.6 Moreover, for a long time after the 
fall of the Soviet Union, Russia, by its own admission, could not draw usable 
conclusions about the major strategic trends of modern war, let alone imple-
ment a coherent strategy to meet whatever trends it did discern. The 2003 
so-called “white paper” on Russian defense advocated preparing for every 
kind of conceivable war, e.g., the canonical theater war in Europe that Moscow 
believed (and still believes) is the most likely threat, insurgency at home, and 
a Russian counterinsurgency campaign against that threat. Defense Minister 
Sergei Ivanov stated then that:

Military preparedness, operational planning, and maintenance need to 
be as flexible as possible because in recent years no single type of armed 
conflict has dominated. The Russian armed forces will be prepared for 
regular and anti-guerrilla warfare, the struggle against different types 
of terrorism, and peacekeeping operations.7

This statement reflected more than a felt need; it also showed a deep stra-
tegic confusion and inability to settle upon the fundamental nature of modern 
war and of the ensuing threats to Russia. Russian military leaders had percep-
tions but could not forge a truly strategic assessment or response to what they 
saw. In 2003, the then Chief of the General Staff General (ret.) V.L. Manilov, 
who then was First Deputy Chairman of the Federation Council Defense and 
Security Committee, told an interviewer:

Let’s take, for example, the possible development of the geopolitical and 
military-strategic situation around Russia. We don’t even have precisely 
specified definitions of national interests and national security, and 
there isn’t even the methodology itself of coming up with decisions con-
cerning Russia’s fate. But without this it’s impossible to ensure the coun-
try’s progressive development… . It also should be noted that a systems 
analysis and the monitoring of the geostrategic situation around Russia 
requires the consolidation of all national resources and the involvement 
of state and public structures and organizations. At the same time, one 
has a clear sense of the shortage of intellectual potential in the centers 
where this problem should be handled in a qualified manner.8

Because Russian planners could not develop or adequately define a truly 
credible hierarchy of threats or Russia’s national interests, they inevitably saw 
(and still see) threats everywhere while often lacking the conceptual means 
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for categorizing them coherently. Lacking a priority form of war or threat for 
which they had to train their troops, they had to perform traditional tasks 
and priority missions like defending Russia’s territorial boundaries, perceived 
as Soviet territorial boundaries; preventing and deterring attacks on Russia; 
and maintaining strategic stability. They also had to participate directly in 
achieving Russia’s economic and political goals and conducting peacetime 
operations, including peace operations sanctioned by the United Nations or 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). Consequently, coherent plan-
ning and policymaking were bedeviled by multiple threats that still haunt 
senior military leaders, although less than before. In 2003, the then Deputy 
Chief of the General Staff General Yuri Baluyevsky said:

In order to conduct joint maneuvers [with NATO], you have to deter-
mine who your enemy actually is. We still do not know (emphasis 
added). After the Warsaw Pact disappeared, there was confusion in 
the general staffs of the world’s armies. But who was the enemy? Well, 
no enemy emerged. Therefore the first question is: Against whom will 
we fight? … But the campaign against terrorism does not require mas-
sive armies. And NATO’s massive armies have not disappeared at all. 
No one says “We do not need divisions, we do not need ships, we do 
not need hundreds of thousands of aircraft and tanks …” The Rus-
sian military are accused of still thinking in World War II categories. 
Although we incidentally realized long before the Americans that the 
mad race to produce thousands and thousands of nuclear warheads 
should be stopped!9

Thus, the General Staff and the Ministry of Defense at that time either had 
abdicated or could not execute their critical task of forecasting the nature or 
character of today’s wars.

However, that is no longer the case. Even in 2003 Russian leaders perceived 
a major lesson of contemporary war to be that “there has been a steady trend 
toward broadening the use of armed forces” and that “conflicts are spreading 
to larger areas, including the sphere of Russia’s vital interests.”10 Since then 
numerous official statements have noted the growing tendency to use force 
in interstate relations, generally have ascribed that tendency to the United 
States, and explicitly have regarded this as grounds for concern about Russian 
security.11 Thus, one key lesson of U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan is the 
steady, if not increasing, perception that Washington is far too “trigger-happy” 
regarding the resolution of major issues in world politics and has therefore 
launched several wars in the Middle East that it did not know how to termi-
nate. Those wars have morphed into protracted conflicts between Islam and 
the West or within Islamic communities that involve Russia (as in the North 
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Caucasus), place its vital interests at risk, and could spread more deeply into 
Russia or its immediate neighborhood (Central Asia).

This critique applies to Iraq and to NATO’s 2011 operation in Libya, the 
latter apparently having decisively influenced President Vladimir Putin’s 
growing anti-Americanism. Afghanistan, for obvious reasons, is regarded dif-
ferently. But Russian concerns about Afghanistan have risen as their belief 
in the success of U.S. strategy has diminished. By 2011 Russian spokesmen 
were warning about the course of the war in Afghanistan. Russia’s Presiden-
tial Representative in Afghanistan Zamir Kabulov told a press conference in 
May 2011 that the Afghan situation was constantly deteriorating.12 Russia’s 
Ambassador to Afghanistan Andrei Avetisyan warned in 2013 that NATO was 
abandoning Afghanistan in the middle of the war against terrorism with pre-
dictably tragic results.13

Avetisyan also warned that the Afghan armed forces were not ready to 
replace NATO.14 And an official of Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, writ-
ing in the ministry’s journal International Affairs, proclaimed that the Taliban 
would sooner or later take over Afghanistan, and said that unnamed Ameri-
can intelligence reports concurred that the Afghan government could not 
govern the country and would steadily lose influence until it is confined to 
separate cities.15 Avetisyan’s remarks reflected other pessimistic Russian 
opinions.16 Consequently there was, and is, a widespread expectation of a 
future civil war outside of U.S. military control and a gathering number of 
critiques of what numerous critics have long felt is a misconceived U.S. 
strategy.17 This assessment has driven Russian thinking about security threats 
in Central Asia.

Russia’s General Staff expected the Afghan situation to deteriorate as 
NATO and the United States left, and Kabulov expected Islamists to grow in 
number and expand operations to, if not beyond, the borders with Tajikistan 
and Turkmenistan by the spring of 2015.18 Indeed, they had already gotten to 
that border by the end of 2014.19 And some analysts assert that the Taliban 
is already [in late 2015] present and active in northern Tajikistan.20 Specifi-
cally, Chief of the General Staff General Valery Gerasimov reported to foreign 
defense attachés:

In the light of the political decision adopted by the US leadership to 
withdraw the contingent of American troops from Afghanistan by the 
end of 2014, we predict with a high degree of probability a significant 
deterioration in the situation in that country with the transfer of real 
control of particular regions to terrorist groupings. In the context of 
the severe deterioration in the situation in Iraq and Syria as well as the 
stepping up of the activities of the terrorist grouping ISIL [Islamic State 
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of Iraq and the Levant], the possible removal of Afghanistan from the 
focus of attention by Western and other interested countries is capable 
of putting the security of the Central Asian region in jeopardy.21

Presidential Representative in Afghanistan Kabulov has recently gone even 
further. He claims that about 100 ISIL fighters have been deployed from Syria 
and Iraq to Afghanistan to prepare an attack on Central Asia. He warned that:

A “spillover” into Central Asia is inevitable, especially considering that 
all the foundations are there. They have created two beachheads in 
Afghanistan: one on the border of Tajikistan, and the other of Turk-
menistan. There they have concentrated fairly large forces. Let’s say 
on the Tajikistan beachhead there are 4-5000 fighters concentrated. 
And on the beachhead opposite Turkmenistan [there are] 2500 fight-
ers. They have deployed camps for two-month preparation courses 
for fighters. We know of three such camps, and there may be more. 
They are training 50 fighters in every course, so if you take at least 
three camps that we know about, that’s 150 fighters every two months. 
What’s interesting is that they are mostly natives of Central Asia.22

Similarly, Kabulov believes Western countries are unlikely to repeat military 
operations in Afghanistan, and the director of Russia’s Federal Drug Control 
Service, Viktor Ivanov, has repeatedly blasted NATO for its ongoing unpre-
paredness to fight Afghan heroin.23

A Turkish source reports that at a meeting of the intelligence chiefs of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2014, member states expressed fear 
that in the short term the Taliban and ISIL can form an even stronger bond as 
the West withdraws from Afghanistan and that this bond will place all Central 
Asian governments at greater risk. Turkmenistan has reportedly begun taking 
measures to strengthen border security.24 This meeting’s communiqué openly 
alluded to concerns about Central Asian terrorists’ participation in the fight-
ing in Syria and Iraq.25 These concerns are understandable. There is abundant 
evidence that Central Asians (and Azeris) are looking to join ISIL and that 
some members of ISIL are considering extending their operations to Tajiki-
stan and Turkmenistan, if not to other Central Asian countries.26

President Putin, at the December 2014 summit of the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO), warned the representatives of the Russian and 
other armies there that they must prepare to take “preventive actions” in the 
light of a forthcoming threat to Central Asia from Afghanistan. Putin said:

The CSTO should continue focusing its attention on enhancing its 
close cooperation with Afghanistan, especially in view of the greater 
risk to regional security posed by the withdrawal of International 



54

Forces. We are all interested in a flourishing, happy and neutral 
Afghanistan. We proceed from the notion that the Afghan leadership 
will work to stabilize the situation in the country. At the same time, the 
current situation causes concern. Militant groups of the Islamic State 
are attempting to include certain Afghan provinces in the so-called 
Islamic Caliphate. Terrorist and extremist groups are already spread-
ing their activity to Central Asia. In these circumstances, the CSTO 
states should be ready to take adequate preventive measures. In par-
ticular, we need to continue focusing on the Tajik-Afghan border and 
on providing Tajikistan with financial and material aid to modernize 
its armed forces.27

Similarly, Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu stated that Russian and Tajik 
defense forces must be ready for any scenario, including the most negative 
one. Bolstering the combat potential of those forces, and the capacities of the 
base in Tajikistan that houses the Russian army’s 201st Division, therefore 
is essential.28 Kabulov even raised the possibility of so-called precautionary 
moves on the Russo-Kazakh border or the Caspian Sea or fighting the terror-
ists on the Amu Darya rather than on the Volga.29

Yet despite these warnings of doom and gloom Moscow still insists that 
NATO must bear primary responsibility for the situation in Afghanistan, 
thus reflecting its ambivalence since it also “finds it inexpedient to send bor-
der guards to reinforce the Tajik-Afghan border.”30 Kabulov also reported 
that Russia would not send troops into Afghanistan.31 Thus, apparently, the 
greatest lesson Moscow has learned from U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
is that the United States is a kind of rogue elephant that acts unilaterally and 
is too prone to resort to violence. For all its power and tactical proficiency, 
which Russia respects and admires, Washington does not know how to bring 
these wars to positive strategic conclusions. Therefore, although America has 
failed to curb its ways and represents a growing threat to Russia, its power is 
steadily diminishing, which opens possibilities for Russian advances, e.g., in 
Ukraine. Such conclusions could only come from a study of foreign, albeit 
unspecified, wars.

Strategic Lessons for Domestic Security
Since 2003, the leadership’s ability to define the contemporary strategic 

environment, to identify the lessons of contemporary wars in general (not 
just Iraq and Afghanistan), and to codify a threat perception based on those 
processes has visibly grown. But Russian perceptions and the lessons learned 
are miles apart from U.S. writings. Nonetheless Moscow’s lessons from U.S. 
military engagement in the Middle East, including Libya and perhaps other 
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contingencies, have vital significance because they have led the Russian Gen-
eral Staff to formulate ideas about the strategic environment and the impact 
of wars in the Middle East that radically differ from American thinking about 
the Ukraine crisis, for example.

On November 17, 2011, Chief of the General Staff General Nikolai 
Makarov told the Defense Ministry’s Public Chamber that:

The possibility of local armed conflicts virtually along the entire perim-
eter of the border has grown dramatically … . I cannot rule out that, in 
certain circumstances, local and regional armed conflicts could grow 
into a large-scale war, possibly even with nuclear weapons.32

Makarov further warned that the cause for such wars in the CIS lies 
in NATO’s advancement to the borders of the CIS and Russia.33 Makarov 
echoed previous statements by his predecessor Baluyevsky that while Russia 
faced no direct threat of aggression, “[given] the existence of nuclear weap-
ons, any localized armed conflict — let alone a regional conflict — could lead 
the international community to the brink of a global war.”34 Makarov thus 
postulated the possibility of a seamless transition from local wars like those 
in Iraq after 2003, or now [in late 2015] in Ukraine, all the way up to a theater 
or even strategic nuclear war. This is clearly another lesson from U.S. wars in 
the Middle East: they could extend (since Russia regards its strategic frontiers 
as the Soviet frontiers) from a local war in one of those states or closer to 
home in Ukraine all the way up to major theater war, possibly involving use 
of nuclear weapons.

This wider lens of global competition now informs Moscow’s approach to 
all regional crises in areas it views as strategic to its interests. Director of the 
Security Council Nikolai Patrushev stated:

Over the past two decades, 95 percent of conflicts affecting global and 
regional security started as domestic ones … . Threats and conflicts 
inside certain countries quickly go the regional and also global level. 
This is particularly noticeable in the case of North Africa and the Mid-
dle East, in particular, in Libya, and now in Syria.35

Implicit in these and other statements is Moscow’s abiding belief that the 
United States and its allies have frequently employed coercive tactics and pol-
icy, if not direct force, against objectionable governments, including prolif-
erators like North Korea and Iran, or have exploited domestic crises to force 
regime change upon them. From Moscow’s standpoint these policies aggra-
vate difficult issues, thereby generating intractable crises if not prolonged 
wars that negatively affect international security and Russia. U.S. policies also 
jeopardize its interests because they enlarge the scope of U.S. dominance and 
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implicitly, if not explicitly, put Russia’s own objectionable behavior under the 
microscope of potential international pressure. Russian interests also suffer 
because these objectionable or rogue states are, not coincidentally, Russia’s 
partners against U.S. power. Therefore, any potential international interven-
tion in a state must be subjected exclusively to the oversight of the UN Secu-
rity Council, where Russia has a veto.36

Simultaneously, the increasing emphasis on the use, or threat of use, of 
force in Russia’s neighborhood has apparently marched in conjunction with 
Moscow’s growing disposition to threaten others with force if it thinks it can 
do so with impunity. Moscow, demanding equal status with Washington, 
believes it can emulate U.S. actions without cost. This is a somewhat perverse 
form of learning from U.S. wars. Moscow’s operation in Ukraine is only the 
latest and probably not the last example of this trend.

Lessons for Domestic Security
Moscow has also learned that contemporary wars could threaten its 

domestic system. Here Moscow has learned from U.S. experiences with coun-
terterrorism and counterinsurgency operations, but probably has learned 
more from its own experiences in Chechnya. NATO’s 2011 Libyan interven-
tion led General Makarov to warn that the Russian army must be prepared 
for a Libyan or similar scenario.37 But beyond such warnings there is also the 
great danger that Russian security forces — the army, the Ministry of Interior’s 
forces (VVMVD), and the Federal Security Service (FSB), and other para-
military forces — might be employed if domestic protests became too serious. 
Moscow has long prepared for that scenario. Already in 2005–06, the Ministry 
of Defense formed Special Designation Forces from Spetsnaz brigades under 
the minister’s direct control. These units have air, marine, and ground compo-
nents and conduct peace support and counterterrorist operations.38 Since the 
defense minister answers only to the president, essentially this also means put-
ting all Russia under threat of counterterrorist or other so-called operations 
without any parliamentary accountability or scrutiny.

Since then matters have, if anything, grown worse. An April 2009 press 
report outlined quite clearly the threat the authorities perceive. It stated:

The Russian intelligence community is seriously worried about latent 
social processes capable of leading to the beginning of civil wars and 
conflicts on [Russian Federation] territory that can end up in a dis-
ruption of territorial integrity and the appearance of a large number of 
new sovereign powers. Data of an information “leak,” the statistics and 
massive number of antigovernment actions, and official statements and 
appeals of the opposition attest to this.39
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This report proceeded to say that these agencies expected massive protests 
in the Moscow area, industrial areas of the South Urals and Western Siberia, 
and in the Far East while ethnic tension among the Muslims of the North 
Caucasus and Volga-Ural areas was not excluded. But despite the threat of this 
unrest, the government characteristically used strong-arm methods to meet 
this threat by strengthening the VVMVD along with other paramilitary forces, 
thereby repeating the efforts of past regimes.40

This report, and other articles, outlined the ways in which the internal 
armed forces were being strengthened as of 2009. Presumably this process 
has continued without letup. Special intelligence and commando subunits 
designed to conduct preventive elimination of opposition leaders were being 
established in the VVMVD. These forces received new models of weapons 
and equipment, including armored, artillery, naval, and air defense systems. 
Some 5.5 billion rubles were allocated in 2008 for these forces’ moderniza-
tion. Apart from the already permitted “corporate forces” of Gazprom and 
Transneft that monitor pipeline safety, the Ministry of Interior (MVD) set up 
an Olimpstroi (Olympics Construction) Army and even the Fisheries Inspec-
torate created a special armed subunit called Piranha.41 We may assume that 
these trends are ongoing.

Since then, more information has emerged about the extent of the domes-
tic reconstruction of the MVD and its forces, the VVMVD, into a force 
intended to suppress any manifestation of dissent. As of 2003, there were 
98 special-purpose police detachments (OMONs) in Russia whose mission 
was state security. By comparison, in 1988, 19 OMONs existed in 14 Russian 
regions and three union republics. By 2007, there were 121 OMON units 
composed of 20,000 men and another 87 police special designation detach-
ments (OMSNs) with permanent staffing of over 5,200 people operating with 
the internal affairs organs, making a grand total of 208 special purpose or 
designated units with some 25,000 well-trained and drilled soldiers. The 
OMSNs have grown from being originally an anti-crime and anti-terrorist 
force to a force charged with stopping “extremist” criminal activity. All these 
units train together and have been centralized within the MVD to fight “orga-
nized crime, terrorism, and extremism.” From 2005 to 2006, the budgets of 
these units almost doubled. By 2009, they were also working with aircraft 
assets, specifically the MVD’s Aviation Center, which has nine special pur-
pose air detachments throughout Russia. Seven more such units are to be 
created. Furthermore, the MVD has developed a concept for rapidly airlifting 
its forces to troubled areas from other regions when necessary. These forces 
are also receiving large-scale deliveries of new armored vehicles with comput-
ers in some cases and C3 (command, control, communications) capabilities. 
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These forces are separate from the regular VVMVD.42 As the journalist and 
expert on Russian security service, Irina Bogoran observed, “On a parallel 
basis with the OMON empire, a multi-level internal security troop machine 
is being developed — with its own special forces, aircraft, armored equipment, 
situational crisis centers, and so forth.”43 When one considers this huge 
expansion of the domestic Silovye Struktury (power organs), it becomes clear 
why Russia announced in 2008 that it would increase funding for the MVD 
by 50 percent in 2010 and where the government believes the true threat to 
Russian security lies.44

These moves suggest a regime that is all too prepared to believe it is under 
siege and to react in forceful, coercive ways. They also suggest a regime deeply 
prone to over-inflated threat assessments and even hysteria. Although that is 
not the image Moscow wants to present abroad, it is the reality. Thus, we can 
say that the most important, though surely not the only, lesson Moscow has 
learned from U.S. wars relates to the likelihood that Washington will touch 
off a protracted local or regional conflict in its strategic neighborhood that 
endangers Russia’s domestic stability and vital foreign interests. Those lessons 
relate to the nature of the strategic environment and the danger that a regional 
or local war, in Russian terminology, will morph into a theater-sized conven-
tional or even potentially nuclear war given the threats that such wars could 
pose to vital Russian interests.

Chechnya, Georgia, and the Character of 
Contemporary War

Apparently Russia has incorporated the military lessons it learned from 
recent U.S. wars and engagements mainly into its decisions about force struc-
ture, operational concepts, and strategic perspectives.45 The reforms of force 
structures have been extensively traced in works by Roger McDermott, Keir 
Giles, and Rod Thornton and need not be repeated here.46 But there are 
other important lessons from Russia’s, and to a lesser degree America’s, wars 
that possess great contemporary relevance. Certainly the major reforms 
launched after 2008 reflected not just the study of contemporary wars up to 
that point but also the experience of other military organizations, even 
including the Swiss model.47 Therefore, the decisive learning experiences for 
Russia concerning such basic questions as the nature of the correct force 
structure and technology for the armed forces were only partly learned from 
U.S. experience. By far the most important experiences for Russia in this 
context of learning are the second Chechen war from 1999 to 2007, when 
Moscow declared Chechnya to be pacified, and the 2008 war in Georgia. 
These wars not only graphically highlighted the Red Army’s defects but also 
impelled the post-2008 innovations regarding information warfare (IW), 
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force structure, and military armament, and led to discernible improvement 
in the armed forces.48

The reforms of 2008–12 aimed to generate an army that could credibly fight 
the kinds of war Moscow saw in Georgia, Iraq, and elsewhere in the Middle 
East, including the Israel-Hizballah war of 2006. The need for a force capable 
of rapidly projecting power to Russia’s peripheries had become overwhelm-
ingly obvious in Chechnya and Georgia, and those wars, plus U.S. experience 
in the Middle East, warned of what happens when such forces are unavailable 
or badly led and equipped. But the demand for such forces does not mean a 
belief that current and future wars will be insurgencies. Rather, those forces 
must be able to conduct small-scale theater operations like wars in Georgia, 
seize and hold ground in conventional wars as before, and exploit high-tech, 
precision-strike capabilities.49

Contemporary wars have also demonstrated the need for a would-be great 
power to compete in the domain of precision-strike, high-tech weapons. Putin 
and the military leadership have consistently reiterated the need for this. To 
give but one example, Putin in September 2013 urged paying priority atten-
tion to “the development of high-precision weapons not only of long-range 
but also of tactical strike zone. An analysis of recent military conflicts shows 
that its role and scale are constantly growing. Therefore, a systematic effort 
is needed to coordinate all components of high-precision weapons.”50 Nor is 
there doubt of Russia’s careful study of U.S. conventional and precision-strike 
capabilities as displayed in Kosovo, Iraq, and Afghanistan.51

Similarly, extensive American use of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) has 
taught Russians the importance those weapons have for reconnaissance and 
strike operations. Indeed, they have learned from the United States that both 
these capabilities assigned to UAVs apply equally to maritime and land war-
fare. Russian analysts grasp that UAVs have become one of the most important 
categories of weapons for ships of the main classes, even for aircraft carriers.52 
One possibility is to deploy UAVs onboard ships that provide air support and 
thus make them independent of support from coastal aircraft. The UAV pro-
vides accurate target detection and conducts reconnaissance while evading 
the enemy’s anti-air assets, which supports anti-ship activities all the way up to 
attacks on carriers and carrier battle groups (including attacks using long- and 
medium-range anti-ship missiles based on surface ships, submarines, naval 
aviation aircraft, and perhaps coastal batteries). UAVs also provide reconnais-
sance support for combating enemy light forces operating in littoral areas or 
conducting landing operations. Third, UAVs can detect enemy aviation groups 
at distances beginning at 600–700 kilometers and can help integrate the com-
bined arms anti-air operation.53
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Russian Views on Information Warfare and 
Network Centric Warfare

Control of precision weapons and UAVs requires high-quality informa-
tion technology that is also capable of waging IW. But Moscow’s concept of 
IW fundamentally differs from the American concept. Indeed, Moscow’s 
embrace of information technology points in two different but unopposed 
directions. Russia’s concept of IW includes taking down, corrupting, and dis-
rupting networks, but it goes well beyond that. It includes shaping mass politi-
cal consciousness and a comprehensive attack on an entire state and society, as 
Russia tried in Estonia in 2007. It has refined its efforts since then to reach the 
abilities we have seen in 2014–16 in Ukraine. Although these developments 
owe much to Russian efforts to control the narrative in Chechnya, Western 
sources also have influenced Russian thinking.54

Indeed, such ideas evidently are “in the air” as a result of America’s recent 
wars. In a 2002 Russo-American conference on terrorism, Oleg Stepanov of 
Russia’s Ministry of Interior approvingly quoted a top, though unnamed, 
Pentagon official, who said that, “We are approaching a level of development 
where no one is a soldier but everyone is a participant in military actions. The 
task now is not to destroy living forces, but rather to undermine the goals, 
views, and outlooks of the population — to destroy the society.”55 Similarly, 
some Russians apparently believe recent U.S. handbooks on warfare provide 
justifications for using precision-guided munitions (PGMs) to target the popu-
lar will.56 However, if popular will and morale are legitimate targets and PGMs 
are not usable, e.g., to target the domestic population or desirable for other 
reasons, then IW becomes a fully legitimated Russian weapon not just to take 
down networks as in the typical U.S. understanding of the term, but rather, in 
Moscow’s concept, to influence mass political consciousness. As Defense Min-
ister Sergei Ivanov observed in 2007:

The development of information technology has resulted in informa-
tion itself turning into a certain kind of weapon. It is a weapon that 
allows us to carry out would-be military actions in practically any the-
ater of war and most importantly, without using military power. That 
is why we have to take all the necessary steps to develop, improve, 
and, if necessary — and it already seems to be necessary — develop new 
multi-purpose automatic control systems, so that in the future we do 
not find ourselves left with nothing.57

This mode of thinking derives from the experience and lessons of Chechnya 
as well as Russia’s overall perception of U.S. efforts, and not just in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.
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The second (or other) branch of military thinking comprises Russia’s adap-
tation of the U.S. concept of network-centric warfare (NCW). By 2008, author-
itative Russian military writers were publishing detailed analyses of NCW and 
effects-based operations (EBO), as they understood them.58 There is also 
good reason to argue that the recent defense reform aims to create an army 
capable of conducting NCW and EBO in future wars.59 Other writers focused 
on the advent of IW in all its operational and political forms, e.g., creating the 
basis for public information and political support as well as protecting critical 
civilian and defense infrastructures, and again accused Washington of waging 
IW against Russia, in this case on behalf of Georgia in 2008.60 Since the Geor-
gia war, these themes and Russian interest in NCW have been amplified in the 
security literature and in political statements. Russian commentary on NCW, 
as Russians view the concept, traces its evolution to the Israeli-Syrian air bat-
tles of 1982 and to Operation DESERT STORM in 1991, which led military 
thinkers to see the advent of high-technology warfare demonstrated in these 
conflicts evolving by the first decade of this century into NCW.61 But there is 
no inherent contradiction between these two concepts of war.

Even as NCW became a prominent concept, Russian writers were rediscov-
ering an obscure émigré theorist and tsarist officer named Yevgeny Messner 
(1891–1974), who formulated the concept of global “insurrection (or rebel)-
type warfare” (Vsemirnaya Myatezhnaya Voina). This concept involves pop-
ular movements, irregular formations, and communities organized around 
values where psychology, agitation, and propaganda would equal if not sur-
pass the importance of weapons. Thus, “if high-technology and net centric 
wars are demolishing the concept of classic warfare ‘from above,’ then insur-
rection-type warfare is doing the same job from below.”62

Thus, since 2000, high-tech and IW technologies and techniques have 
come to the fore of Russian thinking, but probably as much due to Russian 
experience as to the study of U.S. experience. Or perhaps more precisely, the 
United States taught everyone the necessity and utility of high-tech weaponry, 
but Russia learned as much if not more from its own experiences regarding 
force structure, the nature of contemporary war, and the intricacies of IW as 
defined by Russian writers, not theorists in the United States.

Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu and other members of the Russian 
military-political leadership have clearly come to regard the threat to cyber 
security that comprises foreign efforts to reshape the political consciousness 
of Russian society as equaling the threat from weapons of mass destruction. 
Indeed, Shoigu thinks that even without conventional or nuclear weapons, 
information or cyber weapons alone could seriously damage any metropolis 
or society.63 Chief of the General Staff Makarov likewise observed in early 
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2012 that land and sea have ceased to be the main theaters of war and that the 
focus has shifted into the aerospace and information spheres, including cyber 
security. Moreover, wise use of “asymmetric action, [and of] the initial period 
of hostilities has begun to exercise a decisive effect on the way a war is waged 
and on its outcome.”64 Both kinds of IW can be used then. In this context it 
is hardly remarkable that then-President Dmitry Medvedev in 2011 tasked 
the armed forces to develop measures “to destroy the information and control 
assets of an [anti-ballistic missile] system as part of a campaign emphasiz-
ing the information-technical aspect of IW.”65 Russian definitions of the two 
aspects of IW are notable because they openly talk of a long campaign that is 
carried on in peacetime to undertake what amounts to — at a minimum — an 
information/intelligence preparation of the battlespace (IPB) that can long 
precede the actual manifestation of overt conflict (as was the case in Estonia 
in 2007, Georgia, and Ukraine). Here the distinction between peace and war 
has been effaced, indicating that for Moscow “war is peace,” in Orwell’s words, 
and is being waged continually, even now.

Indeed, these leadership, doctrinal, and expert statements define a two-
part strategic role for IW and information operations (IO) in the future:

First, IO can be used to undermine the leadership and decrease the 
morale of the citizens of a target country. The operational ways of such 
actions would be, as was displayed in 2007 and 2008, attacks on govern-
ment, media, and financial websites aimed at limiting a government’s 
ability to control its resources and communicate with the population.66

The events of 2007–08 cited here are Russia’s attacks on Estonia and Georgia. 
Given this long-term and implicitly cumulative and steadily reinforcing nature 
of IW, some analysts have likened its effects to the tightening vise of a naval 
blockade. The destruction or degradation of an enemy’s means of communi-
cation and weapons systems represents the information-technical aspect of 
Russian IW concepts, and the attacks on the enemy country’s media and pop-
ulation represent the information-psychological component.67

Although some Western writers see IW and IO in this light, for the most 
part this kind of conceptualization is fundamentally alien to U.S. and Western 
writing on IW and IO, which focuses on the technical and not the psycho-
logical aspect.68 Whereas American writing on IW and IO definitely under-
rates or omits the information-psychological aspect and concentrates almost 
exclusively on the information-technical aspect of “cyber war,” Russian writ-
ers explicitly and fully incorporate the information-psychological aspect into 
their assessments.69 Moreover, Russia employed both aspects of IW and IO 
in its strategic activities since its war with Chechnya in 1994–96. Thus, IW 
and IO have featured prominently in Russian operations at home, in the wars 
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with Chechnya since 1994, in the domestic consolidation of the Putin regime, 
against Estonia in 2007 and Georgia in 2008, and against other CIS targets at 
various times in the last several years.

This Russian way of thinking and of employing information technologies 
in warfare denotes an autochthonous approach that is informed by Western 
practice and writing but diverges from it, representing a creative adaptation or 
updating of these phenomena in Soviet strategic and military-political think-
ing. As Colonel Richard Zoller’s analysis of Russian thinking about IW con-
cerning the general process that Russians call informatization observed:

More than any other nation-state, Russia uses the cognitive domain 
of cyber as much as the technical domain. Where Western definitions 
of cyberspace focus on technical aspects of information technology, 
“informatization” takes on a much broader definition. “Informatiza-
tion” can be broadly defined as applying modern information technol-
ogies into all fields of both social and economic development, including 
intensive exploitation and a broad use of information resources. What 
this means is that Russia uses cyberspace more to disrupt an adver-
sary’s information than to steal or destroy it.70

Thus, for Russia, IW and IO are fully legitimated weapons of internal polit-
ical as well as foreign military-political contestation. IW and IO are weapons of 
internal and/or external political struggles within or between political entities 
(not only states) and can be used as parts of public, governmental, civic, and 
private strategies. Accordingly, it goes without saying that in Russian thinking, 
in all wars and in any society in peacetime or at war, the struggle to influ-
ence and shape “the information space” is ongoing. Moreover, recent Russian 
writing about IW notes that conflict over information space has been waged 
throughout history between states to expand their political zones, control raw 
material resources, etc. Meanwhile, today IW is being waged constantly both 
between and within states for all kinds of purposes, not least the “possibility 
of manipulating moods and behaviors of large masses of people.”71 Indeed, 
Vladimir Karyakin argues that the advent of information and network tech-
nologies, coupled with advances in psychology regarding the study of human 
behavior and the control of people’s motivations, “make it possible to exert a 
specified effect on large social groups but [also] to also reshape the conscious-
ness of entire peoples.”72 This kind of thinking links current Russian writings 
about IW and IO to the Leninist tradition of using indoctrinated communist 
party cadres as a political surrogate for armies, e.g., “a fifth column.”73

Therefore, we can argue that at least in the efforts to influence a society’s 
“information space,” for Russia there is no distinction between war and peace, 
and some would also argue that there is also no distinction among war, peace, 
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and the use of social technology for criminal purposes. This is a new phase in 
a process of “neither war nor peace” and is a direct continuation of the Lenin-
ist tradition of a constant state of siege within and between states, societies, 
and blocs. Similarly, there is no hard and fast Russian definition between war 
and peace (unlike U.S. thinking). Conflict in this environment is constant, 
and one major target, especially in domestic political arenas or among popu-
lations at war with each other, is the mentality of the “home front.”74 Accord-
ing to Karyakin:

The mental sphere, a people’s identity, and its national and cultural 
identity have already become battlegrounds. The first step in this direc-
tion is the discrediting of and then the destruction of a nation’s tra-
ditional values. And in order for external aggression to be perceived 
painlessly to the mass consciousness, it must be perceived as movement 
along the path of progress.75

Karyakin then outlined a systematic campaign of IW against a nation’s mental 
perspectives.76

Patrushev alleges the United States waged such a war against post-war 
Germany and Japan to destroy these societies’ earlier martial spirits and to 
enforce an irreversible outcome unlike that of shooting wars. Information and 
network attacks were duly directed against their mental space and led to a 
replacement of earlier national values by those of liberalism. He further argues: 
“In this case, the mass consciousness does not recognize the fact of implanta-
tion of the enemy’s mental viruses.”77 Today, therefore, Patrushev argues that 
such warfare assumes the following form:

The aggressor puts multiple social structures into play in the informa-
tion and network war. First, and foremost, this includes the mass media 
and religious organizations, cultural institutions, nongovernmental 
foundations, and social movements, several of which are funded from 
abroad. In their totality they wage what is called a “distributed attack” 
by inflicting numerous pinpoint destructive actions against a country’s 
social system under the banner of “development of democracies and 
civil society” and ”observance of human rights.”78

Karyakin also sees such tactics in the alleged Western manipulation of 
the Arab Spring. He observes that information and network confrontation 
of states encompasses a struggle to establish control over territory through 
global information and surveillance systems; encouraging separatist and ter-
rorist movements; engaging enemies in low-intensity conflicts and organizing 
agitation of the masses; economic warfare including embargoes and sanc-
tions; ideological warfare as described here; and network strikes accomplished 
by organizing hacker attacks and introducing various computer viruses into 
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computers, communication systems, and databases.79 In this context it is 
noteworthy that the Putin regime’s attacks on Estonia and Georgia, as well as 
its targeting of domestic reformers, all follow Karyakin’s (and others’) script 
concerning both the targets and methods of waging IW and IO.

Therefore, the following observations apply to Russia with particular force. 
First, the expansion of the “theaters” of military operations from purely battle-
field phenomena to the totality of states’ physical and socio-political networks 
can be construed as a direct evolution from the Leninist theory of political 
struggle. Just as Lenin expanded “the state of siege” within Russian social 
democracy into a global one that reached its apogee in the Cold War and com-
prised struggles within states as well as between blocs on a global scale, infor-
mation technology has vastly expanded the opportunities for almost anyone 
to conduct such operations in depth as well as in both real time and over time. 
Anyone can target anyone else, or anything, for as long as they want and do so 
more often than not with “plausible deniability.”

Moreover, in this context, information technology and the uses to which 
it can be put can replace the strategic and political role played by indigenous 
communist parties, which historically functioned very much as a surrogate for 
combat power to affect the political balance of power in targeted countries. 
Russian leaders, even before Putin’s remarks above, openly viewed informa-
tion technology as a non-military means by which they can achieve military, 
strategic, or political goals. One need not organize a ramified “organizational 
weapon” like a communist party to gain leverage over, if not control, a nation’s 
policies if information weapons can be used adroitly for those purposes.

Thus, the use of IW at home and abroad becomes a conscious securitizing 
move to enhance the power and stability of the Russian state and its security 
services. Since actors make “securitizing moves” not just to place an item on 
a political agenda, but also to claim that their agency alone has the capability 
either to define or resolve the problem or to implement the appropriate solu-
tion, this Russian process is consciously intended to regain state control over 
multiple domestic processes after the much freer and uncontrolled experience 
of the 1990s. Consequently IW and IO are legitimate weapons of domestic 
and/or international struggles for political power. These lessons were first 
learned and employed in the second Chechnya war of 1999–2007.80

Because the Russian government believes it is under attack from a linked 
ensemble of foreign governments and democracy promoters who have joined 
with domestic reformers, IW and IO in Russia are critical instruments of 
what might be called a domestic counterinsurgency strategy. But this is not 
what Westerners typically recognize as counterinsurgency. At the same time 
in foreign contexts, information weapons and information-based strategies 
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are deployed cumulatively over time — not just to disable an adversary’s mili-
tary machine, but also to demoralize and subvert it from within and isolate it 
from other networks abroad that could support it.

Although Russian theorists have discussed what they call the informa-
tion-strike operation against enemy forces, and although this aspect was evi-
dent in the 2008 war with Georgia, most uses of information weapons in 
actual operations have aimed at the domestic “nerves of government” or of 
society, not combat forces or military command and control. Indeed, the 
“information-psychological” aspect that covers the use of the press and the 
media broadly conceived against a target’s information space is a key category 
among many in the Russian definition of IO and IW.81

A discussion by the journalist Aleksandr’ Gorbenko of the overall national 
military plan devised in 2013 links this discussion of IW to its domestic as 
well as external military contexts. He emphasizes the connection for Russian 
leaders between IW a la Russe and what can only be described as an embry-
onic “whole of government” operation and mass mobilization plan:

Preparations to repulse aggression [that] are using only military meth-
ods are preparations from the war of past centuries. The times of the 
declaration of war and the noble settlement of scores between states on 
the battlefield passed long ago … . In modern conditions it is impossible 
to resolve the task of the defense of the state by means of armed forces 
alone. The popularity of non-military methods of aggression and mil-
itary influence on all segments of the state including purely civilian 
ones demands measures in response from all state structures and all 
of society.82

Gorbenko points out that this plan of mass mobilization began in the Zapad-
2013 exercises involving the Ministry of Transport, the Ministry of Energy, 
and the regional government of Nizhny Novgorod Oblast. The new national 
state defense management center called for in the new defense plan therefore 
is essentially a center for the administration of all regional power structures 
and all 49 ministries and departments that take part in implementing Russia’s 
defense plan.83

As Gorbenko observes, the model for this is not a U.S. wartime organiza-
tion, but is instead Stalin’s conduct of World War II:

Something similar was created by I.V. Stalin on the initiative of L.P. 
Beria in the early days of the Great Patriotic War. The State Defense 
Committee was an emergency organ of administration which pos-
sessed the full range of power in the USSR in wartime. The State 
Defense Committee issued direct instructions to the Council of Min-
isters, all the organs of central power, and all city defense committees 
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which held all civilian and military power at local levels in their hands. 
Essentially the State Defense Committee made it possible to mobilize 
the whole country for the attainment of victory. But it did not dupli-
cate the leadership of the armed forces. In the same way a structure 
is now being created that is capable of administering the whole country 
(and not just the armed forces) in wartime. And the defense minister who 
must ensure the country’s readiness for any war may have broader powers 
than any simple defense minister. So, are we preparing for war? Generally 
speaking, yes. Being prepared for war is better than being unprepared 
(emphasis added).84

Once again, the origins of this concept of wartime mobilization date back 
to the National Security Strategy of 2009 that began the task of organizing 
such a structure. And that impetus was driven by the experiences of Russia’s, 
not America’s, recent wars.85 Indeed, Director of the Security Council Patru-
shev recently observed that Russia’s 2014 defense doctrine was essentially a 
reflection of the predominance of internal and informational threats more 
than the threat of war from outside.86

Lessons of the Second Chechen War, 1999–2007
So if we are to grasp what lessons Moscow learned from recent wars we 

must revisit what it learned from the Second Chechen war that Putin led 
from 1999 to 2007. In the first Chechen war, many officers, political figures, 
and commentators repeatedly expressed their belief (not unlike many in the 
United States regarding the U.S. war in Vietnam) that the war was lost because 
the government failed to ensure that public opinion supported the armed 
forces. Some, such as General M.A. Gareyev, the grand old man of Russian 
military thinking, and military historian Alexander Kirov, came close to uti-
lizing a variant of the old German stab-in-the-back theory about the lack of 
state (and public) support for the armed forces in 1994–96.87 These critics 
insisted that public opinion line up uncritically behind the government and 
Moscow’s actions in the second war that began in 1999. Thus their demands 
reflected the government’s learning of this lesson and how to implement it. 
Therefore, in this context, IW and IO at home were critical parts of Russian 
strategy and reflected the government’s understanding that in counterinsur-
gency wars domestic public opinion, not the hearts and minds of the enemy, is 
the critical center of gravity.

Any discussion of Russian strategy must reflect the fact that Moscow, unlike 
Washington in so many past cases, instinctively grasped the far-reaching and 
fundamentally political challenge posed by Chechnya in 1999 and shaped its 
strategy to prevent a recurrence of this kind of secession and to bring about 
the concomittant strengthening of the edifice of state power. First, in 1999 
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Moscow clearly recogized that the terrorists sought the breakup of the Russian 
state. President Putin even invoked a domino theory of the conflict.88 He still 
believes (probably correctly) that Russia’s territorial integrity is at stake in the 
North Caucasus.89 Furthermore, since there is evidence of the spread of Isla-
mist agitation into Russia’s Tatar and Bashkir provinces along the Volga and in 
the Ural Mountains, many elites follow Putin in holding to something like a 
domino theory of the conflict.90 Accepting the secession of either locale or of 
the entire North Caucasus region would then generate pressure for similar 
religious or possibly ethnic insurgencies in the Volga-Ural areas in Russia’s 
heartland.91 Russia’s elite fully understands and accepts this point and under-
stands that secession would also trigger demands for a change of the govern-
ment in Moscow.92 Given recent signs of the presence of this version of the 
Islamist ideology in Bashkiria and Tartarstan, even though they are currently 
at peace, this is not a trivial threat or an inaccurate threat perception.93

Russia’s success in Chechnya after 1999 also possesses considerable com-
parative importance for other governments that are analyzing counterinsur-
gency practice and the relatively new field of IW and/or media warfare. First, 
Moscow dispensed with, and could not build, “flexible forces” with which to 
wage this war. And it certainly did not have the funds to launch massive eco-
nomic development programs in Chechnya in 1999. Indeed, it cannot even 
afford its recently proclaimed strategy for the North Caucasus.94 Instead, it 
concentrated on achieving a “cumulative point of overwhelming superiority of 
force.”95 Second, rather than appeal to Chechens’ “hearts and minds,” it waged 
a systematic campaign to capture Russian hearts and minds, recognizing that 
target as the true center of gravity. It made public support the lubricant of 
the armed forces, and, using media campaigns to seize that public support, 
isolated the insurgents from overall Russian domestic and foreign support, 
framing the war as a terrorist campaign. IW was both a surrogate for miss-
ing combat power and a strategic weapon in its own right that was designed 
for a critical front, if not the critical front, in the conflict. The government 
thus framed Russia’s reaction as a counterterrorist operation against funda-
mentalists bent on destroying Russia rather than as a war, seeking thereby to 
“control the narrative.”96

Russia’s effective insulation of the theater and of the Russian media space 
demonstrates just how important to any victorious war strategy are the control 
of the media and the “narrative” or “framing” of the war. In a recent analysis 
of Chinese lessons learned from studying the Gulf Wars, Dean Cheng writes:

Just as advances in information technology allow one side to apply 
psychological pressure without having to first defeat the other side’s 
military, it also significantly improves the ability to influence public 
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opinion of both sides and of neutrals. Consequently, the media’s role 
has advanced from being a strategic supplement focusing on battlefield 
reports, to a type of “combat multiplier” that can help affect and decide 
the outcomes of conflicts. In this view, public opinion is now a distinct, 
second battlefield, almost independent of the physical one.97

Similarly, Max Manwaring of the U.S. Army War College’s Strategic Stud-
ies Institute, a leading American student of insurgencies and of counterin-
surgency, writes:

Lastly, it must be emphasized that this kind of war is fought against 
enemies who are firmly embedded in the population and cannot pres-
ent a traditional strategic or operational target. No conventional act 
of force can ever be decisive. Winning a trial of military strength will 
not deliver the will of the people. Fundamentally gaining the will of 
the people is the only effective objective of any use of force in mod-
ern conflict. The reality of contemporary conflict and a new paradigm 
is that information — not firepower — is the currency upon which war 
is conducted. The new instruments of power are intelligence, public 
diplomacy, the media, time, and flexiblity. These are the basic tools of 
power that can ultimately capture the will of the people.98

Moscow’s successful concentration upon winning the will of the Russian peo-
ple and bludgeoning the Chechens into surrender demonstrates its grasp a 
decade ago of at least some of Manwaring’s and Cheng’s insights.

From 1999 to 2007, Moscow learned from its abysmal failure in the media, 
or information war, aspect of the first Chechen war and devised the success-
ful strategies outlined here. It sealed off the area from virtually all journalists 
and seized control of the “narrative” to portray the Chechen rebels as foreign 
Wahhabi terrorists who aimed to seize Russian territory. Crucially, the Rus-
sian media and information campaign concentrated on cementing the sup-
port of the Russian people.99 As Mazx Manwaring of the US Army War 
College has written:

As far as the military was concerned, the goal of the robust state- 
controlled media campaign served three inter-related purposes. First, 
it helped to isolate the region politically as a precondition for military 
operations; second, it rendered the public at home deaf to the suffer-
ing of the Chechen state and its inhabitants; and finally it prepared the 
Russian families to accept war casualties.100

In turn, this IPB allowed Moscow to use the unrestricted and overwhelming 
force that media criticism had precluded during the first Chechen war.101 
Moscow established information centers in Dagestan and North Ossetia on 
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Chechnya’s borders, supplied journalists with videos and briefing material, and 
provided official escorts for journalists to specific locations. This allowed the 
government to control tightly the information that came out of the theater.102

Here we see the sophisticated integration of an unrelenting deep intelli-
gence penetration, subversion (of the Chechen regime in 1996–99), and media 
portrayal of the area as run by Muslim terrorists.103 And beyond the benefits 
this suppression of the media provided to the armed forces, it played a major 
role in habituating the Russian population to accept overall media censorship, 
to acknowledge that they were living in a state of siege, and to provide unlim-
ited support for the government that used this media policy as a major part of 
its overall campaign to impose an authoritarian state. This strategy vested Putin 
with virtually unlimited and even dictatorial powers at least as proscribed by 
law as well as custom, accorded with at least some theorists’ view of the neces-
sity for strong centralized rule in an emergency situation, and facilitated and 
justified Putin’s accumulation of powers even after the emergency.104

Strategy of Securitization
Thus, this strategy of securitization of the media, i.e., invoking security as a 

preeminent criterion for defining the purview of state activity, was materially 
boosted by the Chechen attacks of 1999 and served a major “state-building” 
purpose as well. It also showed that, for the Russian authorities, Russian pub-
lic opinion was a crucial center of gravity that had to be reinforced against 
all external efforts to penetrate and thereby (in the government’s estimation) 
weaken it. Beyond these considerations it was also true that already in 2000 the 
government made several moves to control the dissemination of news both on 
television and through the Internet and that it facilitated, if it did not actually 
launch, a steadily mounting campaign to expand its control over information 
technology even before the color revolutions of 2003–05 in Georgia, Ukraine, 
and Kyrgyzstan.105

“Securitization” of the media and of information channels began quite 
early and deliberately in Putin’s tenure. For example, in July 2000 a conference 
of the Security Council under Sergei Ivanov charged that religious organiza-
tions’ activities “are taking on a more radical, politicized character and repre-
sent a real threat to state security” because of the internal political situation 
in parts of Russia and the penetration into Russia of foreign extremist organi-
zations.106 Because the Chechen attack on Dagestan in 1999 that precipitated 
the war that year supposedly confirmed this threat and its linkage with inter-
national terrorism, the Security Council recommended actions enhancing the 
effectiveness of state organs of authority to regulate “the mutual relations of 
the state and religious associations, and the activities of foreign religious orga-
nizations” inside Russia.107 Since then these recommendations have been put 
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into effect, and the members of religious organizations and the media have 
been subjected to much more intrusive police regulation, surveillance, and 
monitoring than was ever the case under President Boris Yeltsin.108 Mean-
while, the Russian Orthodox Church and other religious associations have 
been effectively taken over by the state. These examples validate the observa-
tions found in a 2006 study of Russian domestic politics, namely:

The securitization approach illuminates one of the overarching 
self-conceptualizations of the Putin government. If the Yeltsin regime 
defined itself in terms of democratization; then much that has been 
done since that time is defined in terms of security. Analysis of dis-
course, which is central to the methodological approach employed 
here, reveals repeatedly the power of the key signifier “security” and 
the frequency of its adoption by the forces seeking hegemony within 
Russia’s political elite.109

Accordingly, the regime aims to securitize ever more aspects of politics; 
subject them to centralized and unlimited official regulation based on their 
connection to officially defined canons of Russian security; remove them from 
active public debate; subordinate them to discourses and actions rationalized 
by security considerations; and/or take control of them by figures and insti-
tutions associated with the preservation of security, usually defined as hard, 
or military-police, security. This does not mean that debate over security has 
ceased. Instead, the debate has generally, though not always, been rendered 
opaque, and it occurs between or among bureaucratic factions who generally 
endeavor to hide their maneuvers and rationales from the public. This pro-
cess is at best a mixed blessing and more often than not, considerably worse 
than that. The securitization of ever more realms of politics creates many dan-
gers for democratization and for state development, and certainly not only in 
Russia.110 Moreover, the foregoing analysis clearly links the lessons learned 
from Chechnya to the preparations for ongoing information operations sup-
porting Moscow’s operations in Ukraine. This reasoning establishes a direct 
line from Russian operations in Chechnya to those in Ukraine based on les-
sons applied and learned dating back to 1999–2000.

Conclusions
Moscow undoubtedly has learned much from the past generation of 

American wars. But it has not learned what Americans learned, and it has 
finally begun to apply its lessons innovatively. Its operations in Ukraine and 
its concept of contemporary war, outlined in official articles and statements 
since 2013, clearly are inspired by U.S. use of high-tech and IW. Russia’s exper-
iments in force structure also owe something to these wars. But the primary 
point of reference for Russian learning remains the Russian wars in Chechnya 
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and Georgia. And, U.S. actions are refracted through a very insular Russian 
prism. Yet Washington appears either unable or unwilling to fully grasp the 
implications of that point.

Although this conclusion concerning how Russia learns from our actions 
should not have surprised the U.S. government, it clearly has. And it suggests 
that Washington equally was caught up in blinkered ethnocentrism and did 
not learn enough about the evolving character of contemporary war and how 
others might assess that evolution. But since the United States has systemat-
ically eviscerated its abilities to learn from Russia, if not others, U.S. surprise 
and confusion remain self-induced. Moscow’s lessons are harsh, but as Rus-
sian writers tell us, Russia lives in a harsh geopolitical environment that they 
believe is worsening.111 But thanks to U.S. failure to monitor what Moscow 
is learning and has learned, it is not only Russia’s strategic environment that 
is deteriorating, but Washington’s as well. Worse yet, international security 
as a whole now appears increasingly endangered. Ultimately there can be no 
greater indictment of the U.S. failure to learn than this outcome. The price 
the United States and its friends must now pay is large, growing, and long-
term to boot.
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CHAPTER 4 
Iran: Goals and Strategy “Steadfast,” 
but Open to Tactical Innovation
Thomas E. Dowling

Although the U.S. role and presence in the Middle East has changed sig-
nificantly since 2001, Iranian decisionmaking remains consistently opposed 
to U.S. interests and policies in the region. Since the 1979 Revolution, policy 
has been dictated by a small elite — now led by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei — whose perceptions are shaped by geography, history, and a belief 
that the United States is implacably opposed to the Iranian regime. Roughly 
a dozen men in the military and security apparatus oversee military strat-
egy. These men form a tight-knit group sharing fundamental beliefs shaped 
by their experiences during the revolution and, more importantly, their ser-
vice in the Iran-Iraq War (1980–88). Unable to match U.S. military capabil-
ities, Iran’s leaders have settled on what they view as a successful strategy of 
employing asymmetric techniques to keep stronger forces hesitant to confront 
Iran and then enmeshing them in costly defensive warfare if they do. Strategy 
has changed very little — if at all — in the face of encounters with U.S. forces 
over the last 15 years. Absent significant changes in Tehran’s leadership, Iran is 
unlikely to alter a strategy that already has brought success in Iraq. However, 
continuing Iranian efforts ranging from the introduction of unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAVs) to ever-increasing efforts in the field of cyber warfare suggest 
a willingness to innovate at the operational and tactical levels.

Leadership View: U.S. “Failures” Strengthen  
Iranian Resolve

Since consolidating power after the 1979 Revolution, the Iranian regime 
consistently has opposed U.S. interests and policies in the Middle East. 
Although the recent nuclear agreement apparently removes the primary rea-
son for direct conflict, Tehran has repeatedly and emphatically denied that the 
nuclear arrangement will lead to any change in its attitudes toward the United 
States. In the words of Supreme Leader Khamenei, “Our policies toward the 
arrogant government of the United States will not be changed at all.”1 Iran 
thus will continue to be a dedicated antagonist seeking every opportunity to 
obstruct U.S. policies, damage and weaken U.S. ties to other nations, and sup-
plant U.S. influence with its own.
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Scholar Saeid Golkar’s analysis of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ 
(IRGC’s) view of the United States provides an excellent summation of the 
strategic perspective of the ruling elite. This view assumes a dualistic world 
in which a “domination axis” of Western states that have long exploited the 
world faces a “resistance axis” of their historic victims.2 “The system of world 
domination (Nezam-e Solteh-e Jahani) is inherently unstable, requiring war 
and exploitation.”3 The result is a strategic confrontation between evil (jebeh 
Batel) — the United States — and the good (jebeh-e Hagh) — Iran. By this logic, 
both continuing perceived U.S. efforts to destroy the Iranian regime and Ira-
nian efforts to defeat them are inevitable and enduring.4 At the same time, 
Iran considers “any threat against its security as jeopardizing the security of 
the entire region.”5

Iranian analyses all view U.S. intervention in Iraq as a failure.6 In the 
words of then-Foreign Minister Hoshyar Zebari, “They [the Americans] suc-
ceeded in freeing the Iraqi people from the tyranny of that regime… [but there 
were] many, many failures and mistakes. The occupation was a curse, it didn’t 
work.”7 This failure is ascribed not to specific U.S. or allied operational or tacti-
cal actions, which appear to draw little interest in open literature. Instead, Iran 
attributes U.S. failure to two fundamental and, from its perspective, enduring 
flaws in U.S. strategy.

First, Iranian commentators and officials argue the United States entered 
Iraq with little to no real understanding of the country or the Middle East as a 
whole. One Iranian analyst argues that the failure of the U.S. occupation was 
preceded by the failure of what he styles U.S. “coercive diplomacy” against 
Iraq.8 Iranian commentators are equally critical of U.S. policy in Afghanistan,9 
which they argue reflected no learning from Iraq events, a view perhaps best 
summarized by the title of one critique, “US Troops Surge in Afghanistan, 
Repetition of Mistake Committed in Iraq.”10

Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, for example, argues that “mili-
tary intervention and crude efforts aimed at the social engineering of Middle 
Eastern societies are reflective of the depth of illusions in the policymaking 
of the U.S. and some other Western powers vis-a-vis the region.”11 Zarif goes 
on to argue that:

What was referred to as the “Greater Middle East Initiative,” and was 
aimed at the engineering of Middle Eastern societies along social and 
political lines with the ultimate goal of exporting “democracy” had pro-
vided the theoretical framework for military interventions. This “ini-
tiative” prompted intense resistance in the region, and only managed 
to entail more extensive instability.
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Those who devised this plan were incapable of understanding that 
democracy can neither be imposed on a nation through brute force, 
nor can it take root in a society under the rule of an occupying military. 
The damage done to Iraq and the region while attempts were being 
made to enforce this illusory scheme has been so extensive and deep 
that years of endeavors to undo it have had little effect.

The objective of these policies, that were formed based on utter igno-
rance toward the innate dynamism of the region, was to impose on it a 
model completely alien to the region and in contradiction to the tradi-
tions, cultures and ways of life of native societies.12

By this logic, the United States created the conditions for its own failure. 
Ayatollah Khamenei, for example, has claimed that “occupiers who interfere 
in Iraq’s affairs through their military and security might” are the main cause 
of Iraq’s problems and are the “. . . main obstacle in the way of the Iraqi nation’s 
progress and prosperity.”13 In this analysis, the explanation for U.S. failure is 
not specific actions committed (or omitted) during the occupation but rather 
that, by invading, the United States trapped itself in inevitable failure regard-
less of its subsequent actions.

Other Iranian commentators implicitly suggest specific U.S. mistakes 
without identifying them. For example, Kayhan Barzegar argues that U.S. 
“strategy failed because the United States has been unable to control the cri-
sis in post-invasion Iraq, where conflict continues to rage after more than 
seven years,” without identifying what U.S. actions or shortcomings pro-
duced this failure.14

Second, a broader critique claims that the United States fails to under-
stand that geopolitical changes have created new conditions that make it 
impossible for U.S. efforts to succeed. In Foreign Minister Zarif ’s words:

The world is now moving toward a state of mutual interdependence. 
Contrary to the situation in the past, the pursuit of go-it-alone policies 
by former hegemons or current powers has led to a state of impasse 
and paralysis.

As an inevitable consequence of globalization and the ensuing rise of 
collective action and cooperative approaches, the idea of seeking or 
imposing zero-sum games has lost its luster. Still, some actors cling to 
their old habits and habitually pursue their own interests at the expense 
of others. The insistence of some major powers on playing zero-sum 
games with win-lose outcomes has usually led to lose-lose outcomes 
for all the players involved.15
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Building on this logic, Zarif argues that these changed circumstances 
require the United States (and presumably other major powers) to form mul-
tinational coalitions:

The much-challenged position of the United States in the world today, 
notwithstanding its preponderance of military power, is a glaring case 
in point. The actual situation in various parts of the world where the 
United States is directly involved, most notably in the greater Middle 
East and in Iran’s immediate neighborhood, points to Washington’s 
reluctant but unmistakable turn to the path of coalition building with 
other global powers and even regional actors.16

However, given the Iranian conviction that U.S. aims are inherently 
self-defeating, coalition building is not seen as raising the chances of U.S. suc-
cess. In fact, a number of Iranian commentators see U.S. efforts to create an 
emerging coalition against the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) as 
simply another U.S. effort to tighten its regional grip. In a 2014 article, Hos-
sein Amir-Abdollahian, deputy foreign minister for Arab and African affairs, 
claims that “what brings the Americans into such scenes is pursuit of their 
covert goals in these countries.”17

Iraqi allies of Iran echo these allegations. In October, 2015, the leader of 
the Iraqi Popular Mobilization Forces claimed that some members of the U.S.-
led coalition try to contain ISIL, but not to really destroy it.18

This latter argument dovetails with Iranian accusations that the United 
States created or sponsors ISIL and other Sunni extremist groups. These claims 
are discussed in the Information Operations section of this chapter.

Key Geostrategic Factors
Foreign and defense policymaking in this large, complex nation is in the 

hands of a relatively small elite who operate in and through a web of per-
sonal alliances, friendships, and rivalries poorly understood abroad. An Ira-
nian study explains that, since the Revolution, this elite consistently has held 
that “the dominant world order and power arrangement are hierarchically 
organized to the disadvantage of Iran, the Muslim World, and the develop-
ing world in general, it is unjust both in terms of a revolutionary reading of 
Islam as well as the current conception of Iran’s national interests, and hence, 
it must be changed.”19

This common strategic view is shaped by five broad factors.20 First, there 
is geography. Iran is surrounded by unstable neighbors and nonstate actors 
(e.g., al-Qaida, the Kurdish Workers Party [PKK], and People’s Mujahedin 
of Iran [MKO]) and is further threatened by what it views as the illegitimate 
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and extremely menacing presence of U.S. and other Western military forces. 
Iran rejects the claim that it is a “threat” to the security of regional states, 
viewing its own continuing buildup of conventional military capability as 
essential to deterring foreign aggression against itself and the region.21 Inter-
estingly, some Iranian analysts claim that the ruling elite actually views the 
U.S. presence (and economic sanctions) as surmountable security challenges 
that will create a stronger and more independent Iran.22

Second, the historical experience of Sunni oppression created a Shia self- 
description as “The oppressed of the Earth” and the expectation of an inevita-
ble time of retribution and justice. Since the 1979 Revolution, the regime has 
seen itself as the instrument of that justice against all presumed oppressors, 
including the United States. This role allows Tehran to assert the legitimacy of 
its actions and refusal to compromise its self-assigned responsibilities to the 
world’s Shia and now, increasingly, to the oppressed anywhere.

Iranian secular nationalism is a third shaping factor. At various times, 
mostly in the pre-Islamic period, Iranian power reached deeply, albeit only 
temporarily, into the Middle East. This history provides the leadership a sense, 
probably widely shared by the general public, that Iran is rightfully a Middle 
East, and, indeed, a great power. Hence, leaders believe that Iran is returning 
to its legitimate Middle East and global roles.

The fourth factor is the regime’s revolutionary ideology, or what some 
Iranian commentators term the religious nature of the regime.23 Though its 
only real allies — Hizballah and, to an apparently lesser extent, some Iraqi Shia 
groups — have embraced Iran’s ideology, most notably allegiance to Supreme 
Leader Khamenei, even these groups have not sought to replicate the Ira-
nian political system. Beyond them, Tehran’s attempts to spread its model of 
a Shia theological state generally have proven a dismal failure. The creation 
of a Shia clerical state has never drawn any broad support or interest for rea-
sons ranging from intense Sunni aversion to a Shia model for anything, espe-
cially one so heavily influenced by exclusively Iranian concepts and forms; 
competing Sunni models from the Taliban to ISIL; and irritation with often 
heavy-handed Iranian assertions of the incontestable superiority of its theo-
cratic oligarchy.

Despite this failure, Tehran persists in the belief that its revolution inspired 
the Arab Spring. For example, in 2014 Supreme Leader Khamenei claimed that 
for more than 30 years, “the imperialists have been trying to contain the influ-
ence of the Islamic Revolution to the borders of Iran, but finally the Islamic 
Awakening bore fruits and created great waves across the region.”24

One Iranian analyst argues that the Arab Spring further shifted the regional 
power balance to Iran’s benefit by “first, the removal of U.S. allies and the 
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intense isolation of the Zionist Regime and second, the prevalence of Islamic 
nature in the Middle East movements.”25

What Iranians term “the Imposed War” with Iraq, the fifth critical shaping 
factor, has left a legacy of resentment, a quest for self-sufficiency, and fear of 
how vulnerable Iran can find itself. The term “imposed” reflects the claim that 
Saddam attacked Iran in 1980 at U.S. (and probably other enemies’) urging. A 
Western scholar summarized this Iranian argument as “during the Imposed 
War, the young Islamic Republic was not just fighting Iraq but also the West-
ern powers, particularly the United States, which felt threatened by the emer-
gence of a state that refused to serve U.S. interests.”26 The post-war Iranian 
narrative of the war’s outcome ignores the fact that Ayatollah Khomeini was 
compelled to accept peace because Iran was facing total defeat, and instead 
focuses on asserting that “[t]he resistance and victory of the Iranian nation 
in the imposed war proved to the world that attacking the Islamic Republic 
is costly.”27

The war also demonstrated that Iran had few, if any, friends and so could 
not depend on foreign military support, leading to intense, continuing Iranian 
efforts to develop the greatest possible domestic military industrial capacity. 
Lastly, the war cemented the foundations of power for both the IRGC as an 
institution and its network of war veteran officers throughout government 
and society. Over time, this network gained vast influence in shaping — and 
suppressing — political activity and an ever expanding grip on key economic 
sectors with the IRGC now controlling up to an estimated 70 percent of the 
economy. This network also will have a major, if not decisive, voice in the 
selection of the next Supreme Leader.

Tehran Believes Path to Iranian Preeminence  
Now Assured . . . And Continued Conflict With the 
United States Is a Certainty

Taken together, these five factors shape Iranian leaders’ worldview, pro-
viding context for their policies and inspiring their confidence that Iran is on 
an irresistible, upward course. However, since the United States is the most 
powerful obstacle to Tehran’s ambitions, despite its troubles in both Iraq and 
Afghanistan, they also provide the ideological underpinnings for continued 
antagonism toward the United States.

Iranian leaders appear to believe Iran is in the best strategic position it 
has enjoyed since the overthrow of the Shah. In late 2015, Brigadier General 
Gholamreza Jalali of Iran’s Civil Defense Organization bragged that “today, 
the Islamic Iran’s pride and might has made the world’s biggest materialistic 
and military powers kneel down before the Islamic Republic’s might.”28
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The regime’s attitude is a product of historical factors that inspire it with 
both fear of the consequences of engaging in full-spectrum conflict with the 
United States and confidence that it can obtain its aims by inflicting damage 
below the threshold for triggering a crushing U.S. response. At the same time, 
the regime views the American presence in the Gulf, if not the entire Middle 
East, as inherently illegitimate and thus inevitably doomed to failure.

From that perspective, Iran’s task (and opportunity) is to accelerate this 
impending U.S. failure. The near total withdrawal of U.S. ground forces from 
Iraq and Afghanistan encourages Tehran’s belief that it is moving toward its 
goal of becoming the Gulf ’s and, in time, the Middle East’s dominant power. 
Events in Syria are the latest source of Iranian confidence. For example, IRGC 
commander Brig. Gen. Amir Ali Hajizadeh claimed that “86 countries stood 
and said the Syrian government should be changed and Bashar Assad should 
go, but they failed because Iran had a different point of view, and they were 
eventually defeated.”29 Such boasts, of course, sidestep the issue of just how 
much of Asad’s Syria actually survives.

The View From Tehran: Lessons Learned From Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Syria

Three factors strongly suggest that Iran will oppose future U.S. opera-
tions outside Iran with the methods it used in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, and 
Yemen — essentially Iranian leadership and support while proxy forces provide 
most of the manpower. First, from Tehran’s perspective, these methods have 
proven highly successful in thwarting U.S. and coalition policies and inflicting 
severe casualties at an acceptable cost to Iran.30

Second, Iranian and Iranian-controlled third-party assets are readily avail-
able, most likely drawn from Lebanese Hizballah and/or Iraqi militia person-
nel and probably deployed as complete units of varying size.31 Mercenaries 
also will appear, again probably as complete units to facilitate Iranian control 
of their actions. These forces have sufficient experience to quickly gear up to 
effective levels on the ground. The Qods Force (QF) — the special operations 
component of the IRGC — will provide battlefield coordination and, as nec-
essary, operational command, as well as provide training, technical advice, 
equipment, and logistics support. Non-Iranians will provide the bulk of com-
bat manpower. If possible, these will be local forces from either pre-existing 
pro-Iranian organizations or Iranian-created ones. However, if local forces 
initially are insufficient or non-existent, Qods Force intervention will provide 
a framework into which locally raised forces can be integrated.

Third, the IRGC’s tight leadership elite “owns” this so far successful 
approach. In fact, one analysis suggests “that future IRGC QF commanders 
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operating in Iraq are likely to be those serving in Base Ramezan/Ramadan 
[which manages Iranian involvement in Iraq, and is discussed below] today.”32 
This pattern suggests that absent massive failure, the IRGC is highly unlikely 
to see reason to alter what it sees as an established, successful approach.

Given the perceived successes of IRGC-led operations in Iraq and Syria, 
Iran is very likely to remain willing to accept a continuing loss of senior and 
middle-grade officers and a limited number of lower-ranking personnel.33 
However, Iran’s consistent use of non-Iranian forces to provide the bulk of the 
combat manpower strongly suggests that Tehran is unwilling to sustain large-
scale casualties of its own personnel. In the case of the Qods Force, this wari-
ness of heavy casualties may reflect concern that high casualties would quickly 
erode the force’s relatively small overall strength. The apparent reluctance to 
risk high losses for the IRGC and the Artesh (the regular Armed Forces of 
Iran) probably reflects concerns about public reaction to heavy losses in causes 
that, outside the elite, enjoy little popular support.34 Indeed, unconfirmed 
press reports suggest that even senior IRGC officers already have attempted to 
avoid service in Syria.35

Iran and its allies have so far fielded largely infantry forces with some sup-
porting units. Descriptions of Hizballah’s force structure and the training both 
Iran and Hizballah have provided Iraqi Shia forces reinforce this impression 
of an infantry focus. Operationally, in addition to ordinary infantry units, 
Hizballah forces reportedly incorporate three specialized contingents. A 2010 
study by Canadian scholar Martin Rudner identifies these as “A Martyrs con-
tingent (for individuals willing to lead suicide operations); a Commando con-
tingent (elite fighters who have distinguished themselves in guerrilla warfare, 
some trained in Iran); and Rocket launching contingents (which also operate 
a range of heavy weapons including mortars).”36

A similar structure can be expected with other Iranian-allied groups. In 
Iraq, the Iranians provided three levels of training, which are well described 
in a 2008 study by the U.S. Military Academy’s Center for Combating Ter-
rorism. All recruits went through a “Basic Paramilitary Skills and Weapons 
Course. Potential leaders also took advanced courses covering such topics as 
Logistics and Support, Weapons Employment, Engineering/Explosives, Tac-
tics and Information Operations.”37 Those intended to become organizers 
of larger forces attended courses on conventional weapons such as machine 
guns and AK-47s, and took individual “master trainer courses” in one of 
four areas: explosively formed penetrators, projectile weapons (e.g., mortars 
and rockets), conventional weapons such as machine guns and AK-47s, and 
Tactics and Guerrilla Warfare.38
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The Iranians are likely to make some technological innovations, such as 
the UAVs already in use in Syria and, Iraq and reportedly used by HAMAS. 
However, the forces likely to appear in future operations should be essentially 
variants of the mostly infantry formations already deployed. This relatively 
conservative approach does not necessarily mean future Iranian operations 
will be unable to duplicate past successes.

Although Iran has demonstrated some tactical innovations, most notably 
its improvised explosive devices (IEDs), its successes in the region do not owe 
to innovative strategies or novel operational techniques. Rather, Iranian suc-
cess to date rests on the exploitation of strategic opportunities provided by its 
opponents, especially the introduction of sizeable U.S. or allied forces for pro-
longed periods of time. This allows Tehran to apply its asymmetric approach 
to erode and hamstring those forces.

Who Will Do the Fighting?
Iran can draw on three types of forces to challenge the United States and 

its interests: Iranian state organizations, allied non-Iranian forces, and appar-
ently increasingly, foreign Shia mercenaries fighting under IRGC direction 
and control.

Iranian State Organizations

The Artesh
Iran’s largest military resource, the regular armed forces (usually denoted 

collectively as the Artesh, the Farsi term for army) are organized and deployed 
to perform their primary task of defending the territory of Iran. The Artesh’s 
primary responsibilities include deterring, defending against, and defeating 
foreign aggressors. Although nominally a professional military, clerical lead-
ers within the regime ensure Islamic ideological indoctrination within the 
ranks. To maintain absolute control over the military, officers in the Artesh are 
promoted on the basis of loyalty to the regime and political reliability rather 
than merit or effectiveness.39

The appearance of sizeable Artesh units outside Iranian borders seems 
unlikely. Sustained operations would impose logistics demands difficult to 
meet even at relatively short distances from Iran’s borders due to a lack of 
transportation resources and infrastructure. The Artesh thus appears not to 
have a significant, continuing role in Iraq and Afghanistan and no apparent 
role in Syria. On rare occasions when ISIL advances threatened critical dam-
age to the Iraqi state, individual Artesh units have briefly deployed just across 
the Iranian border. In early 2015, artillery units were sent to support Iraqi 
government forces, although press sources are unclear about whether these 
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were Artesh or IRGC units.40 A clearer example appears to be the deployment 
of tanks into Iraqi Kurdistan in late August 2015. Photos published by Kurd-
ish sources led to the apparent identification of the tanks as being from the 
Artesh’s 81st Armored Division.41 In any case, this deployment involved only 
relatively shallow cross-border movements for apparently limited periods.

Officially admitted Iranian battle deaths in Iraq and Syria include a small 
number of relatively low-ranking individuals who appear to be from Artesh 
units. Iranian government admissions of the death of Artesh personnel in 
Syria suggest that individual Artesh specialists and, perhaps, small units, are 
used to fill specific needs. However, absent direct U.S. invasion of Iran, there 
seems little prospect of U.S. forces encountering Artesh units en masse. A key 
reason is that the primary Iranian instrument of aggressive action, the IRGC, 
has sufficient resources to operate without significant Artesh help.

The Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
Unlike the Artesh, the IRGC is completely a product of the Iranian Revo-

lution. Michael McBride explains:
It was formed out of several militias that emerged during the Islamic 
revolution in order to act as a counterweight to the Artesh and protect 
the newly formed Islamist regime against a military coup. Particularly 
since the end of the Iran-Iraq War, the IRGC has positioned itself as the 
pre-eminent service within Iran’s military apparatus reaffirming itself 
as the “guardians of the revolution” responsible for maintaining inter-
nal stability as well as “exporting the revolution.”42

IRGC veteran officers, both serving and retired, constitute an interlock-
ing, self-promoting elite who have given the IRGC ever increasing influence 
over state institutions and especially, as many commentators have noted, the 
national economy.43 One thorough study identified what it terms the “IRGC 
Command Network (IRGC-CN)” to refer to a group of ten individuals who 
have formed a cohesive faction since the Iran-Iraq War.44 “Members of the 
IRGC-CN have publicly demonstrated their political unity during points of 
potential conflict or crisis, and endured these inflection points while advanc-
ing to dominate nearly all of the key command and staff positions within the 
IRGC.”45 Another Western analyst suggests that “experience in the Iran-Iraq 
war and personal bonds with Iraqi insurgents are crucial components to get-
ting promoted within the IRGC.”46

Although officially distinct organizations, the relationship between the 
Artesh and the IRGC is symbiotic. For example, the head of the Operations 
Directorate of the Armed Forces General Staff, which is responsible for over-
seeing the military affairs of both the IRGC and the Artesh, is a member of the 
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IRGC-CN. While obviously committed to the territorial defense of Iran, 
the IRGC’s primary purpose remains the protection of the current regime and 
what it defines as the ideology of the 1979 Revolution through the preven-
tion and suppression of internal dissent. The IRGC is especially concerned 
to thwart what it defines as the threat of “Soft War,” a combination of cultural 
inroads that would undermine loyalty to the Islamic Republic.47

This means that while still essentially a military organization, the IRGC has 
many other interests than active combat, especially at a distance from Iran’s 
borders. As a result, the IRGC ground forces created the Qods Force, which 
is trained and organized for external foreign operations. The existence of the 
Qods Force means that, as with the Artesh, absent U.S. direct invasion, it is 
unlikely that U.S. forces would encounter non-Qods Force IRGC ground units. 
Although, again as with the Artesh, individual main IRGC members and small 
groups may be integrated under Qods Force control in special situations.

The Qods (Jerusalem) Special Operations Forces of the IRGC
Since its emergence, which coincided with Iranian efforts to foster the 

growth of Hizballah in the early 1980s, the Qods Force has been Iran’s main 
instrument of foreign intervention. Organized into regional commands, it 
has provided training, supply, planning assistance, operational advice and, 
on occasion, battlefield direction to a variety of allied forces.48 While the 
close relationship with Hizballah continues, this extensive support also has 
been extended to the Iraqi government, a variety of Iraqi Shia militias, the 
Syrian government, and some other Syrian groups. It also supported, in 
apparently more limited forms, groups in Afghanistan including the Taliban. 
Moreover, Iran has provided similar support to groups far from its immedi-
ate region.

In 1996, for example, NATO troops raided a “clandestine paramilitary 
training center” near Sarajevo described as a “joint Bosnian government- 
Iranian facility;” Admiral Leighton Smith, commander of NATO forces in 
Bosnia, said the camp contained a wide range of munitions and explosives, 
booby-trapped toys, and models of buildings that were apparently being used 
to prepare attacks.49 In another example of distant presence, press reports 
claim that IRGC had established a clandestine weapons facility in Sudan.50

This provision of arms and training were and remain fundamental ele-
ments of the Qods Force’s international activities but not its sole function. The 
Qods Force has been implicated in a wide range of terrorist attacks throughout 
the world.51

Qods Force operations are marked by thorough organization of its allies 
and the support they receive. In Iraq, in 2007, U.S. forces identified the 
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“Ramazan (Ramadan) Corps as a sophisticated command structure coordi-
nating military, intelligence, terrorist, diplomatic, religious, ideological, pro-
paganda, and economic operations. This Corps is responsible for most of the 
Qods Force operations in Iraq.”52 The Ramazan Corps encompassed three 
subordinate organizations responsible, respectively, for operations in north-
ern, central, and southern Iraq. All three subordinate headquarters were 
located in Iranian towns near the Iraqi border.

The Iranian role in Iraq was well known and openly discussed by U.S. offi-
cials who first complained of Iranian meddling soon after the U.S. invasion.53 
Coalition officers began to publicly discuss Iranian support for Shia mili-
tants in 2005.54 Typical was then-Secretary of Defense Robert Gates’s 2008 
remarks that “I think that there is some sense of an increased level of supply 
of [Iranian] weapons and support to these groups [what were termed ‘spe-
cial groups’ of Shiite militants].”55 Iran responded with denials of its role.56 
Over time, Iranian denials turned into open declarations of Tehran’s role and 
especially that of the Qods Force. By 2015 several Iranian figures, including 
Vice-Speaker of the Majles Mohammad Hassan Aboutorabifard, claimed that 
Iranian forces saved Iraq from ISIL conquest.57

In Afghanistan, Tehran’s support extended to the often intensely anti-
Shia Taliban, something repeatedly noted by U.S. commanders.58 In 2008, 
for example, the then-chief of U.S. operations, Lieutenant General Carter 
Ham, said there was “some clear evidence” of continuing Iranian provision of 
“weapons and material” to the Taliban, albeit not “at the same level sent into 
Iraq.”59 General Ham noted that there was “no indication Iran is providing the 
high-powered roadside bombs it has given to insurgents in Iraq.”60 Iran also 
apparently provided 107 mm artillery rockets.61

According to press reporting, the Qods Force has established a similar 
comprehensive command and control center in Syria. This command center 
reportedly includes “a multinational array of officers: the heads of the Syrian 
military, a Hezbollah commander, and a coordinator of Iraqi Shiite militias, 
which [QF commander Qassem] Suleimani mobilized and brought to the 
fight.”62 Using a centralized headquarters implies the existence of a robust 
command and control network. Open sources indicate that Hizballah has had 
such networks, established with Iranian-provided equipment and advice, for 
some years.63

Ansar Al Mahdi Corps
This is another IRGC unit with apparently some special operations capa-

bility. Much less well known than the Qods Force, its main task is the security 
of government leaders and, according to some sources, protection of Iran’s 
nuclear program. It also is reportedly tasked with counterintelligence and 
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covert operations outside Iran’s borders.64 Evidence that it operates abroad 
is the inclusion of 2 of its members among 31 Iranian personnel reportedly 
killed in northern Syria in October 2015.65

The Basij
Although designated as one of Iran’s three defense organizations (the Artesh 

and the IRGC being the other two), the Basij is harder to categorize. Unlike 
the other two, the completely volunteer Basij (Sazmane Basij-e Mostaz’afin, 
literally “The Organization for Mobilization of the Oppressed”) is probably 
best described as a “pro-regime militia.”66 Encompassing a variety of subor-
dinate organizations among which the Women’s and Student Basij branches 
are prominent, it functions as a mass militia primarily for internal security 
and defense. As one author has observed, the Basij is “extensively integrated in 
economic, social, cultural, and civil spheres.” It claims an ability to mobilize up 
to one million men.67

Open sources suggest the Basij personnel, most of whom apparently are 
part-time or reservist members, are trained to a lower standard than are IRGC 
forces. However, Basij personnel have participated in simulated ambushes on 
enemy armored columns and helicopters in exercises reportedly focused on 
urban combat because Basij personnel are tasked with a major role in internal 
defense of urban areas.68 Some plainly have skills valued in foreign opera-
tions. One press account suggests that Basij personnel provide propaganda 
and mass mobilization support in Syria and perhaps elsewhere. The reported 
death of three Basij members in northern Syria in October 2015 confirm a 
Basij role of some type. This may include work as advisors in urban warfare 
and security operations.

The Ministry of Intelligence and Security (MOIS)
This civilian agency is heavily involved in past terrorism and murder 

against both dissidents in Iran and opponents abroad.69 MOIS performance 
has been steady and unswerving since its establishment after the Revolution. 
MOIS is focused on internal affairs and concentrates on protecting the current 
Islamic system. This goal has been implemented through covert operations 
inside and outside of the country although, since the creation of the Qods 
Force in 1990, MOIS has mostly concentrated on monitoring and assassinat-
ing Iranian dissidents inside and outside of the country.70 In post-invasion 
Iraq, MOIS reportedly “deployed many agents to Iraq to influence Iraqi elected 
officials and to train Iraqi rebel groups.”71

Iran also has intelligence networks in other Middle Eastern countries, 
chiefly in Shia-majority countries and in countries with unpopular Sunni rul-
ers. For instance, in 2010 and 2011 two Iranian networks were exposed in 
Kuwait and Bahrain.72
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Because the Qods Force is responsible for collecting intelligence in foreign 
countries, the responsibilities of MOIS and the Qods Force clearly overlap. 
Therefore, the two organizations must collaborate closely. The Qods Force is 
believed to coordinate with MOIS through foreign embassies, charities, and 
cultural centers in targeted countries.73 It is assumed that the Qods Force 
reports its intelligence-gathering activities and their results to MOIS.74

At the same time, bureaucratic rivalries between MOIS and the IRGC 
probably mean that the IRGC heavily limits, if not excludes, any significant 
MOIS role in ongoing foreign combat. This rivalry is likely to intensify with 
the Supreme Leader’s recent decision to increase the role of the IRGC’s own 
intelligence branch in the suppression of dissent.75 This expanded role over-
laps with MOIS responsibilities in ways certain to increase infighting and 
further constrain MOIS foreign operations in areas where the Qods Force 
is dominant.

Non-Iranian Forces
Often termed proxy forces, these are of two types: allied and mercenary. 

Allied forces are those of non-Iranian, sub-state organizations. In Iraq, U.S. 
officials referred to these Iranian proteges as “special groups,” which they 
defined as “militia extremists funded, and armed by external sources, specif-
ically by Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps Qods Force.”76 These groups all 
appear to have some degree, however slight, of independent existence.

Hizballah is the clearest case. Although heavily dependent on Iranian sup-
port and clearly willing to go far in assisting Iranian ambitions, it remains a 
Lebanese organization whose decisions are tempered by both Lebanese pol-
itics and the demands of its Lebanese support base. As a result, Hizballah 
attempts to maintain some, albeit limited, freedom of action. Its 2013 deci-
sion to withdraw some of its fighters from Syria gave a fair picture of that 
freedom.77 Hizballah’s initial decision to pull back was in response to Leba-
nese Shia concerns over mounting losses for the sake of Asad. However, a few 
weeks later, Hizballah leader Nasrallah reversed the decision and declared that 
Hizballah “is in Syria for the long haul,” underlining the limits of Hizballah 
independence.78 In 2015, Hizballah losses again rose, with the potential of 
eroding its Lebanese support base, a concern reflected in Hizballah’s reported 
decision to list “traffic accident” as the cause of death on death certificates of 
its fighters killed in Syria.79

Another significant allied force is the Iraqi Al-Hashd al-Shaabi (Popular 
Mobilization Forces 80  ), a group of Shia militia organizations now provid-
ing fighters in Syria.81 Some are openly funded and equipped by Tehran and 
directed by its local supporters in Iraq, under the supervision of the IRGC.82 



After the Wars

87

For example, the Asa’ib al-Haqq, which split from Muqtada Sadr’s forces, is 
reportedly directly funded by Iran. Perhaps the most important such militia is 
the Kataib Hizballah, which fought against the United States in Iraq. Foreign 
observers believe it displays discipline and cohesion superior to that of other 
Iraqi fighters, including Iraqi Security Forces. At present, these Iraqi militias 
appear to have far less autonomy than Hizballah.

Iranian-created Syrian paramilitary National Defense Forces (NDF) 
appear to be a hybrid organizational form. Although they are nominally 
Syrian government troops, IRGC officials have described the formation of 
this force as “their most significant contribution to the defense of Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad.”83 In May 2014, General Hossein Hamedani, who was 
killed in early October 2015 near Aleppo, announced that “Iran had trained 
and organized 70,000 Syrians into 128 NDF battalions.”84 In October 2015, 
IRGC commander-in-chief Mohammad Ali Jafari claimed “the NDF now has 
100,000 fighters.”85

Mercenaries
Recruited from Afghan Shia and Pakistanis, also presumably Shia, mer-

cenaries are a new factor likely to become a fixture of future Qods Force-led 
Iranian interventions.86 In Syria, these mercenary forces are organized into 
two brigades. Unlike Hizballah and Iraqi Shia militia units, which are fielded 
as complete units by existing political organizations, these mercenaries report-
edly are recruited as individuals and only formed into Iranian-controlled units 
after their arrival in Syria.

The Fatimiyun Brigade is composed of Afghans only and fights under the 
auspices of Hezbollah Afghanistan.87 According to an Iranian news source, 
the number of Afghans fighting for the Assad regime is between 10,000 and 
20,000, while other news sources put the number of Afghans at between 
10,000 and 12,000.88 An American scholar who studies the group describes it 
as “a foreign legion of sorts for Iran,” apparently under Qods Force command, 
with “Quds Force aides and commanders that are going with them to the 
front, not always Afghan.”89 Press reports suggest the Afghans are recruited 
individually from refugees living in Iran.

The Pakistanis were originally integrated with other units but now serve in 
their own distinct unit known as Zaynabiyun Brigade.90 It is unclear whether 
the Pakistanis are recruited in Pakistan or Iran. For both the Afghans and the 
Pakistanis, the principal inducements seem to be high pay (reportedly $500 
a month) with the promise of a passport and residency in Iran if and when 
the fighter returns.
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How Iran Might Fight the United States
Although Iran plainly now has a substantial body of experience in con-

fronting U.S. forces, its long, close ties to Hizballah make it likely that Tehran 
also draws lessons from Hizballah’s experience against Israel. U.S. and Israeli 
forces and tactics and procedures differ significantly; however, Israeli opera-
tions against Hizballah provide Iran with a wealth of experience in the prob-
lems of confronting a high-tech, firepower-heavy, modern military. Given 
pervasive Iranian influence and advice, Hizballah’s performance suggests 
methods the Iranians themselves might employ against U.S. forces. At the same 
time, Hizballah’s extensive role in training Iranian-allied groups in Iraq, Syria, 
and perhaps elsewhere suggests that Iran wants these newer groups to rep-
licate Hizballah organizational structure and tactical methods. For example, 
IRGC Brigadier General Hossein Hamadani, former commander of Moham-
mad Rasulollah Corps for Greater Tehran, has claimed that “Iran has built 
a “second Hezbollah in Syria.”91 Since, as noted above, Iranian practice has 
been to have these allied groups provide the bulk of the combat manpower, an 
understanding of their likely composition and methods is critical to predicting 
future Iranian challenges.

Iranian commentary invariably emphasizes the defensive nature of Teh-
ran’s war planning. To demonstrate their defensive capabilities, the Iranians 
highly publicize their large military exercises, usually with a few photos of 
participating forces and/or their equipment.92 These exercises — the majority 
of which appear to be naval — are invariably reported as completely success-
ful, often emphasizing the claimed use of asymmetric tactics. However, these 
reports provide few details of actual operations. The methods and tactics of 
offensive operations are never discussed.

Iran and its allies confront the problem of neutralizing the mobility and 
firepower of conventional U.S. (or Israeli) forces that they cannot hope to 
match now or in the immediate future. In response, the Iranians and their 
allies have embraced the concept of asymmetric warfare, especially at sea. The 
optimum outcome from Tehran’s point of view would be the ability to readily 
destroy superior weapons through lower cost, lower capability asymmetric 
weapons and methods. Iranian propaganda works hard to create the impres-
sion that Iran already has achieved this capacity. Current evidence suggests 
that, in fact, Iran is a long way from achieving this aim. However, such boast-
ing serves the broader aims of Iran’s asymmetric doctrine — inducing its oppo-
nents to reduce their use and reliance on certain weapons or tactics. This 
reduction might be the product of fielded Iranian weapons and tactics such as 
the use of anti-armor landmines and IEDs to curtail aggressive patrolling 
or the use of specific transport routes. Even better from Tehran’s viewpoint 
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would be an opponent’s decision to voluntarily remove a major system from 
the battlefield. Iranian efforts to harass U.S. naval forces in the Gulf and con-
stant claims of being able to sink aircraft carriers at will are perhaps the plain-
est example of this sort of attempt to get the United States to decide that the 
use of carriers or other large warships in the Gulf has become too risky.

Iranian asymmetric warfare therefore seeks through tactics and, where 
possible, infrastructure to reduce their opponents’ freedom of maneuver 
while, if possible, consistently inflicting heavy casualties. The clearest exam-
ple of this approach to land combat is the Iranians’ well-publicized strategy of 
“mosaic defense” for Iran itself. It is based on small units — Basij forces report-
edly would play a major role in this defense, especially in urban areas — tasked 
with defending geographically limited sectors. The aim is to tangle an invader 
in an interlocking system of localized defenses that impose high casualties 
while sharply restricting maneuver.93

Hizballah’s resistance to Israel’s 1982–2000 occupation of southern Leba-
non is an early example of this approach. Ambushes, landmines, and explosive 
traps steadily reduced the Israeli army’s ability to move where it wished by 
imposing steadily increasing costs. Eventually, the Israelis were forced to rely 
mainly on static strong points, including one whose conquest was captured in 
a widely circulated Hizballah video.

U.S. and coalition forces in Iraq faced the same problems once they tran-
sitioned from a powerful, fast-moving invasion force to one largely tied to 
attempts to control specific areas. This required creation and support of a mul-
titude of bases, each a ready target for attack that required vulnerable convoy 
routes for supply. By imposing ever greater defensive requirements on U.S. 
and coalition forces, the Iranians and their allies steadily reduced the capabil-
ity gap between their almost exclusively infantry forces and coalition forces. 
Although never completely successful, the Iranian effort went far toward 
imposing its own operational tempo on the battlefield. Iran and its allies, 
especially Hizballah, which fights largely independently, can be expected to 
try to impose such operational dominance in any future conflict. Achieving 
this dominance is a slow process requiring the Iranians and their allies first 
to endure a possibly lengthy period of being outmatched and then a probably 
longer period of more even struggle before, if ever, achieving dominance.

This process could be shortened if combat occurred in areas where Iran 
has allies already present and/or if the Iranians had time to prepare the bat-
tlefield with defensive works and redundant communications. In Iraq and, to 
a lesser extent, Afghanistan the Qods Force had an established presence with 
local allies. After the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the Iranians increased or found 
new local allies relatively quickly but still had to expand and strengthen their 
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presence and support networks. This extended the period of relative Iranian 
weakness. In Syria, the Iranians appear to have avoided much of this problem 
by bringing in allied Iraqi Shia militia and mercenary forces to shortcut the 
transition. A similar pattern of reliance on third-party forces as at least an 
interim measure probably will appear in future Iranian interventions.

Israeli experience in Lebanon and Gaza suggests that future conflicts in 
places where Iranian or allied forces have had time to prepare defensive struc-
tures would be grim, slow, and costly. The Iranians appear eager to integrate 
field fortifications into their defensive methods. For example, Iranian press 
coverage of recent maneuvers gave prominent coverage to what were termed 
“pop up” positions featuring individual mortars and recoilless rifles protected 
by a supposedly new Iranian “multi-cellular wall” fortification system.94

Seemingly far more elaborate and extensive is the robust network of bun-
kers, tunnels and defensive positions used by Hizballah and, apparently to 
a lesser extent, by HAMAS. North Korean experts reportedly assist in these 
construction efforts and provide various forms of training, thus providing 
Iran with another source of valuable experience.95 Such positions offer rela-
tively secure bases for staging attacks, recovering from operations, and chan-
neling enemy forces into prepared kill zones. When supplemented with IEDs, 
landmines, and buildings prepared for demolition onto advancing troops, 
these defensive positions impose high casualties and, at a minimum, frustrate 
enemy operational plans. Also, a period of preparation would allow the devel-
opment of redundant communications likely to survive and function against 
high-tech opponents.

Besides the conflict variants discussed above, in which the United States 
would oppose an Iranian-led and -advised force conducting operations more 
complex than simple guerrilla warfare but below the level of full-spectrum 
warfare, there are two other situations in which U.S. and Iranian ground forces 
could engage in direct combat.

The first situation is special operations attacks by Iranian and/or Iranian- 
controlled forces against U.S. command, basing, transport, supply, infrastruc-
ture, or symbolic targets. Such attacks could be standalone efforts or part of a 
broader campaign. In the latter case, such attacks need not be confined to the 
conflict area. Given past Iranian attacks, any future attack will be conducted in 
ways to conceal Iranian involvement and maximize deniability. One example 
is the 2007 attack on a U.S. advisory office in Karbala, Iraq. The attack, which 
initially killed one U.S. soldier and saw four more kidnapped and shortly 
thereafter murdered, was a classic special operations force attack. False uni-
forms, vehicle markings, and identification documents were used to cross the 
security perimeter. The attack was brief, well-focused, and cost free to the 
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attacking force. Although U.S. officials avoided a direct charge of Iranian 
involvement, they emphasized close Iranian ties to local, anti-U.S. groups.96

Future special operations attacks will almost surely be variants of this pat-
tern adjusted to cope with whatever enhanced security procedures exist at the 
time of attack. The choice of future targets will be guided by Iranian percep-
tions of opportunity and the operational or symbolic value of the target(s).

The second and more remote possibility is an overt Iranian invasion of a 
friendly state and a corresponding U.S. response. This seems unlikely for three 
reasons. First, Iran has achieved its aims so far with covert or semi-covert 
methods and, as noted, apparently has high confidence that those methods 
will continue to meet its policy objectives. Second, and probably more impor-
tantly, Iran lacks both the logistics capability to project and sustain sizeable 
conventional forces outside its borders and the airpower necessary to pro-
tect such forces. Engaging in a conventional invasion would expose an Iranian 
force to the full weight of a U.S. response best suited to America’s arsenal and 
tactics. A third constraint is the fact that many of Iran’s neighbors possess 
equal or superior conventional military forces.

Developing Cyber Operations
Beyond physical combat, Iran also has the option of attempting cyber 

warfare with or without simultaneous violent action. One analysis speculates 
that we may be seeing “a process in which cyber war replaces classical terror-
ism as the main tool in Iran’s doctrine of asymmetrical warfare.”97 Iran has 
made no secret of its interest in cyber warfare. Brigadier General Gholamreza 
Jalali, head of Iran’s Passive Defense Organization, which is charged with pro-
tecting Iran’s cyber systems, has declared that Iran plans “to fight our enemies 
with abundant power in cyberspace and internet warfare.”98

Iranian attempts to develop a cyber warfare capability apparently began 
after 2001. The IRGC reportedly was the first to propose, in 2005, the devel-
opment of what has come to be known as the Iranian Cyber Army, initially 
as means of preventing and suppressing internal dissent.99 However, some 
Western observers trace Iranian efforts back to the 2002 creation of the Ash-
iyane hacking collective, which also operates a cyber security firm.100 In 
2010 came reports of Iranian computers being infected with what came to be 
known as Stuxnet.101 In the words of one Western expert, “Stuxnet was kind 
of an awakening for them in cyber security matters … so the country decided 
that building the national cyber capability was just the next natural step.”102

In March 2012, Supreme Leader Khamenei announced creation a new 
Supreme Council of Cyberspace to oversee the defense of the Islamic Repub-
lic’s computer networks and develop ways of infiltrating or attacking the 



92

computer networks of its enemies.103 In early-2013, an IRGC general pub-
licly claimed Iran had the “fourth biggest cyber power among the world’s 
cyber armies.”104

The Iranian Cyber Army is supposedly the key force in these efforts. 
Although it is plainly linked to the government, open sources are unclear 
on the size and composition of this Cyber Army or the degree to which it 
is integrated into the IRGC. The IRGC is known to recruit hackers directly, 
reportedly threatening jail for those unwilling to participate. A senior Basij 
officer boasted that “Basiji teachers, students, and clerics are attacking enemy 
sites.”105 Hacker recruitment apparently is not restricted to Iranians, with some 
sources suggesting Iran employs foreign hackers, some of whom are criminals. 
Although not confirming these latter allegations, it is worth noting the Pas-
sive Defense Organization’s Jalali’s statement that “We welcome the presence 
of those hackers who are willing to work for the goals of the Islamic Republic 
with good will and revolutionary activities.”106 Current Iranian hackers are 
described as seeming to “prefer to operate as individuals or small groups with 
plausibly deniable links to the state,” but “acknowledge their relationship with 
state and security entities from time to time.”107

Speaking at a 2015 conference, Andretta Towner, a senior intelligence ana-
lyst at CrowdStrike, which is a provider of security technology, said that “Iran’s 
budget for cyber security reportedly increased 1,200 percent between 2012 
and 2015.”108 Iranian capabilities have impressed experts such as Google’s 
Eric Schmidt, who believes that “the Iranians are unusually talented [at cyber 
warfare] for some reason we don’t fully understand.”109 An April 2015 study 
found “evidence that they are developing sophisticated software to probe U.S. 
systems for vulnerabilities, inject malware, and gain control. Their attacks are 
designed to blend into normal traffic and use compromised third-party sys-
tems for obfuscation.”110 Israeli analysts believe Iranian cyber-attacks during 
Israel’s 2014 Operation Protective Edge against HAMAS forces in Gaza 
showed Iran “is capable of conducting an extensive military cyber operation 
against a range of targets using a wide spectrum of methods.”111 Other ana-
lysts have identified Iranian use of malware112 and botnets, at least some of 
the latter reportedly can be rented by non-Iranian individuals or groups.113

Why Cyber?
As other portions of the chapter show, asymmetric warfare is Iran’s only 

option in confronting the United States. Cyber is thus an obvious choice. An 
Israeli analysis identifies four major attractions of cyber warfare for Iran: 
asymmetry, outsourcing, deniability, and use of cyber as a conventional 
force multiplier. Outsourcing is perhaps the most intriguing motive with the 



After the Wars

93

possibility that Iran could buy “the skills of hackers and cyber mercenaries” 
to attack on its behalf.114

What Sort of Cyber Conflict?
Gen. Mohammad Aqakishi, the commander of the information technol-

ogy and communication department of the Artesh General Staff, has claimed 
that “we are fully prepared to fight cyber warfare.”115 To do so, Iran can draw 
not only on its own cyber systems but systems in the United States, Canada, 
and Europe wittingly or unwittingly under Iranian control.116

A model of what Iran might attempt occurred during Israel’s Operation 
Protective Edge against HAMAS forces in Gaza in 2014. A senior officer in 
Israel’s C4I Corps noted that during the campaign Iranian elements launched 
a widespread cyber offensive against Israeli targets, including efforts to dam-
age security and financial networks.117 Israeli analysts saw these attacks, 
which were reportedly “relatively easily” defeated by Israeli cyber defenses, as 
demonstrating that “Iran is investing heavily in the development of effective 
offensive capabilities against infrastructure systems.”118

Iran already has been accused of conducting a number of cyberattacks 
including on Saudi Aramco and RasGas, a Qatari natural gas firm.119 Iran 
reportedly also has attacked a variety of U.S. firms, including a complex attack 
mounted against the Sands Casino Corporation.120 In late 2014, the cyber-
security firm Cylance published what appears to be the most comprehen-
sive open-source analysis of Iranian hacking to date.121 Terming the Iranian 
activity as “Operation Cleaver,” from a term found throughout the hacking 
codes used, the report identified 16 countries that Iran attacked, usually in 
multiple economic sectors including institutions of higher education and 
airlines.122 This detailed report includes a comparative time line for cyber
attacks against and by Iran.123

Aggressive cyberattacks against websites and infrastructure, the primary 
concern, are not Iran’s only cyber warfare options. One is using social media 
accounts to create the impression of massive support for, or opposition to, 
Iranian and foreign policies, respectively, something Iran reportedly has been 
doing for some time.

Information Operations
Until ISIL is destroyed, it and similar groups of Sunni extremists will be 

the core theme for Iranian information operations in the Middle East. Irani-
ans are careful to always label such groups as Takfiri, rather than Sunni. 
Takfir is the declaring of another Muslim to be a Kafir (plural Kufr), a 
non-believer. Although it is an old concept, the authority to make such 
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a declaration — the closest Christian analogy would be deeming a fellow 
Christian an apostate or, for Catholics, a heretic — has normally rested only 
with respected, senior Islamic clerics because apostasy is traditionally a capi-
tal offense under Islamic law. In the 1950s, the Egyptian Sunni extremist Said 
Qutb provided an altered version that justified designating and destroying 
any fellow Muslims whom extremists — with or without any clerical educa-
tion — deemed Kufr. Those Sunni extremists who follow Qutb’s approach are 
deemed Takfiris by their opponents. The Iranian distinction recognizes that 
although all Takfiri extremists are Sunni, they represent only a tiny portion of 
all Sunnis. This distinction allows Tehran to advance an interlocked series of 
arguments that dismiss U.S. efforts while building a case that Iran is the main 
and most principled defender of the interests of all Muslims. By structuring 
its narrative in this way, Tehran seeks to present itself as standing above sec-
tarian rivalries.

First, Tehran rejects any suggestion that the current and apparently inten-
sifying Shia-Sunni divide is the result of historical forces within the Muslim 
world or that Iran’s own actions contribute to the problem. Instead, as Majles 
speaker Larijani claims, the “Presence of foreign elements in the region who 
aimed at damaging Muslims’ coexistence was the main cause of the pres-
ent tensions in the Middle East region.”124 In Ayatollah Khamenei’s words, 
“The hands that sow discord among Shiites and Sunnis are linked to the spy 
services of the enemies of Islam.” Completely ignoring the historical reality 
that Islam, like Christianity, has suffered from sectarian conflicts for over a 
thousand years, he holds these external forces solely responsible for what he 
terms “the imposed, intentional and wicked problem of kindling differences 
among the Muslim Ummah and (Islam’s) religious sects.” He further claims 
that “The (so-called) Shiism linked to the UK’s MI6 is not real Shiite Islam.”125 
Without ever defining what is this supposed MI6 version, Ayatollah Ahmad 
Khatami, a member of the Assembly of Experts, warns that “[f]ollowers of 
different Islamic sects should be vigilant towards enemies’ divisive plots” and 
that “those who provoke discord among Muslims are agents of enemies.”126 
Mohammad Javad Koulivand, a Majles member, asserts that “One of the most 
important plots hatched by the West against the Muslim world is sowing dis-
cord among Muslims.”127

Having asserted that current tensions are the product of foreign manipula-
tion, the Iranian narrative then argues that this alleged manipulation has two 
aims — to permit and justify Western/Israeli domination of Muslim countries 
while simultaneously fostering Islamophobia to weaken Muslim influence glob-
ally. In the words of the Final Statement of an Islamic Unity Conference that 
concluded in Tehran on December 30, 2015, “Present violence and terrorism 
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faced by the World of Islam are within preplanned plots to tarnish the image 
of Islam and pave the way for intervention of the enemies in the domestic 
affairs of Muslims.”128

The United States, the United Kingdom, and Israel inevitably head the list 
of supposed plotters. Member of the Majles National Security and Foreign 
Policy Commission Mohammad Esmayeeli claimed in July 2013 that “Depriv-
ing the countries of the region from tranquility is the goal of the U.S. and 
Israel.”129 By Tehran’s narrative, the chosen weapon for achieving those aims 
is ISIL, which is portrayed as strictly the creation of the West.

The assertions of Western sponsorship of ISIL range from the December 
2014 claim by Alaeddin Boroujerdi, Chairman of the Majles National Secu-
rity and Foreign Policy Commission, that “the Americans have played the 
biggest role in the creation of Takfiri groups”130 to the charge of the Supreme 
Leader’s senior advisor Ali Akbar Velayati that Takfiri extremists are the 
“hirelings of the aliens and pave the way for the implementation of the U.S. 
and Israeli plots in the Muslim states.”131 Other examples include Ayatollah 
Ahmad Khatami’s claims that ISIL was “created and supported by the U.S. 
and UK.”132 Ayatollah Abbas Vaez Tabasi blamed the “West for creating and 
sponsoring the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant Takfiri terrorists.”133 And, 
Deputy Armed Forces Chief of Staff Brigadier General Massoud Jazayeri in 
November 2014 charged that, “In a criminal move, U.S. and the so-called 
coalition forces have sent fresh arms for the surrounded terrorists of ISIL in 
Jalula (Iraq).”134 More recent iterations of this argument came in Decem-
ber 2015 with the claim of “President Obama’s landmark contribution to 
placing the U.S. Air Force at the service of ISIL and Al-Qaeda in Iraq, Syria 
and Yemen.”135 And, on January 12, 2016, the Iranian Mehr News Agency 
reported that it is “generally believed that Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Qatar along 
with Western countries, especially the US, sponsor terrorism, training, arm-
ing and funding the terrorist groups, including ISIL.”136

While continuing to claim U.S. and allied efforts against ISIL are weak, 
irrelevant, and doomed to fail because the United States and its allies do not 
understand Middle Eastern realities, Tehran’s ISIL narrative adds another 
explanation — the United States has no interest in destroying its creature ISIL. 
In the words of Khamenei’s representative in the Supreme National Security 
Council Ali Shamkhani, “The U.S. does not intend to destroy ISIL, but rather 
it seeks to benefit from terrorism as political and propagandist instrument to 
legitimize its long-term presence in the Middle East and Muslim countries.”137

Other senior officials echo this line. Amir Abdollahian, Deputy Foreign 
Minister for Arab and African Affairs, states “we believe the U.S. lacks sincer-
ity (in its anti-terror bid) as some of these terrorist groups are simultaneously 
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supported by the US.”138 Majles speaker Larijani dismissed what he called “the 
fake US-led coalition.”139 Acknowledgements of U.S. strikes on ISIL are rare. 
One exception was National Security and Foreign Policy Commission Chair-
man Boroujerdi’s December 2014 remark that “the coalition is ineffective and 
inefficient because they fire missiles at these Takfiri groups at most.”140

Geopolitically, the presumed American aim is therefore reassertion of U.S. 
dominance of the Middle East through what the aforementioned Final State-
ment claims is “Zionist terrorism and American plots whose final objective is 
to dominate Muslims following their redrawing the World of Islam and carry 
out the plot ‘managed chaos’ for shaping the so-called New Middle East.”141

From the religious/cultural perspective, this alleged U.S./Western/Israeli 
strategy seeks to further weaken the Islamic world by creating Islamophobia 
outside the region in reaction to the atrocities of ISIL and other Sunni extrem-
ists. Larijani, for example, has “lamented that currently some Westerners are 
instrumentally taking advantage of terrorists like the ISIL to distort the real 
image of Islam and spread Islamophobia while the thoughts of terrorists don’t 
match any strand of Islam whether Shia or Sunni.”142 In 2015, then-Foreign 
Minister Ali Akbar Salehi offered another variant of this argument, claiming 
that “Western efforts to promote Islamophobia and campaign against Islamic 
values [are] an indication of the West’s failure in achieving its goals.”143

Discrediting Western opposition to ISIL/Sunni extremist forces allows Iran 
to claim to be the sole effective and legitimate answer to extremist outrages 
and the main and most principled defender of the interests of all Muslims. 
This approach requires Tehran to downplay the Shia dimension of its claims. 
Iran’s current role in Syria thus offers Iran the opportunity to claim it is act-
ing effectively on behalf of the entire international community and burnishes 
Iranian claims of a legitimate role in the entire Middle East. Tehran’s narrative 
therefore probably will continue to stress that solutions to regional problems 
can only come from regional states.

Lastly, outside the Middle East, Iran will increasingly claim to be a defender 
of all oppressed people, regardless of faith or location. In January 2015, Pres-
ident Rouhani said, “The Islamic Republic of Iran as a Muslim world power 
under the leadership of Supreme Leader (of the Islamic Revolution) supports 
any nation which fights terrorism, violence and extremism.”144 This approach 
probably will be reinforced by both practical steps to expand and strengthen 
ties outside the Middle East — such as those already established with Venezu-
ela and its recent overtures to Cuba — and rhetorical emphasis on claims to a 
revolutionary integrity and ethical purity opposed to the corrupt and oppres-
sive United States and its friends.145
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To bolster these claims and strengthen Iranian access globally, we can 
expect an increase in Iranian non-military (especially medical) assistance and 
commercial outreach to non-Western countries. Here Iran probably will focus 
on countries that believe their assistance from the West is insufficient. Medi-
cal missions in particular offer potentially significant increases in influence at 
very little real cost.

Conclusions
Convinced that the United States is determined to destroy its clerical 

regime, Iran will remain committed to reducing and ultimately eliminating 
a U.S. role in the Middle East. At the same time, despite much bluster, Iran 
recognizes that its actions must remain below the level at which they would 
provoke a direct, devastating U.S. response. However, Tehran appears confi-
dent that U.S. efforts in the region are inherently doomed to fail and believes 
it can accelerate that failure and subsequent U.S. withdrawal by an asymmet-
ric approach.

At sea, this approach is intended to frighten the United States into reduc-
ing the number, type, and operations of naval vessels it deploys within the 
Gulf before any conflict. On land, it seeks to deprive U.S. and coalition forces 
of battlefield initiative and the ability to use superior forces effectively while 
inflicting steady, heavy casualties through the use of Iran-led forces composed 
overwhelmingly of its non-Iranian allies. As its actions in Syria now demon-
strate, Tehran sees this approach as a proven formula for success that requires 
no significant changes in the Iranian organizations or individuals responsible 
for its execution.

Iran also remains intensely interested in cyber warfare, which offers both 
attractions and substantial risks. Iran will continue to explore cyber warfare 
possibilities and preparations for its eventual use. However, as with direct con-
flict, Iran will be hesitant to go too far lest it lose the cloak of deniability and so 
risk severe retaliation — a caution likely reinforced by its Stuxnet experience.

Whether engaged in direct conflict with the United States or not, Iran will 
continue its information efforts to damage U.S. influence, raise questions about 
U.S. intentions, and present itself as the most principled champion of both the 
Islamic world and, increasingly, the disadvantaged everywhere. Such efforts, 
which have met with only limited success so far, will continue indefinitely not 
only to damage the United States but also to win friends and so reverse Iran’s 
near total lack of allies.
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CHAPTER 5 
America’s Wars and Turkish 
Attitudes: A Slippery Slope
K.A. Beyoghlow

The American-led wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria have hardened 
Turkish public attitudes against U.S. policies in the Middle East region 
resulting in potentially enduring friction that is likely to adversely affect 
Turkey-United States relations in the long run. This trend occurred despite 
the unique and close strategic and operational relationships that Turkey 
enjoyed — and continues to enjoy, albeit at a much reduced level — with the 
United States throughout much of the Cold War. This essay explores the 
changing nature of Turkey-United States relations within the framework of 
domestic, regional, and international dynamics and stresses the need for Tur-
key and the United States to recalibrate their relations in light of growing 
antiwar and anti-American sentiments in Turkey.

As a result of the increasing U.S. reluctance to remain militarily engaged in 
the Middle East and North Africa region, Turkey has been left to fend for itself, 
particularly following the Arab popular uprisings in 2011 that led to entrenched 
authoritarian rulers in several Arab countries being jettisoned from office. 
Turkey also aligned itself with Qatar in support of the Islamists — including the 
Muslim Brotherhood and other non-mainstream groups — who gained new 
legitimacy in the Middle East and North Africa through the ballot box. The 
2011 Arab popular uprisings forced a realignment within America’s other Gulf 
allies into two camps, with Qatar — and Turkey — championing the uprising’s 
main goals of liberation and free will, and with Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates selectively siding with the status quo of dictatorial regimes as 
a hedge against the potential spread of political Islam and violent extremist 
Islamic threats to their own political survival. There are increasing indications 
that new alignments are still evolving as a result of the war in Yemen, a rising 
Iranian military influence in Iraq and Syria, and increasing Russian military 
involvement in Syria. Such developments are most likely to continue to impact 
Turkey-United States relations both positively and negatively. Also, increased 
Russian military involvement in the Syrian imbroglio since September 2015 
and the shooting down of a Russian jet fighter by the Turkish armed forces 
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on November 25, 2015, posed yet another challenge to Turkey-United States 
relations. Moreover, the July 15, 2016, failed coup in Turkey, which the con-
spiracy theory-prone Turkish public believes was indirectly supported by the 
United States, has heightened anti-Americanism there and has accentuated 
tensions between the two NATO allies.

Turkey’s Domestic Imperative
From a geostrategic perspective, Turkey has been a pivotal state for the 

West and, in particular, for the United States in terms of regional security and 
stability. Unlike its position on the losing side during the Great War, when it 
sided with Germany and Austria-Hungary against the Allies, Turkey declared 
its neutrality during World War II in order to safeguard its territorial integrity 
in line with the strategy of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, founder of the Republic in 
1923, who declared from the beginning that Turkey needed to pursue a foreign 
policy based on peace and not war. Ataturk coined the phrase “Peace at home; 
peace abroad” following the loss of key Ottoman territories in the Balkans, 
the Middle East, and North Africa, and in the Caucasus after Turkey’s defeat 
in World War I; he also was concerned about further shrinkage of Turkish 
territory. As a result, he set out to mend fences with the Allied powers after 
their failed Gallipoli expedition in 1915, and more importantly, after his mili-
tary victory against the Greeks in Western Anatolia in 1922. In short, Ataturk 
wanted to avoid overseas entanglements and conflicts as a hedge against los-
ing more territories to more powerful regional (e.g., Russia) and international 
(e.g., Great Britain) adversaries.

This strategic approach and Ataturk’s personal vendetta against old 
Ottoman and Islamic tendencies resulted in Turkey’s state of economic and 
political isolation during the interwar period between World War I and II, 
especially from the Islamic world. The Turkish economy under Ataturk was so 
constrained that much of Turkey remained backward, rural, and overwhelm-
ingly dependent on foreign aid. This centrally controlled economic system 
lasted until the first limited opening in the late 1980s under Prime Minister 
Turgut Ozal, but did not reach its full potential until the advent to power of the 
moderate Islamic Justice and Development Party (the AKP) in 2002.

Following the death of Ataturk in 1938 and with the advent of the Cold 
War following the defeat of the Axis powers, Turkey found itself in the West’s 
corner after joining NATO, benefiting from the Marshall Plan, and fighting 
against communism in the Korean War on behalf of the United Nations-led 
coalition. As a result of the Truman Doctrine of containment, Turkey, Iran, 
and Iraq (before the 1958 revolution that toppled the monarchy of King 
Faisal II) became the first line of defense against communist (Soviet) pene-
tration into the greater Middle East.
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The Turkish military benefited from the post-World War II American 
strategy as a result of having aligned its strategic vision and doctrine closely 
with that of the United States. In part, Ankara’s motivation had been as a 
hedge against domestic communist agitation sponsored by the Soviet Union, 
but more importantly, it was a response to the country’s dire economic straits 
stemming from successive military-backed regimes following a series of coups 
that institutionalized military rule at every level of government and brought 
little economic benefit. In short, Turkey under the military’s rule (1923–2002) 
achieved domestic security at the expense of national prosperity, and the Turk-
ish military was more or less seen by the Turkish public as serving primarily 
U.S. regional interests. The Turkish military reigned supreme in Turkey until 
dramatic changes in electoral politics and Turkish public opinion turned the 
tide in favor of civil society and the AKP in 2002. This trend toward democra-
tization and political reform in Turkey forced the Kemalist (that is, featuring 
adherence strictly to the secularist teachings of Ataturk) military to become 
increasingly politically marginalized following the consistently spectacular 
AKP successes at the ballot box beginning in 2002. The AKP also dramati-
cally reversed the economic malaise of Turkey and brought about an average 
annual growth rate of 7.5–8.0 percent.1 The marginalization of Turkey’s mili-
tary since 2002 also meant that the United States and its ally, Israel, could no 
longer count on as close a relationship with Turkey’s military as before. Nor 
could Turkish support for America’s wars any longer be taken for granted.

Before 2002, the Turkish military was seen by the public as having a stabi-
lizing political effect on the country, especially given the corrupt and at times 
violent nature of Turkish civilian politics since the early 1950s. Hence, as an 
institution, the Turkish military enjoyed a great deal of public trust as a “cor-
rective institution” and one that always eventually went back to the barracks 
following “corrective coups.” This attitude changed dramatically when Turgut 
Ozal became economic minister, and later prime minster, under the Turkish 
military junta that came to power in 1981. Despite enjoying a high level of 
domestic trust as political “fixers,” the Turkish military was also known for 
violating human and civil rights. Its involvement in politics did not endear 
it to Western publics, including many members of the U.S. Congress whose 
powerful anti-Turkish constituencies — Greek and Armenian — did not hes-
itate to use such human and civil rights abuses to keep alive the memories 
of the Armenians and Greeks killed or displaced between 1914 and 1919–22, 
respectively. In 2006 and 2007, the AKP accused the military of attempting to 
overthrow the duly elected government of Prime Minister Erdogan by force 
and in response jailed hundreds of middle- to high-ranking officers from all 
the services on conspiracy charges. The officers were subjected to humiliating 
court procedures and long prison sentences that demoralized large segments 
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of the military. Scores of officers resigned in protest, and ever since, the old 
pro-U.S. Turkish military has been purged by the AKP leadership. The alleged 
conspiracies were code-named Ergonekon and Sledgehammer, respectively.2

Turkey’s Iraq War Perspectives
It is no secret that Turkey-United States relations have been going through 

several bumps in the road since 2002.3 What are the root causes of these 
bumps? To address these issues systematically it is important to analyze the 
domestic determinants of Turkish foreign policy since at least the first Gulf 
War (1990–91), which started when then-Iraqi strongman Saddam Hussein 
ordered the invasion/occupation of Kuwait on August 2, 1990. Barely a year in 
office as president of Turkey, Turgut Ozal saw fit to side fully with the United 
States and its coalition partners against the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, seizing 
the moment to “redefine Turkey’s role in regional and global politics and posi-
tioning it as a long-term strategic ally of the United States.”4 Ozal’s decision 
included providing U.S. access to Incirlik Air Base, a key military installation 
close to the Syrian border. Ozal also provided the U.S.-led coalition with over-
flight rights of Turkish territory and participated in the UN-sponsored sanc-
tions against the Iraqi regime.5

Turkish public opinion, however, was another story. There was a great deal 
of domestic opposition to involvement in the war from a number of quarters, 
including Islamist parties and groups, secular and leftist parties, and groups 
that had been outlawed following the military coup of 1980 but had contin-
ued to function unofficially since then. The Islamists viewed the war as one 
against Islam, while secular opposition groups argued that support for the 
war was contrary to Turkey’s Kemalist tradition of non-interference in the 
internal affairs of neighboring states. Both sides also argued that any change 
in the status quo in Iraq produced by force would increase domestic, regional, 
and international tensions by (1) exacerbating sectarian conflicts in Iraq and 
elsewhere among Sunnis, Kurds, and Shias; (2) upsetting the balance of power 
in the Gulf following the recently concluded Iran-Iraq War, which ended 
more or less in a draw; and (3) accelerating an unwanted arms race in the 
region. Debates at that time in Turkey even included conspiratorial allega-
tions that the ultimate objective of the United States was to lay the ground-
work for a weakened Iraqi regime in Baghdad that would eventually pave the 
way for the emergence of a Kurdish enclave in the north. Such an eventuality 
would threaten Turkey’s territorial integrity, given the ongoing and deadly war 
against the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) insurgency in the southeastern part 
of Anatolia, and the longstanding Kemalist policy of not recognizing autono-
mous rights of ethnic minorities within Turkish borders.
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Some of these concerns — such as the rise of Kurdish and Shia power 
within Iraq — materialized when both these communities rose in rebellion 
against Baghdad in 1991, even though both were put down brutally by the 
Iraqi regime.6 Economic factors provided Turkey with yet another reason to 
avoid participation in the coalition against Iraq — the same factors that would 
come to play an important role in the very narrow Turkish parliamentary vote 
denying U.S. military access to Turkish territory in the invasion of Iraq in 
2003. This will be discussed in more detail below, but for now, it is important 
to note the existence of strong economic ties between Iraq and Turkey on the 
eve of the first Gulf War. During the Iran-Iraq War (1980–88), the Turkish and 
Iraqi economies had become increasingly intertwined. In a quest to tip the 
balance against Iran, Western economic and military aid to Iraq had been 
channeled in part through Turkish private firms and official institutional 
military-to-military channels. According to a noted scholar on Turkey, the 
country faced a “loss of $8 billion in cross-border trade with Iraq” as a result 
of the first Gulf War and official Turkish support for the anti-Saddam coa-
lition in 1990–91.7 This loss was duly noted by the Turkish public and their 
representatives in parliament when the United States invaded Iraq in 2003.

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was preceded by several important develop-
ments in Turkey’s domestic political dynamics. Foremost among these was the 
civil war between the PKK and the Turkish military after the sudden death of 
the pro-U.S. President Turgut Ozal on April 17, 1993. Ozal’s death from natu-
ral causes left behind a vacuum of political power, if not political uncertainty. 
Ozal’s premiership was marked by a semblance of stability, economic recov-
ery, and return to civilian control over the military and the government. The 
following nine or so years, however, often referred to in Turkey as the “Lost 
Decade,” marked a return to political bickering between Turkey’s political par-
ties, economic stagnation, and a dramatic rise in casualties and political vio-
lence between the military and the PKK. This domestic turmoil paved the way 
for rising Islamic populism, and in particular, for the emergence of a new con-
servative Islamic party — Rafah or Welfare — under Necmettin Erbakan, which 
eventually metamorphosed into the current ruling AKP Party.8 Rafah prom-
ised a return to stability, Ozal’s economic vision, and rapprochement with Tur-
key’s Muslim neighbors in the Middle East, North Africa, the Caucasus, and 
Central Asia. Rafah owes its rise to two important factors: (1) the traditionally 
corrupt and politically inept ideological parties left and right of the center; and 
(2) the tolerant policies of Ozal, whose brother Korkut was an active member 
of the Islamic Tarikat (Islamic brotherhoods that flourished under Ottoman 
rule and survived clandestinely during much of the Kemalist secular political 
predominance, 1923–2002) and was the chair of the Islamic wing of Ozal’s 
Motherland Party.
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When the invasion of Iraq by U.S. forces was underway in 2003, the Turk-
ish economy was beginning to rebound somewhat due to the vision of the 
new AKP leadership following its solid success in the 2002 parliamentary 
elections. This was due to two factors: (1) the enlistment of Kemal Dervis, a 
former World Bank economist, as the first AKP finance minister, who helped 
open up the economy and introduced economic and fiscal reforms aimed at 
a broad economic liberalization and encouraging foreign direct investments; 
and (2) the coming of age of moderate Islamist politics which began under 
Ozal but gained momentum during the Lost Decade of the 1990s and cul-
minated with the rise of the AKP and its maverick leader, Tayyip Erdogan.9 
This time, however, unlike during the first Gulf War, Turkish public opinion 
was more assertive and more anti-war, raising questions about the potential 
impact of the war on Turkey’s changing economy and political structure.

Although the Turkish public was not enamored of Saddam Hussein’s vio-
lent and erratic behavior against his people, he was viewed by Turks in gen-
eral as providing stability in the region as a whole — something coveted in 
Turkey. Moreover, the continuing cross-border trade with Iraq during most 
of the 1990s and Saddam Hussein’s anti-Kurdish position, especially against 
the PKK in northern Iraq, suited Turkey just fine. Turkey drew a distinction 
between Saddam’s domestic and foreign policies in line with Ataturk’s orig-
inal tradition of not interfering in the internal affairs of neighboring states 
as articulated by Kemal Ataturk’s original slogan of “Peace at Home; Peace 
Abroad.” This policy/strategy framework would later be fully endorsed with 
some modifications by the AKP and its future foreign policy architect Ahmet 
Davutoğlu.10 This focus signaled a new independence from the United States 
in managing and resolving simmering and frozen regional conflicts in the 
Middle East and beyond because it offered a new sense of neutrality and 
transparency and differed dramatically from America’s interests-driven 
objectives worldwide. This approach was welcomed in many states in the 
Middle East and elsewhere, at least rhetorically. It was later put to the test 
during the Israeli-Palestinian clashes in Gaza in 2004, 2008, and 2014 
and during the Israeli-Hizballah war in Lebanon in 2006. Moreover, Tur-
key’s unsuccessful attempts to reconcile strategic differences between Israel 
and the Palestinians, Syria and Israel, Armenia and Azerbaijan, and Iran and 
the United States disappointed the AKP government of Tayyip Erdogan and 
highlighted the major mismatch between Turkey’s new idealism and long-
standing regional and global political realities.

It is no surprise, then, that the fissures between the United States and 
Turkey that began to appear in 1991 and again following the 2003 invasion 
of Iraq endure to this day. Basically, Turkey differed from the United States 
over the nature, character, and conduct of the 2003 war in Iraq. Its parliament 
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responded to the invasion by refusing to allow American troops to access or 
transit Turkish territory to attack Iraq. The AKP urged its members to vote for 
the resolution because, like its predecessor government under former Prime 
Minister Ozal, the AKP wanted to ingratiate itself with the United States as 
a hedge against military intervention in politics. Moreover, given the Turk-
ish military’s lukewarm position on the issue, the parliamentary debates that 
ensued highlighted the deep political divisions between the different political 
parties and groups.11 Ironically, the ambivalent military position was a major 
departure from the past when the Kemalist secular military and bureaucratic 
officials were largely insulated from public opinion and foreign policy was 
conducted with little or no public deliberations. With the AKP accession to 
power in 2002 and the maturing views of the Turkish public vis-a-vis the mil-
itary, Turkish public opinion became more assertive and more skeptical as the 
wars in Iraq and later in Syria dragged on.12

Turkey expressed doubts about America’s futile efforts to democratize Iraq 
and Syria, often attributing to the United States a lack of understanding of 
the cultural, religious, and national-ethnographic nature and character of local 
societies and political dynamics. Turks also complained about the lack of a 
long-term U.S. commitment toward regime stabilization and reconstruction. 
They objected most to the lack of a “Plan B” to stabilize Iraq and to empower 
the Sunni and Turkmen minorities in post-Saddam Iraq. Turkish officials and 
the public initially viewed U.S. military preparations and subsequent attacks 
on Iraq as an attack on an Islamic state without credible justification.

The Abu Ghraib incident in Iraq in 2003–04 in which Iraqi detainees, 
including women and teenagers, were abused and humiliated physically and 
psychologically by U.S. personnel, did not help matters in the Muslim world, 
including in Turkey. One popular movie playing in Turkey at the time featured 
American soldiers raiding a Turkish wedding and shooting the groom and 
guests — just for the fun of it.13

Tensions between the United States and Turkey were exacerbated in 2011 
by the demise of the Libyan regime of Muammar al-Qadhafi, when NATO- 
and U.S.-backed airstrikes provided key support to Libyan rebels. Turkey 
did not support the airstrikes at first, given its adherence to the “zero prob-
lem with neighbors” strategy but also — as with the case of Iraq in 1990 and 
2003 — because Turkish firms were deeply entrenched in lucrative business 
and trade deals in Libya. Therefore, the U.S.-led NATO attacks had — as also 
was the case in the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 — a negative impact on 
Turkey’s economy. Events such as these created an atmosphere of ill will  
in Turkey toward the United States despite the fact that Turkey remained a key 
player in NATO and has continued to have a close military and intelligence 
relationship with the United States. Ironically, immediately after Qadhafi and 
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his clan disappeared from the scene, Turkish firms and businessmen returned 
in full force to Libya despite serious security risks for Turkish contractors in 
Libya because of the ensuing civil war.

Despite Turkey-United States differences on how best to address the fall-
out from regime change in Iraq and its aftermath, particularly the emergence 
of a semi-autonomous independent Kurdish enclave in northern Iraq led by 
Masoud al-Barazani — an old Kurdish rebel and now strongman in northern 
Iraq — Ankara turned a blind eye to the lucrative cross-border trade, espe-
cially in oil and construction materials, between Turkish entrepreneurs and 
their Kurdish counterparts in northern Iraq. Turkey ignored demands by the 
central government in Baghdad that it halt such unsanctioned transactions. 
This tactical economic move may have been carried out by Turkey to pressure 
the Shia-led government in Baghdad into making political concessions to the 
Sunni and Turkmen minorities and to shield the latter from the ongoing Iraqi 
Shia militias’ violent onslaughts. Nevertheless, Turkish businessmen contin-
ued as an important conduit to market unsanctioned Iraqi oil on behalf of the 
Kurdish Regional Government in Irbil, northern Iraq.

Turkey’s Syrian War Perspectives
With the rise of violent extremist group the Islamic State of Iraq and the 

Levant (ISIL) in Iraq and Syria in June 2014, relations between Turkey and 
the United States were again directly affected by Turkey’s continued refusal 
to allow U.S.-led airstrikes against ISIL from Turkish bases or airspace. This 
would, however, change in July 2015, when Turkey and the United States 
finalized an agreement giving the latter unfettered use of Turkish territory, 
including the famed Incirlik Airbase, to attack ISIL and the PKK militia in 
Syria and Iraq.14

Nevertheless, from the beginning, Turkey’s approach to the Syrian crisis 
and subsequent civil war differed markedly from that of the United States. 
Before the Arab popular uprisings in 2011, and the one in Syria in particular, 
Turkey sought to develop an independent political and diplomatic strategy 
vis-a-vis the Syrian regime of President Bashar al-Asad. It was based on Prime 
Minister Davutoğlu’s dictum of “zero problem with neighbors.” Davutoğlu 
made over 60 cordial visits to Damascus to woo President Asad away from 
his close ties to Iran and Hizballah in Lebanon at the regional level, and from 
Russia at the international level. In return, Turkey offered to help Syria in its 
bid to recover the Golan Heights — a key sticking point in previous negotia-
tions between Israel and Syria — which Israel has occupied since 1967. Turkey 
attempted similar moves between Israel and the Palestinians in the Occupied 
Territories without success. At the same time, Prime Minister Erdogan and 
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his family established a close relationship with Asad and his family, and 
Turkish firms flourished in the Aleppo region of Syria under several joint 
venture arrangements made between 2002 and 2011.

One of Turkey’s largest and most successful Islamic trade organizations 
and a key original supporter of the AKP, the Confederation of Turkish Busi-
nessmen and Industrialists (known by its acronym, TUSKON) invested heav-
ily in these factories and firms in Syria with the blessings and support of the 
AKP leadership before the outbreak of the civil war. It is also worth noting 
that Turkey and Iran had similar commercial ties — albeit at a much reduced 
level — despite the UN and U.S. sanctions against the Tehran regime. Many 
TUSKON members originated in Anatolia and formed a new rising and 
youthful class of business-savvy and hard-working entrepreneurs. They were 
appropriately referred to as the Anatolian Tigers. The latter group are adher-
ents of Fetullah Gulen, an Islamic thinker and preacher who has lived in seclu-
sion in the United States since the late 1990s as a result of his opposition to the 
old Kemalist secularist military institutions. Gulen was aligned with the AKP 
until about 2 years ago, when he and Prime Minister Erdogan had a major 
political fallout. The AKP-led government has since asked the United States to 
extradite Gulen to stand trial in Turkey under trumped-up corruption charges 
that also included allegations that Gulen used Turkish governmental secu-
rity and judicial institutions to set up a shadow government in Turkey. The 
United States has refused Turkey’s request — another source of recent tensions 
between the two NATO allies. More recently, the Erdogan government has 
renewed calls for Gulen’s extradition from the United States to Turkey to stand 
trial for his alleged involvement in the failed July 15, 2016, coup. The United 
States has responded by informing Turkey that it must provide concrete evi-
dence of Gulen’s involvement in the coup and has urged it to follow legal pro-
cedures in U.S. courts to affect Gulen’s extradition.15

As the situation inside Syria began to deteriorate in 2011, Turkey con-
tinued to advise Asad to bring about much needed economic and political 
reforms. Those efforts, however, were to no avail as Asad simply refused, 
equating such pleas with Turkish desires to weaken his grip on power since 
the Baath regime that he had inherited from his father in June 2000 was a 
family-run authoritarian regime.16 By 2012, Turkish strategy toward Syria 
began to shift in the direction of regime change and to support for the moder-
ate non-ideological and non-dogmatic Free Syrian Army (FSA), whose mem-
bers had broken with Asad. There have been several splits within the FSA 
since then, while new groups affiliated with al-Qaida (including al-Nusra), 
ISIL, Kurdish militias, and many smaller Islamist militias, are now also part of 
Syria’s continuing quagmire.
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The United States welcomed the new support in Turkey for regime change 
in Damascus, and the two allies’ interests converged. However, as the civil 
war in Syria dragged on and a clear outcome became increasingly elusive, fis-
sures in the Turkish-American alliance began to surface. This development 
was exacerbated by the huge influx of Syrian refugees into Turkey, estimated 
in late 2015 to be about 2 million, which created a major humanitarian and 
financial burden on Turkey. By 2013, Turkey started calling for a no-fly zone 
inside Syria to create a secure and militarily enforced safehaven to allow Syr-
ian refugees to return to their homeland. The United States was cool to the 
safehaven idea for two reasons: (1) it did not want to be directly involved in yet 
another war following the high cost of its involvement in the wars in Afghan-
istan and Iraq; and (2) Russia — a key Syrian ally — was opposed to any direct 
American military intervention to topple Asad, its only remaining regional 
ally. Russia was mindful of U.S. and NATO unilateral action in Libya, which 
Russia opposed.17 For the United States, Syria is and continues to be merely 
a limited war, whereas for Turkey the Syrian quagmire threatens to destabi-
lize Turkey and its broader regional interests and even territorial integrity. In 
short, American involvement in Syria has limited strategic objectives, namely 
to defeat ISIL, while for Turkey, Syria and its spillover effect, as well as its 
unintended negative Kurdish consequences, are limitless. Turkey also believes 
that Syria has a direct effect on its economy, and the conflict could, if left unre-
solved, threaten the economic prosperity that the current AKP regime under 
President Erdogan has spearheaded since 2002.

Syria too has had an impact on America’s most important ally in the Mid-
dle East, Israel. Israeli policymakers are weary of the spillover effect of the 
chaos and anarchy of neighboring Syria particularly since Hizballah — Israel’s 
main adversary in Lebanon — and the rising, soon-to-be nuclear-armed Iran 
actively bolstered the Asad regime since the start of the Syrian civil war in 
late 2011. Although on the surface it appears that Israel is least affected by the 
civil war in neighboring Syria, it continues to be concerned about the prolif-
eration of sophisticated weapons to Hizballah, the establishment of a stronger 
Iran-Hizballah axis in Lebanon, and spillover military or quasi-military oper-
ations into Israel. Israel also faces yet another challenge shared closely by the 
United States, namely the rise of ISIL violence in the region and elsewhere. 
For the time being, however, the ISIL threats to Israel are contained within 
Iraq and Syria. Israel, which fought a major war against the Iran and Syr-
ia-sponsored Shia Hizballah militia in Lebanon in 2006, is carefully watch-
ing developments in Syria. Israel originally had preferred the continuity if 
not certainty that Syria provided under the dictatorial rule of the Asad clan, 
but now that rule is in jeopardy. The security outcome in Syria and Lebanon 
is becoming unclear for Israeli security, especially as Hizballah gains from 
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being battle-hardened in Syria and by deploying increasingly sophisticated 
Iranian weapons and missiles closer to Israel. Ever since Hizballah’s military 
involvement in Syria in 2013, Israel has been floating the idea of a repeat of 
the costly 2006 war with Hizballah. Another major Israeli attack on Hizballah 
in Lebanon will most certainly have a ripple effect throughout the region and 
could further test the already troubled United States-Turkey relations — espe-
cially if Israel puts pressure on Hizballah by attacking Lebanese infrastructure 
and other targets as it did in 2006. Turkey and Lebanon have had cordial rela-
tions since the AKP came to power in 2002.

Although the United States and Turkey agreed in principle, at least in the 
initial stages of the Syrian civil war, that Asad must go, neither knows who 
would replace him, given the fluidity and shifting alliances among Syria’s war-
ring factions. Moreover, to Turks, the United States is becoming increasingly 
ambivalent about the ultimate fate of Asad as the war in Syria drags on and as 
Asad gains back territory with military backing from Russia, Iran, Iraq, and 
Hizballah. At one extreme stands the secular Free Syrian Army, made up of 
defectors and rebels from within Syria’s armed forces; at the other extreme are 
pro–al-Qaida al-Nusra militiamen and the ISIL fighters. In the middle are Syr-
ian Kurdish militias, some of which were aligned with Turkey’s old nemesis, 
the PKK, which the United States and Turkey consider to be a terrorist orga-
nization. Others, such as the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD), 
are also aligned with the PKK, but a small minority of Kurds are sympathetic 
to the Kurdish Regional Government of Masoud al-Barazani in northern Iraq, 
which in turn is sympathetic to Turkey. The PYD was given a free hand by 
Asad, who allowed it to operate unchallenged as retaliation for Turkish and 
U.S. support for the Syrian political and military opposition. The PYD has 
been seeking autonomy in Syrian towns and villages such as Qamishli, Kobani, 
and Afsin, beginning in October 2014 — ironically with U.S. air support. Tur-
key has resented U.S. support for the PYD and has sought to set up Sunni rival 
areas inside Syria, especially around Aleppo, to counter the growing PYD rise. 
Turkey simply does not want the insurgent PYD-PKK anti-Turkish Kurds to 
have a free hand inside Syria because it fears that such a presence could ulti-
mately lead to more tangible demands for cultural and ethnic rights for the 
Kurds inside Turkey. Turkey has consistently resisted the emergence of a Kurd-
ish entity in the region, much less inside Turkey’s southeastern provinces ever 
since the nation’s founding in 1923.

The Kurdish problem in Turkey smacks right into the issue of national 
identity and Turkish nationalism. The Kurds fared rather well under the Otto-
man Empire by being left alone to practice their religious and cultural beliefs, 
like other minorities, but the founder of modern Turkey, Ataturk, set out in 
1923 to build a new national identity based solely on the idea of “Turkishness.” 
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The latter concepts simply replaced the more culturally tolerant multi-cultural, 
multiethnic, and multireligious aspects of the Ottoman Empire. It rejected 
minority rights for Greeks, Armenians, Alawis, and Kurds, by establishing one 
national identity based on a state-driven secularism, unity of purpose, and 
modern patriotism.18

In short, unlike the case for the United States, it is the Kurdish problem 
that is the primary driver for Turkey’s policy toward Syria. Turkey will not tol-
erate the rise of a competing Kurdish national entity in Syria and Iraq so close 
to its predominantly Kurdish southeastern provinces for fear this might lead 
to calls for Kurdish autonomy and ultimate secession. In other words, Turkey 
fears dismemberment first and foremost when it comes to Greek and Kurdish 
demands for the return of lost rights and territories. This is the crux of the 
Armenian problem for Turkey. Unlike successive presidential administrations 
in Washington, the U.S. Congress has been more sympathetic toward minority 
rights in Turkey, including for the Armenian, Kurdish, and Greek communi-
ties. These congressional concerns have been a source of contention between 
the two NATO allies.19

The rising tensions between Washington and Moscow over energy prob-
lems in Europe, Ukraine, and President Vladimir Putin’s unwavering sup-
port for Asad have also complicated bilateral Turkey-United States relations. 
Turkish officials have been displeased by what they viewed as a lukewarm U.S. 
response to the Turkish request for a Syrian no-fly safehaven, and a general 
U.S. lack of concern for Turkish security interests as a result of the Syrian cri-
sis. Ankara responded by allowing ISIL fighters, potential ISIL recruits, and 
arms from different countries to transit its borders into Syria while at the same 
time turning a blind eye to atrocities committed by ISIL against Western and 
other civilian targets in areas controlled by ISIL in Syria and Iraq. This did 
not sit well with the United States, then busy building a coalition against ISIL, 
which it viewed as a national security threat second only to al-Qaida and its 
worldwide affiliates. The bottom line is that Turkey’s seeming support for ISIL 
is a hedge against rising Kurdish nationalism and a mechanism to maintain 
as much control and influence in Syria as possible should Asad fall. However, 
Turkey is also becoming increasingly worried about the potential unintended 
consequence of its support for ISIL — namely the entrenchment of ISIL sleeper 
cells inside Turkey, a major long-term security concern.20 The ISIL-led attack 
on Istanbul Ataturk Airport on June 29, 2016, which killed 42 and injured 
230, provoked Turkey into escalating its military attacks on ISIL’s enclaves 
in Syria and elsewhere. This emerging anxiety has developed despite the fact 
that, as early as the January 2011 popular Arab uprisings, Turkey under then-
Prime Minister Erdogan had embarked on a risky strategy of wooing Sunni 
Arab rebels like the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, Al Nahda in Tunisia, and 



After the Wars

111

HAMAS in Gaza, hoping to lead a new front of moderate Islamic states under 
Turkish tutelage. In Syria, Turkish-supported rebels have sometimes turned 
on Turkey as the latter came under pressure from the United States and other 
NATO allies to do more to combat violent extremism (i.e., ISIL and al-Qaida 
Syrian affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra).

The Turkish-Muslim Brotherhood rapprochement in Egypt and elsewhere 
has been due both to ideological and practical reasons. From an ideologi-
cal perspective, Turkey shares with the Muslim Brotherhood a conservative, 
non-extremist approach to governance, unlike other Salafi or al-Qaida-affili-
ated groups such as ISIL, Jabhat Al Nusra, al-Qaida in the Maghreb, al-Qaida 
in the Arabian Peninsula, or Ansar Al Shariah in Libya (the alleged murderers 
of the U.S. Ambassador to Libya, Chris Stevens, in Benghazi in 2012). On the 
practical side, President Erdogan believes that the Muslim Brotherhood — like 
himself — was elected in a free and fair election and hence reflects the general 
will of the people. Incidentally, Turkey felt the same way about the Al-Nahda 
Islamist party that won similar parliamentary elections in Tunisia following 
Tunisia’s uprising in 2011. At the beginning, Turkey’s stance put it at odds 
with the status quo Arab Gulf states, namely Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, which favored repressive continuity rather than anarchy fol-
lowing the overthrow of dictatorial regimes in many Arab countries. Only 
Qatar sided with the Turkish approach, this despite a significant improvement 
of relations between Turkey and all the Arab Gulf states before the Arab pop-
ular uprisings. Turkey, however, continued to downplay the nuclear rise of 
Iran whenever Arab Gulf states raised the issue of Iran’s growing power and 
influence of in the region. This is in keeping with Turkey’s strategy of “zero 
problems with neighbors,” but it also keeps Turkey’s important economic ties 
with Iran, especially oil and gas, on track.

A noted scholar on Turkey put the issue of Turkey-Arab Gulf states as 
follows: “Turkey’s approach to Saudi Arabia goes beyond the need to contain 
Iran. Turkey considers the Gulf countries and particularly Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia as major financial investors in the Turkish economy.”21 Significantly, 
as of this writing, Turkish relations with Arab Gulf states appear to once again 
be in flux because of the ongoing conflicts in Syria, Iraq, and Yemen. There are 
new indications that Saudi Arabia is reassessing its relationship with Turkey 
from one of antagonism following the Arab popular uprisings to one of more 
understanding, especially on the Muslim Brotherhood issue. Significantly, 
Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister, the late Prince Saud, stated in early 2015 that 
not all Muslim Brotherhood members were bad.22

In the meantime, Turkey faces a serious strategic military dilemma, namely 
that it is constrained from executing large-scale military operations in Syria 
without “full and unconditional” NATO or U.S. political and military support. 
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Indeed, Turkey is at a crossroads, and its ability to project force on its own 
inside Syria and elsewhere is limited at best. This is attributable to three factors. 
First, the Turkish military was originally structured to protect the Kemalist sec-
ular legacy which, among other things, called for disassociating Turkey from 
its Ottoman cultural, religious, and military past and, hence, from venturing 
out of Turkey’s heartland. Today, the Turkish military sees no strategic value for 
Turkey in getting more deeply involved in Syria and has, in fact, opposed send-
ing significant forces into that country. Secondly, ever since World War II, the 
Turkish army — with the exception of the Korean War — has only fought against 
either domestic insurgencies or extreme ideologically driven militias, or has 
been engaged in primarily humanitarian efforts, as in Afghanistan. Thirdly, 
Turkish military doctrine and training remain primarily defensive. The Turk-
ish military has been bottled up and purged by the AKP since 2003, although 
it continues to project an image of strength and professionalism — at least 
within NATO’s framework. As a result of U.S. reluctance to meet its repeated 
requests for a U.S.-led NATO no-fly zone and a safehaven for Syrian refugees 
inside Syria, Turkey has been forced to establish a semi no-transit zone west of 
the Euphrates River for Syrian Kurdish fighters belonging to the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD). The PYD, which is aligned with the Kurdish Workers Party 
(PKK), is supported by the United States in its quest to defeat ISIL, but Turkey 
views this relationship with great suspicion and alarm. Any territorial gains 
made by the PYD in Syria with U.S. help are considered by Turkey as benefiting 
the PKK and its strategic objective of carving an independent Kurdish enclave 
in the predominantly Kurdish southeastern region of Turkey. Ironically, the 
PKK is considered by the United States as a terrorist organization. Moreover, 
in a move to press the European Union (EU) for more political and financial 
concessions as a result of the Syrian refugee crisis of  2015 –16, Turkey turned a 
blind eye to the smuggling of hundreds of thousands of Syrian and other polit-
ical and economic refugees through Turkish territory to Western Europe. In 
return, Turkey agreed to rein in human traffickers and smugglers and to take 
back refugees returned for illegally entering EU states via Turkey.

Turkey’s course reversal on ISIL and the Kurds was prompted by increased 
ISIL militancy and by violent attacks inside Turkey, according to the media.23 
However, additional press reports indicate that although Turkey agreed to 
provide more tangible support to the U.S.-led coalition against ISIL in Syria, 
it is not clear what Turkey would get in return. So far, Turkey seems to want 
to degrade both ISIL and the Syrian Kurds, as well as the latter’s PKK sup-
porters. A White House press statement issued following the signing of the 
new Turkey-United States agreement on July 23, 2015, affirmed that Turkey 
had the right to defend itself against Kurdish terrorism and separatists while 
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NATO has called on Turkey not to use excessive force against the Kurds. The 
flareup of hostilities at this writing between Turkey, the PKK, and the Kurds 
in the southeastern provinces means that the ceasefire declared by jailed PKK 
leader Abdallah Ocalan in 2013, which laid the foundation for a broader peace 
process between the Kurds and the AKP-led government, is in jeopardy. Pres-
ident Erdogan had promised to introduce constitutional reforms giving Kurds 
more rights, but his efforts stalled in parliament because of determined oppo-
sition from the Kemalist Republican People’s Party (CHP, Kemal Ataturk’s 
old Republican Party) and the right-wing nationalist National Movement 
Party (MHP). These parties are vehemently opposed to giving Kurds or other 
minorities autonomy or political rights, which is in keeping with Ataturk’s 
original denial of recognizing ethnic minorities. Ataturk believed that such 
recognition would foster factionalism at the expense of national unity. The 
June 2015 general election weakened Erdogan’s grip on power and deprived 
him of his ability, or perhaps will, to fulfill his promises under the 2013 peace 
agreement with Kurdish PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan. The AKP in Novem-
ber of the same year recovered from its June electoral slump, but this did not 
translate into improved any political fortunes for Kurdish nationalism. Turk-
ishness preempts Kurdishness to this writing.

There may be another reason why President Erdogan decided to unleash 
his army against the PKK and the Kurds at this critical juncture. Tactical and 
operational intelligence exchanges between Turkey and the United States have 
been instrumental in the fight against PKK operatives in the remote areas 
of northern Iraq for many years, and the new agreement will most certainly 
intensify this cooperation.24 No sooner had the July 2015 Turkey-United 
States agreement been announced than Turkey began intensive air bombard-
ment of PKK positions in the remote areas of northern Iraq, inside Syria, 
and in its own southeastern provinces. This was despite U.S. reluctance to 
give assurances to Turkey on the establishment of a Syrian refugee safehaven, 
which would have alleviated some of the financial and logistical pressures 
emanating from the Syrian refugee problem in Turkey.25

Turkish and Russian Perspectives:  
The U.S. Dilemma

Russia’s direct military intervention in Syria starting in late September 
2015 posed serious challenges to Turkey-United States relations. First, Turkey, 
as a member of NATO, expected full and unconditional support from both its 
NATO and U.S. allies if it found itself drawn into a sudden and unexpected 
military confrontation with Russian forces operating along its border with 
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Syria. However, such a development could embroil NATO and the United 
States in an unwanted or accidental war with Russia given the ongoing ten-
sions over Ukraine. In an effort to make its air effort in Syria more effective, 
Russia has repeatedly violated Turkish airspace along its border with Syria 
since September 2015, and Russian aircraft have even carried out scores of 
bombing missions against pro-Turkish militia targets nearby.26

The shooting down of one of the Russian SU-24 jets on November 25, 
2015, by a Turkish F-16 aircraft was exactly what the United States and NATO 
had wanted to avoid, namely a wider and more serious military confron-
tation with Russia. But, at the same time, the incident was viewed as a test 
by Turkey as to how far its NATO allies, especially the United States, were 
willing to go in supporting the Turkish political position on Syria, namely 
the removal of President Asad from power and the bolstering of pro-Turkish 
militias against PKK and other operatives should a political settlement to the 
Syrian crisis materialize in the future. Turkish officials and public have con-
tinuously been unhappy about what they perceive as an American strategic 
and policy vacuum in the region as a whole and, specifically, about America’s 
reluctance to commit to a firmer, clear, and predictable strategy vis-a-vis Asad 
and his future.

The November 25 incident could not have come at a worse time for Turkey, 
given its declining economic growth rate and its domestic political uncertain-
ties, despite the new mandate handed to the AKP on November 1, 2015, by the 
Turkish electorate. Turkey’s economic ties to Russia are very strong, as Turkey 
is one of Russia’s biggest trade partners, and the country relies on Russia to 
meet three-fifths of its needs in natural gas. This is in addition to the lucrative 
business generated in Turkey by Russian tourists and by light industry inves-
tors. Any cutoff or reduction in Turkey-Russia economic relations will most 
likely contribute to more domestic political problems for Turkey — an unwel-
come prospect for the United States, given its increasing military operations 
against ISIL in Syria and Iraq.27

Recent media reports indicate that the United States is urging Turkey to 
temporarily halt Turkish air missions in Syria in a quest to ease tensions with 
Russia and avoid getting Turkey — and by proxy NATO — entangled in a mil-
itary showdown with Russia. This is despite the fact that Turkey has become 
somewhat more focused against IS since Russia opted for a more active mili-
tary role in Syria. In the meantime, Turkey is eager to keep its military options 
in Syria open especially against the PKK, and to a lesser extent, Syrian Kurdish 
insurgents. Ironically, the latter are viewed by the United States-led coalition as 
critical elements in the ultimate defeat if not destruction of ISIL.28
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A Persistent Anti-American Turkish Style
Turkey-United States relations and the linkage between the wars in Iraq 

and Syria and Turkey’s attitudes toward the United States continue to be 
affected by domestic determinants of Turkish foreign policy. Foremost among 
these is the increasing role of public opinion in the making of Turkish pol-
icy in regard to the U.S.-led wars in the Middle East and beyond. Results of 
surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center in Washington, DC, between 
2002 and 2013 reveal consistently negative Turkish public attitudes toward 
U.S. policies in the Middle East and elsewhere.29 Even so, a common attitude 
in Turkey is captured by a cartoon that says “Yankee go home, but take me 
with you.” Turks may dislike U.S. policies but, like others around the world, 
they admire U.S. technological, business, educational, and scientific achieve-
ments. Most financially able Turks prefer their children to be educated in the 
United States. When asked what Turks admire most about the United States, 
most mentioned American ideals such as freedom of speech; free and fair 
elections; representative government; a depoliticized and independent judi-
ciary; the rule of law (equality under the law); and constitutional liberalism 
(protecting human and civil rights). The problem arises in the mind of Turks 
as well as of others when there is a mismatch between ideals and reality, such 
as what happened at the U.S. detention facility at Abu Ghraib; the death of 
innocent civilians in Gaza at the hands of America’s ally, Israel; or in Afghani-
stan and elsewhere because of collateral damage to civilian lives and property 
caused by U.S. combat operations.

A glance at Turkish public attitudes reveals some other interesting data.30 
For example, 87 percent of Turks oppose the use of drones by the United 
States to kill terrorists. When asked whether the United States takes into 
account Turkey’s interests when making decisions affecting Turkey, 75 per-
cent said no. Also, 49 percent of Turks say the United States is more of an 
enemy compared to 14 percent who say it is a partner and 37 percent who 
hold no opinion. These percentages will most likely shift more against the 
United States in the aftermath of the July 2016 failed coup in which the con-
spiracy theory-prone Turkish public believes the United States may have been 
involved. Turks who are most favorable toward the United States fall in the 
18–29 age group, which is in line with youth everywhere under the age of 30, 
who often hold positive views of the United States. Such positive attitudes 
could be attributed to social media, technological influences, and the Inter-
net, in which the United States remains in the lead.31 Although the United 
States gets largely favorable attitudes from Turkey’s youth, Pew found in 2013 
that 70 percent of Turks overall had unfavorable views of the United States, 
exceeded only by the Palestinians in the Occupied Territories with 79 percent; 
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Egypt 81 percent; and Jordan 85 percent. Pew found that anti-Americanism 
was also prevalent in other countries in 2008 when it reported that “it 
[anti-Americanism] runs broader and deeper than ever before. And it’s get-
ting worse.”32 However, the report went on to state that “people [abroad] did 
not let their distaste for U.S. policies affect their views of the American people 
even though American policies and power fuel apparent resentment for U.S. 
throughout the world.” The Bush administration seemed to have caused 
these resentment to surface faster and more noticeably than has its successor 
Obama administration.33

Indeed, the U.S.-led fight against al-Qaida and later ISIL was viewed by 
the Turkish general public as a fight against Muslims. As a result, both the 
Bush and Obama administrations rated low in Turkish public opinion, with 
President Obama’s approval rating in Turkey dropping from 34 percent in 
2009 to 20 percent in 2013 (others were undecided). This data suggests that 
fighting terrorists has “proven no match for the Cold War as a unifying force,” 
according to Pew Research data.34 When asked whether the reelection of 
President Obama in 2012 was viewed favorably or unfavorably by Turks, 25 
percent were favorable and 27 percent unfavorable (others were undecided). 
President Bush’s ratings in Turkey had been dramatically lower than those for 
President Obama. This is a clear indication that the Turkish public was dissat-
isfied with how the Bush administration handled the Iraq War and the fight 
against terrorism. Surprisingly, the Pew Turkish data in recent years revealed 
that although Turks do not look favorably upon the United States, they also do 
not look favorably upon other “foreign powers” including the Arabs, Israelis, 
or Western Europeans. In short, Turks have trust issues with the rest of the 
world, not just with the United States. Turks also oppose extremist groups 
and their tactics, with 85 percent having negative views of al-Qaida and its 
affiliates. However, despite the Turkish public’s aversion to outside powers and 
groups, most still want to be part of the European Union and/or NATO.35 
This outlook is primarily related to their overall sense of insecurity or quest to 
be included in trading blocs for economic or financial gains.

Conclusion
There is no doubt that the U.S.-led wars in Iraq and Syria and the U.S. 

War on Terror (against al-Qaida and ISIL) have had a major impact on Tur-
key’s domestic, regional, and international dynamics. As a result, Turkey 
today finds itself at a crossroads in its relationships with the United States 
and the world at large. Turks have clearly become more suspicious and more 
distrustful of outside powers and feel more alienated despite their continued 
dependence on these powers for their economic, political, and social sur-
vival. As far as Turkey-United States relations are concerned, both countries 
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will most certainly continue to muddle through as long as the protracted 
and unending internal wars in Iraq and Syria continue to sputter and as 
long as the Palestinian-Israeli conflict remains unsolved. Iran’s rise and its 
ultimate quest to be a regional hegemon will most likely also complicate 
Turkey-United States relations and could lead to more misunderstandings 
between Turkey and the United States on one hand and Turkey and Rus-
sia on the other. Prime Minister Davutoğlu’s concept of strategic depth and 
“zero problems with neighbors” has been nothing but problematic. Even if 
Turkey’s strategic interests are based on non-intervention and “zero prob-
lems with neighbors,” its policy will increasingly be driven by vital national 
security interests based on economic and trade considerations, first with its 
joint nemeses Iran and Russia and, second, by its uneasy relations with the 
United States and NATO, given the multiple strategic objectives being pur-
sued individually by the NATO states.

Thus, Turkey’s current difficulties stem from a serious mismatch between 
its strategy and its domestic and regional policies. Turkey will continue to face 
difficulties staying above the current Sunni-Shia fray, especially in the Gulf, 
while having to increasingly confront its own conflicting Kurdish, Islamic, 
and national identity challenges. In terms of the bilateral Turkey-United 
States relations, the partnership will remain at best tactically ad hoc for the 
near-term, given the multi-faceted, rapidly evolving, and uncertain nature 
and character of war in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere where Tur-
key has vital national security interests.36 Until the United States and Turkey 
recalibrate their strategic objectives in the Middle East and North Africa, and 
agree on mutually acceptable outcomes, their relationship will most likely 
remain on a slippery slope for the foreseeable future. Turkish public opinion 
is unlikely to shift in a more positive American direction given the July 15, 
2016, failed coup.

It is tempting for the United States at this critical juncture to abandon Tur-
key and its faulty dictatorial direction of mass purges, arrests, and violations 
of human and civil rights, but both allies need one another more than ever. 
The United States must help moderate the excesses of the Erdogan regime, 
while Turkey must help the United States eliminate the scourge of terrorism, 
including defeating ISIL, and illegal immigration into Europe and beyond. In 
the words of a keen observer of the relationship, “In a region where Americans 
have no true friends, the United States-Turkey tie is too important to cut.”37
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CHAPTER 6 
How Pakistan Plays Its Double Game: 
Lessons Learned Since 9/11
Stephen Tankel

Ask a casual observer what has changed with regard to Pakistan’s approach 
to militancy and she or he would be forgiven for saying, “not much.” Paki-
stan has used nonstate militants as a proxy force against India since the first 
Kashmir war following Partition.1 By the 1970s, the Pakistani government 
was providing military training to an Afghan Islamist vanguard for incursions 
into Afghanistan.2 The policy of supporting nonstate proxies to achieve geo-
political objectives accelerated in the 1980s when Pakistan hosted, equipped, 
and helped to direct the Afghan mujahideen for their fight against the Soviet 
Union. In the 1990s, the Pakistani military oversaw the creation of a full-blown 
militant infrastructure to support asymmetric warfare against India and, after 
1994, in support of the Taliban in Afghanistan. Fast-forward to today, and 
the militant infrastructure still exists. Pakistan-supported militants continue 
to wage jihad in Afghanistan and against India. Some of the sectarian groups, 
which formed with state support in the 1980s to wage jihad against the Shia, 
remain active as well. Yet this broad continuity masks critical changes. This 
chapter identifies several key developments regarding the nature of militancy 
in Pakistan and lessons learned by the security establishment since the attacks 
of 9/11. Exploring how Pakistani decisionmakers adapted yields important 
insights for U.S. analysts, policymakers, and practitioners seeking to under-
stand events in the region and plan for the future. Before turning to these 
developments and lessons learned, this chapter begins with a brief overview of 
inflection points related to Pakistani militancy.

Riding the Tiger
President Pervez Musharraf ’s decision to assist the United States in its war 

against al-Qaida and the Taliban after 9/11 was predicated on the calcula-
tion that if Pakistan refused then the United States would form an alliance 
with India. Musharraf believed this could result in Pakistan being declared a 
terrorist state and enable India to “gain a golden opportunity with regard to 
Kashmir.”3 He also feared the United States might target Pakistan’s nuclear 
arsenal, which provided parity with India. This nuclear capability also raised 
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the costs of a conventional response by India to a terrorist attack, thereby 
enabling Pakistan’s use of Islamist militants as tools of foreign policy against 
India. Islamabad agreed to provide access to Pakistani facilities and intelli-
gence for the U.S.-led military campaign in Afghanistan, withdraw diplomatic 
and material support for the Taliban government, prevent Pakistanis from 
crossing into Afghanistan to fight alongside the Taliban movement, and pur-
sue al-Qaida members who fled into Pakistan.4 In return, the United States 
lifted the sanctions applied to Pakistan after its nuclear tests in 1998 and the 
military coup that brought Musharraf to power as well as agreeing to provide 
economic and security assistance.5

Despite Islamabad’s agreements on Afghanistan, Pakistan’s policy was a 
“[y]es-but approach,” according to Pakistani Foreign Minister Abdul Sattar.6 
In practice this meant that Pakistan would “unequivocally accept all U.S. 
demands, but then we would express our private reservations to the U.S. and 
we would not necessarily agree with all the details.”7 The practice of doing 
enough to stave off American pressure while keeping its options open on mil-
itancy is one that Islamabad would employ repeatedly in the years to come. 
Pakistani decisionmakers never took action against state-allied groups that 
they could not walk back if necessary. And once Pakistan began cooperat-
ing with American counterterrorism efforts, the costs for the United States of 
using coercion increased and leverage declined. Once the invasion of Afghan-
istan began, Pakistan provided Taliban leaders and members safehaven.8 
Pakistan did the same for other Afghan militants, including the Haqqani Net-
work, which had a long history of operating on both sides of the Durand 
Line.9 Decisionmakers in Islamabad believed the United States would not stay 
long in the region and so preserving the Taliban in some form made sense for 
the day when American forces departed.

Taliban who remained in Afghanistan and their leaders in Pakistan were 
attempting to return to civilian life. In exchange, they promised to disarm and 
recognize the new Afghanistan government.10 The idea of any type of rec-
onciliation was anathema to American officials who continued pushing the 
fight long after the Taliban had collapsed. U.S. forces in Afghanistan sought 
intelligence from established and would-be warlords who seized the oppor-
tunity to settle scores, arrogate power, and enrich themselves. Local strong-
men served up tribal or business rivals as “terrorists” and created “actionable 
intelligence” out of thin air for profit. American troops lacked knowledge of 
the complex tribal dynamics and became unwitting enforcers for compet-
ing power brokers. Fabricated intelligence led U.S. forces to execute overly 
aggressive raids to capture or kill Taliban members and tribal leaders who had 
switched sides to support the government. Local Afghan forces allied with 
America also routinely tortured the men they captured. Together, the raids by 
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U.S. troops and behavior of their Afghan allies angered the local population.11 
Afghanistan’s newly installed government compounded the problem. The 
United States and other outside powers had promoted a centralized system of 
government that simultaneously contradicted the Afghan tradition of decen-
tralization and lacked the resources to govern the country. As a result, Hamid 
Karzai, who led Afghanistan, was forced to rely on many of the same warlords 
with whom the United States was working, creating a situation in which the 
government was competing with these warlords for power and funds.12 This 
contributed to endemic corruption that further alienated the population and 
ripened conditions for the Taliban’s return.13 It also contributed to a growing 
schism between Kabul and Washington, leading each side to cozy up even 
closer to local power brokers.

After their attempts at reconciliation were rebuffed, Taliban leaders began 
laying the groundwork for the insurgency that continued to rage at the time 
of writing.14 They took advantage of the growing anger among local Afghans 
and the safehaven on offer in Pakistan. U.S. officials believed the Taliban had 
been defeated on the battlefield. While American forces hunted down “dead-
enders” in Afghanistan, the focus of Washington’s engagements with Pakistan 
was mainly on al-Qaida. The United States sought and received Pakistani 
cooperation with hunting down al-Qaida members and foreign fighters.15 In 
addition to cooperating to capture al-Qaida operatives in Pakistan’s cities, 
Islamabad initiated Operation al-Mizan, a military incursion into the South 
Waziristan agency of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in 
2002. This and subsequent military operations targeted al-Qaida and other 
foreign fighters, while conspicuously avoiding areas where the Taliban and 
Haqqani Network were known to operate. This practice has remained in 
place ever since, despite the growth of an insurgency composed of Pakistani 
militants with ties to the Taliban and Haqqani Network. During numerous 
operations in the FATA since 2002, the security forces have repeatedly 
refrained from targeting militants who eschewed attacks in Pakistan and 
focused on fighting in Afghanistan. At the time of writing, evidence indicated 
that even during Zarb-e-Azb, the much vaunted and long-awaited operation 
in North Waziristan launched in 2014, Pakistani forces once again spared the 
Haqqani Network.16

From their base in Pakistan, the Taliban began an assassination campaign 
in Afghanistan in spring 2003 and announced a leadership council that sum-
mer.17 Training camps for Taliban fighters were operating in Pakistan by this 
time, and the movement began a recruitment drive, which included dispatch-
ing Mullah Dadullah, the Taliban’s senior military commander, to madaris, or 
religious schools, in Baluchistan and Karachi. He was reportedly accompa-
nied by Pakistani authorities.18 Significant recruiting efforts directed toward 
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Pakistani volunteers increased in 2004, and by 2005 these recruits were play-
ing an important role in the Afghan insurgency.19 The overriding primacy the 
United States gave to al-Qaida allowed the Taliban-led insurgency space to 
regenerate, while concerns about U.S. staying power in the region contributed 
to Islamabad’s decision to increase significantly its active support for the Tali-
ban and Haqqani Network from roughly 2005 onward.20 It is also worth noting 
that India’s economic and diplomatic footprint in Afghanistan was growing, 
which likely heightened Pakistani anxiety about Indian encirclement.21 In 
addition, the United States and India agreed in summer 2005 on a framework 
for a civilian nuclear deal, and this may have reinforced Musharraf ’s deci-
sion to increase support for the Taliban-led insurgency. Islamabad’s interests 
in Afghanistan include rolling back Indian influence and promoting a govern-
ment friendlier to Pakistan’s interests. Supporting the Taliban and Haqqani 
Network is also viewed as a way of maintaining influence once they inevitably 
migrate most of their infrastructure back across the border.

Attacks against coalition forces in Afghanistan jumped to over 5,000 in 
2006, more than a three-fold increase from the previous year.22 While Paki-
stani authorities had arrested only a handful of senior Taliban officials before 
2006, U.S. pressure following the insurgent escalation in Afghanistan resulted 
in superficial crackdowns afterward.23 In several instances, these crackdowns 
were used as a way to deter Taliban leaders from negotiating directly with 
the Afghan government or to punish those who did.24 One Pakistani intel-
ligence officer admitted the arrests served two purposes: “we punish people 
who want to betray Pakistan, and can at the same time secure the trust of the 
United States.”25 This anecdote illustrates the degree to which Pakistan’s ability 
to manage its relations with various militant groups and with the United States 
were often intertwined.

By 2008, the Afghan insurgency was going from strength to strength. 
The U.S. troop surge in 2009 temporarily blunted the Taliban’s momentum 
but failed to decisively alter the ground reality in Kabul’s favor. When he 
announced the surge, U.S. President Barack Obama also made clear his inten-
tion to withdraw U.S. combat forces by 2014. The Pakistani military attempted 
to position itself as the lead facilitator for any political settlement that might 
eventuate in Afghanistan.26 After attempts at an autonomous diplomatic 
approach failed — in part because the Pakistani military acted as an effective 
spoiler — Washington acceded to a more prominent role for Pakistan in any 
subsequent peace process.27

Meanwhile, Mohammad Ashraf Ghani’s election as President of Afghan-
istan in September 2014 provided a boost to the peace process. Ghani went 
out on a limb to improve relations with Pakistan — a move that was deeply 
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unpopular with many Afghans — and to jumpstart negotiations with the Tal-
iban. Afghan government and Taliban officials met in Murree, Pakistan, in 
summer 2015, but prospects for peace dimmed for two reasons. First, the 
Taliban confirmed Mullah Muhammad Omar’s death. The Taliban leader had 
reportedly died in 2013 in Karachi, thus rendering illegitimate the statements 
issued in his name endorsing negotiations. The fact that Mullah Omar report-
edly died in Pakistan also further soured many Afghan leaders on Ghani’s 
efforts to improve cross-border relations. Second, the Taliban and Haqqani 
Network launched a spate of high-profile cross-border attacks after the new 
Taliban leader, Mullah Akhtar Mansoor, was announced.28 These attacks fur-
ther damaged relations between Islamabad and Kabul.

The cooperation Pakistan agreed to provide the United States after 9/11 
did not include action against militants fighting in Indian-administered Kash-
mir or attacking India, except to keep them from traveling to Afghanistan to 
support the Taliban.29 At the time, Musharraf claimed to have saved Pakistan’s 
Kashmir policy from American interference and signaled that support for the 
insurgency there would continue.30 In December 2001, militants belonging 
to the Pakistani Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) attacked the Indian Parliament in 
New Delhi. India and then Pakistan mobilized for war. In response to U.S. 
pressure and to avert a possible conventional conflict with India, Musharraf 
banned numerous militant groups including JeM and the even more power-
ful Lashkar-e-Tayyiba (LeT).31 However, officers from Pakistan’s Directorate 
General for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), whose S-Directorate handles the 
militant portfolio, forewarned many of these organizations about the ban and 
facilitated their re-emergence under new names thereafter.32

Following the launch of the peace process with India in early 2004, known 
as the Composite Dialogue, and accompanying back-channel negotiations, 
militants were directed to wage a controlled jihad in Kashmir for which state 
support ebbed and flowed.33 Kashmir-centric militant groups were curtailed 
further in response to international pressure the following year, and militant 
activity declined significantly over the next several years.34 The aim was to rein 
in militant groups and hold their members in reserve, either to be demobilized 
or reengaged, depending on regional developments. By 2008, though, the peace 
process was foundering, as were Musharraf ’s prospects for retaining power. He 
resigned his position as chief of army staff in November 2007 and the presi-
dency in summer 2008. In contrast to Musharraf, who had pushed to advance 
the peace process with India, Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, who succeeded him as 
chief of army staff, took a tougher line on Pakistan’s neighbor to the east.35

In November 2008, Lashkar-e-Tayyiba launched a coordinated, 10-person 
assault in Mumbai, India, that killed 166 people.36 Subsequent investigations 
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revealed the complicity of at least several ISI officers, and raised questions 
about whether the operation was sanctioned — in principle, even if not in 
scope — at the highest levels.37 Pakistan once again reined in the Lashkar-e-
Tayyiba after the Mumbai attacks, though the group may have contributed to 
several bombings against India from 2010 onward.38 Lashkar-e-Tayyiba also 
appears to have spearheaded the increase in militant violence along the Line of 
Control and in Indian-administered Kashmir since 2013.39 In summer 2015, 
the group launched its first successful, unilateral terrorist operation against 
India (outside Indian-administered Kashmir) since the Mumbai attacks.40

The Tiger Bites Back
Despite ongoing support for Afghanistan- and India-centric militants, 

the Pakistani state’s relations with the militant community were strained to 
varying degrees after 9/11. Most of the established Pakistani militant groups 
were formed in Punjab province during or soon after the anti-Soviet jihad in 
Afghanistan. The overwhelming majority of these Punjabi organizations fol-
lowed the Deobandi school of thought, as do the Taliban and Haqqani Net-
work. Lashkar-e-Tayyiba is the only major Punjabi group that adheres to the 
Ahl-e-Hadith school of thought. Lashkar-e-Tayyiba therefore has no natural 
allies in Pakistan and has remained more reliable and obedient to the secu-
rity establishment than the other Punjabi organizations. Conversely, the Deo-
bandi groups splintered to different degrees as a result of internal disputes over 
whether to remain loyal to, or wage jihad against, the Pakistani state after 9/11. 
The fact that militants from these organizations quickly became involved in 
attacks inside Pakistan should have signaled to the security establishment 
that there were significant risks involved with its selective approach to mili-
tancy. Instead, the regime went to great lengths to preserve its jihadist assets 
for use against India.

Pakistan’s sectarian groups — Sipah-i-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) and its off-
shoot Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LJ) — had less utility vis-a-vis India. SSP was tol-
erated for domestic political purposes and has carried on its activities under 
a string of new names.41 In addition to its political usefulness, SSP has roots 
in society and sectarian support that includes those in the lower ranks of 
the police and bureaucracy.42 LJ offered less domestic utility, and instead 
became a convenient scapegoat for the anti-U.S. and anti-Pakistani violence 
in which some militants from other Deobandi groups began to engage fol-
lowing 9/11.43 Crackdowns on LJ led to its fragmentation and drove many of 
its members to deepen their ties with al-Qaida and later to begin launching 
attacks against the state.44

Pakistani security forces clashed with militants in the FATA during Oper-
ation al-Mizan in 2002. More clashes followed during subsequent campaigns 
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in the tribal areas and contributed to the rise of pro-Taliban, anti-state Pash-
tun militants. After two assassination attempts against President Musharraf in 
December 2003, the authorities detained more than a thousand individuals 
associated with Pakistani Deobandi militant organizations.45 Some of those 
who escaped the crackdown remained in Punjab, but others took shelter in 
the FATA.46 This strengthened the ties between Pakistani militants from the 
settled areas and FATA-based pro-Taliban tribal militants.47 The Musharraf 
regime failed to commit fully to counterinsurgency efforts in the FATA or to 
engage in any meaningful counterterrorism activities, and as a result, military 
incursions into the FATA were poorly resourced. Instead, the Pakistan army 
signed a series of failed peace deals with pro-Taliban militants, enabling them 
to extend their writ in the northwest frontier.48

On July 10, 2007, Pakistani commandos launched an assault against Lal 
Masjid (Red Mosque) in Islamabad. Among those killed in the raid were mil-
itants who had been holed up in the basement of Lal Masjid since spring in 
anticipation of a clash.49 Many more viewed the raid as the latest in a series 
of betrayals. The Pashtun-led proto-insurgency in FATA erupted into a full-
blown insurgency following the raid, and the fight soon came to Pakistan’s 
heartland, Punjab province; to its capital, Islamabad; and to its economic 
center, Karachi. By this time, the Talibanization that had begun in South 
Waziristan in 2004 had spread to other agencies in the FATA and was expand-
ing into frontier areas such as Bannu, Tank, Kohat, Lakki Marwat, Dera Ismail 
Khan, Swat, and Buner. In December, militants who shared the aim of estab-
lishing “local spheres of sharia” in Pakistan’s western frontier united to form 
the Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan (TTP, or Pakistani Taliban).50 It was intended 
to serve as a vehicle for various actors to coordinate their activities against 
both coalition forces in Afghanistan and the Pakistani Army.51 Different ideo-
logical camps quickly emerged. One camp prioritized the fight against the 
state, the other focused mainly on fighting in Afghanistan.52 In short, the TTP 
is not a unified actor, and the security establishment did not treat it as one. 
Keeping in mind its umbrella-like nature, I use the name “TTP” throughout 
this chapter to refer to the collective group of factions who prioritized jihad 
against the Pakistani state. I do this both for ease of reference, and because 
the TTP, despite its internally diffuse nature, ultimately became the face of the 
insurgency in Pakistan.

In 2009, following a military incursion (Operation Rah-e-Haq, or Path of 
Truth) into Swat, Pakistan reached yet another peace agreement. This one was 
with Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi (TNSM), better known as the 
Swat Taliban. The agreement, which was the first one codified by the govern-
ment and not the army, institutionalized sharia in Malakand Division and the 
Kohistan district of Hazara Division.53 Emboldened, the TNSM — along with 
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other militants operating in the area — began to occupy areas of Swat before 
expanding to the districts of Shangla and Buner. The proximity of these dis-
tricts to Islamabad helped catalyze Pakistani public opinion against these mil-
itants and paved the way for a major military offensive, Operation Rah-e-Rast, 
in May 2009 in Swat. The military launched another major campaign against 
the TTP in South Waziristan — Operation Rah-e-Nijat — the following month. 
Punjabi militants provided power projection capabilities for an escalation of 
high-profile terrorist attacks against sensitive targets in cities such as Islam-
abad, Lahore, and Rawalpindi, intended to punish the state for these incur-
sions.54 On one hand, these incursions achieved a degree of success in the 
frontier. On the other hand, they also served as an object lesson in the poten-
tially high costs of such operations.

Blurring Militant Boundaries
Historically, militants in Pakistan had been motivated either by pan-Is-

lamism or sectarianism. Successive regimes, both martial and civilian, 
encouraged these impulses, and by 9/11, Pakistani militants were fighting in 
Afghanistan, India, or against the Shia at home. Overlaps among these areas of 
activity existed. For example, Pakistani militants from all the major Deobandi 
groups trained in Taliban-controlled territory in Afghanistan and fought 
alongside the Taliban against the Northern Alliance. Most of these groups pri-
oritized other theaters, however, with some focused on India and others on 
sectarian violence in Pakistan.

Since 2002, the number of militant focal points has increased. Afghani-
stan became a major focal point for almost every militant group based in 
Pakistan — Afghan, Pakistani, and foreign — and a host of smaller networks 
and splinter groups. The presence of U.S. forces; the robust Taliban-led 
insurgency and growing Pakistani support for it; and declining fortunes of 
the Kashmir jihad helped to make Afghanistan the most popular front for 
Pakistan-based militants. It is important to keep mind that many of these 
militants were Afghans fighting to “liberate” their homeland. But numerous 
Pakistani jihadists also joined the fight. With the exception of Lash-
kar-e-Tayyiba, India ceased to be the main target for most militant groups in 
the region as the Kashmiri jihad waned and the insurgency in Afghanistan 
intensified.55 Sectarian attacks in Pakistan escalated following a lull during 
which LeJ members were either on the run or launching attacks against offi-
cial targets.56 By the end of the decade after 9/11, targets included Pakistani 
Barelvis and Ahmadis as well as the Shia.57 In addition to these three areas of 
focus — all of which had existed before 9/11 — revolutionary jihad against 
Pakistan became a new locus of activity. By the latter years of the decade, a 
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revolutionary ideology had fully taken hold among many established jihad-
ists and a new generation of militants who had little, if any, affiliation with 
recognized organizations.58 Finally, although most Pakistan-based militants 
remained motivated by local and regional factors, al-Qaida’s global jihadist 
ideology, which entails striking U.S. and allied targets wherever they may 
be found, influenced a subset of militants in Pakistan.59 At the same time, 
al-Qaida became more active in regional areas, providing operational sup-
port for the Taliban’s insurgency in Afghanistan and the TTP-led revolution-
ary jihad against the Pakistani state.

The expansion in the number of areas of militant activity was accompa-
nied by a growing integration among the militants. First, India’s perceived 
malevolent involvement in Afghanistan contributed to the integration of 
these two areas of activity in the minds of some militants who remained allied 
with the Pakistani state. The 2008–10 time period witnessed an escalation of 
attacks on Indian targets in Afghanistan by Pakistan-based actors, with the 
Lashkar-e-Tayyiba and the Haqqani Network primarily responsible.60 LeJ is 
also believed to have been responsible for attacks against Shiite Afghans in 
three cities in December 2011. Second, sectarian ideology infused the revolu-
tionary jihad against the Pakistani state.61 This integration owed to the over-
representation of LeJ members in anti-state violence and the historical 
connections that some TTP commanders had to SSP and LJ.62 In addition to 
prior organizational affinity, revolutionary and sectarian militants comple-
mented one another operationally. Those associated with SSP and LeJ 
exploited the Talibanization in FATA and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa for safehaven, 
and their sectarian attacks, in turn, became “an extension of the TTP war 
against cities,” to quote one scholar.63

Whether or not to participate in violence against the Pakistani state 
became the single greatest dividing line among militants.64 Although a bifur-
cation exists at the organizational level, longstanding ties among militants 
created opportunities for collaboration on the ground. Personal connections 
formed through training or fighting together can lead to ad hoc support at the 
rank-and-file level.65 The intensifying integration of the militant milieu wid-
ened the prospects for collaboration. This has enabled anti-Pakistan groups 
to leverage the resources and infrastructure belonging to state-allied orga-
nizations and sometimes also the religious parties associated with them.66 
For example, mosques and madaris associated with state-allied groups may 
also function as hideouts, transit points, staging grounds, and storage depots 
for attacks against Pakistan.67 Individuals in these state-allied organizations 
also sometimes provide assistance — knowingly or unknowingly — to anti-
state militants, through transportation, money, food, or even reconnaissance. 
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These dynamics have created operational challenges for the Pakistani author-
ities intent on thwarting attacks at home. Despite the fact that the TTP claims 
credit for attacks, a single attack might have one group provide money, a 
second logistics, a third reconnaissance, a fourth a vehicle, a fifth explosives, 
and a sixth a bomber. This further confuses and complicates counterterror-
ism efforts.68

Interaction and integration is even more common in FATA, where 
state-allied and anti-state groups collaborate. For example, the Haqqani Net-
work has acted as an enabler for the TTP, a host of smaller anti-state entities 
(including many Punjabi splinter groups), and al-Qaida.69 Although it has 
worked to limit any public association with the insurgency in Pakistan, the 
Haqqani Network actively benefits from TTP manpower. In return, it acts as 
a “platform for operational development and force projection” for segments 
of the TTP and other anti-state entities.70 This includes providing access to 
training, expertise, resources, and the prestige that comes from participating 
in certain operations in Afghanistan.71 Moreover, the Haqqani Network has 
been al-Qaida’s main enabler in the region for more than two decades. 
Al-Qaida’s resilience and, until recently, ability to project power transnation-
ally arguably owed more to this assistance than to that proffered by any other 
local ally. Pakistani military and ISI leaders undoubtedly are aware of these 
dynamics and seek to control the Haqqani Network the same way they have 
numerous other assets, providing resources on the one hand and arresting 
some of their commanders and limiting their capacity to operate on the 
other.72 Their ability to do so, however, is limited by the need to maintain it as 
an asset in Afghanistan and in FATA as well as by the fear of what a real crack-
down would entail. Similar dynamics are at play with lesser-known FATA-
based outfits that have struck nonaggression pacts with the military.

The State Adapts
Pakistan’s approach toward the groups operating on its soil is predi-

cated on the utility they provide externally and internally, and the perceived 
threats they pose to the state (especially Pakistani elites). There are three 
broad positions that Pakistan takes toward the Islamist militant groups on its 
territory: collaboration, belligerence, and benign neglect. In some cases, the 
authorities may adopt disparate positions toward the same group at the same 
or different times. Borrowing from the literature in the field of economics, 
this approach could be termed this “co-opetition” to capture the degree to 
which the state treats the some groups as belligerents and collaborators.73 
In non-academic parlance, we might call groups that fall into this fourth 
category “frenemies” of the state.74 This section explores lessons learned in 
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terms of how the state seeks to counter anti-state militants (belligerence) and 
works with state-allied ones (collaboration).

Upon assuming his position as army chief, Kayani took steps to increase 
the army’s “ownership of and commitment to Pakistan’s internal security 
duties.”75 The security establishment started making more sustained counter-
insurgency and counterterrorism efforts against anti-state militants inside and 
outside FATA. By 2008, Pakistani military forces were fighting in all seven 
tribal agencies.

Years of experience operating in the FATA combined with training assis-
tance and capacity building provided by the United States meant Pakistan’s 
security forces were better prepared to clear and hold territory. Tactical 
improvements in areas such as communications and precision-strike capa-
bility enabled military operations that were relatively more effective. At the 
same time, the Pakistani military continued to exploit and exacerbate existing 
fissures among anti-state militants. For example, the Pakistani military has 
made efforts to prevail on various FATA-based factions to withhold support 
from anti-state militants attacking Pakistan and instead focus on fighting in 
Afghanistan.76 In exchange, the Pakistani military avoided targeting these 
entities during military campaigns in FATA.77 Sometimes, these arrange-
ments went beyond benign neglect. For example, Pakistan’s security services 
provided Hafiz Gul Bahadur and Maulvi Nazir with support to attack Uzbek 
militants allied with their rival, Baitullah Mehsud, who led the TTP until his 
death in 2009.78

After a drawn-out, civilian-led effort to engage the TTP in negotiations 
failed, the Pakistani military finally launched a long-awaited offensive (named 
Zarb-e-Azb) in the North Waziristan Agency in 2014. Attempts to split the 
TTP and reorient more of its members toward fighting in Afghanistan pre-
ceded Zarb-e-Azb.79 Most notably, the Pakistani military came to a modus 
vivendi with TTP leader Khan Said (commonly known as Sajna), who was 
upset about Mullah Fazlullah, a non-Mehsud commander, taking control of the 
TTP after Hakimullah Mehsud was killed in a U.S. drone strike.80 Sajna con-
demned the Fazlullah-led TTP for attacks against the Pakistani government 
and security forces and indicated he would focus his attacks across the border 
in Afghanistan. In exchange, the Pakistani security establishment refrained 
from attacking Sajna’s forces during operations in the FATA.81 Zarb-e-Azb 
also spared state-allied militant groups, most notably the Haqqani Network.82

State-associated groups are deemed useful not only for offensive operations 
against India and Afghanistan, but also to help counter the militants waging a 
revolutionary jihad against the state. Indeed, since the insurgency developed 
in Pakistan, the military and ISI have increasingly used state-associated groups 
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for internal as well as external purposes. For example, Lashkar-e-Tayyiba has 
carried out a propaganda campaign against al-Qaida and the TTP, demoniz-
ing them for launching attacks in Pakistan.83 The Pakistani security services 
have also used Lashkar-e-Tayyiba to gather intelligence on anti-state militants 
and, at times, to neutralize them.84 Although the Taliban and Haqqani Net-
work do not directly fight revolutionary groups like the TTP, with which they 
both have a relationship, the military has relied on them to temper the TTP 
and reorient anti-state militants toward Afghanistan.85 The Haqqani Network 
and Taliban have also acted as diplomatic interfaces with the TTP.86 Haqqani 
leaders reportedly helped mediate a number of the cease-fire agreements and 
peace deals between the military and TTP commanders in North and South 
Waziristan.87 The Haqqanis also may have helped to facilitate the aforemen-
tioned alliance that pitted Nazir and Bahadur against Baitullah Mehsud.88

Pakistan’s support for state-associated groups is critical for maintaining 
influence over them. In the years that followed 9/11, military officials, civilian 
politicians, and others close to the security establishment complained that 
anti-state militant groups emerged as a result of crackdowns undertaken in 
response to U.S. pressure. Talking about many of the groups supported by the 
state in Kashmir, one ISI officer asserted, “Pakistan banned these organiza-
tions under pressure from the U.S. and this was a mistake. At the time, these 
people were in the system. Now they are outside the system.”89 This complaint 
is coterminous with one that the United States pressured Pakistan to launch 
military incursions into FATA that in turn catalyzed the insurgency currently 
facing the state. It is true that Pakistan launched early incursions under U.S. 
pressure. Yet these were in keeping with Islamabad’s agreement after 9/11 to 
pursue al-Qaida members who fled across the border. Moreover, these opera-
tions were often poorly resourced and targeted narrowly to avoid state-allied 
militants. These constraints combined with the army’s proclivity for peace 
deals contributed to the growing insurgency in Pakistan.

Members of the security establishment are concerned that the cessation of 
active support for state-associated groups could lead to a concomitant rise in 
anti-state violence.90 These officials also recognize that inducements provide 
a way to rein in erstwhile militants when necessary. In some cases, such sup-
port is also perceived to be necessary to enable state-associated groups to beat 
back anti-state challenges or to reengage erstwhile members. For example, for 
several years al-Qaida has been attempting to poach Lashkar-e-Tayyiba mem-
bers, compete for its recruits, and co-opt its anti-India platform.91 Members 
from Lashkar-e-Tayyiba were also becoming involved in anti-state violence. 
This was an even bigger problem with JeM. Leaders from both organizations 
claim the state provided them additional resources to keep current members 
in line and induce former members who might be assisting anti-state militants 
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to return to the fold.92 The aim may have been to gather information from 
these former members, monitor them, and control their activities as much 
as possible. ISI officers also reportedly goaded Lashkar-e-Tayyiba leaders to 
re-indoctrinate former and current members against launching attacks in 
Pakistan, and local clerics were encouraged to deliver the message that jihad 
in Pakistan was haram (forbidden).93 Similar efforts, according to one of their 
number, were undertaken with some JeM members.94

Conclusion
Pakistan has made sufficient gains against anti-state militants in recent 

years, retaking control of most territory in FATA and driving many remaining 
anti-state militants across the border into Afghanistan. Although Zarb-e-Azb 
assiduously avoided the Haqqani Network in North Waziristan, the military 
reportedly targeted some of the factions that might qualify as “frenemies” such 
as the one led by Hafiz Gul Bahadur.95 The military also launched airstrikes in 
areas controlled by Sajna, the former TTP leader who forged a temporary rec-
onciliation with the government.96 He was killed in Afghanistan in November 
2015 by a U.S. drone strike.97 Finally, in 2015, the authorities have carried out a 
series of extrajudicial killings that eliminated top LeJ leaders, including Malik 
Ishaq, possibly because the group was drifting toward the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant (ISIL).98 These actions should not be perceived as a strategic 
shift in Pakistan’s policy toward militants. Rather, the security establishment 
appears to be cleaning house when it comes to groups and factions it deems 
either belligerents or unreliable allies. There are no indications Pakistan plans 
to end its support for longstanding state-allied groups like Lashkar-e-Tayyiba, 
the Taliban, or Haqqani Network.

U.S. policymakers should have learned a lot of hard lessons since the inva-
sion of Afghanistan after 9/11. One of them is that no realistic inducements 
or threats of coercion are likely to change the Pakistani military’s strategic cal-
culus regarding support for militant groups. The security establishment’s seg-
mented approach is informed by militants’ external utility against India and 
in Afghanistan, internal value managing other security issues, and perceived 
threats to the state. In addition, numerous domestic barriers to action against 
the militant infrastructure exist. These include concerns about blowback in the 
form of attacks in the settled areas and against civilian and military officials; 
systemic deficiencies in the country’s judicial, law enforcement, and intelli-
gence capabilities; civilian-military divides; competition among politicians; 
and militants’ growing influence in the political, media, and social spheres.

Although potentially successful in the near-term, Pakistan’s triage approach 
constrains its policy options over the medium- to long-term, further locking 
the establishment into a reactive as opposed to forward-leaning posture and 
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making it more difficult for the country to face either its geopolitical or domes-
tic challenges. The cumulative creeping expansion of jihadist influence also 
contributes to an identity crisis that threatens to corrode Pakistan’s cohesion. 
At this stage, however, Pakistan’s approach to militancy is path dependent. The 
state and the militants on its soil will continue to evolve and adapt. There is not 
likely to be an inflection point where decisionmakers elect to dismantle the 
militant infrastructure or cease support for state-allied groups. Any progress 
in these areas will be incremental, reversible, and often ad hoc. If Pakistan ever 
moves from its current path onto one where it is more committed than not 
to dismantling the militant infrastructure, Pakistani decisionmakers probably 
won’t recognize the moment they’ve crossed the Rubicon. The United States 
almost certainly will not.

Chapter 6 is an extension of ideas that appeared previously in Stephen 
Tankel, “Beyond the Double Game: Lessons From Pakistan’s Approach to 
Islamist Militancy,” Journal of Strategic Studies, June 16, 2016, 1–13. Used 
by permission.

Chapter 6 also includes extensions of ideas that appeared previously 
in Stephen Tankel, “Domestic Barriers to Dismantling the Militant Infra-
structure in Pakistan,” U.S. Institute for Peace, September 2013. Used by 
permission.
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CHAPTER 7 
Chinese Views on the U.S. Wars on 
Afghanistan and Iraq
David Lai

The United States has fought two wars in the last 15 years.1 One was 
against al-Qaida terrorists and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan from 2001 
to 2014. The other toppled the regime of Saddam Hussein in 2003 and subse-
quently fought Iraqi anti-U.S. insurgents until 2011. In both wars, the United 
States won decisive military battles at the initial stages, yet was unable to trans-
late those military victories into desired war outcomes. In the end, as Chinese 
observers put it, the United States won the battles but lost the wars.2

These two wars will have lasting impact on the United States and interna-
tional affairs. While the United States has much to reflect on from its experi-
ence (achievements and mistakes), other nations also draw their own lessons 
from these major U.S. foreign policy undertakings. The United States will do 
itself a good service to take both into account. Indeed, the United States has 
many thorny and unsettling foreign policy issues and will be operating in an 
increasingly constrained environment, domestic as well as international, in 
the future; it pays for the United States to learn about the lessons, to know 
itself better and the others as well.

Chinese Concerns With the Two Wars
Among the nations in the world, China is arguably the one most con-

cerned with U.S. foreign policy conduct in general, and the two wars in par-
ticular, for several special reasons. First, China has many conflicts of interest 
with the United States, some of which carry the danger of getting the two 
nations into armed conflicts. There is the risk of direct confrontation in the 
Western Pacific over contested interests, as well as the risks created by U.S. 
defense commitments to allies or partners (such as Taiwan, Japan, the Philip-
pines, or even Vietnam) that are in contentious and at times explosive territo-
rial disputes with China.

Second, China is in a power transition process with the United States as 
a result of its phenomenal economic rise. This power transition is complicat-
ing China’s decades-long, precarious relationship with the United States and 



134

bringing changes to the Asia-Pacific region; it presumably also will affect the 
international system in the future.3 Use of force by the dominant and rising 
powers to deal with similar changes has occurred repeatedly throughout his-
tory.4 The Chinese worry that the U.S. use of force in the two wars, especially 
the invasion of Iraq, set dangerous precedents for international conflict and 
will also make U.S.-China conflict more prone to escalation and the clash of 
armed forces.

Finally, China is in the midst of its military modernization. The Chinese 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has been learning from its U.S. counterpart 
to improve its fighting capability. U.S. military operations in the two wars thus 
are of great interest to the Chinese.

For these reasons (and undoubtedly more), Chinese analysts have paid 
close attention to the strategic as well as operational aspects of these U.S. 
wars. This study includes a broad survey of open-source Chinese observa-
tions on the two U.S. wars as they unfolded and presents the following key 
Chinese views, which appear to remain current: 1) The two wars were blatant 
cases of the U.S. drive for global hegemony. 2) As a result, and due to U.S. 
failures, the United States lost much soft power in this drive. 3) The U.S. “pre-
emption and prevention” conduct set inappropriate standards in interna-
tional affairs. (The Chinese hold that the war on Iraq was both preemptive 
and preventive and that the George W. Bush administration blurred the dif-
ference between the two on purpose so that it could launch the war on Iraq.)5 
4) The U.S. military strategies and tactics in the two wars provide valuable 
lessons for the Chinese military.

A Note on Methodology
Before detailing these Chinese observations, a few cautious notes are in 

order. First, although the research is extensive, it is by no mean exhaustive.
Second, there is no known comprehensive Chinese study on the lessons 

learned from these two wars. This analysis pieces many scattered observations 
together. Nevertheless, this survey reflects widely shared Chinese views on the 
two U.S. wars.

Third, most, if not all, Chinese analysts look at the two wars through the 
prism of Marxism, Leninism, Maoism, and Dengism. From this ideological 
perspective, Chinese analysts dogmatically cast U.S. conduct in waging those 
two wars as the pursuit of U.S. world hegemony.

Finally, most of the Chinese analyses of the two wars suffer from a lack of 
proper theoretical framework, logical consistency, and independent assess-
ment. These methodological problems led to a “collective blindness” (“集体
失明”) among the Chinese analysts in predicting the course and outcome 
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of the two wars. Most analysts also “followed the crowd” (随大流) to say 
the same things about the wars. For instance, before the Afghan war, most, 
if not all, predicted that the United States would not be able to destroy the 
Taliban regime and al-Qaida, or to make any progress in the War on Ter-
rorism. Many asked variants of, “How could the U.S. win if the enemy was 
invisible?”6 However, when the United States decisively destroyed the Taliban 
regime and al-Qaida strongholds in Afghanistan in late 2001, most Chinese 
analysts quickly switched their views — the U.S. military seemed almighty and 
the United States would easily gain a strategic and operational stronghold in 
Central Asia and the Middle East.7

On the War in Afghanistan
The Chinese argue that the Afghan War was initially the right thing for the 

United States to do. But, they believe, it was not done right.
The 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United States put the whole world in 

shock. Deep sympathies poured from all corners of the world to the United 
States. When the United States presented solid evidence that the al-Qaida 
masterminds in Afghanistan were responsible for orchestrating the attacks, 
the United Nations quickly passed resolutions to support the U.S.-led efforts 
to fight against the terrorists in Afghanistan, including the use of force, and 
against the Afghan Taliban regime that was providing shelter to the terror-
ists. Russia and China set aside their differences with the United States and 
offered unprecedented support to the latter on its mission. NATO members 
also invoked for the first time the alliance’s obligation of collective defense 
and joined hands with the United States to fight against the terrorists and 
Taliban in Afghanistan.

The U.S. military’s decisive victories over the Taliban and al-Qaida made 
the anti-terrorism mission initially look very promising. Yet the Chinese 
insist that two major U.S. undertakings came to tarnish this noble cause: 
the U.S. invasion of Iraq and the questionable nation-building measures 
in Afghanistan.

The Chinese strongly hold that the U.S. invasion of Iraq was fundamen-
tally wrong and that it brought fatal damage to the U.S. mission in Afghani-
stan. The biggest damage was the loss of U.S. soft power and moral authority.8 
The Chinese from the outset saw U.S. conduct in the Iraq War as a U.S. drive 
for world hegemony, leading them then to see the Afghan War, although 
started with a just cause, as another part of the U.S. hegemonic design. As a 
result, they believe, international support faded away.

In the meantime, the invasion of Iraq took U.S. leaders’ attention and 
efforts away from Afghanistan. This move prevented the United States from 
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taking full advantage of its initial military victory over the al-Qaida terrorists 
and the Taliban regime to completely eradicate the terrorist safehavens in 
Afghanistan. The al-Qaida terrorists and Taliban remnants thus got a chance 
to regroup and make a comeback, derailing the Afghan War and making the 
Afghan nation-building program extremely difficult. Yet even with the dis-
turbance from the al-Qaida terrorists and Taliban outlaws aside, the Chinese 
argue that the U.S. formula for Afghan nation-building was questionable, to 
say the least, and was doomed to fail eventually.

Chinese analysts generally believe that the United States, for its strategic 
and ideological interests, wanted to create a pro-U.S. government in Afghan-
istan and could offer the Afghans the only model the United States knew and 
was eager to promote: democracy. Chinese argued that the U.S. efforts were 
doomed to fail for the following reasons. First, Afghanistan was a nation 
without a functional government for decades and a highly fragmented soci-
ety with scattered tribes still operating on primitive rules. Second, Afghani-
stan did not have a modern economy except for the opium business. Third, 
following the destruction of the Taliban regime, Afghanistan badly needed 
stability, order, and economic development. In theory, a strong and efficient 
central government should have been a prerequisite for the rebuilding of this 
nation. But democracy is not meant to be efficient; it is a form of government 
for more developed nations rather than for developing countries.9 According 
to the Chinese view, the U.S. approach was inappropriate and had only made 
nation-building in Afghanistan more difficult.10

On the Iraq War
Unlike their views on the “good-beginning-bad-ending” war in Afghani-

stan, Chinese observers unanimously hold that the United States did not do 
a right thing by launching the Iraq War and did not conduct it effectively 
either. Chinese observations on the Iraq War thus have been mostly about 
U.S. hegemonic lust, “preemptive/preventive” bullying, and the negative con-
sequences of the war. With respect to the actual conduct of war, most Chinese 
initially expected the U.S. to win the military battles but regretted that Saddam 
did not stage a decent fight against the invaders. They held this view not 
because they liked Saddam, but because they did not like the United States 
and its conduct.

The Chinese argued that the Iraq War was doomed to fail from the 
beginning. It had an unjust strategic nature (非正义的战略属性) — going 
without a UN mandate and violating international standards. The United 
States had excessive and unattainable strategic objectives (过高的战略目标): 
1) the elimination of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in Iraq; 2) the 
destruction of the Saddam regime; 3) control of oil supplies and the world 
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energy market; 4) the recreation of the Middle East’s strategic landscape; 
5) the transformation of Iraq into a model of democracy in the Middle East 
and the promotion of Western values in the region; and 6) a step toward U.S. 
world hegemony.

The United States resorted to a controversial strategic approach (极有争
议的战略方针和手段), namely the “preemption/prevention approach,” to 
launch the Iraq War. This conduct violated all the standards of international 
relations, and it was not appropriate for fighting against terrorists; hence, the 
Chinese argue that heavy-handed and violent U.S. measures only begot fur-
ther terrorist acts (以暴除暴, 越反越恐). The Chinese also argue that the 
United States adopted an inappropriate strategic guidance. Specifically, the 
United States did not see clearly who the enemy was and wrongly paired up 
terrorism with Saddam.11

With the above-mentioned problems, most Chinese insisted at the out-
set that the United States could not win the Iraq War and would sink into 
a quagmire in the Middle East. Indeed, 10 years after the war, the Chinese 
felt vindicated that the United States must have much to regret. Iran emerged 
as the biggest winner in the U.S. wars on Afghanistan and Iraq — the United 
States had destroyed Iran’s two enemies. Furthermore, with the toppling of the 
Saddam regime, the United States opened a can of worms — the ethnic, reli-
gious, and many other problems that were tightly controlled by Saddam had 
all come to the surface. In addition, the democratic government apparently 
did not work for Iraq.12

“U.S. Hegemonic Drives”
Among all the people in the world, the Chinese are unquestionably the 

ones who talk about “U.S. hegemony” the most. They have been characteriz-
ing U.S. foreign policy conduct as hegemonic moves for decades and criticize 
the “U.S. hegemonic drives” whenever they can. It comes therefore as no sur-
prise that the Chinese took the two U.S. wars as naked acts of U.S. pursuit of 
hegemony (赤裸裸的霸权行径).

U.S. Imperialism and Hegemony
The Chinese follow Marxism, Leninism, Maoism, and Dengism to view 

imperialism as the highest stage of capitalism and hegemony as the conduct of 
imperial states. They argue that the United States has been a capitalist nation 
since its beginning and long has followed its capitalist impulse to expand. They 
also assert that the United States has a deep cultural desire for its hegemonic 
pursuit, the so-called “sense of Americans being God’s chosen people to carry 
out a divine mission,” a calling to transform the world “in God’s image.”13
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In the Chinese view, the United States rose from the ashes of World War II 
to become an imperial state. Its hegemonic ambitions, however, were frus-
trated by the Soviet Union, which, from the Chinese perspective, also became 
an imperial state during the Cold War. With the collapse of the Soviet empire, 
the United States became the sole superpower and was eager to pursue a uni-
polar world under U.S. control, the so-called Pax Americana.14

U.S. Hegemonic Conduct
The late Chinese statesman Deng Xiaoping asserted that in the post-Cold 

War era the United States would use “human rights over sovereign rights” as 
a pretext to intervene in other nations’ internal affairs; that it would instigate 
trouble everywhere; that the U.S. hegemonic drives would become sources of 
war; and that the United States would pursue its hegemonic world order at the 
expense of other nations’ interests.15

Chinese analysts also believe that U.S. hegemonic drives have taken on 
other new features as well, including: from hegemonic competition to domi-
nance (争霸到独霸); from regional to global hegemony (从区域到全球霸权); 
from hegemony in certain areas to all-dimension hegemony (全方位霸权); 
and from interest-based to system order-based hegemony (制度霸权).16

Moreover, with its unmatched military power, the United States has domi-
nated the “right to initiate war,” exposed its intent to unilaterally rule the world 
more fervently, attempted to legitimize its intervention in other nations’ inter-
nal affairs, and emphasized its use of force in international affairs as a decisive 
factor, Chinese analysts believe.17

Chinese analysts maintain that, driven by its urge to pursue world hege-
mony, the United States quickly turned the 9/11 tragedy into an opportunity 
to launch a “foreign policy revolution” that aimed to push the U.S. drive for 
hegemony to a new level.18

The Cost of U.S. Hegemony
The Chinese argue that the relentless U.S. drive for world hegemony has 

backfired. The United States has paid a heavy price for the Iraq War. First, there 
was a huge bill for blood and treasure (according to the 2012 data, U.S. casu-
alties were 4,487 killed and 32,000 wounded, and the war cost $800 billion.)19 
In the Gulf War of 1991, the United States had many other nations — such as 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Japan — to pay the bills. Yet the United States could 
not get any other nation to do the same for the Iraq War of 2003.

The United States overthrew the Saddam regime, yet it created, and sank 
into, a quagmire in Iraq. Terrorism has increased, and Iraq has become a new 
breeding ground for terrorists. The Iraq War had turned the War on Terrorism 
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in a wrong direction. Furthermore, global pursuit of WMD got a new lease 
on life; Iran and North Korea continued their efforts to acquire nuclear weap-
ons. Other nations, such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey, were also considering 
similar options.

Another unintended consequence, according to the Chinese analysts, is 
that the reputation of the United States, perceived U.S. trustworthiness, and 
the attractiveness of U.S. ideals have been tarnished. While the United States 
spent 10 years in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, other major powers, espe-
cially China, were able to concentrate on their national development.20 As a 
result, multipolarity has gained strength, accelerating the global challenge to 
U.S. unipolar hegemony.

In waging the Afghan War, the United States received unprecedented 
support from the other great powers, especially Russia and China, and over-
whelming sympathy and support from the world community. The United 
Nations gave the mandate for the United States to fight against the Taliban 
regime and al-Qaida terrorists. However, by launching the invasion of Iraq, the 
United States not only had ruined its gains in Afghanistan, but also made itself 
a problem for the world.21

The Chinese believe that the United States has always wanted to bring the 
Muslim world under its control. Yet the U.S. invasion of Iraq did not serve the 
U.S. objective. On the contrary, it hurt U.S. soft power. In waging this war, the 
United States turned diplomacy into war and its regional objective into regime 
change — the removal of Saddam Hussein. This was a big mistake in the U.S. 
pursuit of its grand strategy.22

In the meantime, the U.S. adventure in Iraq showed that U.S. military 
power could not guarantee that the United States could attack other nations 
at will without suffering casualties of its own (想打死谁就打死谁, 而自己
却不受伤); and the United States could not go it alone to control the world 
single-handedly (独步天下).23

The Chinese maintain that the primary reason the United States got itself 
into a quagmire in Iraq was the Bush administration’s efforts to spread 
democracy with military force and the hope to end terrorism with democ-
racy (以武力推广民主, 以民主终结恐怖主义暴政). The Bush administra-
tion mistakenly believed that terrorism was special to Islam and turned the 
War on Terrorism into an ideological confrontation, according to Chinese 
analysts. But terrorism is a form of violence; it is the means extremists use to 
confront stronger opponents. In history, there have been many examples of 
terrorism. It is not a copyrighted property of any particular nation or reli-
gion. Moreover, the Bush administration related the root of terrorism to the 
political and religious systems of the Middle Eastern nations, rather than 
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to  economic underdevelopment and biased U.S. support for Israel in the 
Israel-Palestine conflict. Most Chinese insist that with this misconception, 
the Bush administration did not try to resolve the Israel-Palestine conflict, but 
instead chose to push for the spread of democracy, hoping that Western 
democracy could transform the political systems in the Middle East and use 
Western values to reform the Muslim communities. This effort was incorpo-
rated in the Bush administration’s “Greater Middle East Initiative” put for-
ward in 2004.24 The result turned out to be a repressive Iraqi government by 
the few replaced by a repressive government by the majority (只是用多数人
的暴政代替了少数人的暴政). Moreover, the Bush administration blindly 
believed in military power and completely oversimplified an extremely com-
plicated Middle East problem, according to Chinese analysts.25

The Chinese argue that terrorism is the direct result of the U.S. hege-
mony. For a long time, the United States acted as the world’s policeman, inter-
fered with other nations’ internal affairs at will, emphasized its own interests, 
imposed its values on others, and made enemies everywhere. This was espe-
cially the case in the Middle East. The success in the Afghan War led the United 
States to believe more in the power of its military force. But, they believe, the 
U.S. way of using violent force against violent force only breeds more violence. 
Thus, hegemony and terrorism have formed an insoluble deadlock (解不开
的死结). Terrorism and hegemony have become two public enemies of world 
peace and development.26

On the Preemptive/Preventive War
The line between preemptive and preventive wars has been traditionally 

blurred, and the legality of both is also in question. The Chinese argue that 
the United States made a seemingly reasonable call for the use of preemptive 
strike against terrorists following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, yet used it as a 
cover for a preventive war against Iraq.27

Chinese analysts insist that the U.S. turn to the preemptive and preventive 
approach was not an impulsive act, but rather an intentional game changer in 
U.S. foreign policy and military tactics.28 They also contend that the U.S. use 
of what they call “the preemptive/preventive approach” had made the United 
States a dangerous hegemonic power in international affairs. The United States 
wanted to be the one that sets the rules in international politics, serves as 
a judge determining who broke the rules, and then acts as a policeman to 
implement the rules (with the preemptive/preventive strikes). This approach 
is dangerous because there are no international checks and balances on U.S. 
hegemonic power. Against this backdrop, the 9/11 terrorist attack served as 
a “blasting fuse;” and antiterrorism war was thus a pretext. The United States 
believed that it could use force to overthrow those rogue regimes that did not 
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comply with U.S. demands. If the Iraq War went well, the United States would 
then move on to attack Iran or North Korea.29

There are broader and far-reaching consequences of this approach as well. 
From a political perspective, the United States would go unilateral, putting the 
United Nations and international order in peril. From a security perspective, 
this approach had changed the norms of international security. The United 
States would seek absolute security at the expense of other nations’ security. 
From a military perspective, this approach violates international norms about 
the use of force. On the technical side, in order to pursue surprise in mili-
tary action, the United States would develop more advanced high-tech weap-
ons, further widening the gap between its military power and those of other 
nations. In order to reduce logistics burdens, the United States would explore 
acquisition of more overseas bases and allies’ support. Ultimately, in order to 
have absolute superiority, the United States would seek space dominance, ren-
dering a peaceful use of space impossible. The United States would pursue new 
interventionism. The Chinese concluded that when the United States gets used 
to invading other nations, there is no stopping it anywhere.30

Chinese analysts believe the Iraq War was the debut of the U.S. preemptive/
preventive war doctrine (伊拉克战争是先发制人军事战略的开山之作). 
However, with this heavy-handed approach, the United States did not estab-
lish a democratic, stable, and secure Iraq; instead, it made the Iraq situation 
even more turbulent. After the invasion, the United States could not create a 
new Iraq as an example of U.S.-style democracy and security. The U.S. setback 
in Iraq spells the failure, if not demise, of the preemptive/preventive war doc-
trine and the effort to promote democracy.31

On the War Strategies and Tactics
Chinese analysts observe that the United States relied on the following 

to win the battles in the Iraq War: large-scale precision-strike and space-
guided weaponry; aircraft carrier battle groups; information control; air supe-
riority; and new-concept weapons tailored for Iraq.32 Because Iraq had no 
countermeasures, it was practically an experimental site for the U.S. high-tech 
weapons, new operational tactics, preemption, democracy promotion, and 
construction of a world order under U.S. hegemony.33

Although Chinese military analysts agree that the U.S. forces and oper-
ations were impressive and mostly successful, they nevertheless find some 
shortcomings. They believe the United States made a mistake in its relations 
with Turkey and the possibility of using Turkey as a launch pad for the inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003. Because Turkey did not allow U.S. troops to attack Iraq 
from Turkey, the U.S. military had to make contingency plans that affected the 
course of the invasion. (They failed to note General Tommy Franks’ memoir, 
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which revealed that the United States misled Iraq and got Saddam to prepare 
for a war from the north that would never come.34  )

The Chinese initially held that the United States did not have good intel-
ligence so that it had to start the war 10 hours before the plan. (They did 
not realize that this was the result of a quick decision to try to decapitate the 
Iraqi regime by killing Saddam Hussein.) They also held that the United States 
underestimated the will of Iraqis to resist the invasion. Thus, in its fast move 
toward Baghdad, the U.S. military stretched its logistics supply lines, which 
Iraqi forces attacked. As a result of this setback, President George W. Bush 
planned to send an additional 100,000 troops to Iraq.35 In sum, the decapita-
tion and shock-and-awe strategies felt short.

Third, Chinese also noted that following their victory in Mosul on 
March 21, 2003, U.S. troops prominently displayed U.S. flags everywhere. This 
act stirred a big uproar in Iraq and the Arab world generally. There was also 
widespread bragging of victory and bravery. All of these insensitive acts gen-
erated resentment among the Iraqi people.36

Although the Chinese initially believed that the United States would win 
the major battles in the Iraq War, they nonetheless expected Saddam Hussein 
and his followers to stage a decent fight against the U.S. troops.37 Before the 
onset of the Iraq War, the Chinese had high hope that Saddam and his troops 
would learn from Mao’s theories about the weak overcoming the strong and 
the tricks in the protracted people’s war. They also strongly held that Saddam 
was a skillful statesman and a mastermind in dealing with the United States. 
The Chinese predicted that Saddam had learned his lessons from the Gulf War 
of 1991 and would avoid a head-on collision with the invading U.S. troops. 
Moreover, the Chinese expected Saddam to lure the U.S. troops in and then 
launch guerilla warfare and tactics to confront them. The Chinese argued that 
since the invasion was unjust, illegal, and influenced by greedy designs, the 
United States would not be able to win the war and that Saddam would even-
tually wear the U.S. troops down with a protracted people’s war of attritions 
and street fights in the cities.38

The war unfolded initially as the Chinese had expected. There was no 
serious resistance on the Iraqi side. As the invading forces moved swiftly 
toward Baghdad without any resistance, the Chinese chose to believe that 
Saddam knew what he was doing and that letting the U.S. troops move 
toward Baghdad was part of his plan. Indeed, the attacks by some of the Iraqi 
forces deployed in the southern provinces on the U.S. logistics supply lines 
appeared to confirm the Chinese view that Saddam was doing the right thing. 
The Chinese felt vindicated when the United States had to call in more troops 
to protect the supply lines and fight against the Iraqi forces in the south. 
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That exchange of fights slowed the U.S. advance a little bit. But when the 
U.S. troops re-secured the supply lines and resumed their advance toward 
Baghdad, Chinese military analysts still believed that Saddam was playing the 
game of “empty fortress” (“空城计”).39

With their preconceived views on the war and Iraqi options, Chinese com-
mentators initially hailed the success of Saddam’s strategy, arguing that he 
opened the door to Iraq wide and lured the enemy deep into the country. He 
resisted the invading forces with multilayered defense, dispersed his troops, 
and counterattacked the invading forces with selective emphases. Saddam 
used guerilla tactics and attacked the enemy’s weak spots (游击袭扰); con-
ducted Iraqi media resistance effectively; and used “precision-guided mis-
leading” (“精确误导”)40 to confuse the invading troops. According to the 
Chinese, he countered the high-tech enemy with low-tech capabilities and 
staged street fights and an all-people and whole-nation resistance (巷战, 全民
皆兵, 整体御敌).41

Chinese analysts also initially believed that Saddam retained a formida-
ble air force, and they still hoped that it would make a surprise attack on the 
U.S. forces.42 The Chinese also noted that the Iraqi troops used the tactics of 
attacking at night, faking surrender, pretending to be civilians, and fighting 
at close range (短兵战). They asserted that Iraqi guerilla warfare was tak-
ing place even at the beginning of the war.43 The Chinese also held that the 
U.S. military underestimated Iraqi military’s resistance capacity and Saddam’s 
strategic intelligence, yet overestimated the coalition’s coordination capac-
ity. Iraqi troops’ resistance appeared to be well organized, planned, and tar-
geted. Saddam had many years of experience with the United States and with 
keeping Iraq under his tight control.44 Although the U.S. military had fought 
many wars in the last two decades, it did not have much recent ground war 
experience.45 The Chinese even asserted that the United States had already 
admitted that it was the people who would ultimately make a difference, not 
the high-tech weapons (美国已经认账, 战争的最终决定因素还是人).46

The Chinese were very delighted to hear that the Iraqis used Chinese terms 
to characterize their fight against the U.S. invaders. Chinese reports at the time 
noted that Iraq claimed to “make strategic retreat, lure the enemy deep in, 
and prepare to strike back after the invaders (战略撤退诱敌深入后发制人).” 
There was also a report that Iraqi Defense Minister Mahdi said that the Iraqis 
“let the U.S. troops get to Baghdad early so that we can encircle them and 
beat them up like dogs (关起门来打狗).” The report also suggested that many 
Iraqis were still loyal to Saddam.47 As the war continued, Chinese commen-
tators continued to expect Iraq to make a counterattack.48
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Chinese believed that U.S. psychological warfare failed.49 They continued 
to doubt the U.S. ability to attack Baghdad and engage in street fighting.50 
The Chinese believed that the Iraqi people would stand by Saddam to fight 
against the U.S. invaders. Even if they did not fight for Saddam, they would 
fight for Iraq.51

With the fall of Baghdad and U.S. troops closing in on Tikrit, Saddam’s 
hometown, Chinese commentators still believed that Saddam “followed the 
Chinese strategy” to do what the Chinese had mistakenly celebrated initially, 
before the Iraqi collapse in Baghdad, as described above.52 Chinese observ-
ers could not accept the fact that several hundred thousand Iraqi troops had 
simply evaporated. They chose to believe that the Iraqi troops disappeared on 
purpose and that Saddam would stage a final showdown with the U.S. invaders 
in Tikrit and northern Iraq.53 Chinese military commentator, PLA National 
Defense University professor Han Xudong (韩旭东), characterized Saddam’s 
move as “Iraqi troops withdrew from Baghdad with dignity (从容地撤出)” 
and “orchestrated a well-organized evaporation of troops (蒸发行动).” He 
also said that this “empty fortress” could have been the best note in Saddam’s 
life (空城计是萨达姆一生最精彩的一笔).54

The battles in Iraq were eventually all one-sided. Saddam’ regime fell 
without making any serious countermeasures. Chinese commentators sim-
ply could not accept this result. Some started to speculate that Saddam had 
an under-the-table deal with the United States to save his life.55 Other reluc-
tantly expressed regret that Saddam had not followed the Chinese “prescrip-
tion” to fight against the U.S. invaders: Street fights regrettably did not happen. 
Guerilla warfare had a seemingly formidable start but faded away too fast. 
A “scorched earth” strategy was never attempted. The burning of oil fields 
and destruction of infrastructures were not executed. Saddam did not follow 
through with his threat of a protracted war of attrition. And, finally, a major 
showdown had never taken shape.56

Many Chinese commentators also regretted that: 1) Saddam had a mis-
taken assessment of the overall situation and incorrectly judged that the war 
would not break out; 2) Saddam had insufficiently prepared for war; 3) Sadd-
am’s strategy and tactics were dated and not flexible (落后呆板); 4) Saddam 
had lost popular support; and 5) the United Nations did not prevent the 
United States from waging war.57

While most Chinese commentators showed their disappointment, a few 
reasonable Chinese observers argued that the people’s war could not take 
place in Iraq because Saddam did not have the support of the Iraqi people.58 
Some Chinese commentators started to realize that Saddam never intended 
to fight a bloody street war in Baghdad. His troops did not have the power or 
will to do so.59
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Some also pointed out that simply because the U.S invasion was not jus-
tified does not mean Saddam had justice in his hand. Even if the Iraqi people 
found it justified to resist the U.S. invasion, it does not mean that Saddam 
could rally the people around him to fight. The Iraqi people’s spontaneous 
resistance could not succeed without effective national leadership. Saddam 
was in no position to lead the Iraqi people and wage a people’s war against the 
U.S. invasion.60

The U.S. War Experience Is Without Universal 
Significance

Although the U.S. use of force in Iraq and Afghanistan, and in other coun-
tries since the end of the Cold War, has been successful and impressive, it 
has been, as PLA Senior Colonel Fan Gaoyue (樊高月), head of the PLA 
Academy of Military Science (AMS) Department of Foreign Military Studies, 
argues, special cases with no universal significance (不具有普遍性意义的特
殊战争). Iraq in 2003 was a severely degraded nation after years of U.S.-led 
sanctions. Its early industrial-age military capability suffered a huge genera-
tional gap when compared with the information-age U.S. military, and the war 
was a highly asymmetric one.61 Another AMS analyst, Senior Colonel Zhao 
Xiaozhuo (赵小卓), went a step further to raise the question: If the U.S. mili-
tary gets in a fight with a well-matched opponent, will the war follow the U.S. 
rules and wills? The answer, Sr. Col Zhao put it, should be a “no.”62

The Chinese also argued that because several hundred thousand Iraqi 
troops disappeared mysteriously, it is difficult to say that the U.S. new military 
strategy and tactics had succeeded, for they did not have a real test. As such, 
the U.S. military was lucky that Saddam did not stage a street fight in Baghdad 
or wage guerilla warfare in Iraq to wear the invaders down.63

Lessons of War for China and Its Military 
Modernization

The U.S. use of force in the Gulf War of 1991 was a wake-up call to the 
Chinese, who subsequently embarked on a major military modernization pro-
gram. The U.S. use of force in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq was also an 
eye-opening experience for the Chinese. They got to see how much the U.S. 
military had progressed since 1991, especially the U.S. use of information-age 
capabilities. All of these motivated the Chinese military to accelerate its mod-
ernization drive and, they hope, catch up with the U.S. military.64

The Iraq War was a test of the U.S. military transformation. Through the 
U.S. operations, the Chinese saw precision-guided munition and weapon 
systems; joint and integrated military forces; real-time command, control, 
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communications, computers, and intelligence (C4I); multidimension opera-
tions; and systems of operations. Many Chinese observers believe that China 
should get a clear understanding the U.S.-led “Revolution in Military Affairs” 
and develop Chinese military capabilities more quickly.65

From their observation of the conduct of U.S. wars, the Chinese reflect 
on the following propositions: 1) it is important to strengthen weapon devel-
opment, especially “assassins maize” (a term referring to special weapons 
designed for dealing with U.S. forces); 2) nuclear deterrence is key to pre-
serving major power standing and protection; 3) improvement of missile sur-
vival is imperative; 4) anti-aircraft carrier capabilities are important means in 
future wars against the United States; 5) anti-access and area denial (A2/AD) 
and other anti-carrier platforms will make the U.S. military think many times 
before sending troops into war zones; 6) low-cost but high-performance con-
ventional missiles should be given priority, as should precision-guided mis-
siles and munitions; and 8), air superiority is key to keeping enemies at bay.66

Chinese observations of the conduct of U.S. wars and U.S. military devel-
opments also led them to see that China’s future military modernization 
needed a new direction. For most of the history of the People’s Republic, 
China’s military modernization strategies were concerned with immediate 
threats, preparations to react to attacks, and maintenance of the status quo. 
China is now much more powerful. Its homeland is much more secure. China 
therefore should learn from the U.S. military to have a capability-based strat-
egy. China wants to become first-class military power. It therefore must have a 
military that has the capability to project power globally.67

During the two wars, the Chinese military had an opportunity to get an 
extensive and close look at, and commented on, a wide variety of U.S. mil-
itary equipment, doctrine, and operations, such as: the U.S. Marine Corps’ 
role and its weaponry,68 medical support,69 battlefield medical treatment,70 
non-combatant medical treatment,71 logistic support,72 information warfare 
and propaganda,73 the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ experiences in Iraq and 
its lessons for the PLA,74 new battle concepts,75 military equipment,76 impact 
of information technology,77 air raid operations by the U.S.-British coalition 
forces in the Iraq War,78 soldier suicide,79 psychological warfare,80 soldier 
psychological problems,81 transportation,82 guided munition,83 airborne 
weapons,84 U.S. Army brigade operations,85 battlefield water supply,86 armor 
vehicle maintenance,87 GPS jamming and counterjamming techniques,88 
and many others. One should not be surprised to see the Chinese learn from 
the U.S. experiences and accelerate China’s military modernization.
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CHAPTER 8 
Japan’s Lessons in Iraq  
and Afghanistan
Michael W. David

Japan is the major ally of the United States in northeast Asia, a region that 
has witnessed tremendous economic, social, and military changes over the 
past 20 years. Weapons of mass destruction add to the conventional and asym-
metric challenges that confront established nations such as Japan. In response 
to the strategic global changes, on April, 27, 2015, the United States and Japan 
announced the results of the Security Consultative Committee meeting, also 
known as the “2-plus-2” meetings. These included the first revision of The 
Guidelines for U.S.-Japan Defense Cooperation (“the Guidelines”) in almost 
20 years. The next day the White House issued the “U.S.-Japan Joint Vision 
Statement,” the essence of which was:

The new Guidelines for U.S.-Japan Defense Cooperation will transform 
the Alliance, reinforce deterrence, and ensure that we can address secu-
rity challenges, new and old, for the long term. The new Guidelines will 
update our respective roles and missions within the Alliance and enable 
Japan to expand its contributions to regional and global security.1

This chapter will look at analyses the Japan Self Defense Force (JSDF) 
conducted of its activities related to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and 
the influence of the analyses on shaping the roles of the JSDF under the new 
Guidelines. It will also address the extent to which these new Guidelines reflect 
lessons learned by Japan from the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, and the les-
sons learned implications related to Japan’s expectations about potential U.S. 
involvement in future crises.

Historical Background
Understanding the 2015 Guidelines depends on a review of the evolution of 

Japan’s national security policy and the earlier 1997 Guidelines. Japan’s military 
and defense situation is unique. Article IX of the postwar Japanese Constitution 
forbids the use of military force as a means of settling international disputes and 
forbids Japan from maintaining an army, navy, or air force. The government 
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circumvents these restrictions by maintaining that requirements for a mini-
mum level of self-defense do not constitute “war potential.” The majority of 
Japanese citizens approve the spirit of Article IX, but since the 1990s, consid-
erable numbers of Japanese have come to believe that Japan should commit the 
JSDF to collective defense efforts, like those authorized by the UN Security 
Council in the Gulf War. But, until September 19, 2015, the JSDF was not per-
mitted to participate in collective defense or coalition activities.

The dispatch of the Overseas Minesweeper Force (OMF) to the Persian 
Gulf (April to November 1991) was the first overseas mission for the JSDF and 
the first time since World War II that Japanese military forces had ventured 
abroad in an operational military capacity.2 The timing was curious, coming 
as it did almost 2 months after Iraqi forces had been driven from Kuwait and 
Iraq had accepted a UN Security Council — mandated ceasefire that ended the 
first Gulf War. The Japanese government had previously committed $13 bil-
lion (USD) to the coalition’s military forces, yet when the Kuwaiti government 
used a Washington Post advertisement to express its appreciation to the liber-
ating coalition forces, it conspicuously omitted the Japanese flag.3 This public 
relations slight in part triggered the OMF deployment of six JSDF ships to the 
Persian Gulf on April 26, 1991. Subsequent to the Kuwaiti advertisement, in 
1992 the Japanese Diet approved the Law Concerning Cooperation for United 
Nations Peacekeeping Operations and Other Operations, which permitted 
JSDF participation in UN peacekeeping operations. The Act on Dispatch of the 
Japan Disaster Relief Team was also revised to include participation abroad by 
the JSDF.4 These laws formed the basis for later JSDF participation in various 
UN peacekeeping operations missions such as Cambodia (1992–93), Mozam-
bique (1992–95), Golan Heights (1996–2014), Honduras (1998), East Timor 
(2002–04), and Sudan (2011–?).

The 1997 Guidelines, however, were more specifically the result of the 
North Korea nuclear crisis that occurred between February 1993 and June 
1994. On April 1, 1993, the International Atomic Energy Agency declared 
North Korea to be in noncompliance with the Treaty on the Non-proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons. The United States and North Korea initiated negotiations 
to discuss inspections on June 2, 1993, but by April 1994 diplomatic efforts 
reached an impasse.5 That same month U.S. military units conducted a Recep-
tion, Staging, Onward Movement, and Integration (RSOI) exercise in South 
Korea. The primary purpose of the exercise was to train Combined Forces 
Command, United States Forces Korea staff, and related logistics organiza-
tions on the deployment and integration of units from the mainland United 
States into South Korea. On May 24, 1994, Senator John McCain urged the 
deployment of additional U.S. land, air, and naval forces to South Korea 
and the region. During this period of heightened tension, former President 
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Jimmy Carter unofficially visited North Korea in June 1994, and as a result of 
President Carter’s discussions with senior North Korean leaders, the United 
States and North Korea opened talks that resulted in the signing of an Agreed 
Framework in Geneva on October 21, 1994.6

The staging and movement components of the RSOI exercise involved the 
use of U.S. bases and other facilities in Japan. The exercise included contin-
gency planning for the potential use of Japanese airport and harbor facilities; 
storage and movement of food, fuel, ammunition and other supplies; medical 
support; and numerous other service support activities. The existing defense 
guidelines were far from clear on possible implementation of these types of 
measures, much less their legality under the Japanese constitution, and Amer-
ican and Japanese planners identified many shortcoming, gaps, and problem 
areas.7 Due to the Korean nuclear crisis and the RSOI shortcomings, the U.S. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff revised Operations Plan 5027, a plan for wartime opera-
tions in Korea. Also, U.S. Defense and State Department officials formalized 
a new agreement with Tokyo to ensure that Japanese bases would be available 
if the United States went to war with North Korea.8 The 1997 Guidelines were 
the official terms of the agreement and defined its revised details.9 Operat-
ing under these guidelines, after the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the United 
States, the JSDF deployed to the Indian Ocean and Kuwait and, based on the 
Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Act, participated in peace-building activi-
ties in Iraq and Afghanistan.10

Selected Overview of Japanese Assessments
What did the Japanese learn from the Iraq and Afghanistan experiences 

that influenced the Guidelines agreed to in April 2015? A review and analysis 
of selected Japanese assessments of experiences and events related to the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan suggest ways to better understand Japan’s perspective 
and enhance their contribution to the U.S.-Japan alliance.

Maritime Operations
Many publications in Japan related to the Iraq and Afghanistan wars start 

with comments on the minesweeping activities in the Persian Gulf from April 
to November 1991 after the first Gulf War. Observers of all political persua-
sions saw this as the initial or inaugural year of JSDF participation in overseas 
deployments. Based on lessons learned from this experience, the Japan Mari-
time Self Defense Force (JMSDF) was better prepared to participate in replen-
ishment activities in the Indian Ocean 10 years later.11 However, the JMSDF 
had also built on its Cold War experience of cooperation with the U.S. Navy in 
antisubmarine warfare and protection of sea lines of communication (SLOCs). 
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This cooperation produced tactics, know-how, and communications proce-
dures that facilitated the JMSDF’s ability to provide prolonged replenishment 
activities in the Indian Ocean. This experience, in turn, supported and facili-
tated subsequent deployments in antipiracy operations in the Indian Ocean.12

The initial dispatch of the 1991 OMF was not as smooth as it appeared. 
In early February 1991, the JMSDF began preparatory planning for the mis-
sion but faced a serious lack of information and intelligence. It needed tactical 
specifics on the operational areas of the multinational force, as well as details 
on the types of floating and tethered mines in the area. It also lacked details 
on the weather, water temperatures, water salinity and transparency, sea life, 
and related information. Upon receiving the deployment order on April 16, 
1991, the JMSDF asked the U.S. Navy for this information. They received little 
detailed data because, according to Japanese opinion makers, the U.S. Navy 
did not really expect the JMSDF to deploy and operate.13 The OMF did deploy, 
and it arrived in the Straits of Hormuz on May 26, 1991. In the interim, suffi-
cient intelligence and information had been collected, and the OMF was able 
to successfully complete its mission.14 In the process, the OMF and JMSDF 
coordinated and cooperated with the UN Multinational Interception Force 
and participated in Maritime Commander Meeting sessions. One might say 
the main lessons learned were that policy credibility and physical presence 
are key elements of cooperation in international coalitions.15 Acceptance and 
understanding come in strange ways. The OMF did what billions of dollars 
could not — it got the Japanese flag on the multinational force T-shirt. Humor-
ous perhaps, but Tokyo understood that it could no longer buy its way out of 
responsibility to help resolve international crises.16

The story was different following the 9/11 attacks in New York and Wash-
ington, DC. Within a week, Prime Minister Koizumi Koichi’s government 
pledged military support to the United States and U.S. forces. The Japa-
nese Diet passed the Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law on October 29, 
2001, that allowed the JSDF to provide rear-area support and security for 
U.S. and UN forces.17 NATO partners had already activated Article 5 of the 
Washington Treaty — an attack against one NATO member is an attack against 
all — and a week later European AWACS aircraft deployed to U.S. airspace.18 
The Japanese decision reflected the result of lessons learned 10 years earlier. 
More specifically, it provided for visible support delivered in a timely manner, 
with a focus on material support and presence.19 This was implemented to 
the extent that the JMSDF deployed ships and personnel in the Indian Ocean 
over a period from December 2001 to January 2010. During this period over 
13,300 personnel and 73 ships of the JMSDF supported the U.S., UK, French, 
German, and Pakistani navies in the region.20
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Japan’s deployments related to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, along 
with antipiracy operations, provided close cooperation and coordination with 
not only the U.S. Navy’s 7th Fleet and United States Pacific Command, but also 
with the U.S. Navy’s 5th Fleet, United States Central Command, and navies of 
the multinational forces in the Persian Gulf and Horn of Africa regions.

One of the first lessons learned was reconfirmation of the fact that in 
the realm of international diplomacy and public relations, contributions to 
peace and security missions that feature troop presence and visibility are 
more important than financial contributions. The JMSDF deployments to 
the Indian Ocean over roughly 8 years cost about $700 million (USD). These 
operations drew laudatory comments from the UN, as well as from Afghani-
stan, Pakistan, the United States, and other nations. This was in sharp contrast 
to the situation of the 1991 Gulf War described above in which Japan’s finan-
cial contributions did not draw public appreciation.21

At the operational level, the JSDF learned a great deal about what a “coali-
tion” is, and the difference between an alliance and a coalition. An alliance is 
based on (1) a treaty and provides long-term structure; (2) shared national val-
ues and interests; and (3) an obligation to participate in military operations to 
defend a partner. A coalition is based on: (1) specific defined duties; (2) narrow 
scope of national interests; and (3) limited, self-defined operational activities. 
For example, some nations may provide large conventional forces for a full 
spectrum of operations, but others may limit their participation to only aerial 
reconnaissance, medical assistance, or other specified areas. The level of com-
mitment is up to each participating coalition member, and although no trea-
ties are involved, all participants must strictly meet their level of commitment.

A coalition structure was ideal for Japan because it permitted the JMSDF 
units to act within limitations imposed by Japanese laws. It also limited the 
JMSDF role because the Japanese could not participate in the fullest scope 
of intelligence sharing. Since Japan was not a part of the Five Eyes group 
(United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand) or 
a NATO or International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) member nation, 
its only access was to general Operation ENDURING FREEDOM–related 
intelligence. Conversely, Japan learned that by permitting the use of its facili-
ties, and providing support based on the U.S.-Japan Alliance, the importance 
of the Alliance was strongly reinforced. That is, Japan’s support of coalition 
operations increased the mutual trust and respect between U.S. and Japanese 
forces and laid the basis for participation in future coalitions.22 This repre-
sented the first time the JMSDF deployed as part of a multinational force, 
and was central to gaining a high degree of expertise in naval operations sup-
porting international stability and security. Japan honed its expertise about 
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international counterterrorism and counterpiracy operations, as well as the 
security of SLOCs from Japan to the Middle East. With respect to SLOC 
activities, the lesson learned was the need for advanced and ongoing coordi-
nation with nations bordering the entire length of the SLOC, without regard 
to a specific geographic radius or region. That concept mandated revision 
of Cold War limitations of JMSDF operations within a 1,000 nautical mile 
radius of Japan.23

High-quality Japanese maritime equipment and institutional experience 
have important roles in coalition operations. For example, JMSDF AEGIS 
escort cruisers have search, warning, and information collection capabilities 
that could be useful at any time. Japan is one of the few nations, including the 
United States and Spain, with AEGIS ships, which could be called import-
ant public property of the international community. Japan’s P-3 patrol aircraft 
fleet is one of the largest in the world. Previously focused on antisubmarine 
warfare, the expanding, multipurpose capabilities of P-3s have been demon-
strated in ongoing antipiracy operations off the coast of Somalia.24

Another notable SLOC-related lesson learned may be reflected in Japan’s 
plans to give planes to the Philippines to use for patrols in the South China 
Sea. This move would deepen Tokyo’s security ties with the Southeast Asian 
nation most at odds with Beijing over the disputed waterway. Four sources 
with knowledge of the matter told Reuters that Japan was looking to offer three 
Beechcraft TC-90 King Air planes that could be fitted with basic surface and 
air surveillance radar.25 They said talks within the Japanese government were 
preliminary and would need to overcome legal hurdles. Japan has yet to for-
mally propose the planes as an alternative to the more sophisticated Lockheed 
Martin P3-C aircraft that Manila wants to track Chinese submarine activity. 
Equipping Manila with maritime-capable patrol planes would dovetail with 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s more muscular security agenda but likely would 
anger China, which has repeatedly accused Japan of interfering in the South 
China Sea dispute.26

Ground Operations in Iraq
On December 9, 2003, the Japanese Diet passed the Humanitarian Relief 

and Iraqi Reconstruction Special Measures Law. This allowed the government 
to send the JSDF to Iraq. The government justified the operation based on 
UN Security Council Resolutions 1483 and 1511, which permitted the con-
tribution of humanitarian and reconstructive assistance to Iraq. Troops from 
the Japan Ground Self Defense Force (JGSDF) 2nd Division selected person-
nel for deployment, and the first troops arrived at the Dutch military base in 
Samawah, Iraq, on January 19, 2004.27
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This was, however, not a UN peacekeeping mission, but a “coalition of the 
willing” operation, organized by the United States, and without the detailed 
UN guidelines under which Japanese peacekeeping forces had previously 
operated. Much of the planning had to be conducted on a day-to-day basis 
through liaison with the Iraqi public and coalition forces. Although this ad hoc 
arrangement posed many challenges, Japan gained valuable experience partic-
ipating in an actual multilateral operation for the first time by working closely 
with the Dutch, Australian, and British forces in Iraq. A principal outcome was 
that Japan learned to integrate its diplomatic and military resources into a pro-
cess that differed significantly from its previous UN-organized deployments. 
Integration created a uniting principle among the various Japanese govern-
ment agencies and JSDF services involved, and was essential to the safe com-
pletion of the mission.28

Comments by the first commander of the JGSDF troops in Iraq set the 
stage for understanding the overall Japanese experience. “We are here [in Iraq] 
to invest in the future and stabilize hearts. Our mission is to deepen ties not 
only with the Iraqi people, but with the region’s nations as well. The mission 
of the JGSDF, who arrived in February 2004, is based on three pillars: medical 
support, water supply, and engineering support.”29

The Iraq mission differed from previous JGSDF reconstruction efforts 
because the existing infrastructure in Samawah was already more highly 
developed than places such as Cambodia, where the basic construction skills 
of the JGSDF engineers had been sufficient. Rehabilitating Samawah required 
more sophisticated skills, which forced the JGSDF to contract out work to 
local civilian firms. This need for advanced construction techniques motivated 
the then-Japan Defense Agency, renamed the Ministry of Defense in Janu-
ary 2007, to dispatch civilian specialists in the engineering and construction 
fields from the Japan Defense Facilities Administration Agency in late 2004.30 
Linguists and other specialists from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) 
were also needed, and two were provided on a rotational basis out of Kuwait. 
The MoFA officials hired their own security guards and initially stayed inside 
the Dutch camp while the JGSDF was building its own base camp.

This duality eventually evolved into what came to be known as the “two 
wheels of the cart” approach. The JGSDF represented the humanitarian face 
of Japan’s support through reconstruction activities, and MoFA represented 
the financial aspect through its dispersion of Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) funds. The ODA programs for Iraq were likewise divided into two 
types — local and national. In one, MoFA provided grassroots grants for the 
local government in Samawah area that authorities synchronized with JGSDF 
reconstruction efforts there. The other, the national program, was larger as 
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ODA grants for major humanitarian and reconstruction assistance were 
channeled through the central government in Baghdad.31

LTC Yoshiyuki Sakaemura, a later member of the JGSDF contingent in 
Samawah, provided more specific details on how matters developed.32 Using 
ODA funds, the JGSDF contingent employed local people in mainly two areas: 
the management of the JGSDF contingent’s camp and the reconstruction of 
public facilities. Inside the camp, locals worked as interpreters and mechanics to 
maintain and repair the facilities and equipment. Outside the camp, the JGSDF 
hired locals as technical engineers, interpreters, and coordinators between the 
JGSDF contingent and local authorities or contractors to reconstruct public 
facilities. Through their work with the JGSDF contingent, these local compa-
nies improved their capabilities, selection methods, and materials, and as of 
2011 the companies were succeeding in reconstructing public facilities.

An example of collaboration between the operations of the JGSDF and the 
MoFA’s ODA programs was the donation of medical equipment in Al Muth-
anna Province. The JGSDF contingent restored and rehabilitated the medi-
cal facilities and provided training on medical procedures. It was beyond the 
JGSDF’s mandate to grant the appropriate supplies, such as medical equip-
ment and ambulances. Instead, the Japanese MoFA, using ODA funds, pro-
vided grants to the locals to enable them to purchase such items. The JGSDF 
contingent restored or rehabilitated 30 primary healthcare centers while MoFA 
grants secured the medical equipment, medicine, ambulances, radios, and 
generators for the centers, that is, the actual equipment to bring the restored 
facilities online. The JGSDF contingent in turn offered the hands-on training 
for the ODA-granted medical equipment for Iraqi medical staffs. By combin-
ing advantages of the JSDF contingent’s operations and the ODA’s donation 
of medical equipment, the Japanese created synergy to improve overall health 
care environment in Al Muthanna Province.33

Several lessons learned related to local coordination and negotiation. 
Although the provincial government was supposed to be the focal point for 
determining local needs, it became evident there was also a very critical need 
to gain the understanding and meet the expectations of local leaders and peo-
ple at the city, town, and village levels. Furthermore, the JGSDF was not work-
ing in isolation, and had to adjust to differences in the “local view” held by 
U.S., UK, and Dutch forces.34

Finally, the JGSDF and MoFA faced different local expectations than other 
coalition partners. The Iraqis viewed Japan as a major economic powerhouse, 
not a military one, and had unusually high levels of expectation for financial 
aid. The disillusioned Iraqis had anticipated full scale investment and expan-
sion of facilities, businesses, and employment in the province. In reality, the 
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laws governing the Japanese deployment only permitted “reconstruction” and 
“humanitarian assistance,” not financial assistance.35

Resolving this perception gap proved to be a major challenge and was the 
source of constant local disagreements related to the scope and functionality 
of the reconstruction and assistance efforts. Defining needs started at the Pro-
vincial Development Coordination Committee (PRDC). However, as noted, 
it required constant interface with each provincial bureau, city and town 
council, and tribal chief.36 The PRDC became the final point of decision for 
matters up and down the chain of command, but any decisions still required 
continual contact, coordination, and confirmation down to the local village 
and tribal leaders.37 For instance, once a project was approved, evaluating the 
submissions and related cost proposals became a highly contentious issue at 
the budgetary and engineering levels. The potential for bribery and leaks of 
proprietary information was an ongoing concern. The PRDC had to fairly 
subdivide projects into city and local shares to ensure overall acceptance and 
support. Eventually, the PRDC established a model for an open bidding and 
review process that required explanations of costs and scope of work. The gen-
eral populace accepted this solution.38

Support from the MoFA was critical in helping to ensure the smooth oper-
ation of this process. When working on a major project and defining critical 
items like cost, schedule, terms and conditions, it was necessary to check the 
various Arabic translations of proposals as paperwork moved from the pro-
vincial to local levels. The MoFA provided local interpreters and Arabic quali-
fied MoFA officers to review and vet the final documentation.39

Conversely, in the early stages of implementing humanitarian and recon-
struction assistance for Iraq, MoFA officials had difficulty identifying on-site 
development projects. Staff of the Japan International Cooperation Agency 
(JICA) were not initially permitted to enter Iraq. The JSDF contingent in Iraq, 
as a coalition member, shared the military information with the multinational 
force that the MoFA could not otherwise access, but that was very important 
for proper implementation of its projects. The JSDF contingent did mediate 
the relationship between the MoFA and the other coalition armed forces by 
serving as a “development facilitator” in support of the MoFA’s ODA activities. 
The cooperation between the ODA and the JSDF enabled the personnel to 
work in a more secure environment. In addition, although the JSDF contin-
gent was one of the coalition armed forces, it left a positive impression on the 
local people due to its close association with ODA, which provided financial 
assistance that the Iraqis expected from Japan. By supporting the ODA, the 
JSDF contingent contributed indirectly to improving security, in spite of not 
having an official direct security and stabilization mission.40
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When the order for the redeployment of the JGSDF out of Iraq came in 
June 2006, all major Japanese news organizations carried editorials highlight-
ing the operation’s achievements: the JGSDF had not suffered any casualties, 
had not used force themselves, and had contributed to the reconstruction and 
stabilization of public life in the Samawah area.

The Iraq experience demonstrated that participation in further peace-
keeping operations would require Japan to develop new systems for dispatch-
ing and maintaining troops in the field, new training programs, and more 
flexible personnel recruitment policies. To this end, the JGSDF established a 
training unit for international missions in March 2007 at the JGSDF’s Camp 
Komakado in Gotenba, Shizuoka Prefecture. The new peacekeeping oper-
ations training unit educates JGSDF members on international law and on 
regulations governing the use of weapons. The same year, the JGSDF also cre-
ated a 700-member rapid response regiment in anticipation of future overseas 
missions.41 This should not be interpreted, however, to mean that Japan will 
become involved in every future international peacekeeping opportunity.42

The new Guidelines announced in April 2015, and passage of new laws on 
September 19, 2015, relating to the security of Japan, are a reflection of “lessons 
learned” from the experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan, and represent efforts 
to develop policy designed to implement those lessons. The opening statement 
of the Guidelines outlines the key focus of the U.S.–Japan agreement:

In order to ensure Japan’s peace and security under any circumstances, 
from peacetime to contingencies, and to promote a stable, peaceful, 
and prosperous Asia-Pacific region and beyond, bilateral security 
and defense cooperation will emphasize: seamless, robust, flexible, 
and effective bilateral responses; synergy across the two governments’ 
national security policies; a whole-of-government Alliance approach; 
cooperation with regional and other partners, as well as international 
organizations; and the global nature of the U.S.-Japan Alliance.43

The perceived success of the Iraq deployment created a favorable political envi-
ronment within Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party and may have helped foster 
the passage of new laws on September 19, 2015, that have raised peacekeeping 
operations to a central priority of the JSDF on par with the defense of Japan.44

Perceptions of American Lessons Learned
A commentary by Professor Tomonori Yoshizaki of Japan’s National 

Institute of Defense Studies (NIDS) on U.S. Army Field Manual 3-24, Coun-
terinsurgency, (published in December 2006) provides some insights into 
Japan’s potential role in future counterinsurgency operations. Professor 
Yoshizaki focused sharply on a section related to “Paradoxes of Counterin-
surgency Operations.” 45
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The first and most shocking paradox is that “Some of the best weap-
ons for counterinsurgents [the U.S.] are not to shoot.” This indicates a 
180-degree about-face in the traditional U.S. approach to counterin-
surgency, since the United States sought decisive battles to overthrow 
the Taliban in Afghanistan and the regime in Iraq. The second paradox 
is that “money is ammunition.” Once security is restored, “dollars and 
ballots will have more important effects than bombs and bullets.” In 
other words, coordination between reconstruction and restoration of 
security determines the success and failure of an operation. The third 
is that “Sometimes, the more you protect your force, the less secure you 
may be.” Support from the people is indispensable for the suppression 
of insurgents. “If military forces remain in their compounds, they lose 
touch with the people,” reinforcing fears on the part of the people with 
the end result of insurgents snatching the initiative away from stabi-
lization forces. The fourth is that “Sometimes, the more force is used, 
the less effective it is.” The use of force in a major way could provide 
insurgents with a good opportunity for their propaganda. Lastly, the 
fifth paradox is that “Sometimes doing nothing is the best reaction.” 
Terrorist acts and guerrilla operations by insurgents are often aimed 
at provoking excessive responses from counterinsurgents. If the coun-
terinsurgents respond to a provocation by opening fire on a crowd or 
executing a clearing operation, they may create more enemies among 
the otherwise apolitical indigenous population.46

The author then comments that the paradoxes presented in the Counter-
insurgency Field Manual exactly describe the very restrictive stance of the 
JSDF in its international peace cooperation activities. It is possible to con-
strue the JSDF’s stance of not firing a shot and causing not a single casualty 
as performing a certain “function” in the form of humanitarian assistance 
and reconstruction support operations. According to Colonel Masahisa 
Sato, the commander of Japan’s first contingent in Iraq, the JGSDF provided 
troops escalation control training to, insofar as possible, not create a situation 
where gunshots are fired. This suggests that the JGSDF troops operated under 
self-discipline, so that the existence of the JGSDF in Iraq would not provide a 
pretext that would lead to any deterioration in the country’s security situation. 
As Professor Yuji Uesugi points out, the process of working out “techniques 
not to shoot and not to be shot” and creating a “sea of confidence and safety” 
present useful lessons for other countries as well.47

Yoshizaki goes on to acknowledge that the JGSDF in Iraq was not partic-
ipating at the same level of responsibility and rules of engagement as those 
of other coalition forces. Current Japanese law, for example, did not allow 
the JSDF to engage in security, stability, and restoration (SSR) operations. 
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Thus, Japan’s contribution was geared toward civilian assistance within the 
SSR context. At a meeting of the SSR Working Group for Afghanistan, Japan 
became a leading nation, together with the UN, in planning “disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants,” but the actual 
work was coordinated by civilians in the DDR unit of the Japanese embassy 
in Kabul. In the case of Iraq, when the JGSDF withdrew from Samawah, its 
commander delivered a note on the handover of its Samawah camp to the 10th 
Division of the Iraqi Army, but this hardly represents SSR. The contingent 
from the 10th Division, JGSDF left behind only tents, housing units, bullet-
proof containers, television sets, refrigerators, beds, blankets and other fix-
tures as well as cafeteria facilities, air conditioners, generators and commercial 
off-the-shelf water supply systems. The JGSDF could not leave behind “any-
thing that could pose security issues such as weapons, communication equip-
ment and vehicles, according to under Japan’s long-standing three principles 
for arms exports.”48

The Afghan Experience
It has been widely publicized that the Japanese government has contrib-

uted greatly to Afghanistan’s reconstruction and peace-building since the fall 
of the Taliban regime in 2001. It is not widely known, however, that many Jap-
anese personnel have been engaged in-country supporting the Afghan people 
in returning to peaceful daily lives and reconstructing their country. Even 
less is known about what the Japanese did, how they struggled, and what they 
have accomplished in Afghanistan.49

In 1968 the Japanese government concluded a yen loan agreement with the 
government of Afghanistan for water supply projects. Thus, Japan’s experience 
in Afghanistan pre-dates the 1991 JMSDF operations in the Persian Gulf by 
23 years, and the JSDF deployments to Iraq by at least 36 years. It also means 
that the MoFA, not the Japan Defense Agency or its successor the Ministry of 
Defense, has been the primary overseer and director of Japanese activities and 
operations in Afghanistan.

In this capacity, two members of Peace Winds Japan, an NGO associated 
with MoFA, visited the province of Sar-e Pul in northern Afghanistan in July 
2001, where nearly 60,000 people had evacuated from remote regions to the 
suburban plain in search of fresh water. Peace Winds Japan and other NGOs 
were taking part in the Japan Platform (JPF), and conducted a field survey 
from August 25 to September 7, 2001.50 The Japan Platform is a system estab-
lished by the MoFA in August 2000 in cooperation with the Japanese business 
community and NGOs. Its purpose is to enhance cooperation for the use of 
ODA funds with the private sector, and it is specifically designed to facilitate 
emergency humanitarian assistance activities implemented by Japanese NGOs 
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effectively and quickly on the occasion of disasters and conflict, to avoid any 
delay in initiating the provisions of emergency humanitarian assistance, and 
to extend the effect of the activities.51 (See note for further background on 
JPF. 52) Just as the Peace Winds Japan staff moved to neighboring Pakistan, 
the 9/11 attacks occurred. Due to the 9/11 attacks, the JPF suspended its pre-
paratory survey of relief activities inside Afghanistan and shifted its focus to 
supporting the refugees in neighboring countries, including Pakistan, Tajik-
istan, Uzbekistan, and Iran. Although these neighbors had closed their bor-
ders, they still received an influx of Afghan refugees. Conditions in existing 
refugee camps quickly deteriorated, and the JPF began relief activities for ref-
ugees in Pakistan.53

Following the U.S. military intervention and the rapid defeat of the Tal-
iban, Japanese aid personnel returned to Kabul, Mazar-e Sharif, and other 
cities. From December 2001 to February 2002, emergency aid activities were 
underway in earnest. Japanese aid workers distributed relief supplies, con-
ducted medical activities, supported domestic refugee camps, and provided 
mine risk education. The JPF’s operations were Japan’s first large-scale emer-
gency aid activity and served a cumulative total of at least 100,000 people.54 
JICA set up its own office in Kabul and appointed Takanori Jibiki as its first 
Resident Representative in July 2002.55

Subsequently, based on the Bonn Accords of late 2001, the Group of Eight 
(G8) member states identified five key security issues for Afghanistan, with 
different countries assigned to each. The United States was responsible for cre-
ating a national army; Germany for reorganizing the police force; the United 
Kingdom for counternarcotics; and Italy for judicial reforms. Japan, mean-
while, worked together with the UN on disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration (DDR). The challenge of DDR — creating an environment that 
encouraged the soldiers of the tribal military cliques to turn in their weapons 
and leave their units to return to civil society — was regarded as one of the 
most difficult and important of the five key problems.56 Although the mil-
itary cliques (warlords) had created a military alliance to resist the Taliban, 
they had not agreed to disarm after the collapse of the Taliban regime. DDR 
is normally carried out after conflicts when there is an agreement between 
the military forces to disarm and a neutral organization (such as a UN peace-
keeping mission) to oversee the implementation of the agreement. This 
was not the case for the DDR in Afghanistan, and the process had to pro-
ceed on a voluntary basis, based on the presidential decree that the national 
army would be the only legitimate army. To make disarmament a success, the 
Afghan government had to establish trust in the new national army, namely 
that it would be a politically neutral army and would provide for the defense 
of the entire country not just individual warlords. The DDR then became very 
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closely linked to the reform of the national army.57 The Afghan government 
declared the completion of the DDR program in December 2006.58 The Japa-
nese tried to promote disarmament, but deep-rooted vestiges of tribalism and 
warlord influence persisted within the country, regardless of the formation of 
an Afghan National Army. Further complicating matters, the Afghan govern-
ment has even asked the warlords for assistance.59

In 2012, the JICA Research Institute summarized its experiences in 
Afghanistan. It described the situation there over the preceding 10 years as 
extremely unusual, even for a developing nation. The country faced a range 
of simultaneous challenges: the problems unique to countries that have expe-
rienced many years of war; difficulties resulting from the diversity of ethnic 
groups, languages, and religions; and an extremely unstable security situation. 
The Afghan people had been deprived of educational and employment oppor-
tunities after experiencing a long period of war, so development of human 
resources was necessary to provide aid effectively. The state framework, 
including the constitution, had to be rebuilt from scratch, and government 
administrative organizations had no semblance of organization.60 In such cir-
cumstances, the Japanese turned to the Afghans they had trained earlier. The 
waterworks, hospitals, and television stations provided by Japanese aid in the 
1970s prior to the Soviet invasion, as well as the Japanese-trained techni-
cal experts, became the foundation for post-2001 nation-building more than 
20 years later. Tokyo’s assistance programs for the reconstruction of Afghan-
istan from 2002–12, supplemented by the indigenous Japanese-trained 
skilled workers, enabled Japan to far surpass anything that they provided in 
the 1970s and to feel confident their efforts will surely continue to support 
nation-building for Afghanistan for many decades yet to come.61

An April 2015 MoFA report described relations with Afghanistan. At 
the July 2012 Tokyo Conference on Afghanistan, Japan announced that it 
would “provide up to around $3 billion (USD) of assistance to Afghanistan 
over about five years from 2012, in the fields of socioeconomic development 
and enhancement of security capacity.”62 As of February 2015, a total of 
$2.451 billion (USD) of assistance had been disbursed. Japan has also com-
mitted to assistance in three key areas: (1) Japan will pave the way for the 
Afghans to take their own security responsibilities by supporting the National 
Police (with salaries, training, and literacy education); (2) for reintegration 
and long-term reconciliation with insurgents, Japan will provide assistance 
for vocational training of former combatants as well as small-scale programs 
for job creation; and (3) based on Afghanistan’s development strategy, Japan 
will provide assistance for Afghanistan’s sustainable development focusing 
on the agricultural sector, infrastructure development, and human resource 
development, as well as education and health/medical care. The MoFA report 
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acknowledged that the security situation in Afghanistan remained volatile. 
Despite security constraints, Japan has been steadily implementing assistance 
designed to meet the needs in local regions as well as the capital city of Kabul 
by working closely with the government of Afghanistan and concerned inter-
national organizations.63

Observations and Conclusions
To what extent do the new (U.S.-Japan) Guidelines reflect lessons learned 

by Japan from the Iraq and Afghan wars and what are their implications for 
potential U.S. involvement in a confrontation between China and Japan?

The JMSDF and JGSDF activities in Iraq and Afghanistan created an 
awareness of the need for a “whole of government approach,” and the impor-
tance of coalition coordination, intelligence sharing, and participation in 
international security and stabilization activities. The cooperation between 
the JGSDF and the MoFA in Iraq, and their “two wheels of the cart” approach, 
certainly reflects the former, and Japan’s new legislation passed on Septem-
ber 19, 2015, to permit “collective defense” reflects cognizance of the impor-
tance of participation of civilian and military organizations as equal partners 
in coalition operations. The new laws allow the JSDF to defend the coun-
try’s close allies in combat for the first time under its constitution, which 
renounces “war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of 
force as means of settling international disputes.”64 Another important lesson 
is that in the realm of international contributions to peace and security mis-
sions, presence and visibility are more important than financial contributions. 
Hence, it is reasonable to expect Japan will be a more active participant in UN 
and international coalition activities in the future. This may be reflected in the 
near term in South Sudan, where Japan is participating in the United Nations 
Mission in the Republic of South Sudan.

Japan’s ongoing efforts in Afghanistan reflect efforts to cooperate with 
regional and other partners, as well as international organizations. They also 
demonstrate the global nature of the U.S.-Japan alliance. Japan’s September 
2015 legislation related to collective defense has drawn domestic and inter-
national protests based on concerns over being drawn into overseas conflicts 
and potential JSDF casualties.65 However, it also reflects recognition of the 
importance of not only the U.S.-Japan alliance, but coalition cooperation 
and partnership.

JMSDF Admiral Tomohisa Takei’s remarks in Washington, DC, on 
July 29, 2015, provide another indication of Japan’s new security awareness.66 
Takei made no mention of North Korea, which has test-fired missiles over 
Japan, or the Senkaku Islands, claimed by China, or a resurgent Russia, 
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Japan’s neighbor to the north. In his remarks at the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, the admiral did not even talk much about “the Pacific,” 
preferring the more expansive “Indo-Pacific.” Instead of discussing northeast 
Asia, Takei warned that continued chaos in Somalia and new instability in 
Yemen keep piracy alive in the Gulf of Aden, where the Japan Maritime Self 
Defense Force provides escort ships and patrol aircraft. And, after some 
thinly veiled remarks about “a certain country” causing “anxiety and dis-
trust” by its actions in the South China Sea, Takei came right out and named 
China, with an un-Japanese directness.

Another example of Japan’s security perceptions can be found in the fol-
lowing overview of the Defense of Japan 2015, published by the Japan Times.67

Japan’s defense white paper for 2015 examines a range of global threats 
and pays particular attention to China’s growing military assertive-
ness in the East China Sea and South China Sea, accusing it of “high-
handed” actions to change the status quo by force. “Coupled with a 
lack of transparency in terms of military and security affairs, China’s 
military development is of concern to the regional and international 
community, including our country,” Defense Minister Gen Nakatani 
told a news conference following Cabinet approval of the annual paper. 
“Our country needs to observe it closely,” he added. The white paper 
says in its assessment that China “has been continuing activities seen 
as high-handed to alter the status quo by force and has attempted to 
materialize its unilateral claim without making compromises.” It adds 
that some of these activities “could trigger contingencies.” China has 
been building an offshore gas platform in the East China Sea since 
June 2013, the paper says. Japan and China agreed in 2008 to jointly 
develop natural gas fields in the East China Sea, where the two coun-
tries have not agreed on a boundary between their exclusive economic 
zones. Under a demarcation Japan has proposed, China’s new gas plat-
form would lie on the Chinese side. The paper states Japan has raised 
its concerns over the project, and quotes “Our country has repeatedly 
lodged protests with China’s unilateral development and urged it to 
stop the construction work.” The reference to China’s action in this 
matter was added after the LDP [Liberal Democratic Party] rejected 
the first draft. The party reportedly said it lacked details about China’s 
building of a platform that it fears could be used for military purposes. 
The paper notes that China “routinely” sends ships to waters around 
the disputed Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea. On the situation 
in the South China Sea, the paper cites international concerns about 
China, including some expressed by the United States, saying it has 
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conducted reclamation work “rapidly” and “on a large scale” at seven 
reefs in the Spratly Islands. “China . . . is believed to be promoting the 
construction of infrastructures including a runway and port on parts 
of the reefs,” the paper says. Beijing claims sovereignty over almost all 
of the South China Sea, but parts are also claimed by Brunei, Malay-
sia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam. The paper notes that a 
Chinese fighter jet intercepted a U.S. Navy aircraft at close range in 
August last year.68

The Defense of Japan 2015 focus on the East and South China Seas, and 
reference to events there that “could trigger contingencies,” is noteworthy 
and indicative of a need for close cooperation and coordination by all con-
cerned parties. However, there are other important evolutionary factors driv-
ing change in Japan’s defense posture. These include the lessons learned from 
two decades of the JSDF gradually expanding regional and global missions, 
and a desire to maximize efficiencies in response to the changing nature and 
rising costs of military technology, fiscal constraints, a shrinking and aging 
population, and the Japanese public’s persistent, deep-seated skepticism about 
military power. In response to these challenges, Prime Minister Abe and his 
predecessors have pursued incremental changes to bolster deterrence, to 
deepen cooperation and interoperability with the United States as well as other 
partners, and to facilitate a more rapid, flexible, and effective response to a 
range of perceived traditional and non-traditional security threats.69

Probably the greatest challenge in managing the U.S.-Japan Alliance in 
the coming years will be how to maintain synergy and formulate active, effec-
tive coordination across the two governments’ national security policies to 
deal with the challenges of the international political, economic, and security 
environment both governments are facing.
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CHAPTER 9 
Perspectives of International 
Nongovernmental Organizations
Pauline H. Baker

A 2014 survey of global nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) con-
ducted by European Universities on Professionalization on Humanitarian 
Action (EUPRHA) estimated roughly 4,400 NGOs then worked on humani-
tarian action on a daily basis worldwide. In 2010, the combined estimated total 
expenditure for international NGOs was U.S. $7.433 billion. Thirty-eight per-
cent of this amount went to only five organizations: Doctors Without Borders 
(Médecines sans Frontières or MSF), Catholic Relief Services, Oxfam Inter-
national, Save the Children Alliance, and World Vision International.1 This 
paper explores the lessons learned by humanitarian NGOs such as these in the 
Iraq and Afghanistan wars.

There are three major types of NGOs concerned with issues of war 
and   peace: 1) humanitarian and relief organizations that provide basic 
services directly to civilian populations, including refugees and war casual-
ties; 2) democracy, rule of law, and human rights organizations that conduct 
investigations and advocate programs to promote their cause; and 3) media-
tion, conflict resolution, and peace-building organizations that run projects 
to reduce violence, advance peacebuilding, and promote state-building. There 
are also a number of smaller international NGOs, some of which partner with 
the larger entities, and several for-profit and non-profit development organi-
zations, which concentrate on improving civilian livelihoods. Western think 
tanks are involved as well, and a growing number of local or national NGOs, 
often referred to as Southern International NGOs (SINGOs), receive direct 
funding from Western donors. Private-sector engagement is also increasing, 
although it still represents a comparatively small part of overall humanitarian 
and development resources and usually is limited to specific regions or con-
texts relevant to business interests.

This paper looks at the first cluster — humanitarian NGOs — many of 
which operate in the field throughout the conflict cycle: before the military 
arrives, during the conflict, and in the post-conflict stage. Humanitarian orga-
nizations are the ones that are most exposed to violence in war zones, and they 
are often closest to the people.
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Including NGOs in a book on potential hostile forces is unusual. NGOs are 
not combatants. Although they have different perspectives, including occa-
sionally being critical of military activities that encroach on their traditional 
field of operations, they are not “hostile” in the military sense of the term. 
Indeed, their role is critical in conflict zones, and the military often depends 
on them to help address social needs. There are also day-to-day interactions 
between the military and NGOs in the field that are often overlooked, and 
NGOs look to the military to provide them with a safe enabling environment. 
But new challenges are complicating civil-military relationships. Rising casu-
alties among humanitarian workers and the tendency of aid donors to incor-
porate humanitarian strategies into their security campaigns pose enormous 
practical, ethical, and financial strains on humanitarian organizations that 
are yet to be resolved.

This paper examines three major NGO issues that have arisen in the 
Afghan and Iraq wars — security, shrinking humanitarian space, and funding. 
It concludes that, although each humanitarian organization has carved out its 
own doctrine and procedures, NGOs as a whole continue to uphold the clas-
sic Red Cross principles of neutrality, non-partisanship, and independence in 
some way. In the future, they are likely to adhere even more to these tradi-
tional principles, or devise innovative ways to apply them, in order to preserve 
their moral legitimacy, enhance physical security, sustain revenue, and fulfill 
their mission to protect civilians threatened by natural or manmade disasters.

Security
Security has become the most urgent issue of concern for NGOs operating 

in war zones. If ever there was an epochal event — a precise moment in time 
that serves as a reference point — demonstrating this point, it is the October 3, 
2015, air attack by an American AC-130 gunship on a crowded hospital in Kun-
duz, Afghanistan. Run by MSF, a highly-respected international humanitarian 
organization, the hospital had been providing trauma medical services to war 
wounded, and its presence in the area was well-known. The attack occurred for 
over an hour, despite desperate calls by the staff to military authorities begging 
them to halt the mission, which killed 30 people, including patients still on 
operating tables and wounded in wheelchairs and beds. The incident triggered 
a firestorm of accusations and counter-accusations that shattered trust, ignited 
outrage, and complicated civil-military relations. It raised fundamental ques-
tions, not only about how to ensure civilian protection, but about the risks 
humanitarian workers were facing in the field, the wisdom of using airpower 
in counterinsurgency operations, and how the United States should proceed in 
the longest war in American history.
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The incident reignited grievances that had been brewing for years. Stated 
simply, many NGOs feel that the U.S. government and its coalition partners 
lack a sense of urgency about NGO security and fail to appreciate the pro-
found impact that changing trends in military engagement are having on their 
operations. The Kunduz attack keyed into these concerns. For one thing, NGO 
risk assessments presumed that the greatest physical threats would come from 
irregular forces and insurgents, not members of the Western coalition. The 
Kunduz attack showed that NGOs are threatened from all sides. The lethality 
of the attack also illustrated the increased violence directed against aid work-
ers, a trend that had not been given much official government attention. And 
it highlighted the debate raging within the community about how to deal with 
military strategies that are encroaching on humanitarian imperatives.

The controversy goes beyond assigning blame. The U.S. military quickly 
took responsibility for the “mistake” and ordered an investigation, as did the 
Afghan government. In a highly unusual gesture, President Barack Obama 
personally apologized to MSF. But those actions did not address the funda-
mental issue: the military’s tendency to dismiss such tragedies as “collateral 
damage” in the “fog of war” (which seems to belittle humanitarian lives), and 
to disregard the steady expansion of military actors into the humanitarian 
domain (which seems to distort the humanitarian mission).

Rising violence against humanitarians has not been given much media 
coverage or official attention. Yet, casualties among aid workers in the 21st 
century have increased substantially, chiefly from conflicts in Sudan (Darfur), 
Afghanistan, and Somalia.2 Data collected by the Aid Worker Security Data-
base showed a steady increase in the number of violent incidents affecting aid 
workers from 1997 to 2008. The average annual number of major incidents 
(127) from 2006 to 2008 represents an 89 percent increase from the previ-
ous three year period (2003 to 2005) and a 177 percent increase from the 
annual average going back to 1997.3 According to the Humanitarian Policy 
Group, “all manner of NGOs have suffered increasing attacks irrespective of 
their funding and partnerships…and every major international humanitarian 
agency has paid for armed security in at least one operational context.”4

This trend is partly a result of changing perceptions. Insurgents have grown 
increasingly suspicious of NGOs, viewing them as government collaborators, 
foreign agents, or integral parts of a wider Western agenda (an assumption 
that is underscored by the undeniable Western nature and orientation of the 
international aid community). Fewer NGOs are perceived as neutral by the 
beneficiary populations. Counterterrorism policies and Western efforts to 
“win the hearts and minds” of local populations have reinforced such suspi-
cions. For example, when provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs) were first set 
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up in Afghanistan, distinctions had been made between NGOs that were will-
ing to work with the coalition forces and those that were not. That distinction 
began to dissolve when the military sent out its own humanitarian teams, with 
civilian clothes and vehicles similar to those used by NGOs, making it difficult 
for local populations and insurgents to see the difference.

The Kunduz tragedy also showed the failure of existing security measures. 
Before the attack, both MSF and the United States had taken standard pre-
cautions to ensure that there would be no accidental encounters of this kind. 
Strongly criticized in the past for causing excessive civilian casualties, the 
United States was cutting back on its air campaign. In fact, it had been in the 
process of drawing down its forces to comply with the 2016 deadline previ-
ously set by President Obama to reduce combat American forces in Afghani-
stan, except those needed for embassy protection.

For its part, MSF had also taken precautions. It had informed both the 
United States and Taliban forces of its identity and location. MSF had given its 
GPS coordinates to all combatants, put flags on the roof identifying the site as 
a hospital, and phoned U.S. authorities to call off the attack as soon as the hos-
pital was fired upon. According to reports from those on the ground, the U.S. 
gunship continued the attack, aiming at the main hospital building for over a 
half hour after frantic calls for a cease fire.

Curiously, the Kunduz incident triggered a larger outcry than usual. Civil-
ians had much higher casualties in other incidents that had occurred in the 
Afghan and Iraqi wars. Bombs and airstrikes destroyed hospitals in Yemen, 
Syria, and Afghanistan around that period, including an alleged Saudi-coalition 
airstrike on a hospital in Saada Province in Yemen just a few weeks after the 
one in Kunduz.5 Except for protests from the Afghan government, they did 
not result in as much public criticism as the one in Kunduz.6 Underscoring 
the seriousness with which it viewed the attack, MSF asked the International 
Humanitarian Fact-Finding Commission (IHFFC) to carry out an indepen-
dent investigation. The IHFFC is not a UN body, but a mechanism created in 
1991 from an additional protocol to the Geneva Conventions that governs the 
rules of war.7 It had never been used before. The mechanism requires the con-
sent of both the United States and Afghanistan, an unlikely occurrence.

A number of conditions were present that created, in effect, a “perfect 
storm” for a major controversy to erupt. First, there were operational errors, 
particularly the failure of the U.S. special operations forces to confirm the tar-
get visually before calling in the strike. The “eyes on the target” requirement 
was needed because the AC-130 gunship, which flies at a low altitude, relies 
on visual targeting, not GPS coordinates, to strike accurately on the ground.8
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Second, the attack hit a hospital run by one of the best-known and highly 
respected NGOs in the world, which works in 80 countries, helps tens of mil-
lions of people, and won a Nobel Peace Prize in 1999. Kunduz represented the 
biggest loss of life in the history of the organization, and it closed down its 
operations in response. MSF had withdrawn from Afghanistan once before, 
following the killing of five of its aid workers by insurgents in 2004 after 24 
years of working in the country. At that time, MSF said the U.S. coalition’s 
attempt to use humanitarian aid to “win hearts and minds” had compromised 
the agency’s neutrality and undermined Afghan trust in the organization, a 
frequent accusation that was shared by many humanitarian workers. The 2015 
attack — this time from a U.S. strike — was particularly difficult for MSF to bear 
as it opened an old wound of suffering from attacks based on misperceptions. 
Stephen Cornish, the Executive Director of MSF in Canada, cited being seen 
as too close to the U.S. government as the reason why MSF was targeted by 
insurgents in 2004. Feeling vulnerable to attacks from both sides is why the 
organization relies on funding from private donors. “We don’t take institu-
tional or government funds for our work in contexts where it may appear to 
compromise our principles. It’s not just a matter of pride — it’s a matter of life 
and death, both for our patients and our workers,” said Cornish.9

Third, U.S. trustworthiness suffered from the Kunduz attack, not only 
because of the high casualty rate and the fact that it occurred at a designated 
“protected site,” one of several schools, hospitals, mosques, and other buildings 
that were supposed to be exempt from targeting. It also was because of multi-
ple U.S. accounts of what had happened. Initially, the attack was described as 
a justified response to protect endangered American troops, implying that the 
Taliban was in the area. Then, the United States said it was a strike called in by 
Afghan forces when they came under fire, though MSF denied that there were 
any insurgents in the hospital. Finally, the U.S. commanding officer, General 
John F. Campbell, admitted that the strike was “a U.S. decision made within the 
U.S. chain of command” due to a “chain of mistakes” made by troops who “did 
not follow their own rules.”10 Three weeks after the attack, American investiga-
tors further revealed that Afghan and U.S. troops had been rushed from other 
areas to defend Kunduz from the Taliban assault on the town. The AC-130 
pilots had not previously worked with either the Afghan or the U.S. special 
operations forces in that area. The operation was described by the Defense 
Department as “hasty” with “insufficient time for deliberate planning.”11

Fourth, battlefield conditions were chaotic. Control of Kunduz was in 
flux. It had been overrun by the Taliban days earlier, the first time that the 
insurgency had taken control of a major urban center. The defeat was a severe 
blow to Afghan security forces and American strategy; it was seen as the 
biggest military victory for the Taliban since the U.S.-led invasion in 2001. 
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Indeed, according to the New York Times, the fall of Kunduz showed that the 
“expanding insurgency … . has spread through more of Afghanistan than at any 
point since the Taliban government was deposed.”12  Fifteen days after Kunduz 
fell to the Taliban, the city was retaken by Afghan forces, helped by U.S. air-
strikes, but not before a terrible tragedy detracted from the battlefield victory.

Finally, there was the political context. President Obama was considering 
whether to delay the withdrawal of the remaining 9,800 American troops in 
the country by the end of 2016, as he had originally planned. The 2016 presi-
dential campaign was also in full swing, politicizing issues of national security. 
On October 15, 2015 — 12 days after the attack on the hospital — Obama reluc-
tantly announced that U.S. forces would extend their mission in Afghanistan 
until 2017, beyond his term of office. He said that Afghan forces were not 
ready to stand alone. No doubt, the defeat and recapture of Kunduz shaped 
the decision, and perhaps the hospital attack did too, but no mention of it was 
made in the President’s statement.

The hospital attack was also pivotal because it raised questions about the 
morality of American military operations in the region as a whole. In the eyes 
of some NGOs, this incident was not only an unfortunate tragedy, it was an 
atrocity. MSF called it a war crime, accusing the United States of intentionally 
targeting civilians. As horrific as it was, however, unless intent is proven, his-
torians are not likely to see this tragedy as morally equivalent to other post-
9/11 human rights abuses committed in war zones, such as the Abu Ghraib 
prison in Iraq or the U.S. base in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, where the most dan-
gerous captured terrorists were held. Prisoners at the U.S. Army-run prison at 
Abu Ghraib were subjected to torture, sexual abuse, and murder, resulting in 
a major scandal and military court-martials. The prison was eventually closed, 
and a U.S. contractor that had helped run the detention center agreed to pay 
modest compensation to the victims’ families. President Obama also pledged 
to close down the Guantánamo Bay prison (nicknamed Gitmo). During his 
tenure, hundreds of detainees were released or transferred to other countries, 
but by November 2015, the prison remained open, largely due to a congres-
sional ban on the transfer of prisoners to U.S. soil; 114 men were still held, 
many without charge, including dozens who had reportedly been cleared for 
transfer out of the facility.13

The Kunduz attack probably will not be seen in the same vein as these 
scandals. The U.S. military accepted responsibility. According to Neta Craw-
ford, NATO allies had earlier “changed their procedures for airstrikes in 
mid-2009 — reducing their number and making the criteria for a strike more 
restrictive and the number of civilian deaths due to airstrikes had gradually 
decreased. By 2014, 2 percent of all casualties in Afghanistan were caused by 
pro-government airstrikes.”14
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Nonetheless, in the eyes of the NGO community the incident raises ques-
tions about the U.S. government’s war strategy. Was this incident a sign that, 
in its frustration over the duration of the war, the United States would accept 
civilian deaths if suspected insurgents or terrorists were in the crosshairs? 
Media reports asserted that some U.S. analysts thought the hospital attack 
was justified because there had been reports that some patients affiliated with 
high-ranking Taliban insurgents were taking shelter in the hospital. But hos-
pitalized wounded warriors are protected under international law.15 “Even if 
there had been ‘enemy’ activity within the compound,” wrote Jason Cone, the 
U.S. executive director of MSF, “the warring parties would still have been obli-
gated by the laws of war to respect the protected status of hospitals, understand 
the nature of targeted structures, and factor in the potential civilian toll.”16

The biggest military loss in this incident was U.S. credibility. As one com-
mentator put it, “There is only so much distance we can claim.”17 Christopher 
Stokes, MSF’s general director, stated that “the reality is the U.S. dropped those 
bombs.”18 “If a violation of international humanitarian law on this scale can be 
dismissed as a ‘mistake,’ ‘the fog of war,’ or even ‘a terrible tragedy,’” said Jason 
Cone of MSF, “then all of our medical staff, projects, and patients in conflict 
zones could be jeopardized. What is at stake is the ability of humanitarian 
organizations to continue their life-saving work at the front lines of conflict.”19

It did not take long for the headlines on Kunduz to fade from public view 
as other horrific incidents, such as the downing of a Russian civilian airliner 
in Egypt and a massive terrorist attack in Paris, both of which occurred a few 
weeks after the Kunduz attack, grabbed media attention. Nonetheless, the Kun-
duz hospital attack has been seared in the memory of the humanitarian com-
munity as a continuing reminder of the vulnerability of humanitarian workers.

Humanitarian Space
After security, a closely related concern of NGOs that emerged in the 

Afghan and Iraq wars is “shrinking humanitarian space,” a term that refers 
to conditions that are reducing the ability of humanitarians to safely provide 
material goods and services to populations in need.

Humanitarian organizations began to find themselves confronted with 
environments that were far different than traditional battlefield configurations 
that were typical two decades before when most wars were between states, 
not within them. Previously, humanitarian workers operated in areas where 
fighting was minimal and their presence was not controversial. But the nature 
of war is changing. With rare exceptions, most post-Cold War wars are irreg-
ular or asymmetrical conflicts in which the frontlines are in constant flux and 
combatants include a diffuse array of nonstate militias and terrorist groups. 
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No longer can aid organizations assume that combatants will respect the right 
of credible humanitarian organizations to freely evaluate, deliver, and mon-
itor assistance in an impartial and independent way, without fear of attack. 
NGOs also face growing disdain from host countries who suspect that they 
are aiding their enemies. In addition, they are being pushed by the UN to inte-
grate humanitarian relief under the umbrella of its own agencies. The terrain 
of humanitarian action has thus been transformed, with fewer protections, 
heightened threat levels, more pressure to conform to national security inter-
ests, and growing skepticism by local populations.

The term “humanitarian space” is itself somewhat controversial. It was first 
coined during the Cold War era to describe the limitations placed on human-
itarian agencies in Central America.20 Its usage broadened in the 1990s when 
the then-President of MSF, Rony Brauman, invoked the term to describe the 
need for humanitarian organizations to be free from any political agenda. 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and other well-known 
organizations also adopted the phrase in the late 1990s. However, there have 
been some differences in how the term has been applied. Some NGOs, such 
as MSF, equate humanitarian space with respect for International Humani-
tarian Law. Some, like Mercy Corps and Save the Children, use the term to 
refer to specific conditions for operating locally, such as their objection to 
U.S. Agency for International Development’s (USAID’s) contract language 
that required prior agency approval for their contacts with the news media in 
Iraq.21 Some, such as the International Rescue Committee, CARE, and World 
Vision, use the term to defend the primacy of their mission, declining to apply 
for USAID grants because they feel that providing basic services in the coun-
try took priority over promoting democracy and that other countries with 
pressing humanitarian crises, such as those in Africa, needed more help.22 
Some NGOs use it in reference to practical measures they want the military 
to provide to protect civilians, such as humanitarian corridors, refugee camps, 
demilitarized zones, and safe areas. Others, like the ICRC, equate humani-
tarian space with the principles of neutrality, non-partisanship, and indepen-
dence. Still others employ the term to mean everyday challenges that limit 
action, such as administrative delays, transportation bottlenecks, criminality, 
local disputes, competition over resources, and other frustrations. Some inter-
pret the term to refer simply to the deterioration of security.23

A report by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) in London chal-
lenged the very idea of “shrinking humanitarian space” for lacking historical 
perspective. It claimed that there was never a humanitarian golden age when 
neutrality was respected and NGOs could work in conflict zones free of polit-
ical considerations.24 While admitting that humanitarian workers are in more 
danger from direct attacks than they have been in the past, the report argues 
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that the number of workers in the field and the scope of their operations have 
also expanded massively. At least 200,000 aid workers are estimated to have 
been employed in 2010 by the UN and international NGOs, the report asserts, 
not including local NGOs. Proportionally, they are no more at risk than those 
who worked in the field earlier, ODI alleged.

This criticism is somewhat misleading. It lumps independent NGOs with 
UN workers, ignoring the fact that UN personnel have far more financial sup-
port and physical protection in the field, and that they perform a variety of 
functions, including armed peacekeeping, election monitoring, and diplo-
matic initiatives. The UN often coordinates operations of humanitarian orga-
nizations, especially in conflict zones, but the organizations are independent 
and do not necessarily answer to the UN or enjoy the same level of support. 
The ODI also lumps development personnel with humanitarians, obscur-
ing the lines between development and relief. Development personnel work 
directly for national governments, with all the burdens and privileges that 
affords, whereas humanitarian organizations, though often funded by govern-
ments, are on their own. Sometimes NGOs hire local bodyguards, who may 
be linked to insurgents. That, of course, creates ethical and security issues that 
have not been fully resolved by the NGO community, including the fact that 
it makes the humanitarian organizations look like they are taking sides. The 
practice is frowned upon by donors as well. But NGOs who do this explain 
it as a temporary arrangement that allows them access to needy populations.

Whatever the definition used or the precise accuracy of the term, human-
itarian organizations feel that their humanitarian space has narrowed. “If the 
military enjoyed increased hegemonic control of civil-military relations in 
Somalia and Kosovo,” wrote Michael Pugh, an independent analyst, “then the 
evolution of this trend can be seen as complete in Afghanistan and Iraq.”25 
NGO fears of encroachment were confirmed when Colin Powell, a retired 
four star general officer and then-U.S. Secretary of State, in 2001 explicitly 
described NGOs as “force multipliers,” saying they were “an important part of 
our combat team.”26 While he meant it as a compliment to underscore the cen-
tral importance of humanitarian assistance and he urged government officials 
to work toward having good relationships with NGOs, his language piqued 
NGO sensibilities about neutrality and were alarming. Indeed, an MFS spokes-
person asserted that Powell’s view exposed NGOs to more dangers. He cited a 
Taliban official who accused MSF of “spying for the Americans” — the alleged 
reason for the brutal killing of five of their workers in 2004 — and warned that 
further attacks were to be expected.27

A concrete illustration of the militarization of humanitarian assistance is 
the decision by the United States and its allies to set up joint civil-military 
teams in Afghanistan that would combine security with development and 
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humanitarian assistance. The military first established coordinating mecha-
nisms through Coalition Humanitarian Liaison Cells (CHLCs — called “chick-
lets”). Soldiers performed a variety of functions in civilian clothes and 
supported USAID logistics and security in key urban areas. But a second 
mechanism went further. PRTs were a multinational initiative begun in 2002 
that folded civilian tasks into the military stabilization strategy.

The PRTs were intended to link the central government with the poorest 
populations, bringing it closer to the people in rural areas. They were sup-
posed to “win hearts and minds,” showing how the Western presence was 
not a hostile foreign occupation, but a positive force. Twenty-six PRTs were 
set up, of which 12 were led and paid for by the U.S. Department of Defense 
and manned mostly by defense employees. Other members of the Western 
alliance set up their own PRTs, but there was no overall plan, methodology, 
exit strategy, or metrics of performance agreed upon. Though some officials 
claimed success, in the end, the PRTs were found to have suffered from poor 
planning, inadequate oversight, a lack of international coordination, corrup-
tion, and negative public perceptions due in part to the fact that PRTs were 
run by foreigners with little local input.

Most international NGOs were critical of the PRTs for their mission, 
structure, lack of effectiveness, and invasion of humanitarian space. They 
complained that soldiers worked in plain clothes, drove the same unmarked 
cars that NGOs used, and undertook many of the same reconstruction and 
relief projects that NGOs were doing. Some PRTs distributed leaflets that con-
ditioned continued delivery of relief and aid on the willingness of the local 
population to provide information on the Taliban and al-Qaida, expanding 
the goals of the PRTs to intelligence collection as well. Local partners of CARE 
reported that the Taliban had warned them that if they accepted funding from 
the PRTs, their security would be threatened.28

After 10 years, the U.S. alliance decided to end the experiment. The Afghan 
government saw PRTs as a parallel government and refused to take them over. 
The UN declined to run them. In 2012, they were shut down completely. 
Although there were some accomplishments, such as new schools, there was 
little to show for the billions of dollars spent.

The NGO experience in Iraq was somewhat different than in Afghanistan. 
NGOs had operated in Afghanistan since the 1950s and there were large 
numbers of local relief and reconstruction organizations there with experi-
ence. By contrast, there was virtually no civil society in Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq, and international NGOs had little presence in the country when the 
2003 invasion occurred. In addition, Afghanistan’s battleground consisted of 
irregular warfare after the Taliban was overthrown. The United States aimed at 
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stabilization of a poor, largely underdeveloped tribal society. Iraq’s battle-
ground consisted of conventional war plans at the outset and, after the over-
throw of Saddam Hussein, the stabilization effort focused on de-Baathification, 
a process that essentially destabilized the country by dismantling all the state 
institutions, causing widespread unemployment and the demobilization of an 
army whose troops had nowhere to go. Some of the discharged soldiers became 
insurgents as the situation deteriorated. Iraq was also a more developed coun-
try than Afghanistan, with an educated population, a natural resource base, 
and better infrastructure. Many thought, prematurely, that this would negate 
the need for substantial international humanitarian relief.

The heightened level of sectarian violence that followed the overthrow of 
Saddam Hussein soon disabused people of the notion of an easy ride to sta-
bility. The intense bloodletting discouraged humanitarian organizations from 
engaging at first. As time passed, humanitarian organizations moved in where 
they could. The military coordinated with NGOs, but the relationship was 
tense since many of the humanitarian organizations questioned the justness 
of the war and took a strong stand against it. The military also confronted an 
unanticipated insurgency that endangered security, obstructed access routes, 
and undermined safe environments for the humanitarians.29

In addition, the United States initially decided to unify the entire stabi-
lization effort in Iraq, placing security, governance, humanitarian response, 
and reconstruction under the control of the Department of Defense. Dep-
uty Assistant Secretary of Defense for Stability Operations Joseph Collins, 
the main Defense Department interlocutor with the NGO community, said 
that the decision to place the management of humanitarian and recon-
struction work within the Pentagon was made on the basis of an assess-
ment of lessons learned from recent post-conflict efforts. The Pentagon 
felt that a single command of all aspects of the post-conflict response was 
essential to avoid the confusion and difficulties of coordinating so many 
diverse actors — government leaders, peacekeeping forces, UN agencies, and 
NGOs — that had plagued efforts in Kosovo and Afghanistan.30 The United 
States required NGOs to emphasize their links to the government if they 
wanted to be funded. Although the State Department and USAID got heavily 
involved in Iraq by mid-2004, the pressure was still on for NGOs to conform 
to government requirements. USAID Director Andrew Natsios echoed Sec-
retary Powell’s view, cited earlier, that NGO work was inextricably linked to 
America’s strategic goals in Iraq.

This centralized approach by the U.S. government put international NGOs 
in a bind. Many depended upon U.S. government funds to provide a humani-
tarian response, but accepting these terms meant that they were surrendering 
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to a forced association that would put their staff in danger. The International 
Rescue Committee withdrew, but other NGOs, such as CARE and Save the 
Children, took a different tact. They required a clause be included in their 
agreements that enabled them to report only to civilian agencies. Technically, 
this allowed them to appear to be working with civilians, but it is not clear 
that it had any measurable effect on local perceptions or resolved the larger 
security problem. InterAction, the U.S.-based membership organization for 
relief and development NGOs, called for the UN to be the coordinator of 
humanitarian and reconstruction efforts instead of the U.S. government. The 
UN did get involved in Iraq but pulled out temporarily after a truck bomb 
killed 23 people in August 2003 at the UN headquarters in Baghdad, including 
Sergio Viera de Mello, who headed the mission. That attack underscored the 
risks that all non-military actors were facing. Oxfam, an international confed-
eration of NGOs, left the country, citing its belief that international organi-
zations were becoming increasingly targeted. Others closed down for a short 
time, moved their staff to satellite offices in neighboring countries, or down-
sized and called for more security.31 But the United States continued to tie its 
NGO funding to counterinsurgency and counterterrorism efforts, a practice 
that it extended elsewhere, such as Pakistan.

To many NGOs, this meant that humanitarian space was becoming part 
of the battlespace. In an article in the New Republic, David Rieff, a foreign 
policy analyst, chastised the United States for using NGOs as “pawns in the 
war on terrorism.”32 NGOs that agreed to work with the U.S. government, 
albeit at arm’s length, found that they could not sufficiently maintain distance 
and a working relationship with the U.S. government. Staff complained that 
the distinction between those with guns and those who had come to provide 
humanitarian relief was often compromised or little understood by civilian 
populations.33 Most of the humanitarian organizations had to be based in the 
“Green Zone,” which they felt skewed their perception of the situation on the 
ground, inhibited their access to the public, and made them appear as spies 
affiliated with occupation forces. A 2007 report by the NGO Coordination 
Committee in Iraq (NCCI), an independent network of NGOs formed in 
2003, concluded that, with the notable exception of the ICRC, the require-
ments imposed by linking humanitarian aid to counterinsurgency strategy 
undermined their ability to do their work. Their report concluded that the 
NGO community had “failed to respond to the needs in Iraq,” because they 
had 1) not “adapted and adjusted their responses to the evolving and complex 
context,” 2) “focused on Government capacity and reconstruction — which 
has been a slow process producing few milestones,” and 3) “lacked acceptance 
among the Iraqi population due to 12 years of sanctions against Iraq and the 
need to use military escorts for their logistics and security.”34
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The ICRC exception points to an interesting split within the humanitar-
ian community. In balancing adherence to the principles of neutrality and 
impartiality with managing everyday realities, the ICRC carved out a unique 
rationale to explain its acceptance of the approach advocated by the govern-
ment. It argued that there is a hierarchy within the set of humanitarian prin-
ciples, with the most important obligation being adherence to the belief that 
“the humanitarian imperative comes first.”35 In other words, regardless of 
the perceived association with counterterrorism strategy or the risks that this 
implies for its workers, the humanitarian obligation is to “stand and deliver.” 
This contrasts with the position of MSF, which is equally emphatic about the 
importance of maintaining neutrality and impartiality to fulfill its mission. 
Although these positions represent two ends of a continuum, the gap was not 
as wide as it appears. Other NGOs adopted the “stand and deliver” position, 
bending toward the ICRC stance. But even the ICRC recognized the need to 
take account of the dangers. It backed off the “stand and deliver” imperative 
and reduced its staff by half after the devastating Taliban attack on the UN 
headquarters in Kabul in 2003.

In a study by World Vision, NGOs were categorized into three schools 
of thought: 36

1.	 The Refuseniks, who advocate no military contact, particularly at the 
field level, and strictly uphold NGO principles (e.g., MSF).

2.	 Principled Pragmatists, who attempt to uphold humanitarian principles 
while also accepting certain trade-offs to find the best means of operating 
in terms of security and logistical support, (e.g., World Vision).

3.	 Ambivalents, who are neither for, nor against, military engagement. 
These may be multi-mandated agencies who are pursuing development, 
emergency humanitarian, and advocacy needs simultaneously, or agen-
cies that decide to apply the intended principles to each specific country 
context where they work in the same operating space as military forces 
(e.g., CARE).

The World Vision study also made an important observation regarding how 
the military understands the notion of humanitarian space. It reported that in 
interviews it had conducted, “military actors … tended to view [humanitarian 
space] as physical operating space, and thus were unable to comprehend why 
NGOs would argue for their own bubble of operations, given that in reality the 
‘humanitarian’ and ‘military’ or ‘security’ spheres of action necessarily overlap 
and are barely distinguishable in some cases.”37 World Vision’s remedy was 
to propose a different term — “humanitarian operating environment” — and 
to advise NGOs to “emphasize to military and government actors that within 
such an environment, NGOs expect to be able to operate independently 
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and impartially, without fear of attack.”38 The true meaning of “humanitar-
ian space,” the report argued, is for NGOs “to maintain their ability to assist 
populations in need, not constrained by political or physical barriers to their 
work.”39 Although it is doubtful that a new term will resolve this complex 
issue, World Vision accurately explained the gap between military and NGO 
interpretations of humanitarian space.

The ICRC, a preeminent global organization that provides humanitarian 
assistance to civilians in natural disasters and wars, is in a league of its own. 
Although often grouped with NGOs, it is actually a private association formed 
under the Swiss Civil Code in 1863 that adheres to the principles of the Geneva 
Conventions.40 It has “delegations” in over 50 countries and an annual bud-
get over $550 million, most of which comes from governments — the United 
States, the European Union, Scandinavian countries, and Switzerland. Staff 
members are known as “delegates” who work with national Red Cross and Red 
Crescent societies in the field, mostly through local workers. It has wrestled 
for years with the ethical issues posed by neutrality and impartiality. Some-
times it has chosen to speak out against governments that commit human 
rights abuses (as in Serbian detention camps in Bosnia) and sometimes it has 
chosen to remain silent (as in its failure to reveal what it knew about Nazi 
concentration camps and extermination of the Jews in World War II). It insists 
it is independent, distancing itself not only from governments but also from 
other NGOs and UN agencies. Its operating mantra is “first in and last out.” 
The commitment to retaining access to all sides in war zones has resulted in 
the ICRC taking courageous stances in the face of danger. For example, it 
remained in Bosnian Serb territory in 1995 during NATO airstrikes, though 
NGOs from NATO countries were evacuated. It stayed in Kabul to keep hos-
pitals running when Tomahawk missiles attacked an Afghan facility in 1998 
that the United States said was a terrorist training camp, though the UN and 
NGOs left. And it stayed in Chechnya, where six of its workers were murdered 
in 1996. Its “stand and deliver” motto allows it to work within government 
guidelines, but the ICRC retains its neutrality by refusing to accept military 
escorts for its convoys or to post armed guards inside its hospitals.

As time passed and violence mounted in Iraq, NGOs that stayed in the 
country ran into skepticism, mistrust, and distain from the local population. 
Iraqi expectations of NGOs had been high and when they were not fulfilled, 
public opinion turned on them. They were accused of ulterior motives, such 
as working for money, intelligence agencies, or missionary purposes.41 Even 
local NGOs began to be viewed with increasing skepticism by the public, as 
they were seen as vehicles of local politicians and strongmen. The Iraqi Red 
Crescent, for example, was said to be linked to Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al 
Maliki’s Da’wa Party, though it denied the accusation.
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Funding
As the U.S. military presence in Iraq waned, Western funding of human-

itarian aid declined. The number of NGOs operating in Iraq was never 
authoritatively established, but NCCI calculated that there were about 80 
international humanitarian NGOs, and 200 newly formed Iraqi humanitarian 
NGOs in the country in 2003, when the United States removed Saddam Hus-
sein. In all, according to a local charity, this number grew to roughly 12,000 
NGOs by 2006 — including democracy advocates, human rights activists, 
employment counselors, reconciliation organizations, humanitarian organi-
zations, and so-called “briefcase NGOs.”42 By 2013, only about 2,000 NGOs 
were said to remain due to funding cuts and security threats. Between 2003 
and 2007, 94 aid workers were killed in Iraq.43

Iraq’s lucrative oil resources and its status as a middle-income country also 
played a role in the reduction of humanitarian workers, as donors felt that a 
larger proportion of funding should be borne by the Iraqi government. At the 
same time, security worsened. NGOs coped by maintaining lower profiles to 
avoid becoming targets. They did not reveal where their funding came from or 
with whom they were partnering. They minimized communications and 
information sharing with coalition forces. They adopted remote programming 
strategies, relocating to safehavens, such as the more stable Kurdish region, 
and they partnered more with local NGOs. The situation led to a “bunkeriza-
tion” mentality in which NGOs retreated into fortified compounds, residences, 
and offices; adopted restrictive travel policies; and outsourced activities to 
subcontractors. This distanced humanitarian aid organizations from the soci-
eties in which they worked.44 Effectiveness declined as access became more 
restricted, the quality of the aid delivered was questioned, and aid organiza-
tions had less information about actual conditions on the ground.

The enactment of counterterrorism laws and other security measures had 
an impact on financial flows as well. It criminalized the transfer of resources 
to individuals or groups suspected of being affiliated with terrorists. Even if 
the humanitarian nature of transactions was well established and there was 
no evidence of any intent to support terrorist groups, international NGOs 
that accepted donor funding were required to comply with new security reg-
ulations that raised operating costs, slowed down administrative functions, 
undermined humanitarian partnerships, reduced access, and made humani-
tarian workers personally responsible for any infractions.

In 2002, USAID required NGOs to sign grant agreements that included a 
clause that: 1) reminded them of the ban on transactions with organizations 
on the list of Specially Designated Nationals,45 2) required them to certify 
that grant funds would not assist any terrorist activity, and 3) required that 
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they have a Partner Vetting System to ensure that there would be no inadver-
tent transfer of funds to terrorists. This was a serious burden for NGOs. Most 
did not have the capacity to screen foreign nationals, and they did not want to 
be put in a position in which they would appear to be working with military 
and intelligence organizations.

These laws and regulations significantly narrowed the operational free-
dom of NGOs. For example, sometimes local strongmen require human-
itarian organizations in dangerous areas to pay registration fees or “taxes” 
and to tolerate a diversion of resources. Military, diplomatic, and intelligence 
agencies face similar demands in conflicted territories. They, too, have been 
known to tolerate some aid diversion and have “paid off ” local leaders as “the 
cost of doing business.” The NGO view, by and large, was that such practices 
should be avoided, but if they enabled access, they could be tolerated so long 
as they did not significantly benefit the military situation to the advantage 
of one side over the other. But the new counterterrorism regulations had no 
such provision. Unintentional “material support” to armed opposition groups 
or listed individuals constituted potential violations of the law, resulting in 
criminal liability. Understandably, this new operating environment gener-
ated considerable concern within the NGO community. Tensions rose as the 
U.S. government provided different definitions of what constituted “material 
support” and “terrorism.” Some agencies side-stepped the requirements by 
adopting a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy or by applying different standards to 
different conflicts. A representative of a donor country who was interviewed 
on this issue revealed that the United States was not applying the new regula-
tions with any degree of uniformity or consistency: “I am not being asked to 
apply to same level of scrutiny in Afghanistan as in Somalia.”46 The ambiguity 
did not help clarify the situation for NGOs in any meaningful way; there was 
always the threat of prosecution if they crossed the line.

Counterterrorism laws also posed a fundamental ethical dilemma for 
NGOs. On the one hand, they had to conform to international humanitarian 
law, which does not draw a distinction between victims and perpetrators of 
war. On the other hand, they were being forced to comply with counterter-
rorism laws that say helping a victim who aids, or is affiliated with, terror-
ism and other offenses is a criminal offense. Some NGOs chose not to engage 
with proscribed groups or avoided them out of fear of prosecution. Others 
abstained from accepting government donations to avoid the conflict alto-
gether. MSF included a generic exemption clause in its contracts that said that 
nothing in its donor agreements “shall be interpreted in a way that prevents 
MSF from fulfilling its mission as an impartial humanitarian actor bound by 
medical ethics.”47
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A study by the Humanitarian Study Group documented the impact of 
counterterrorism requirements on donations and operating efficiency.48 
Some donors withheld funds, or threatened to do so, when NGO compliance 
was judged inadequate. Administrative burdens mounted, delaying the timeli-
ness and efficiency of humanitarian aid. Humanitarian workers were reluctant 
to go to high risk areas. Humanitarian bureaucracy grew as NGOs had to devote 
substantial staff time and financial resources to comply with the rules, such as 
applying for exemptions, scrutinizing lists, vetting recipients, and collecting 
personal information. Charitable giving became less transparent and account-
able. Private donors redirected their contributions to less regulated organi-
zations, using cash, which is more difficult to track. Concern about banking 
restrictions also affected transfers to and from Islamic organizations and may 
have encouraged diaspora communities in extreme emergencies, like the 2010 
Pakistan floods that put one-fifth of the country’s landmass under water and 
affected 20 million people, to give cash donations to individuals. This, in turn, 
opened up opportunities for money laundering. In the long term, the threat 
of criminal sanctions added another barrier blocking open discussions and 
information sharing between humanitarian organizations and donor officials.

Although the vast majority of NGOs evidently complied with the demands, 
it made the NGO community more cautious about publicly discussing their 
activities. Some may be reluctant to admit that they have complied with 
certain conditions or restrictions, and others may not want to suggest that 
they could be operating in violation of them, cultivating an atmosphere of 
self-censorship. The net outcome was that the political strategy, which had 
been designed to fight terrorism, had the unintended effect of constraining 
NGOs, narrowing the humanitarian space in which they had traditionally 
operated, and undermining their ability to lessen tensions on the ground.

NGOs are not as dependent upon official funding as is commonly 
thought. In 2012, official funding from U.S. government agencies and other 
official donors represented about 25 percent of the total revenue of all NGOs 
registered with USAID that provide relief and development services.49 (This 
omits many international NGOs that do not receive grants or contracts from 
the United States and are involved in missions other than relief and devel-
opment.) Private donations, including cash and in-kind contributions, rep-
resented 57 percent of the total revenue of international NGOs, and other 
revenue (i.e., sales, user fees, and investment income) represented the remain-
ing 18 percent.50 By contrast, private funding accounted for only 5 percent of 
UN income and 28 percent of income for the Red Cross Movement.

Among government donors, the United States is the biggest contributor to 
humanitarian aid, but the picture is somewhat skewed. American aid soared 
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in Afghanistan and Iraq after the military interventions, greatly enlarging the 
reservoir of funding that NGOs could access. The NGOs that were funded by 
the United States were limited to those that had the ability to provide relief in 
war conditions, meaning that the organizations that were considered quali-
fied were those that had worked in Afghanistan and Iraq before the military 
interventions. However, other NGOs with significant private resources also 
flocked to these countries. MSF and Care International in Afghanistan both 
refused government money for these engagements because they objected to 
the militarization and conditionality of official assistance. Of all the major 
international humanitarian organizations, MSF receives the largest propor-
tion of its income from private sources. Generally, only 10 percent of its bud-
get is based on institutional or government donations. In 2010, it received a 
staggering $1 billion in private funding. “If it were a country,” commented one 
report, “MSF would have been the second largest humanitarian donor after 
the United States and ahead of the United Kingdom.”51 Faith-based NGOs, 
such as Catholic Relief Services, also have access to independent funding and, 
like MSF, can afford to reject official donations.

Private funding is a vital component of financing and the single most 
important factor that allows NGOs to be independent, both in name and in 
practice. Unlike official donations, private contributions are not a zero-sum 
game in which the fundraising success of one NGO is a loss for others. All 
NGOs with operations in Afghanistan and Iraq seem to have benefited from 
the fundraising efforts of their peers (or competitors) because the publicity 
raised awareness of need, expanding the collective pool of contributions. 
Media coverage also helped expand private contributions, especially when 
civilian suffering was widely depicted in both traditional and social media. 
For example, in the Syrian war, donations to NGOs increased in 2015 when 
pictures were aired of the body of a three-year Syrian refugee boy who 
drowned while escaping the conflict, along with his mother and brother, after 
his boat capsized.52

But long wars tend to bring “compassion fatigue.” Controversy over the 
rationale and effectiveness of military interventions, media reports on perva-
sive corruption and waste, and lack of success in stabilizing the situations gen-
erate an impression that recipients either do not deserve support or misuse it. 
Under these conditions, the closer the NGO community gets to the official 
community, the harder it is for them to sustain their identity as independent 
and non-partisan providers of humanitarian relief.

Another common misperception is that NGOs compete fiercely for gov-
ernment resources, despite the risks, as a way to prevail in the humanitar-
ian marketplace. Country choice, it has been alleged, is not based so much 
on need, as on proximity to acquiring government funds. NGOs go where 
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the wars are for monetary reasons. This does not seem to be true in Afghan-
istan and Iraq. In a study of NGO activity in these two countries, Youngwan 
Kim and Peter Nunnecamp, two researchers from South Korea and Germany, 
found that there “is no compelling evidence that it pays for NGOs to engage 
where the United States intervenes.”53 In other words, NGOs do not neces-
sarily obtain easier access to government funding by engaging in high-risk 
endeavors where the U.S. military is active, as compared to NGOs that chose 
not to engage.54 Official donations do not always make up for the loss of pri-
vate contributions, especially if there are mounting doubts about the rationale 
of the wars, the effectiveness of the U.S. presence, and the integrity and perfor-
mance of the host governments.

Because private funding is the most important source of support for NGOs, 
it is in the financial as well as the security interest of the organizations to retain 
their distinct identity and reputation for independence to appeal to prospec-
tive donors. Those NGOs that do not have the luxury of significant private 
funding, however, are much more likely to work in dangerous zones and are 
less likely to be able to stand their ground. The larger and better-known NGOs 
have more freedom of action whereas the smaller and lesser-known NGOs are 
more vulnerable to government influence. When the host government also 
becomes unfriendly, many NGOs then may confront existential problems. In 
2012, when it was clear the United States was downsizing its military pres-
ence in Afghanistan, Kabul ordered 175 local NGOs to shut down, ostensibly 
because they failed to submit annual reports due to inefficiency, corruption, 
and lack of oversight. As a result, the operating environment for NGOs, both 
international and local, became highly unfavorable and donations began to 
dry up. This raised further doubts about the ability of Afghanistan to care for 
the welfare of its own citizens after NATO combat troops depart.55

Conclusions
Three major trends in the Afghanistan and Iraqi wars impacted the abil-

ity of international humanitarian NGOs to fulfill their missions. The first was 
worsening security that resulted in direct attacks against aid workers, despite 
precautions designed to avoid such tragedies. The second was a “shrinking 
humanitarian space” that incorporated humanitarian operations into wider 
U.S. national security objectives, such as counterterrorism and counterinsur-
gency. The third trend concerned funding. Large NGOs receive a greater share 
of their revenue from private sources than from official government donors, 
enabling them to assert their independence, but their operational freedom was 
still affected by concerns over security, shrinking humanitarian space, and the 
resulting impact these trends had on private donations.
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NGOs are thus torn between two contradictory poles. On the one hand, 
they can maintain their independence and shape their terms of engage-
ment with the military as long as private funding is available. On the other 
hand, they have a smaller space in which to exercise that independence due 
to increased physical threats to their staff and tighter counterterrorism laws 
that require them to conform to U.S. government policies. Whether they are 
refuseniks, principled pragmatists, or ambivalents, NGOs are likely to invoke 
humanitarian principles of neutrality, non-partisanship, and independence 
in some form in order to enhance their security and legitimacy. If NGOs are 
to play a meaningful role in the stabilization of fragile states, then donors 
and governments need to devise approaches that will protect them physically 
and respect them operationally as they navigate increasingly dangerous and 
complex environments.
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CHAPTER 10 
Learning by Insurgents
Lawrence E. Cline

It long has been a truism that insurgents win by simply not losing. This 
precept certainly has been reinforced following U.S. interventions in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. In many ways, the survival — and in some cases, the relative 
thriving — of insurgent groups may be considered as somewhat Darwinian, in 
which only the most capable groups and individuals survive.1 In large mea-
sure, this of course is physical survival. Beyond this, however — and equally 
important — is that the message of these groups also survives. Battlefield suc-
cess may in fact be less crucial than the war of the idea. In many ways, the 
most successful lesson incorporated by modern insurgent movements has 
been that of the absolute criticality of effective information operations.

One key point needs to be stressed about learning and changes in organi-
zation and operations: both insurgents and counterinsurgents are (or at least 
should be) learning groups and individuals. Both are simultaneously learn-
ing from each other. As General John Abizaid, then commanding general of 
the United States Central Command, noted early in the U.S. war in Iraq, the 
insurgent campaign “is getting more organized, and it is learning. It is adapt-
ing, it is adapting to our tactics, techniques and procedures, and we’ve got to 
adapt to their tactics, techniques and procedures.”2 Ultimately, whichever side 
is better at learning and more skilled at adaptations based on this learning 
probably will prevail.

One other important point regarding insurgent group learning is that for 
those organizations expecting survival, such learning is cumulative. That is, 
successful groups not only learn from their own experience, but also incor-
porate lessons learned from other groups, both contemporaneous and histor-
ical. A good example of how this has worked in practice was the so-called 
Manchester Manual, an operational training document published by al-Qaida 
and seized by British police in a raid in Manchester, United Kingdom, in 2000. 
This manual provided basic instruction for al-Qaida members. Particularly in 
the section on intelligence collection and counterintelligence, many of the tac-
tics, techniques, and procedures would look familiar to any Western intelligence 
officer.3 Such willingness to learn from not only one’s own experiences but also 
those of opponents suggests an active learning organization. This of course 
is a critical advantage for such groups.4  In Iraq during the U.S. occupation, 
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insurgents obtained many training manuals from the Iraqi army. As Ahmed S. 
Hashim noted, “They have apparently sought to learn from more established 
and successful groups elsewhere, and have studied the tactics of Hezbollah and 
Palestinian groups such as Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigades and HAMAS.”5 Like-
wise, another al-Qaida publication, al Baqaa fi al-Zuruf al-Sa’ba (Survival in 
Difficult Circumstances) is a translation of a U.S. field manual.6

The focus of this chapter is on three movements. The first two are those 
the United States faced in Iraq and Afghanistan. In some ways, these two cases 
must be viewed in terms of general movements rather than “pure” organiza-
tions. In both cases, multiple groups have been involved, with varying degrees 
of success. Generally, however, the main focus will be on al-Qaida in Iraq 
(AQI) and the Taliban in Afghanistan. The third group might be viewed as 
the lineal descendent of AQI: the self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq and 
the Levant (ISIL).7 ISIL will receive the most attention because it thus far has 
proven to be the most successful of these groups.

Organizational Structure
Newer groups, particularly ISIL, appear recently to have learned a num-

ber of organizational lessons. In the early 2000s, it was a truism among most 
analysts that the basic rule for success as a terrorist group was to shift from 
“old” hierarchical structures to a network structure.8 Certainly, groups such as 
al-Qaida seemed to embrace networking, with concomitant success. Groups 
that were very hierarchical were subject to decapitation strategies; most such 
groups seemed to be fading away. Purely (or overwhelmingly) networked 
groups have had a number of advantages. They are more adaptable, the indi-
vidual components are harder to counter, and the “centers of gravity” are 
more difficult to identify and target. In addition, they can provide an overall 
ideological base for the continuance of a widespread and long-term move-
ment. Although the concept of “fourth generation warfare” may in some ways 
be viewed as somewhat ahistorical, Thomas X. Hammes offers some useful 
insights into this approach:

The United States must understand that fourth-generation organi-
zations are different. Since Mao, they have focused on the long-term 
political viability of the movement rather than on its short-term tacti-
cal effectiveness. They do not see themselves as military organizations 
but rather as webs that generate the political power central to this type 
of warfare. Thus, these organizations are unified by ideas. The leader-
ship and the organizations are networked to provide for survivabil-
ity and continuity when attacked. And the leadership recognizes that 
their most important function is to sustain the idea and the organiza-
tions, not simply to win on the battlefield.9
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At the same time, however, groups based on a purely network structure 
faced one critical problem. This was to translate short-term successes — some 
of which, such as the 9/11 attacks, Bali bombings, the London subway, and 
Spanish railroad attacks, represented major individual victories — into larger 
and longer-term strategic outcomes. Likewise, networks inherently feed on 
successes; potential recruits and other forms of support tend to gravitate to 
networks that show prospects for achieving their goals. Retaining the initia-
tive may be the most critical lesson that such groups have learned.

Personalities and leadership also continue to play a role in networked ideo-
logical movements. According to two major ideologues — Abu Muhammad 
al-Maqdisi and Abu Qatada — who have a long history of supporting al-Qaida 
and who are known to have had close ties with the current leadership, much of 
the network system of al-Qaida has in fact collapsed after the death of Usama 
bin Ladin.10

Groups that have shown the better chances of long-term success gener-
ally have formed a combination of hierarchy and network.11 The admixture 
has varied with the environment and with each group’s particular objectives, 
but both elements seem to have been critical, particularly for insurgent orga-
nizations. One lesson that ISIL apparently has taken to heart is the need to 
strengthen alliances with groups that might prove useful. In particular, ISIL 
seems to have been willing to work with former Baathists who never recon-
ciled with the Iraqi government.12 Many of these groups (and individuals) 
never accepted direct alliances with AQI, but remained inalterably opposed 
to U.S. occupation.13 As such, the native Iraqis probably are viewed as more 
“authentic” by much of the Iraqi Sunni populace than was AQI with its pre-
ponderance of foreign fighters; ISIL seems to have learned to take better 
advantage of Iraqis, even if they came out of exile. Two caveats should be 
noted, however. The first is that such alliances have been rare to nonexistent 
with most other jihadist groups; ISIL in fact has been more likely to fight 
them than to ally with them. Fellow jihadists are more likely to be viewed 
as direct competitors for recruiting potential supporters; therefore, opposing 
like-minded (in theory) groups likely is in the long-term interests of ISIL. The 
second note is that ISIL certainly is using a large number (and probably a pre-
ponderance) of foreign fighters both in Iraq and Syria. The point for ISIL is 
that using local elements who possess critical skills and local knowledge and 
connections can provide critical enablers for their operations even if the bulk 
of their fighters are not local.

Spiegel Online has published what it states are organizational documents 
for ISIL found in Syria, which reportedly originally belonged to Samir Abd 
Muhammad al-Khlifawi, also known as Haji Bakr, a senior leader in ISIL.14 
Although a sole source, the documents fit with other reporting. They indicate a 
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group whose organization and structure were carefully planned from the start, 
rather than an organically developing loose network. Almost certainly as a 
result of learning lessons from American successes in rolling up AQI networks 
earlier, based in large measure on security weaknesses within and between 
AQI cells, the ISIL organizational structure was built around a multi-layered 
security and counterintelligence system.

Also, from the beginning, ISIL stressed the need to collect local intelli-
gence. According to some documents, elements of information included:

●● List the powerful families.
●● Name the powerful individuals in these families.
●● Find out their sources of income.
●● Identify names and the sizes of (rebel) brigades in the village.
●● Find out the names of their leaders, and find out who controls the bri-

gades and their political orientation.
●● Find out their illegal activities (according to Sharia law), which could be 

used to blackmail them if necessary.15

Parenthetically, the first elements of this list are similar to the arguments 
advanced in Major General Michael Flynn’s influential 2010 report on “white” 
intelligence.16 The necessity for understanding local dynamics, whether by 
insurgents or counterinsurgents, clearly is widely seen as a key ingredient of 
success in this struggle.

Based on these elements of essential information, ISIL was able to quickly 
identify and neutralize opposing centers of power. AQI also eliminated 
competitors for power, but it seemed to be much less systematic and not as 
understanding as ISIL of social, traditional, or emergent leaders in the areas it 
temporarily controlled. ISIL appears to have learned the criticality of creating 
an early power vacuum that it could fill.

The pattern that the Taliban and other groups in Afghanistan have used to 
learn and to adapt in order to survive has been somewhat different than that 
of ISIL. In the case of Afghanistan, relatively loose alliances have become the 
longer-term pattern. The hierarchy versus network system for the groups var-
ies widely, but in general Seth G. Jones’s conclusion that the “typical pattern 
has been loose strategic guidance at senior levels, with considerable autonomy 
at tactical level” remains accurate.17 At the same time, however, such an alli-
ance pattern can result in problems achieving strategic goals. Harald Håvoll 
correctly notes:

The lowest common denominator is that the presence of foreign sup-
port to the Karzai government, especially security forces, is against the 
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interests of all the above [Taliban, militias, and criminal groups]. This 
shared goal is, however, an operational goal, a means to an end — and 
not necessarily their strategic goals. The strategic goals, more often 
than not, differ among the various insurgent groups, and to a signifi-
cant degree.18

In some cases, such loose alliances might provide advantages to an overall 
movement. At the very least, they make responses by counterinsurgency forces 
more difficult, particularly in trying to develop strategies tailored to the differ-
ing end goals of the myriad of groups. This might also represent an accurate 
assessment of the strategic environment and the result of learning the appro-
priate lessons from the course of the insurgency. Given the historical pattern 
of local power centers in Afghanistan, smaller groups with their bases in these 
power centers probably will have more local success than a geographically 
broad unified movement. Importantly, this reinforces the truism that “one size 
does not fit all” in insurgencies.

Tactical and Operational Learning
Due to space limitations, only limited discussion of examples of insur-

gent improvements in tactics, techniques, and procedures can be provided. 
In many ways, these are significantly less important than learning leading to 
improved organization and strategy. Nevertheless, a clear pattern of learning 
at this level has been displayed by multiple insurgent groups, particularly ISIL. 
Some innovations such as the use of up-armored vehicles to serve as the shock 
force for attacks almost certainly were derived from the observation of their 
use by U.S. forces.19 Likewise, studies have noted significant steady improve-
ments in Taliban tactics over the course of the war, including a higher success 
rate of explosive devices; a greater capability of coordinating complex attacks; 
and long-range rifle fire.20

Some “sub-contracting” has developed among insurgent groups. In several 
locations, autonomous cells with expertise at particular skills seem to be “for 
rent” to the highest bidders. This was the case earlier in Iraq with some impro-
vised explosive device (IED) cells.21 Likewise, some criminal groups in Iraq 
kidnapped Westerners and “sold” them to insurgent groups, which then used 
them for political purposes.22 Reports have surfaced of similar relationships 
being established in South Asia with criminal and/or independent specialist 
cells. These types of what essentially are business relationships can result in 
some potential issues for insurgent organizations in regard to security and 
lack of control of these cells, but insurgents seem to have learned that using 
what might be termed “private insurgent corporations” can provide economy 
of scale for them.
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Insurgents have learned to use technology to their advantage both in tac-
tical operations and in tactical training. In particular, this was reflected in 
the virtually continual measures/countermeasures/counter-countermeasures 
surrounding the use of IEDs in Iraq. Most information about this campaign 
remains very justifiably classified, but the various methods of emplacing and 
detonating the IEDs ranged up and down the technology scale; essentially, the 
insurgents proved very adaptable in determining what would work best in a 
particular situation. Clearly, the coalition forces (after some time lag) gener-
ally “won the IED battle,” but the various detonation techniques certainly have 
entered the insurgent playbook.23

Several other creative uses of various technological tools have been noted. 
For example, in Afghanistan in 2007, a US Army press release noted:

When a new fleet of helicopters arrived with an aviation unit at a base 
in Iraq, some Soldiers took pictures on the flightline … . From the pho-
tos that were uploaded to the Internet, the enemy was able to deter-
mine the exact location of the helicopters inside the compound and 
conduct a mortar attack, destroying four of the AH-64 Apaches.24

More recently [2015] (and more worryingly), ISIL released videos of its 
use of unmanned aerial vehicles in its attacks in Baiji, Iraq, and Raqqa, Syria.25

Insurgents and terrorists have learned to use the Internet to expand their 
operational training system. For example, a seven-part series was posted on 
the web on how to use a GPS receiver.26 Also, as noted by Michael Kenney, 
“the fifth and sixth installments of In the Shadow of the Lances, another al 
Qaeda publication, details lessons learned in the Afghanistan campaign … . a 
senior operative wrote the installments as a sort of after action review to be 
shared with Islamic insurgents then preparing to fight American forces in 
Iraq.”27 Conversely, insurgent groups also may have learned the limitations of 
relying almost exclusively on online training. For example, according to fig-
ures compiled by The Long War Journal, ISIL has operated 57 training camps 
(30 in Iraq, 27 in Syria).28 In part this reflects simply the opportunity for 
the group to establish such camps with relative security. More importantly, 
though, it also suggests that successful groups have re-learned the advantages 
of actual hands-on training.

Strategy
One important note should be raised at the beginning of a discussion of 

insurgent strategy. This is that insurgent successes achieved through a care-
fully thought-out strategy cannot always be distinguished from successes that 
might be viewed as almost accidental. In other words, successes achieved on 
the battlefield may occur despite the leadership’s strategy rather than through 
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some grand plan. Insurgent performance also, of course, is affected by the rel-
ative skills of the counterinsurgents. Awareness of this truth could be reflected 
by a Rhodesian officer’s comment in 1979: “If we had been fighting the Viet 
Cong, we would have lost the war a long time ago.”29 Similarly, if a particular 
insurgent group faces unskilled governmental security forces or governments 
with losing (or nonexistent) strategies, its success may be more due to inepti-
tude by the other side than by any particular skills it possesses.

The recruiting strategy of ISIL appears to be intimately connected with its 
larger strategy. For many years, there was a debate within jihadist circles as to 
whether to focus on “near enemies” (local regimes) or “far enemies” (Western 
powers).30 This issue became particularly germane with the rise of AQI 
during the U.S. occupation of Iraq. With the differing priorities between 
AQI and AQ “Central” in Afghanistan, the split between the two quickly was 
publicly very apparent.31

Viewed from the outside, ISIL has learned how to square this particular 
ideological circle. First, it abandoned the al-Qaida tag to emphasize its inde-
pendence. More importantly, its various propaganda outlets provide relatively 
equal emphasis on near and far enemies. For near enemies, it is very easy for 
ISIL to find examples of abuses against Sunnis in Syria, in particular, but also 
in Iraq. Without stretching the historical analogy too far, some of the propa-
ganda themes of “fighting the good fight against injustice” and their appeals 
are similar to those that attracted young people from other countries to fight 
in the Spanish Civil War. This theme can provide a significant number of 
recruits for operations within the region. According to U.S. official statements, 
ISIL had an estimated 22,000 fighters from 100 countries in mid-2015.32 Thus 
far, this recruiting appeal does not appear to have waned.

At the same time, ISIL has paid at least rhetorical attention to the “far 
enemy.” Open sources provide few indications that ISIL actually has devoted 
many practical resources to out-of-area operations, however. The continued 
internationalization of the movement (at least via information operations) 
could represent both a carefully calculated strategy and learning from previ-
ous mistakes made by al-Qaida and AQI. Pushing the global jihad theme can 
provide further legitimacy for the group in some circles, increasing the flow 
of recruits and other forms of support, without incurring major costs. More 
broadly, it also can complicate the responses of countries to ISIL. At best for 
the group, such international threats can deter some countries from engaging 
in operations against ISIL. Even if these results are not achieved, however, the 
potential for an internal threat from ISIL can create a more complicated stra-
tegic calculus and resourcing decisions for governments in balancing home-
land security requirements against the level of resources devoted to offensive 
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operations against ISIL. At best (from the standpoint of ISIL), it can create a 
virtuous cycle: individuals and groups that have declared allegiance to ISIL 
(no matter how tenuous the actual practical links) and that attempt even low-
level operations can increase the international perception of ISIL as having 
global reach even while it devotes its principal efforts to more localized insur-
gencies. This ultimately can create self-fulfilling prophecies by its opponents 
as to the power of ISIL.

A second key aspect of ISIL strategy is emphasizing its desire for, and 
capability to build, an actual state. In part, this has been rhetorical, but 
there also have been practical steps taken. Following the elimination of real 
or potential rivals — in many cases, fellow jihadists — ISIL has established 
local governance under its auspices. For example, Christoph Reuter noted 
that “when Raqqa fell to the rebels in March 2013, a city council was rapidly 
elected. Lawyers, doctors, and journalists organized themselves. Women’s 
groups were established. The Free Youth Assembly was founded, as was the 
movement ‘For Our Rights’ and dozens of other initiatives.”33 In some areas, 
the local governance may in fact have become more regularized and effec-
tive than it previously was under putative central government control.34 
To boost its claims for improved governance, according to a BBC report, ISIL 
has released a promotional video publicizing the health care provided to the 
population under its control. And, according to the video filmed at Raqqa 
General Hospital in Syria, which featured an ISIL Health Service logo and an 
Australian doctor, ISIL offers a wide range of health services to both fighters 
and civilians.35

Clearly, such governance has been marked by increasing brutality and 
probably increased disgruntlement of the population under ISIL control.36 
The main point, however, is that virtually any level of practical governance 
provides ISIL with a number of advantages, particularly by boosting the cred-
ibility of its claims for its legitimacy and for garnering at least a measure of 
local support. It almost certainly learned these lessons from the earlier fail-
ures of AQI. Although now largely forgotten, during the U.S. occupation of 
Iraq AQI in fact declared an “Islamic State of Iraq” that was at least ostensi-
bly somewhat independent of, and higher than, AQI.37 Given the paucity of 
structures and practical governance, however, virtually no one appeared to 
take this claim seriously. ISIL’s more practical provision of at least some ser-
vices suggests that it has learned that establishing actual mechanisms for at 
least pockets of support may be crucial for long-term survivability.

Afghanistan presents a rather different strategic picture for the insur-
gents. As noted, with multiple loosely coordinated violent groups in Afghan-
istan, identifying a single overarching strategy based on lessons learned likely 
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is futile. Some trends as a result of lessons learned do seem apparent, how-
ever. Perhaps the key lesson — and one decidedly not difficult to learn — is that 
major Western military involvement in Afghanistan is almost certainly com-
ing to an end very soon. As such, based both on the Taliban’s propaganda and 
its actual operations, the key takeaway by the group’s leaders seems to be the 
need to focus operations to increase their perceived strength vis-a-vis the 
Afghan government. In some ways, the Western militaries still in the country 
may be increasingly less salient in Taliban strategy. The pattern for 2014–15 
(after a significant drawdown of Western forces) was more focused on 
high-visibility attacks against government targets and larger assaults against 
Afghan security forces.38

The Taliban in the last five or so years has taken a strategy for its opera-
tions involving intelligence services that differs from that of ISIL. According 
to the Jamestown Foundation Terrorism Monitor, “Along with these major and 
well-coordinated battles in the field, insurgents are now being used as assets 
in a clearly drawn intelligence war targeting the Afghan security establish-
ment, with a particular focus on the Afghan domestic intelligence agency.”39 
These efforts to “blind” the Afghan government suggest that the Taliban has 
learned the criticality of winning the intelligence war. Also, there has been 
a marked incidence of attacks against critical security figures in the Afghan 
government.40 Rajiv Chandrasekaran of the Washington Post summarized the 
current strategy as “The Taliban are fighting a political war while the United 
States and its allies are still fighting a tactical military war … We remain 
focused on terrain. They are focused on attacking the transition process and 
seizing the narrative of victory.”41

This “narrative of victory” is critical for the Taliban and its allied groups. 
Even if they do not actually win back control of the country, seizing the ini-
tiative could be crucial in any future peace agreements with the Afghan gov-
ernment. Again using a historical analogy, the so-called “Final Offensive” by 
the insurgent Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) group 
in El Salvador in 1989–90 (despite being an operational failure) was critical 
because it enhanced the group’s political stature in the subsequent peace talks 
and ensured the FMLN’s inclusion in the Salvadoran political process.

One operational-level issue may be associated with these efforts. This is the 
spike in so-called “green on blue attacks” — attacks by members of the Afghan 
security forces against ISAF members — beginning in late 2011 shortly after 
the United States announced its plans for shifting security responsibilities to 
Afghan forces. According to data collected by The Long War Journal, “in 2012, 
attacks by Afghan forces on coalition forces surged; in 2012, they accounted 
for 15 percent of coalition deaths. In 2011, green-on-blue attacks accounted 
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for 6 percent; in 2010, 2 percent; in 2009, 2 percent; and in 2008, less than 
1 percent.”42 The official U.S. stance on these attacks has been that virtually 
all of them have been by disgruntled Afghan troops or police with individ-
ual grievances, with one unnamed U.S. spokesperson claiming that fewer than 
10 percent of the attackers had any connection to the Taliban.43 Unsurpris-
ingly, Taliban spokesmen and propaganda broadcasts have claimed credit for 
all these attacks, together with announcements that the group has increased 
efforts to infiltrate Afghan security forces.44

Following the major increase in insider attacks in 2012, ISAF was able 
to sharply decrease their incidence, both through instituting a series of 
self-protection measures (many of which understandably remained classified) 
and by at least attempting to improve vetting procedures for members of the 
Afghan security services.45 Although some of these measures apparently have 
been eased, the key point was that the green-on-blue attacks and the subse-
quent measures to reduce them created some major gaps both in trust and in 
operational cooperation between ISAF and Afghan allies. These results almost 
certainly will continue to create problems in supporting ISAF efforts to tran-
sition security control to government of Afghanistan. It might also be noted 
that if ISIL is an effective learning organization, it will note the issues created 
in Afghanistan by insider attacks. Given the 2015 U.S. initiatives in training 
Iraqi forces, the value of infiltration of these recruits by ISIL (or potentially 
by Shia militias for that matter) certainly would seem to be an obvious lesson.

Information Operations
In many ways, the most important lesson learned by insurgent groups 

has been the criticality of information operations. Indeed, numerous insur-
gent and terrorist organizations have absorbed this lesson more effectively 
than have most governments. The goals of the information operations cam-
paigns necessarily include strategic communications, operations, recruiting, 
and building a support structure. The actual information operations systems 
developed by insurgent groups deserve further examination to uncover the 
processes developed as a result of learning best practices.

One important information operations factor surrounding ISIL is brand-
ing, to use a Madison Avenue term. The tag line might be, “these are not your 
father’s jihadists.” The Madison Avenue analogy is apt because ISIL propa-
ganda and information operations are relatively sophisticated, which is consis-
tent with a fairly long-standing effort by virtually all terrorist groups. Any such 
group now must compete for attention. As Neville Bolt notes, terrorist orga-
nizations must use “subversive principles of commercial and political market-
ing to chart ways through an overcrowded media-world of information and 
symbols.”46 Much of ISIL’s propaganda focus is on its success in actually taking 



After the Wars

195

and holding territory as opposed to the relative lack of tangible achievements 
by other jihadist groups, particularly al-Qaida, which seems to be a particular 
rhetorical target of ISIL rhetoric.

The ISIL successes actually are a continuation of earlier lessons learned by 
insurgents in Iraq (and elsewhere). All the insurgent groups in Iraq became 
much more skilled at information operations over the course of the U.S. occu-
pation. In reality, they likely were quicker learners on information operations 
than were U.S. forces, and they seemed to start from a higher skill level. The one 
lesson decidedly learned by the Iraqi insurgents was the advantage of making 
the war visual. Virtually every attack was recorded on electronic media and 
was quickly posted to electronic media. One reflection of how essential AQI 
viewed this tool and how extensively they used it was provided by the fact that 
between June and about November 2007 (roughly the period corresponding 
to the “surge”), American forces captured eight media labs belonging to AQI, 
in which they found a total of 23 terabytes of material that had not yet been 
uploaded to the web.47

The Taliban presents a similar pattern in having developed a sophisticated 
information operations strategy. According to an International Crisis Group 
study, this includes targeting multiple audiences:

[1] English language, for international audiences. Disseminated pri-
marily through a regularly updated website and almost daily contact 
with international media outlets, it aims at gaining global coverage 
and an international audience through reputable outlets; [2] local 
languages, particularly Pashtu (with some Dari and Urdu), aimed 
at regional groups, including on both sides of the Afghan-Pakistan 
border. This has several objectives: to obtain wider public support 
through folk imagery and culture (songs/poems) which appeal to 
national and religious sentiments; fear and intimidation through night 
letters (shabnamah, pamphlets or leaflets usually containing threats) 
and violent DVDs; and recruitment through morale-boosting martial 
songs, orations and statements about operations on the website, mag-
azines, DVDs and audio cassettes; and [3] Arabic, for wider transna-
tional networks. More closely linked with global issues and movements 
online as well as through a few publications, aimed at building wider 
support and presumably gaining recruits and financing. Global groups 
also seek to link the conflict in Afghanistan to their wider narrative of 
a battle between the West and Islam.48

When in power before the U.S. invasion, the Taliban regime displayed lit-
tle skill in media management; at best, it might be viewed as exhibiting efforts 
at control rather than persuasion.49 The successors to the earlier Taliban 
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(the so-called neo-Taliban), however, clearly learned the skills required for 
information operations. As a U.S. military officer put it, “unfortunately, we 
tend to view information operations as supplementing kinetic [fighting] oper-
ations. For the Taliban, however, information objectives tend to drive kinetic 
operations . . . . virtually every kinetic operation they undertake is specifically 
designed to influence attitudes or perceptions.”50

Insurgent groups have demonstrated their commitment to their informa-
tion operations experts in practical ways. One source has reported that Al 
Hayat Media Center, the ISIL media organization, offered a young Syrian an 
$18,000 salary and a house and car to work for it.51 An indicator of the impor-
tance that the Taliban places on media operations is cited by Cori E. Dauber:

According to Lara Logan, CBS News’ Senior Foreign Correspondent 
and one of the very few reporters to have continued reporting regu-
larly from Afghanistan during the time she was stationed in Baghdad, 
the Taliban always give the person with responsibility for media and 
information in an operational cell the number two position in the 
cell overall.52

There continues to be debate among analysts as to the relationship between 
terrorist (or insurgent) groups and “mainstream” media, which largely is 
beyond the scope of this chapter. In terms of insurgent learning, however, 
one related issue should be noted. This is how well various insurgent groups 
have learned to feed their propaganda into various news feeds as “straight” 
news. As one analyst has noted, “The area where the neo-Taliban have made 
great strides is in using outside media to portray themselves as a legitimate 
opposition group in Afghanistan, not as a terrorist group set on destroying the 
government.”53 Likewise, in looking at insurgents during the U.S. occupation, 
Cori E. Dauber in a Strategic Studies Institute paper argues that:

Key issue in all this is internet connectivity. They no longer have to try 
to create “buzz” to move a clip into the mainstream press: they are now 
the press’s primary source of news footage when it comes to the vital 
issue of attacks on American military personnel in Iraq. All they have 
to do is make the material available.54

Insurgents similarly have learned to use the Internet in very creative ways 
for their propaganda themes. For example, Andrew Exum noted that Iraqi 
insurgents operated a website called BaghdadSniper on which viewers could 
watch sniper attacks against coalition forces, with narration in six languages.55

Insurgent and terrorist groups clearly have learned that information oper-
ations and strategic communications represent a U.S. weakness that is the 
equivalent of a “center of gravity” they can exploit. A number of American 
officials and senior officers have noted this weakness. For example, U.S. Army 
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Brigadier General Kurt Crytzer said, “Our adversaries are constantly one step 
ahead of U.S. in the IO [information operations] realm.”56 Other U.S. officials 
also have argued that the United States — after perhaps a slow start — rapidly 
caught up with insurgents in Afghanistan and Iraq. Two notes might be made 
on these arguments. The first is that information operations that did in fact 
succeed in Iraq appeared to be more focused on tactical-level actions rather 
than sustained strategic communications and information operations.57 The 
second issue might be noticed from a generally positive official assessment 
on U.S. information operations: “The importance of strategic communication 
has only recently been fully recognized within [the Department of Defense], 
and therefore relevant policy and doctrine are still evolving.”58 This state-
ment was published in 2009, after eight years of combating insurgents, which 
suggests a continued lag in U.S. learning and adaptation.

The following excerpt from an official ISAF press release reflects the dif-
ference between the U.S. approach to information operations and those of 
the insurgent groups it has faced:

[The Taliban] are not bound by a responsibility to tell the truth. In 
fact, they routinely exaggerate casualty numbers and damage figures to 
elevate their stature and generate a larger impact . . . There are numer-
ous instances where the spokesman’s first notification of an event is 
a request for comment from the media. Rather than admit lack of 
knowledge of the event, the spokesmen provide fabricated data and 
adjust their numbers incrementally as they gain better fidelity from 
their networks.59

However laudable the intent to provide nothing but completely accurate 
information, this comment misses one of the key aspects of information oper-
ations campaigns. Controlling the message remains critical, which in large 
measure involves being the first to present particular issues and themes. Wait-
ing for “certainty” can put the information operator constantly in a reactive 
mode and quite possibly lead to irrelevance.

In many ways, the United States has self-created barriers in the informa-
tion operations realm. In large measure, this is due to legal restrictions. The 
U.S. Information and Educational Exchange Act of 1948 (commonly known 
as the Smith-Mundt Act) has been legally construed as prohibiting U.S. 
information operations efforts against American citizens.60 Some relief was 
provided in what became known as the Smith-Mundt Modernization Act, 
which was introduced in 2010 and made part of a larger piece of legislation in 
2012.61 This offers the major U.S. international information systems (such as 
Radio Free Europe) somewhat more flexibility in the content they are able to 
provide online, but does not address military information operations efforts.
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AQI found a number of propaganda themes of considerable use with, at 
least, the Sunni population of Iraq. All of these resonated well during the U.S. 
occupation of Iraq, and they likely will continue to be of use in any further 
potential U.S. counterinsurgency efforts in the region. One interesting source 
providing the most useful themes is a U.S. Marine Corps study of the forma-
tion of the Sahwa (Awakening) Movement; this movement became a principal 
counterinsurgency tool during the U.S. surge. In a series of oral history inter-
views, key members of Sahwa described both why they joined the movement 
and the conditions precipitating their decision to join.

These Sahwa leaders and members provided details of local perceptions 
of the U.S. operations in Iraq that provided grist for AQI propaganda efforts. 
Certainly, the very presence of U.S. forces underlay everything, but the way 
U.S. operations initially were conducted seemed to be almost as important. As 
a senior U.S. officer observed:

[T]hey would state that after Baghdad fell and throughout the sum-
mer of 2003, the Americans overreacted to small acts of resistance or 
violence and fought in a way that was cowardly and without honor. 
Here they would talk about the senseless use of firepower and mid-
night raids on innocent men. They said that by our escalation, we 
proved true the rhetoric of the nationalist firebrands about why we 
had invaded, and our actions played directly into the hands of organi-
zations like Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda in Iraq and Sadr’s militia.62

Clearly, such perceptions were overcome — and in fact, several Sahwa 
leaders noted that they received more support from the U.S. than from the 
Iraqi government — but AQI’s themes probably continue to be usable in the 
future by groups facing the United States.63 In the particular case of Iraq, this 
might be even more complicated. As noted, the Iraqi government never pro-
vided much support to the Sunni anti-AQI elements while the United States 
was still in the country, and Baghdad was even less helpful (with some arguing 
that it became actively hostile) after the American withdrawal.

The “war of perceptions” may be even more complex currently. With the 
United States attempting in 2015 two rather distinct simultaneous goals —
supporting largely Sunni anti-Assad forces in Syria while trying to at least 
contain the Sunni ISIL in Iraq — local populations may be understandably 
confused as to how to understand the situation. In fact, U.S. Army Brigadier 
General Kurt Crytzer, Deputy Commander of Special Operations Command 
Central, has been cited as claiming that many Iraqis believe that the United 
States is secretly arming ISIL.64 There is no evidence that ISIL has directly 
taken advantage of such perceptions in its propaganda themes, but they offer 
possible topics and issues for insurgent messaging.
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Insurgent Learning and the Future
In many ways, counterinsurgents also have had to re-learn past lessons 

from history, at times painfully. Certainly, earlier writers on counterinsur-
gency such as David Galula, Frank Kitson, and Robert Thompson would 
agree with most of the doctrine provided in Field Manual 3-24, Counterin-
surgency, particularly since much of it was derived from their observations 
and experience. Likewise, insurgent groups seem to have also re-learned some 
of the key lessons both from other groups and their individual experiences 
operating against the United States and its allies.

Both the Taliban and ISIL appear to have learned the most critical lessons 
surrounding insurgency and, perhaps more importantly, have adapted these 
lessons to their particular environments. Both the Taliban and ISIL clearly have 
benefited from the learning from their earlier experiences against the United 
States, but the forms of their responses seem to have differed. In the case of the 
Taliban, the overwhelming bulk of attention appears to have been directed to 
what might best be described as the local insurgency environment. In other 
words, despite continuing to try to maintain and enhance regional alliances of 
various stripes, the Taliban and associated groups remain focused on improving 
their effectiveness within Afghanistan itself. As such, the most critical learning 
processes — and implementing these lessons learned — have been associated 
with operational-level actions. As previously argued, the basic Taliban stra-
tegic goal of either regaining control of Afghanistan, or at least strengthening 
its hand in future political negotiations, seems to have remained rather consis-
tent. The learning and subsequent changes have seemed to be more a matter of 
emphasis of new tools and focuses rather than a major re-shifting of priorities.

This can be contrasted with ISIL. Viewing ISIL as the lineal descendant 
of AQI, the lessons learned from the overall failure of AQI during the U.S. 
occupation seem to have created a somewhat subtle but significant change in 
strategy. During the heyday of al-Qaida “Central,” there was much discussion 
and debate among Western analysts as to whether the world was viewing a 
global insurgency.65 In terms of actual operations, this never quite appeared 
to be the case. More significantly, AQI — much more of an insurgent group 
than the larger al-Qaida — did not succeed particularly well as insurgents 
(as opposed to terrorists). ISIL clearly has learned lessons from these earlier 
cases, and it seems to have managed to bridge many of the gaps between local 
and international.

One of the major lessons incorporated by ISIL and the Taliban is that of 
the criticality of information operations. This certainly is not a new feature 
of insurgent movements, whether under the rubric of propaganda, indoctri-
nation, or psychological operations. The key improvement these two groups 
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has made, however, is fully utilizing all the available tools to spread their mes-
sage. As noted earlier, many would view their information operations as hav-
ing been superior to those of the counterinsurgents fighting them. Clearly, as 
recent battlefield setbacks by ISIL have shown, even the best-crafted infor-
mation operations campaigns cannot win an insurgency. Nevertheless, even 
groups (perhaps including ISIL) that are relatively weak can maximize their 
longevity by using effective information campaigns.

Perhaps the most important lesson the Taliban and ISIL have learned is 
the importance of strategic patience. Their apparently improved operations, 
strategies, and information operations in many ways simply provide them 
with additional breathing space to continue to survive as coherent move-
ments. Both groups have incorporated lessons learned earlier through their 
own experience and through those of other groups to establish “facts on the 
ground.” Neither group may ultimately succeed, but their existence as learn-
ing organizations will make them much more difficult to counter. The fresh 
lessons they have provided almost certainly will be studied by other groups in 
the future, whether or not they are of similar ideological stripes.
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CHAPTER 11 
U.S. Intelligence Credibility in 
the Crosshairs: On the Post-War 
Defensive
Bowman H. Miller

Intelligence services have an inherent disinclination to share what they 
know and how they know it, but any notion that a single country’s services 
can operate effectively without partners, including foreign ones, is no longer 
sensible. However, when it comes to sharing from the world of secrets, trust 
is the coin of the realm. Moreover, trust and risk management in the world of 
intelligence partnering confront a complication when the credo, drawn from 
the negotiation history of superpower arms control, is deemed to be “trust but 
verify.” There is a major rub in trying to verify that the trust one places in a 
partner is deserved, since that very act of verifying of necessity tends to involve 
“spying on one’s partner.”

The purpose of this brief assessment is to analyze how that trust factor has 
been affected by recent U.S. and other actions, especially in the two war zones 
of Iraq and Afghanistan and in confronting terrorism on a global basis. The 
examination weighs the importance for intelligence partnerships of foreign 
reception of various U.S. intelligence practices, many of them new in light of 
the post-2001 terrorism challenge and often controversial. The analysis also 
treats overarching concerns as well as reactions and responses in three key, 
allied partner states — the United Kingdom, Germany, and Japan. The former 
two were directly involved in either or both Iraq and Afghanistan. Japan, on 
the other hand, is deemed to have been affected, in part, by U.S. moves and 
behaviors as Tokyo, albeit also for other reasons, extends its development 
and embrace of more unilateral intelligence and defense capabilities. How-
ever, despite the diminution of trust between the United States and some of its 
partners among scores of countries with which the United States cooperates 
in intelligence, the fact remains that they are so dependent upon U.S. coopera-
tion and capabilities that there is little, if any, inclination to cast aside that U.S. 
source of cooperation and assistance.
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The Intelligence Community (IC) of the United States is the world’s largest, 
most versatile, most technologically advanced, and most expensive. It is now 
also as complex and challenged as is any on earth, given America’s global inter-
ests, presence, and engagement. Tens of thousands of people toil in the U.S. 
IC, and tens of billions of dollars go into its budget each year. However, Amer-
icans by themselves, even given the advanced technology and sophisticated 
methods at their disposal, cannot monitor, let alone master, all of the world’s 
festering challenges to U.S. and allies’ national security. As globalizing interde-
pendence demands more networking and cooperation among governments, 
the U.S. IC has realized increasingly that it needs willing and able foreign part-
ners to achieve the intelligence success and insights the United States requires.

As if the IC required further impetus, the terrifying events of 9/11, mounds 
of Congressional legislation, the recommendations from various hearings 
and commissions, President Barack Obama’s 2010 and 2015 National Secu-
rity Strategies, the Director of National Intelligence’s strategy, and public and 
media commentary all insist that the U.S. IC do a better job of sharing infor-
mation domestically across agency lines among the IC’s 17 different services 
and agencies. In addition, the community is explicitly enjoined by all of the 
aforementioned authorities to be more assertive and effective in partnering 
with counterpart services abroad.1 Despite inherent misgivings over sharing 
secrets, U.S. intelligence, under the aegis of the Director of National Intelli-
gence, has endeavored to do more of just that.

Quid Pro Quo?
Partnering with foreign intelligence services takes many forms, but in 

virtually all cases what the United States offers or provides its counterparts 
outweighs, at least in quantity, what it receives in return. The array of these 
partnerships, with a mix of foreign agencies, varies from virtual integration 
with very close partners to ad hoc sharing.2 The intention or motivation, on 
the U.S. side, is to better inform allies and partners so that they are more effec-
tive in carrying out operations of benefit both to the United States and to them, 
to train them to be more adroit in their operations and analysis, to relieve the 
U.S. of some operational and collection tasks, and to equip coalition partners 
with vital intelligence in a common endeavor. The United States primarily 
partners with individual agencies bilaterally — with one country or service at 
a time. But such partnering also occurs in some areas multilaterally, e.g., in 
NATO, and in larger groupings when conducting coalition operations, with 
the U.S. either in the lead or performing cooperatively as the “best supporting 
actor” when it comes to intelligence and military operations. Regardless of the 
arrangement, the pivotal issue of trust in one’s partner is ever-present when it 
comes to sharing secrets or in operating jointly and clandestinely.3
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Partnerships with counterpart intelligence and security services also seek, 
in many instances, to influence foreign attitudes and decisions as much as to 
simply inform them. Herein lies the crux of concern when and if U.S. intelli-
gence’s truthfulness, accuracy, credibility, and objectivity are called into ques-
tion. As noted, every country’s intelligence enterprise inherently distrusts 
foreign intelligence services. Recruited new hires are subjected to the admo-
nition that they should never assume that information or an approach from 
a foreign intelligence and security counterpart is honest, well-intentioned, or 
without an ulterior motive. Information security, counterintelligence aware-
ness, and constant wariness typify the world of intelligence services. Indeed, 
one of the barriers to better use of intelligence within the United Nations sys-
tem is this very suspicion, i.e., that countries cull out only the intelligence they 
want people in the UN to see, in order to further their own aims and priorities.4

No more telling case in point regarding such suspicion came in the Febru-
ary 2003 presentation to the UN Security Council by Secretary of State Colin 
Powell concerning Iraq’s reported possession of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD). That effort — to market the need to intervene against Saddam Hus-
sein in Iraq — proved hollow in some key aspects. Thus, foreigners (both part-
ners and adversaries) remain wary of U.S. motives, making it incumbent upon 
the United States not to be caught cooking the books when it comes to intel-
ligence partnering and sharing.5 The U.S. community of intelligence, security, 
and law enforcement agencies is not where it should be, or wants to be, con-
cerning its global reputation. The United States clearly has been and wants 
to remain being considered the foremost professional, credible, capable, and 
secure intelligence enterprise in the world. The fact that it is the largest, best 
funded, and most technologically adept intelligence apparatus, certainly in the 
democratic world, does not automatically bestow any elevated stature on the 
U.S. intelligence establishment, however.

Numerous episodes in the last decade and a half have cost the U.S. IC 
some of its precious credibility. Today, the U.S. IC finds itself devoting too 
much time and effort defending and justifying itself, all while seeming to lose 
the offensive against a burgeoning array of vexing foreign-origin threats and 
challenges. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, their rationale, conduct, and 
aftermath, have taken a toll on the stature of U.S. intelligence and, concom-
itantly, on personnel morale within it. The community no longer enjoys the 
same reputation for excellence in the eyes of many of its foreign partners or 
adversaries. In addition, many outside the U.S. remember all too well Presi-
dent George W. Bush’s bipolar dissection of the post-9/11 world into friends 
and enemies, those either with the United States or against it. At the time, 
France and Germany, having spearheaded the UN effort to head off the U.S.-
led intervention, were counted among the latter.6 That said, the U.S. IC still 
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remains of fundamental importance to virtually all of its foreign partners, 
who enjoy, for the most part, asymmetrical benefits from this kind of rela-
tionship. Those advantages tend to come in exchange for special geographic, 
linguistic, and at times operational and analytical access and contributions.

Coalition Denouement: Time for a New Intelligence 
Cost-Benefit Analysis?

As the coalition deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan approach their pre-
sumed endpoints, traditional U.S. allies worry that the level of intelligence 
partnering, imperfect though it has been, will be reduced as various countries’ 
will and capacity to intervene abroad wanes. U.S. and allied defense budgets 
are under extreme pressures. Defense system procurements are either being 
canceled, stretched out, or displaced by extending the life span of key ele-
ments, i.e., the UH-1 Huey helicopters of the U.S. Air Force, the UK’s Nim-
rod maritime intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance aircraft, etc. The 
1990s Balkans interventions, Iraq, Afghanistan, and most recently Libya all 
have shown that European NATO allies’ claims to field a major, deployable, 
and sustainable expeditionary force of their own are hollow. If they were ever 
realistic goals, those goalposts of spending and defense modernization have 
clearly been moved back. If the allies are less willing and able to engage and 
deploy abroad in coalition with U.S. forces, many in the U.S. intelligence enter-
prise wonder if the rationale for sharing intelligence with them is as valid as 
it has been. Do the inherent risks of sharing (and they do persist) warrant 
the outlays and exposure of sensitive U.S. intelligence collection and analy-
sis? Is that perennial mantra of intelligence partnering — based on quid pro 
quo — being realized or likely to come about in future years?

European defense spending continues to remain flat or trend down-
ward. In a sign of the times, even the United Kingdom recently inquired of 
NATO whether London could now count its intelligence spending as part of 
its NATO outlays in an effort to come closer to agreed spending objectives. 
Despite their laggard status, allies worry that the U.S. will draw back from 
existing commitments in long-established, operational sharing relationships, 
as the U.S. intelligence and defense budgets shrink along with most of their 
own. This impending retrenchment comes despite the fact that more, not less, 
partnering would be advantageous to all parties. While individual nations 
devote less to defense, global threats both miniaturize and multiply, and glo-
balization’s growing interdependence and the intrinsic common vulnerabili-
ties it creates for states persist.

Some representatives of Five Eyes partners (Australia, Canada, New Zea-
land, and the United Kingdom) utter an almost plaintive plea that the United 
States not cut back the level and intensity of sharing that those same partners 
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have grown accustomed to — in places ranging from Kosovo to Kandahar, 
from Baghdad to Benghazi. The United States long has been deemed to be 
overly protective, if not niggardly, in providing operationally significant intel-
ligence to even its closest strategic partners, including the United Kingdom. 
There is now a palpable worry that the U.S. will further dilute and delimit 
intelligence partnering, even as the number and complexity of likely con-
tingencies grows. Thus, even though key partners have wounds from their 
relationship with U.S. intelligence over aspects of the Iraq and Afghanistan 
contingencies, none of them wants to forego those relationships, upon which 
so much of their own analytic insights and security preparedness depend. 
They continue to press the case that the United States partnering with them 
still yields a net benefit to Washington. Their position remains that, for the 
most part, those prized relationships, even when troubles arise, have proved 
to be cost effective, even as they recognize that any intelligence sharing poses 
a greater risk of exposure, compromise, or other hostile exploitation.

Chinks in America’s IC Armor
In the last decade and a half, the United States IC has confronted no less 

than a half dozen major challenges to its reputation for credibility, ethical 
methods, and professional behavior. It has been the focus of allegations of 
malfeasance, illicit methods, illegal collection and confinement, violation of 
foreign nations’ sovereignty and laws, and an inability to control and protect 
its own intelligence information, sources, and collection methods. Although 
not all of these instances reflect direct U.S. intelligence involvement or direc-
tion, all of them have harmed the standing of U.S. intelligence both at home 
and abroad. What belongs in that inventory of negative episodes? Pride of 
place certainly goes to the late-2002, woefully mistaken U.S. National Intelli-
gence Estimate (NIE) that posited “with high confidence“ continuing WMD 
programs in Iraq.7 It also goes to the ill-fated UN Security Council briefing of 
similar purported findings in February 2003.

Many close partners, often beholden to the U.S. IC for both raw and fin-
ished intelligence, parroted the U.S. proposition that Saddam Hussein had 
acquired at least WMD know-how, if not an actual capability and avail-
able stocks. They were misled by U.S. judgments rooted in a kind of global 
IC groupthink, a pro-war policy orientation of President George W. Bush’s 
administration, and unsubstantiated analytical presumptions not based on 
recent intelligence or convincing evidence. At the UN Security Council, Sec-
retary of State Powell drew upon selected elements of that NIE and other data, 
significant parts of which were flawed or false.8 Flawed, cherrypicked intelli-
gence was used to justify the war and, later, to sell the need for intervention 
in Iraq to the world at the UN. (Much of what transpired in the United States 
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concerning Iraqi WMD “intelligence” was evident in the United Kingdom as 
well, as will be discussed below.) The somewhat lurid role of an Iraqi source, 
ironically code named Curveball, contributed to the mistakes and misjudg-
ments in the lead-up to the intervention.

In 2004, images of U.S. mistreatment of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Graib, made 
all too public with streaming videos, were conjoined with allegations of U.S. 
“extraordinary renditions,” waterboarding and other “enhanced” interroga-
tion techniques in “elicitation” of information, and alleged secret CIA prisons 
abroad.9 As noted below, an Italian court tried some 20 Americans in absen-
tia for the reported seizure and transfer to Egypt of a radical Islamic imam 
from Milan. All the while U.S. leaders have dealt with the issue of housing/
incarcerating “unlawful combatants” at Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan and 
on Guantanamo Bay Naval Base in Cuba, the latter intermittently threatened 
with closure but still operating today. A whole new vocabulary of intelligence 
euphemisms arose as the United States and its partners faced a new kind of 
terrorist and insurgent enemy operating outside the scope of previous interna-
tional norms and legalisms.

Leaks in the U.S. Intelligence Vessel
Equally, if not more, damaging to the reputation of both U.S. intelligence 

and American diplomacy have been the mammoth, unlawful disclosures of 
diplomatic reporting by U.S. Army Specialist Bradley (now Chelsea) Manning 
via Wikileaks and the hemorrhaging of even more costly leaks by Edward 
Snowden exposing a variety of sensitive U.S. intelligence efforts and capabili-
ties. These two millennials, claiming high-minded motivations for their crim-
inal behavior and violation of public trust, have caused untold harm to U.S. 
national security with their actions. Regardless of their reasoning, the fact 
remains that some in the United States and many abroad, particularly in polit-
ical, parliamentary, and media ranks, were all too pleased to have access to 
such supposed “hard evidence” of alleged U.S. intelligence malfeasance and 
illicit activity. Tales of espionage, snooping, and such make for lively press, if 
not media sensationalism, but there is ample fire behind the smoke to make 
many of these recent accounts and accusations of U.S. misdeeds and violations 
of trust appear accurate.

The Snowden case and its revelations continue. The fact that reporters for 
the Guardian in Britain write about them and draw from them not while on 
British soil but writing from Brazil — beyond the normal reach of UK intelli-
gence and security agencies MI5 and MI6 — is testimony to the supposition 
that their publication is most likely in violation of the UK Official Secrets 
Act’s provisions. The “temporary” Russian exile of Snowden likewise attests 
to similar fugitive status in his own case but also perhaps, for a while at least, 
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to Snowden being a welcome and apparently informative houseguest of the 
Federal Security Service (FSB), a KGB successor agency. All of this has gen-
erated considerable political mayhem in some partner countries — as well as 
added demands at home for more IC transparency and accountability.

Though some of the foreign reactions to Snowden’s troubling claims are 
clearly disingenuous, the fact remains that perennial American references to 
being the “indispensable nation” are now also greeted with a growing concern 
that some of the U.S. intelligence enterprise’s actions appear untruthful, unlaw-
ful, and impeachable. Rather than being exceptional and indispensable, the 
United States is also seen by too many as untrustworthy for having obtained 
some of its intelligence using measures outside accepted democratic and legal 
norms. Although the feigned alarm in countries like France — renowned for 
its own highly intrusive intelligence collection activities — is widespread, part-
ner intelligence services have been hard pressed to explain what they know 
of U.S. practices and to what extent they are party to them or are themselves 
employing similar methods. Suffice it to say that foreign counterpart intelli-
gence services are being whipsawed between wanting to maintain their still 
highly valued relationships with U.S. agencies and serving and being valued as 
protectors of their own sovereign national security, intelligence equities, and 
political processes.

Analysis Under the Gun
Much has been written, alleged, and reported about the rushed, ill- 

considered, and politicized U.S. NIE concerning claims that Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq had WMD in at least two of the three categories, i.e., chemical and 
biological. Paul Pillar, an acknowledged critic of Bush administration Middle 
East policy, is one of those whose perspectives on this sordid episode have 
been expressed in first-person detail. Pillar’s recollections point to the Bush 
administration’s “pressing the community for juicier tidbits that would make 
more of an impression on the public when talking about Iraqi weapons pro-
grams.”10 Pillar writes knowingly of the sad saga of the WMD in Iraq NIE. 
He notes that the White House spokesman’s claim (much later in 2007) that 
the President’s main reasons for intervention came from the NIE on Iraq and 
Saddam’s own actions was, in Pillar’s words, a “lie.” “[I]t was impossible for 
the intelligence estimate in question … to have been a basis for the decision” 
since the NIE came after President Bush had decided on the path to war and a 
campaign to sell it to the public.11

Pillar’s study of the nexus between intelligence and policy highlights one 
essential fact: “as a shaper of policy, ideology decisively trumps intelligence.”12 
Equally significant, however, and galling among analysts, is that British coun-
terparts suffered constraints, biases, and pressures of their own. Pillar has a 
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direct counterpart in the UK’s Brian Jones. In his extremely detailed, blow-
by-blow account of the experiences of British intelligence in dealing with Iraq 
and anti-Saddam intervention issues, Jones recounts all of the political efforts 
to steamroll the analysis of the existence of Iraqi WMD in order to echo the 
Blair government’s policy and war preparations. Like his late colleague Sir 
Percy Craddock, former chief of the UK Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) 
under Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, Jones stresses the necessary distinc-
tion and separation between intelligence and policy, one all too often ignored 
or overridden in the Iraq case:

I suspected he [Deputy Chief of UK Defence Intelligence] was keen 
to provide uncritical support to the policy community. There is an 
important line between intelligence and policy and I was worried that 
it was becoming blurred under his influence…. At the heart of it was 
our duty to strive to ensure [the intelligence assessment dossier on 
WMD in Iraq] represented our assessment of the intelligence.13

Jones’s entire account is rather painful to read for any intelligence analyst. 
It documents the kind of pressures inflicted by a rush to a pre-ordained policy 
judgment, as well as the politicization of the analytic product, i.e., decision-
makers pressing for the analysis to assert what policymakers want it to say.

Such was also the case, whether implicit or explicit, in Washington con-
cerning WMD in Iraq, of course.

Compound Interest Can Prove Harmful
Many different but related events and issues have contributed to a lessen-

ing of outsiders’ faith and confidence, both in the ways the U.S. intelligence 
enterprise conducts itself as well as in the product of its analysis. World opin-
ion witnessed in graphic videos U.S. mistreatment of some prisoners in Iraq at 
the hands of some U.S. military guards. What happened at Abu Graib, despite 
the behavior being confined to several individuals, only served to cause much 
of world opinion to conflate those disgusting images with other allegations 
of secret (and presumably equally humiliating and brutal) CIA foreign pris-
ons. In those alleged confinement facilities, waterboarding and other ques-
tionable, if not unacceptable, interrogation techniques were reportedly in use. 
Various American euphemisms, carefully crafted for U.S. consumption, did 
little to blunt negative perceptions in the United States and abroad of such 
excessive American intelligence actions and methods.

Adding to the negative perceptions being fed outside the United States 
were a number of reported “extra-territorial renditions,” acts which most 
people would label kidnapping. One such major case, referred to earlier, 
involved the reported seizure of an outspoken, radical imam from the streets 
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of Milan, Italy, and his rapid transfer to Egyptian custody, reportedly without 
the knowledge or consent of any Italian authority. The reported seizure and 
transfer deeply offended Italian government and public sensitivities. Italian 
courts subsequently indicted and tried, in absentia, 22 alleged CIA operatives 
and one U.S. Army officer involved in the case. The ability of such personnel 
to again work abroad was harmed.14  On the Italian side, two very senior offi-
cials, eventually identified publicly as having been forewarned of the reported 
operation, were convicted for their role in this case, only to see their sentences 
quashed on appeal. The imam in question is now pressing a case against Italy 
in the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg.15

It is this guilt by association issue which comes up repeatedly when foreign 
counterparts of U.S. intelligence are caught in the web of allegations of U.S. 
abuses. Thus, if an Italian, German, Pakistani, or other official is deemed to 
have been party to or aware of some questionable U.S. intelligence collection 
or other operation, he or she often pays the price of “name and shame” public 
exposure, lost stature, and frequently a forfeited position. If a foreign political 
leader has reportedly been the target of U.S. intelligence collection, his or her 
own services are put in a bind: either they were cognizant of the U.S. activity 
and did nothing about it; or they were ignorant of the alleged U.S. intrusion 
and thus seemingly incompetent. For U.S. partners, these events thus can be 
the ultimate lose-lose situation for them — and for the relationship’s level of 
trust and confidence.

The Saga Turns Cyber
This trail of sometimes lurid miscues or poorly veiled actions became even 

more troublesome after the Wikileaks episode. This so-called whistle-blower 
website received and made available to international news outlets and oth-
ers hundreds of thousands of SECRET-level, internal State Department diplo-
matic reporting telegrams. Thanks to the leak perpetrated by Manning, since 
convicted on a variety of counts and sentenced to some 30 years confinement, 
masses of sensitive U.S. diplomatic and intelligence reports and confidential 
foreign contacts’ names were compromised. His leaks, like other such massive 
hemorrhages of classified, sensitive information, have proved even more dam-
aging than much classical espionage.16 The difference, of course, is that a leak 
into the public domain has a potentially unlimited global audience, whereas 
a clandestine, state-run espionage operation is carried out in secret and the 
intruder endeavors to keep the harvest of intelligence secret for as long as the 
operation is lucrative and beyond.

The Wikileaks fiasco, occurring in the midst of the Iraq war and borne 
of Manning’s computer access in that theater of conflict, brought with it a 
range of complications and disclosures. Several of its manifestations included 
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the foreign ouster of two U.S. ambassadors, those to Ecuador and Mexico, 
from their positions. In addition, the number of U.S. inside contacts in foreign 
governments, who saw their identities as sources revealed or threatened with 
publication, yielded a much larger span of Wikileaks vulnerability to being 
named as a confidential source and promises to curtail some of the access and 
insight the United States had enjoyed while it maintained those sources’ trust 
and confidentiality.

The fact is that great doubts and misgivings were introduced worldwide 
into the business of U.S. confidential diplomacy and international candor by 
the Wikileaks affair, and it has yet to run its full course.17 All of that said, 
key partners of the U.S. IC — even with their previously shielded ties to the 
U.S. now publicized — have generally remained wedded to that relationship, 
despite suffering catcalls and worse. They try to reassure their U.S. partners 
and themselves that whatever low points have afflicted the relationship would 
prove a short-lived episode. They focus on the fact that many of these intel-
ligence partnerships are longstanding, of necessity quite resilient in the face 
of criticism, and usefully enduring, even durable enough to withstand harsh 
exchanges and chilled political relations between capitals. It is not uncommon 
for intelligence professionals in foreign services to seek American reassurance 
that, though the political leaders of the partnering nations may be at odds over 
a policy, the intelligence partnership should continue unabated. The invest-
ment is too great to write off, in their view.

Enter Snowden — Better Said, Snowden Departs
On top of the amalgam of a misguided NIE concerning the presumed 

existence of Iraqi WMD, graphic pictures or accounts of U.S. torture at Abu 
Graib and elsewhere, allegations of the United States scooping up radical Isla-
mists as suspected terrorists in various foreign countries, and the Wikileaks 
mega-leak to the world public, another American intelligence insider has 
wreaked huge havoc on sources, methods, and secrecy. Edward Snowden, a 
contract employee at the U.S. National Security Agency (NSA), walked away 
from his sworn duties at its Hawaiian location and headed for exile, or at 
least a way station, in Hong Kong. After some peregrinations, he eventually 
reached Russia where he enjoys continuing “asylum,” his respite and protec-
tion from the long arm of U.S. justice. In the interim, he has leaked hordes of 
sensitive data and operations, been widely interviewed, seen himself become 
the subject of an Academy Award-winning documentary, and emerged as an 
unlikely folk hero and media darling within anti-establishment circles across 
the globe. His revelations have proved very costly to a range of partnerships 
the U.S. IC has carefully fostered and maintained.
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Perhaps taking a cue from Manning but with much greater, more devastat-
ing access to highly classified programs, capabilities, and operations, the more 
savvy Snowden has paired up with several journalists, primarily the Guardian’s 
Glenn Greenwald and the Washington Post’s Barton Gellman.18 The latter have 
published one expose after another, claiming to shed light into NSA’s oper-
ations, techniques, and practices; they have published information of great 
interest and value to America’s adversaries and hostile intelligence services, 
and to anti-Western, malevolent forces globally. Moreover, the United States 
has seen the pivotal trust it has worked so long and hard to build up with allies 
and partners be diminished as a result of his disclosures, compounding Man-
ning’s damage. Snowden’s allegations and leaked documents have bred huge 
doubts of the veracity of U.S. assertions that America does not “spy” on friends 
and allies. In addition, his disclosures have prompted a firestorm of protest 
over, and investigation of, alleged wholesale NSA domestic surveillance of 
Americans’ Internet and email activities. Those revelations resulted eventu-
ally in calls for U.S. legislation restricting NSA’s work in this regard and major 
domestic judicial decisions castigating such collection as excessive and violat-
ing the bounds of the U.S. Patriot Act.

Most troubling, in some respects, is that Snowden’s claims and releases 
continue to trickle out from his safehaven (and from co-conspirators) abroad. 
Moreover, the fact that Russia’s Vladimir Putin saw fit to free Snowden from 
his no-man’s-land in Moscow airport all but confirms that the FSB is part of 
this cabal. The FSB seems to be making Snowden comfortable as a uniquely 
placed source: presumably he is talking to FSB officers in greater depth and 
detail than what has been made public to date, notwithstanding Snowden’s 
denials. One can only wonder and await what more will be exposed — whether 
it be true or false. For many observers, however, it matters little how true any 
of Snowden’s revelations are or may be; much of the semi-informed world 
public has become convinced that his claims are true, given his access and the 
masses of stolen data. Many of the uninitiated, especially among America’s 
detractors, clearly believe that the NSA has exceeded the bounds of its mis-
sion and violated both democratic norms and U.S. Constitutional protections.

Making Intelligence Fit the Policy
The United Kingdom, led by Prime Minister Tony Blair during the Iraq 

and Afghanistan wars, has been the most involved, most directly affected, 
and the most structured in its response to both contingencies, but primarily 
involving the entry, alongside the United States, into Iraq in 2003. British and 
American intelligence, joined at the hip since World War II, were equally and 
simultaneously confronted by the Iraq contingency and questions about how 
intelligence was to be involved in its planning, rationalizing, and execution.19 



212

Both nations’ responses have been dissected at length. The British post-mor-
tem has included several major commission and parliamentary inquiries, 
various hearings, and private, first-person accounts. Two seminal examina-
tions of what led up to the Iraq intervention and the convoluted role British 
intelligence played in it (or was played, as some have indicated) are Brian 
Jones’ account (referenced earlier) entitled Failing Intelligence: The True Story 
of How We Were Fooled into Going to War in Iraq and a quite different portrait 
in William Shawcross’ Allies: The U.S., Britain, Europe and the War in Iraq. 
Jones’ version dates from 2010, while Shawcross wrote his much earlier, first 
published in 2003.

Shawcross finds little to fault in the shared Anglo-U.S. decision to invade 
Iraq, seeing it as inevitable at some point and in some fashion, given Saddam 
Hussein’s track record of abuse, flaunting of the UN, and intimidating moves 
at home and in the region. Brian Jones, on the other hand, makes what one 
reviewer termed a “compelling case” against misguided policy and misuse of 
intelligence. Jones was, to borrow a phrase from U.S. history, a “witness at the 
creation,” this time of the intelligence and analysis designed to inform British 
policy vis-a-vis Iraq, war, WMD, and more. His book provides insight into 
the political machinations of the British government under Blair as it under-
took to rationalize and publicly sell the need to intervene in Iraq. Like the U.S. 
presentation to the UN Security Council in February 2003, intelligence in the 
UK was to be the handmaiden of that effort, had Blair and his aides had their 
way. The likes of Jones, however, withstood as best they could mounting pres-
sures to sing from Blair’s song sheet, regardless of the paucity of intelligence 
to support the Prime Minister’s preferred course of action.

Jones recounts the protests of some of his key weapons analysts that they 
lacked any credible intelligence since 1991 on aspects of WMD suspicions and 
that some of the purported more recent intelligence claims were such that 
“anyone with a passing knowledge of published information on Iraq’s WMD 
could have made them up.”20 In addition, despite their protests, analysts were 
also told that there existed new, more credible intelligence (a “Report X”) and 
that its sensitivity precluded access, an untenable claim in the world of sen-
sitive, all-source intelligence analysis.21 Jones, a senior Defence Intelligence 
Service (DIS) analyst, goes on to critique the source verification work and UK 
intelligence community pre-eminence of MI6, Britain’s civilian secret foreign 
intelligence service, airing more British dirty laundry.22

The British response to how intelligence was acquired and handled before 
the Iraq intervention, along with the sometimes spotty cooperation with the 
U.S. in military theater operations in Iraq, has not led to any wholesale remake 
of British intelligence or to rethinking the partnership with the United States. 
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However, concern was again heightened that, even with its closest partner, 
Britain needs to have a fully informed, highly competent all-source intelligence 
capability of its own. Moreover, insiders in British intelligence remain wary of 
being steamrolled or having their products cherrypicked to suit their political 
masters’ wishes or preferred policies.23 Intelligence consumers remain free 
to act as they choose, but it is not their privilege to blame their intelligence 
providers when misguided or ill-considered policies go awry. Such a credo 
sounds eminently reasonable to intelligence professionals, but its continuing 
abuse is what intelligence professionals should expect.

Germany: But I Thought We Were Friends
Looking at how all of this Iraq and WMD intelligence has played out in 

Germany thus far can be equally instructive. Germany, a very important if 
not the closest U.S. intelligence partner, chose not only to opt out of the Iraq 
episode politically but to actively seek to derail it. While the Schröder govern-
ment was doing its best, in concert with France, to stop the intervention, Ger-
man intelligence representatives in Washington pleaded with counterparts to 
preserve that relationship among intelligence agencies, notwithstanding the 
acute irritation in the wider bilateral German-American relationship.24 How-
ever, intelligence ties directly related to Iraq and the intervention there with 
non-player Germany were not seriously affected. On the other hand, later 
publication of allegations of National Security Agency (NSA) snooping on 
high-level German targets caused a political firestorm for Berlin.

Claims in 2013 that NSA had intercepted the cell phone of German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel caused an outcry of angry protest, hurt feelings, 
and anti-American hand-wringing. (It even took on the name “Handygate;” 
handy is the German slang for a cell phone.) German intelligence leaders 
were put in the unenviable position of either admitting they were witting of 
such an adversarial collection intrusion (by their key NATO ally) or claiming 
ignorance — and thus appearing either incompetent or attempting to resort 
to “implausible denial.” Worse was yet to come, however. A second chapter 
opened in early 2015 when German media and the German parliament’s left-
ist factions accused Berlin’s Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND, or Federal Intel-
ligence Service) of knowingly cooperating with America’s NSA in collecting 
against European communications targets — foremost among them France, 
the European Union, and Airbus.

Piling on, the media’s accusations then re-focused on the German Chan-
cellery because the BND comes directly under its supervision and oversight. 
Was the Chancellery also ignorant of both NSA and BND “cooperation” or 
have staff members of Merkel’s Chancellery been at least disingenuous, if not 
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blatantly untruthful, as to what they knew and when? Adding to the compli-
cations was a parliamentary demand, from Merkel’s political opposition, for 
access to a purported roster of NSA-provided email and IP addresses, report-
edly provided for the BND itself to track and intercept — in effect, the alleged 
“joint NSA-BND target list.”25 As of mid-2015, the NSA-focused saga contin-
ues to roil politics in Germany, with weekly magazine and online commentary 
and accusations from the likes of Der Spiegel, Germany’s most widely read 
(left-leaning) weekly, but also from most mainline print media — keeping the 
pot boiling. Time will tell whether the German Federal Prosecutor’s June 2015 
decision not to pursue the alleged NSA intercepts of Merkel for lack of evi-
dence will dampen the furor.

Japan: Maybe We Should Become More Self-Reliant?
Japan presents a quite different story with respect to post-Iraq intervention 

intelligence and larger security questions. The government of Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe appears committed to a more forward-leaving, less constricted 
attitude toward the constitutionally mandated Self-Defense Forces and their 
employment. Those initiatives have unleashed a storm of protests, both in 
public and parliament, reacting to the concern that Tokyo under Abe would 
be departing from its post-World War II restraint concerning a limited terri-
torial defense force. Abe has suggested that Japan’s military needs to be pre-
pared to intervene in external conflicts and/or on behalf of threatened foreign 
partners. Related to such a reorientation is the perceived need to have more 
and better, also independently acquired, intelligence.

In Japan, intelligence is heavily compartmented. Very few agencies of gov-
ernment or personnel ever have access to it. That said, it does not prevent 
intelligence (both indigenous and U.S.-provided) from frequently being 
leaked in the media, often for political purposes. Now, in light of the Abe gov-
ernment’s proposed defense enhancements, expected increasing demands 
involving future offshore interventions have brought renewed interest and 
commitment to enhancing Japan’s unilateral intelligence collection capacity. 
With parliamentary backing, moves are afoot to expand its satellite-based 
signals collection capabilities, to strengthen foreign intelligence based on 
recruiting and controlling human assets, and to flesh out more analysis draw-
ing on those products. Whether those moves have anything directly to do 
with Japanese perceptions of U.S. intelligence fidelity and credibility is hard to 
discern, but their timing hardly seems coincidental.

The fact that the conservative Abe government is pursuing these kinds of 
enhancements would seem to owe less to hedging Japan’s bets in counting on 
the United States for meeting many of its intelligence and security needs than 
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to the heightened regional tensions with Beijing over unrelenting historical 
and maritime issues. Thus, perhaps more important than a U.S. factor, ris-
ing Japanese concerns over Chinese muscle-flexing and the continuing worry 
about a North Korea with nuclear weapons, missiles, and a barely penetrable 
ideology have prompted efforts by Japan to acquire more intelligence relying 
upon its own resources. It goes without saying that, thanks in large part to 
20th century history, Japan has no basis to seek direct intelligence partnering 
within its own region.

Conclusion
Much of what has transpired around the world concerning the reputa-

tion of U.S. intelligence collection, analysis, and operations during and after 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan appears to outsiders to contradict Ameri-
can values and their showcasing as models for the world to see and imitate. 
What heretofore have been heralded as the acceptable methods, values, and 
avowed ideals of intelligence and law enforcement in keeping with U.S. rule 
of law, relative transparency, and defense of democracy seem out of sync with 
recent American intelligence practices and pronouncements. U.S. policy and 
actions are often deemed hypocritical, more reminiscent of might makes 
right and the ends justify the means. Thus, when a sitting U.S. Attorney Gen-
eral (Alberto Gonzales) issued a legal finding that waterboarding and other 
“enhanced” interrogation techniques did not constitute torture, many ques-
tioned his motives, legal interpretations, and moral and ethical judgment. The 
political cartoonists had a field day with this interpretation, as they have with 
a veritable avalanche of intrusive U.S. intelligence and law enforcement mea-
sures in the last decade and a half.

In light of the foregoing — and the less than ideal outcomes of conflicts 
in and over Iraq and Afghanistan — the U.S. intelligence reputation has taken 
many hits in foreign perceptions and portrayals. Much of this also has to do, 
however, with the mistrust of U.S. motives behind the Iraq intervention per se. 
Although many U.S. allies understand the conundrum that the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks brought about, they do not share the U.S. choice of methods to con-
front terrorism and Islamist extremism globally.26 One must add, of course, 
that virtually no other country on earth has the capacity or will to deploy 
major forces, including special operations troops, to the far corners of the 
earth in extremely threatening conditions to take the fight to terrorists where 
they live, train, and operate.

Although some of the trust in the United States has lessened, relations 
with and dependence on the United States show few signs of marked dimi-
nution. U.S. credibility is questioned more often and demands for greater 
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transparency have grown, but in intelligence the United States is, indeed, still 
the indispensable nation. Thus, all is not lost by any means, since the United 
States remains the dominant global actor in intelligence and counterterrorism/
counterinsurgency. However, recouping some lost trust and stature will take a 
series of positive developments, marked U.S. image improvement, and greater 
willingness to partner even-handedly with others abroad in order to redress 
any misgivings and doubts that have arisen. In the interest of U.S. national 
security and global stability, those trust-enhancing measures toward foreign 
intelligence partners need to be ushered in soon.
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CHAPTER 12 
Conclusion: Lessons of the Lessons
John A. Gentry

The preceding 11 chapters illustrate a wide range of views about recent 
American wars held by important non-U.S. government actors. The percep-
tions and “lessons” of this volume should be considered tentative, however. 
The war in Iraq, once thought moderately successfully concluded in 2011, has 
morphed into a different and, in some respects, more dangerous conflict. The 
war in Afghanistan continues as of this writing, with its outcome uncertain. 
Both conflicts presumably will continue to evolve and undoubtedly will gen-
erate more perceived lessons, and lessons revised, as time passes. Still, some 
learning already is evident in the actions of insurgent groups still fighting in 
both countries and in the policies of states globally. This chapter summarizes 
contributors’ findings, examines their judgments for broader patterns, and 
suggests some similarly tentative lessons of the lessons and implications for 
government officials and for scholars.

The lessons countries and nonstate actors encountered, and sometimes 
learned and operationalized, span a variety of topics. The word encountered, 
following Richard Hooker and Joseph Collins’s use of the term, emphasizes a 
few critical observations: not all learnable lessons are in fact learned accu-
rately, quickly, or well by national leaders; only some are converted into useful 
military equipment and doctrine or national policies; and often even fewer are 
internalized with some permanence into government organizational cultures.1 
Hooker and Collins’s study, commissioned by Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff General Martin Dempsey and published in 2015, makes the point 
clear by its title — Lessons Encountered: Learning from the Long Wars [bold 
added] — suggesting a lack of confidence that the U.S. government will effec-
tively learn this time or, perhaps more diplomatically and positively, posing a 
challenge to do it well this time.

The lessons non-American actors identified and turned into policies and 
actions vary dramatically. Domestic political, diplomatic, alliance, and mili-
tary/security situations seem to have been among the major causes of such 
differences in both perceptions and lessons. Countries with which the United 
States has troubled relationships unsurprisingly focus more on strategic polit-
ical and military lessons applicable to a potential future conflict with the 
United States. U.S. allies’ perceptions concentrate on the implications of their 
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involvement in the wars in the context of continuing, valued alliance ties to the 
United States as well as a variety of domestic political and defense policy issues.

These and other significant differences suggest that effective learning 
about the wars even from narrowly U.S.-centric perspectives, while reason-
ably addressing lessons immediately useful for U.S. military commanders, 
planners, and policymakers, should also account for the lessons of friends 
involved in the conflicts whom Washington may want to engage again in coa-
lition military operations. In addition, actors that did not participate but were 
watching intently surely will use their lessons when dealing with American 
leaders in the future. Disconcertingly from the U.S. perspective, most of the 
lessons of friends (Japan and France are partial exceptions) spring from, and 
focus on, negative experiences, while most of the lessons of potential or actual 
adversaries give them hope for better domestic and international situations. 
Iran, most especially, sees the wars as directly beneficial to the Islamic Repub-
lic and its agenda.

This chapter summarizes and assesses the lessons of the preceding chap-
ters, generally in two overlapping ways: by country groups and by functional 
topic. It focuses primarily on perceptions and judgments that recur in chap-
ters that were written independently to answer the questions posed in the 
Introduction of this book. More speculatively, it also suggests additional les-
sons for the U.S. government, other governments, and researchers.

U.S. Allies
Four chapters discuss lessons of seven countries with which the United 

States has treaties of alliance. In the cases of the United Kingdom, France, Ger-
many, Italy, and Japan, lessons related to the maintenance and strengthening 
of their alliance ties played major roles in decisions to participate in opera-
tions in Afghanistan, mainly. Peter Viggo Jakobsen notes that the European 
allies entered the wars (or did not) for different reasons, had very different 
experiences in the conflicts in which they did participate, and unsurprisingly 
derived different lessons, which he tests by assessing their attitudes toward, 
and roles in, subsequent operations in Libya and Mali and against the Islamic 
State. Jakobsen’s four-part model of determinants of West Europeans’ judg-
ments about the efficacy of the use of force in the two wars (and more broadly) 
(Table 4 in Chapter 1) includes assessment of whether a contemplated mis-
sion is good for long-term alliance ties with the United States. He concludes 
that most of the major European NATO states he assesses, and thence also 
the smaller member states that generally follow their lead, may not be willing 
to follow the United States into another major deployment unless the opera-
tion is in defense of core national interests, meets rigorous humanitarian stan-
dards, or is important to maintain alliance ties. Jakobsen’s construct also helps 
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explain why France, which did not participate in Iraq but had a generally posi-
tive experience in Afghanistan, has been the most aggressive European user of 
force in recent years. Jakobsen’s assessment closely tracks Patrick Keller’s more 
detailed look at Germany’s lessons from its experience in Afghanistan.

Jakobsen’s model seems generally applicable to Japan and Turkey as well. 
Maintenance and expansion of U.S. ties were major, and generally positive, 
factors for Japan. But less-than-ideal economic, domestic political, and inter-
nal security situations contributed markedly to Turkey’s negative views of the 
consequences of the war in Iraq and its later spillover consequences in Syria, 
and to Turkey’s view that internal stability is more important than the 
still-significant alliance relationship with the United States. Indeed, K.A. 
Beyoghlow argues that Turkey sees the Iraq war as spawning existential 
threats to Turkey, suggesting that Turkey may be reluctant to accommodate 
future U.S. interests not clearly linked to those of Turkey.

Strikingly, the American goal in planning the invasion of Iraq in 2002–03 
largely excluded planning for a European role.2 Aiming to win quickly and 
efficiently, largely with American power and that of close allies such as the 
United Kingdom and Australia, U.S. military planners wanted to avoid the 
coordination problems they experienced in past alliance and coalition oper-
ations, including NATO’s war against Yugoslavia in 1999, then hand off 
post-conflict repairs, humanitarian assistance, and “nation-building” chores 
to others, including allies and the United Nations. France, Germany, and Bel-
gium very publicly opposed the Iraq war, however, blocking NATO planning 
for a role in Iraq and making the “coalition of the willing” much smaller for the 
2003 war against Iraq than it was in 1990–91.3

In contrast, NATO countries invoked Article 5 of the Washington Treaty 
immediately after the 9/11 attacks. NATO member states and other coalition 
partners nevertheless saw the mission in Afghanistan very differently, gener-
ating tasks and rules of engagement that Jakobsen, Keller, and Michael David 
discuss at length. These different views frustrated some American military 
personnel who did not understand or appreciate reasons for the divergent 
national political directives that complicated the International Security Assis-
tance Force mission considerably. Presumably Germany, Japan, and some 
other allies will help again under similar circumstances, but recent experience 
suggests that they want clearer, more consistent, and more effective U.S. lead-
ership than they experienced in both Iraq and Afghanistan.

Jakobsen argues that conventional wisdom that European NATO’s military 
postures are weakening is incorrect. His case rests mainly on the robust actions 
of France since 2011 and the reasonable assertion that NATO countries will 
fight to defend core national interests. While the prospect of needing to defend 
themselves seems more imaginable as Russia flexes its muscle in Ukraine and 
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against the Baltic states, Germany, Italy, and even the United Kingdom showed 
high and evidently growing sensitivity to casualties in Iraq and Afghani-
stan — among local civilian populations and their own troops. Japan displayed 
similar casualty aversion. These evidently strongly held convictions help 
explain why, in the absence of an existential threat to them, Washington may 
find enlistment of its allies in risky ventures challenging unless their core 
national interests are at stake or a humanitarian emergency seems particularly 
compelling. Policymakers, diplomats, intelligence officers, and soldiers should 
continue to be alert for signs of the evolving criteria by which states assess the 
worth of military missions and the consequences of such decisions. This is 
essential for identifying changes in the political, military, and normative 
appeals necessary to recruit members of coalitions in the future.

Pakistan was nominally cooperative with the U.S.-led coalition in Afghani-
stan but operated in ways it viewed as nationally advantageous. In Stephen 
Tankel’s view, Pakistan saw the United States as an important actor in Afghan-
istan that it needed to accommodate rhetorically, while keeping its primary 
focus on its rivalry with India and domestic concerns. Pakistan therefore sup-
ported groups it thought useful at home even if they also fought the U.S.-led 
coalition in Afghanistan, angering U.S. officials. Tankel observes that the 
groups now seem to pose considerable dangers to the Pakistani military and 
political leadership, suggesting that they may have misjudged situations. But 
Pakistani actions may not have been mistakes — just the best way to handle 
difficult situations as they arose.

Potential U.S. Adversaries
Perhaps the dominant perception of countries with which the United 

States has challenged relationships is U.S. strategic ineptitude. Both the 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations get poor marks for stra-
tegic coherence and consistent, effective political/military operations over 
time. Potential adversaries of the United States see the wars and their out-
comes as negative for U.S. interests while having a range of implications for 
their own concerns. Although there is some admiration for U.S. technologi-
cal and tactical military prowess, the perceptions of U.S. strategic incompe-
tence should worry American officials because they reflect a lack of respect 
for the United States as a responsible international actor. Officials should also 
be concerned about the implications of what Russia, China, and Iran see as 
U.S. strategic- and operational-level political/military bumbling. Such views 
seem to lead them to see opportunities to operate more freely and in ways 
differently than Washington would like and, in some cases, to see American 
weaknesses as vulnerabilities they have opportunities to exploit.4 Presumably, 
other actors have seen the wars similarly and drawn similar conclusions.
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Russia and China see geostrategic lessons of the wars similarly: the United 
States was dangerously aggressive in Iraq, especially, but was strategically 
confused and ultimately ineffective in achieving its goals for the wars despite 
being tactically and technically proficient in winning battles. Wars the United 
States initiated spun out of U.S. control because they were poorly conceived, 
leading to numerous unintended consequences, including the rise of terrorist 
groups in many countries. Chinese analysts cite the phenomenon generally 
while Russians blame the United States for the spillover of Islamist terrorism 
into their country, which they consider to be a big and growing problem. These 
concerns are mirrored elsewhere, including by American analysts and even 
senior officials such as former Secretary of Defense Robert Gates.5 Stephen 
Blank argues the Russians go further, concluding that Russia, too, as a great 
power can act as independently of international norms as the United States 
has — and get away with it.6 And, both Russia and China used the years of 
U.S. distraction in south and southwest Asia to strengthen their national mil-
itaries in ways directly applicable to a potential fight with American forces.

Analysts in both countries see the U.S. wars through national historical 
and ideological lenses, in some cases predisposing them to see lessons more 
objective observers, or at least analysts with other paradigmatic perspectives, 
may interpret differently. But those perceptions are nevertheless real, meaning 
it behooves observers of all varieties, including intelligence analysts, to make 
sure they do not commit the cardinal error of mirror-imaging when assessing 
others’ lessons.7

Iran actively, if indirectly, fought U.S.-led coalitions in both Iraq and 
Afghanistan and emerged more confident in its political/military strategy and 
political/theological prospects regionally, in the Muslim world generally, and 
vis-a-vis the United States. Convinced that the United States is a determined 
enemy, Iran practiced forms of low-level, asymmetric conflict that it thinks 
were effective and will be useful in the future to advance its interests and goals 
at U.S. expense. Thomas Dowling’s analysis suggests that Iran, perhaps more 
than Russia and China, identifies the sources of U.S. failings in both wars as 
exploitable vulnerabilities.

U.S. Strategic Confusion
Most countries, including U.S. allies, see American strategies as ineffec-

tive and often unclear. The most common critique is that the United States 
entered both wars without knowing the regions in which it would be oper-
ating. Committed to furthering American values, the United States failed to 
advance them because it did not understand how to accomplish them in the 
very different political cultures of Iraq and Afghanistan. Many Americans 
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have made similar observations, including the severe critique of then-Major 
General Michael Flynn cited in the Introduction.8 Lawrence Cline makes 
a key point: once again the United States, and especially the U.S. military, 
focused on tactical fighting — usually doing it well — while ignoring the polit-
ical and other strategic aspects of whole wars. The point was made succinctly 
in a conversation U.S. Army Colonel Harry Summers reports that he had with 
a North Vietnamese Army colonel in 1975, soon after the American war in 
Vietnam was over, and published in 1982 in a book once read widely by U.S. 
military officers:

“You know you never defeated us on the battlefield,” said the Ameri-
can colonel [Summers]. The North Vietnamese colonel pondered this 
remark a moment. “That may be so,” he replied, “but it is also irrelevant.”9

U.S. enemies again did not make America’s mistake.
Patrick Keller notes that Germany, keen to support the United States in 

keeping with its goal of keeping NATO strong, saw shifts in publicly stated 
U.S. strategic goals damaging the credibility and effectiveness of operations 
in Afghanistan, thereby also diminishing German popular support for the 
effort. Berlin also was confused about American policy regarding Libya in 
2011. Turks and Iranians think the Americans showed little understanding of 
the Middle East, making major mistakes derived from cultural ignorance and 
insensitivity — a problem for Turkey but a good thing from Iran’s perspective.

Chinese analysts argue that American ideological commitment to spread-
ing democracy in south and southwest Asia was severely misplaced, leading to 
ineffective strategies and operations in both Iraq and Afghanistan. David Lai 
notes that Chinese analysts, seeing the world through Marxist-Leninist-Maoist- 
Dengist-colored glasses, also see the U.S. wars as part of an American quest for 
global “hegemony.” While the terminology may seem inflammatory at first, it is 
not far from that of Western scholars of the realist perspective on international 
relations, who talk about the unipolarity of a post-Cold War world led by the 
United States as hegemon. And U.S. government rhetoric during the early days 
of the Iraq War, at least, featured the goal of reshaping the Middle East into a 
version of America’s image by establishing democracy in Iraq.

Stephen Tankel argues that Pakistan understood that U.S. interests were 
not its own and opted to act in ways superficially supportive of U.S. goals while 
focused on its own. Islamabad took some actions that helped the Taliban, and 
correspondingly opposed U.S. interests, in part because Pakistan doubted 
U.S. staying power. Temporal commitment is a key element in strategy, and 
many observers have noted the short-term focus of U.S. policies and commit-
ments — especially President Obama’s once-firm calendar date, now predict-
ably extended, for ending the U.S. military mission in Afghanistan.
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This common view is disturbing from an American perspective because it 
suggests both diminishing international respect for the United States and evi-
dently growing concerns about perceived U.S. strategic incompetence. It also 
gives several countries, especially actual (Iran) and potential rivals (Russia 
and China) hope that they, too, can enhance their power at U.S. expense, with 
positive results for themselves.

Ideas and Information Operations
The importance of effective use of information operations (IO), includ-

ing political messaging, appears in different ways in several chapters. Three 
authors discuss the power of ideas to change strategic cultures of countries. 
Patrick Keller and Michael David note that the constitutions the United States 
imposed on Germany and Japan after World War II significantly limited those 
countries’ roles in the wars. Stephen Blank observes that Russia wants to use 
IO to create similar effects in other countries — to its advantage. Yet unlike 
in the 1940s, U.S. efforts to impose democracy in Iraq and Western efforts to 
promote democracy in Afghanistan both failed and met considerable derision 
as ideologies inappropriate for the political cultures they were thrust upon. 
Left unasked, and unanswered, is whether U.S. efforts were less competent 
than those of the immediate post-World War II period or whether situations 
were dramatically different. Certainly Japan in 1945, like Iraq and Afghanistan 
in 2001, had no strong national tradition of democracy.

Russia seems to have made major changes in its doctrine and operations 
in this arena. Unlike the U.S. emphasis on technical aspects of cyber war-
fare — usually defined as attacks on computer networks — the Russians also 
focus upon control of the content of electronically communicated messages 
useful for shaping whole societies. In contrast, the United States does “public 
diplomacy” notoriously poorly and bans IO aimed at Americans and even 
messages Americans may receive indirectly via “blowback” from abroad. 
Stephen Blank argues that the Putin regime sees this kind of IO as appli-
cable in both domestic and international contexts. Other analysts point to 
sophisticated Russian irregular warfare operations in Ukraine in 2014–15, 
especially, that employed IO to legitimize Russian intervention to protect eth-
nic Russians allegedly oppressed by Ukraine.10 Many actors in recent years 
in a wide variety of conflicts have sought to defeat or manipulate enemies or 
third parties by appealing to sensitivities to casualties, or what some call the 
instrumental use of casualty aversion norms.11 Russia has added a new twist 
on such norm entrepreneurship by appending nationalism to the list of rights 
that allegedly merit external intervention to defend. The liberal West, includ-
ing the United States, appears to be most vulnerable to such instrumental 
use of norms.12



224

Iran, too, is using both aspects of IO — cyberattacks and the shaping of 
content. It seems to have built its “Cyber Army” in partial reaction to the Stux-
net attacks it experienced in 2010. And, U.S. failures in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
and its ongoing struggle against the Islamic State, give Tehran opportunities 
to portray itself as a legitimate regional power and the only effective force 
protecting all Muslims from the Islamic State and oppressed people globally 
from alleged American predations.

Insurgent groups have learned the importance of IO to control the initia-
tive in political discourse, regardless of the accuracy of the information they 
purvey, and its importance for many other purposes. As Lawrence Cline 
notes, the Taliban and Islamic State devote significant resources to using IO 
to recruit, train, and raise funds. They gather, create, and disseminate infor-
mation that trumpets their operational successes and their enemies’ failures, 
and otherwise supports their strategic agendas. Recognizing the importance 
of IO, they have built IO units into their force structures. Even the Islamic 
State is now using a more established variant of the instrumental use of 
norms — using Iraqi civilians as human shields to both protect their fighters 
and generate favorable publicity if Iraqi security forces and their allies acci-
dentally kill civilians.13

For NATO states and Japan, Jakobsen, Keller, and David argue that future 
deployments will depend in part on the domestic political discourse, driven 
by information-shaped perceptions, about the justice of future operations. 
This makes contestation over perceptions of evolving situations critical for 
partisans of all persuasions. It makes still more important the development 
of effective American “public diplomacy” capabilities, at minimum. But while 
this effort requires technical skills that have been very weak for years, it also 
must be based on facts, and the wars have cost the United States credibility in 
important respects.

U.S. Learning and Adaptation Critiqued
Our authors and the actors they assess repeatedly comment that the les-

sons that Americans took from the conflicts differ from other actors’ percep-
tions, sometimes markedly, and that Americans should have learned faster 
and better — perhaps thereby avoiding their strategic errors. The chapters note 
the dearth, and/or slowness, of U.S. government learning in absolute terms 
and relative to actual or potential adversaries. The slow learning is followed 
by ineffective adaptation. These assessments should concern U.S. government 
officials but not surprise them. A large body of literature on U.S. foreign policy 
decisionmaking, intelligence, and military lessons-learned processes notes 
chronic deficiencies in these areas.14
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Stephen Blank makes the point most explicitly and strongly about Russian 
learning compared to U.S. learning, but Iran, China, and U.S. allies also note 
slow and ineffective U.S. learning and adaptation. Blank observes that Ameri-
can officials have not well monitored Russian developments generated partly 
in response to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan — and partly also from ongo-
ing Russian learning and adaptation processes stemming from operations in 
Chechnya and elsewhere. And, Thomas Dowling and David Lai note that 
Iranian and Chinese commentators, respectively, almost universally argue that 
the United States did not learn about the Middle East. Indeed, analysts in both 
countries maintain that the United States still does understand the region.

Stephen Tankel reminds us of the central importance of irregular forces in 
Pakistan’s strategic competition with India, and remarks that U.S. government 
officials should have known that Islamabad would protect perceived core stra-
tegic assets despite what Washington wanted. Yet they clearly did not. Senior 
U.S. officials repeatedly blasted the Pakistani government for accommodating 
groups that fight the United States in Afghanistan but are of major domestic 
importance to Islamabad, including the Haqqani Network.

Lawrence Cline notes a troubling pattern for the U.S. and other Western 
governments: insurgent groups continue to learn and adapt faster than they 
do. This phenomenon is not new; it also is not surprising. Weak nonstate 
actors fighting materially strong states must be agile or they will be crushed. 
Nonstate enemies have indeed learned to adapt quickly and well to U.S. and 
coalition strategies. For example, the xenophobic Taliban, isolationist in the 
late 1990s, displayed considerable ineptitude in 2001, leading to its quick 
defeat. But it staged a considerable comeback, in significant part by learning 
from its past mistakes and from American practices. The Islamic State, largely 
a descendant of al-Qaida in Iraq, has managed, as of this writing in early 2016, 
to create a proto-state and a huge challenge for its many enemies. The Islamic 
State also is turning its attention to the “far enemy,” leading to terrorist attacks 
in Western Europe and perhaps the United States in late 2015. Stephen Tankel 
notes the substantial evolution in the thinking of jihadist groups in Pakistan, 
which in some cases led to increased opposition to the Pakistani state, in part 
due to questionable government actions taken at U.S. behest.

States learn at different speeds, and Cline’s assessment that U.S. learning 
and adaptation are relatively slow and ineffective is consistent with other com-
parisons.15 A true superpower can get away with slow learning in situations 
that do not involve existential threats. But it is much more damaging to lesser 
powers and states that rely on organizing and leading disparate coalitions to 
achieve their foreign policy objectives and need finesse to do so — as Washing-
ton has increasingly tried to do in recent years.
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Domestic Political Ramifications
The wars prompted appreciable political debate and some national 

soul-searching in several countries. Failure was not the only cause. Japanese 
military experiences and successes, while modest by American standards, 
controversially suggested variously to Japanese that their country should —
or should not — be somewhat more muscular in its international political/
military doings. Japan’s experiences also raised again the issue of the wisdom 
of Japan’s post-1945 constitutional prohibition on use of armed force to 
resolve international disputes and thence to its unusually conservative 
national strategic outlook. In contrast, many Germans seem to have decided 
that a primary German lesson of 1939–45 was a good one; the use of military 
force for optional purposes really is a bad idea. The war in Iraq, in particular, 
contributed to intense policy debates in Turkey and growing anti-American 
sentiment. Stephen Blank describes a dramatic change in Russian domestic 
policy, triggered also by lessons of internal conflicts in Chechnya and else-
where, that IO should be used to control domestic thought processes; this goal 
surely is not without precedent in authoritarian Russian/Soviet history, but the 
techniques and the counterterrorism focus of recent efforts are new. And, 
Thomas Dowling observes that Iran’s ruling elites are pleased with their suc-
cesses in both wars, presumably strengthening their domestic positions.

Foreign Aid
The role of foreign aid agencies and the nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs) they employ and otherwise support, and of military units operat-
ing in humanitarian assistance-type roles, appears in three chapters. Pauline 
Baker focuses on international humanitarian NGOs and the problems they 
encountered in dealing with belligerents in the conflicts, including the U.S. 
government. As Baker notes, the U.S. Agency for International Development 
relies extensively on NGOs under contract to perform its functions, and other 
countries’ aid agencies do the same. Baker’s discussion of how U.S. policies 
endanger aid workers physically, threaten the operational environments they 
treasure, and endanger their funding suggests another variant of U.S. strategic 
confusion. The U.S. and other governments have decided that they will rely 
on NGOs to perform much of their foreign assistance, but make it hard for 
NGOs to perform in ways those NGOs consider essential to their principles 
and organizational well-being. At the same time, military doctrine for coun-
terinsurgency operations per Field Manual 3-24, the latest edition of which 
is called Insurgencies and Countering Insurgencies, makes clear that mili-
tary engagement with local people is essential for strategic political/military 
success — precisely what NGOs do not want.16 NGOs long have been in war 
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zones before foreign troops arrive, stayed during the fighting, and remained 
after the troops go home. That pattern seems likely to continue. This fairly 
obvious policy contradiction remains unresolved.

A major civil-military effort to contribute to “nation building” — the Pro-
vincial Reconstruction Teams — did not perform particularly well and even-
tually was discontinued in Afghanistan. This suggests that core elements of 
U.S. and NATO doctrine and force structure — civil affairs or what NATO 
terms Civil-Military Cooperation, or CIMIC, units and functions — also need 
re-consideration.

Michael David emphasizes the importance of Japan’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and its use of Official Development Assistance funds to support many 
Japanese military and NGO operations in Afghanistan, especially. Japanese 
armed forces in both countries and German troops in Afghanistan under-
stood that core parts of their missions as assigned by their national govern-
ments were to help local people, not to kill enemies. Because such attitudes are 
likely in future conflicts, U.S. planners and decisionmakers, and their coalition 
partners, have much to do. They must ensure that military and civilian gov-
ernment personnel, and NGO staff, understand their often very different mis-
sions and appreciate the underlying, strongly held principles that lead NGOs 
and governments to specify sometimes very different operational tasks and 
rules of engagement than U.S. troops have and like.

Lessons for Intelligence
The strategic muddle of the wars and global reactions to it suggest sig-

nificant challenges for U.S. intelligence. Starting with the 9/11 surprise that 
prompted the war in Afghanistan and the weak intelligence behind the flawed 
National Intelligence Estimate of 2002 on Iraqi weapons of mass destruction 
that was part of the Bush administration’s rationale for the invasion of Iraq, 
U.S. intelligence on the wars has been widely criticized.17 As Bowman Miller 
notes, publicity about politically validated but unsavory interrogation tech-
niques and renditions did not help.

The chapters of this book, which amount to a form of open-source intel-
ligence analysis, suggest other kinds of failings and challenges that are more 
closely associated with traditional intelligence collection and analytic prac-
tices. Perhaps most significantly, American and foreign observers widely if 
implicitly believe the Intelligence Community in 2001 did not adequately 
help (and has not since helped) senior U.S. leaders to develop long-range, 
effective strategic vision. Intelligence cannot, of course, prevent decision-
makers from making mistakes, and ineffective and/or inconsistent strategies 
have been common features of both the Bush and Obama administrations. 
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Intelligence does as senior leaders ask it to do, but senior leaders cannot ask for 
information or intelligence about what former Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld famously called “unknown unknowns.” Intelligence arguably has a 
responsibility to anticipate and study situations senior leaders do not yet know 
will one day concern them greatly, to look “over the horizon,” in former Direc-
tor of Central Intelligence Robert Gates’s vernacular — a practice some now 
call anticipatory intelligence. The Intelligence Community also can better 
assess whether U.S. policies, threats, requests, or inducements are likely to be 
effective abroad, under what circumstances, and whether they may generate 
unintended negative consequences.

The National Intelligence Priorities Framework gives intelligence leaders 
some flexibility to look at issues and areas not currently of policy concern.18 

These chapters suggest they may need to do so more aggressively. U.S. intelli-
gence traditionally has better identified and assessed tactical-level capabilities 
rather than strategic intentions. But General Flynn’s critique indicates that 
even tactical intelligence was flawed by design — its priorities were skewed. 
Tactical intelligence personnel traditionally work closely with and for opera-
tors, who to some degree understandably focus mainly on the here and now, 
suggesting that decisions to look more broadly and deeply, and at different 
issues including strategically important political factors, should mainly be a 
national-level responsibility.19 Sometimes it is best not to focus primarily on 
immediate, tactical support to combat troops in the field.

At strategic levels, these chapters and history suggest another reason for 
American concern. Only years later did American intelligence personnel 
become aware that Soviet leaders saw the U.S. military buildup of the early 
1980s and a major exercise in 1983 as indicating an intent by President Ronald 
Reagan to initiate a nuclear attack on the USSR.20 Focused on other issues, 
and aware that the Reagan administration had no such plan, U.S. intelligence 
officers were slow to appreciate that the Soviets had a drastically different view. 
Have U.S. actions (or inactions) during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, or 
strategic muddling including a lack of U.S. “staying power,” generated reac-
tions U.S. intelligence has not yet identified whose negative consequences 
have yet to appear? Russia, China, and Iran fairly clearly are pondering their 
lessons carefully.

Consequences and Concluding Comments
The wars and their lessons have consequences that promise to be signifi-

cant for years to come, complicating U.S. foreign policymaking in new ways. 
The war in Afghanistan, and Pakistani government policies, may have exacer-
bated instability in Pakistan. The war in Iraq and its aftermath have deepened 
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Turkish unhappiness with many U.S. policies, damaging the NATO solidarity. 
For Japan, effective operations in both Iraq and Afghanistan have strengthened 
self-confidence, while perhaps making Japan a more willing partner in future 
U.S. operations. In Germany, the bitter aftertaste of operations in Afghanistan 
may make Berlin even less willing to use force except in immediate national 
defense, while French confidence in military options has grown. Both Russia 
and China seem to have learned many lessons. And, a more confident and 
emboldened Iran may be an even bigger challenge for many countries.

While these assessments of the wars’ implications are partial and prelimi-
nary, some things are clear. The war efforts thus far have not only been costly 
non-successes from the U.S. perspective, they appreciably affected many other 
aspects of international life, with generally negative implications for U.S. inter-
ests that surely are not yet fully apparent. Potential and actual adversaries have 
learned and adapted, and perhaps become more adventuresome, while U.S. 
allies question the quality of American leadership. The U.S. government con-
tinues to struggle with its national security decisionmaking and implementing 
processes.21 The consequences of the wars seem likely to make reforms both 
more important to make and tougher to accomplish. They also have expanded 
the types and complexity of issues U.S. intelligence, policymakers globally, 
and the scholarly community should address.
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